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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. 
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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. 
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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. 
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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. 
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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. 
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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…
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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? 
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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. 



 

 

Prologue







AFTER  REACHING  THE  RUBY  CITY,  the  capital  of  Belial’s  Dominion,  I flew too close to the  Coal of Hellflame and hit a shield of palladium

— a defensive dome around the Great Prince’s residence. That put the Cursed Inquisitors on my trail, led by the demon Dantalian. The same demon who disincarnated me. 



And so I had my first death in the Inferno, and the resurrection timer began counting down:



 Remaining time to respawn 9… 8… 7…

  

I  made  my  peace  with  Hakkar’s  inevitable  death  while Dantalian was talking to the imp Rofokal, another Cursed Inquisitor who somehow managed to see the particle of Order within me — the thing that gave me my permanent  Enemy of the Inferno debuff. 



As I hung in the great nothing of post-death, I began to think, trying to figure out what would happen next. 



Where  would  I  revive?  Ideally  in  the  Inferno,  but  then  what?  I couldn’t  change  my  appearance,  and  tiefling  Hakkar’s  service  in Belial’s  Dominion  was  at  an  end.  I  could  say  goodbye  to  any thoughts of getting the  Coals  in Belial’s domain — I’d have to try to get to the lands of Azmodan or Diablo, but they were years away…

What a disaster. 



If I revived on Kharinza… Then I’d have to assemble as many allies as I could and throw all our strength into defending Behemoth’s temple.  I  remembered  that  the  king  of  the  Commonwealth,  Bastian the  First,  wanted  to  meet  with  me,  and  wherever  he  was,  Emperor Kragosh  would  be  too.  The  rulers  would  agree  to  help  me,  they’d

assemble  an  army…  But  it  wouldn’t  do  any  good.  Sure,  we’d  rally, we might even be able to use the essences to take out the legates and  the  undead  horde…  But  they’d  soon  be  back.  Eileen  and Mogwai  could  raise  our  fallen  fighters  from  the  dead  and  knock together  a  new  army  in  mere  hours,  if  not  minutes.  And  we  didn’t have  so  many   Concentrated  Life  Essence s .   If  we  couldn’t  defend ourselves… I didn’t even want to think about that, but I would have to. 



I glanced at the respawn timer:  4… 3…

  

Not  long  now.  Where  Scyth  resurrected  would  determine everything I did next.  If he resurrected! Against my expectations, the digits  of  the  timer  didn’t  stop  at  zero,  but  kept  counting  down:   2…

 1…  0…  -1…  -2…  -3…  -4…   If  I’d  had  eyes,  I  would  have  blinked. 

What was happening? 



By  minus  a  hundred  and  forty-five,  I  started  to  panic.  Idiot! 

Wondering  where  I’d  respawn  without  even  thinking  about  whether I’d respawn at all. The Inferno was a separate game dimension not yet  integrated  into  Disgardium.  The  summoning  of  demon  familiars to  Disgardium  by  warlocks  and  the  transfer  of  mortal  souls  to  the Inferno — these were clearly processes that took place at the level of data exchange between servers. 



 −182…  −183…  −184…  Nether,  what  was  I  thinking?  The familiar  curse  word  reminded  me  of  the  time  I’d  gotten  stuck  in  the Nether — but then I’d had at least one option for coming back. How could  I  get  out  of  the  great  nothing?  There  was  nothing  there,  not even the interface! Well… Alright, the timer numbers were part of the interface, reminding me that time was passing, my body was alive in my  capsule,  but  my  character  was  simply…  Simply  stuck  between worlds. 



Simply! Nothing simple about it! My descent into hell had been a glitch in the system. It would be practically impossible to repeat. No

doubt  the  AI  had  already  patched  the  exploit,  to  keep  players  from stealing their way into hell before the new faction’s release. And the result?  The  character  Scyth,  or  rather  the  array  of  numbers  that defined him in the database of Dis…



 –212…  −213…  −214…  Wait,  what  am  I  saying?  Scyth  was gone from the reality of Dis, just like when I went to the Nether. Scyth was  no  longer  in  Dis’s  database,  which  meant  he  couldn’t  revive there!  The  Scyth  character  had  been  entered  into  the  Inferno’s database,  but  its  game  mechanics  were  different,  because  there were  no  players  there,  which  meant  that  there  was  no  standard resurrection at respawn points. And that meant Scyth had played his last. The tiefling Hakkar and his impersonator Herald Scyth had met final disincarnation. 



 −2593… −2594… −2595… By now, all that concerned me was the rate of the passage of time in the great nothing on the Inferno’s server.  I  couldn’t  quit  the  game  myself;  I  had  to  wait  for  one  of  my guards to initiate the emergency exit. 



I remembered what I’d said to Maria and Roj during one of my breaks  back  to  reality  from  the  Inferno:  Make  sure  the  life-support cartridges don’t run out, change them in plenty of time. And do not press  the  emergency  exit  button  under  any  circumstances!  The bodyguards  knew  how  to  follow  orders.  If  time  here  was  still  ten times faster than in reality, then I could be stuck in this empty gloom for months of subjective time! 



 −3544… −3545… −3546… I fell into a pit of despair for a while. 

At least in the Nether there had been a way to fight and try to get out of Nine’s prison, and then the hope of collecting all the  Smoldering Nether Shards I needed. Here I felt as if buried in a locked tomb with no way out. There was a non-existent itch on the back of my neck, and my inability to scratch it made me want to scream. 



 -5783…  -5784…  -5785…  Now  I  zoned  out,  staring  into  the darkness and trying not to look at the last digit of the timer changing every  second.  The  font  had  turned  red  as  if  glowing  with  heat,  the countdown burning into my non-existent eyes. 



Suddenly,  the  void  itself  shook,  quaked,  vibrated  with  a  voice coming from everywhere at once:



“Carrier  of  Order…  Scyth,  Herald  and  Initial  of  the  Sleeping Gods… Enemy not of the Inferno, as my subjects believe, but of the New Gods!” 



The vibrations shook me to the depths of my soul. I recognized the voice — I’d heard it while carrying the enemy flag during the trial battle. But although the voice of Chaos had then torn at me from the inside, now there was nothing for it to rip. 



I had no mouth, so I answered in thought:



“That’s exactly why I infiltrated the Inferno, Great Chaos.” 



I  wasn’t  calling  it  Great  to  stroke  its  ego.  Chaos  really  was something greater than the gods, a fundamental part of the universe. 

Behemoth  said  that  Chaos  and  Order  are  primeval,  and  their balance is at the core of everything, even the Sleepers themselves. I doubted such a creature would be vulnerable to flattery… Did it even have consciousness? 



“Yes, now I see. The Sleepers taught you to hide your true form well.  Even  I  did  not  identify  your  true  nature  right  away  when  you were in the flesh. But now I see you for what you are, Herald of the Sleepers. I see your goals and motives, just as I see that your path is ended.” 



Ended?  So  my  character  was  done?  The  thought  rang  out  in my  mind  with  disappointment,  but  that  was  all  —  for  some  reason, 

my emotions were dulled. Fear, panic, hope — all those disappeared when I found myself alone with Chaos. 



“What  do  you  think  my  goals  are?”  I  asked,  mostly  just  to develop the conversation. 



“The  True  Enemy  has  released  his  tendrils  into  your  world,” 

Chaos answered, clarifying: “Into both your worlds.” 



“You mean the Destroying Plague?” 



“You sentients create much disorder. That makes it all the more amusing to watch as you try to systematize everything, as you think up definitions and give names to all that you encounter. The paradox is that the more you strive for order, the more disorder it brings you.” 



“And the more chaos.” 



Tiny  changes  can  lead  to  unpredictable  consequences,  I remembered from our study of chaos theory in advanced math last year. 



“Exactly!”  Chaos  said,  and  I  felt  joy  in  his  emotionless  voice. 

“When  you  try  to   bring  order  to  something,  your  actions  lead  to greater disorder, because any system breaks down sooner or later. 

So  it  is  with  the  Destroying  Plague,  which  you  think  of  as  the  True Enemy. But you see only that which is shown to you, Herald Scyth. 

And  the  one  showing  it  is  already  falling  into  a  place  from  which there is no return.” 



“The Nether!” 



“The  Nether,”  Chaos  agreed.  “The  True  Enemy  of  everything and  all,  who  swallows  up  worlds  and  wipes  clean  entire  universes. 

This  universe  is  doomed,  and  the  Sleepers  will  awaken.  The  True Enemy has already found a way into both of your worlds, Herald of

the  Sleepers.  By  absorbing  them,  it  will  become  stronger,  and balance  will  collapse  in  the  metaverse.  And  that  will  be  hard  to  fix even for me and the Orderlies together.” 



His words gave me so much food for thought that I said nothing for some time. Chaos waited patiently. He had nowhere to be. 



The Nether, then. Since our very first meeting, Behemoth had been  warning  me  that  the  Nether’s  breakthrough  was  coming.  In creating the Destroying Plague, Nergal gave the Nucleus access to sources of power from the Nether, but apparently he overplayed his hand, and the Nether began to pull the Radiant God down… Or had the Nucleus escaped control? Whatever the case, I could no longer change any of it. My thought sounded out as a question:



“Is  there  really  nothing  I  can  do?  If  I  could  only  get   Coals  of Hellflame,  I  could  reach  the  lair  of  the  Nucleus  of  the  Destroying Plague! I know how to break its connection to the Nether! And I have a weapon against it!” 



“No,  the  game  is  over  for  you,  former  Herald  of  the  Sleepers. 

According to the laws of creation, if you aliens from another world die in  Disgardium,  then  you  will  be  resurrected;  your  avatars  are recreated as soon as they disincarnate. However, you did not die in Disgardium.” 



“And demons…” 



“Do not resurrect unless their killer so desires it. Which is out of the question in the case of the Cursed Inquisition. In addition, you…” 

Chaos  gave  a  laugh,  vibrating  through  the  aether,  “…are  not  a demon. The result is a paradox. You are doomed to spend your short life in the Inferno, but you have no place here, so there is only one way out: to destroy you, to wipe you out of reality. The only way to do that without violating creation itself is to cut the life from the body in which your mind resides.” 

 

Chaos  let  me  think  over  his  words.  At  first  I  had  been  more worried about losing my character, but then, when I fully grasped the meaning  of  his  words,  I  was  horrified.  If  this  insane  AI  had  taken control of my incorporeal character, then that meant he could make my body obey his commands — speed up my heartbeat, shut down my  organs,  boil  my  blood  and  raise  my  blood  pressure  to  deadly levels,  or  just  switch  off  the  veins  carrying  blood  to  my  brain. 

Whatever  he  wanted.  They  would  be  pulling  Alex  Sheppard’s  cold body out of his capsule. And some time later, millions of non-citizens would follow him, straight from the capsule to the crematorium. If not billions! I clutched at those numbers:



“Great Chaos, you said that nobody causes more disorder than sentients. That means the more of them there are, the better for you, right?  If  I  die,  there’ll  be  nobody  to  prevent  a  genocide  in  both worlds, and the Nether will be so strong that nobody will be able to stop it!” 



Chaos heard out my thoughts, admitted:



“You are right. The more sentients, the stronger my laws. And your disincarnation does not work to my advantage.” 



“Is there nothing that can be done?” I asked hopefully. 



“Not  in  this  timeline  of  the  Inferno.  But  there  is  an  infinite number of others, each with its own flow of time. I can return you to a timeline where you have not yet done anything irreparable, but have still  reached  the  Ruby  City.  And  if  you  fail  again  —  you  can  try again.” 



“Are  there  other  options?  Can  you  take  me  back  to  before  I went there?” 



“Other  timelines  in  which  you  have  not  yet  reached  the  Ruby City  will  take  too  long  for  attempts,  cutting  off  other  options,  so  we will not consider them for now.” 



“How many attempts do I have in total?” 



“As  I  said,  there  are  many  universes,  and  time  flows asynchronously  in  infinite  variations  of  the  Inferno.  In  the overwhelming majority of them, you have already disappeared or are close to it — Cursed Inquisitor Dantalian is on your trail. But in some, you  have  only  just  appeared  and  have  done  nothing  irreparable  in the Ruby City. That means that your number of attempts is limited.” 



“I  hope  I’ll  have  enough…  Wait!  If  you  see  all  the  alternate universes  at  once,  and  the  outcome  of  events  in  each  is  different, then can’t you just send me to a timeline where I’ve already reached my goal?” 



“Such timelines do not exist. And even if they did, Fortune has no access to the Inferno to direct your fate into a favorable branch of the  metaverse.  But  best  you  concern  yourself  with  there  being  any outcome at all. After all, once all the branches in which you survive are exhausted, if you still haven’t achieved your goal, I will be forced to return to my initial plan.” 



“Kill me in my own world? In both worlds?” 



“Correct.” 



“Well, I hope luck is on my side.” 



Sighing mentally, it occurred to me as soon as I was back in the Inferno,  I  could  quit  the  game  and  leave  my  capsule  right  away.  At the  same  time,  I  realized  that  my  thoughts  were  shouted  into  the great nothing right beneath Chaos’s nose. But he ignored them:



“Sentients believe in luck, in chance, in serendipity. You know that better than anyone, Fortune’s Favorite. But stretching the odds, your goddess’s favorite hobby, is nothing but a dangerous game with me.” 



“So you won’t wish me luck, then?” 



“Why do you need luck when Chaos itself is with you? Get what you  need  while  you  have  the  chance.  As  for  your  idea  of  escaping the power of creation…” 



So  he  did  hear  my  thought  about  leaving  the  capsule. 

‘Escaping the power of creation,’ uh-huh. 



“Uh-huh,”  Chaos  said,  confirming  my  thought  and  chuckling again. This creature wasn’t just sentient, but was capable of emotion too. “You give up too quickly, Alex Sheppard, known also as Scyth. 

At this moment, a word which sounds ridiculous here, where time is powerless and frozen, you have six hundred and sixty-six attempts.” 



“Six hundred and sixty-six? Why am I not surprised..?” 



That final line echoed into the darkness, and just as I realized what he’d called me, I sensed that Chaos was gone. 



But the timer finally worked like it should:



 Remaining time to respawn 3… 2… 1…

  

 



Chapter 1. Hero of the Thirteenth THE  NOISE  OF  THE  BIG  CITY  crashed  down  on  me:  passersby chattering,  steamers  honking,  chaotic  billboards  crackling  with energy.  A  little  imp  carrying  a  bundle  of  newspapers  arose  before me:



“The  Dominion  Times,  special  price  for  dominion  legionaries! 

Just five gold!” 



“Get outta here!” Abducius barked fearsomely, stamping a hoof. 



“Wait!”  came  an  unfamiliar  voice  from  the  side.  “I’ll  buy  one!  I want to read what they said about our victory!” 



I  turned  and  my  jaw  dropped  —  Lerra  was  standing  there, alongside… the weedy imp Rupert, the second instiga of the cohort! 

He was dead in the original branch of reality, so he was clear proof that I was now in another. Did that mean I could end up in one where my  legion  lost,  too?  Probably  not  —  Chaos  would  only  send  me  to alternate universes where I’d made it to the Ruby City. Wait! How did our fight against Azmodan’s Sixth Legion even go in this reality? 



“Rupert?” I stared at the imp in disbelief. “Where did you come from?” 



“Uhm…”  Rupert  squeaked  as  he  paid  for  the  paper.  “Are  you feeling okay, Decanus?” 



“How  could  he  be?”  Lerra  purred,  stroking  me  on  the  cheek. 

“Our decanus has never been in a big city before. He’s a little lost. 

Right, Hakkar?” 



“That’s  right,  Lerra,”  I  answered  the  succubus,  my  eyes  still glued on Rupert. Then I said to the imp: “Let me take a look.” 



He  handed  me  the  paper  without  protest.  I  calmed  down  as soon as I read the big headline:  Tiefling rookie brings victory to the Thirteenth!  Well, at least that was the same as before. 



“Remind  me  again,  Rupert,  how  did  you  survive?”  I  asked, handing the paper back. 



“Don’t  you  remember,  Decanus?  You  saved  me!  Out  of  the whole platoon, only you and Lerra and Abdu survived, and I nearly didn’t  —  I  made  it  to  our  Wager  with  you,  but  there…”  The  imp shuddered, his large Adam’s apple bobbing. “There…” 



“Rupert threw himself on a paralyzing bomb,” Abdu continued. 

The demon gently stroked the imp on the head. “He was faster than me. I saw the bomb and realized you wouldn’t make it if it went off. I ran at it and tripped over Rupert — he was running for it too.” 



“Rupert  got  blown  up,  an  enemy  wyvern  rider  absorbed  his chao,” Lerra added. “But you took him out and took the chao back. 

Then you revived Rupert…” 



“Although  we  tried  to  convince  you  not  to!”  Abdu  grumbled. 

“You  showed  weakness,  Decanus.  Lerra  and  I  are  grateful,  of course.  Rupert  is  one  of  us,  however  you  spin  it.  But  everyone else… Let’s just say you didn’t do much for your reputation. We had to start a rumor that Rupert owes you a ton of money, and that’s why you resurrected him.” 



“Come on, guys!” Lerra exclaimed. “Let’s take a stroll! We can buy some souvenirs, then head to the bar. Or are you guys headed for the brothels?” 



“We’ll  go  broke,”  Rupert  shook  his  head  doubtfully.  “A  bar would be better.” 



“The Limping Marilith it is, then!” Abdu said, looking at me. “It’s not far from here, Decanus, just two hours on foot.” 



“Not  far?”  I  chuckled.  “Why  walk  for  so  long?  Isn’t  there somewhere closer?” 



“Sure,  at  three  times  the  cost.  Everything  is  expensive  here, near the Great Prince’s residence.” 



After  some  deliberation,  we  headed  for  the  Limping  Marilith after  all,  the  same  tavern  where  the  Cursed  Inquisition  found  me. 

Frankly,  I  didn’t  care  what  my  soldiers’  plans  were,  because  I’d already made my decision. 



Another commotion broke out at the crossing again — the very same  devil  thief  grabbed  a  couple  of  bags  and  ran  for  it.  I  took advantage of the distraction to go into  Stealth, then  Clarity, and flew toward  the  spire  of  the  tower.  Now  I  was  going  to  really  let  loose! 

Chaos himself had told me to try the simplest options first. There it was, the  Coal of Hellflame, almost within my grasp. I definitely had more than one attempt, so why not try brute force first? Sure, it might be suicidal — the Cursed Inquisitors had immediately executed me last  time  just  for  touching  the  palladium  shield,  —  but  the  risk  was worth it. 



If I managed to steal the artifact, I could fly away from the Ruby City  at  full  speed,  log  out  of  Dis  and  tell  my  friends  to  let  Flaygray and Nega know that it was time to pull me out. There was a chance that  the   Summoning  Pentagram   wouldn’t  work,  but  both  the  satyr and  the  succubus  were  confident  it  would.  As  for  how  Dis’s controlling  AI  would  react,  that  remained  to  be  discovered.  I’d  take Uncle Nick’s old advice and cross that bridge when I came to it. 



I flew with extreme care to avoid touching any of the numerous demons  flying  through  the  air.  Not  all  the  species  here  had  wings, but  even  the  winged  ones  couldn’t  dream  of  flying  until  they  got  at least  a  yellow  star.  With  no  respect  for  the  laws  of  physics  and aerodynamics of the real world, demons weighing over a ton soared through  the  air,  banking  gracefully  in  air  currents  and  somehow managing  not  to  hit  each  other.  At  first  glance  their  movement seemed chaotic, but the more I looked, the more I noticed there were things like lanes in the air clearly defining the direction of travel. 



Rising high above the tower, I couldn’t help but look out across the  Ruby  City.  The  capital  sprawled  beneath  me  from  horizon  to horizon. Only in the city center did skyscrapers pierce the sky of coal and  flint.  Further  out  in  the  city,  I  saw  flashes  of  flames  and  huge squat buildings belching out smoke. Fire and fumes were all over the Inferno,  but  here  in  the  Ruby  City  they  blotted  out  the  sky  in  huge clouds crackling with the black energy of chaos. 



A  few  yards  from  the  blinding   Coal,  I  ran  into  the  invisible forcefield that the inquisitor had called palladium. I was knocked out of  Stealth, but  Clarity didn’t go anywhere. I watched as waves rippled out from where I hit it, as signal lights flashed all across the dome in waves and an alarm began to sound. 



Moving  a  few  feet  back  from  the  dome,  I  used  my  most powerful weapon:  Crushing Spirit Shock. Even without my multiplied stats,  Spirit Shock dealt two hundred million damage, but with them, and with the bonuses from my stars…



My  channels  of   spirit  emptied  all  their  power  into  the  core burning  brighter  and  brighter  in  my  chest.  Seething  with concentrated willpower, the core contracted smaller and smaller until it turned into a black hole threatening to suck in not only me, but the entire Inferno…



A  tangible  stream  of  deadly  energy  struck  into  the  palladium with the weight of a planet.  Boommmm!  Almost a trillion damage hit the defensive dome. I lost  Clarity, started to zoom away…



But  couldn’t  avoid  the  shockwave.  The  palladium  reflected  a hundred percent of the damage, its counterstrike hitting at once and cutting through  Equanimity and  Diamond Skin of Justice. 



 You are dead. 

  

 Remaining time to respawn 9… 8… 7…

  

Chaos’s voice vibrated in my head:  Fifty-eight remaining. 



The  sharp  drop  in  my  number  of  remaining  attempts  from  six hundred  and  sixty-six  down  to  fifty-eight  made  me  realize  that playing  with  Chaos  wouldn’t  end  well.  Small  wonder  the  citizens  of Andara, a stronghold of civilization in ancient Disgardium, turned into demons  as  soon  as  they  touched  Chaos,  into  creatures  whose treachery  and  cunning  inspired  legends  in  all  worlds.  Chaos  must have  been  lying  when  he  spoke  of  an  ‘infinite’  number  of  parallel universes.  It  was  grade-six  math:  even  a  billionth  of  a  percent  of infinity is still infinite. 



I cursed myself for trusting that I’d have a bunch of tries. Chaos had  said  there  were  six  hundred  and  sixty-six  timelines  where Hakkar  hadn’t  yet  attracted  the  attention  of  the  Cursed  Inquisition. 

While  I  had  been  expressing  my  surprise  at  seeing  Rupert  alive  in this second timeline, time had marched on in the others, and in some of  them  Scyth-Hakkar  must  have  touched  the  palladium,  cutting  off some of my options. 



I kept wondering — was this possible in Dis? Was the Scyth in the other timelines the real me? Or had a twisted, but truly godlike AI copied the world’s kernel and generated a bunch of variations of its own  universe,  where  Scyth  in  Hakkar’s  body  was  just  a  character

played  by  another  AI,  some  model  of  my  personality?  Something similar  had  happened  in  the  Nether,  and  then  it  was  like  I remembered everything that had happened to the virtual Scyth in my absence. But here I had no memory of anything that had happened to the other Hakkars. 



Maybe  this  multiverse  and  its  time  paradoxes  were  entirely parallel,  isolated  processes  launched  on  the  Inferno’s  main  server? 

Maybe all these variations started with my arrival here? That had to be it; if these dimensions had existed millennia ago, the differences would  have  been  far  greater!  Maybe  in  some  of  them  the  other princes had captured the Dominion, which meant that there was no Lerra or Abdu, no Thirteenth Legion, even no Ruby City. 



It was also fully possible that this was the Chaos AI solving a resource problem: if his power was limited by something like  Faith, then the more worlds he created, the greater the resource…



The  technical  details  excited  my  imagination  and  I  wanted  to consider them, but as usual, there was no time. 



It was time to act. 



 



Chapter 2. Museum of the Dominion WHEN I ‘REVIVED’ AGAIN in my Scyth-Hakkar body in another branch of  reality,  my  journey  in  the  multiverse  of  the  Inferno  continued  on the same street of the Ruby City as before. 



Only this time I started my attempt to get the  Coals of Hellflame in a dimension where the sole survivor in place of Lerra, Abdu and Rupert was the skinny demon Motif, third instiga of the Fresh Meat cohort. 



In this version, the entire platoon was disincarnated where it hid while  I  was  rushing  after  the  enemy  Wager.  My  fighters  fell  to  the enemy’s  monstrous  ‘cavalry,’  whose  path  happened  to  lead  right through  the  platoon’s  hiding  place.  Motif  survived  because  he sensed  something  coming  and  climbed  into  a  crack  in  a  cliff  face, staying  there  until  the  end  of  the  battle.  As  he  told  the  story,  the demon  cast  strange  suspicious  glances  at  me,  but  I  didn’t  care;  in this  story  my  ‘amnesia’  was  more  forgivable  than  the  instiga’s cowardice. 



From what I remembered, Motif’s father was the maker of the gut-twisting Abaddon’s Mill brandy, and he apparently hadn’t stinted when he sent his son off to the legion; in answer to my request for a loan, the instiga easily tossed me two hundred gold for a tour and so bought  himself  the  chance  to  wander  his  beloved  capital  city unsupervised. 



“I  know  a  girl  here,”  he  admitted  begrudgingly.  “Permission  to go visit her, Decanus Hakkar? Can’t invite you along, I’m afraid. She doesn’t  like  having  more  than  one  demon  in  her  bedroom.  Strange girl…” 



“No problem, go have fun. I’m going to take a look around the city.” 



I  said  goodbye  to  him  and  headed  for  Belial’s  residence.  I’d already wasted enough time learning the fate of the platoon. 



At first I walked, to avoid drawing attention. I paid no attention to anything around me as I went, staring at the tip of the huge tower disappearing into the acrid smog of the capital. 



I  wouldn’t  have  been  surprised  if,  against  all  the  laws  of physics,  the  six-mile-high  spire  with  the   Coal  of  Hellflame  at  its  tip was  sat  on  an  ordinary  building.  Only  when  I  came  closer  did  I realize  that  the  base  stretched  at  least  four  miles  from  the  side  I could  see.  The  structure  was  something  like  the  Eiffel  Tower,  only thirty times bigger and built in the shape of a colossal ziggurat with long steps at least half a mile wide leading into it on all four sides. 



In the last two attempts, I had traveled quickly through the air with  Flight, because walking would have taken several hours — the city  was  enormous.  So  I  dove  into  a  narrow  alleyway  that  stank  of rotten  eggs,  went  into   Stealth  and   Clarity  and  flew  for  the  tower again. 



Landing  and  reappearing  was  difficult.  The  area  around  the most popular sight of the Ruby City teemed with demons, even in the air.  There  was  nowhere  I  could  squeeze  in,  and  the  veil  of  the palladium  shimmered  around  a  hundred  yards  above  the  ground. 

The forcefield, shining a ghostly silver, seemed to drop from the spire and  spread  out  before  it  hit  the  ground,  creating  an  impenetrable visible forcefield above the flying demons. 



As I turned this way and that and looked closer, I began to see order  in  the  movements  of  the  demonic  crowd,  queues  crossing each other and wending their way to the main entrance. Before long, by  watching  the  demons  closely,  I  realized  how  the  queues  were

formed:  based  on  the  hierarchy  of  number  and  color  of  stars.  The longest  queue  was  the  one  for  yellow-star  demons  (there  were  no demons without stars — those weren’t allowed into the capital at all). 

Even the children here must be born with stars… No, more likely the parents  gave  their  offspring  chao  to  immediately  raise  their  status from birth. 



After  identifying  the  queue  of  fellow  yellow-stars,  I  squeezed myself in near its start almost at the top of the broad staircase — I couldn’t fly any closer, there were strong guardian demons patrolling

—  and  reappeared  between  two  demons  in  rich  clothing  looking  in another direction. They immediately turned to look at me. 



“I’m  going  to  bite  your  throat  out,”  one  of  the  demons  said darkly. He had yellowish fur and ten bright yellow stars on his horns. 

“Think you can skip the line, sh’mutton?” 



He was calling me a jackass. An Infernal one, of course. 



“Take  it  easy,  Zal,”  the  one  in  front  said,  apparently  a demoness.  “Don’t  you  see?  The  stinkling  is  lost.  Isn’t  that  right…” 

She looked me in the face and her eyes widened. “Hakkar?!” 



“Lost  or  not,  he  can’t  cut  in  line!”  the  demon  barked.  His  full name  was  Zalgrach  and  his  class  was  chao-steam  engineer.  He started trying to push me back, but failed. “Push this bastard to the back of the line!” he shouted, turning and asking our neighbors in the queue to help. 



Nobody  heard  his  shrieking  —  the  demons  standing  behind were distracted with a lively debate well on its way to turning into a fistfight. Suddenly, I realized I recognized the voice of one of them. 

Roman the troll curser? How the hell did he get here? I cast a glance that  way  and  sighed  in  relief  —  it  was  only  my  imagination.  It  was just  an  imp  ranting  about  the  social  system  for  distributing  chao among veteran demons. 

 

Switching my attention to Zalgrach, I explained:



“It’s  my  first  time  on  leave,  and  I’m  not  here  for  long…  And seeing  the  Great  Prince’s  residence  with  my  own  eyes…”  I  held  a hand  over  my  mouth  as  if  overwhelmed  with  emotion  and  on  the verge of tears. “It’s been my most treasured dream since childhood.” 



The  demon  stopped  shoving  me,  raised  a  finger  and  said patronizingly:



“Well,  you  could  have  waited  in  line  for  your  dream,  stinkling! 

Rivkah and I,” he nodded at the demoness, “have been waiting six days. You see us trying to skip?” 



“I don’t have six days, Master Zalgrach. You could say I’m…” 



“I don’t care!” He pushed again, but still couldn’t shift me. “Get out of here!” 



“Wait!”  his  demoness  companion  said.  “Zal,  don’t  you recognize this kid?” 



“Unlike  some,  I  don’t  hang  around  with  tieflings,”  the  demon spat acidly. “How would I recognize him?” 



“Idiot,”  Rivkah  snorted.  “You  were  just  this  morning  over  the moon about us kicking Azmodan’s ass, and praising the tiefling who took the enemy Wager! Do you remember his name?” 



“Hold  on…”  Zalgrach  said,  squinting  at  me.  His  bearded  jaw slowly dropped. He shook his head and stared again. “No way, that makes no sense! This stinking little queue-jumping shithead can’t be a hero! No! Way! In heaven!” 



“Is  that  so?”  the  demoness  laughed.  “You  must  have  been drinking holy water. It melted your brain!” 



She looked at me, winked, took me by the hand and pulled me closer:



“You’re with us, Hakkar. Pay no mind to Zal. He’s like that devil behind  us  —  no  point  trying  to  show  him  anything  he  isn’t  already convinced of. He could stare at it until the seventh wave and still not believe it.” 



“Thanks…” 



“I’m telling you, it’s not him, it’s an impostor!” Zalgrach shouted, breathing  fire  at  me.  “I  distinctly  remember  the  newspaper  saying that Hakkar, hero of the Thirteenth Legion, began the battle with just one white star and ended it with one orange! But what does this one have?” 



Rivkah frowned as she counted the stars on my left horn:



“Four yellow, by the Dominion.” 



“Right!” the demon rumbled, raising his finger again and staring daggers at me. His fiery eyes flickered with righteous anger. “What do you have to say for yourself, impostor?” 



“Listen,  Zalgrach,”  I  said,  abandoning  all  the  formalities.  The demon  was  starting  to  annoy  me.  “Firstly,  the  newspaper  was probably lying or mistaken — I went into the battle with eleven white stars, not one. Secondly, I finished it with five yellow, not one orange, but I converted one into chao to revive some of my troops! And don’t think that makes me weak, those two owe me a lot of…” 



“He  doesn’t  even  know  how  many  stars  he  has,”  Zalgrach interrupted me, waving a hand helplessly and turning away. 

 

“He’s right, Hakkar, something doesn’t add up,” the demoness said, her frown deepening. The line shifted. We moved a couple of steps  closer  to  the  entrance.  Rivkah  still  held  me  by  the  arm.  “You have four yellow stars. You say you had five and spent one, but the news  said  you  got  an  orange  star!  Are  you  really  the  hero  of  the Thirteenth Legion?” 



Nether!  This  was  another  timeline,  everything  was  different here! 



I  went  into   Clarity   to  give  myself  time  to  think.  In  thinking  of myself as Hakkar from the first universe I was in, it didn’t occur to me that  my  incarnation  in  this  timeline  might  have  different achievements.  Everything  aligned  in  the  key  moment;  I,  or  rather Hakkar-3,  grabbed  the  flag  and  brought  the  legion  to  victory,  but  in all the rest…



On the other hand, now I knew why I didn’t remember what had happened before my arrival in this timeline; Chaos had replaced the local Hakkar with me, but failed to update my characteristics for the new timeline. That was why Motif had looked at me so strangely —

he’d  seen  that  the  number  and  color  of  the  stars  on  my  horn  had changed. And it wasn’t just the stars; they gave strength and power, which  meant  that  I’d  gotten  smaller,  which  was  a  big  surprise  for Motif. 



I  scanned  the  options  for  further  conversation  with  Rivkah  in the   Persuasion  list,  went  back  to  normal  speed  and  ‘honestly’

admitted:



“I lost everything at hellpoker. To pay my debts, I ransomed a demon I’d killed in Azmodan’s legion.” 



I had not only heard about the Inferno’s variation on poker, but had even seen my fellow legionaries playing it. As for the ransom —

it wasn’t an approved practice, but it happened. Killers demanded in ransom many times the chao required to revive fallen foes. 



“Cripes!” Rivkah exclaimed. “What went wrong? Did you get a square and go all-in? And lose to a royal flame?” 



The demoness’s eyes lit up; this was clearly a subject close to her heart. 



“Never mind your gambling addiction, Rivkah!” the demon spat, pushing between us. “A hero of the legion? Losing at hellpoker? And freeing an enemy? For money?!” Every question filled Zalgrach with more  and  more  anger.  “Even  if  you  are  who  you  say  you  are,  I  no longer have any respect for you, rotten tiefling!” 



Done ranting, he loomed over me and stared at me with fury in his eyes. Trying to scare me? Well, he obviously didn’t know about Azmodan’s  instiga  and  Cursed  Inquisitor  Dantalian.  Next  to  them, Zalgrach was like a kitten next to an Ursai liger. 



Up until now I’d felt in the wrong and been tactful and polite, but now  the  demon  had  pushed  past  the  edge  of  my  patience.  I’d already  known  for  some  time  that  racism  was  alive  and  well  in  the Inferno, but on top of that, this engineer was judging me! 



The hell with me and Scyth! If the real tiefling Hakkar had been in my shoes, after losing all his comrades yesterday and risking his life for the Dominion’s glory, then forced to suffer condescension and insult from this demon who hadn’t even seen combat… I don’t think he would have put up with it. 




Frankly, the demon was starting to get on my nerves, and only the last line in the list of  Persuasion hints promised much chance of success:



 Evasion:  chance  of  success  0.0001%.  In  the  case  of  failure, your  conversation  partner  will  be  finally  convinced  of  his  own  view and  will  call  the  guards.  Your  reputation  with  chao-steam  engineer Zalgrach will drop to hatred and disgust. 

  

 White lie: chance of success 0.0004%. In the case of failure, your  conversation  partner  will  identify  your  lie  and  will  call  the guards. Your reputation with chao-steam engineer Zalgrach will drop to hatred and disgust. 

  

 Truth: chance of success 0.0000097%. In the case of failure, your  conversation  partner  will  not  believe  you  and  will  call  the guards. Your reputation with chao-steam engineer Zalgrach will drop to hatred and disgust. 

  

 Ignore: chance of success 1.52%. In the case of failure, your conversation partner will call the guards. Your reputation with chao-steam engineer Zalgrach will drop to hatred and disgust. 

  

 Physical  action:  chance  of  success  86.373%.  In  the  case  of direct  conflict,  a  demonstration  of  your  superior  strength  will  make your  conversation  partner  back  off  and  stop  insisting  on  your removal  from  the  queue.  Your  reputation  with  chao-steam  engineer Zalgrach  will  rise  to  envy  and  fear.  In  the  case  of  failure,  your conversation  partner  will  call  the  guards,  and  your  reputation  with chao-steam engineer Zalgrach will drop to derision. 

  

“I’ve  had  enough  of  you,  engineer!”  I  grabbed  the  bony  finger he was pointing at my face and squeezed until I heard a crunch, and when the demon tried to hit me, I easily grabbed his other arm. 



I didn’t hit him, or twist or break his arms — just clenched my fists  tightly  around  his  larger  ones,  using  all  my  staggeringly  high strength.  At  first  the  demon  twitched,  grimacing  furiously,  his  eyes burning with anger. When he not only failed to harm me, but even to pull himself free, first his eyes widened in confusion, then his teeth

clenched  tight  and  the  ridge  of  his  brow  twitched  —  he  was  trying with all his might to hide the pain and fear he was in. 



I couldn’t read his thoughts, but he was probably thinking that his peacefully gathered chao and ten yellow stars were no match for my four, all won in deadly battle. His limbs were in a vice, relentless and  tireless.  We  moved  again  with  the  queue  and  almost  reached the  entrance.  The  demon  twisted  on  the  ground  as  I  dragged  his body up the steps. 



“Let me go…” he groaned. “For the Dominion!” 



“Take back what you said!” the demoness hissed. “Ask the hero of  the  Thirteenth  for  forgiveness!”  Then  she  turned  to  me:  “Have mercy  on  him,  Master  Hakkar!  Zalgrach  is  a  good  guy,  just  never served. He took the civilian path, so he doesn’t know when to keep his mouth shut. Just says whatever comes into his dumb head!” 



I belatedly remembered one of my fallen soldiers talking about the little love civilians had for legionaries — and here I was, making my own contribution to that hatred. 



But it was too soon to let the demon go; I had to finish what I started. I needed to get inside, and for now, the stubborn citizens still weren’t giving up their place in the queue (or recognizing my right to skip it)…



“Sorry, Master Hakkar!” the demon gasped. “I swear on my left horn  and  the  hardness  of  all  that  should  be  hard,  I  didn’t  mean  to offend you!” 



 The hardness of all that should be hard —  that was something new  from  the  local  lexicon.  Apparently  from  professional  practice.  I had  to  memorize  it  and  use  it  in  conversation  with  Flaygray  and Nega. Smiling mentally, I clenched my fists on his even tighter. More

bones  crunched,  and  the  demoness,  until  now  not  particularly concerned for her companion, began to worry:



“Let us buy your ticket, Master Hakkar! If you want, we’ll treat you to a delicious dinner after the tour! There’s a fine restaurant not far from here…” 



I let the demon go and nodded to the demoness:



“Fine. Glory to the Dominion! 



“Glory!” she sighed in relief. 



“Glory!” wheezed Zalgrach from the ground by my feet. 



* * *



The  pacified  demon  and  his  companion  bought  me  a  ‘ticket’  —  a smoldering  brand  on  my  wrist  that  would  last  until  the  day  ended. 

Next  we  could  either  join  one  of  the  groups  and  tour  Belial’s residence with a guide, or wander the interior ourselves. 



As  soon  as  we  walked  through  the  hall,  I  parted  ways  with Rivkah  and  Zalgrach  without  saying  goodbye  —  just  turned  into another corridor and started studying the guide booklet I got with my stamp.  It  was  like  it  was  made  specially  for  me  —  not  only  did  it describe the rooms, it also had maps of the residence. Maps plural

— there were lots of them. 



The booklet looked like… What do you call a puzzle folded into a four-dimensional cube? The material felt like human skin, which it couldn’t  be,  so  it  must  be  imitation.  Naturally,  the  demonic  lettering was in blood red. The pages didn’t turn, but folded out, arising as if from  another  dimension.  It  was  a  damn  tesseract.  The  sentients  of Dis with their newspapers and  Balls of Egeria were being left in the

dust.  Even  the  illustrations  in  the  free  booklet  were  animated,  and the map somehow looked three-dimensional — demonic technology in all its splendor. 



Now I saw where the ticket money from the tourists went. 



The  base  of  the  ziggurat  residence  sprawled  across  thirteen square  miles.  Taking  into  account  the  faster  rate  of  time  in  the Inferno,  it  had  been  over  sixty  thousand  years  since  the  Great Exodus  for  the  demons.  In  that  time,  the  residence  had  grown  and the  number  of  exhibits  and  trophies  increased  astronomically. 

Practically the entire first floors were now a museum of the history of the Dominion and Andara. 



In  various  eras,  Belial’s  Dominion  has  sometimes  even dominated in population and territory, though you wouldn’t believe it now,  and  at  other  times  dropped  to  the  bottom  of  the  leaderboard. 

Now  it  was  in  third  place,  superior  only  to  Lucius’s  Dominion.  But one  thing  has  remained  unchanged  across  all  time  —  the  Prince’s residence has been considered the most impressive and luxurious in all the Inferno. And the one with the biggest bureaucracy. 



Diablo  had  an  affinity  for  science,  Azmodan  was  a  simple warmonger,  and  Lucius,  having  obtained  his  own  Dominion,  was mostly  trying  his  best  not  to  lose  it  in  the  Great  Game  —  his dominion  was  a  military  dictatorship,  training  its  entire  population from  youth  and  spending  nothing  on  anything  else.  Belial,  on  the other hand, eternal pretender to the throne of the Inferno, had let his administrative talent loose upon the world. 



Managing  the  tens  of  billions  of  demons  in  the  dominion demanded a powerful machine of government. So most of the tower

— from the museum at the base to roughly the end of the third mile

— was taken up by bureaucrats. I didn’t believe my eyes when I saw how  many  government  departments  the  dominion  had  —  six hundred! With sixty-six on top, of course. I could think up any word, 

add it to ‘Department of’ and the list would come up with something. 

Department of Lust, Department of Sloth, Office of Mortal Contracts at  the  Department  of  Soul  Harvesting…  These  weren’t  even  the most  exotic,  but  they  gave  a  good  idea  of  what  went  on  within  the walls of the skyscraper. 



Learning  more  about  the  Inferno  was  fun,  but  the  voice  of Chaos  still  echoed  in  my  head:   Fifty-eight  remaining!   I  wouldn’t  be surprised if there were no more chances left after this try, so I had to do  something  that  was  going  to  work.  So  that  I  wouldn’t  need  a second (that is, a fourth) attempt. 



The  booklet  gave  me  important  information:  the   Coal  of Hellflame could be reached directly from within the tower. That was good news. It was less good that the platform where the artifact sat could  only  realistically  be  reached  through  the  Great  Prince’s quarters. 



Belial… Naturally, the demons of the front lines never saw their ruler in the flesh, so apart from illustrations, the booklet contained a colorful description of the Great Prince. The moving pictures showed only  the  outlines  of  a  silhouette  emanating  an  aura  of  power  —  a demonic humanoid figure. Mist hid the prince’s face. 



In  battle  form,  Belial  was  as  tall  as  his  skyscraper  residence, and even in normal form he could reach a third of the way up it. A creature  with  such  a  huge  mass  and  concentration  of  chao  was lethal for ordinary demons to even be near — it just pulled them in as if into a black hole. That meant that when he met his advisers, Belial had to turn smaller. It wasn’t clear where the excess mass went, but creatures of chaos had their own physical laws. 



The  personal  chambers  of  the  creature,  who  was  just  over  a mile tall in his usual form not counting his horns, were a huge space that  I  had  to  get  through  as  quickly  as  possible,  and  unnoticed. 

 Clarity alone wouldn’t be enough; I’d have to use  Hurricane Ferocity to go even faster. Luckily, I had heaps of  spirit. 



If  the  chambers  were  guarded,  then  probably  only  as  a formality — no demon in his right mind would go there, into certain death. The booklet mentioned nothing about guards, so I’d have to find that out myself. The main thing I learned was that there was a path from the museum to Belial’s private chambers, but I’d have to discover how many guards and traps it contained myself. 



I planned to wander the corridors in search of the vertical shafts that  replaced  elevators  here.  They  all  led  upwards  and  looked  like vertical corridors designed for flying demons. And I knew how to fly. 



To  contain  a  demon  as  large  as,  for  example,  Dantalian,  the shafts had to be enormous, which meant that I couldn’t fail to notice them.  Once  I  found  one,  I’d  need  to  look  around,  make  sure  I  was alone,  activate   Stealth  and   Clarity,  then  shoot  upwards  at  full speed…



“It’s Hakkar!” 



Damn, give me a break! I cast an annoyed glance at the group of  tourists  that  had  stopped  nearby,  featuring  at  least  eight  of  the demonic  races.  The  tour  guide,  a  skinny  imp,  tapped  a  hoof  in impatience:



“Please, ladies and gentlemen, let’s not slow down the group. 

Follow  me  and  take  a  look  at  this  skull.  It  belonged  to  the  battle topsuk’hoshar  of  General  Beelzebub  himself,  who  fell  in  the  fateful battle at the Opal City in thirty thousand forty-eight…



The  imp  tour  guide  rattled  off  more  about  the  battle topsuk’goshar which, judging by its skull, was a hellish equivalent of the Montosaurus, but nobody was listening. All of them stared at me, fearing to approach. 

 

“Forgive me…” bleated a satyr with a top hat on his head. “Are you really Hakkar himself?” 



“Who else would I be?” I grumbled, annoyed at this distraction from developing my genius plan to pilfer the greatest valuable of the Dominion. 



“The one who brought victory to the Thirteenth Legion?” a little demon child asked, his horns tiny bumps already gleaming with two yellow stars. 



“No,”  I  shook  my  head.  “You  aren’t  the  first  to  confuse  me  for him. That Hakkar has an orange star! I only have four yellows!” 



“I watched the stream,” a satyr said. “Your face is identical, I’m sure! But you’re right, not enough stars. Shame.” 



Grumbling with disappointment, the crowd gave up on me and followed after the tour guide. He was already talking about the next exhibit:



“…only four droplets.” 



“Only four droplets of what?” a satyr asked, catching up to the imp. 



“In  all  time,  Great  Prince  Belial  has  lost  only  four  droplets  of blood. Two watered the land of Disgardium before the Great Exodus, another  two  sprinkled  the  earth  of  the  Inferno  in  the  Great  Game, when the Great Princes personally led their legions in battle.” 



“Who dared to hurt our prince?” a demon child squeaked. 



“The  first  was  Old  God  Reaper,  back  before  the  New  Gods came  to  Disgardium.  He  twice  wounded  Great  Prince  Belial  in  a

battle  for  the  northern  lands  of  Andara.  The  second  to  spill  the Prince’s  blood  was  Azmodan,  in  a  mock  duel  when  both  princes marched out as instigas of their own legions.” 



“And who was the third?” asked a succubus, staring in rapture at the frozen droplet of Belial’s blood floating suspended in a crystal vessel. 



“Legatus  of  the  First  Legion,  Diablo  Mephistroth,  in  the  days when he was just a centurion… And now please look beneath your feet to see the work of a great master of the First Age…” 



The group moved away, and my deafening heartbeat drowned out the tour guide’s voice. What was this, if not luck? I had stopped to read the booklet right where  Belial’s Blood was on display! I knew the  role  this  artifact  had  played  when  Eileen  imprisoned  me  during the  private  auction  for  the   Portal  Key  to  Holdest  —  the  future Supreme  Legate  had  told  the  tale  proudly  in  a  press  conference afterwards. Thousands of ideas about how to steal and where to use the artifact bounced through my head. But common sense took hold

— first the  Coal. 



Carried away with my thoughts, I let my guard down. The noise disappeared  if  someone  had  muted  the  world.  A  ringing  silence descended, the corridor emptied and I got a sense of deja vu. 



“In  the  name  of  Great  Prince  Belial!”  a  bone-rattling  voice boomed.  “This  is  a  special  operation  of  the  Cursed  Inquisition!  All remain calm and stay where you are!” 



The words were much the same, only the voice belonged not to Dantalian, but to his colleague Cursed Inquisitor Rofokal the imp. His warty  face  appeared  out  of  nowhere  right  before  me.  Grinning,  he hissed:



“Tiefling Hakkar! Any movement will be taken as an attempt to escape, and you will be immediately disincarnated!” 



“What am I accused of?” 



“Oh, I’m not accusing you of anything. You see, Enemy of the Inferno,  our  laws  do  not  extend  to  you.  But  as  for  what  to  do  with you, Tyrant Baal will decide that personally.” 



“Who? Tyrant..?” 



“The  head  of  what  was  previously  called  the  Cursed Department for Researching the Sanctity of Order. Put simply, he is a tyrant.” 



In  that  instant,  invisible  ropes  wrapped  around  my  arms,  legs and  tail,  and  the  corridor  of  the  museum  of  the  Dominion’s  history disappeared. 



And when I reappeared, I realized: the  Living Sieve and Nine’s torture in the Nether was nothing in comparison to what awaited me here. 



 



Chapter 3. Tyrant Baal







STATS, SKILLS, abilities, perks… Everything that set Scyth apart from an  ordinary  player  disappeared  as  soon  as  I  found  myself  in  the clutches  of  Tyrant  Baal.  Specifically  in  the  torture  chambers  of  the Cursed  Inquisition  —  a  dark  and  gloomy  dungeon  with  walls shrouded  in  mist,  the  ceiling  pressing  down  like  a  coffin  lid.  The place reeked of damp and rot. 



Acrid green smoke like the poisonous fumes on Terrastera ate my skin, burned my nose and eyes. Tentacles grew out of the floor and  immediately  wrapped  themselves  around  my  legs  —  sucking, needling my skin like a  Caressing Creeper. A pool filled with brown sludge nearby belched out stinking soot. Bubbles formed and burst over and over again on the surface, carrying white bones up from the bottom. 



“Got  him,”  Rofokal  reported  simply,  shoving  me  forward.  “Do not move in the tyrant’s presence, Enemy.” 



An  oily  voice  drifted  from  the  shadows,  like  the  rustling  of  a thousand cockroaches:



“Dantalian?” 



I tried to turn my head to the sound, and the short movement hurt  worse  than  anything  I’d  ever  felt.  A  scream  burst  from  my  lips with  no  sound,  just  a  wheeze  and  a  gasp  that  brought  an  even sharper  pain  and  burned  my  lungs  with  smoke.  If  my  health  was dropping,  then  it  was  slowly  —  the  indicator  flickered,  jumping  a couple  of  percentage  points  down,  then  up  again.  Something  must have  been  protecting  me  from  damage  here,  to  keep  me  from croaking too soon. 

 

“Dantalian…”  Rofokal  spat  disdainfully.  “That  youngling  is unaware. Nobody knows. Even I wouldn’t have found out if it weren’t for your wisdom, Tyrant. Thousands of years ago, when you ordered me to place the alarm…” 



“Enough. That unfortunate oracle wasn’t lying. The Enemy has appeared in the Inferno. Cleverly camouflaged, to remain hidden so long.” 



“So he is, Tyrant Baal. Even knowing that he was here, I had to comb through all the tourists. The stranger turned out to be a tiefling! 

And a particle of the Enemy…” 



“I  see  it.  Hidden  by  accumulated  chao,  and  it’s  strange, Rofokal. The chao isn’t stuck to the Enemy, on the contrary, it strives to  destroy  him…  Well,  I’ll  get  to  the  bottom  of  it.  Even  if  I  have  to scrape out all his insides. I’ll take it from here, old friend. And not a word to anyone.” 



“Not even…” 



“Not even to him. Go.” 



“Glory to the Dominion!” 



Inquisitor  Rofokal  disappeared.  The  echo  of  his  steps  faded, but the sharp pain only intensified. And it seemed the torture hadn’t even begun yet. 



I brought up the quit game button in the corner of my view. No need to suffer through this. I’d try to find out at least something from our conversation, if there was one at all, and then leave. 



This attempt to get the  Coal looked unlikely to succeed. I hoped that Chaos had saved at least one more try for me. 

 

Nothing  happened  for  long  minutes  of  waiting  while  I  burned with  enough  pain  to  make  anyone  lose  consciousness  and  die. 

Finally,  Baal’s  nightmarish  figure  appeared  before  me.  I’d  seen  all kinds of demons in the Inferno and all kinds of monsters in Dis and the Nether, but even Behemoth’s most terrible form paled before the tyrant.  The  worst  fear  is  the  one  that  comes  suddenly,  without warning,  when  you’re  not  ready.  Even  though  I  should  have  been ready for anything, I screamed in horror. 



A  writhing  blackness  separated  from  the  wall  and  moved toward me, a mass of red-brown strips of flesh, veins bulging out of chunks of meat glistening with rot. Here and there were sets of eyes covered in a white film, with jaws, lips and snouts jutting out beneath them. 



Horror gripped me. Every cell in my body shook in terror and I couldn’t move — I realized that the demon was emitting an aura of fear, and tried to focus on its profile:



 Baal, Higher Demon

  

 Tyrant of the Cursed Inquisition, Belial’s Dominion. 

  

 Red stars:  ✪✪✪✪✪✪✪✪✪✪✪✪

  

 Orange stars:  ★★★★★★★

  

 Yellow stars:  ✫✫✫✫✫✫✫✫

  

 White stars:  ✩

  

He  approached  me,  his  body  filling  the  torture  chamber  and taking  on  the  shape  of  a  massive  beast  with  two  fanged  maws,  a nose like a huge crocodile’s snout and two twisted horns as thick as age-old oak trees. 

 

Perhaps  for  convenience  of  communication,  the  demon reduced himself to a more normal size and was now only twice my height. 



Without saying a word, Baal stuck out his index finger, took it in his  other  hand  and  drew  out  a  narrow  and  ridiculously  long  blade. 

No, not a blade, more like a scalpel with a serrated edge. Then he stuck  it  into  my  chest  and  jerked  it  upwards,  cracking  open  my ribcage.  The  world  dimmed  in  the  pain.  I  opened  my  mouth  to scream, but nothing but a rattling cry came out, sticking in my throat and escaping only as a choked hiss. 



The  pool  of  liquid  bubbled,  my  bones  cracked,  Baal  breathed loudly. He was serious about scraping out all my insides. 



Alive. 



In a couple of quick motions, he took off my skin from head to toe.  I’d  never  felt  anything  like  that  all-encompassing  pain, inescapable, impossible to hide from, not even when bathing in the stomach acids of a mature dalezma. 



Baal  carefully  examined  the  skin,  threw  it  aside  and  turned back to me. Next he cut off my limbs, hanging them up right in the air. Hakkar’s skin, arms and legs hung frozen like the parts of a doll. 

Thank  the  Sleepers  it  wasn’t  Scyth’s  body,  otherwise  I’m  sure  the sight of my own amputated limbs would have driven me mad. 



After  examining  what  he’d  cut  off,  the  tyrant  split  my  tiefling belly, then carefully cut out and hung up my innards. He tore out the spine  out  along  with  the  tail  and  dug  into  it  with  his  finger-scalpel, baring  the  bone  marrow.  He  was  looking  for  something.  Not  just something, but a particle of Order. 



My health wasn’t dropping.  Resilience wasn’t working in any of my Paths. 



Baal  continued  his  vivisection.  He  carefully  cut  out  my  eyes, pulling them out along with the optic nerve and hanging them up so that I could still see everything he did. Then he cut out all my teeth one by one, ground them into powder, sniffed it and shook his head. 



Next he pulled out the ribs and then got started on my organs. I couldn’t even disassociate or close my eyes. All I could do was keep watching  with  my  clouded  third-person  perspective  and  mentally repeat my protective mantra: this was all just a game, my body was safe. The months of psychological training I’d had with Nine helped me to keep my sanity and not lose hope. 



In the meantime, the tyrant of the Cursed Inquisition moved to my head — he cut off both Hakkar’s horns, opened the skull, pulled out  the  brain  and  began  to  slice  it  into  thin  layers.  And  still  no damage at all. 



The  cursed  vivisector  divided  the  tiefling  up  in  silence  calmly, as  if  performing  a  routine  procedure.  For  him,  maybe  it  was.  It scared  me  that  he  didn’t  ask  any  questions.  It  was  one  thing  to torture someone for information or to make them cooperate, but Baal was up to something else entirely. I didn’t know what. 



The strangest thing of all was that even split into ten parts, I still felt as if in one whole body. It felt like my arms were there, my brain was still working even though it had been sliced into a pile of sludge, and  my  eyes  still  showed  me  what  was  happening.  And  naturally, every cell of my body screamed with a pain that seemed pointless to even  suffer,  because  it  was  obvious  that  this  attempt  was  wasted anyway.  Nothing  good  was  left  for  me  in  this  branch  of  the multiverse, let alone the  Coal. But something objected to the rational thought of quitting the game and waiting out my death in real life. 



In  a  particularly  sharp  flash  of  pain  that  jolted  me  into  lucidity for a few seconds, I saw Baal leaving the torture chamber full of my body  parts.  He  seemed  to  walk  right  through  the  pockmarked  wall, lumpy  like  the  guts  of  a  gigantic  monster.  He  soon  returned  and resumed breaking me down into even smaller parts. 



“Hmm…” 



The  quiet  sound  was  like  thunder  in  the  silence.  By  now  my consciousness  was  in  a  stupor.  Time  seemed  to  stretch  out  into centuries  and  millennia  of  endless  pain.  I  lost  my  ability  to  feel,  to know where I was or how long it had been. 



“I  can  always  report  you  to  the  Great  Prince  later.”  Either  the tyrant was thinking aloud or he was talking to me. “If the need even arises. But dedicating a few years of research to you and finding that particle…”  Baal  broke  into  laughter.  “I’ll  be  mightier  than  the  Great Princes themselves! Yes, perhaps we’ll stop there. Rofokal will have to disappear. Too big a risk.” 



Picking up my skull in a huge hand, Baal leaned down, looked laughingly into the empty eye sockets and asked:



“Want to die quickly, carrier of the Enemy?” 



It was strange to watch from the side as the demon with twelve red  stars  talked  to  my  skull.  I  opened  my  mouth  and  gargled something unintelligible, trying to say that I’d rather not die at all. The tyrant nodded in understanding and the pain in my throat and mouth disappeared. 



“Why?”  Without  teeth  or  lips,  the  word  sounded  like  just  a groan, but the tyrant understood. 



“Let’s agree on one thing right now: forget your pathetic tricks and stop pretending to be an ordinary tiefling. I might have thought

that  you  were  a  mature  mortal  soul  that  had  gained  a  unique adaptation  skill,  or  maybe  even  imitation  with  transformation  —  but there  is  no  soul  that  could  have  withstood  vivisection.  The  divided parts would have returned to their initial form or transformed into the source  spirit  material.  That  means  you  are  no  mortal  soul.  But  nor are you a demon, for no demon could stand to carry a particle of the Enemy within. Who are you, creature?” 



I  remembered  Rofokal’s  theory,  the  one  he’d  shared  with Dantalian. 



“Demons  summoned  to  Disgardium  are  incarnated  using particles of the Enemy, Tyrant Baal. No matter how Chaos and Order are opposed, they are only reflections of each other, after all.” 



“I said no more tricks,” the tyrant reminded me calmly. “You are no demon and have never been one. Your blood and flesh are real. 

They belong to a tiefling, not to a demon summoned and incarnated in Disgardium. So let me ask again: who are you?” 



I didn’t take long to think. The whole point of putting up with this torture  was  to  get  to  some  dialog.  There  was  no  point  in  lying  and dissembling. The demons hated the New Gods, and my goal was to destroy the Nucleus, a creation of the strongest of them. So why not show my hand and see where ‘honesty is the best policy’ took me? 

Although… In this situation, a little bluffing and half-truth might work even better. 



“My name is Scyth, Tyrant Baal. I’m a mortal from Disgardium. 

Give me my teeth back, or better yet my whole body, and we’ll talk.” 



“The  most  insolent  answer  that  has  ever  echoed  within  these walls!” the demon said, grinning. I felt approval in his words. 



“I have nothing to lose, because I’m not just a mere mortal, I’m Undying.  If  I  die,  I’ll  either  return  to  Disgardium  or  incarnate  in

another body with the help of Chaos.” 



“Chaos?”  Baal’s  eyes  widened  in  surprise.  This  was  the  first time  I’d  seen  emotion  on  the  higher  demon’s  face.  “You  claim  you got  to  the  Inferno  with  the  help  of  Chaos  himself?  Do  not  hurry  to answer…” 



Still  holding  my  skull,  he  returned  to  the  bloody  mush  of  my ground-up brain and stuck a meaty finger into it. I suddenly felt my teeth growing back, my burned airways recovering. 



“I will sense any lie, Enemy,” he said. “Speak.” 



I held the thought that it was Chaos who had placed me in this timeline of the Inferno and answered calmly:



“Yes, Chaos brought me here.” 



“You are not lying… But why? Why does Chaos need you to be here?” 



“He wants me to get a  Coal of Hellflame.” 



Before he could react to that, I continued:



“A   Coal  is  the  only  way  I  can  survive  on  Holdest.  That’s  the frozen…” 



“Continent on Disgardium’s south pole. Continue. Why do you need to survive where it is colder than in the great nothing?” 



“The lair of the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague is there. He turns mortals undead.” 



“We  know  of  this.  The  bodies  of  the  mortals  die,  but  the  soul bound  in  the  body  is  enchained  in  energy  of  the  Nether  and

becomes subject to the one who revived the dead body. That energy is  the  driving  force  behind  the  dead  body’s  motion.  If,  on  the  other hand,  the  spirit  has  already  left  the  body,  the  Destroying  Plague imitates it by creating a copy out of Nether energy. Demons working as minions of your warlocks reported the Destroying Plague to us a year ago.” 



A year? Oh, right — time flowed faster here. 



“The  Great  Prince  has  definite  fears  about  the  Destroying Plague,” Baal said thoughtfully. 



“So  he  should.  Firstly,  if  the  Nucleus  takes  over  Disgardium, then  the  Inferno  won’t  ever  get  another  soul.  Secondly,  I  know  two demons who were unable to stop the Destroying Plague from turning them undead too. So even if the demons return to Disgardium, they’ll meet the same fate as the mortals.” 



“Let’s say you got to Holdest and survived there, and reached this  so-called  Nucleus…”  Baal  drummed  his  claws  on  my  skull. 

“What  makes  you  think  that  you,  a  mortal,  can  defeat  a  mighty creature fed by the Nether itself?” 



“I have help from the Sleepers, and a weapon —  Concentrated Life Essence. With its help, I can destroy the Nucleus.” 



“Now  it  all  fits.  Disgraced  general  Abaddon  lost  the  latest Games.  In  his  report  to  the  Great  Princes,  he  mentioned  a  certain mortal  by  the  name  of  Scyth,  who  played  the  leading  role  in  our defeat.  And  the  sap  of  Yggdrasil  goes  as  a  prize  to  the  mortal champion. How did you turn into a tiefling?” 



“An ability given to me by the Sleepers. It only worked once; I’m cut off from the gods here.” 



“I understand… The remaining supply of  Faith or the particle of the  Sleepers  bound  to  you  gave  you  enough  energy  to  use  your doppelganger  skill.  One  final  question  remains:  how  did  you  get here?” 



“I told you: with Chaos’s help.” 



“That  answer  is  true  and…  not  true.  I  do  not  understand  how you are lying, but there is definitely something you are not saying. So I  will  put  the  question  to  you  another  way:  how  did  you  depart Disgardium?” 



“I  killed  a  mortal  who  sold  his  soul  to  one  of  you  demons, caught  it  and  kept  it  from  descending  into  the  Inferno,  then  killed myself and got pulled into the portal.” 



“Not a portal, the mechanism is another…” Baal said vaguely, then started up: “Have the mortals learned how to catch souls, or is that a personal skill of yours?” 



“I don’t know anyone else who could repeat it.” 



“Alright. As for all the rest — none of it is good. If you met with Chaos,  then  obviously  you  were  already  disincarnated.  And  that phrase,  quoted  word  for  word,  about  how  demons  incarnate  in Disgardium…  It  came  from  my  lips  in  a  private  conversation  with Rofokal. He must have repeated it to someone… But the imp would never have said it to you, which means… You overheard it? Yes, the conversation  was  in  your  presence…”  Baal  thought  for  a  moment. 

“No, it is something else! Yes! You, Enemy, have already been here and  were  disincarnated,  but  Chaos  returned  you.  And  if  that happened once, then it could have happened a thousand times. Am I right?” 



Tyrant  Baal’s  insight  was  stunning.  How  could  one  careless phrase  lead  him  to  such  complex,  and  most  importantly  accurate, 

conclusions?  However  sadistic  he  was,  it  seemed  there  was  good reason for his high position in Belial’s government. 



“Well,  yes  and  no.  After  each  disincarnation,  Chaos  takes  me to another dimension, to an alternative Inferno in the multiverse.” 



“Like every mortal, trusting and naive,” Baal chuckled. “There is no  multiverse.  That’s  a  fairytale.  For  Chaos,  Order  is  a  source  of infinite energy. Thanks to the particle of the Enemy, each Inferno is created when you appear in it and disappears along with you, which gives Chaos a huge influx of transformed energy from a whole extra world! And even more after its disappearance!” 



“Interesting theory…” 



“It is not a theory, fool, it is the only reasonable explanation. Do you know what conclusions I have come to, Enemy? The Inferno, all the Great Princes, even me — all of us exist only while you are here. 

Or rather, while the particle of the Enemy is here. Pray to your gods, mortal, that I might find it and pull it from you.” 



Done  with  his  explanations,  the  tyrant  returned  to  the vivisection.  The  particle  of  Order  must  have  been  the  size  of  a molecule, and it could be anywhere. Even I didn’t know where it was or whether it persisted through full  Imitation. But it must have done, since Rofokal sensed it (or his alarm beacons did). 



Now Baal began a more detailed exploration of Hakkar’s body. 

So  detailed  that  I  couldn’t  watch  anymore  and  fainted.  I  think  it happened in real life, and the capsule needed a few seconds to bring me back round. 



“The  strongest  demons…  Centurions  and  legati…  Inquisitors who failed to live up to expectations… All of them lost consciousness faster  than  you,  Enemy.  You  have  been  strengthened  somewhere. 

No wonder Chaos took note of you!” 

 

The voice came as if from nowhere. This branch of reality was a  dead  end,  but  I  didn’t  know  how  to  get  out  of  it  after  I  died.  The best  option  was  to  leave  the  capsule  and  go  to  sleep.  There  was nothing I could do here now, and a good night’s sleep would help me decide  what  to  do.  My  friends  might  be  able  to  help  too.  Maybe Behemoth,  Flaygray  and  Nega  could  pass  on  some  advice  via  the boys. 



Before I could quit, my vision came back, clear and crisp right away,  as  if  my  eyes  were  back  in  place  and  looking  in  the  same direction again. 



“It  seems  only  the  Great  Princes  are  capable  of  pulling  the particle of the Enemy from you,” Baal announced. “Giving you to the prince would be an easy solution, but… No, I must do this myself!” 



The demon was covered in blood. A little pile of dust lay on his open palm. I didn’t guess so much as feel that the dust was from my own bones. It seemed the demon was grinding them into powder. 



My thoughts raced. I’d fallen into another inescapable trap, and all  I  could  do  now  was  talk  and  try  to  persuade  while  he  was  still listening:



“But what if I don’t disincarnate, but just go back to Disgardium instead? Shouldn’t that save your version of the Inferno?” 



“And carry the particle of the Enemy away with you?!” 



Baal snorted and turned inside out, transforming into one huge nightmarish  mouth.  Opening  widely,  it  sprayed  me  with  a  vile eruption  of  slime  and  smoke.  When  Baal  took  on  his  true  form,  his voice changed and sounded like the screech of gigantic nails running down a blackboard — no living creature could make those sounds, but somehow I could understand him. 

 

“You will remain here. Our world is cruel and dangerous to one such as you, and the risk is too great. Therefore you will live for all eternity, Enemy. In my belly!” 



The  torture  room  transformed  into  a  gigantic  mouth,  like Abaddon in his final phase. The walls turned to flesh and came alive, began  to  close  in.  My  gaze  darted  in  search  of  the  quit  button, focused on it…



Wait!  My  full  bar  of   spirit  shone  particularly  brightly,  filled  with blinding  white.  All  my  skills  had  been  disabled  and  my  multiplied stats  dropped  into  the  single  digits,  but  my  hand-to-hand  combat moves hadn’t gone anywhere! The Path of Spirit was with me! The description  of  one  of  my  new  moves  floated  up  into  my consciousness:   Your  patron  element  of  air  transforms  you  into  a whirlwind  that  destroys  everything  in  its  path,  and  you  take  no damage. 



Now was the perfect time to test out  Lashing Wind! 



Fine  blue  outlines  surrounded  all  my  body  parts  and  organs floating haphazardly in the air, pulled them in and melded them into a single  body,  only  to  then  turn  me  —  tiefling  Hakkar  —  into  a whirlwind,  destroying everything in its path! 



I felt the might of the elements, the fury and power of the wind in a world with no seas or oceans, no clouds or proper atmosphere, where  the  air  was  too  thin  to  birth  wind.  I  became  a  whirlwind surrounded  with  slicing  blades  of  air  so  sharp  they  could  cut diamonds. 



In the very first second,  Lashing Wind smashed Baal’s closing jaw  into  pieces  no  larger  than  the  ones  the  tyrant  had  cut  me  into. 

Blood, slime, rot and chao flowed in rivers. 



I  moved  around  the  whole  torture  chamber  in  tornado  form, cutting  out  living  flesh,  grinding  it  into  mincemeat  and  mist.  A moment  later,  Baal  relented  and  released  me  —  or  just  couldn’t maintain the block and the chaotic debuff any longer. All my abilities and  stats  returned,  and  the  damage  I  dealt  increased  a thousandfold. 



With  the   spirit  I  had  left,  I  went  into   Clarity  to  extend  the demon’s  beating  by  at  least  a  few  seconds,  and  activated   Storm Fists.  Thankfully,  the  damage  of  my  strikes  while  in   Lashing  Wind was  increased  by  200%,  and  my  divine   Demon  Fighter’s  Ferocity medallion doubled it against demons. 



There was a lot of flesh. And I pounded it into a bloody mush. 



When  I  was  thrown  out  of   Clarity,  notifications  flashed  by  my field of view:



 Fifth yellow star earned! 

  

 +10% to all base stats! 

  

 Sixth yellow star earned! 

  

 +10% to all base stats! 

  

…



 First orange star earned! 

  

 +400% to all base stats! 

  

 Second orange star earned! 

  

 +20% to all base stats! 

  

…



 First red star earned! 

  

 +800% to all base stats! 

  

 Second red star earned! 

  

 +40% to all base stats! 

  

The shrieking scraps of Tyrant Baal quivered a while, then fell silent. I had so much adrenaline surging through my body from the torture that my heart was jumping out of my chest, and I continued lashing  out  at  everything  around  me  for  a  while.  Or  maybe  the reason  for  the  frenzy  that  overtook  me  was  a  thirst  to  avenge  the essence of the tiefling, corrupted by Chaos. 



The comedown came suddenly. My legs bent and I fell flat on my face. Exhausted, not knowing what to do next, utterly confused. 

The treachery and heartlessness of the demons, the tangled webs of Chaos, the cruel tortures of Tyrant Baal… I felt a desperate need for one thing only: to forget this as if it had been a nightmare. Good old zombies  and  skeletons,  so  simple  and  easy  to  understand…

Hugging my parents… A soft and cozy bed… Maria’s blya-shi…



I  was  tired.  The  crazy  rush  had  rung  me  out  like  a  rag.  Even defeating the mighty demon and getting two (!) red stars didn’t cheer me up. I wanted to hide away from the whole world, lose myself in an exciting novel or film, hang out with my friends in a bar, or go to the beach with them and forget everything but the roll of the waves and how good Rita Wood looks in her bikini…



The walls of the Cursed Inquisition’s torture chamber flared up with  fire  for  an  instant.  Only  then  did  I  feel  an  outside  presence. 

There  was  someone  there  so  powerful  that  I  wanted  to  turn  into  a

mote  of  dust  and  hide  away  in  the  great  nothing,  somewhere  far away from here. 



“Tiefling Hakkar, hero of my Thirteenth Legion?” 



The voice was pleasant. I raised my head and saw him. Great Prince Belial in the form of an ordinary demon no taller than Abdu. 

But  my  underling  in  the  platoon  didn’t  have  this  aura  of  power  and gravity.  Tiny  particles  of  flesh  began  to  separate  from  my  tiefling body, floating into the prince. Even my fur stood on end and the tips of the hairs began to melt away into him. 



“Glory to the Dominion, my lord!” I cried, dropping to my knees. 



This  was  it!  My  chance  to  talk  to  Belial,  to  openly  tell  him  my plans and maybe make a deal! 



“No,  tiefling,  there  is  no  glory  here,”  the  prince  answered, disappointed. “By disincarnating my old ally from the ancient age of Andara,  you  have  shamed  yourself,  your  legion  and  the  entire Dominion.  Judging  by  what  remains  of  him,  you  caught  him  at  his most vulnerable time. What a pity.” 



“Tyrant  Baal  plotted  treachery,  lord!  He  saw  a  particle  of  the Enemy within me!” It turned out I could snitch as well as Trixie. “He wanted to pull it out and become more powerful than you!” 



“And  you  do  not  know  how  to  lie,”  Belial  said  with  even  more sadness.  “If  even  I  do  not  see  a  particle  of  Order  within  you,  then there  is  no  way  Baal  could  have  seen  it.  You  have  lied  to  me,  and that is even worse than your murder of Baal. Shame.” 



He didn’t do anything; I just disappeared. 



As  I  emerged  from  the  great  nothing  to  the  sound  of  Chaos warning  me  that  I  had  only  one  attempt  left,  I  was  less  relieved  to

have  one  last  chance  than  I  was  to  discover  that  Belial  hadn’t recognized the particle of order beneath my red stars. 



 



Chapter 4. Last Try







“DOMINION  TIMES!  Unexpected  victory  from  our  Thirteenth  Legion! 

Azmodan’s Sixth Legion has been defeated..!” 



The  little  newspaper-hawking  devil  was  the  first  voice  I  heard after  I  respawned.  Judging  by  the  cacophony  and  street  sounds,  I was on that same lively street in the Ruby City. Only, unless my eyes were deceiving me, I was still in the great nothing: the sound drifted through the thick blackness as if through cotton wool. The process of transferring me to the new branch seemed to be glitching somehow. 



“Personally I’m just glad I survived, never mind the victory!” 



“Almost half the cohort survived, thanks to our decanus.” That growling voice I didn’t recognize right away. I thought for a moment, going  through  the  options.  Little  time  had  passed  objectively,  but subjectively  I’d  already  died  twice.  “Be  glad  you  got  into  his  group, Mo,”  the  growling  one  continued,  and  then  I  finally  realized  who  it was: Karakapanka! 



“Mehhh…”  bleated  Rupert.  “You  boys  and  Lerra,  but  where’s the decanus?” 



‘You  boys  and  Lerra’?  Thank  the  Sleepers  that  the  succubus survived  in  this  dimension.  The  mist  of  the  great  nothing  began  to disperse  and  I  started  to  see  vague  outlines,  then  I  began  to reappear. 



“The  decanus  is  right  here,  Rupert!”  I  barked  as  I  fully reappeared,  then  sighed  with  relief  and  started  yelling  at  the  imp:

“Has the sight of the capital pickled your brain? I hope you’ll see your

commander  when  he’s  standing  right  in  front  of  you  on  the battlefield! Stand to attention! Line up by number!” 



“What?” Rupert bleated. 



“Obey the Decanus!” Lerra snapped. 



While  my  eyes  got  used  to  the  light,  the  soldiers  lined  up  in front  of  me.  There  were  five:  demon  Abducius,  rakshasa Karakapanka,  demon  Motif,  succubus  Lerra  and  little  imp  Rupert. 

This was probably the best I could have hoped for. Thank Chaos! 



Pushing  himself  between  me  and  the  platoon,  the  now sickeningly  familiar  little  devil  easily  identified  someone  who  would be interested in his wares:



“Would the gentle-imp legionary be interested in a copy of the Dominion Times? Just five gold!” 



“Disappear,” Lerra hissed, glancing sidelong at me. 



“Wait!”  Rupert  exclaimed.  “I’ll  buy  one!  I  wanna  to  read  about our victory!” 



“Have  you  nothing  better  to  do?”  Abducius  grumbled.  “You could buy two cups of first-class ale with that money, Rupe!” 



“Money  ain’t  a  problem,”  Motif  bragged.  “My  dad  gave  me enough  to  go  carousin’  in  the  city  for  weeks.  Even  for  the  whole platoon!” 



Ignoring the dialog, the imp bought a newspaper, stared at the lines and read them aloud:



“A  tiefling  new  recruit  has  brought  victory  to  the  Thirteenth Legion!” Raising his head, he whispered in admiration: “That’s you, 

Decanus! You’re famous all across the Dominion!” 



Lerra wrapped her tail around my neck and whispered:



“A  word  in  private,  commander.”  We  walked  away  from  the others. Lerra felt my left horn, shook her head: “Why’d you go and do that?” 



“What?” 



“A young tiefling without a copper to his name gets to the big city  for  the  first  time  and  converts  two  yellow  stars  to  chao…  You don’t have to be a cursed oracle to know why. You’re headed for the Garden  of  Pleasures.  Why,  Hakkar?”  Notes  of  desperation  entered her whisper. “You have me! Why buy what you can have for free? It doesn’t matter that you’re a virgin, we’ll fix that soon enough!” 



“Why do you think…” 



“I’m a succubus, remember! We have a nose for these things!” 



Right…  The  Hakkar  of  this  branch  hadn’t  spent  his  stars  on reviving Abdu and Lerra, because they’d survived. Damn, had every alternative  Hakkar  made  it  through  the  battle  better  off  than  me? 

Now I needed to figure out how to explain my sudden weakness and loss of two yellow stars — and the succubus had come up with the perfect excuse. Lerra was wrong in her assumptions, but I was lucky she  had  them,  and  her  unshakable  certainty  that  she  was  right worked to my advantage. 



“Sorry, Lerra, I’ve just never thought of you that way. You’re one of my soldiers. We’re comrades, not…” I shut my mouth. 



“Lovers?”  Lerra  finished  my  sentence  with  a  laugh.  “So  be  it, Decanus.  I  won’t  pressure  you,  lest  your  horns  fall  off  in embarrassment. Are all you country boys this shy?” 

 

“Yeah,”  I  answered  with  a  sincere  face.  “But  you  and  I…  will stay  just  comrades.”  Feeling  a  sudden  desire  to  embrace  the succubus  and  never  let  her  go  again,  let  alone  do  certain  other things with her, I took a step back and raised a hand. “Don’t do that again, recruit Lerra. Stop, recruit! What are you..?” 



I  don’t  know  if  it  was  a  system  bug  or  the  new  capabilities  of Reflection  kicking  in,  but  Lerra’s   Temptation  and   Seduction  spells bounced right back at her. Feverish desire flashed in her eyes. Her sizable  breasts  heaved,  her  cheeks  reddened,  and  the  next  instant the girl jumped on me, wrapping her arms, legs and tail around me, pressing her lips to mine…



Feeling  myself  close  to  the  point  of  submitting  and  losing myself in her, I pushed away and commanded:



“Get back!” 



‘Commanded’  might  be  an  overstatement.  Whispered,  asked, begged, but once I realized she hadn’t even heard me as she threw off her clothes in full view of the public, I stammered out:



“You  guys  go  on  without  me!  I’ll  be  back  before  we  redeploy! 

Have a good time, that’s an order!” 



And logged out of Dis. 



* * *



“Wake up, Alex!” 



Maria’s rough voice shattered a beautiful dream in which I was doing… all kinds of exciting things. 



“Alex! Get up!” 



Rising and blinking, I made out my shadow of a bodyguard in the gloom:



“I’m awake, I’m awake. Uhm… Could you step out? I need to get dressed.” 



As  soon  as  she  disappeared  behind  the  door,  I  shot  into  the shower,  turned  on  the  cold  water  and  stood  there  for  a  long  time, shivering  and  waking  up,  chasing  away  the  remnants  of  my  sweet dream. 



My  head  cleared  up,  my  blood  simmered  down.  Almost  three days of leave time gave me six full hours of sleep and thirty minutes to have breakfast, tidy myself up and make it back in time to go on serving Belial’s Thirteenth Legion and the glory of the Dominion. 



I got dressed, walked into the lounge and froze. The room was packed with my clanmates. The sight of them frightened me at first, strangely  enough.  Maybe  all  my  time  in  the  Inferno  made  demon horns look so normal that human faces seemed somehow unnatural. 



Midday  was  approaching  in  Cali  Bottom,  and  my  friends  all greeted me:



“Good morning, Alex!” 



Hung,  Ed,  Tissa,  Tobias,  Malik  and  Tomoshi.  They  all  looked rumpled  and  tired  —  the  consequences  of  last  night’s  welcoming party  for  the  newcomers  to  the  base.  Hung  yawned,  his  mouth stretching  wide.  Tomoshi  rubbed  his  eyes  and  Tobias  kept  nodding off. 



“Hey. Why are you all here?” I asked. 



“The  guys  asked  us  to  tell  them  when  you  woke  up,”  Maria said. “And Rita’s been here all morning. Waiting to… talk to you.” 



My  girlfriend  looked  out  from  behind  the  kitchen  counter, beaming. 



“Alex!” She walked over and hugged me, and her scent made my heart beat faster. “How are you?” 



“I  got  some  sleep  at  least,  but  time’s  running  out.  I  only  have twenty minutes at the most.” 



“Sit down and eat. I cooked.” 



“I wouldn’t mind a snack myself…” Hung drawled with hope in his voice. 



“You  didn’t  come  to  eat!”  Ed  thumped  the  big  guy  on  the shoulder. “Alex, we can’t contact you in Dis, and you don’t come out for long. So I gathered everyone just in case you need anything from us. You eat, I’ll tell you the morning news.” 



Rita had made a great breakfast — just what I liked, and all the ingredients in the right proportions: tomato and cheese omelet, toast, bacon,  apple  juice.  Maria  poured  coffee  for  everyone  but  Tomoshi, who chose a glass of water. The boy pulled a tablet out of a pocket and dropped it in the glass, where it hissed and dissolved. 



“It’s  called  a  hangover,  Tommy,”  Tobias  told  him.  “But  you  set up the Home Doctor for diarrhea. That’s what it treated you for.” 



“Just put it on auto-diagnose next time,” Tissa advised. 



Tomoshi shot a glance full of disdain her way. Something had happened at the party while I’d been gone. Shame I didn’t have the time to get the details. Hiros must have gotten drunk and hadn’t even

bothered to use the autodoc to save Tomoshi the hangover. Maybe the  ninja  had  broken  through  to  real  life  and  really  let  it  all  out, started drinking and brawling, or hitting on Tissa? Or someone else? 

Surely not the clan leader’s girlfriend and not Eniko, who had Ed and Hung stuck to her at all times. 



Rita  massaged  my  shoulders  while  I  ate,  and  the  rest  shared their news. Ed started:



“We hit a hiccup with Excommunicado. Colonel doesn’t like me negotiating  on  behalf  of  the  Awoken.  He  wants  to  hear  apologies from your personally, Alex, before they’ll become our allies. The way Colonel sees it, if he joins an alliance, he loses the chance to get the greatest reward in the history of Dis.” 



“For eliminating me?” 



“Right. The trouble is, we aren’t revealing the truth of why you can’t  meet  with  them  in  Dis  or  in  real  life,  and  he’ll  take  any  other answer as an insult.” 



“No  wonder,  really,”  Hung  added.  “He’s  condescended  to become  our  ally  and  sees  that  as  some  great  honor,  and  from  his point of view our leader is just turning up his nose at him by putting off a meeting day after day.” I noticed with slight surprise that he was already chewing something. “Hairo says Colonel is already insulted enough  as  it  is,  and  if  you  ignore  him  —  from  his  point  of  view,  I mean,  —  then  he’ll  get  real  angry  and  might  make  trouble  for  us. 

Serious trouble, Alex.” 



After the time I’d spent in the great nothing and Baal’s torture chamber,  the  Exco  leader’s  complaints  were  the  last  thing  I  cared about. I wasn’t burning with a desire to see preventers connected to the Cartel in our alliance with Modus and the Travelers. I had agreed to  consider  an  alliance  with  Colonel  only  for  two  reasons:  out  of gratitude  to  Renato  Loyola,  i.e.  Quetzal,  and  so  that  the  Excos

wouldn’t get in our way in the war against the Destroying Plague. If they joined the ranks of the Sleepers, I doubted they’d move against us,  and  Behemoth’s  mental  blocks  should  prevent  them  from  even thinking of hurting us anyway. And Hairo and Willy wouldn’t have to worry about their families anymore. 



“I’ll  meet  them  in  a  private  room.  I’ll  tell  you  the  precise  date and time later. I can come out after a battle, and only if we win, which is going to be really tough.” 



“Why?” Tissa asked, silent until now. 



“Only  a  warrior  blind  with  overconfidence  has  no  doubt  in victory, Tissa-chan,” Tomoshi interjected, bowing. “Alex-san is careful in his assessments, and that is wise.” 



“In  my  case,  even  a  blind  warrior  could  see  that  my  chances aren’t good,” I said. “All the best troops in our legion got slaughtered, and now there are rumblings that damn General Abaddon is going to become  legatus  of  the  Thirteenth  Legion.  Yeah,  the  one  from  the Games.” 



“Holy shit!” Malik exclaimed, his third and fourth words for the day after ‘good morning.’



“That’s not all, Malik,” I answered. 



I  hadn’t  addressed  him  by  name  in  some  time,  and  now  it seemed  to  make  a  huge  impression  on  him.  Encouraged  that  I’d spoken to him, he asked carefully:



“Can you tell us?” 



Glancing at the clock, I nodded:



“Yeah, just let me eat first…” 

 

They  listened  to  me  with  bated  breath,  although  I  only  gave them  the  broad  strokes.  I  shared  my  conversation  with  Chaos, described in brief my failed attempt to get the  Coal of Hellflame, told them of Tyrant Baal’s tortures…



When  I  finished  the  tale  of  Belial’s  appearance,  Tomoshi, leaning against a wall, lost his balance and crashed to the floor. The Japanese boy had a great respect for otherworldly forces in general and demons in particular, feeling fear and awe before them. I’m sure the ninja Hiros would have been far more cold-blooded in his place, but the human Tomoshi was utterly convinced of the godlike abilities of Scyth, who had dared not only to fight against higher demons, but even to kill them. 



 



Chapter 5. Chaosite Criminals







WHEN  IT  WAS  TIME  to  climb  back  into  my  capsule,  everyone  was gone except Rita. The girl tried not to show her feelings in public. I don’t  know  why,  maybe  out  of  courtesy.  Maybe  she  didn’t  want  to embarrass me or upset Tissa, who seemed to still have feelings for me. Tissa tried to look like she didn’t care, but I could tell she did by the tone of her voice, a careless phrase here or there, even the way her  body  language  changed  when  she  saw  me.  She  tended  to  be pretty  relaxed  around  the  other  boys,  but  when  she  saw  me  she stood up straight and tried to look as attractive as possible. Although maybe I was just overconfident. 



Rita tended to behave modestly in the presence of others, but when  we  were  alone  she  took  full  advantage  of  our  time  together. 

Disheveled, gasping and with a furiously beating heart, I unwillingly pulled myself away from her soft lips:



“I can’t… I’ll be late. Time to go…” 



“I know,” the girl answered sadly. “I hoped you’d find time for us when  you  next  came  out  of  the  Inferno,  but  now  you  have  to  meet with Colonel too…” 



She cast a fleeting glance at the bed. After Lerra’s flirtation and my  dream,  and  now  this,  I  completely  lost  my  cool  and…  jumped quickly into my capsule. 



“We  have  our  whole  lives  ahead  of  us,  Rita,”  I  said  hoarsely, hurrying  to  start  the  immersion  process.  “I’ll  try  to  finish  up  with Colonel as soon as I can!” 



The intragel hid my body’s natural reflexes, and the cold of the space  between  worlds  calmed  my  blood.  After  the  short  delay  that my body needed to adapt, I arrived in the Inferno. 



“Where the elf did you come from, stinkling?!” asked a big devil in  a  strange-looking  kilt  as  if  woven  of  precious  stones.  He shouldered  me  out  of  the  way  and  kept  trudging  on.  Only  when  I looked closer did I see he was actually a she — this this was the first female devil I’d seen. 



Turning  my  head,  I  realized  I  was  in  the  same  spot  where  I’d logged out of the game to escape Lerra’s advances. The assembly point  wasn’t  far  away.  I’d  calculated  the  time  right  —  around  one hour left until leave ended and the portal opened for the legion’s next deployment. 



I  fell  in  step  with  the  crowd  headed  toward  the  portal.  As  we approached  the  alleyway  where  we  arrived  three  local  days  ago,  I saw  my  fellow  fighters.  Even  in  civilian  clothing  and  without  armor and weapons, they stood out sharply from the capital’s citizens. The legionaries  seemed  to  give  off  an  aura  of  death,  frightening  the locals. They sped their pace and tried not to meet the tourists’ eyes. 



I  guess  I  didn’t  have  that  aura  yet.  And  anyway…  It  was obvious that even a veteran tiefling was a far cry from the fearsome orange-star  demons  and  infernals  of  the  legion.  Tieflings  were  too small, too… stinky. 



“Hey,  small  fry!  Legionary!”  I  heard  from  one  of  the  broad balconies that jutted out over the street. An imp was leaning over it, grinning  down  with  fangs  of  chaotic  gold.  “I  see  you  know  how  to fight!  Come  inside,  we  always  have  someone  spoilin’  for  a  brawl…

And  each  girl  here  is  more  beautiful  than  the  last,  you’ll  be  able  to exercise somethin’ else too!” 



The  hawker  climbed  onto  the  railing  and  motioned  obscenely with his arm. 



“Thanks, I’m good,” I answered, walking on. 



“Your loss!” the imp crowed back. “We have a prize draw of ten million chao every night! And the winner gets the right to fight in the Coliseum!” 



His high-pitched babble followed me to the end of the quarter. 

Strange that he latched onto me specifically, a yellow-star tiefling. 



I  was  almost  at  the  assembly  point  when  I  found  my  path blocked by the huge body of a rakshasa with two orange stars. He roared in my face:



“Void  safari!  Beast  corral!  Orange  stars!  Red  stars!  Mythical, legendary,  epic  monsters!  Fair  chao  shares!  Today’s  trip  goes directly by portal to the Heart of the Void, and we take wyverns from there!  Just  a  hundred  thousand  gold!  Don’t  miss  your  chance  for glory! We guarantee your safety! You won’t be leaving without loot, Mr. Tiefling!” 



I took his arm, made him unclench his fingers and release my collar. 



“Not interested.” 



He  didn’t  push  it,  just  shot  me  a  calculating  look  with  respect flashing in his eyes. I walked past him, turned back:



“Do  your  customers  even  come  back  from  your  safari  in  the Void?” 



“Not often,” the rakshasa admitted. 



I  was  the  first  of  the  platoon  to  arrive  at  the  assembly  point. 

Next came Abdu and Lerra, arm in arm — they’d clearly spent these days  together,  —  and  then  Karakapanka  and  Rupert.  Motif  arrived last and was nearly too late; the fearsome demon that had opened the  portal  had  warned  us  that  he  still  had  to  open  a  few  others  in other parts of the capital, so he wouldn’t wait for anyone. 



Motif returned with the same expression on his face as before, like  a  living  cat  that  just  ate  the  cream.  I’d  seen  one  in  the  zoo before.  After  greeting  us,  the  demon  colorfully  described  how  he’d spent  his  time.  The  rakshasa  and  imp  listened  to  him  closely  and licked  their  lips.  Abdu  dropped  sarcastic  comments  and  Lerra laughed. Just like that, we walked through the portal altogether and traveled to our next deployment in the Thirteenth Legion…



Right  into  the  middle  of  a  dense  crowd.  The  whole campground,  every  little  nook  and  passageway  between  the  tents and  buildings  —  all  of  it  was  packed  with  demons.  I  was  pressed from  all  sides.  Lerra’s  tail  ended  up  in  my  mouth.  Karakapanka wheezed on my right, Abducius groaned in front of me. I couldn’t see Rupert or Motif — it seemed we’d been taken right to the battlefield, to that same narrow gorge as before. 



“What’s  happening?”  Rupert  croaked  from  somewhere  below. 

He  was  small  even  for  an  imp,  and  couldn’t  even  raise  his  head. 

“Help, I can’t breathe down here!” 



“New  recruits,”  Abdu  answered  him,  helping  him  climb  to  his feet. 



After  a  quarter  of  an  hour  of  turmoil  and  much  pushing  and shoving,  we  reached  our  barracks.  The  legion  had  so  many  new recruits  that  they  would  have  made  up  several  cohorts  of  ‘fresh meat.’ They were all deployed at the same time as us, so there was something of a traffic jam. 



Just like me a few days ago, the new recruits were left to figure things  out  on  their  own.  Nobody  gave  them  orders  —  both  by tradition and because the new leadership of the legion was only just getting to grips with things itself. So the new recruits wandered the camp  chaotically.  The  particularly  sharp  among  them  even  started looking  for  the  ‘elusive’  Prefect  Nisrok.  The  doomtank  loomed  over the camp, but nobody seemed to see him, taking him to be part of the landscape as I once had. 



But  not  all  the  recruits  were  greenhorns.  It  seemed  that  the army  had  opened  recruitment  not  only  to  the  youth,  but  to  all  who wanted  to  join.  At  least  a  third  of  the  newcomers  outmatched  my platoon, orange stars gleaming proudly on their horns. 



“Those are veterans?” I asked. 



“Naww,” Rupert cackled, smiling. “You really did grow up in the ass end of nowhere, Decanus…” 



“Explain.” 



“Basically,  Hakkar,”  Lerra  said,  “these  new  recruits  are  the golden oldies. They didn’t answer the legion’s call in their youth, but now  that  they’re  older,  they’ve  realized  how  important  it  is  to  have served the glory of the dominion and answered the call.” 



“Or  they’ve  just  gotten  too  big  for  their  hooves,”  Karakapanka added.  “They  saved  up  chao,  they  know  the  average  level  of  a legionary  is  two  orange  stars,  not  counting  the  leaders,  and  they think they’re ready.” 



“Yep,” Motif agreed. “It’s one thing to risk your life and serve the Dominion with white stars, like us. That’s honest and honorable! But these  types…  Ugh!  They  only  go  to  serve  after  they’ve  earned enough easy chao.” 



As I listened to them and absorbed all this new information, it occurred to me that the Inferno was the strangest of all Disgardium’s worlds. I still had much to learn about it. But all in good time — right now,  the  main  thing  was  to  house  my  troops,  report  to  the  new centurion if one had been appointed, and if not, then to Tribune Urfi or the new legatus. Failing that, I could go to Prefect Nisrok and talk to his helper Voley, the jigoku’kenku. I was sure they’d tell me to take command of some new troops…



“Wowza!” came a voice from behind us followed by a whistle. I turned  and  saw  two  demons  strolling  lazily  along.  “Hey,  you,  little guy! Come here!” 



One of them, with ten yellow stars, a mighty jaw and horns that were just starting to branch, beckoned with a hand, while the other

— with eight yellow stars, in his own chaos-metal cuirass with a two-handed sword over his shoulder — stared at Lerra’s behind. 



At  the  sight  of  that,  Abducius  gritted  his  teeth  and  moved toward them, raising his fists as he walked. 



“Who  are  you?  How  dare  you  disrespect  senior  legionaries? 

What  do  you  want?”  Our  demon  didn’t  bother  waiting  for  answers before swinging a fist at the one staring at Lerra. 



Boom!  The  demon  in  the  cuirass  dodged  easily  and  punched back so hard that Abdu was thrown back into us, much to the delight of the disrespectful recruits. We helped him to his feet. Until now, I hadn’t  decided  whether  to  ignore  these  arrogant  recruits  or  give them  a  lesson,  but  now  I  walked  toward  the  cocky  demon.  My fighters followed. Abducius also tagged along, spitting out blood and teeth, having lost a little confidence but taken no damage. 



“Where are you from, rookies?” the one in the cuirass asked. “I mean,  heh,  senior  legionaries.”  He  looked  me  up  and  down, muttered: “Hakkar? Familiar name, ain’t it, Zouvikk?” 

 

“Not  a  rare  one,  though.  Anyway,  that  one  had  six  stars  and this  loser  is  clearly  a  weakling.  The  real  Hakkar  is  as  tall  as  three demons, and has a pike of Chaos’s fury that reaches to the sky…” 



“And  a  member  that  could  cover  the  whole  dominion,”  Lerra chuckled. 



“Right,”  the  demon  called  Zouvikk  chuckled.  Both  the newcomers lost interest in me. “So where are you rookies from?” 



“The tiefling and imp don’t have to answer, we don’t care,” the demon  in  the  cuirass  added.  “They’re  obviously  from  a  latrine  pit somewhere.” 



I took a step forward, clenching my fists, but my allies held me back.  Let me deal with it, Decanus, Motif whispered to me. His eyes gleamed  with  menace.  He  moved  forward  and  answered  the newcomers:



“We’re from the Ruby City, honored recruits. How about you?” 



“Woow,” the branching-horned insolent one said, ignoring Motif and speaking to his comrade. “Ya hear that, Shonka? Rich rubes!” 



“Sweet  boys,”  Shonka  said  as  if  delivering  a  verdict.  “And  the girl is nice. I’d take her for a ride! What’s your name? Lerra? Come spend the night with us, lovely Lerra! You won’t regret it!” 



“Is  everyone  from  Narakassa  such  a  moron?”  the  succubus hissed. 



“Hey,  check  it  out,  Zouvikk,  the  chick  guessed  where  we’re from!” Shonka said, smiling in satisfaction. “We Narakassians are the best demons in the Dominion, every succubus knows it!” 



“Yeah, Narakassa is the coolest!” Motif said, staring at them in rapture. “Are you guys new recruits too? Fresh Meat?” 



“No way,” Zouvikk sniffed lazily. “The Fresh Meat cohort is for rookies like you. We’re experienced fighters! I’ve had two Wild Hunts in the Void, I’m a tough cookie! Shonka used to be a gladiator! We’re going  to  find  some  superiors  and  demand  to  be  sent  to  the  Great Game at once.” 



“Yeah,  we  don’t  plan  on  wasting  our  time  here  with  you,” 

Shonka confirmed. 



“Far  stronger  fighters  than  you  have  served  with  us,” 

Karakapanka said with a frown. “Shame none of them survived the last battle.” 



“So  how  did  you  survive,  cowardly  jackal?  Hid  under  this succubus’s  skirt?”  Shonka  nodded  at  Lerra.  “Although  she  doesn’t wear a skirt, why would she? It’d only get torn off, ha-ha! Let me tell you something, four-arms. We’re not scared of anything, because…” 



“Shonka!” Zouvikk snapped, cutting the demon off. 



He nodded in understanding and finished cryptically:



“There  are  forces  behind  us  that  have  no  equal  in  all  the Inferno!” 



“And  what  are  your  names?”  Motif  asked  with  an  ingratiating smile.  “How  can  we  help  you  gentlemen  legionaries  from Narakassa?” 



I had no idea what game our cohort’s third instiga was playing, but I was in no hurry to get involved. I wanted to see how this show ended. 



“Hey, hear that, Shonka?” Zouvikk laughed. “We’re ‘gentlemen legionaries’! Glory to Chaos!” 



Rupert the imp was the first to get what was going on.  Chaosite criminals, he whispered quietly into my ear.  Best to avoid trouble with them.  They  have  a  chaotic  vengeance  for  their  own.    Be  careful, Hakkar! 



“So what is it you wanted, gentlemen?” Motif asked again. 



His  tone  had  changed  imperceptibly.  The  demon’s  back  was straighter. 



Sensing that, Shonka lifted him by the horn and breathed fire in his face:



“We’re gentlemen, you said it yourself. And what do gentlemen need? A servant! That’s why you young ones are going to serve me and Zouvikk.” He cast a threatening glance at Rupert. “You’re right, imp, we’re criminals and chaosites. The dominion’s laws don’t apply to us, but power is still on the prince’s side. So we serve him… for now.” 



“Chaos  is  with  us,”  Shonka  uttered.  The  joking  and  gloating tones  were  gone;  he  was  serious.  “And  the  princes  are  just  Old Gods, no good to anyone. They all got destroyed in Disgardium, but ours are still clinging on! Gah!” 



He pushed Motif down, who quickly got up, ran over to me and quietly said: “That’s it, Decanus, let ‘em have it!” It seemed his faith in  me  was  limitless;  he  thought  I  could  easily  take  care  of  demons with far more stars than me. Well, it wouldn’t do to crush his hopes. 



I  stepped  forward,  spitting  at  Shonka’s  feet  in  the  habit  of  the demons. The glob of spit smoked as it hit the ground. 



“Who are you next to Great Prince Belial?” I asked laughingly. 

“That’s  like  comparing  a  lump  of  shit  to  a  chaos  diamond!  You’re  a Narakassian worm who drank too much brandy. Believe me, Chaos doesn’t give a shit about you. Belial doesn’t give a shit. I, Decanus of the Thirteenth Cohort Hakkar, and my fine warriors don’t give a shit.” 



“Keeping all the shit for yourself, huh, stinkling?” Shonka spat. 

He puffed smoke out of his nostrils and began to swish his tail side to side, blowing up a cloud of dust. 



Roaring, he leaped at me. I didn’t bother going into  Clarity, just raised my own fist to meet his, but the frame of a huge demon rose up between us as if out of nowhere. My arm froze in the thickening air. 



“Easy, soldier,” the giant said in almost friendly tones. 



Moving me aside, he opened his mouth and bit Shonka in half. 

He swallowed down the first half, then the other. Despot had handled mortals  roughly  the  same  way.  Then  he  glanced  at  shriveling Zouvikk and cocked his head, sizing him up. Zouvikk stood shaking, not daring to move. 



“What, chaosite?” the giant rumbled. “Do you too think that the Great Prince merits mockery, and the law of the Dominion does not apply to you?” 



Without  waiting  for  an  answer,  he  gobbled  down  Zouvikk  as well. He emitted a fiery belch that scorched the soil for ten yards in front of him and clapped Motif on the back with a giant hand:



“Great  work,  soldier!  Bringing  a  chaosite  out  into  the  open…” 

He  shook  his  head.  “Do  you  have  the  extra  talent  in  the   Flattery tree? 



“That’s  right…”  Motif  said,  faltering  and  wringing  his  tail,  not knowing how to address the giant. His profile was blank. “I can make anyone… almost anyone be honest.” 



“Dare not use it on your superior officers,” the demon warned fearsomely. “Else I will eat you.” 



Then he looked at me:



“I did not want chaotic vengeance to strike you, so I intervened, Decanus Hakkar. Although it is truer to call you centurion, yes?” He winked  and  clapped  me  on  the  shoulder.  “Follow  me,  Centurion Hakkar of the Thirteenth Cohort! We must talk.” 



The  demon  began  to  transform  into  something  still  larger  and more nightmarish. A label lit up above his head:



 Abaddon, Higher Demon

  

 Legatus of the Thirteenth Legion, Dominion of Belial. 



And on his horn shone twelve red stars. 



 



Chapter 6. Legatus Abaddon







ABADDON WAS JUST AS POWERFUL as Baal. One more red star and he’d get a black one, if that was even possible. I doubted the princes suffered  demons  approaching  their  own  power…  Although  Lucius had been allowed. 



What always stunned me about the demons was the incredible control  they  could  have  over  their  bodies.  Shapeshifters  and changelings  transformed  from  one  stable  form  into  another.  My transformation  into  a  tiefling  was  a  powerful  illusion  created  by Imitation. Behemoth and Tiamat transformed their avatars, not their real  bodies,  if  they  even  had  those.  Demons,  on  the  other  hand, could  turn  themselves  into  whatever  they  wanted  once  they  got powerful enough. It was enough to remember how both Abaddon the boss in the Games and Tyrant Baal had transformed before I killed them. 



Now  Legatus  Abaddon  had  reduced  his  size  to  normal  for  an average demon, looming over me by only a couple of heads. Maybe this form cost him less energy, meaning chao, to sustain? 



“Follow  me,  Centurion  Hakkar,”  he  repeated  his  command. 

“You did not mishear me.” 



Only  then  did  my  platoon  begin  to  gasp  and  shout  in  excited glee. Abdu picked up Lerra and tossed her into the air, Karakapanka stood  on  his  four  hands  and  began  to  dance.  Rupert  started squeaking  something  harebrained,  but  a  fearsome  glance  from  the legatus was enough to shut him up. 



Brightest  of  all  beamed  our  skinny  demon  Motif,  the  one  who had  turned  out  to  be  a  master  of   Flattery.  His  joy  was  easy  to

understand;  it  was  the  legendary  General  Abaddon  himself,  albeit formerly resigned in disgrace. In the Inferno he was a mythical figure on a level with Lucius — only the very best were sent to the Games. 



I  exchanged  glances  with  my  fighters  and  then  followed  after Abaddon,  whose  mighty  aura  of  concentrated  power  and  palpable hatred cleared us a path — legionaries scurried to stand aside and drop to one knee, thumped their chests with their fists and saluting the disgraced general with an unusual gesture: raising the left hand with  the  little  finger,  index  finger  and  thumb  extended.  I’d  seen Legate Shazz of the Destroying Plague do something similar. 



Abaddon ignored them all and walked on in intensely focused silence  as  if  he’d  forgotten  all  about  me.  From  the  side  it  probably looked like he was walking on his own, but the legionaries certainly didn’t think so. I kept hearing cries of approval; fighters scrambling to get out of Abaddon’s way pointed at me:



“Who’s that with the new legatus? Hakkar? Belial’s member! Is he getting promoted?” 



“Hey!  Ho!  Hakkar!”  an  imp  with  six  yellow  stars  danced  and squawked. “Hey! Ho! Eternal coal and neverending chao!” 



“Go  on,  Hakkar!  We’re  rooting  for  you!”  the  people  shouted. 

“Fire beneath your enemy’s feet, Decanus!” 



“Kick  it  up  a  notch!”  a  veteran  devil  bleated,  walking  up  and clapping my shoulder. “Make Hakkar Prefect of the Legion instead of Sargatanas! And may many stars adorn his horn!” 



After  their  three  days  of  rest  in  the  capital,  those  that  had fought  against  Azmodan’s  legion  hadn’t  forgotten  to  whom  they owed their reward, their vacation and maybe even their lives. Scyth basked in the glow of adoration directed at his little tiefling form. 



Abaddon  stopped  sharply…  then  walked  on.  At  that  moment, all  the  legionaries  were  swept  to  the  sides,  disappearing  from  my view. It turned dead quiet. I heard the legatus laughing quietly. 



Was  this  the  same  Abaddon  I  fought  against  in  the  Games? 

Maybe  the  one  in  the  Cursed  Chasm  was  just  a  scripted  mob,  but this  one  came  into  existence  only  when  I  arrived  in  the  Inferno? 

But…  Well,  he  had  to  have  memories  of  the  battle  when  Abaddon had been defeated! After all, even Baal had said that the demon had lost the Games to Scyth. News of events in the Cursed Chasm had clearly  reached  the  Inferno,  and  considering  the  Pitfall  was  an isolated  zone,  only  Abaddon  himself  and  the  other  demons  in  the Games could have brought the news home. 



And  that  meant  he  might  well  recognize  my  fighting  style, connect  the  dots  and  expose  me,  even  if  he  couldn’t  sense  the particle of Order within me. 



I  spent  the  rest  of  the  walk  wondering  what  motivated  the legatus. Why had he come for me personally? Why waste his time? 

Abaddon could have summoned me to him, instead of putting on this strange show for his subjects. When had a general ever appeared in person to escort away a new recruit? 



I could attribute his favor to Hakkar’s accomplishments, but that would be recklessly naive. Something else was going on here, and it had  a  simple  explanation  —  Abaddon  either  somehow  recognized me as Scyth or… Or, like Rofokal and Baal, he sensed the Enemy. 

He wasn’t attacking right away; he’d lost before, after all, so he was being careful to avoid disgracing himself in the eyes of his subjects. 

Or  he’d  decided  to  deal  with  the  Enemy  of  the  Inferno  out  public view;  whatever  he  said,  Hakkar  was  popular,  and  the  public  might not understand…



That must be it. That or I was just submitting to my paranoia. In any  case,  I  had  to  be  careful.  My  suspicions  strengthened  when  I

realized  Abaddon  hadn’t  led  me  to  the  headquarters.  The  tallest building  —  a  black  tower  bound  with  chaos  metal,  with  streams  of lava flowing down notches in the walls — was behind us, and Belial’s disgraced  general  was  still  walking  down  the  deserted  ‘streets.’  I kept looking from side to side and couldn’t figure out where we were headed. 



Finally, I spoke:



“May I ask a question, Legatus Abaddon?” 



“You may, Centurion.” 



“Where are we going?” 



“To  my  tent,”  the  legatus  answered  shortly,  not  slowing  his pace. 



I  walked  on  beside  him  in  silence  for  a  while,  hoping  that  the conversation would continue. When it didn’t, I asked:



“Why your tent and not the headquarters?” 



Stopping sharply, Abaddon turned and cast a measuring glance at me. 



“I’m starting to doubt in my decision to appoint you Centurion, Hakkar. I will give you the chance to answer your question yourself.” 



“Uhm…” There was clearly a trap in the legatus’s words, but I didn’t  know  where  it  was  exactly,  so  I  gave  the  only  reasonable explanation  I  could  see:  “The  legion  was  decapitated  in  our  last battle. Not only did a lot of fresh meat come in after, but almost all the officers were replaced too…” In the demonic language, the word

‘officer’ didn’t exist and was replaced by another, translated literally

as  ‘superior,  ruler  over  underlings.’  “It  must  be  a  mess  in  the headquarters right now.” 



“Your  reasoning  is  flawed,  but  your  conclusions  are  correct,” 

the  legatus  laughed.  “The  disincarnated  Legatus  Philotanus’s services  to  the  Dominion  were  great,  but  he  had  poor  taste.  The headquarters is being redecorated. A dozen building crews of devils, imps and rakshasas all crowded in one building. Too much noise to do  anything  useful.  You  chose  a  suitable  definition  for  what  is happening there: a mess. So the HQ has temporarily moved to my tent.  From  now  on  I  recommend  that  you  do  not  second-guess orders from your legatus…” Abaddon gave a low laugh. “…lest you risk losing your rank of Centurion.” 



The at first glance spartan tent of the legatus turned out to be big  enough  inside  to  seat  the  entire  legion.  The  demons’  ability  to alter  dimensions  and  space  may  not  have  exceeded  the achievements of Disgardium’s mages, but it at least matched them, although it had a different nature. 



For an instant I lost my bearings and looked around wide-eyed. 

The rumble and hum of a busy workplace crashed down on me. 



Winged officers and aides rushed to and fro all over the huge space  and  in  all  three  dimensions.  Their  left  horns  shone  with  a scattering of red gold — orange and red stars only. 



I’d definitely never seen this before, and probably wouldn’t see it again. There were three floors here, if the three tiers of table-like objects  hanging  in  the  air  could  be  called  floors.  Scores  of  the League’s  clerks  worked  on  each  one.  And  they  didn’t  stay  in  one place  for  long,  but  flew  from  the  upper  rows  to  the  lower  and  back again,  shouting  and  squawking.  At  the  same  time,  some  machine crashed and banged like an ancient printing press. 



Caught  up  in  their  work,  the  demons  didn’t  notice  Abaddon’s arrival. Or maybe it just wasn’t customary to salute the legatus every time he walked by. 



“The  Legion  is  to  be  completely  reformed,”  Abaddon  said,  for some  reason  considering  it  necessary  to  explain.  “General  Xavius approved  it,  noting  that  the  Thirteenth  was  already  due  for  a shakeup.  Only  the  miraculous  and  inexplicable  luck  of  a  certain nimble  tiefling  recruit  saved  the  core  of  the  Legion.  My  officers  are now  analyzing  every  fighter  among  both  the  veterans  and  the recruits to arrange them into cohorts…” 



He  said  all  this  without  stopping.  We  had  arrived  at  a  narrow black shimmering veil that stretched all the way up to the ceiling of the  tent.  It  looked  material,  alive.  Its  surface  bristled  with  nails, tentacles and predatory mouths and it reeked of danger. 



Stopping sharply, Abaddon took a death grip on my horn with one hand and touched the veil with the other. I froze for a moment in expectation  of  battle,  and  when  I  saw  the  veil  detach  from  the  wall and  bear  down  on  us,  I  activated   Clarity…  and  gasped.  The  ability worked,  but  it  gave  me  no  advantage  —  both  Abaddon  and  the strange curtain moved just as fast as I did. 



When  I  slowed  back  down  again,  the  living  veil  was  already wrapped around us. For an instant I felt the cold of the great nothing, but  then  the  unpleasant  sensation  passed  and  all  sound disappeared. 



Abaddon  released  my  horn.  We  were  in  a  closed  space  —

something  like  a  cavern  with  living  walls.  Claws  and  tentacles touched me, but did me no harm. 



My final doubts disappeared: the legatus had either recognized me or sensed the Enemy. I would have to fight, survive, then make my way through the Void, leveling up Hakkar as I went, and return to

the Ruby City in my last attempt to get the  Coal of… The legatus’s rumble interrupted my panicking thoughts:



“I’ll be honest with you, Hakkar,” he said, sighing and somehow seeming to relax. “There are many of Xavius’s henchmen among the new  leaders  of  the  Legion.  The  general  is  displeased  with  my assignment  here.  He  feels  the  earth  moving  beneath  his  feet.  He thirsts to see me fail, and I must admit, he has every chance. Even I cannot  achieve  success  with  the  Dominion’s  worst  and  least-bloodied legion.” 



“But you still believe it’s possible.” 



Abaddon  held  his  burning  eyes  on  me.  His  gaze  pierced  me straight through, and I felt like he could read my thoughts. 



“Faith is a weakness of mortals,” the demon rumbled. “I weigh the odds. My chances are not good, but I do have chances. To throw up one’s hands is a weakness unworthy of a higher demon.” 



“Glory  to  the  Dominion,”  I  said,  on  the  basis  that  it  never seemed to hurt to say it when I didn’t know what else to say. 



Chuckling, the legatus continued:



“I decided not to make equal cohorts, as is usual in the Inferno, but  to  specialize  them  instead.  But  more  about  that  later…  The important  thing  is  that  if  the  Thirteenth  Legion  is  successful  and earns the rank of best legion, changing its number to First, I will gain the right to challenge Xavius. Only the legatus of the best legion can duel  the  general  for  his  position.  For  the  glory  of  the  Dominion,  of course.  I  am  selecting  the  most  promising  fighters.  I  need  my  own demons  in  the  Legion.  Demons  upon  whom  I  can  rely  and  with whom I will forge victory. Are you with me, Hakkar?” 



“But why?” I asked, frowning in confusion. “You weren’t wrong about my luck. But all the rest… I’ve only been through one serious battle, and with my stars…” 



I tried not to look Abaddon right in the eye, just tracked him with my  peripheral  vision,  trying  to  read  the  legatus’s  intentions  on  his face, but his expression didn’t change. 



“Stars  are  not  a  problem.  The  Inferno  is  full  of  brave, courageous,  strong  fighters.  The  clever,  cunning,  agile  and treacherous…  They  go  to  the  Cursed  Inquisition,  the  office  of  the Great  Prince,  the  corporations  and  other  civilian  nonsense.  Such demons  do  not  serve  the  legions.  Knowing  where  you  came  from, tiefling,  I  understand  why  you  chose  to  serve  the  Dominion’s  glory. 

You thirst for a worthy reward for your rare talents, and you will get it if you answer my question correctly.” The legatus’s rumble took on a threatening tone. “Are you with me, Hakkar?” 



With an inner sigh of relief, I nodded and roared:



“Yes sir, general sir!” 



“I  will  suffer  no  flattery!”  Abaddon  growled.  “There  is  only  one general in the Dominion, and his name is Xavius.” 



“Forgive me, Legatus Abaddon.” 



“But  I  like  the  way  you  think.  There  is  only  one   true…”  he accented the word, “…general of this Dominion. Me!” 



The fearsome roar that echoed off the living walls of the cavern finally  convinced  me  that  this  was  the  very  same  Abaddon  I  had fought in the Cursed Chasm. And although for now he gave no signs that he’d recognized me or seen the Enemy within me, it was only a matter  of  time.  Such  a  strong  demon  couldn’t  fail  to  recognize  the

particle of Order I carried. But why this pretend private conversation, why all the revelations? 



“How can I serve you, Legatus Abaddon?” I asked. 



We  talked  standing  up,  because  there  was  nowhere  to  sit down.  The  flesh  beneath  our  feet  moved  and  bristled.  But  now Belial’s disgraced general pointed to the shimmering veil beneath my feet and its surface smoothed out, the mouths, tentacles and claws disappearing.  Abaddon  sat  down,  placing  his  hands  on  his  knees and  waiting  for  me  to  sit  down  opposite,  then  spoke  —  now  more calmly. His speech was monotonous and soothing:



“My decision to appoint you to the post of centurion, coveted by all  my  officers,  was  not  accidental.  However,  I  cannot  give  you  a cohort  to  command.  Even  the  centurion  of  the  Fresh  Meat  cohort must  have  at  least  three  orange  stars  and  thirty  years  of  service under  his  belt.  Although  the  first  is  fixable,  the  second,  as  I’m  sure you understand, is beyond our power.” 



“But…” 



“Yes, there have been exceptions. And you might have become one, Hakkar, but I have found a better use for you instead. In the last battle,  under  the  leadership  of  the  honorably  disincarnated  Legatus Philotanus, we lost all our instigas…” Abaddon paused to study my reaction. 



Become  an  instiga?  Fight  protodemons  that  drop  chao  with  a one-hundred-percent conversion rate? Sign me up! 



“You can count on me, Legatus!” 



“Laudable  zeal.  Then  hear  my  command,  Centurion  Hakkar. 

You are appointed First Instiga of the Legion. The importance of the instiga cannot be overstated. Even the legion’s prefects and tribunes

appointed  by  Xavius  know  that.  Getting  that  buff  before  the  battle almost  always  decides  its  outcome  in  favor  of  the  legion  whose instiga  won.  A  legion’s  first  instiga  must  be  at  least  a  centurion,  so you  are  a  centurion  without  a  cohort,  Hakkar.  Your  first  task  is  to select the second and third instigas from among the volunteers.” 



“Consider  it  done,  Legatus.  Permission  to  carry  out  your orders?” 



“That is not all. You will not just be an instiga. You will lead the Thirteenth Legion’s Flying Squad. The squad’s task in battle will be to take the opponent’s Wager. This is usually the job of a combined detachment  of  the  best  fighters  and  riders  from  the  First  Cohort, which will remain unchanged, as it is standard for any legion in the Inferno. However, as I said, I have decided to change the structure of the legion…” The demon emitted a growl like a sad sigh. “My defeat in the Games taught me something, Hakkar.” 



“Oh, yeah? What exactly?” I asked with sincere curiosity. 



“After  my  shameful  defeat  at  the  hands  of  a  mortal,  I  thought about  how  the  Great  Game  evolved,  how  its  strategy  and  tactics, structure  and  combat  maneuvers  changed  over  the  centuries;  how more and more we demons came to forget that brute force, stars and the deadliness of full frontal assaults can fail before cunning, agility and  smarts.  Over  the  thousands  of  years  since  the  Demonic  Pact, the  mortals  have  learned  how  to  specialize.  Their  fighters  are disciplined  and  act  within  the  confines  of  the  roles  they  are  given. 

The  war  leaders  of  the  mortals  take  advantage  of  their  soldiers’

strengths and minimize their weaknesses. We must learn to do the same.” 



Something as if pulled at my tongue, and I asked:



“Did you run into an opponent like that in the Games?” 



Abaddon  looked  at  me  strangely.  Lava  splashed  and smoldered  in  the  demon’s  eyes.  I  guess  I  brought  up  a  touchy subject. 



I  looked  away  and  noticed  that  where  the  legatus  sat  on  the living  veil,  his  body  seemed  to  be  melded  into  it.  So  my  suspicion was  right:  the  veil  was  part  of  him.  We  were  essentially  inside  the higher  demon.  Everything  in  this  place  was  so  twisted,  so  upside-down…



Ignoring my question, Abaddon continued:



“Azmodan’s  Sixth  Legion  has  suffered  no  defeats  for  nine battles  in  a  row,  and  each  time  they  have  destroyed  the  enemy instead  of  capturing  the  Wager.  Were  it  not  for  the  condition  to capture the flag, our Thirteenth Legion would have been ground into chaos powder. But now we have a tiefling, agile and fast. A tiefling whose treacherous strikes kill demons far stronger than himself… It would be criminal not to press such an advantage. From now on, the capture  of  the  enemy  Wager  is  our  highest-priority  task.  Much depends on you and your Flying Squad, Hakkar.” 



“How will the Flying Squad achieve its goal in battle? Who will be part of it?” 



“You will have full freedom of action. Gather your soldiers from those  you  trust,  Centurion.  The  usual  combined  force  of  Wager-capturers will distract the defenders. That will free your movements.” 



I mentally applauded Abaddon’s cleverness. Remembering that I wasn’t Scyth, almighty Herald of the Sleepers, but an uneducated tiefling from the outskirts of the Dominion, I checked myself:



“Sorry,  Legatus,  but  I’ll  only  be  able  to  command  the  Flying Squad in battle if I survive to see it. I doubt any of the enemy instigas will have less than orange stars.” 

 

The  thoughtfulness  on  Abaddon’s  face  turned  to  amusement. 

He paused, and for a long moment I thought feverishly about what I might have said wrong, but then the legatus rumbled:



“There  is  time  before  the  next  battle.  I  have  no  doubt  in  your ability to quickly earn stars, Centurion. After you gather your troops for  the  Flying  Squad,  immediately  go  to  the  Heart  of  the  Void. 

Ordinary  demons  cannot  go  there,  but  the  Legion  will  open  a  one-way  portal  for  you.  There  are  many  creatures  and  spontaneous balesprings of chao there. If you survive, you can grow fat. And you will survive. That is an order!” 



“What tier of beasts are there, Legatus Abaddon?” 



“Third tier, second…” Chuckling, he admitted: “Forty thousand years ago, there was a monster of the first tier there. All three Great Princes hunted it. 



The  legatus’s  confidence  in  my  ability  to  handle  beasts  with orange  and  red  stars  strengthened  my  suspicions,  which  had quietened somewhat during our conversation. 



“That’s a one-way ticket to disincarnation, Legatus Abaddon.” 



“Not  at  all.  You  yourself  have  proved  that  stars  are  not everything. They give strength and power, new abilities and talents, but a demon needs more than that to be a good fighter. In his report, eternal  fire  to  his  chao,  Prefect  Sargatanas  mentioned  that  you defeated a chaotic ass three times stronger than you. Witnesses to the last battle saw you slay demons with far stronger stars than your own.” 



“They were wounded. I just finished them off.” 



“Perhaps.  The  legion  will  give  you  sufficient  chao  from  the reserves to burn the first orange star into your horn. This honor will be gifted to you and the warriors you select.” 



“How many demons can I have in my squad?” 



“In  Disgardium,  the  number  seven  is  magical.  My  new  ideas take their roots in the world of the mortals, so I have decided that the Flying Squad should consist of seven fighters.” 



“So I need to find another six.” 



“You  can  count,  that’s  encouraging,”  Abaddon  answered entirely seriously. Something in his tone set my teeth on edge. “Pick up  your  chao  from  Tribune  Urfi.  That  is  all.  Apart  from  one  small problem that we have yet to discuss, Herald Scyth…” 



With his last words the cave suddenly contracted, the living veil drawing in rapidly and pressing me against the legatus. I couldn’t so much as lift a finger, and my face was almost pressed up against the demon’s nightmarish maw. His huge mouth opened, enveloping me with a cloud of smoke and soot:



“Demons  always  remember  their  killers!  Your  astral  imprint, unique among all mortal souls and creatures of chaos, cut deep into my  being,  Scyth!  You  are  in  another’s  body,  and  the  particle  of  the Enemy is almost hidden beneath your chao, but it is you!” 



Realizing that it was pointless to lie, I answered directly:



“Yes,  you’re  right.  But  I’m  not  your  enemy,  Legatus  Abaddon. 

And  I  came  to  the  Inferno  with  one  single  goal  —  to  get  a   Coal  of Hellflame. I have nothing to do with you or your problems, but to do what I have to do, I need…” 



“To  get  into  the  chambers  of  the  Great  Prince!”  Abaddon interrupted,  laughing.  “And  to  do  that,  you  must  rise  through  the ranks in service to the Dominion, no?” 



“Right.  And  that  means  I’ll  do  everything  I  can  to  make  the Thirteenth Legion the First. Glory to the Dominion!” 



“Don’t overdo it… mortal.” 



Abaddon moved back. The veil unstuck itself from me, allowing me  to  move  my  aching  limbs.  I  was  surprised  at  how  easily  and quickly  he  trusted  me,  as  if…  Nether!  Of  course  —  just  like  Baal, Abaddon could always spot a lie. It seemed the truth satisfied him. 



“Why do you need the  Coal?” 



“To  survive  the  frost  on  Holdest.  I’m  planning  to  destroy  the Nucleus…” 



“Of  the  Destroying  Plague,  I  see.  The  prince  admits  that  the undead might derail our plans. And the plans of the Sleeping Gods, whose  chosen  one  you  are.  To  them,  the  Nether  and  its  creatures are  like  a  horn  in  an  inraug’s  windpipe.  This  explains  everything. 

How  do  you  plan  to  destroy  what  is  impossible  to  kill  and disincarnate?” 



“Concentrated Life Essence. I got it as a reward for…” 



“Winning the Demonic Games. I see.” Abaddon impressed me again; he wasn’t a demon, he was a calculator. He read my thoughts in  motion  without  even  having  to  think  about  it.  “Well,  well…  The long-ears  are  playing  their  own  Great  Game,  assembling  demon fighters  and  luring  them  into  their  ranks  with  the  most  valuable resource they have, the sap of Yggdrasil. Fools!” Without explaining what  he’d  said,  Abaddon  cocked  his  head  thoughtfully.  “You  aren’t lying. Well, if I’m to be honest with you, I won’t hide it: I did not sense

your  secret  until  the  last  few  minutes.  Until  then  I  had  only  vague suspicions, and all that I said about my plans for you and the Flying Squad  was  true,  Hakkar.  Only  my   Cocoon  of  Corruption,  where  I spend  my  time  in  contemplation,  allowed  me  to  sense  not  only  the Enemy within you, but the mortal Scyth as well.” 




“Cocoon?” 



Grumbling 

in 

annoyance, 

Abaddon 

the 

Destroyer

condescended  to  explain.  Maybe  because  he  respected  me  for defeating him. 



“Crafted from scraps of my flesh, it exists both as a part of me and independently. When it unfolds, the cocoon creates an isolated dimension,  my  own  pocket  space-time  continuum  that  nobody  else can  access.  The  minuscule  emanations  of  the  Enemy  and  of  your true nature normally disperse rapidly, but here they have nowhere to disperse  to.  As  we  spoke,  as  time  passed…  It’s  like  a  piece  of manure in an empty field — even if you’re standing right next to it, you might not be able to smell it, but take it indoors and the stench will be everywhere.” 



Did  the  former  general,  now  legatus  of  the  Thirteenth  Legion Belial,  just  call  me  a  piece  of  shit?  Lashing  Wind  and   Hurricane Ferocity were at the ready to tear both Abaddon and his  Cocoon of Corruption into a bloody mess, but the demon placed a hand on my shoulder, stopping me. 



“As the mortals say, we’re in the same boat. Let’s make a deal. 

You  help  me  get  back  into  the  Great  Prince’s  good  graces,  and  I’ll help  you  get  a   Spark  of  Hellflame.   That  will  be  more  than  enough, that is if you don’t plan on burning all of Holdest to ashes.” 



I took a moment to listen to my gut. Demons were treacherous, and  this  one  especially.  But  I  had  no  choice;  I  wasn’t  sure  I  could beat  him  in  a  fight,  and  even  if  I  could…  I  didn’t  have  a  chance

against Belial. There was nothing for it but to make an alliance with someone I expected to see again only in my nightmares. I doubted Abaddon  would  mislead  me.  He  surely  knew  that  if  he  broke  our agreement, then his rivals would receive certain information: that he had taken help from a mortal to achieve his own selfish ends instead of crushing the Enemy of the Inferno. 



“It’s a deal, demon.” 



“Respect  the  chain  of  command,  Centurion  Hakkar,”  Abaddon chuckled, shaking my hand. 



“Yes sir, Legatus Abaddon sir! Glory to the Dominion!” 



The grin on his face spread even wider:



“Glory!” 



 



Chapter 7. End of the Story







I  TRAVELED  FROM  CALI  BOTTOM  to  my  parents’  house  in  the  early morning. Nice of Hairo to take me in his flyer. The clan flyers, like all its  other  property,  had  been  sold  at  auction  to  clear  debts.  I  could have  easily  taken  a  community  flyer  if  only  the  non-citizen  territory had  had  them,  because  in  one  single  moment,  Alex  Sheppard  had ceased to interest anyone except those he still owed something. 



As I climbed into the flyer, I remembered climbing out of it three months  before  —  in  a  hurry,  urged  on  by  Hairo  and  panicking  with the  thought  that  the  real  Scyth  had  been  discovered…  But  full  of hope  that  I  could  make  it,  that  I  could  overcome  all  the  odds  and achieve victory. 



And now here I was, returning home. Shame I wouldn’t be able to  call  it  my  home  for  long,  and  not  only  due  to  the  law  mandating that I live independently from my parents. As if it wasn’t enough that I’d have to leave my father’s house in four weeks and build a life for myself; worse, my parents’ status was under threat. They might be forced to move to a lower-category district. 



Mom  wasn’t  sleeping,  she  was  waiting  up  for  me  in  the armchair in the living room, and seemed to be dozing off. Squinting blindly at the sudden light from the opening door, she blinked, then cried:



“Alex!” My mom rushed over to me and hugged me. “My boy…

You’re so thin…” 



The noise brought dad out of the bedroom. His face lit up and he ran over to hug me as well. I took off my backpack and pulled out AT the catdog, but didn’t activate him. 

 

After  hugging  the  life  out  of  me,  my  parents  finally  calmed down. The joy of reuniting after so long apart was overshadowed by the  fact  that  all  our  rose-colored  plans  had  come  crashing  down. 

Mom led us to the table, served up some warmed-up leftovers from last night. Dad brought up a holoprojection on his comm and started reciting news headlines:



“End  of  the  top  Threat…  A  predictable  outcome  to  the  tale  of Scyth…  Bankruptcy  and  the  collapse  of  the  Awoken…  Spectacular victory  for  the  Destroying  Plague!    All  followers  of  the  Sleepers defeated…  Full  downfall  of  Modus  and  Travelers…   New  leaders  in the 

 Alliance 

 of 

 Preventers: 

 Children 

 of 

 Kratos 

 and

 Excommunicado… 

 Class-action 

 lawsuit 

 against 

 Sheppard

 announced…” Dad’s voice shook. “How bad is it, son?” 



“Even worse than all that, dad…” I had to force the words out. 

“Snowstorm demanded that I not reveal the details of what I saw in the  Inferno.  The  public  know  only  that  Scyth  went  there  and disappeared.” 



“But  how  is  that  possible?  Why  didn’t  you  respawn?  Why  did you spend so long in Cali Bottom after losing your character?” 



My father’s interrogation made me clench my teeth. Telling him what had happened meant reliving the nightmare of the recent past. 

But he had every right to know. 



Plucking  up  my  courage,  I  started  to  describe  what  had happened  in  a  dead,  monotonous  voice:  how  Scyth-Hakkar  had been  disincarnated  in  the  Inferno,  how  he  had  hung  in  the  great nothing and in the end been finally wiped from the reality of Dis and all its databases by Chaos. How I had tried to contact Kiran Jackson and Snowstorm’s support service in shock, and finally got through to them, but heard nothing consoling. 



 It’s  all  part  of  the  gameplay,  came  the  answer  from  tech support. After a few short lines about my rights came one final line: Our condolences. 



Kiran  called  me  back  himself,  dripping  with  false  sympathy  at first, then failed to resist adding vengefully:



“You should have done what I said. You had no reason to poke your nose in where you shouldn’t. Thought you gamed the system, huh?  Then  don’t  be  surprised  when  the  system  beats  you, Sheppard!” 



For  Jackson,  things  couldn’t  have  been  better.  The  class-A Threat simply went up in smoke, leaving no trace whatsoever in the system. The loss of the Initial was a terrible blow to the power of the Sleepers,  whose  fate  was  bound  to  mine.  There  was  nothing  they could do against the horde of undead bearing down on Kharinza. 



The  boys  gathered  all  our  allies.  Even  Destiny  came  to  help, and  brought  her  life  essence  with  her,  but  nobody  got  a  chance  to use it. 



The  Supreme  Legate  had  gained   Plague  Aura,  which destroyed  everything  it  touched.  Even  Hiros  couldn’t  get  to  her through the Astral Plane. All the ninja did was reveal his unusual skill to  Eileen,  which  made  her  test  a  theory.  Successfully;  Hiros  was banished from Dis. 



Crag  surrendered  to  her  himself,  under   Subjugate  Mind.  Only Bomber  managed  to  escape.  The  workers  and  all  the  NPCs  of Kharinza  were  turned  undead.  The  Montosaurus  and  Orthokon nearly fell to Eileen in defense of the island. Only Nge N’Cullin saved them,  appearing  at  the  last  moment  and  whisking  them  away  to safety through a portal. 



The clan tried to sell all its property quickly at fire-sale prices, but there wasn’t enough time — Eileen moved with lightning speed and  wiped  our  castle  from  the  face  of  Disgardium.  Behemoth  was too  weak,  and  the   Righteous  Shield  fell  to  the   plague-enhanced strikes  of  the  Supreme  Legate  and  the  onslaught  of  her  undead monsters,  all  over  level  one  thousand.  Behemoth’s  temple  was destroyed, and in its place arose a temple to the Destroying Plague. 

There  was  nothing  I  could  do  to  help.  I  watched  it  all  on  Eileen’s livestream, forced to listen to her mocking commentary. 



Three  days  later,  the  temple  on  Terrastera  fell  —  Eileen  had gained Morena as an ally, and all the dark gods and minions of the Destroying Plague were strengthened. They helped their legate find Tiamat’s temple and reach the acid continent. The ancient crocodile Sobek fled, powerless before the horde. 



All our allies, including Meister’s raid of crafters, lost their  Unity bonuses,  and  although  Hinterleaf  and  Horvac  knew  the  risks  and had  no  claims  against  me,  Joseph  Rosenthal  immediately  went  to the prime notary to complain of me violating our contract. 



The fines imposed were enormous, and to be paid in real life, not  in  Dis.  They  drained  the  whole  fund  that  Ed  and  Rita  had  set aside, and even that wasn’t enough.  In being cut off from their divine protectors for the sake of the Sleeping Gods, these Supreme Grand Masters  of  their  crafts  have  suffered  immeasurable  material  and emotional  damage…  was  the  Celestial  Arbitration’s  verdict.  The court’s  decision  was  roughly  the  same:  Alex  Sheppard  was  found guilty and obliged to repay the damages. 



The  leader’s  responsibility  extended  to  the  entire  clan,  so Snowstorm  froze  the  contents  of  the  personal  inventories  of  all  the Awoken. Everyone’s pockets were turned out. Even the workers and Patrick  didn’t  escape  it.  Citadel,  our  clan  base  in  Cali  Bottom,  also went under the hammer. 



Then  I  called  Ian  Mitchell  and  told  him  all  about  it,  hoping  he could  break  the  story  of  everything  that  had  happened  to  me  and give me at least some money for it. After talking to chief editor Clark Katz, Ian told me that not only would Disgardium Daily  not  be paying me for an interview, it wouldn’t even interview me at all. 



He gave me some advice before hanging up:



“Forget  it,  Alex.  Forget  all  about  publicizing  what  you’ve  told me. That would be very dangerous.” 



After passing through seven circles of Hell, hopeless, I took my citizenship tests. I didn’t care if I failed the tests; it felt like my life was over anyway. But things went even worse than I expected. 



Chloe  Cliffhanger,  Snowstorm’s  director  of  communications, stood out like a sore thumb among the committee members. I started to realize that I was being buried alive and there was no point even trying.  Better  to  turn  round  and  leave,  but  I  clenched  my  teeth  and decided  to  fight  to  the  end  instead.  But  as  soon  as  I  sat  down opposite  her,  Chloe  exchanged  glances  with  the  others,  grimaced and shook her head in disappointment:



“No need to test this young man. It’s clear where he belongs…” 



From the moment I lost Scyth, I’d been trying to remember the exact mistake I made that led me down the wrong path. Was it when I went to the Inferno, ignorantly thinking I could handle anything after the Nether, could just grab a  Coal of Hellflame and come back? Or when  I  tested  the  defenses  around  the   Coal  and  hit  the  palladium shield, allowing the Cursed Inquisition to track me down and kill me? 



I  went  through  all  the  options  I  could  have  tried,  —  breaking through with brute force, getting to the artifact from inside by buying tickets for a tour of Belial’s residence, or just leveling up, gathering chao and forging a career in the Thirteenth to win an audience with

the Prince. I might have not gone to the Inferno at all, but instead just asked Tiamat to change the climate around the temple on Terrastera, like she had in the Lakharian Desert. We could have leveled up and waited for Crawler to make a frost-resistance potion…



“If  anyone  ever  writes  a  book  about  my  adventures,  it  ends here,” I said, finishing my story and falling silent. 



My  parents  said  nothing  either.  They  said  nothing,  but  their faces  spoke  a  thousand  words  as  they  stared  into  the  abyss  of financial ruin once again. Dad stroked my head, not knowing what to say. Mom pulled me in close, laid my head on her lap. I started to fall asleep…



And  woke  up  to  a  cacophony  of  noise.  I  looked  around  for  a while, stunned, trying to figure out where I was — I was surrounded by the monstrous faces of… demons! 



I never thought I’d be happy to see them! 



Turning, I stared at the roiling and flickering veil of Abaddon’s Cocoon of Corruption. What was that? 



 Your  story  and  its  end,  had  I  not  intervened,  Chaos’s  voice rustled through my head. 



 



Chapter 8. Flying Squad







I  STARTED  AWAKE  from  the  nightmarish  vision,  headed  toward  the exit of Abaddon’s tent. The inside buzzed with activity, but I walked along numb, seeing and hearing nothing. The memories of what I’d just seen were so fresh. 



Something  inside  me  was  sure  that  I  had  seen  the  fate  that awaited  me  if  Chaos  hadn’t  gotten  involved.  Unless…  Unless  that really did happen with another Alex Sheppard in another… no, in an infinite number of other dimensions. 



The  Flying  Squad  was  meant  to  act  in  secret,  otherwise  the entire idea would fail — the enemy wouldn’t give up their flag without a  fight  if  they  knew  who  was  going  after  their  Wager.  According  to Abaddon’s plan, for the first two or three battles the Flying Squad’s behavior  would  be  a  surprise  to  the  foe,  and  only  later,  once  the Inferno’s mass media had analyzed the Thirteenth Legion’s strategy and  found  the  pattern  in  the  actions  of  Hakkar’s  small  group,  the enemy  would  begin  to  take  it  seriously.  That  meant  that  unlike  the instigas, I was to choose my fighters for the Flying Squad in secret. 



And  that  made  it  harder.  Lerra  the  succubus,  Abducius  and Motif  the  demons,  Rupert  the  imp,  Karakapanka  the  rakshasa  and Hakkar the tiefling — that made six. I had no doubt that my platoon would  follow  me  —  whatever  risks  we  were  taking,  an  orange  star from the Legion’s coffers hung in the balance. But how could I find a seventh without it getting out what the group was for? 



I thought about that as I left Abaddon’s tent. The legatus stayed inside his  Cocoon of Corruption after he let me out. I wandered the camp  aimlessly  a  little,  then  headed  toward  Tribune  Urfi  for  the promised boost. I thought having some spare chao might help things

go  over  more  smoothly  with  my  demon  friends.  I  smiled  as  I imagined  their  shouts  of  happiness  and  Lerra’s  shrieks,  but  all  the same, I changed my mind. Better to win them over without dangling treats in front of their noses. 



Vague rumors that the Thirteenth Cohort had a new centurion quickly  began  to  spread.  Almost  all  the  legionaries  I  came  across hurried  to  congratulate  me  and  shake  my  hands  (both  of  them,  as was  customary  for  demons)  and  inquire  as  to  the  secret  of  my success in combat. I had to explain what was happening:



“I’m a centurion without a cohort — the first instiga. If anyone wants to be the second or third, speak up!” 



“Uh,  no,  thanks  for  the  generous  offer,  buddy,  but  I  think  I’ll pass!” a grubby devil said, raising his arms. “At least I have a chance to survive in battle. Instigas don’t live long!” 



Everyone  else  answered  the  same  way.  I  wasn’t  burning  with the desire to take in an outsider anyway, but that was the only way to fill the seventh slot in the Flying Squad. 



While  I  was  walking  toward  the  headquarters,  an  unfamiliar crackling bleat hailed me:



“Hey!  Centurion!”  Stopping,  I  turned  my  head.  A  goatish  face peeked out of a window in the headquarters. “Yes, yes, you! You’re Hakkar, right?” 



Speak of the devil! When I saw who had called to me, I shouted back:



“Sir, yes sir! Glory to the Dominion, Thirteenth Legion Tribune Urfi!” 



“Glory. Come see me.” The head disappeared. 

 

Apparently,  not  all  the  officers  let  the  redecoration  of  the headquarters  keep  them  away.  I  walked  around  the  building  and slipped through the main entrance. 



“Who are you, where are you going and with what purpose?” a demon  guard  asked  me  perfunctorily.  He  yawned  widely,  emitted  a paltry wisp of smoke and loudly scratched his behind. 



“Centurion  Hakkar  for  Tribune  Urfi!  Here  by  order  of  Legatus Abaddon!” 



“Pass,” the demon answered with the same bored tone. “Turn right,  then  left,  then  go  straight.  There’s  a  crew  of  devil  builders working there, you can’t miss it… Don’t step in anything, Centurion!” 



He was the first of the day to not react to my name. His warning came  in  handy.  I  had  to  jump  to  avoid  putting  my  foot  in  steaming stinking heaps of dung — the devil workers didn’t leave their work to go  to  the  bathroom.  Or  maybe  they  just  had  no  control  over  their bowels. That would explain why they were little loved in the Inferno, on the same level as the not-quite-demon tieflings. 



Walking down the corridors, I saw again how hard it was to live in the Inferno without magic. The low-level devil builders didn’t have much in the way of chaotic skills, so they did almost all the work by hand.  I  didn’t  notice  any  particularly  technical-looking  devices  with them — they painted with ordinary brushes, not even rollers. Like fire and  ice  compared  to  the  building  methods  of  the  dwarf  crew  that erected our castle. 



For a moment I froze, remembering the helplessness I had felt while  watching  the  undead  destroy  Kharinza  and  tear  down  the castle. I’d do whatever I could to stop that from happening! 



The  legion  tribune  Urfi  the  satyr  met  me  at  the  door  to  his office. The other satyr I knew, Flaygray, would have only come up to the  tribune’s  belt,  but  in  all  other  respects  the  resemblance  was incredible. For a moment I thought the two might be relatives. All Urfi needed  to  fully  look  the  part  was  a  bottle  of  ale  in  his  hand  and  a wine barrel beneath his ass. 



His office was cluttered with piles of folders, overturned shelves and scattered papers, but there wasn’t so much as a speck of dust on  the  desk,  whose  surface  shone  and  reflected  the  satyr  himself, stood leaning on the back of a chair with a special hole cut in it for his tail. 



Rubbing his beard, the tribune bleated in displeasure:



“Legatus  Abaddon  has  ordered  me  to  clean  out  the  legion’s supplies and hand them all over to you, Hakkar. For what purpose?” 



“I can’t divulge that, Tribune Urfi!” 



“Then  here’s  what  you’re  getting  instead  of  chao…”  the  satyr chuckled,  raising  his  two  clawed  middle  fingers.  “Dismissed, Centurion! About face! Double time… get out!” 



“I cannot obey, Tribune Urfi! Your order contradicts the order of our  superior  Legatus  Abaddon,  who  entrusted  me  with  obtaining enough  chao  from  you  to  burn  an  orange  star  on  my  horn  and  the horns of my fighters!” I stopped to catch my breath, then made some calculations and added: “A hundred and seventy million for me and an  average  of  a  hundred  and  sixty  eight  for  the  other  six!”  After  a moment’s pause, I added just in case that this was all for the glory of the Dominion. 



For  a  few  minutes  the  tribune  was  taken  aback  and disappeared  into  the  astral  plane,  and  when  he  came  back  he harrumphed and grumbled:

 

“Six?!  That’s  more  than  a  billion!  The  legatus  could  have spared  some  from  his  own  supplies!  Chao  doesn’t  grow  on  trees, you know! You’re not getting a single particle until you tell me what it’s for, Centurion.” 



“Are you refusing to carry out an order from the legatus?” 



Urfi  narrowed  his  eyes.  He  leaned  down  over  me  and  hissed into my face, spraying spittle:



“General  Xavius  himself  is  on  the  way  to  carry  out  an inspection!  There’s  going  to  be  an  audit!  They’ll  ask  me  where  it went!  What  will  I  tell  them?  They’ll  disincarnate  me  for  pilfering  the legion’s  chao!  What  does  the  legatus  care?  He  stands  to  lose nothing! But I only have a year left until the end of my service!” 



Hmm…  So  not  all  was  smooth  in  the  Thirteenth.  From  what  I knew,  Tribune  Urfi  was  one  of  the  most  highly  respected  soldiers there was, having served the glory of the Dominion for almost three centuries.  I  doubted  he  was  a  creature  of  Xavius,  but  it  was  clear that Abaddon’s words didn’t mean all that much to him. What game are you playing, satyr..? 



Thinking a moment, I wiped his acrid spittle from my face and nodded:



“Understood,  Tribune.  I’ll  tell  Legatus  Abaddon  that  you  only have  one  year  of  service  left  and  that  he  doesn’t  care  or  stand  to lose anything, so you didn’t carry out his order and he’d better give me some chao from his personal stocks instead.” 



Turning, I headed for the exit. The satyr’s goatish eyes drilled a hole into the back of my head. Just as my foot crossed the threshold, he growled:



“Wait, Centurion. Come back.” 



When  I  was  standing  before  him  again,  he  pulled  out  a  flask and  desperately  poured  its  entire  contents  down  his  wide  open gullet.  It  was  like  pouring  fuel  on  a  fire  —  columns  of  flame  burst from his mouth as his Adam’s apple bobbed up and down. Now the resemblance with Flay was perfect! 



He  gave  a  loud  belch.  “You  have  to  understand,  Hakkar,”  he wheezed, scorching my face with fire, “I can’t give you chao without knowing what it’s for.” 



“Alright, I’ll tell you. The legatus appointed me First Instiga.” 



“I know,” Urfi muttered. “An incredibly foolish decision.” 



“He  also  ordered  me  to  select  the  second  and  third  instigas. 

The legion needs strong instigas, not Fresh Meat, right?” 



“Of course,” he nodded. “Alright. For strengthening you and the other  instigas,  I  agree.  That  makes  three.  But  giving  you  enough chao to boost four more? Where do they come in?” 



“I  don’t  think  General  Xavius,  glory  to  the  Dominion,  needs  to know about the other four. We’re heading to the Heart of the Void by order of the legatus. Your accounts won’t say how much chao we got there exactly.” 



The satyr’s eyes took on a desperate expression. He’d already made the decision to give up the chao. It was just the consequences that terrified him. The poor tribune was caught between the rock of Xavius and the hard place of Abaddon. Arguing with either one was the last thing he wanted, especially a year to the end of his service. 

One  order  from  the  legatus  and  the  satyr  would  march  out  as  first instiga. One accusation of stealing from the reserves and Urfi’s path ended in Xavius’s belly. 

 

“Tribune  Urfi,”  I  said  as  gently  as  possible.  “We’re  all  in  the same steamer, you and the legatus and I. Only victory will return the Legion’s former glory, and Abaddon’s too. Victory will fill our treasury! 

Victory  will  give  us  all  more  stars!  Victory  will  mean  that  you  leave your  service  a  rich  and  respected  demon!  And  all  that  the  legatus has planned is for the sake victory!” 



Urfi acted as if my speech didn’t move him at all. Disappearing in silence, he returned half a minute later in the same place with a small crystalline cube. He offered it to me:



“One billion and one hundred and twenty-five million particles of chao.” With his other hand, he pointed at a black cube on the table. 

“Sign for it, Centurion.” 



To ‘sign,’ I had to place my hand on the cube. My palm burned, and  after  I  pulled  it  off  I  saw  demonic  runes  on  the  anthracite surface:  Tiefling  Centurion  Hakkar  took  from  satyr  Tribune  Urfi  one billion and…



Even  demons  had  bureaucracy.  Maybe  that’s  where bureaucracy came from in real life; escaped from the Underworld. 



* * *



After a few long moments in stunned silence, Abducius summarized what he’d heard:



“So you’re saying that if we go with you, there’s a high chance we won’t live to see the next battle?” 



“Yes.  We’re  moving  out  to  a  dangerous  spot  tomorrow morning,”  I  answered,  deciding  to  meet  with  Colonel,  leader  of Excommunicado, before setting off for the Heart of the Void. “There’s

a chance none of us will come back, even me. But I’ll be choosing the second and third instigas from among the survivors.” 



“But if we come back, we’ll be stronger?” Karakapanka asked anxiously. 



The rakshasa dreamed of earning an orange star in the legion and returning a hero of the Dominion to his home of Shinju. I hadn’t told them about the generous bonus from the legion yet: I wanted to weed out the cowardly ones first. On my way back to my squad I met some brave volunteers willing to become instigas — an aggressively minded rakshasa, a confused demon and a limping devil, — so I had plenty of potential candidates for the Flying Squad. 



“Absolutely,” I answered the rakshasa. “There’s no third option.” 



“And  these  special  tasks  from  the  legatus…”  Rupert  the  imp said thoughtfully. “Are they doable, or what?” 



“Sure.” 



“And  we  won’t  be  answerable  to  anyone  except  you  and  the legatus?” Motif clarified. 



“Yeah. Plus…” I decided to play one of the weakest aces I had up my sleeve. “The squad gets a whole cohort’s worth of prize chao if we win.” 



“I’m in!” Lerra said quickly. 



“And me!” Abdu barked. 



“Me too!” Karakapanka said, breaking into a grin. 



“This imp’s with ya,” Rupert added. 



That  left  only  Motif.  The  skinny  demon  looked  doubtful.  I watched  the  internal  conflict  play  out  on  his  bony  face:  cowardice against greed and curiosity. On one side of the scales was the fear of disincarnation, on the other — of lost opportunity, riches, glory and triumph. 



Glancing at each of our tense faces, he muttered:



“Alright, where do I sign my blood?” 



The demon flatterer’s decision caused the same uproar in the squad as if he’d scored a goal in the last second. He was crowded from all sides and showered with kisses from Lerra. I imagined how an orange star would transform his skinny frame. 



Six of the seven places in the Flying Squad were filled. I was determined not to hand out the chao until we found our seventh and got  to  the  Heart  of  the  Void.  Someone  might  change  their  mind overnight, but if they went with me without getting the chao first, then my confidence in them would be even greater; it showed they were loyal enough to take risks for me. I’d decide which of them would be the instigas after we all leveled up in the Heart of the Void. 



“HAKKAR!” 



The  sonorous  roar  boomed  out  across  the  entire  legion encampment. 



I  looked  around  wide-eyed,  but  didn’t  have  to  look  for  the source  of  the  ear-splitting  roar  for  long.  It  sounded  out  again.  The doomtank Nisrok was summoning me, waving an arm and dripping lava from his armpit. 



I waved in answer, headed toward him. My fighters trailed after me. I could sense that they’d go with me even to capture the  Coal of Hellflame. We wended our way toward the doomtank towering above

the  buildings  and  tents  and  found  ourselves  at  the  legion headquarters, where Nisrok awaited me. 



When  we  reached  the  Thirteenth  Cohort’s  prefect,  who  had been appointed, as it turned out, as a new centurion to replace the disincarnated Citri, we found the doomtank already in sleep mode (or whatever it’s called when he stands immobile like a lone mountain). 

Good thing his ever-present helper Voley was there. 



“Centurion  Nisrok  and  I  congratulate  you  on  your  new  rank, Centurion  and  First  Instiga  Hakkar!”  the  jigoku’kenku  cawed.  Now that he was beneath me in rank, he even stood somehow differently before  me  —  stooping,  with  his  wings  tucked  in.  “A  worthy promotion!” 



“Thanks,  Thirteenth  Cohort  Centurion’s  Assistant  Voley,”  I answered,  remembering  his  love  for  long  and  formal  titles  and smiling inwardly. “I heard Centurion Nisrok shouting my name twice across the camp. How can I help?” 



“You’ll  help  by  beating   Chaotic  Frenzy  out  of  the  enemy instigas,”  the  corvid  demon  answered  seriously.  “For  now,  the centurion  and  I  want  to  help  you.  They  say  you’re  looking  for instigas?” 



“Only one. Got anyone in mind?” 



“They’re all standing over there,” Voley said, jabbing his beak to the right. “But half an hour ago there was only one volunteer there. 

The rest came when they heard of the chao Urfi handed out for the instigas.” 



“WHAT?” Abdu and Karakapanka exclaimed in unison. Rupert tapped  me  on  the  shoulder:  “Commander,  the  instigas  are  getting chao? And you didn’t say anything?” 



“Later!”  I  barked  and  spoke  to  Voley  as  I  looked  across  the seething crowd of at least three hundred demons. “Who was the first volunteer?” 



“I’m afraid you won’t like him. He’s insane.” 



“Jolly,”  Nisrok  rumbled,  who  could  apparently  hear  us  after  all and had decided to give us his two phoenixes. “I like.” 



“Give  me  this  madman  of  yours,  then,”  I  shrugged.  “Nobody sane wants the job anyway.” 



Voley  whistled  some  call,  squawked  something  in  birdish, waved a feathery wing:



“Hey, Riddick! Come here!” 



The figure of an odd-looking demon separated from the crowd. 

The infamous Riddick moved as if made of hinges. He smiled widely, his  eyes  smoldering,  and  apart  from  the  usual  two  horns  on  his head,  he  had  a  third  in  the  middle.  It  burned  with  a  single  orange star. 



“Hey hey hey, birdie!” he shouted. “Who’s this fella? Ha! Ha! It’s the first instiga of the legion himself, Hakkar!” 



He  took  a  mocking  bow…  and  suddenly  disappeared.  A  fiery column  flickered  in  the  demon’s  place,  then  he  reappeared  on  one side and whispered softly in my ear:



“Well,  Centurion?  Ready  to  have  some  fun?  I  will  be  your instiga!” 



Shuddering, I stepped away and looked into his laughing eyes, flashing with death and insanity. It was him, no doubt about it. Jester

Riddick, the boss from level 400 of the Pitfall. And the seventh fighter of the Flying Squad. 



“Observe the formalities, legionary Riddick!” Voley squawked in displeasure. 



Standing to attention, Riddick placed both hands on his head, widened his eyes and shouted into my face:



“Legionary  Riddick  reporting  for  duty,  Centurion  Hakkar! 

Requesting  permission  to  become  instiga  of  the  Thirteenth  Legion, Centurion Hakkar! I know all kindsa tricks, Centurion Hakkar! I know how to have fun and cheer up my friends, Centurion Hakkar! I even know how to cheer up my enemies, Centurion Hakkar!” 



“Your  jokes  really  aren’t  funny  to  them,”  I  said,  remembering Riddick’s  ‘fun’  at  the  Games.  “At  ease.  Welcome  to  my  squad, Legionary Riddick!” 



“Ha!  Ha!”  he  celebrated,  standing  on  his  hands  and  singing:

“It’s all upside down! Ha! Ha! It’s all moving around!” 



I  hadn’t  seen  Abdu  and  Lerra  look  this  stunned  since  the Limping Marilith, when the Cursed Inquisition came for me. 



 



Chapter 9. Cocky Chaval







THE  THIRTEENTH  LEGION’s  Flying  Squad  was  now  left  to  its  own devices, and, once I was convinced that my fighters weren’t about to do anything out of the ordinary — just get drunk and hang out with the new recruit Riddick, — I logged out of Dis. 



As  soon  as  the  intragel  slid  off  me,  my  bedroom  door  flew open. 



“Alex!” Rita cried in happiness, but then a shadow crossed her face. “How much time do you have? Any at all?” 



“Some!”  I  answered,  and  this  time  didn’t  stop  myself  from walking over to her, scooping her up into my arms and carrying her to  the  bed.  And  then  the  Inferno  and  all  its  demons,  all  the nightmarish  potential  of  the  future,  my  upcoming  meeting  with Colonel — all of it stopped existing. 



The first of the two hours I allowed myself in reality flew by so quickly that I didn’t believe the timer I’d set on my comm. 



“Time to go,” Rita said. 



“Time to go,” I agreed, trying to climb up from the bed, but the girl pulled me back down and climbed on top of me. 



AT  sat  in  the  corner  in  cat  form,  staring  at  us  indifferently.  He meowed with displeasure, then jumped up onto the bed. 



“I’m  late,”  I  whispered  with  a  helpless  smile.  “You  know what’s…” The catdog’s tail, rubbing against us and chuntering like a tractor, ended up in my mouth. “Ugh! Get down, AT!” 

 

“Another five minutes!” Rita said insistently, shoving AT off the bed without looking. “Colonel isn’t going anywhere, he can wait!” 



I  had  no  time  to  object  before  she  pressed  her  tender  lips against  mine,  and  my  body  refused  to  object.  On  the  contrary,  my heart  started  pounding  in  joyful  excitement  again.  AT  jumped  onto the  nightstand  and  watched  us,  keeping  an  eye  to  make  sure  we didn’t do too much. But we did far more than that…



I  felt  so  good  that  I  wanted  to  tell  Colonel,  his  clan  and  the Cartel to all go to elf. But even with a cocktail of hormones surging through her blood, Rita was still a businesswoman — she knew that reputation  and  respect  are  the  most  important  things  in  business, and  being  late  for  a  meeting  with  someone  like  Colonel  wasn’t  a good  idea.  So  after  only  five  minutes  she  ushered  me  into  the shower, and after seven my capsule was filling with intragel. 



I almost made it, but was still late. When I entered the private cryptoroom, there were two men waiting for me: Renato Loyola, aka Quetzal,  and  his  clan  leader  Colonel,  whose  real  name  was  Cesar Calderone.  The  representatives  from  Excommunicado  sat  in  semi-darkness.  A  single  bulb  lit  the  empty  room,  hanging  from  a  wire  in the ceiling above a round table with three chairs arranged around it. 



Like me, the Excos had entered the cryptoroom with their real-life  appearances.  Both  were  gray-haired,  and  although  Renato  was only  just  entering  the  age  of  wisdom,  his  back  still  straight  and  his body  strong,  Cesar’s  condition  was  unpleasantly  surprising  by comparison. It seemed that despite all the anti-aging methods of the modern world, his body had exceeded its limits of durability and was hopelessly old. Holding my eyes on him a little longer than etiquette allowed, I marveled at Don Calderone’s resemblance to an Egyptian mummy.  I  shuddered  to  imagine  what  his  older  brother  Ishmael, leader of the United Cartel, must look like. 



Cesar stayed seated, pinning me with an unfriendly stare, but Renato got up to greet me. We approached and embraced. Quetzal whispered:



“Minus a hundred  reputation, kid. Show respect to the old man, melt his heart with apologies.” 



Nodding to my partner from the Games, I stiffened and walked toward Colonel. The old man’s real-life reputation and imposing aura made  me  feel  like  I  was  in  third  grade  in  Mr.  Kovac’s  office,  and  I didn’t have  Persuasion here to give me a hint of what to say. So I did what common sense demanded: showed respect without servility, as a junior to an elder, but at the same time as between equals. 



“Good day, Don Calderone. My uncle Nicholas, who serves in the space fleet, taught me that honesty is the best policy. So I want to apologize for being late, and I also want to tell you why I couldn’t meet you in person for such a long time.” 



“Your  uncle  is  a  wise  man,”  Cesar  said  very  quietly.  “He  who knows how to wait, who relies not on success in this moment, but in the  long  term,  agrees  with  him.  What  is  it  that  Nicholas  does, exactly?” 



“He’s  preparing  an  expedition  into  deep  space,  beyond  the Asteroid  Belt.  It’s  a  slow  process.  They  want  to  build  a  base  on Ceres first.” 



“It pains me to admit that I have little chance to live to see your uncle come back,” Cesar sighed. “You see, Alexandro, a poor man values  every  centiphoenix  and  knows  exactly  how  much  he  has  in his account. An old man like me values every minute of his life. The value of time in my eyes exceeds that of all the rewards for all the Threats of Disgardium. Even now, as we talk on matters irrelevant to business,  I  feel  my  heart  filling  with  dread  for  the  minutes  we fruitlessly waste…” Renato and I were still standing, and the old man

nodded  to  the  chairs.  “Sit  down.  What  is  your  reason,  Alexandro? 

Why is it that you could not find the time to meet with me?” 



“My character Scyth is in another dimension.” I sat down in one of  the  chairs  and  suppressed  the  desire  to  cross  my  arms  at  my chest defensively, then added a little bluffing: “I can leave it any time I like, but I won’t be able to go back. The dimension isn’t open yet, and the way I got there worked one time only. Dis’s controlling AI has probably already patched the bug I exploited.” 



“What  sort  of  dimension?  The  Astral  Plane?  The  Inferno?” 

Cesar  asked  indifferently,  but  interest  flickered  in  his  eyes  for  an instant. 



“Knowing  this  kid’s  relationship  with  the  gods,  it’s  probably  a divine dimension,” Renato suggested. 



“I don’t want to lie to you, but I can’t tell you the truth.” Noticing the old man frowning in displeasure, I added: “Not yet, anyway. Once I  come  back,  I’ll  share  everything  I  learned  with  my  allies.  And speaking of allies, it’s your turn to tell me why you wanted to meet with me, Don Calderone.” 



I knew why. And he knew that I knew. But, according to Hairo, people like Cesar didn’t generally show their interest openly. On the contrary, he wanted me to ask him to join our alliance, to which he would agree after a short negotiation. But I had no plans to do that, and time was running out. 



The old man didn’t answer me and Renato said nothing either. 

Then I shrugged:



“My  position  in  the  other  dimension  is  very  precarious.  The local NPCs are far stronger than me, and I’m disguised as a native. I have to constantly stay on guard there, otherwise they’ll find me out, and that’ll make my job a lot harder. It took a lot to find the time to

meet  with  you,  Don  Calderone.  If  our  conversation  drags  out,  then I’m afraid I’ll have to leave you before we get around to the subject you wanted to discuss.” 



Each  word  was  harder  to  force  out  than  the  last;  I  knew  that this was one of the most dangerous people in the world, and I wasn’t showing  him  anywhere  near  the  respect  he  expected.  But  my  gut told  me  this  was  the  only  way  to  deal  with  him;  if  I  showed  any weakness, he’d eat me. 



Cesar coughed, frowned pointedly at Quetzal:



“Cocky  chaval.” 



My  partner  in  the  Games  drew  my  attention  and  soundlessly mouthed  something  to  me.  I  didn’t  catch  it.  But  Renato’s  plaintive expression helped me figure out what Cesar was waiting for. 



“It  seems  I  forgot  something,  Don  Calderone,”  I  said  slowly. 

“When the Alliance of Preventers was hunting me, and later led the Holy War in the Lakharian Desert, my allies and I…” Thinking for a moment, I decided to keep Yoruba out of it. “We caused damage to the Alliance in combat, including Excommunicado. I regret that your people, such as my friend Renato, lost valuable equipment. But, like my uncle Nick used to say, all’s fair in love and war. So I won’t make apologies for that.” 



Renato  gave  a  barely  perceptible  sigh  of  relief.  Cesar  also relaxed  and  smiled,  baring  blinding  white  implanted  teeth  and repeating to Quetzal:



“Cocky  chaval. But I like him. How old is he again? Sixteen?” 

Next he spoke to me: “Excommunicado wishes to join your alliance, Alexandro.  We  know  what  we  will  get  in  exchange.  That  is,  we surmise; there are no fools in my clan.” 



“What’s in it for us, Don Calderone?” 



“My brother Ishmael and I have examined all three options.” 



Cesar  raised  his  hand  and  started  counting  off  his  fingers:

“Option  one:  find  and  eliminate  you.  Option  two:  enter  into  an alliance with you. Option three: remain neutral and stick to our own affairs. As I already told you, there are no fools among us. War with you, Alexandro, is expensive. Scouts, insiders, spies, rare one-time-use artifacts, mercenaries, lost equipment… At some point, the cost exceeds  all  reasonable  limits,  and  then  the  rewards  for  your elimination may not be worth the investment. That point may be far away, considering the price on your head…” 



“But you’ll have to share the reward with the other members of the Alliance.” 



“Indeed,”  the  old  man  admitted  unwillingly.  “Time  marches  on and  you  become  no  weaker.  On  the  contrary,  with  each  day  your position grows only stronger. I do not deny that if we go up against you, we may not win.” 



“I won’t argue with that,” I said. 



He chewed his lips a moment, continued:



“I  could  say  that  the  project  to  eliminate  the  top  Threat  has failed,  and  cut  our  losses,  but  that  would  be  bad  business.  People might  think  old  Cesar  has  lost  his  senses,  that  it’s  time  for  him  to retire. So there is a third path, in reality the only acceptable one for us: to make a deal with you and involve ourselves in the events to come, not just watch them from the sidelines. My heart tells me that unprecedented changes are coming to Dis, which runs counter to the opinions of my analysts, who have written you off as a troublemaker and are putting their money on Eileen, Mogwai and their Elites.” 



“I’ll  repeat  the  question,  Don  Calderone.  Why  should  the Awoken make friends with Excommunicado?” 



“Because  no  matter  how  invulnerable  you  are  in  Dis, Alexandro,  in  real  life  you  are  not  immortal.  The  United  Cartel  will take you under its protection, and if that doesn’t interest you, then I can say on my brother’s behalf that the Cartel will cease to take any interest in you for the duration of our alliance.” 



“Is it taking an interest now?” 



Cesar liked to tick things off his fingers, apparently, and started again:



“The  Guyana  Cesspit,  the  Cameroon  Cloaca,  the  Siberian Zone, the Ruins of Beijing, Cali Bottom… The Cartel has people in every non-citizen district, in every Zone. And you’re hiding in one of them, I know that for certain. And the Cartel is looking for you.” 



“It’s been looking for half a year,” I muttered. “But fine, I get it.” 



“But that’s not all,” Renato interjected. “Does the word Kharinza mean anything to you, kid?” 



It took a lot of effort to keep my face still. 



“So  it  does,”  Cesar  nodded  in  satisfaction,  his  eyes  stuck  to me. “Don’t worry, Alexandro, nobody betrayed you. There’s no mole, at  least  not  any  I  know  about.  But  there  is  one  with  Mogwai  and Eileen. And what I’m offering you might save your cocky young ass.” 

He turned to Renato and blinked barely perceptibly. 



Apparently, the Excos had decided to be just as honest in these negotiations  as  me.  Quetzal,  picking  up  where  Cesar  left  off  as  he had the habit of doing, explained dryly and laconically:



“We have someone in the Elites.” 



“Liam?” 



“No, that’s Hinterleaf’s man, and he got made anyway.” Eileen and Fen Xiaoguang no longer trust Mr. Driscoll. They keep him out of their  plans,  away  from  clan  business  and  everything  to  do  with  the Destroying Plague…” 



I remembered the dossier that Hairo Morales had put together on  the  members  of  the  Elites.  When  they  made  their  new  clan, Mogwai  and  Criterror  had  tried  to  lure  over  the  best  fighters  and healers  from  the  other  clans  of  the  Alliance,  including Excommunicado. 



“So it’s either Angel or Cray. Both left the Excos, and I suspect you sent them to join the Elites intentionally, just like Hinterleaf sent Liam.”  As  I  spoke,  Renato  frowned,  and  then  I  shrugged.  “Not important. Sorry, I interrupted you.” 



“What  I’m  going  to  tell  you  is  more  important  than  the  mole’s name,  kid.  Consider  this  intel  a  gesture  of  goodwill.  Eileen  has gained a skill called  Icy Path, and she can use it to reach any point in Dis  across  the  sea.  She  got  the  coordinates  to  your  base  on Kharinza  from  Mogwai.  After  calculating  the  closest  point  to  the island  on  the  continent,  Eileen  began  her  journey  along  with  her entire  horde.  Our  scouts  are  tracking  her,  but  very  carefully.  The estimated time until they reach Kharinza is seventy-five hours, if we assume  Eileen  plans  on  getting  any  sleep  at  all.  She’s  in  a  hurry, because her personal quest to find the Old Goddess Morena has a time limit.” 



I felt a sudden cold sweat, a roaring in my ears. We had three days!  This  was  it,  the  countdown  to  total  catastrophe!  My  heart started to beat so fast that I hid my hands. They were shaking. The

memories  of  what  awaited  me  if  Eileen  got  what  she  wanted  were too fresh. 



“Given  that  the  legates  can’t  be  in  the  same  location  at  the same  time,  Eileen  is  moving  on  your  base  herself,”  Renato continued.  “Mogwai  and  the  rest  are  doing  divine  quest  chains  for reputation. They’ll get so much power for completing them that all of Disgardium will have to bow down.” 



“And your mole is one of them?” 



Renato  said  nothing,  just  looked  at  Cesar.  The  old  man  was lighting up a cigar. He puffed out a big cloud of smoke, looked me in the eyes and said:



“If  we  become  allies,  Alexandro,  then  Legate  Angel  may suddenly turn up alongside you on Kharinza. You catch my drift?” 



Rising, I offered the old man my hand:



“I think we have a deal, Don Calderone. Three priest positions are yours as soon as I return to Dis. No way I can get it done sooner, I’m afraid.” 



Glancing at Quetzal, Cesar muttered:



“Now I see that he is still very young.” The old man stood up, took my hand. His handshake was stronger than I expected. “I would have taken one priest slot, Alexandro, but if you insist, I’ll take three.” 



“Thanks  for  the  information,  Cesar.  It  was  worth  it.  There’s strength in unity.” The old man raised an eyebrow, but I didn’t explain further; he’d understand for himself. “Goodbye.” 



I  really  wanted  to  wish  him  good  health,  but  of  course  I  said nothing. 

 

As  I  walked  toward  the  exit  from  the  cryptoroom,  Cesar Calderone said to my back:



“Do  me  a  favor,  Alexandro.  Tell  those  two  renegades  who decided  to  play  their  little  game  that  they  can  sleep  soundly.” 

Stunned,  I  turned  back.  Cesar  continued:  “Neither  they  nor  their families  will  be  touched.  And  more  than  that,  Alex…  Hairo  Morales and  Willy  Brizuela  are  not  who  you  think  they  are.  They  are dangerous… just know who you’re getting into bed with.” 



Quetzal nodded goodbye to me, and the Excos disappeared. 



* * *



As I climbed out of my capsule, I saw that Rita was gone. Maria had replaced  Roj,  and  I  asked  her  to  invite  Ed,  Rita  and  Hung  over. 

However  my  adventure  in  the  Inferno  and  the  war  with  the Destroying  Plague  ended,  I  had  to  protect  the  future  for  my  family and friends. They had everything riding on my success. 



My  meeting  with  Colonel  and  Renato  had  taken  less  than  the planned  hour,  which  gave  me  another  twenty  minutes  to  carefully think  over  the  vision  Chaos  had  sent  me  and  come  to  some conclusions. 



If  you  took  all  the  mysticism  out  of  it  and  looked  at  it realistically, Chaos had only forced me to live out a simulation. The future  isn’t  predetermined…  At  least,  nobody  has  proved  it  is  yet. 

Even the Sleepers themselves admitted that they could only model the  future,  not  foretell  it  with  perfect  accuracy.  What  conclusion  did that lead to? That the more information the AIs got, the more input data they got, the more precise their modeling and prediction. 



How powerful was the AI behind Chaos? What was its role in the  universe  of  Disgardium?  I  couldn’t  answer  those  two  questions for  now,  so  all  I  could  do  was  assume  that  the  Sleepers  had  more input  data  than  Chaos.  For  their   Divine  Revelation,  the  Sleeping Gods use all the information they obtain directly from the minds of  all players.  You aliens from another world enter our dream, Initial, giving over  to  it  your  knowledge,  feelings  and  hidden  designs,  Behemoth had said. 



What  did  that  mean?  It  was  fully  possible  that  Chaos  was modeling ‘my’ future based on the same data. But something felt off. 

For example, the vision he gave me contained nothing of the fates of Tissa  and  Infect.  I  combed  through  my  memory,  but  couldn’t  recall any details of how exactly Eileen reached Kharinza! There were no specifics, only vivid flashbacks of things that had already happened. 

Rita and Ed’s actions were just as unclear. I couldn’t remember for the life of me if I’d seen those two in the vision at all! 



Could  it  be  that  Chaos  had  created  the  simulation  using  only the  information  contained  in  my  mind?  He  had  dug  around  in  my head,  in  my  fears  and…  And  scared  me,  wanting  to  remind  me  to whom I owed everything now. Was that it? 



Whatever  the  case,  Chaos  had  taught  me  a  most  important lesson. In any worldly game, particularly with high stakes, the most important  thing  of  all  is  to  stay  in.  Survive.  Survive  despite  all  your losses, and find a way to stay at the table. 



I heard a knock at the door. 



“Edward and Rita,” Maria said, glancing at the hologram of the camera feed. 



I nodded and she remotely opened the door. 



Ed let Rita in first, then followed her. 

 

“I didn’t bother Hung, he’s on his kraken. If any of this concerns him, I’ll tell him after,” Ed said, and nodded questioningly: “How’d the meeting go?” 



“Good on the whole, but I called you here for another reason.” I turned  to  Maria:  “Sorry,  Maria,  could  we  have  five  minutes?  Got personal stuff to talk about.” 



“I’ll be right outside,” the bodyguard answered coolly. 



I  watched  her  go  thoughtfully.  None  of  the  security  team  had dragged me off to work out since I came back from the Games. The whole  issue  of  a  healthy  diet  was  gone  too,  I’d  just  been  eating whatever I came across these last few days. Maybe it was the crazy time  pressure.  They  could  see  I  was  working  at  the  edge  of  my capabilities,  and  more  pressure  might  break  me,  so  they  were leaving  me  alone.  Or  maybe  my  security  officers  had  somehow changed their plans… My paranoia kicked back in with new strength. 



Once  alone  with  my  friends,  first  I  told  them  the  gist  of  the conversation with Colonel and Quetzal, then told them about Cesar’s warning and asked:



“What do you think, could Hairo and Willy really be a danger to us?” 



“Alex!”  Rita  put  a  hand  over  her  mouth  in  shock.  “I  mean…

Hairo and Willy have never given us a reason to doubt them! On the contrary, it’s thanks to them that you’re still a Threat, and the clan is flourishing,  at  least  financially!  Are  you  seriously  going  to  believe some mean senile old man over them?” 



“He just can’t forgive them for leaving the Excos,” Ed muttered. 

“That  must  be  why  he’s  attacking  them,  hoping  to  turn  you  against them.” 

 

“Yeah,  that’s  how  it  looks  to  me  too,  but  still…”  I  paused, rubbed my chin. “Nether, something’s not right here! Sucks that we can’t disprove what Cesar said.” 



“You  didn’t  think  to  just  ask  Hairo  and  Willy?”  Ed  asked  in surprise. “Remember Malik and Tissa, when you assumed the worst and refused to hear them out. I’m sure they’ll explain everything.” 



“Alright,  I’ll  do  that.  Anyway,  I  actually  wanted  to  talk  to  you both about something else.” 



Time was already pressing, so I told them the brief version of the  vision  from  Chaos  while  glancing  nervously  at  my  comm.  Rita darkened,  started  twirling  a  lock  of  hair  around  her  finger.  Her nostrils flared. Ed maintained a semblance of equanimity, wiped his brow and asked:



“Send  me  that  contract  you  signed  with  Rosenthal  and  the crafters. We’ll need to go over it with a good lawyer.” 



“In both worlds,” Rita agreed, nodding. “I’ll talk to Grokuszuid. 

The  League  has  great  ‘lawsharks,’  as  the  goblins  call  them.  We might be able to insure the clan, in case…” 



She trailed off. 



“The  clan  alone  isn’t  enough,”  Ed  said  gruffly.  “If  Snowstorm decides it, then the Goblin League won’t be helping us. We need a safer parachute. How about…” 



“Right!  The  ASS  personal  vaults!”  Rita  cried  and  broke  into  a smile, seeing the light at the end of the tunnel. “Pocket dimensions with personal vaults that aren’t tied to the player! Every member of the Awoken can buy one and hide all the valuables there, including

our gold! The vaults exist for as long as Dis does, and they can only be accessed if you have the code.” 



“Only trouble is, it’s crazy expensive. Ten percent of the value of the contents per year,” Ed grimaced. 



“Better  to  keep  ninety  percent  of  something  than  a  hundred percent of nothing,” I said. “Shame there’s no way I can buy a vault from where I am.” 



“Call  your  dad,”  Ed  suggested.  “I’ll  give  him  everything  you’re owed in Dis. I can deliver it to him in Kinema.” 



“And I’ll put him in touch with Grokuszuid,” Rita added. 



“Alright,”  I  said,  nodding,  but  a  seed  of  doubt  still  festered inside me. 



Where had Rita and Ed been during the Chaos-simulated siege of  Kharinza?  Bomber,  Crag,  Hiros,  even  Destiny,  all  of  them  had been  helping  to  protect  Behemoth’s  temple.  My  girlfriend  and Edward  Rodriguez  were  the  closest  people  I  had  in  the  world.  I trusted them more than all the others, more than my parents even…

Damn that Chaos! He was making me doubt everyone! 



“That’s it, time for me to go to hell,” I said. “Three minutes left…

Less.” 



“And we have seventy hours, if Colonel can be believed. I hope three days is enough for you.” 



Rita  embraced  me,  holding  me  so  close  that  her  hot  breath tickled my cheek, then let go and backed off. Ed rolled his eyes. 



“One last thing,” I said, my eyes still glued to the clock. “I need you to talk to Behemoth and tell him about everything that happened

in my ‘future,’” I made air quotes with my fingers. “Let the great and powerful Sleeping Gods save their cosmic asses.” 



 



Chapter 10. Heart of the Void







AS I ENTERED MY CAPSULE, I remembered that I’d forgotten to warn Ed  about  something.  There  was  no  time  to  run  after  him.  I  quickly spoke  a  message  into  my  comm  and  sent  it,  then  activated  the capsule and returned to the Inferno. 



Once beneath the hellish flint-brown sky, I went off in search of my troops. The squad had been moved to a separate barracks from the one housing the Thirteenth Cohort. 



Our  new  accommodation  was  a  small  hut,  almost  like  a camping  tent.  The  legion’s  chaotic  engineers  had  expanded  the space inside to make it big enough to sleep seven demons, but the laws  of  creation  had  limits.  There  was  enough  space  for  everyone, but air, on the other hand…



After  bursting  in,  I  shot  straight  back  out  again.  The  stench inside was so heavy and concentrated that I nearly hurled in real life. 

The  squad  members  had  decided  to  put  all  their  non-existent  soul into celebrating the newcomer Riddick’s arrival. 



I  held  my  breath  and  stuck  my  head  into  the  tent,  emitted  a Ghastly Howl and roared:



“Rise and shine! Everyone form up outside!” 



I didn’t have to say it twice. They all jumped up from their beds. 

A  few  minutes  of  howling  and  yawning  later  and  the  squad  stood before me: succubus Lerra, demons Abducius and Motif, imp Rupert, rakshasa Karakapanka, who for some reason was missing half of his right  horn,  and…  that  damn  Jester  Riddick,  whose  horns  were

painted  red,  blue  and  yellow  like  a  jester’s  cap.  His  sharklike  smile froze the blood in my veins; his teeth were filed to a point. 



Riddick was the only one grinning. The others were focused on staying upright. They kept swaying and belching. Lerra had forgotten to get dressed and was scantily covering herself with her tail. 



Demons  didn’t  get  a  hangover  from  mortal-made  alcohol,  but after  the  stuff  they  brewed  in  the  Inferno,  come  morning  they  were really  in  hell.  Reality  seemed  gloomy  to  them,  life  deprived  of meaning.  All  that  I  realized  just  now  as  I  looked  into  their  weary faces. 



“Life is dust,” Motif said. His glassy eyes stared into space. “All our troubles.” 



“We’re all just grains of sand under the feet of eternity,” Rupert chirruped. “There’s no glory in the Dominion, only disincarnation and emptiness.” 



Lerra mumbled something incoherent and Karakapanka agreed with her. Abdu just smirked vaguely, his eyes wandering, swimming from one face to the next. 



I rolled my eyes. “At ease!” I said. 



The  demons  would  never  conquer  Disgardium  with  all  this delinquency  and  irresponsibility.  Imagine!  We  were  venturing  on  a suicidal  campaign  to  the  most  dangerous  place  in  the  Inferno,  with the chance to skip a bunch of ranks and get ourselves orange stars, and here they were…



Sabnak,  the  legion’s  new  prefect  replacing  the  heroically disincarnated Sargatanas, was due to make us a portal to the Heart of the Void any minute now. The Flying Squad had to wake up. 



“Second  Instiga  Abducius!  Step  forward!”  I  commanded, counting on the most sensible demon of the lot to help me. 



But  he  didn’t  move.  Lerra  jabbed  him  in  the  ribs  with  a  sharp elbow,  the  movement  throwing  her  into  a  coughing  fit.  Abdu  took  a step forward, sneezed and stepped back. Oh, dear. 



“Hey, Centurion Hakkar, permission to speak!” Riddick said, his wide eyes devouring me. I nodded and he continued: “Your fighters overestimated themselves and drank too much of my light firesinthe liquor. Sorry, my fault, it’s my own recipe! Permission to fix it, sir!” 



“Do so, Legionary Riddick!” 



“The  mortals  call  this  ‘hair  of  the  dog,’  for  some  reason.  The cure for my drink is the drink itself, glory to the Dominion! Come on, split! Line up one by one!” 



The jester pulled a flask from a pocket. Unscrewing the lid, he poured  a  shot  of  his  ‘light’  beverage  into  it  and  threw  it  into Abducius’s  mouth.  The  demon  belched  flames  and  immediately perked up. His eyes began to shine, his face livened and blushed. 



Riddick deftly performed the same procedure on all the others, then approached me and whispered intimately:



“We’re gonna be grabbin’ Wagers, right, Centurion?” 



“What makes you think…” 



The jester immediately put a bony finger to his lips and hissed:



“Shhh!  We’re  all  keeping  our  mouths  shut,  we  ain’t  idiots,  we get it. The boys and Lerra and I talked it over last night. They told me that  in  the  trial  by  battle  for  the  Fresh  Meat,  the  Thirteenth  Cohort won the same way the Legion won in the battle against Azmodan —

a lone nimble tiefling captured the flag. Two fights, two flags. Only a moron  would  give  up  the  chance  to  use  that  fleet-footed  tiefling again…” 



He  said  nothing  for  a  while,  just  breathed  out  noisily  a  few times,  his  inside-out  nostrils  flaring.  Then  he  looked  at  me  with narrowed eyes:



“Are you sure we haven’t met before?” 



“Not  unless  you’ve  been  to  Tiefling  Nest,”  I  answered.  “Have you, Legionary Riddick?” 



“No way no how, Centurion Hakkar. But still… Maybe you were at  the  Games  against  the  mortals?  No,  you  couldn’t  have  been…

Hmm, hmm…” 



The  jester  ceased  his  dangerous  questions  when  the  squad fully  came  back  to  its  senses.  My  underlings  stood  with  downcast eyes. Only Lerra looked at me defiantly, holding her eyes on me and no longer covering up. I snapped at her:



“Third Instiga Lerra, get dressed! On the double!” 



When  she  returned,  I’d  almost  finished  reprimanding  the others, and then waved a hand:



“An elf with you guys. Ready for an adventure?” 



They all nodded. Abdu and Karakapanka shouted loudly, their eyes wide:



“Yes  sir,  Centurion  Hakkar  sir!  Let’s  tear  ‘em  up!  Glory  to  the Dominion!” 



The  others  radiated  insincere  optimism  and  enthusiasm  as well.  Sure,  you’ll  tear  ‘em  up  like  an  inraug  to  a  ragdoll,  I  thought, looking skeptically at my soldiers. 



Rupert was the only one to say nothing. 



“Rupert?” I raised a brow. 



“Maybe it’s better if I stay?” the imp whined. “I’m not an instiga anyway,  Hakkar,  what  is  there  for  me  in  the  Heart  of  the  Void?  I’m better for moral support! I could stay here and look after things… I’ll have a feast ready when you come back!” 



“Sure thing,” I answered. “But you can forget about the Flying Squad  then.  I’m  only  taking  the  ones  who  come  with  me  to  the Heart.” 



“What’s  up,  Rupert,  decided  to  get  married?”  Lerra  giggled. 

“Don’t  you  remember  what  you  were  crooning  to  me  last  night? 

Asking me to marry you, promising me mountains of chao…” 



“Yeah,”  Motif  spoke  up.  “You  said  you’d  name  your  son  after me!” 



“That  was  all  from  Riddick’s  dumb  drink!”  Rupert  howled, throwing his hands up to the sky. 



“Ha!  Ha!”  Riddick  laughed.  “You  were  begging  for  more  then, imp! Now you sing a different tune!” 



Our rakshasa frowned as he ran his hand over his head, then joined in with Rupert’s agonized wailing:



“Where’s my horn?!” 



“This  one?”  Riddick  asked  innocently,  pulling  out  the  missing horn. “You lost it to me when we were playing cards last night, don’t you remember? You and I were playing hellpoker for Lerra.” 



“WHAT?” the succubus shrieked. “What do you mean  for me?” 



“I lost you,” Abdu gurgled guiltily. “To Motif.” 



“And  I  lost  you  to  Rupert,”  Motif  added.  “Then  the  imp  took Lerra to his cot, and after that he proposed.” 



“No!”  Lerra  snapped.  “There  was  no  ‘that’  for  there  to  be  an

‘after’!” 



“Ha! Ha!” 



“I think there was…” Rupert squeaked. 



“You  brainless  creeps..!”  She  was  yelling  so  loud  that  I regretted not having  Seal of Silence. 



I’d never seen a girl so angry. Lerra’s eyes burned right through the  boys.  My  list  of  demonic  curse  words  grew  in  record  time.  I memorized a few of them to use later with Flaygray and Nega. 



After  Lerra  calmed  down  and  Riddick  returned  Karakapanka’s horn and helped him to stick it back on, promising that it would heal as soon as the rakshasa got at least a yellow star, I decided the fun was over. 



I would have happily listened to more of their adventures of last night,  but  time  was  running  out.  Holding  back  my  laughter,  I commanded:



“You have five minutes to get ready! Then we’re moving out for the Heart of the Void!” 

 

They  did  it  in  three.  The  demons  equipped  themselves  and walked  out  of  the  tent  overloaded  with  supplies  and  potions  they’d made yesterday. Karakapanka ate something as he walked, Riddick smiled, the rest were serious and focused. 



Prefect Sabnak was already waiting outside the headquarters. 

His skeptical glance slid across us, then he silently opened a portal and warned us:



“You  have  three  days.  I  will  open  passage  at  this  same  time and in the same place you emerge from on the other side. If you do not make the rendezvous, we will assume you are disincarnated and declare you dead.” 



We were lucky. We came out of the portal at the top of a hill, not in the woods and not in the river of lava flowing nearby. The area was deserted, so we had time to look around and prepare ourselves. 



“Hey,  this  place  hasn’t  changed  a  bit,”  Riddick  said,  crossing his  arms  in  satisfaction.  He  looked  me  in  the  eyes  and  shrugged:

“I’ve been here before, Centurion Hakkar. Far more than once.” 



“And you didn’t say anything?” Karakapanka frowned. 



“You  didn’t  ask,”  Riddick  said,  shrugging  again.  “Hear  what awaits  us,  then.  The  beasts  here  are  far  from  ordinary,”  he  said, temporarily forgetting his jokes and affectations. “The small ones got eaten,  the  rest  started  fighting  amongst  themselves.  They  would have gone extinct if they hadn’t multiplied, but as it is… They launch raids  from  the  Heart,  steal  children…  They’re  just  rare,  you  can wander the Heart for a long time and see nothing alive.” 



“Hah! We have to be more careful outside the Shinju city walls!” 

Abdu snorted. “What’s so dangerous about this place?” 



“That…”  Riddick  pointed  at  a  barely  noticeable  marsh  at  the foot of a hill. “There’s a reason the greatest concentrations of chao are here. Here in the Heart, the influence of Chaos is at its strongest. 

It’s  no  wonder  chaosites  are  drawn  here  like  flies  to  tiefling  shit…” 

He  cast  a  glance  at  me,  joined  his  palms  as  if  in  prayer.  “Sorry, Centurion, elf knows why I said that!” 



“Go on, Legionary.” 



“Chao is chao. In small doses it makes us stronger, but when there’s  lots  of  it,  it  tears  the  very  fabric  of  creation  and  makes strange things happen. That haze over there…” 



“What is it?” Rupert tensed. 



“Could be anything at all! One of my comrades wandered into one once… He screamed, and we split! It looked like half the body had been raked by an inraug’s tongue! The second half was cut off, and the cut was so clean… As if made by a perfect blade! Only the back  half  of  him  was  left.  He  was  a  great  demon  in  his  day, Vesh’Omrad!” 



“Was he disincarnated?” Lerra gasped. 



“No no, he survived. But the worst part was that we practically showered him in chao like we were salting hellboar meat, and he still didn’t  recover.  Now  he  lives  somewhere  in  the  Ruby  City,  begs  on the streets. He lost his face and his dignity — now he’s just the back of a head, a back and an ass…” 



“How does he walk?” Abdu asked in surprise. 



“He  doesn’t.  His  hooves  were  cut  off  completely,  so  he  just slithers along on his side, that’s all the movement he gets.” Riddick looked  at  our  drawn  faces  and  chuckled  in  satisfaction.  “Relax,  I’m kidding. Ha! Ha!” My demons all sighed in relief, then he added: “We

put  him  down  to  end  his  suffering.  Point  is,  watch  where  you  step. 

There are some dangerous spots here you can’t see at all, only luck and  good  instincts  will  save  you!  Most  importantly,  you  can  forget about rest or sleep here. We can’t stay in one place, because all the dangerous aberrations like that haze will sense us and surround us, leaving us no escape. Then we die.” 



“We can’t sleep for three days?” Motif howled. 



“Learn  to  sleep  while  you  walk,  like  me,”  Karakapanka answered him. 



“Alright,  seems  simple  enough,”  I  said.  “Avoid  the  aberrations and  don’t  stay  in  one  place.  How  strong  are  the  beasts  here, Riddick?” 



“Orange stars, red… If we see any with a red star, we split. Run in  different  directions  until  you  drop.”  He  grimaced.  “We  can’t  beat one of those, but it can’t be in two places at once. It’ll eat one of us, but the rest will survive.” 



“I  decide  whether  we  retreat  or  not,”  I  said  firmly,  drilling  my eyes into the jester. After a few moments, I won — he looked away. 

“To  help  your  confidence…  Everyone  line  up!  Legatus  Abaddon, glory to the Dominion, has ordered me to give chao from the legion’s supplies…” 



“To the instigas!” Lerra interrupted and stepped forward. Abdu was by her side. “How much, Centurion Hakkar?” 



“Back in formation!” I walked down the line of my subordinates, smiled.  “Everyone  apart  from  orange-star  Riddick  will  now  get enough chao to inscribe on their horn…” I heard them holding their breath. “One orange star each!” 



Once  the  uproarious  cheering  subsided,  I  gave  them  all  their chao,  absorbed  my  own  share  and  fell  out  of  existence  for  a  few moments. The same probably happened to the others. I was twisted up in so many knots I wanted to die — I burst, expanded, my bones breaking through flesh which healed over again in the same instant, my skull cracking apart and reforming as my horns grew. 



A flood of notifications of yellow stars ended with:



 Thirteenth yellow star earned! 

  

 Your thirteenth yellow star has turned into an orange star! Your chao grows, Hakkar! 

  

 First orange star earned! 

  

 +400% to all base stats! 

  

For a moment I felt strong enough to go toe to toe with Belial himself.  My  character  stats  had  risen  to  such  enormous  numbers that they didn’t fit in the lines of my profile and had to be abbreviated. 

All that bothered me was that I didn’t get any new skills, although my comrades did. 



Once recovered from the metamorphoses that my tiefling body had  undergone,  I  stretched  and  looked  over  the  changes  in  my demonic  friends.  They  were  all  at  least  twice  their  previous  size!  I didn’t judge it based on myself, because I’d gained in height too, but by Riddick — everyone except me and Rupert the imp were as tall as  him  now.  Even  skinny  Motif  had  grown  muscles  and  was  now feeling his own bicep in glee. 



“I  wouldn’t  mind  having  an  hour  back  in  my  home  town  now,” 

he said dreamily. “I’d sure kick some asses!” 



Motif  didn’t  clarify  which  asses  he  wanted  to  kick,  but  to punctuate his words he knelt down on one knee and struck the earth sharply. His fist pierced the ground to his elbow and the soil shook beneath  our  feet.  The  move  would  stun  enemies,  but  didn’t  affect allies. 



Rupert looked at his hands in amazement. They were shrouded in  flame.  He  made  a  gesture  in  the  air  as  if  gathering  an  invisible snowball, then threw a decently-sized fireball. 



“May  the  spark  birth  the  flame…”  the  imp  whispered, enchanted with the magic flowing from his own hands. He began to jump from foot to foot in his excitement, squealing. “Flame! Flame!” 



Karakapanka  transformed  into  a  deadly  whirlwind  of  furiously spinning  fiery  blades  that  shot  out  fireballs  for  ten  feet  in  all directions. 



“Beware!” the rakshasa cried in fury. 



Abdu  suddenly  disappeared,  and  the  next  moment  I  saw  his blurry  figure  careering  off  to  the  side.  Cool,  the  demonic  version  of the warrior’s  Charge! 



While  the  others  tried  out  their  new  skills  and  Riddick  and  I watched  them,  Lerra  stayed  quiet.  When  she  spoke,  the  world shifted beneath my feet:



“Hey, boys!” the succubus breathed enticingly. “Come here!” 



All the ‘boys’ were suddenly overwhelmed with lust, apart from me, saved by  Liberation. Stretching out their arms and groaning like zombies,  they  staggered  toward  the  succubus.  Lerra  canceled  the skill and explained:



“Mass Seduction! Works on everyone except…” She licked her lips, glancing at me discontentedly. “Except our stubborn centurion. 

How come, Hakkar?” 



“Love,” I answered, smiling. 



“Ooh!” Lerra grinned. “You never told us that! Who’s the lucky girl?” 



Rita’s name span on my tongue, but I said another instead:



“Nega. She’s a succubus too…” 



All this time, Riddick had kept his thoughtful gaze on me. Every time I felt him watching me and turned my head, I saw a smile from ear  to  ear.  He  sensed  something,  like  Abaddon  had  done,  but  he hadn’t yet recognized me as his killer in the Games. 



 



Chapter 11. Split! 







“WHERE’S RIDDICK?!” I shouted at the top of my lungs. 



That  damn  jester  had  the  squad  on  edge  with  all  his  unfunny jokes and pranks like this latest one. The demon had been walking along  and  chattering  about  something  irrelevant,  standing  on  his hands and cartwheeling along like a professional acrobat. Then his speech cut off mid-word and he disappeared. 



“The elf with him,” Lerra waved a hand. “I had enough of him anyway.” 



“We  aren’t  going  any  further  until  we  find  him,”  I  said  firmly, calming down. “He might be an asshole, but he’s one of us.” 



“Our  asshole,”  Motif  agreed.  “Oh,  there  he  is!  Look,  that dumbass is headed into the woods…” 



The  demon  pointed  at  a  three-hundred-foot-tall  grove  in  the distance.  The  vegetation  might  have  been  a  pine  forest  before  the area had been altered by Chaos, but now it looked more like a snarl of gigantic hairy worms. 



For  our  first  hour  in  the  Heart  of  the  Void  —  the  most dangerous  place  in  the  Inferno  and  the  most  nightmarish  in  all  the universe,  according  to  mortals,  —  we  were  concentrated  on  the joker, with everything else fading into the background. 



Riddick always liked to be the center of attention, and he didn’t even  have  to  work  hard  at  it,  since  he  was  our  only  source  of information on this place and the dangers that awaited us here. 



“How much time has it been?” Abdu asked. “If he’s right, we’ll be wandering until…” 



The grove shook as if something huge was trampling through it toward  us.  The  demon  fell  silent,  his  eyes  widening.  The  others raised their hackles too, preparing for a fight. We grouped together, drew our weapons. 



Out  of  the  woods,  somersaulting  and  cartwheeling,  came Riddick. He broke into a laugh. 



“Ha!  Ha!  Time  to  meet  some  chaosites,  squad!  It’s  all  upside down! It’s all twisted around!” 



“May  you  choke  on  Belial’s  member,”  Rupert  whispered, shaking his fists. “Why did we bring him?” he groaned. 



Riddick disappeared again and this time reappeared behind us, jumping  around,  making  faces  and  impolite  gestures  at  the  two enraged devils emerging from the undergrowth. 



The  joker’s  pursuers  ran  like  enraged  bulls,  black  smoke gushing  from  their  inverted  nostrils,  the  coals  of  their  eyes  flaming. 

Each had two orange stars. 



I rushed in to attack, shouting as I went:



“Get the left one! I’ll take the right!” 



The chaosite, believing himself stronger than me, grinned and maintained his speed:



“Brave stinkling!” 



And  then  he  started  spinning  in  place  like  a  top,  charging  up some  deadly  skill.  Not  waiting  to  see  how  it  ended,  I  slowed  down

time and barreled into him, putting him down with two strikes. Next I turned to my own to help them deal with the enemy, but got hit by a poisoned  dart.  The  poison  debuff  didn’t  apply  thanks  to Shog’rassar’s  Protection,  received  so  long  ago  in  the  Sarantapod hive. 



I pulled the dart out and raised my head: a six-armed marilith snakewoman  was  advancing  from  the  forest  toward  me.  She  used one  pair  of  hands  to  throw  darts  while  she  swung  vicious  curved blades  in  the  others.  Her  fury  was  understandable  —  Riddick  had used his signature joke of sticking a red-hot toilet seat to her behind, which shot a trail of stinking smoking refuse behind her. 



I saw a demon and incubus between the twisted trees behind the  marilith.  They  jumped  over  the  stinking  piles,  whose  effect  was clear when they stepped in one accidentally: not only did the magic refuse  deal  damage  to  anyone  who  stood  in  it,  it  also  applied  the Delight  effect (every few seconds, the demon chaosite stopped and cackled  uncontrollably,  and  the  incubus  broke  into  a  short  erotic dance  that  looked  vulgar).  Good  showman,  I  thought.  Fun  games. 

 Riddick sure makes himself valuable. 



I  decided  not  to  waste  time  on  ceremony  and  guile,  and  let loose  to  the  full,  going  into   Clarity  while  the  squad  was  busy  with their  devil  chaosite.  My  accelerated  state  allowed  me  to  see everything  my  squad  was  doing:  Karakapanka  had  turned  into  a whirlwind and flown into the enemy, and was now slowly flying back at half health; Rupert was casting a fireball, jumping from foot to foot; Abdu, his mouth open in a battle cry, had jumped at the foe and was slowly  landing;  Lerra  was  probably  trying  to  charm  the  devil,  and Riddick,  his  teeth  bare,  was  firing  off  a  fan  of  tooth-breaking  cards with sharpened edges. The jester was really living up to his title…



Diving  beneath  one  of  her  lower  arms,  I  hit  the  marilith  under her  ribcage,  breaking  her  ribs  and  crumpling  her  chest,  but  the chaosite  was  resilient;  I  had  to  drive  my  fist  into  the  bridge  of  her

nose. The  Delighted  incubus  and  demon  were  weak  and  collapsed into heaps of chao instantly. 



The outcome of the battle was already decided, so I sped time back  up.  In  the  meantime,  Karakapanka  rose  from  the  ground, picking up the swords he dropped when he hit his foe. 



The enemy twitched under the fire of the Flying Squad, unable to  do  anything.  Each  time  he  tried  to  concentrate,  one  of  Riddick’s cards  sliced  into  his  chest,  and  he  kept  erupting  in  short  bursts  of laughter.  Neither  Lerra  and  Karakapanka’s  physical  attacks  nor Rupert’s fireballs and Motif’s special moves dispelled the debuff. 



It took the squad ten seconds to finish the devil off. 



After  looting  up  the  chao  from  the  chaosites,  I  walked  over  to the squad, drunk on their first victory. I found Riddick standing on his hands. 



“Legionary Riddick, stand normally!” 



“That is normal for a Jester, Commander,” Abdu noted. 



“Head  to  the  sky,  feet  to  the  floor!”  Riddick  obediently  flipped over, still grinning. 



“If  you  go  into  combat  again  without  permission,  you’re  out  of the squad. Got that?” 



“Yes  sir,”  he  said,  his  expression  turning  serious.  No  longer smiling, he approached and whispered: “I’m sure we’ve met. I never mistake a combat style.” 



His  voice  sounded  disinterested,  but  the  way  he  said  it  sent shivers  down  my  spine.  A  creeping  thought  occurred  to  me;  to  let him get disincarnated in battle. One less risk that way. I pushed the

thought  away.  I’d  dealt  with  Abaddon;  I  could  handle  Riddick  too. 

And if not… then he and I would have a serious talk. 



In the meantime, the jester was already smiling again:



“There are definitely no beasts nearby, otherwise the chaosites wouldn’t have been hanging around here.” 



“What were they even doing here?” Motif asked. 



“Getting chao for their gang, doesn’t take an oracle to see that.” 



Rupert  returned  from  jumping  around  the  whole  area  and shouted in joy after Riddick’s last words:



“It’s true, Lerra and the boys, look! There’s a camp!” 



The  chaosites’  ‘camp’  consisted  of  one  unassuming  tent camouflaged to blend in with the forest. It was spacious inside, but a thorough search revealed only a small box of chao — around three hundred million. 



We  gathered  it  all  into  a  pile  and  divided  it  up  equally.  I  kept hold of mine and gave the order:



“Move out.” 



“Watch where you step,” Riddick answered. “Don’t end up like poor Vesh’Omrad.” 



Motif  retched,  and  after  that  he  walked  on  hiding  behind  our backs.  Rupert  did  the  same,  but  also  periodically  threw  fireballs around, searching for anomalous zones. 



Beyond  the  woods  was  a  gigantic  crater  similar  to  the  Pitfall, but not as deep and with gradually sloping walls. A gleaming venom-

yellow  substance  splashed  at  its  bottom.  Here  and  there  it fountained out from small holes in the walls. 



“Chaotic  plasma,  ha-ha-ha!”  Riddick  warned.  “It’s  no  ordinary flame; it’ll burn right through ya.” 



In  the  distance  we  saw  a  lone  mortal  spirit,  who  saw  us  and immediately disappeared. 



“We  won’t  catch  it  up,”  Riddick  said  disappointedly,  his  tail twitching.  “Shame,  it  was  a  good  spirit,  Mature!  Shame  it  split,”  he added unnecessarily. 



I  raised  a  hand,  ordering  my  squad  to  stop  around  thirty  feet from the crater. We were on a glassy plateau speckled with streaks of red and orange. There were toxic and acidic lakes deadly even to demons, poisonous bubbles bursting on their surfaces. In the murky coffin-lid  sky  soared  several   khhroi  —   small  creatures  like  half cockroach and half vampire bat. 



The  critters  were  delicate  and  careful  —  seeing  our  strength, they dove down and hid in clefts in the rock. All the same, they bit at our legs as we walked above them — they didn’t deal damage, but were as annoying as mosquitos. 



Swearing, Rupert jumped at a particularly obnoxious khhroi, but the  mob  opened  its  wings,  started  twitching  and  screeching,  then flew up into the air like a feather caught in the wind, span around —

and exploded, spraying guts in all directions. 



Rupert’s  momentum  carried  him  another  step  forward  as  he waved his arms. Riddick reacted first, jumping forward and grabbing the imp by a hoof. Even with my  Clarity, I just stood there blinking. 

Thanks to the jester, Rupert wasn’t fully pulled into the anomaly into which he’d accidentally stuck his arm. It was like an invisible monster was  pulling  him;  bones  and  tendons  cracked,  blood  sprayed  and

then  the  imp’s  arm  broke  off  at  the  elbow,  and  everything  above  it was mincemeat. 



The  imp  screamed  wildly,  fell  onto  his  back  and  thrashed around  like  an  overturned  turtle,  clutching  at  his  maimed  arm.  We surrounded him, not knowing how to help. 



“Was  your  head  up  your  ass  when  I  was  giving  out  those warnings?!” Riddick wagged a bony finger. 



“Take some chao!” Lerra shouted. “Regenerate!” 



Wailing and grimacing, Rupert clenched his teeth and stretched out  his  healthy  arm.  I  handed  him  the  chao  from  the  defeated chaosites. Glancing at me, the others emptied out their own supplies too. 



Rupert  absorbed  all  the  gifted  chao  and  gained  his  second orange star. The imp’s limb began to restore at a feverish rate: the cuts  on  his  shoulder  knitted  together,  white  bone  began  to  extend from his elbow, the end taking the shape of a hand and fingers. The whole thing grew over with tendons, veins and muscles in turn, then finally  with  skin.  Within  a  few  moments,  Rupert  was  good  as  new. 

And a damn sight bigger: he was Lerra’s height now. 



His  mouth  open  wide,  Rupert  stared  at  his  hand,  wiggled  his new fingers. They shook. I wanted to give him time to recover from the shock, but it was dangerous to stay in one place too long in the Heart of the Void. 



“Let’s  go,”  I  commanded  and  took  a  few  uncertain  steps, putting my hopes in my high  perception. 



The  anomalies  looked  sometimes  like  a  murky  haze  or harmless puddles of acid, sometimes like any part of the landscape, but with the air above shimmering as if over hot asphalt. 

 

The squad’s speed had dropped considerably, and the already cowardly Rupert now stayed behind his comrades’ backs. 



We wandered the Heart for around two hours and didn’t see a single mob, but ran into clouds of pink, yellow and blue chao, moving and  morphing.  Some  hung  in  place  while  others  floated  along  and took  the  forms  of  ghostly  demons  or  unknown  monsters  as  tall  as three-story buildings. 



“Dangerous  bastards,”  Riddick  said,  his  face  serious  for  a change. “Chaotic phantoms. They become who they kill. They leave nothing alive where they roam.” 



“What if we kill them?” I asked. 



“Impossible,”  the  jester  said  firmly.  “They’re  not  alive.  What’s dead can’t die.” 



I almost argued with him, remembering the undead, but caught myself. 



We had to give the accumulations of deadly chao a wide berth. 

We moved slowly, our legs sliding along and threatening to drop into holes and burrows where who knows what lived. 



Riddick  had  been  telling  the  truth  about  how  rare  mobs  were here, and the anomalies were really slowing us down. If this kept up, we’d be returning empty-handed. I ordered the squad to stop. 



“Wait  here,”  I  said.  “I’ll  be  back  soon.  Abdu’s  in  charge  in  my absence.” 



Lerra widened her eyes:



“Where are you going, Hakkar..?” 

 

Without answering, I activated  Clarity and took off into the air to take a look around and find some mobs. The logs immediately told me that I was losing health, and the farther I flew, the faster I lost it. 

Stopping  and  focusing  my  gaze,  I  realized  I  was  in  a  cloud  of glittering particles. Strangely, the logs said nothing about it. I felt no pain, and there seemed to be no damage to my body, but my health bar was still dropping steadily. 



As  soon  as  I  moved  further,  the  damage  increased!  And  it seemed to grow in proportion to my flight speed and altitude! It was like Chaos himself was trying to stop me! 



Seeing  that  I  wouldn’t  be  able  to  get  far  and  that  it  was dangerous  to  risk  going  into  combat  at  half  health,  I  slowed  and turned  back…  And  then  just  landed  —  two  chaotic  phantoms  had awoken  and  were  floating  toward  me!  I  barely  made  it  back  to  the squad. 



From then on, we explored the area the old-fashioned way —

on foot, carefully watching where we stepped. 



We wandered like that for more than a day. Even the demons started to get tired, let alone me with my huge sleep debt. 



* * *



It  was  our  second  day  in  the  Heart.  We  climbed  a  slope  peppered with  holes  onto  a  hilltop,  hoping  to  be  able  to  see  somewhere  with monsters. 



At  the  top,  Riddick  dropped  to  all  fours  and  started  running back and forth, sniffing, grunting and squealing from time to time. He was  concentrating  on  the  dangers  and  had  stopped  inflicting  his jokes on the rest of us. 

 

“Something  big  passed  by  here  not  long  ago,”  he  declared, rising. He ran his finger along a line of black soot. “Here’s the trail.” 



“What  is  it?”  Karakapanka  asked,  already  recovered  from  the encounter with the devil chaosite. 



“Who knows,” the jester said thoughtfully. 



Then,  from  behind  a  fireswept  boulder  that  looked  like  a gigantic  heap  of  dung,  something  began  to  chirp  and  shuffle.  One segmented  feeler  appeared,  then  another,  followed  by  a  horned insect head with pincers that could have easily bitten any one of us in half. 



“A   kakkerlak!  Too  strong  for  us!”  Riddick  said,  spitting  and roaring: “Run! Split!” 



“Stop  saying  ‘split’!”  I  shouted,  drawing  the  mob’s  attention. 

“Everyone stay where you are! We fight!” 



But even my determination fell when the monster revealed itself in  full:  a  thirty-foot-long  cockroach  with  a  twisting  segmented  body, carrying  itself  forward  on  four  rear  legs  as  big  as  a  lion’s,  its  front legs  ending  in  sharp  serrated  sickles.  Lighter-colored  chitinous plates  protected  its  belly,  and  its  shell  was  like  stone  tiles  covered with spikes and muddy-brown bumps. Worse, it had sacs in its pale stomach  just  like  our  doomtank  did,  with  an  orange  smoking substance flickering inside. It looked like it would spray out through holes that opened as needed. 



 Mature Kakkerlak, Tier 3 Demonic Beast

  

 Orange stars:  ★★★★★★

  

 Yellow stars:  ✫✫✫✫✫✫✫✫

  

 White stars:  ✩✩✩✩✩✩✩✩✩✩

  

“Glory  to  the  Dominion!”  Karakapanka  roared,  shrouded  in flame in anticipation of battle. 



Motif hit the ground with his new move, but the stun didn’t take effect.  Lerra  took  out  her  long  and  narrow  sword,  shrieked  a  battle cry and threw herself at the kakkerlak. Abducius threw a dart picked up  from  the  disincarnated  marilith  chaosite,  hitting  one  of  the creature’s sacs, which evaporated with a hiss. Definitely acid. When it  took  damage,  the  kakkerlak  dropped  its  head  and  reared  up, trampling and stunning everyone, even Riddick. It clacked its pincers and chittered so loud that Lerra screamed and blood started dripping from her ears. I grabbed my head. My brain felt about to explode. 



Suppressing pain, I jumped toward the beast to block its path, then shouted a command while hitting it in its armored belly:



“Fight from range!” 



The kakkerlak fell silent and the stunning debuff ended, judging by how my subordinates were moving again. I heard swearing which slowed  to  a  drawl  as  I  went  into   Clarity and jumped away from the monster, watching as craters opened up on its body, preparing to spit out acid. It was happening pretty fast, but still in slow motion. There’s no way I would have had time to react at normal speed. 



It was dangerous to hit the kakkerlak while it was readying its acid  artillery  strike  —  I  flew  up  and  waited  for  it  to  empty  its reservoirs. The sacs inside the body tightened, pressing on internal valves. When the pressure got high enough, the craters opened and shot out streams of acid. The monster couldn’t aim it, but it fired in four  directions  at  various  angles  and  ranges.  Wherever  the  acid liquid struck, the soil hissed and melted, spitting acrid black smoke. 



The  acid  accumulated  faster  than  I  expected.  I  dove  down  at the  kakkerlak  and  fired  off  a  series  of  blows,  breaking  through  the armor  where  the  acid  was  so  that  it  spilled  inside,  burning  the monster from the inside out. Another spit from the monster and the containers were empty. 



“Close  combat!”  I  commanded,  firing  off  a  combo  at  the creature’s front legs and pincers, breaking them. 



The monster didn’t have much health left. I disengaged, letting the others finish it off. 



Screaming, Lerra ran at the mob and brought her sword down on it. Karakapanka drove into it in his whirlwind form, sending scraps of the white shell on its belly flying. 



“Get the bastard!” Rupert shouted, firing fireball after fireball at the monster. 



Riddick stuck to throwing cards, but didn’t deal much damage, and the debuffs didn’t take — maybe they only worked on sentients. 

It  made  sense;  an  insect  couldn’t  start  laughing  uncontrollably  or lose a mind it didn’t have. 



Newly  confident  Motif  rushed  the  mob  with  his  chaos-metal sword  and  raised  it,  ready  to  cut  open  the  creature’s  belly,  but  the kakkerlak,  realizing  that  its  scythe  legs  were  broken,  raised  a  rear leg and opened Motif’s chest with a claw. 



When the kakkerlak raised a second leg, I saw that it was time for  me  to  intervene  before  it  killed  someone.  I  ‘jumped’  onto  the mob’s  head  with   Flight  and  struck  the  shell,  breaking  through  the chitin outside into the pale white acid-leaking flesh. 



Imagine  my  surprise  when  the  kakkerlak  collapsed  into  a sizable heap of chao and I touched it with my hand. I couldn’t contain

my  joyous  surprise  —  half  a  billion  chao  had  dropped  from  the monster! The conversion rate in the Heart must be 50%! That’s why Abaddon sent us here! 



“What’s up?” Lerra asked, flicking her tail. 



“This is an ocean of chao! Over five hundred million!” 



“Oh, I forgot to mention!” Riddick smiled. “This is the Heart!” 



Karakapanka span in a whirlwind, Lerra and Abdu joined arms and  danced,  Motif  beat  his  fists  on  his  chest,  which  had  already recovered thanks to the chao he’d earned. Rupert smiled in relief —

mostly just happy to be alive. 



Riddick  laughed  and  sang  that  everything  was  upside  down. 

Then he looked at me piercingly. And I couldn’t help it — I walked up and gave him a kick under the tail. It was a light blow, but the jester flew ten yards away, his horns raking a furrow in the soil. 



“What  was  that  for,  Centurion?”  he  whined,  rubbing  his  sore behind. 



“For your ‘split’!” 



Riddick broke into laughter, pointing a finger at me:



“You learn fast, tiefling!” 



The rest of the day was uneventful. Thankfully, nobody ran into any anomalies…



We spent our final day in the Void in the same fruitless search. 



“It’s useless,” Motif muttered, dragging his feet. “Let’s go back. 

We’re  not  going  to  find  anything,  and  the  portal  might  already  be

open…” 



Jinx. Something hit the ground, throwing the demon up into the air,  and  out  of  the  glassy  earth  beneath  his  feet  burst  a  gigantic round mouth with three rows of needle teeth dripping with poison. 



“A  gyvatyr! Red! Split!” Riddick shouted. 



Damn fearmonger! Abducius was daydreaming, and if it weren’t for me speeding up and pushing him out of the way, we would have had to say goodbye to him. 



Transforming  into  a  flame,  Riddick  disappeared  and reappeared in the distance, but didn’t dare run away without an order from me — he stood shouting something, pulling out his cards. 



I  watched  in   Clarity  as  something  as  big  as  an  airtrain  and covered  in  green  slime  flew  out  of  the  ground  in  a  fountain  of  dust and shards of glass. 



 Ancient Gyvatyr, Tier 2 Demonic Beast

  

 Local boss. 

  

 Red stars:  ✪

  

 Orange stars:  ★★★★★★★★★

  

 Yellow stars:  ✫✫

  

 White stars:  ✩✩✩✩✩

  

Riddick was right: if it weren’t for my imba abilities, the squad would be better off running and hiding. This was a beast for an entire legion, and even then half of it wouldn’t survive. 



Exiting  Clarity, I shouted to save the squad:



“Split!” Riddick’s favorite word turned out to be infectious. 



Then I returned to  Clarity and took off into the air to look at the monster  from  above.  It  looked  like  a  worm,  but  with  two  bony growths gleaming with stars. The gyvatyr’s entire body was covered with  long  rolled-up  tendrils  bristling  with  metallic  hairs.  The  mob clearly used them as weapons. 



Six eyes stared balefully from just below the mouth. I fired off a series  of  strikes  and  put  out  all  the  eyes,  but  the  damage  was pathetic. I flew lower, released an attack combo that sent only small scraps of armor and slime flying. Frowning, I saw that I took damage when I touched the acid; my skin melted and sloughed off, baring the bone.  The  tendrils  on  the  mob’s  body  began  to  straighten,  and needles shot from them. 



I  flew  back  to  avoid  getting  hit.  Time  to  use  my  ranged   spirit-

enhanced moves. 



The  worm’s  body  shuddered  beneath  the  blows  of  my Hurricane Combo. In real time, my attack must have looked like the results  of  a  fifty-caliber  machine  gun  —  fountains  of  acid  and  the scraps of twisting tendrils flew in all directions among the chaotically flying needles. My fighters had enough sense to run away and stay out of the firing line. 



The red-star worm didn’t survive my third  Combo. I left  Clarity, watching the creature dissolve into a cloud of chao. Great — I could fight a red-star mob. That was comforting to know for my next battle against a protodemon. 



Only  a  couple  of  seconds  had  passed  for  my  squad.  They stared  at  the  exploding  worm  with  eyes  so  wide  I  could  see  the

whites  all  the  way  around.  And  when  they  realized  what  had happened, they exploded too — with shrieks of triumph. 



I looted the creature and announced the size of our reward:



“Almost two billion chao!” 



Their  shock  grew  into  still  greater  joy.  Rupert’s  eyes  rolled  up and  he  collapsed  in  a  smiling  heap.  Including  the  chao  from  the kakkerlak, that made two and a half billion — around three hundred and fifty million each. 



I absorbed my share at once. 



 Second orange star earned! 

  

 +20% to all base stats! 

  

 Third orange star earned! 

  

 +20% to all base stats! 

  

While  I  surged  with  new  strength,  the  Flying  Squad  checked their stats and then piled on me. Lerra covered me from head to toe with  kisses.  Motif  shouted  something  meaningless  to  the  sky,  and Abducius  fell  to  his  knees  and  shook  his  fists.  I  was  yet  again surprised at the demons for not asking any questions. There was a lot to be said for the right not to reveal your abilities: my talents —

my secrets! 



Swept  up  in  the  endless  love  and  adoration  of  my  fighters,  I noticed that although Riddick was celebrating and laughing with the rest, his smile never touched his eyes. 



 



Chapter 12. Corrupt Blood







THE  THREE  DAYS  in  the  Heart  of  the  Void  came  at  a  price.  I  set  a personal record for time spent in the Inferno, and felt more tired with each  passing  minute.  Even  my  brain  seemed  worn  out,  processing information with a delay. 



I  felt  so  shitty  that  I  thought  I’d  gone  deaf  when  I  walked through  the  portal  —  the  Thirteenth  Legion  greeted  us  with  a suspicious silence. The camp’s ‘streets’ were empty, with no demons strolling  around  drunkenly,  no  screams,  orders  or  laughs.  I  didn’t even  hear  any  mounts,  although  normally  their  roars,  growls  and squawks echoed throughout the camp. 



If  we’d  arrived  at  night,  I  might  have  thought  they  were  all asleep. But even then the legion made noise. Especially on the eve of battle. 



Lerra 

looked 

around, 

spooked. 

“Either 

they’re 

all

disincarnated…” 



“Or  they’ve  gone  to  fight,”  Riddick  finished,  looking  at  me. 

“What are we going to do, Centurion?” 



His respect for me had clearly increased after my victory over the gyvatyr, but I still didn’t like the way he looked at me. 



I looked around, then nodded to the headquarters. 



“Let’s go inside, maybe we’ll find out what’s going on. If…” 



“The  sky  is  blue!”  the  succubus  exclaimed,  pointing  upwards. 

“A battle!” 

 

“I  hope  that’s  the  third  signal  and  the  battle  has  begun…” 

Rupert chirped. “Without us.” 



The  imp’s  hopes  were  unfounded.  Before  he’d  finished speaking,  the  space  before  us  cracked  and  began  to  glow.  A  large pentagram started to form as if burning into the very air before us. Its surface flamed, and Legatus Abaddon’s head appeared through the unusual portal:



“You’re  just  in  time,  Centurion  Hakkar!  Order  your  fighters  to follow to the site of the battle, then you come and see me!” 



“A battle after all, then…” Motif said, glancing at Lerra, whose tail drooped. 



“Hey!  Ho!  A  battle!”  Riddick  was  so  happy  that  he  started  to dance  in  place  despite  the  presence  of  the  legatus,  even  stood  on his hands. “Glory to the Dominion!” 



“Stop!  Soldiers,  you  heard  the  legatus’s  orders!  Head  to  the portal  square!”  Remembering  the  overcrowding  in  the  gorge  before the  battle  against  Azmodan’s  legion,  I  added:  “Wait  for  me  by  our Wager, otherwise we might not find each other.” 



“Follow me!” Riddick was the first to get his bearings and head for the big portal for the whole legion in the square, somersaulting as he went. “Ha! Ha!” 



The young demons ran after him. Rupert was the last, dragging his  feet  and  unable  to  resist  casting  reproachful  glances  at  me.  I could understand him — out of the frying pan and into the fryer, and nobody  knew  what  to  do.  There  had  been  no  time  to  discuss  our strategy against the enemy, except that we had to do the same as in the last battle. 



I  watched  them  go,  all  heading  toward  the  portal  at  once. 

Abaddon  was  already  gone,  and  only  the  legatus  knew  where  this window  he  had  opened  would  lead.  I  hoped  the  ancient  demon hadn’t changed his mind about cooperating and wasn’t planning any devilish tricks…



My  fears  were  groundless.  The  portal  brought  me  to  the legatus’s  private  tent.  With  everyone  off  fighting,  it  was  empty. 

Strange  that  the  legatus  wasn’t  with  his  legion.  I  doubted  he  was waiting for us, but then why was he still here? 



“You survived and kept your entire squad alive, and earned two orange  stars,”  he  said,  glancing  at  my  horn.  “Better  even  than  I expected. Well done, Centurion!” 



“Glory to the Dominion, Legatus Abaddon,” I answered sleepily, yawning. “Why are we going to battle? Wasn’t it…” 



“General  Xavius  has  changed  the  order  of  the  legions  in  the Great  Game,”  Abaddon  interrupted.  “Deliberately!  From  now  on,  a legion  that  achieves  victory  continues  to  partake  in  battles  until  it suffers  a  defeat.  The  Thirteenth  Legion  won  the  last  battle  of  the Great Game, so we are to fight today as well.” 



“Against who?” 



“In  that,  at  least,  we  are  lucky  —  we  will  fight  Lucius’s  Tenth Legion,” Abaddon said, waving a hand dismissively and returning to the subject that really bothered him, growling: “Xavius… That goat-faced malefactor thinks he has himself a game he can’t lose. He has thrown  me  into  battle  with  no  time  to  train  my  legion,  which  is  two thirds new recruits!” 



“We  were  planning  to  win  either  way,  Legatus  Abaddon,”  I shrugged.  “And  not  with  brute  force,  but  with  cunning.  So  what difference does it make when we fight?” 

 

Without answering, the demon pulled me in and embraced me, clapping me on the back with his huge hands. 



“I do so need victory, Scyth!” he said, grinning as he called me by my real name. That smile could have been a capital punishment for humans — they’d die in horror. “My current position is your fault. I thought the Games would be a chance to kick back, think about the universe. I thought I’d crush the mortals that reached me and come back to the Inferno.” 



“You had a chance to win, Legatus,” I answered, remembering how  only   Second Life  had  saved  me  in  the  fight  against  Abaddon. 

“More than one, actually! But luck was on my side.” 



“Shame I didn’t feel you out right away,” he said in annoyance. 

“When I found you, the  Aegis was protecting you. And later, in battle, I  just  couldn’t  track  your  movements.  What  was  that?  Something Oyama taught you? His famous Path of Spirit?” 



“Not  exactly,”  I  answered  mysteriously,  but  then  admitted:  “A gift from the element of wind.” 



Abaddon nodded, looked as if he was about to say something else, but held back. He seemed to listen to something a moment…

Then disappeared. He came back a minute later. 



“The Great Prince asks us not to go into battle until we talk,” he explained,  frustrated.  “He  wished  us  fire  beneath  our  enemy’s  feet. 

And made it clear that defeat would disappoint him severely… Damn that Xavius! What has he whispered in the prince’s ear? Now Xavius himself will watch today’s battle of the Great Game!” 



“Isn’t  it  time  to  move  out,  Legatus?”  I  asked.  I  badly  wanted sleep, and that meant winning and getting to go on leave to the real world. “The battle is about to begin.” 

 

“And  it  will  begin  with  you,  First  Instiga  Hakkar!  I  hope  old Oyama  taught  you  some  new  tricks,  because  you’ll  need  them today!” 



I  knew  what  he  meant.  It  wouldn’t  be  easy  to  defeat  Lucius’s instiga, but the fight with the protodemonic Emissary of Chaos would be even tougher. 



Abaddon  opened  a  broad  portal  and  we  stepped  through  it shoulder to shoulder. 



“Aiaiai!” came the trill through the valley. “The Tenth Legion of Prince Lucius welcomes the enemy!” 



“Aiaiai!  The  Thirteenth  Legion  of  Prince  Belial  welcomes  the enemy!” 



Meeting  in  the  center  of  the  battlefield,  Legatus  Abaddon  and Legatus Flevreti shook with both hands. 



“May  the  battle  commence!  Fire  beneath  your  enemy’s  feet, legions!” 



“Fire!” we roared. 



Abaddon  returned  to  the  Wager  where  he’d  left  me.  The fighters of the Flying Squad were there. Abducius saluted with his fist to  his  chest,  Motif  stamped  his  hooves,  Riddick  fought  imaginary enemies  while  dancing  on  the  spot.  Karakapanka  stared  in  gloomy silence, saving his strength. Lerra’s eyes flashed like the sword she looked  to  be  itching  to  draw.  Rupert  stood  still,  his  tail  twitching. 

Apparently I was the only one that had managed to pluck up some courage. 



“First Instiga of Prince Lucius’s Tenth Legion!” Legatus Flevreti roared. “Doomtank Shakrok!” 



“Aiaiaiai!”  Lucius’s  Tenth  Legion  beat  their  weapons  against their shields. Their tabards bore a red and white chessboard pattern. 

A bloody white sea roiled before us — thousands of infantry, cavalry, winged  demons  and  battle  beasts  that  seemed  more  monster  than animal. 



“First  Instiga  of  Prince  Belial’s  Thirteenth  Legion!”  Abaddon boomed. “Tiefling Hakkar!” 



The legion parted, opening a path for me. 



“Aiaiai!” our side shouted. 



Then the air filled with a chant that followed me all the way to the enemy instiga:



“Hakkar! Hakkar! Hakkar!” 



As I headed toward the center of the battlefield where the first enemy instiga, the doomtank Shakrok, stood waiting for me, I cast a glance back. Our black and white legion, its colors making it look like a barcode in contrast to the enemy, froze in tense expectation of a miracle — after all, two thirds of Belial’s Thirteenth Legion were now new  recruits  who  had  never  served.  Sure,  there  were  plenty  of veteran  volunteers  who  even  had  orange  stars  on  their  horns,  but only the worst gambler would have bet on us today. Some probably had done — betting on the Great Game was a truly national pastime in the Inferno. 



As  I  passed  through  the  rank  and  file,  I  overheard  that  the bookies’ odds for me surviving the day were one to a thousand! The odds for our legion to win were even longer. The bookies would have

refused  to  take  bets  on  it  at  all,  but  the  name  of  the  legendary general Abaddon played its role. 



Today, the Inferno would learn the name of its next legend… At least, so I thought as I approached Shakrok. 



His  seven  orange  stars  didn’t  bother  me.  I  was  more  worried about  the  potential  surprises  I  might  run  into  against  a  foe  of  the unfamiliar  doomtank  race.  But  I  wasn’t  planning  to  hide  much  any more. There wasn’t much time left before Eileen’s attack. 



I  estimated  the  doomtank’s  height  —  my  tiefling  would  barely reach  up  to  his  knee.  But,  like  Uncle  Nick  used  to  say,  the  bigger they are…



The  sky  flashed  blue  again;  the  doomtank  roared  and  started charging toward me with incredible speed! 



…the  harder  they  fall  —  I  sped  up  for  only  an  instant,  long enough to fly back and upwards and give Shakrok even more speed with a powerful  Hammerfist. I threw away the  Flimsy Demonic Pike given  to  me  on  the  first  day  so  that  I  could  use   Rindzin’s  Ghostly Talon. 



A fountain of burning lava gushed from Shakrok’s broken back. 

Only  a  tiny  droplet  hit  me,  landing  on  my  shoulder.  I  brushed  it  off right  away…  or  tried  to,  anyway,  holding  back  a  scream  of  hellish pain,  but  in  mere  instants  (even  in   Clarity!)  the  droplet  melted through  my  equipment  and  moved  on  through  my  body.  Only Equanimity  allowed  me  to  survive  until  the  debuff  ended,  and  if  it weren’t for Path of Resilience, I would have fallen down dead along with the doomtank — his inner lava dealt relative damage, lowering health in percentages like the frost on Holdest. 



I  exited   Clarity.  The  colossal  body  of  the  already  dead doomtank  careened  along  for  another  hundred  paces  before  it

stopped  and  disincarnated.  I  could  still  feel  the  ground  vibrate through my hooves from its collapse. 



In  total  silence  I  approached  the  pile  of  chao,  exactly  13%  of what my foe had accumulated, and absorbed it. 



 Fourth orange star earned! 

  

 +20% to all base stats! 

  

As  both  legions  watched,  I  clenched  my  teeth  and  suffered through at normal speed as my tiefling grew and twisted. There was nowhere  to  rush  to.  Only  when  I  turned  around  and  demonstrated my  new  star  did  Belial’s  Thirteenth  Legion  believe  its  luck  and  its eyes; swallowing the first syllable of my tiefling’s name, they chanted in staccato:



“’Kkar! ‘Kkar! ‘Kkar! ‘Kkar!” 



Abaddon raised a hand for silence. My comrades fell silent to let  the  enemy  Legatus  Flevreti  announce  the  name  of  the  next instiga:



“Second  Instiga  of  Prince  Lucius’s  Tenth  Legion!  Demon S’Kaa!” 



“Aiaiai!”  the  enemy  trilled  again,  now  with  markedly  less enthusiasm. 



The  enemy’s  pessimism  was  understandable;  with  only  four stars,  S’Kaa  had  half  the  strength  of  Shakrok.  The  demon  himself obviously  had  the  same  thought  on  his  mind,  but  still  got  a  grip  on himself and started the shit-talk as soon as he began walking toward me:



“Stinking halfbreed!” I silently moved to meet him. “Enjoy eating dirt, pintsize!” Yeah, he was taller than me, but a bug in comparison to the doomtank. “I’ll drink your chao!” I sped my pace. “I’ll grind you to powder, then cut down your family!” I broke into a run, activating Clarity as I went. “I’ll tea-a-a-r-r…” 



The  vague  drawn-out  threat  broke  off  when  I  jumped  up  in Flight and dropped down on his head. One strike was enough to shut the demon up forever. 



And  time  went  back  to  normal  speed  again.  I  picked  up  the chao,  sat  down  on  the  ground  and  waited  with  my  hands  on  my knees for the enemy’s final instiga. 



 Fifth orange star earned! 

  

 +20% to all base stats! 

  

The Thirteenth Legion’s roars and trills were incomprehensible, but clearly approving in tone. 



Everything  was  going  to  plan,  but  then  fatigue  gripped  me.  I suddenly wanted to lie back on the ground, close my eyes… Just a minute  or  two  in   Clarity…  There  was  time  while  the  instiga’s  name was announced, while he ran towards me…



“Third Instiga of Lucius’s Tenth…” 



I must have switched off. Through sleep I felt something tearing at my chest, felt growing pain, but it was tolerable, I just wanted it to end quickly. 



But  the  pain  only  grew,  and  once  it  became  unbearable,  I screamed  and  opened  my  eyes.  It  took  a  few  seconds  to  get  my bearings  and  realize  that  my  tiefling  body  had  been  pinned  to  the ground by a terrible blow like a fly beneath a club. A big demon had

opened  a  huge  hole  in  my  chest,  and  now  he  twisted  the  pike  half thrust into my body to cause as much damage as possible. 



I  didn’t  know  what  was  going  on  at  first.  Where  was  I?  What was  happening?  Who  was  this  demon?  My  head  was  leaden  and splitting; even the crushing pain in my impaled chest faded into the background.  My  survival  instincts  kicked  in,  but  the   Clarity  button was inactive! All my  spirit had been spent while I… slept! 



My  health  dropped,  slowly  but  inexorably,  and  the  closer  the end came the faster my time drained away. The gigantic demon did what he could to assist his pike: trampled me with hoof and tore me with  claw,  roaring,  drunk  on  his  near  and  unexpected  victory.  He hadn’t noticed that I’d come around. 



I  bent  my  legs,  activated   Flight  to  help  my  jump  and  sharply leaped upwards, tearing the pike out of the ground and the demon’s arms  as  I  went.  It  helped  that  his  hand  was  stuck  in  my  ribcage. 

Finally  taking  a  vertical  position  in  the  air,  I  grabbed  the  spear  and pulled it further inside me, wrenching the demon closer, then crushed his head with a single strike. 



After  the  ‘jump’  I  landed  alone.  Nothing  remained  of  the  third instiga but a heap of chao. Clenching my teeth, I pushed the pike the rest  of  the  way  through  me,  screaming  when  its  serrated  teeth snagged on the bare nerves of my spine, then threw it away. 



The hardest fight was yet to come, and it came quickly. The sky turned  inside-out,  the  fabric  of  space  broke  down  into  vibrating particles  and  reformed  itself  again,  loosing  upon  the  world  an Emissary of Chaos. 



I  barely  breathed.  Brownish  black  tiefling  blood  bubbled  from my  pierced  lungs  —  there  was  no  regeneration  here,  no  health restoration  like  in  Dis,  so  all  I  could  do  was  hope  that  the

protodemon wasn’t from the second wave, equal to red stars. I would have panicked if it weren’t for my sheer exhaustion. 



Sweat and blood clouded my vision. I blinked, tried to suppress the  shaking  and  weakness  to  focus  and  assess  the  enemy’s power…  And  then  did  a  double-take:  where  was  the  chao  I’d absorbed,  why  hadn’t  my  wounds  healed  for  getting  another  star? 

Had I not earned one? 



The logs bore witness:



 Chao particles: +68,467,385. 



That wasn’t enough for my next star, which meant I’d have to fight  the  Emissary  of  Chaos  weakened  and  bleeding.  And  without any  spirit, which meant no  Clarity. 



“Spirit  fills  me…”  I  whispered  through  broken  lips,  my  tongue and jaw barely moving. 



The  bar  filled  to  30%.  It  worked!  Next,  still  in  a  whisper,  I repeated  the  mantras  of  healing  and  retribution  and  immediately began to breathe better. And just in time! 



The  Emissary  finally  incarnated  and  a  formless,  constantly transforming  mass  surged  toward  me  like  a  huge  cargo  shuttle descending. 



The  protodemon,  a  true  incarnation  of  Chaos,  changed  its shape  constantly:  first  getting  longer,  then  shorter,  bristling  with tentacles  and  firing  out  streams  of  gloom.  Snakelike  mouths  and clawed limbs stretched from its body toward me…



 Xafanmel’khomutburdpaimon, Wave 3 Protodemon

  

 Emissary of Chaos. 

  

Phew — I should be able to handle this one. Wave three was equivalent to orange stars. 



I went into  Clarity just for a second to check — the protodemon didn’t  slow  down,  which  meant  there  was  no  point  wasting   spirit  to speed up. 



I canceled the effect and attacked with a ranged  Combo. Each strike in the series staggered the emissary of Chaos for a moment, making it seem like it was moving in bursts. But its health practically didn’t drop — the creature was as if protected by impenetrable armor or  a  forcefield.  My   Spirit  Hammerfists  slowed  down  in  flight,  and when they did land, their power was reduced. I was lucky the pitiful stun  chance  procced,  freezing  the  mighty  protodemon  as  large  as the Montosaurus in the air. 



I had a choice: go all-in, pop  Hurricane Ferocity and try to win in the short time I had before my  spirit ran out, which meant risking spending all my  spirit and still not killing the demon, or…



My eyes wandered across my interface, and then my intuition kicked in and suddenly reminded me of something. I opened my list of  skills,  scrolled  to  an  ability  that  I’d  never  used.  There  had  never been  any  need  for  it  in  Dis,  but  just  now  it  could  be  just  the  ticket. 

The  reward  for  winning  the  Demonic  Games,  the   Demon  Fighter’s Ferocity  medallion,  had  an  interesting  property:   Special  effect  on activation:  Life  itself  burns  demonic  creatures  when  they  touch  the medallion’s owner, inflicting unbearable pain and suffering.  Maybe it would increase my damage too? Time to try it out! 



It took a fraction of a second for my thought command to focus on the medallion icon on the control panel and activate it. Come on! 

Excitement and bloodlust washed away my fatigue. 



Smiling, I surged toward the protodemon, collided with it with a Hammerfist, hoping to knock away a good chunk of health… But no! 



I was thrown back, and my damage had only increased slightly! 

True, the Emissary of Chaos screamed so piercingly that my tiefling fur  stood  on  end  and  I  shivered.  The  monster  roared  in  multiple voices at once, with a furious shrieking and squealing. 



Nether!  Looked  like  the  medallion  just  inflicted  pain  without dealing damage! And my millions of base damage, strengthened by the  bonuses  of  the  same  medallion,  couldn’t  even  get  through  the demon’s defenses! God da…



Xafanmel’khomutburdpaimon counterattacked. First it crumpled my ribs with a tentacle in my already open chest cavity, then chirped and released me from its clutches. My vision dimmed from the pain, but I forced myself to jump-fly upwards and collided with a stream of blackness shoulder-first — half my shoulder melted away. The next strike  of  the  tentacle  I  met  with  the  clenched  fist  of  my  good  arm. 

Bones  crunched  and  I  tumbled  away  head  over  heels.  The protodemon reeled back too. 



I fell to the earth on my back. Blood sprayed from my mouth.  I don’t have the right to die!   I can’t!   Too much depends on my survival! 

 Get it together!   There has to be a way…



Understanding  flashed  in  my  mind:  the  Emissary  of  Chaos suffered terrible pain from physical contact with me. And that meant I didn’t  have  to  hit  it.  I  watched  through  darkened  eyes  as  the  thing flew  toward  me,  at  its  writhing  tentacles  and  clawing  arms  and yawning mouth like a floodgate opening…



And rushed to meet it in  Clarity. Diving into the cave-like mouth feet-first,  I  grabbed  at  an  eye  that  erupted  in  front  of  me,  the  flesh burning  and  trembling  as  my  hand  melted  through  the  protodemon like  a  hot  knife  through  butter.  The  eye  began  to  spit  like  fat  in  a

frying  pan,  oozing.  Tentacles  began  to  wrap  around  my  legs,  but recoiled immediately. The Emissary of Chaos snapped his jaws shut, tightening  them  around  me  like  pincers,  but  failed  to  crush  me: where it touched me its flesh turned soft as putty. 



My  health  was  dropping  too,  but  not  as  fast  as  the protodemon’s. I couldn’t believe it. I was surviving! 



The  protodemon’s  high-pierced  wailing  made  the  whole battlefield  vibrate,  every  molecule  of  matter  and  air.  The  screams and  roars  of  demons  drifted  in  from  afar  —  the  legions  twisting  in pain from the ultrasound scream of the Emissary…



And then the shuddering creature turned inside out, and I found was spat out onto the ground. 



I  kept  hold  of  it  with  a  death  grip,  clenching  my  teeth  as  the creature’s piercing scream made my ears bleed, refusing to give in. 

The protodemon whipped me with its tentacles, bit me, tried to fire its streams of black ink at me. My health dropped into the red zone, and the  pain  I  felt  was  equal  to  what  I’d  experienced  in  the  grip  of  the Living Sieve  in the Nether. 



Minutes stretched out into an eternity. I was stunned, my eyes were  burned  out,  so  I  didn’t  quite  realize  it  when  my  next  strike  hit the ground. The pain was gone, which meant…



…the  protodemon  was  dead.  Dead!  The  creature  couldn’t withstand all that ‘unbearable pain and suffering’! 



In that very moment, rejuvenating chao poured into me. 



 Chao particles: +874,339,462. 



 Sixth orange star earned! 

  

 +20% to all base stats! 

  

 Seventh orange star earned! 

  

 +20% to all base stats! 

  

 Eighth orange star earned! 

  

 +20% to all base stats! 

  

 Ninth orange star earned! 

  

 +20% to all base stats! 

  

 Tenth orange star earned! 

  

 +20% to all base stats! 

  

The spasms that accompanied the growth of my body were like waves  of  ecstasy  next  to  what  I’d  just  been  through.  Chaos  was laughing somewhere out in the great nothing. 



With restored eyes, I looked back at Belial’s Thirteenth Legion. 

The  fighters  were  frozen  in  confusion.  They  seemed  unable  to believe that their first instiga had won them the  Chaotic Frenzy buff . 

And gotten himself plenty more — my horn now gleamed with eleven orange stars. 



I  waited  for  the  usual  roar  and  chanting  of  my  name,  but Abaddon cut off the crowd with a booming shout:



“Thirteenth  Legion!  Attack!  Fire  beneath  your  foe…”  and  the legatus’ triumphant roar crashed across the valley. 



Feeling his gaze on me, I turned my head, but he had shrunk to a  smaller  size  to  conserve  energy  and  I  couldn’t  see  him.  The

comedown from my surge of adrenaline began. The sight before my eyes  blurred  and  I  swayed,  but  managed  to  stay  on  my  feet,  just shifting from hoof to hoof. 



 Get it together!  Just one last push. I shook my head, focused my  eyes  on  the  writhing  red  and  white  chessboard  sea  of  Lucius’s troops. At first loud and eager, now their ardor was dampened. 



My  new  stars  had  fully  restored  my  health,  and  my   spirit  bar was  full.  I  didn’t  waste  any  time.  Entering   Clarity,  I  ran  over  to  my squad, knocking over unfamiliar grinning demons, devils, satyrs and imps as I went, all surging into the fray. They were frozen like living statues. I took off into the air above them to try and find the Flying Squad in the crowd. Some insane urge told me to go straight for the enemy’s  Wager  alone,  but  the  risk  was  too  great.  According  to Riddick,  there  was  a  small  chance  they  could  immobilize  me,  and then I’d never make it back. I needed my squad. 



So I flew along above the horned heads in the closest flank to the enemy Wager. I tried to build a new plan of action as I flew, but exhaustion  clouded  my  thoughts.  During  our  three-day  excursion around the Heart, Riddick had told me how strong legions defend the flag.  A  solo  trip  to  capture  the  Wager  was  doomed  to  fail;  the  flag was  protected  both  by  Speedsters,  who  could  move  as  fast  as  me outside of  Clarity, and mighty Subjugators, capable of silencing and immobilizing  any  demon.  We  not  only  had  to  undergo  the  trial  of  a real battle, we had to see if our team could even work together…



The  only  useful  thing  I  managed  to  make  out  in  flight  was  a lone  boulder  sticking  up  sharply  into  the  sky.  It  was  bent  like  a boomerang.  The  stone  stood  not  far  from  the  enemy  Wager  —  a good landmark. 



I  spotted  the  Flying  Squad  when  I  saw  Lerra  sitting  on Abducius’s  shoulders,  making  her  easy  to  see  from  afar  alongside Riddick’s  multicolored  horns.  The  jester  was  frozen  with  his  mouth

wide  in  a  sharkish  grin.  He  was  shuffling  cards  from  hand  to  hand, and  they  slowly  drifted  through  the  air,  reminding  me  of  an  old musical instrument — the accordion. 



I left  Clarity in front of the group and all of them except Riddick jumped  in  surprise.  Lerra  nearly  fell  off  Abdu’s  shoulders.  The succubus jumped lightly down to the ground and wrapped her arms around me. 



“That  was  really  something,  Commander!  I  was  so  worried  I nearly chewed through my lip!” 



“We  were  all  worried!”  Rupert  squeaked,  hopping  from  foot  to foot. “Damn, I’m going to get so drunk tonight if I survive!” 



“The booze is on me!” Motif said, grinning. 



The battlefield rumbled with battle cries and the clash of metal, flapping wyvern wings and the groans of the wounded. 



Shouting over the din, I upbraided my fighters:



“Stop!  The  battle  only  just  started  and  you’re  already  talking about drinking! Listen to the plan of action…” 



Demons jostled us as I spoke, pushing past us in their rush to attack. One of them turned back, pointed forwards and shouted:



“You can’t sit this one out, cowards…” But then he noticed me and  snapped  his  mouth  closed,  his  face  turning  white.  “Hakkar  is with us!” he shouted hoarsely. “Glory to the Dominion!” 



“Glory!” his comrades roared. “Hakkar is with us!” 



Now  there  was  definitely  no  way  I  could  sit  it  out.  I  had  to maintain  my  image  as  an  up-and-coming  legend,  so  I  spurred  the

demons on with shouts and led my own after them, talking as I went:



“Our  Wager  capturers  have  already  moved  out.  They’re  all either  riders  or  winged  demons  spread  out  through  the  cohorts.  At the  right  moment,  a  signal  will  be  given  and  they’ll  all  converge  on the  Wager  and  meet  there  to  attack.  That  means  we  advance steadily  and  wait  for  the  defenders  to  focus  their  attention  on  our other flag capturers…” 



“We know that much,” Motif interrupted and immediately got a clout around the head from the jester. 



Riddick  wasn’t  playing  around.  He  grabbed  the  demon  by  the lapels, pinning him with an angry stare and growling into his face:



“Listen to the centurion!” 



Nodding  to  him  in  gratitude,  I  quickly  repeated  the  plan  we came up with yesterday while wandering the Heart of the Void. The task was simple on the face of it: reach the Wager, steal it while the main unit distracted the enemy, and return to our own. 



It didn’t make sense to try to break through to the enemy base together.  A  group  that  successfully  overcame  the  enemy  would definitely draw more of its attention, and the foe would mass against it.  That  meant  I  had  to  each  approach  the  Wager  solo.  We  had  to split,  as  Riddick  loved  to  say.  Since  the  flag  carrier  loses  his  skills, we decided to pass the flag between us on the way back to our own Wager. 



Battle raged ahead, but we were still in the flank for now, which meant nothing stopped me from voicing my plans, that is apart from all  the  screaming  and  shouting,  clanging  swords,  growling  battle beasts and crackling flames. 



I pointed at the boomerang boulder near the enemy Wager:

 

“Get to that crooked stone and wait for me there. When I grab the  flag  and  start  back,  Abdu  will  pick  it  up  next.  The  rest  of  you cover me. If the demon gets wounded, Karakapanka takes the flag. If he’s taken down, it’s Lerra’s turn.” 



“And if you’re all wounded or killed?” Motif asked. 



“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it!” Riddick growled. 

“Planning  is  all  well  and  good,  but  you  can’t  predict  the unpredictable,  Centurion!  Hey!  Ho!”  He  moved  closer,  then whispered  the  rest  so  that  only  I  could  hear:  “Don’t  complicate things, defeater of the Destroyer…” 



I kept a grip on myself. There was no time for Riddick’s games, even  if  he  had  figured  out  who  I  was.  Turning  my  head,  I  watched the  flashes  of  flame  above  the  hill  where  the  enemy  Wager  sat.  I nodded:



“Riddick is right. It’s time. Split!” 



All but two of them rushed ahead. Seeing the despair and rising panic in Rupert and Motif’s eyes, I said gently:



“Guys,  even  if  you  can’t  see  me,  remember  —  I’m  close! 

Attack!” 



“Glory to the Dominion!” Motif shouted, finding his fire. The imp took up his cry and they both surged forward. 



Flying  closer,  I  saw  that  our  flag  capturers  —  all  riders  and winged demons — had already tied up the front lines of the Wager’s defense group in battle. 



I  ran  straight  into  the  shouting,  seething,  bristling  mass.  An enemy  rider  rose  up  before  me,  a  demon  with  five  orange  stars

mounted  on  a  strange  wyvern  with  a  grotesquely  long  serpentine neck. I put down both him and the mount in two hits, then dove at an enemy  infernal  and  took  off  his  head,  clearing  a  path  for  my  team. 

Dodging  a  bolt  of  green  lava,  I  charged  a  marilith  in  black  armor, smashing through her ribcage and firing off a long  Combo at anyone within  striking  range.  No  damage  hit  my  own  side,  but   Maiming Wave radiated out to nearby enemies. I enabled  Clarity in bursts, but kept it disabled when I got another star. 



The enemy flag was near. I could just make out the impassable face  of  the  enemy  legatus  Flevreti.  I  headed  towards  him.  Lucius’s demons  were  defenseless  before  me  and  folded  up  in  one  or  two hits. I couldn’t tell in the chaos of battle who was attacking who…



And  then  I  passed  out  again.  My  real  body  must  have  been running out of resources, because it all happened suddenly — one moment I was ripping into someone’s chest with the  Ghostly Talon, the next lying on my back and staring up at the sky through a film of blood. My health was pouring away and axes, swords and halberds were raining down on me! 



Reflexively slowing down time, I looked around. Six enemies bit into my living tiefling body with claws, horns and chaos-iron while the others finished off the remnants of the main capture group. Around forty yards away towered the boomerang-shaped boulder where my fellow soldiers waited. And I was…



Lying next to the flag! I somersaulted to dodge a deadly strike from  Legatus  Flevreti,  stunned  him  with   Stunning  Kick.  Then, sweeping  away  the  demons  trying  to  stand  in  my  path,  I  grabbed Lucius’s Wager and made a break for my unit. 



As  soon  as  I  took  up  the  standard,  I  lost  my  ability  to  go  into Clarity  and  to  fly,  but  I  still  had  insanely  high   strength  and   agility. 

Tossing  enemies  aside,  I  built  up  speed  and  crashed  shoulder-first

into the gawping defenders, sending mighty demons rolling away like skittles at a bowling alley. 



All  the  attention  of  the  remaining  defenders  was  fixed  on  me, so  Lucius’s  fighters  noticed  that  they’d  been  flanked  only  when  the Flying  Squad  tore  out  to  meet  me.  Abducius  ran  ahead,  with  Lerra behind  him  and  to  the  right,  sword  at  the  ready;  Riddick somersaulted  along  to  her  left,  somehow  shuffling  a  deck  of  cards from  hand  to  hand  in  flight  and  shouting  his   Ha!  Ha!  Ha!   Rupert threw  fireballs,  whispering  incantations  with  his  eyes  closed.  Motif feigned  surrender  to  some  dumb  devil,  talking  him  into  distraction and then treacherously slaying him. 



Abducius caught aggro from a gigantic demon, but cards flew towards  him  and  he  started  laughing  so  hard  the  ground  shook. 

Riddick caught a dagger in the neck from an angry satyr, but didn’t seem  to  even  notice.  Lerra  turned  up  just  in  time,  activating   Mass Seduction  and  sending  the  foe  into  a  stupor  with  her  stunning breasts, giving us a chance to regroup. 



I  ran  past  the  drooling  enemies  and  threw  the  flag  into Abducius’s outstretched hand. 



“To the base!” I commanded, and sped up to overtake the new flagbearer. 



While Abdu caught the Wager, I brought down a wyvern rider, annihilated  a  doomtank  trying  to  raise  the  alarm  for  the  demons distracted by battle, confidently forcing the Thirteenth Legion back. I took the head off a devil with three orange stars, turned a rakshasa with  six  yellow  stars  and  a  couple  of  weaker  demons  into mincemeat. In the meantime, the Flying Squad sprinted for the base. 



It suddenly occurred to me to try to grab Abdu and carry him to our Wager along with the flag, and I couldn’t resist trying it. Ducking elf! As soon as I touched the demon, a warning loomed up:

 

 You  can’t  use  your  skills  and  abilities  while  touching  the

 carrier of the enemy Wager! 

  

Makes sense. That was why the legions used winged demons and  riders  on  flying  mounts  to  capture  the  flag  —  wings  and  pets weren’t skills or abilities. Fine…



The image before me blurred. I fell unconscious for a moment, dropping out of  Clarity, but had time to reactivate it and dodge under the pike of an enemy imp, focusing on the frozen image: an enemy’s open mouth billowing out smoke, slamming shut after an uppercut to the jaw. The image hung there. My head spun and my legs shook. 



Knowing  that  I  might  drop  out  of  the  game  at  any  moment,  I circled  around  the  Flying  Squad,  one-shotting  enemies  that  might slow us down. A little more and I’d get another star. 



I was so close, but dropped out of  Clarity again and fell from a decent  height,  losing  a  little  health.  I  stood,  but  my  sight  dimmed again. My allies were blurry and distant silhouettes. 



 Don’t  fall  asleep!   Hold  on,  Scyth…  I  mean,  Hakkar!   I  slapped myself in the face.  Stay awake, Alex!   For the sake of the Sleepers! 



The  din  of  the  battle  stretched  out  into  an  elongated  roar  that churned  my  stomach.  A  strike  to  my  back  brought  me  round.  The pain cleared my vision. There was a blade jutting out from my chest. 

I  roared  and  activated   Clarity,  pulling  myself  off  the  blade  and disincarnating the demon that had impaled me. 



I  had  dropped  off  for  only  a  few  seconds,  but  that  was  long enough for my enemies to figure out what was going on and start to surround the Flying Squad. 



Then I took off. From above I could clearly see all of Lucius’s demons in the area streaming toward our small group, and there was nobody from the Thirteenth Legion nearby to support us. 



Riddick  had  managed  to  stick  a  toilet  seat  to  a  satyr  and  had two  demons  doubled  over  in  crippling  fits  of  laughter.  Rupert disincarnated  a  vulgar  incubus  with  a  fireball.  Karakapanka  was fighting against a rakshasa of equal strength and winning. Lerra and Motif  were  slicing  apart  a  lava-spitting  demon  enchanted  by  the succubus. Abdu was still carrying the flag, but he limped along with two arrows sticking out of his left leg…



We  were  almost  at  our  Wager.  Inspired  to  see  our  goal  so close,  I  found  some  energy  somewhere,  forced  myself  up.  Clarity again! 



While  Rupert  formed  another  fireball  and  Riddick  waved  his arms  to  fire  off  another  card  trick,  I  took  down  around  a  dozen  of Lucius’s soldiers. 



Rising before Riddick, who was too distracted with the means and not the ends, I roared:



“Keep moving! One last push, guys!” 



“Hey! Ho! One last push!” 



That reminder given, I went back to being a killing machine and harvester of chao. 



We broke through, shot toward our own base with enemies in hot  pursuit.  Rising  above  the  battlefield  in  moments  of   Clarity,  I watched  as  row  upon  row  of  the  Thirteenth  Legion  were  cut  down. 

There was nothing our recruits could do against Lucius’s veterans. 



Our entire path back was muddled and murky in my memory. I split my efforts between protecting Abdu and the others, stubbornly not  wanting  to  lose  any  of  my  fighters.  Karakapanka  picked  up  the flag when Abdu’s second leg was taken out from under him. Riddick and Motif picked up the demon and carried him. I had to pull almost all of them out of the frying pan an instant before they died at least once. 



I reappeared once again before my squad, all unsure where to run  and  wheezing  as  they  carried  Karakapanka,  then  croaked  and pointed at the hill where our Wager loomed:



“Come on!” 



Nodding, the rakshasa shouted something and started crawling furiously  in  that  direction.  The  others  followed  him.  I  ran  in   Flight-

assisted leaps. 



Finally we were almost at our target, but now we had to break through  to  it.  Several  rows  of  enemies  surrounded  the  Wager  in  a solid  ring.  Our  defenders  were  fighting  and  dying  next  to  the  flag.  I noticed  Tribune  Urfi  and  Prefect  Sabnak  among  them,  along  with Legatus Abaddon himself. Even the strongest demons were having a tough time against Lucius’s overwhelming forces. 



The enemies closing in on the Wager in a solid ring died before they  knew  what  was  happening.  As  I  sliced  demons  into  chao,  I marveled  at  their  formations.  Legatus  Flevreti  had  split  the  legion into cohorts by race, and as I broke through them it was like going through the levels of an ancient computer game. The first ring was all imps. The second — mariliths, the third — rakshasas, then devils, satyrs, succubi and demons…



I cut down Lucius’s soldiers like a high-level hardcore ganking casuals  in  the  sandbox.  One  single  thought  pulsated  in  my  head: stay  awake,  stay  awake.  Hold  on!  I  was  no  longer  hiding  my  skills

and wanted only one thing — to win so that I could log out of Dis and sleep. 



There seemed no end of enemies pouring in, not letting us get through to our side.  The Nether with all of you!  I thought and picked up  the  flag  from  crawling  Karakapanka.  Forgetting  all  about  hiding my  abilities,  I  jumped  twenty  yards  into  the  air  above  my  enemies’

heads,  spinning  my  body  through  the  air  and  then  crashing  down and driving the standard into its special slot. 



Boom! The sky flashed blue, and the battle ended. 



Victory…



I  rose  to  all  fours,  stared  ahead  dully,  shook  myself.  My consciousness was fading; the exultant roar of our soldiers blended into  a  wash  of  noise,  and  I  didn’t  realize  right  away  why  the  earth was shaking as if a huge heart was pumping in its depths. 



I  cast  a  cloudy  gaze  across  my  fighters,  counted  them:  Motif was  celebrating  and  shouting  in  triumph,  his  broken  throat squelching;  Karakapanka  was  barely  breathing,  holding  his  guts inside  his  open  belly;  Abdu  stood  without  legs,  held  up  by  Rupert; the imp himself had an arrow sticking out of his head and a nearly empty  health  bar;  Lerra  was  lying  in  a  pool  of  blood,  but  still breathing; Riddick had lost his arms and his left leg… But they were all  alive!  And  the  reward  chao  and  new  stars  would  heal  all  their wounds. 



Noticing  my  gaze,  the  jester  hopped  over  and  whispered, grinning and blowing bubbles in his bloody spittle:



“We placed a bet on the battle, Centurion! We all put our funds together and bet that you’d survive! We’re rich!” 



Not immediately realizing what he meant, I dropped my head in thought for a moment. When I raised it, Riddick and my other fighters were gone. 



“Rise  before  your  general,  tiefling!”  a  powerful  voice  rumbled, forcing me to my feet and throwing back my head. 



My vision didn’t come back right away, so at first I saw only a vague hill towering above me. Slowly, detail returned:



 Xavius, Supreme Satyr

  

 General of the Army, Belial’s Dominion

  

 Red stars:  ✪✪✪✪✪✪✪✪✪✪✪✪

  

 Orange stars:  ★★★★★★★★★★★★

  

 Yellow stars:  ✫✫✫✫✫✫✫✫✫✫✫✫

  

 White stars:  ✩✩✩✩✩✩✩✩✩✩✩✩

  

It  seemed  the  princes  had  put  a  ceiling  on  the  progress  of demons — all that separated Xavius from a black star was one white one, which shouldn’t have been a problem for a general to get. 



“Obey  your  general’s  command,  Centurion  Hakkar!”  Abaddon barked. 



Strangely, I found the strength to do it. I stood, leaning on the flag and looking up in surprise: General Xavius was a satyr? And a giant one at that. He was five times the size of our Prefect Nisrok. I felt like a bug. The general’s powerful body was banded in muscles as  thick  as  the  roots  of  an  oak.  A  golden  helmet  covered  his  head down  to  the  middle  of  his  nose.  The  flame  in  his  eyes  could  have

melted steel. If Xavius were to step on my tiefling, nothing would be left of Hakkar but a stain. 



Plates  of  golden  armor  protected  Xavius’s  powerful  chest, shoulders, ribs and thighs, forming something like a skirt of the kind the ancient Egyptian pharaohs wore. Xavius’s hooves looked almost like  a  boar’s,  but  tipped  with  claws  gleaming  with  metal.  All  the same, for some reason neither the twelve red stars nor his imposing mass made me tremble in awe. Xavius lacked the aura of fear and terror that Abaddon and Baal possessed. 



“So  this  is  your  secret,  Destroyer,”  the  general  said,  laughing and shrinking. Once down at a height more suitable for conversation, he nodded to me: “An agile stinkling, no doubt about that.” 



“Please  don’t  tell  me,  General,  that  from  now  on  you’re removing  the  ability  to  win  in  the  Great  Game  by  capturing  the Wager,”  Abaddon  said,  staring  a  challenge  into  his  eyes.  “Only  the Great Princes can decide that.” 



“Oh, do you plan to win all your battles that way?” The general cackled. It was an unexpected and unpleasant shock to hear an old man’s  wheezing  laughter  from  a  demon  of  such  rank.  My  disgust sharpened  when  Xavius’s  laughter  quickly  ended,  showing  it  to  be fake. “Dismiss your troops, Abaddon. This is a talk for our ears only!” 



Abaddon gave a rumbling growl that seemed about to turn into a fearsome roar, but… bit it back. 



“My  legion  has  just  achieved  victory  in  its  hardest  battle  yet, General!”  Abaddon  barely  kept  a  grip  on  himself.  His  voice  rang. 

“They need to honor the memory of the dead and receive their just rewards!” 



“You will reward them later,” Xavius smirked and waved a hand. 

“Begone!” 

 

Abaddon grabbed his arm in the air and said with a frown:



“I’ll do it myself.” 



He  didn’t  seem  to  do  anything,  but  all  the  survivors  of  the Thirteenth  Legion  suddenly  disappeared.  Only  the  two  generals  —

former and current, — and I remained on the hill. 



Neither  I  nor  Abaddon  the  Destroyer  expected  anything  good from  this  conversation.  I  was  barely  keeping  myself  upright,  and couldn’t even kneel in the presence of the most influential demon in the dominion after Belial. 



“I  have  a  special  assignment  for  your  instiga,  Legatus Abaddon,” Xavius bleated, his eyes narrowed with cunning. 



“So special that you have nobody else to give it to?” the legatus rumbled. “And just when you, satyr, have introduced new rules that require  my  legion  to  fight  in  the  Great  Game  again  in  just  three days? You wish to deprive me of my first instiga?” 



“Oh,  you  have  nothing  to  worry  about,  Destroyer;  you’ll  lose with the tiefling or without him,” Xavius answered, moving his eyes to me. “What say you, Centurion?” 



Staring at his wicked eyes, I realized that it didn’t matter what I said; it was all already decided. Xavius had firmly decided to doom the  Thirteenth  Legion  by  depriving  it  of  Hakkar.  Nobody  but  Belial could overrule the general. Not even Abaddon. So there was nothing to do but shout:



“Awaiting your orders, General Xavius! Glory to the Dominion!” 



“That is the answer I expect from all who serve the Dominion’s glory!”  the  general  laughed,  turning  back  to  Abaddon:  “Worry  not, 

Legatus.  I  will  return  to  you  your  precious  tiefling  as  soon  as  he  is finished  doing  me  a  small  favor.  But  look  at  me,  all  business.”  He grinned like a goat. “Your first instiga gave a stunning performance! 

For his courage, bravery and daring decisions, I wish to reward him personally!” 



A  whip  flickering  with  electrical  discharge  appeared  out  of nowhere in Xavius’s hands. 



 Houndmaster’s Scourge

  

 Legendary whip. 

  

 Unique item. 

  

 The  Ancient  Huntsman  used  this  whip  to  train  his  hounds. 

 Some of them he beat to death with it. The spirit of every hound so slain is bound in this scourge. 

  

 On activation: summons 13 Hellhounds for 30 seconds. 

  

“Take  this  humble  gift,  tiefling!”  he  said,  offering  me  the scourge. When I took it, he spoke again: “But that is not all. I also gift to you a humble skill that I learned from my father.” 



 Corrupt Blood

  

 Demonic skill. 

  

 Using  your  own  chao,  you  infect  the  target  with  a  curse  of corrupt blood. 

  

 −1% total health once every 3 minutes. 

  

 This effect cannot be removed, dispelled or otherwise nullified by anything but the death of the cursebearer. 

  

 Cost to use: 1% of total chao reserves. 

  

The  lines  floated  by  my  eyes  before  I  could  fully  grasp  what Xavius had given me. The general was waiting for an answer, and I said:



“Thank you, General Xavius! Glory to the Dominion!” 



“Wonderful,”  he  said  in  almost  friendly  tones,  turning  back  to Abaddon: “I am taking your instiga, Destroyer.” 



“Where  to?”  he  wheezed,  barely  holding  back  his  anger. 

“Why?” 



“In  the  world  of  the  mortals,  the  trolls  of  Uzul’Urub  have  long been trying to summon one of our stronger demons to fight for their independence  from  the  Empire.  It  so  happens  that  their  summons focus on me, but I, as you understand, cannot spare the time to go and  serve  some  pathetic  trolls  even  in  exchange  for  a  thousand mortal souls. At the same time, the Demonic Pact does not allow me to shirk the summons…” 



“So  you’ve  decided  to  send  Hakkar  in  your  place?”  Abaddon roared.  “Backstabbing  satyr!  What  stops  you  from  sending  one  of your own minions? The pact does not forbid that!” 



“Bah,”  Xavius  waved  a  hand.  “I  have  need  of  all  my  demons. 

The tiefling is going to Uzul’Urub!” He turned back to me. “Centurion Hakkar!  I  command  that  you  do  all  that  the  mortal  summoner Mandalar  the  troll  tells  you!  When  he  is  satisfied,  he  will  free  you from service and you can return!” 



After those last words, he drew a fiery pentagram and sent me flying through it with a glance. 



 



Interlude 1. Joshua







THE  MOST  FAMOUS  daughter  clan  of  the  Children  of  Kratos,  the Widowmakers, was currently recovering from the war against Scyth and the desertion of Eileen Waters. 



But there were other junior clans, including some in the Empire. 

One  of  them,  which  specialized  in  the  exploration  and reconnaissance  of  new  lands,  discovered  the  Uzul’Urub  raid instance in the Ursai Jungle. 



The scout who found the dungeon was undead. Nobody of the other races could reach it because they hadn’t yet invented a way to protect against the poisonous fumes of the jungle. Joshua Gallagher, leader  of  the  Children  of  Kratos,  would  never  turn  undead  for  the sake of money, adventure or fame. He had plenty of all that, but his character’s appearance was no less vital to the clan’s image than its in-game successes. 



Joshua chose another, more traditional path. All the Children of Kratos’s alchemists, their own and those contracted in from outside, began  to  work  on  inventing  a  poison  resistance  potion.  After  the discovery of Uzul’Urub, it took four days for fortune to smile on one alchemist  and  another  day  to  buy  all  the  necessary  resources  and create the required number of potions. 



Precisely  one  week  ago,  a  scout  whose  name  Joshua  hadn’t committed to memory had discovered Uzul’Urub, and the Children’s primary raiding group headed for the instance. The second and third raids had already had a test run, and now it was time for the leaders. 



The sentients of the Commonwealth had had a tough time on Shad’Erung,  where  they  were  trying  to  cut  down  all  the  mobs  and

NPCs they met, whereas the Children were in a hurry, and chose the shortest path. They landed near the neutral Pirate Bay controlled by the Goblin League, and took flying mounts from there across almost the entire length of Bristlebarb Valley, until they were forced to land. 

The  air  hummed  with  venomous  mosquitoes,  and  the  higher  they went,  the  angrier  they  got.  Nothing  helped  —  the  mosquitoes  bit through armor and burrowed into flesh, inflicting dangerous DoTs. 



There  were  far  fewer  mosquitoes  at  ground  level,  but  there were plenty of other mobs that took time to get through even though they  were  easy  to  kill.  Joshua  kept  glancing  back  nervously.  His rivals from the other top clans might catch up to his group, and then the  First Kill would slip through his fingers. 



They  fought  their  way  through  Bristlebarb  Valley,  skirted Nazferiti Lake, which teemed with toxic basilisks, and sank into the jungle.  A  path  had  to  be  cut  with  blades  and  machetes,  but  to  the Children’s  surprise,  they  ran  into  no  serious  trouble  —  there  were few mobs, and the only challenge was a bog that part of the group got stuck in. They pulled almost all of them out, but the two heaviest warriors sank. They were resurrected and the group continued on. 



By the morning of the next day, the raid stood at the foot of four gigantic  leaning  pillars,  erosion-eaten  and  now  more  reminiscent  of gray  boulders  than  columns.  Landing,  the  raiders  with  the  highest perception studied them, but found nothing apart from the obvious —

the carven figures of a few strange horned creatures and animals. A portal veil shimmered between the pillars, emitting a barely audible whisper. 



Joshua  took  his  partner  Vivian’s  hand,  walked  off  to  the  side, climbed a hill and tried to examine the area beyond the gates. The instance  was  above  ground,  but  thick  vegetation  hid  what  was inside. 



Turning, Joshua cast a glance across the raid — ninety-eight of the  clan’s  best  fighters,  not  counting  himself  and  Vivian:  Asper, Destiny,  Schindler,  Defiler,  Ronan,  Darin,  Karaina,  Taranis…  The best  of  the  best,  champions  of  the  Arena  and  the  Battlefields, winners of class tournaments, and one, Destiny, was even a victor of the  Demonic  Games!  The  clan  wasn’t  particularly  happy  about  her success  in  light  of  the  fact  that  the  girl  had  made  a  deal  with Sheppard, but Joshua supported her: Des only did what any of them would have done. She survived at any cost, and in the end she won, and the winners write history! 



Still, a worm of doubt ate at him from within. Joshua no longer trusted  Destiny  Windsor,  which  is  why  he  had  told  her:   You  should take a vacation, Des. Recover from the stress of the Games.  He also began  to  distance  her  from  all  clan  council  business.  All  the  same, he brought the girl along for this raid; it would be dumb to try to clear a  new  dungeon  without  the  clan’s  top  damage  dealer.  Although Uzul’Urub should be a walk in the park, in theory — the instance was intended for level 500 players. Nonetheless, the few level 520s the Children had might not be enough to just stroll right through it. Raid dungeons were different from the usual instances for groups of up to ten players. The heightened difficulty demanded strict adherence to a strategy and smooth team play. 



 Level five hundred and twenty!  Joshua thought.  Three months ago,  even  four  hundred  was  an  unimaginable  peak!   But  all  that changed  when  Nergal  allowed  players  to  start  grinding  in  the Lakharian  Desert,  and  when  the  alchemists  invented  the  heat-resistance  potion.  With  deadly   Armageddon  scrolls,  rapid powerleveling  in  the  desert  had  become  the  norm,  although  it  was very expensive. 



Smiling to himself, the leader of the Children of Kratos took in a lungful of jungle air — thick and sweet with the scent of flowers. Now that the fumes weren’t deadly, Joshua Gallagher liked the smell. And

all in all, for the first time in the long half a year since the elusive top class-A Threat appeared, he felt great. 



Everything was going according to the plan he had developed after  the  Holy  War  in  the  Lakharian  Desert  fizzled  out  and  the Alliance of Preventers began to collapse, with Eileen leaving for the undead and Horvac, Hinterleaf and now Colonel too all switching to Scyth’s side. And that plan was very close to fruition…



“I’d  like  to  get  that   First  Kill  before  the  Travelers  show  up,” 

Vivian  said,  frowning  and  snapping  her  husband  out  of  his  reverie. 

“And they will show up. No doubt about that.” 



His  wife  was  ever  the  pragmatist.  Yes,  they  had  found  the instance first and were the first to reach it with a full raid, but they got no achievements for that. 



“We’ll  make  it  in  time,”  Joshua  said  confidently.  “And  if  not…

We have several more raid groups and mercenary parties following after us. They’ll defend the entrance and not let anyone through until we get the achievement.” 



“Horvac won’t come alone,” Vivian said, shaking her head. She spoke quietly so that the raid wouldn’t hear. “Hinterleaf and Colonel will come with him, and where they go…” 



“No. Scyth won’t come.” 



“How do you…” Vivian snapped her mouth shut and her eyes lit up. “‘Geraldina’?” 



Joshua  didn’t  answer  aloud,  just  blinked.  His  operation  to capture Alex Sheppard was progressing successfully and was close to  completion.  Anything  was  possible  when  you  were  a  category-A citizen  and  had  all  the  latest  achievements  of  science  and technology at your fingertips. Biotechnology. 

 

Joshua  hadn’t  shared  the  details  of  his  operation  even  with Vivian  —  because  he  didn’t  know  them  himself.  Insiders  in Snowstorm  had  told  him  about  the  Sleepers;  if  they  were  to  be believed, then the AIs of those gods had access to the minds of all players, which meant they could warn Sheppard. And that meant…

The  executors  of  Operation  Geraldina  hadn’t  logged  into  Dis  since they  began,  and  they  kept  the  details  secret  even  from  their employer. 



“Worry  not,  my  heart,”  Joshua  said  gently.  “All  will  be  well.” 

Bowing his head to his spouse’s ear, he whispered: “Scyth is stuck in the Inferno…” 



“What?” Vivian’s eyes widened. 



Joshua put his finger to his lips:



“Shh! I didn’t believe it myself, but my source has confirmed it! 

That’s exactly why Geraldina is stalled at its current stage…” He cut off,  grimacing  at  the  raid  leader  as  he  walked  over.  “The  point  is, there is nothing to worry about, my dear. Schindler?” 



The Gallaghers’ classes were non-combat, so they didn’t lead the  raids  or  command  in  battle,  but  they  attended  all  campaigns  to new  dungeons  to  pick  up  achievements.  The  main  raid  was  led  by Schindler, a level 519 paladin. 



“The raid is briefed, Mr. and Mrs. Gallagher,” he reported. “As usual, please stay behind us and enter combat only when we call for extra damage.” 



“What do we know about the instance?” Vivian asked. 



“Our  secondary  and  tertiary  raid  groups  made  test  runs.  The secondaries  wiped  at  the  second  boss,  the  tertiaries  reached  the

fourth. 



“Is that bad?” Vivian frowned. “How many bosses are there?” 



“Good, actually,” Joshua answered her. “They got pretty far for a  fresh  dungeon,  with  no  recon  and  no  strategy  worked  out.  Don’t forget, my love, those two raids are weaker than ours.” 



“Right,  Mr.  Gallagher,”  Schindler  smiled.  “Inside  we  will encounter  the  friendly  Undalar  tribe  of  trolls.  They’re  the  main questgivers for the instance. According to them, the Uzul’Urub tribe rejected  the  New  Gods  and  turned  to  sacrificial  black  magic.  The Empire  has  tried  to  conquer  these  lands  many  times,  but  always without  success.  The  Undalar  suffer  more  and  more,  and  we  are their final hope.” 



“You  said  black  magic?”  Vivian  asked.  “Don’t  the  dark  New Gods practice that? Why would the Uzul’Urub have to reject the New Gods?” 



“Necromancy?” Joshua suggested. 



“Something  like  that,  but  with  a  focus  on  contacting  demons,” 

Schindler  asked.  “The  first  bosses  themselves  are  untransformed demons  altered  by  the  Inferno.  Aside  from  that…”  He  wrinkled  his brow. “The quests, and every mob and boss we kill, will improve our reputation with the Undalar tribe. At high rep levels, we’ll be able to buy  powerful  enchantments  for  every  class  from  them.  Coins  from various  different  troll  clans  drop  randomly  from  the  mobs.  They contribute to the  Coin Collector  and  Trinkets achievements.” 



“Ooh,  more  for  my  collection!”  Joshua  said  with  a  satisfied smile. 



“Judging by the minimap, there are at least ten bosses to clear, so  it’s  fully  possible  that  we’ll  discover  plenty  more  interesting

things,” Schindler smiled. “Also…” 



“Stop!” Joshua said sharply. “This is clearly not a run-of-the-mill instance.  It  is  extremely  important  that  we  get  the   First  Kill!  I  am allowing the use of category-one artifacts from the clan vault.” 



“Even   Marduk’s  Second  Chance?”  Schindler  asked,  his eyebrows raising. “Like Hinterleaf’s?” 



The leader chewed his lip a moment, nodded:



“That’s  a  mirror  artifact.  Otto  Hinterleaf  has  an  identical  one, only named differently,  Nergal’s Second Chance. It was used in the battle  against  the  undead  army  in  the  desert.  The  cooldown  is  one year, but…” The artifact revived all allies in the condition they began the battle in, with all buffs intact. Joshua had planned to use it in the battle for the Lakharian Desert, but Scyth ran away first. Now was as good a time as any to authorize its use. Joshua made the decision after  only  a  moment’s  hesitation.  It’s  not  every  day  you  get  the chance  to  get  an  achievement  in  a  newly  discovered  instance.  “I’ll allow it.” 



Schindler beamed, turned back to the raid and barked:



“Children  of  Kratos  main  raid!  Through  the  portal!”  Speeding up, he jogged through first. 



“We  go  in  alive  to  come  out  alive!”  the  raid  shouted  back, banging their weapons and shouting battle cries as they surged after him. 



Joshua  had  a  good  feeling  as  he  waited  for  all  the  fighters  to pass  through.  He  motioned  for  Vivian  to  go  ahead  of  him  and followed behind, the last. 



* * *



The  instance  was  huge,  sprawling  beneath  an  open  sky  hidden behind  layers  of  mist,  a  labyrinth  of  traps,  secrets  and  hidden passageways.  It  took  hours  just  to  make  a  multi-tier  map  of  the jungle  maze  without  getting  lost  entirely.  The  paths  wound  around, split  off,  crossed  over  each  other,  plunged  downwards  in  narrow gorges  and  tunnels,  rose  sharply  up  to  rope  bridges  stretched between enormous trees. 



The  mobs  scattered  throughout  the  instance  were  jungle beasts mutated by the black magic of the Uzul’Urub trolls. They gave the raid plenty of trouble; it ran into venomous snakes that inflicted a deadly  Poison  debuff that burned the veins of its victims and made them foam at the mouth. 



The mist never disappeared, but it did thin and thicken, making it look as if something was moving in the trees, and huge anacondas attacked always without warning, swallowing down several people at once. The whole raid had to cut the snakes apart to free those they’d eaten. 



A  huge  gorilla  the  size  of  King  Kong  nearly  wiped  the  whole raid, and it wasn’t even a boss. No physical attacks would pierce the monkey’s  skin,  and  its  regeneration  outpaced  the  raid’s  magic damage.  They  had  to  spend  a   Starfall  scroll,  a  new  version  of Armageddon that hit with precision instead of striking in an area. 



A boss accidentally summoned from the river, Aranka, a many-headed  hydra  at  level  531,  nearly  put  an  end  to  their  tortures.  The raid  avoided  a  wipe  only  once  it  realized  that  the  necks  had  to  be cauterized  with  fire  after  being  cut  off  to  stop  the  heads  growing back. A little later they found out they could freeze them too. 



The  fights  with  the  other  bosses,  the  five  high  priests  of Uzul’Urub,  went  more  smoothly.  Each  troll  priest  had  the  ability  to turn  into  the  aspect  of  a  mighty  animal:  a  huge  spider,  a  bat,  a snake,  a  panther  and  a  tiger.  And  the  priests  had  deadly  spells besides. Still, the Children of Kratos managed to defeat them almost without breaking a sweat. A new engineering invention, the  Tactical Scanner, was a big help to the raid; it could determine a mob’s skills with  perfect  accuracy.  The  device  didn’t  work  on  players  yet,  that required upgrades and new versions. 



The  final  high  priest  Regal  dropped  a  legendary  flying  mount, Swift Tigerdroid. Schindler looked to Joshua, who nodded:



“Roll for it.” 



Vivian  seemed  about  to  say  something,  but  stopped.  There was an unwritten rule in the clan to distribute loot like this at random based  on  dice  rolls.  It  was  the  Gallaghers’  way  of  making  things more  exciting  for  their  clanmates  and  increasing  the  value  of positions in the main raid group. 



The tiger went to one of the healers, who immediately sold it to Vivian. The clan leader had a weakness for collecting — especially anything that was unique. 



“Congrats,  everyone.  By  our  calculations,  we’ve  already cleared  most  of  the  instance!”  Schindler  declared,  pointing  to  a passageway that had opened up in the rock. “The structure here is a lot like the other troll instance Uzul’Furuk, and a passageway like this opens up there after the first bosses. It leads to the final battle…” 



After a short break, the raid rebuffed itself and healed up, then ran into the passageway. They warmed up on some strong packs of trolls, each with a warlock accompanied by a demonic familiar, then reached a long canyon. Jiron’do the Hexxer stood waiting at its end. 



With a lot of luck, the Children of Kratos managed to take him down.  Jiron’do  fired  off  curses  that  stunned  players,  blinded  them, paralyzed  them,  confused  them…  everything.  But  it  was  his numerous  Zombie Totems that gave the group the most trouble. The Curser  put  down  around  twenty  at  once,  and  each  made  the strongest  fighters  turn  on  their  comrades.  Every  now  and  then  the boss  cast   Jiron’do  Illusion  on  someone,  making  them  see  invisible aggressive spirits eating through the raid. Any player with the debuff switched to attacking them. 



Behind the boss was a deep hole filled with reanimated snake skeletons. From time to time the boss threw the player at the top of his  aggro  meter  in  there,  usually  the  tank,  and  then  the  ranged damage-dealers  had  to  act  quickly  to  take  out  the  snake  skeletons and pull the main tank out while the offtank held aggro. 



In the end, Jiron’do the Hexxer fell with a howl, although right at the end of the challenging battle, when most of the raid had already fallen, Schindler came close to activating  Marduk’s Second Chance. 



All  that  remained  was  to  find  the  final  boss  —  Bloodking Mandalar.  He  was  the  one  for  whom  the  Undalar  troll  tribe  offered the greatest reward — a legendary class helmet. 



Their goal was so near…



But  the  raid  got  stuck  after  the  Hexxer.  They  had  cleared  the whole surface, but couldn’t find Mandalar anywhere. 



The  raid  returned  to  the  start  of  the  dungeon,  to  the  peaceful zone  of  the  Undalar  tribe,  sending  five  stealthers  to  scout  out  the upper level. While they ran there, the Children handed in their quests and  sold  their  junk.  Then,  leaving  sentries  in  the  instance,  they logged  out  to  the  real  world  to  eat  and  sleep.  The  forty-eight  hour instance reset time allowed it. 



The raid was in its twenty-fifth hour when the scouts came back empty-handed. They were sent off to sleep while the main raid group returned to explore the tunnels. The mobs had already respawned, so they could only move around the dungeon as one group. 



They found no bosses in the tunnels, but did find a way up to a part of the jungle’s surface that could be reached no other way. The sleeping  scouts  were  woken  up  and  brought  back  to  the  raid. 

Reinvigorated, the Children advanced. 



As  soon  as  they  climbed  out,  finding  themselves  in  an  open space  next  to  a  river  before  a  cliff  face,  the  earth  beneath  them shook.  The  jolt  was  so  powerful  that  a  gnome  walking  at  the  front toppled over. The air rumbled and leaves rustled. The fog dispersed with the scent of smoldering soot. A cloud of ash rose up above the forest  around  a  mile  ahead  and  waves  of  heat  rolled  in  from  that direction. 



“Follow me!” Schindler ordered, running toward the ash to set an example to the others. 



As  they  approached  the  site  of  the  explosion,  the  raiders steadily  slowed  their  pace  until  they  were  just  creeping  along.  The final  boss  might  aggro  on  them  as  soon  as  they  came  within  sight. 

The fog had crawled in again, but now it made for good camouflage. 



“This  instance  must  be  one  of  the  biggest  in  Dis,”  Ronan  the paladin  whispered,  captain  of  the  Children  of  Kratos  Junior  Arena team. “Right, Richie?” 



“That’s  right,”  said  Moonlight  Wanderer  Richard,  Joshua  and Vivian’s son. His whisper sounded loud in the still silence. 



Someone off to the side snorted derisively. Joshua assumed it was  Destiny.  After  seeing  the  games  through  to  the  end,  the  girl

could have easily argued with Ronan and Richard, but had held her tongue instead until now. 



“Quiet! Nobody move!” Schindler ordered. “You hear that? 



Everyone stopped, grabbed their weapons, looked this way and that.  The  raid  was  so  well  practiced  that  the  players  took  up  their positions  automatically.  Joshua  yawned  —  he  had  been  doing business in real life while his wife got some sleep. 



Two voices drifted in from afar, one sleek and as if distorted by interference,  making  the  teeth  ache  and  blocking  up  the  ears,  the other a hysterical shriek. Unfortunately, the words were unintelligible. 



The  Children  tiptoed  gingerly  toward  the  sound.  Explorer Karaina, whose main talent was languages, hissed to draw attention. 



 It’s Demonic, she wrote in the chat.  I’ll translate it literally.   One of the speakers is that Mandalar character.   The other is a demon…



Karaina’s  translation  told  the  raid  that  Mandalar  was  the  chief of the Uzul’Urub tribe of trolls. At the news of the death of his high priests, he slunk off here, to a secret place where he could perform a sacrificial  ritual  to  summon  a  strong  demon.  Mandalar’s  call  had been answered by someone known as Houndmaster Hakkar. 



 He killed half the Undalar tribe in a second with some kind of magic,  Karaina  wrote.  If  he  isn’t  exaggerating,  he  cut  off  several thousand heads to summon the most powerful demon he could. 



“This  is  your  department,  Defiler,”  Schindler  said,  beckoning over their only warlock. “Figure out what kind of demon it is. Asper, go with him.” 



The  warlock  and  the  engineer  who  had  invented  the   Tactical Scanner  nodded  and  crawled  toward  the  bosses.  Joshua  really

hoped they were the last ones. Then he could log out and get a good night’s sleep. 



Talking  quietly  amongst  themselves,  the  Children  recast  their buffs  and  ate  raid  food.  These  highly  experienced  players  looked calm,  but  the  excitement  and  expectation  showed  through  in  the impatience with which they stared in the direction Defiler and Asper had gone. 



The scouts soon returned. 



“The  summoned  demon  is  definitely  a  tiefling,”  the  warlock reported. “But a strange one, huge. We can’t see him from here for the trees and the fog, but up close, we only come up to his knee.” 



“So what if he’s a tiefling?” Schindler asked vexedly. 



“Tieflings  are  halfbloods,  which  means  they  get  to  use something that other demons can’t use in Dis!” Defiler hissed. “Here they can use mana. The tiefling is bound to be a spellcaster.” 



“Asper?” the raid leader asked, turning to the engineer. “What about Mandalar?” 



“He’s  a  big  troll  on  a  big  raptor,  but  still  not  as  big  as  the demon.” 



“Abilities?” 



“The scanner showed all Mandalar’s abilities. Nothing special. 

The most dangerous is  Threatening Gaze. If he marks someone with it,  then  that  person  has  to  play  dead.  It’ll  kill  them  as  soon  as  they activate a skill. Plus, Mandalar gets bigger and stronger the more he kills.” 



“What about Hakkar?” 

 

“Had some trouble with the demon. The scanner detected only two  abilities:   Corrupt  Blood  and   Summon  Hellhounds…”  Asper described the nature of the abilities. “We should have enough time to outlast the curse. Can’t see us having trouble with a few hellhounds either.” 



“So he summons mobs and infects a random player,” Schindler said thoughtfully. “How often?” 



“No  idea,”  the  engineer  answered.  “But  that’s  not  all;  he  has other abilities, but the scanner didn’t recognize them. It just showed question marks!” 



“Do we have to fight both at once?” Destiny asked, joining the conversation. 



“Not likely,” Defiler shook his head. “Looks like the demon first, then Mandalar is the final boss.” 



The tacticians and analysts spent some time figuring out how to fight  Houndmaster  Hakkar.  Joshua  half  listened  in.  His  role  wasn’t too important. Both he and Vivian were just along for the ride, their main goal just to survive and deal what damage they could. 



“Since we can’t remove  Corrupt Blood, we should make full use of  our  pets,”  Destiny  suggested.  “If  the  boss’s  AI  is  new  and inexperienced,  it  might  not  realize  that  it’s  only  worth  infecting players.” 



“Good point!” Defiler lit up. “This instance is new and we’re the first players here, so the demon controlling the AI hasn’t had time to learn yet. It’ll probably just use basic scripts at first!” 



“True,”  Schindler  agreed.  “Remember  the  previous  bosses  —

they just went by their aggro list, no target prioritization.” 

 

“In that case, I don’t see any problem,” Joshua said, rubbing his hands.  They  all  fell  silent.  The  leader  cast  a  glance  at  Schindler, standing  a  few  yards  away.  The  mist  floated  by  in  layers,  one moment dispersing, then covering him and leaving only his silhouette visible. “Or am I missing something?” 



“You’re right, Josh,” Schindler nodded, smiling. “We’ll zerg the boss  with  pets,  let  them  take  aggro,  and  then  we  start  our  own damage.  Hakkar  will  cast   Corrupt Blood  on  the  pets,  I’m  sure  of  it. 

The   Hellhounds  shouldn’t  be  a  problem;  there  are  only  thirteen  of them, and we have at least a hundred battle pets. Raid! Formation two-twenty!  Offtanks  take  the  summoned  mobs,  casters  —  shields for fire resista…” 



Schindler  didn’t  finish  speaking.  A  shadow  flashed  by  like  a gust of wind through the mist, and the paladin exploded in a spray of blood. 



A  gigantic  demon  appeared  through  the  white  haze.  A monstrous  hoof  crashed  down  next  to  Joshua,  but  nobody  but Schindler was hurt. 



The  demon  leaned  down  and  smiled  gently,  blasting  the  raid with  a  wave  of  burning  sulfur.  Joshua’s  blood  ran  cold.  The  demon boomed something out in Demonic. 



“What did he say?” Vivian asked, nervously looking around. 



“‘Surprise’,” Karaina translated, gulping. 



 



Chapter 13. Uzul’Urub







WHEN GENERAL XAVIUS threw me through the portal, it was like I was falling  through  nothing.  The  drop  lasted  several  minutes.  Only  the endless blurred flickering of lights flying by told me that I was falling. 

My  body  hung  as  if  suspended.  At  least  that  meant  I  had  time  to think about how events might develop now. 



First, what would happen to my body? In theory, my connection to  the  Sleeping  Gods  should  be  restored  as  soon  as  I  returned  to Disgardium, which meant I should be able to use  Imitation again. Or rather, cancel it. But in my case, I’d be better off putting my hopes in keeping Hakkar’s image, otherwise all my plans to get the  Coals of Hellflame would come crashing down. 



Second, where was I being taken anyway? Trolls lived mostly on Shad’Erung, but what if there were some on Meaz or Terrastera? 

If  the  trolls  had  summoned  me  to  Meaz…  That  wouldn’t  hurt. 

Probably. 



Third… This was the hardest part. The accelerated time in the Inferno might run on so far that when I got back, if I even got back at all, everything might have changed in the dominion and I might have to  start  over.  And  I  was  already  running  out  of  time  as  it  was!  The undead were approaching Kharinza! 



There was no getting out of it: I had to play this one by ear, just do  whatever  the  situation  demanded.  I  hoped  the  summoner’s subjugation  mechanics  would  give  me  at  least  a  little  room  to maneuver. Enough time to escape to Kharinza, for example. 



There  was  also  the  question  of  the  abilities  and  level  the system would give me in Dis, but I would discover that as soon as

the AI made its decision:



 Detected non-standard data transfer request! 

  

 Analyzing… SUCCESSFUL. 

  

 Detected  non-player  character  ‘Hakkar,  Tiefling,  level  1943

 Centurion.’

  

 Detected player ‘Scyth, Human, level 774 .’

  

 Analyzing… ID MATCHED. 

  

 Synchronizing… ERROR. 

  

 Attempting to overwrite parameters… ERROR: zone Uzul’Urub is an instance! 

  

 Searching for solution within parameters of gameplay…

  

 PLEASE WAIT… 1… 2… 3…

  

Judging  by  the  logs,  the  AI  controlling  Dis  was  having  a meltdown  over  Scyth  breaking  the  system  again.  This  was something  that  hadn’t  happened  in  twenty  years  and  billions  of players, and now I’d done it more than once in six months. 



At least I learned something useful from the system messages

—  the  conversion  rate  for  stars  into  levels.  Very  roughly  speaking, each orange star was worth a hundred levels, accounting for the fact that starless scavenger Hakkar had been at level 1008 with no stars. 



The timer showed 154 seconds. I hovered in limbo, staring at the changing numbers. The AI appeared to be deep in thought. So was I. 



If I understood the situation correctly, the troll from the instance had summoned Xavius. Maybe the demon would have gone himself, but when he saw how Hakkar brought victory to disgraced Abaddon, he  changed  his  mind  and  decided  to  kill  two  bats  with  one  stone: weaken the Thirteenth and dodge his summons. I could understand Xavius — he needed no more chao, which meant that he needed no mortal  souls;  he  had  already  achieved  the  limit  allowed  by  the princes.  But  the  almost  buried  Thirteenth  Legion  and  Legatus Abaddon were on the rise again thanks to Hakkar. 



Xavius’s  solution  was  obvious  and  even  elegant.  Shame  that didn’t make it any easier for me. Or for the AI. 



After  playing  as  the  demon,  Scyth  was  at  level  774.  He  had gained a bunch of orange stars, which should give some number of levels on top after conversion in Dis, but the process wasn’t starting. 

Probably  because  my  character  was  human,  there  was  no  chao  in Dis, and he had been summoned as an NPC. No wonder the AI was having trouble. 



 455… 456… 457…

  

I kept thinking. Say the system found a solution and put me in an instance, what then? I’d become a mob? That was nothing new for Dis — Manny’s brother Hank came to mind, and Andrew Clayton, who had controlled Dargo the lich. 



My thoughts began to fade and I lost the thread, drifting closer and  closer  to  sleep.  The  quiet  and  stillness  of  the  great  nothing soothed me. 



I think I did fall asleep in the end. I couldn’t close my eyes in my incorporeal form, so I saw when the AI made its decision:



 Player Scyth (Tiefling Hakkar)! 

  

 Transfer  destination  zone  is  an  instance.  Due  to  gameplay restrictions,  you  must  play  out  the  role  of  a  dungeon  boss,  the demonic  Houndmaster  Hakkar,  summoned  by  final  boss  Bloodking Mandalar. 

  

 Attention! Recommended level for instance Uzul’Urub — 500+. 

 Your level and stats will be reduced to match the dungeon’s level. All skills,  perks  and  abilities  related  to  divinities  will  be  blocked  as unsuitable for the dungeon’s theme. 

  

 Attention!  You  cannot  leave  the  Uzul’Urub  instance  until  it  is ended via some in-game means. 

  

I  shuddered  as  I  carefully  read  the  text,  and  then  the  letters rearranged themselves before my eyes:



 Attention! No respawn point set! 

  

 Setting formal links: instance Uzul’Urub. 

  

 Transferring to respawn point. 

  

 Welcome to Disgardium, Houndmaster Hakkar! 

  

And  I  suddenly  appeared  in  the  jungle  of  Shad’Erung.  I  gave myself a mental shake and looked around. 



My tiefling had appeared in the mortal realm in the center of an enormous pentagram drawn in an artificial glade. I barely fit inside it. 



A  small  troll  stood  below  me,  his  arms  raised  to  the  sky.  I compared him to the trees and realized I was wrong — the troll was huge, but still barely reached up to my waist. Mist filled the whites of the  troll’s  eyes  and  sweat  poured  from  him  in  rivulets,  his  veins pulsing and his legs sinking into the ground up to the knee as if he

was carrying an enormous weight. He was still shouting the words of the summoning incantation like a madman. 



I  cleared  my  throat  to  lend  a  sinister  note  to  my  voice,  but  I needn’t  have  bothered.  All  the  demons  in  the  Inferno  sounded terrifying,  even  the  imps,  but  you  got  used  to  it  when  it  was everywhere. Here an ordinary ‘ahem’ sounded like thunder out of a clear sky next to the troll’s shaky little voice. 



“Why  did  you  summon  me,  mortal  worm?!”  I  shouted.  Hey,  a role’s a role. 



The  troll  raised  his  head  and  his  eyes  cleared.  His  whiskers twitched in a triumphant smirk. He raised his arms dramatically and said in Demonic:



“Finally!  Took  you  long  enough  to  answer  the  summons, demon! I, Bloodking Mandalar, chieftain of the great Uzul’Urub tribe, have  summoned  you,  Houndmaster  Hakkar!  I  enslave  you  and demand that you serve me till the end of time!” 



I  flexed  my  shoulders,  trying  to  stretch,  but  hit  an  invisible boundary at the border of the pentagram. My skills weren’t any help either, they were blocked. My hopes of using  Depths Teleportation to get to Kharinza evaporated. Alright, Alex, keep your cool…



An  involuntary  yawn  burst  from  my  lips,  frightening  the summoner — he took my opening mouth and the sound it emitted as anything but a yawn. He probably thought I was roaring in fury. 



“Escape is hopeless, demon!” The troll wagged a finger at me and grinned, baring blackened teeth. “I demand obedience!” 



“What do you want, mortal?” 



“The  Empire  devours  my  tribe’s  lands!  Every  day  my  soldiers die in defense of the forest borders! It once took a week to cross our domain by raptor. Now you can walk across it in a day!” 



“You are weak, mortal. Your tribe is doomed,” I declared. 



If this idiot thought I was going to help him conquer the Empire, he  was  sorely  mistaken.  No  conquering  until  I  got  a  good  night’s sleep! 



I yawned again, and Mandalar took it as a threat. He clapped his  hands  and  the  invisible  cage  around  me  contracted.  Now  I  felt like a sardine in a can. 



“You  will  obey,  demon!”  The  troll  jumped  up  onto  his  huge raptor, reined it in and began to spin at my feet. At first I turned my head  to  watch  him,  then  stopped  and  stared  straight  ahead.  “The imperials have already entered our lands and killed my high priests! 

They are strong! You must obey me and repel their assault!” 



“Free me, Mandalar, and I will repel the imperial invasion.” 



The troll didn’t answer. He seemed to listen to something, then started:



“It’s not imperials! The attackers are from the Commonwealth! 

Oh, we’re done for! The entire world has taken up arms against the poor trolls of Uzul’Urub!” 




He went into a light fit of hysterics. I watched him with a certain surprise  —  I’d  always  thought  that  dungeon  bosses  were  scripted, but this one was behaving like a full-fledged NPC. 



And then it finally really hit me. He wasn’t the only boss in this damn instance. I was one too! And there were players already on the way here! 

 

“Mandalar!” I roared. “You wish to destroy the invaders?! Free me!” 



The  troll  jabbered  out  a  spell  and  ran  out  of  the  glade.  As  I watched  him  go,  I  sensed  movement  behind  me,  looked  back  and saw two people: Defiler the warlock and Asper the engineer from the Children of Kratos. 



I  wondered  how  the  Children  had  been  the  first  to  reach  the instance  on  Shad’Erung.  I  didn’t  care  —  hell,  it  was  even  a  good thing that I was up against the clan that hated me the most. I hoped they hadn’t brought Destiny…



The thought disappeared as soon as I felt the pressure around me release — Mandalar had freed me. Now my job was to wipe the raid  without  letting  it  kill  me  or  the  troll,  and  then  force  the  chief  to send me back. 



Time to look at my skills…



My  sigh  of  dismay  boomed  out  like  a  roar.  I  had  been  badly nerfed.  No   spirit,  no   Clarity.  Resistance  and   Unarmed Combat  had dropped  to  rank  one.  My  stats  were  lower  even  than  Scyth’s standard stats without multipliers or  Unity. 



A quick analysis of my active skills and perks showed me that I could only rely on hand-to-hand command,  Diamond Skin of Justice and a few non-divine perks like  Mightiest Punisher ( +25% to damage against  other  players)  and   Junior  Gladiator  ( +5%  damage  in  battle against  players;  +5%  to  Resilience  skill  in  battle  against  players; 

 +10% to all main stats). Funnily enough,  Dungeon Hero was working ( +25%  damage  and  movement  speed  in  instances).  I  guess because, technically, I was in an instance. 



I  remembered  something  else  and  checked  my  inventory  —

there  it  was.  The  whip  Xavius  had  given  me.  I  could  summon hellhounds  for  thirty  seconds.  It  didn’t  mention  a  cooldown  —

perfect. 



 Corrupt Blood required chao, I remembered that clearly, but the description  had  changed  here:   Cost  to  use:  1%  of  total  mana reserves.  No cooldown on that either! The ability wasn’t particularly useful — it took away only one percent health every three minutes, 

— but if I cast it on the Children of Kratos at the very beginning of the battle, it could help. 



The best defense is a good offense. 



 Stealth.  My  body  turned  transparent.  Flight.  The  tiefling’s hooves tore from the glazed, burning ground. 



Wait, what if I just tried to fly out of here? I shot upwards — and slammed  horns-first  into  an  invisible  ceiling  around  a  hundred  feet above the ground. But what if I… No. An invisible dome stopped me, marking the edges of the area in which I was bound to remain by the summoner or the mechanics of the instance. Three hundred yards in any direction — that was as far as I could go. Now I understood why Xavius had laughed as he sent me here. 



To get out of here, I would have to serve Mandalar the troll. 



Alright, best get started. I darted toward the Children of Kratos. 



* * *



The loss of the leader can cripple a raid. It would be hard to find the leader in the group of a hundred if they were silent. But they weren’t silent. Schindler kept barking orders. 



Hanging above the raid, I listened as he commanded:



“Raid!  Formation  two-twenty!  Offtanks  take  the  summoned mobs, casters — shields for…” 



Feeling a yawn coming on which would surely give me away, I took the first step — and kicked Schindler with a hoof as hard as I could. I wanted to figure out what this boss Hakkar was capable of right away. 



The  strike  exceeded  all  my  expectations,  pulverizing  the paladin  despite  all  his  shiny  armor.  Like  a  metal  club  through  an overripe melon! 



The  attack  knocked  me  out  of   Stealth.  There  was  no  point  in hiding  now.  Staring  down  at  the  stunned  Children,  I  couldn’t  help myself:



“Surprise!” 



I took full advantage of the three seconds of panic that followed while  nobody  knew  what  to  do  before  another  officer  stepped  in  to give  orders.  My  nerfed   Ghastly Howl  worked  partially  —  almost  all the raid had resistance to crowd-control. 



My  limbs  moved  on  their  own,  pointing  one  after  another  at targets  for   Corrupt  Blood  and  dishing  out  kicks.  I  didn’t  one-shot anyone else — Schindler had been lucky enough to take a hit with increased critical damage from  Stealth, — but I sent the raid flying in all directions. 



The healers woke up and began to furiously heal the wounded, the tanks roused and surrounded me, boxing in my hooves. I played by their rules for half a minute, concentrated on the warrior tank and the druid offtank while trying to infect the whole raid and all its pets, an impossible task with the mana I had. 

 

I struck the tanks, the warrior in the shield and the bear in the face,  then  saw  Destiny  in  the  trees  loosing  arrows  at  me  in concentration. And Joshua and Vivian Gallagher were with her…



“Hey,  stinkling!”  I  heard  from  my  right.  It  was  Shuutz’Utz, Defiler’s imp minion, who I’d already met in Kinema. “Serving long?” 



 Boom!    Bang!    Crunch!   —  I  finally  broke  through  the  warrior’s block in his defensive stance and stove in his chestplate. I wanted to finish him off, but he ran back. 



“Need healing!” the warrior shouted. 



“Swapping in!” the third offtank shouted, a lopher… Urkish! 



“Answer  me,  stinkling!”  the  imp  shouted,  needling  me  with fireballs. 



“Only just joined up,” I condescended to answer as I drove the bear tank into the ground. 



“Which  dominion?  How  many  stars?”  the  imp  squawked. 

“How’re things at home?” 



“Belial’s  Dominion,  impudent  imp,”  I  answered  and  jumped  to the nearest healer, a light priest. 



“I’m from Azmodan’s domain…” 



Urkish  moved  to  block  my  path  and  swung  at  me.  The  other warrior  and  the  druid  bear  rejoined  him,  now  healed  up.  I  tried  to scatter  them,  but  couldn’t  —  they  dodged  or  used  defensive  skills that I couldn’t break through. 



“Glory  to  the  Dominion!”  I  shouted  in  fury  and  jumped  back  a little to crush the nagging rogues and other melee fighters, but they managed to dodge out of the way just in time! “Pathetic mortals! I will devour your souls!” 



Catching the bear as he charged toward me, I sent him flying through the air with a kick. The beast’s pained roar drowned in the explosion of a small meteor that hit me in the face. Ouch! 



“Insects! Worms! I’m going to…” 



A  spear  flew  into  my  mouth  and  pierced  through  my  tongue, shutting me up. 



“Hey,  how’s  the  Great  Game  going?”  the  tireless  imp Shuutz’Utz asked. 



“What are they talking about?” Joshua shouted. 



I  started  to  get  mad.  Dozens  of  little  mortals  were  running  all around  me,  snapping  at  my  ankles  with  their  swords.  The  ranged were shooting at me from afar, and I couldn’t see much through the veil  of  magic;  they  were  shouting  something  to  each  other,  and  on top of everything else, Shuutz’Utz the imp was still trying to get the latest news. Wanting to put down the distraction, I chose him as my priority-one target. 



It took a long time to get through. A long time to beat my way through to the agile imp, to catch up to him, to hit him… My natural defenses  were  starting  to  give  way,  more  and  more  damage  was getting  through,  more  and  more  enemy  spells,  arrows,  spears  and elemental forces struck me. 



My health was down to 70%. I was at a loss. I didn’t have the speed and  agility I was used to. My own strikes seemed slowed and the enemy’s too fast! And no chance of a time-out! 

 

 Ghastly  Howl!  Summon  Hellhounds!  My  brain  gave  up, exhausted after running on fumes through so much activity, so I only just  now  remembered  the   Houndmaster’s  Whip.  Thirteen pentagrams  flashed  beneath  me  and  the  monsters  appeared: Hellhounds,  level  520  Demonic  Beasts.   But  the  label  lied  —  I  saw inraugs  below  me,  snorting  out  smoke  and  fire  and  melting  the ground  beneath  their  paws.  Although…  Maybe  that  was  just  their demonic name. 



I couldn’t control them, they just attacked the nearest panicking enemies, tearing out their throats. 



 Ghastly Howl didn’t last long, and the raid reacted as soon as the  debuff  ended:  the  tanks  picked  up  the  dogs  of  the  Inferno  and the damage-dealers switched to them. 



That gave me a few seconds to think about my strategy. What was I doing? 



Time  for  Hakkar  the  boss  to  smarten  up.  The  raiders’  crowd-control spells didn’t work on me, but I was taking plenty of damage

— my health had dropped all the way to 60%! 



I’d  leave  the  tanks  for  later  and  switch  to  the  casters,  the healers first of all! I flung myself at the nearest one. 



“Take aggro!” the light priest howled, backing away from me. 



My  fist  crashed  into  the  ground,  crushing  him  into  a  bloody pulp. 



I  jumped  at  the  next  healer,  also  a  light  priest,  and  easily finished  him  off  too,  then  tore  my  way  through  the  rest,  no  longer discriminating  by  class.  A  paladin  healer  went  into  his  defensive bubble,  so  I  just  sent  him  flying  as  far  away  as  I  could,  wiping  the

floor  with  Vivian  on  the  way,  then  barreled  through  the  ranged  and trampled an engineer along with his turrets…



“Marduk’s  Second  Chance!”  Joshua  shrieked  hysterically  as  I bore down on him. 



I  cut  him  in  half  with  my  whip,  but  I  was  too  late.  A  black column shot from the obsidian crystal in his hand into the ground. A second later, beams of mist pierced the corpses of the fallen raiders. 



“He’s at half health!” the revived raid leader Schindler shouted. 

“Great job! Raid! Keep it up! Tanks, surround him! Healers…” 



Shit. I quickly glanced at my row of rarely used abilities… There it  was!  Spirit  Shackles!  But  at  the  last  moment  I  thought  better  of activating  the  ability.  I  was  behaving  strangely  enough  for  the Children  of  Kratos  to  suspect  something  was  amiss  already,  plus their  artifact  was  definitely  on  cooldown  now,  and  they  couldn’t resurrect a third time — otherwise they wouldn’t have tried to lure in Tissa with her battle resurrection perk…



They’d already put down my hellhounds, so I summoned them again.  The  tanks  immediately  followed  Schindler’s  command  to intercept  the  hounds  before  they  spread  through  the  raid,  and  only one  warrior  remained  to  hold  me.  Stunning Kick  did  its  job  on  that one,  holding  him  in  place  long  enough  for  me  to  deliver  a  powerful Combo. The logs showed it as something else —  Fury. 



“Tank down! Someone take aggro!” the raid leader shouted. 



I moved to him in a mighty leap, grabbed him in one hand and crushed  his  skull  in  the  other,  squeezing  my  fingers  tight  and depriving the Children of Kratos of their leader once again. 



The  healers  stood  around  the  edge,  but  now  I  didn’t  have  to limit  myself  to  them  —  they  wouldn’t  have  time  to  heal  whoever

‘caught  my  aggro.’  The  important  thing  was  to  take  out  the  casters and ranged DPS like Destiny, whose arrows were burning my flesh. 

With  so  many  sticking  out  of  him,  Hakkar  must  have  looked  like  a porcupine.  I  didn’t  waste  any  time  pulling  them  out,  just  swept  my arms  across  my  shoulders,  chest  and  legs  to  break  the  shafts  off, still dishing out  Hammerfists  and  Kicks  as I went. 



 Sorry, Des, I thought as I lifted the shrieking silver ranger above my  head.  I  tensed  my  muscles  and  tore  off  my  former  ally’s  head. 

 Simple, but effective! 



There  was  no  other  way  —  Destiny  was  too  agile  for  Hakkar with her  Somersaults,  Rolls and  Tactical Retreat. 



By  the  time  I’d  taken  out  all  the  healers  and  almost  all  the ranged fighters, my health hovered dangerously near the red zone. 

Deprived  of  its  mages,  casters,  hunters,  snipers  and  rangers,  the raid lost its enthusiasm. 



“Come  on,  guys!”  Joshua  said,  trying  to  embolden  his  group, although there was no confidence in his voice. “Just 20%! Let’s finish this bastard! It’s on us now!” 



“My pet will tank!” someone answered him. 



I smashed another raider into the ground, then looked around: Defiler  had  shouted  that  last.  The  warlock  had  summoned  an ashmaker,  which  was  good  news  at  least  —  those  ones  weren’t talkative,  unlike  imps.  I  summoned  the  hounds  for  a  third  time  and shot towards Defiler alongside them, surprised that he’d survived the caster genocide. Had he been hiding? 



“Zerg the boss!” an unfamiliar paladin shouted. 



The  remaining  raiders,  around  three  dozen,  rushed  to  attack me  behind  the  ashmaker.  Estimating  the  running  speed  and

distance, I jumped up a couple of seconds before they hit me, and by the time I landed and crushed some of them into the mud there were just over twenty Children left alive. 



My  eyes  dimmed  and  my  head  swam  as  a  red-hot  steel  ball covered  in  spikes  slammed  into  my  skull.  Fearing  to  lose consciousness,  I  did  what  I’d  done  plenty  many  times  before  in Gloomwood,  the  Lakharian  Desert  and  on  Terrastera.  I  rained Hammerfists  down on the foe while the hounds bit into their backs. 

My  whip  sliced  through  their  armor  like  paper,  splitting  flesh  and bone…



I saved the ashmaker Sparkoguiyar for last, then disincarnated him too. Or he just disappeared when his warlock master died. 



* * *



“You’re awake, demon! Thank the dark heavens, you’re awake!” 



Forcing  my  eyes  open,  I  saw  Mandalar  the  troll  leaning  down over me. His eyes shone with adoration. I tried to make out what he was saying through the noise in my head. 



“You  annihilated  the  invaders!  The  great  magic  of  Uzul’Urub has resurrected all the dead!” 



Raising my head carefully, I looked around. The glade had filled up  with  trolls,  the  huge  figures  of  the  priests  standing  out  from  the rest. I stood up and silently surveyed the scene. 



Thousands  of  trolls  spilled  across  the  edges  of  the  glade, flickering  through  the  trees.  Mandalar  stopped  talking.  Then someone else’s voice rang out in the dead silence:



“Houndmaster Hakkar! Hakkar the Soul Eater!” 

 

“Soul Eater!” the crowd chanted. “Soul Eater! Soul Eater!” 



“Silence!” Mandalar roared, raising a fist. The crowd fell silent and  the  chief  turned  to  me,  raising  his  head:  “Great  demon!  Great Hakkar! I witnessed you swallowing the soul of every foe!” 



What  did  he  mean?  I  didn’t  even  cast   Spirit  Trap!  Or  did  he mean something else? Oh, right. I had  Reaper’s Scythes! They were invisible,  adapted  by   Imitation  into  ordinary  tiefling  claws,  but  I  still had them equipped…



“I  saw  with  my  own  eyes  how  easily  you  defeated  the  strong warriors  that  came  to  the  lands  of  Shad’Erung  from  Latteria!  Great Hakkar,  you  are  not  the  first  demon  that  Uzul’Urub  has  summoned for  aid,  but  you  are  the  mightiest  of  them!”  Bloodking  Mandalar whispered  those  last  words  with  reverence,  then  prostrated  himself before me. 



With the clatter of bone armor, the entire tribe fell to its knees. 

Their  adoration  gave  me  hope.  How  much  time  had  passed  in  the Inferno? Half a day? I still had time to get a little sleep and make it to the Thirteenth Legion’s next battle! Abaddon would be pleased…



“If  you  are  satisfied,  mortal  worm,  then  free  me!”  I  roared.  I didn’t particularly want to yell at the troll, but my status demanded it. 

“The Inferno awaits!” 



Mandalar  jumped  and  backed  off  in  fear,  whispering  spells. 

Looking down at my feet, I saw that I was standing in a pentagram of subjugation again. And judging by the pressure on my shoulders, it was closing around me like before. 



“Forgive me, Houndmaster and Soul Eater Hakkar! Forgive me, great  demon,  but  your  service  is  not  ended!”  Mandalar  declared triumphantly.  He  looked  across  the  tribe  and  grinned:  “Our  scouts

report that other strangers are advancing on our lands! I order you, Hakkar, to fight them and destroy them all! 



What  the..?!  I  gave  a  furious  roar.  The  pentagram  contracted even  tighter  around  me,  making  it  hard  to  even  breathe.  Locked  in an instance — great job, Snowstorm!   Standing ovation!   Nether, this is  the  perfect  solution  for  you  guys!    You  locked  me  in  an  instance using only in-game methods! 



In desperation, I opened my backpack. I didn’t even know what I expected to find. My eyes scanned the slots of my inventory until I found something that might work. But first I had to test it. The item remained useless to me — under the troll’s spell, I couldn’t use it, but if I gave it away…



I pulled it out, offered it to the troll chieftain: Take  this  gift,  Mandalar.”  The  troll  backed  off  in  fear.  “Come closer, don’t be afraid!” 



“Demons  are  deceitful  and  treacherous,”  he  muttered. 

“Demonic gifts are tempting, but always lead to disaster…” 



“Do not take it, Mandalar!” one of the high priests shouted. 



Shrugging, I put away the stationary portal scroll. Looked like I needed to use  Persuasion first. 



“Trolls of Uzul’Urub!” I boomed, my voice echoing through the dungeon.  “I,  Houndmaster  Hakkar  and  Centurion  of  the  Thirteenth Legion of Great Prince Belial, speak to you truly!” 



“What’s  he  saying?”  the  trolls  began  to  ask,  looking  at  each other in confusion. 



Raising  a  hand,  Mandalar  waited  for  me  to  finish  and  then translated:



“The great Soul Eater said that he has the mighty demon Belial himself in thrall! Thirteen legions of the Inferno will come to aid the trolls of Uzul’Urub and bring the dark of truth!” 



If it weren’t for the walls of the pentagram around me, I would have slapped myself on the forehead. I would have facepalmed! The chieftain was twisting the translation to suit his purposes. That or the dumb troll had a poor grasp of Demonic. 



“Shut up, Mandalar!” I shouted. “Nobody will come. The Empire will sweep you away! Wipe you from the face of the earth!” 



“The  Soul  Eater  wants  me  to  lead  a  campaign  against  the Empire!” the chieftain translated in rapture. 



“Idiot! Pathetic worm!” 



“He names me equal to him! Bow, trolls of Uzul’Urub! The Soul Eater will lead us to the Bottomless Ocean, and we will wash our feet in its waters!” 



 Ghastly  Howl  worked  to  cut  off  Mandalar’s  ad-libbing.  As Riddick liked to say, the trolls split, running in all directions with eyes wide in horror. 



When the panic stopped, I beckoned the chief over. He took a couple of uncertain steps, then stopped. 



“Don’t translate anymore, worm, or else I’ll deliberately let the strangers kill you. I will be disincarnated and returned to the Inferno, and you will get a big vikhhurum.” 



That  last  word  was  purely  Demonic,  with  no  translation  into Common. Something close to ‘inevitable and sad end to a tale.’” 



“I won’t translate,” Mandalar agreed, glancing around. “What do you want, demon?” 



“I want to go home.” 



“I  understand,”  the  troll  nodded.  “But  I  must  note  that  my disincarnation will not help you. You will remain in service to the tribe even after my death. And if we are all killed, then you will be bound to these lands until you repay your debt and take vengeance against all the interlopers!” 



“What  are  you  discussing,  chieftain?”  someone  at  the  front  of the crowd asked. 



“The Soul Eater wants…” 



“Mandalar!” I snapped. 



“…to talk to me uninterrupted. Give us time, and then I will tell you all,” the chieftain promised and looked back at me: “The contract to  protect  the  tribe  does  not  expire,  demon.  If  you  return  to  the Inferno at all, then it will not be soon. Perhaps in a thousand years.” 



“What do you need me for, Mandalar?” 



“To protect us from interlopers, what else?” 



“Do  you  know  what  is  happening  in  the  big  wide  world,  troll? 

The  mortals  grow  stronger  with  each  passing  day.  The  Destroying Plague threatens the world. The sentients are now able to bear the poisonous fumes of the jungle. Soon you won’t be able to move for people  in  your  woods!  With  me  or  without  me,  your  tribe  cannot survive.  My  powers  are  limited  in  your  world!  I  had  a  hard  time

beating a pathetic hundred mortals, and tomorrow they’ll return with greater strength!” 



 Persuasion  highlighted  some  options  for  advancing  the conversation after every phrase. It was working; the troll’s face kept darkening. 



“What do you want, demon?” he said, scowling. 



“Take this.” I pulled the scroll out again and offered it to him, but the troll hesitated to take it, took a step back. “What have you heard about the Sleeping Gods?” 



“I have heard that the great gods have returned to Disgardium. 

Why do you ask?” 



“Even  the  Inferno  has  heard  tell  of  the  strength  that  the followers of the Sleepers have gained. The scroll will open a portal to take  your  tribe  to  a  remote  island  in  the  ocean.  There  stands  the temple  of  Behemoth,  the  nightmarish  and  terrifying  Sleeping  God! 

He  will  take  you  under  his  protection  if  you  become  his  followers. 

You  can  make  a  home  there  with  no  fear  of  the  Empire,  and  give your children a future.” 



“How do you know all this?” 



“I  have  two  demon  acquaintances  on  the  island.  They  live  in Disgardium  and  worship  the  Sleepers.  If  you  succeed  in  passing through the portal, find the satyr Flaygray and the succubus Nega…” 



The  world  dimmed,  reeled  —  my  exhaustion  was  getting  the better  of  me.  My  memory  of  what  happened  next  is  fragmented. 

Mandalar finally took the stationary portal scroll from my hands, then disappeared, and the world darkened. It lit up again a few moments later and I saw the glade now empty, the flash of the portal letting the final troll through. 

 

The  next  time  I  awoke,  Mandalar  was  rhythmically  reciting some  spell.  It  made  the  pentagram  beneath  my  feet  burn  even brighter. I could feel the heat even through my hooves. 



Then  I  was  thrown  out  of  Disgardium  into  the  great  nothing.  I don’t  know  how  long  I  spent  there.  All  I  remember  is  the  fearsome voice of Chaos, long lines of notifications and… suddenly, the bright sky of the Inferno overhead. 



To my right and left were familiar tents — I’d been sent back to the Thirteenth Legion’s staging ground. 



“Hakkar!” I vaguely heard Lerra say in the distance as I drifted off to sleep. 



 



Interlude 2. Edward







EDWARD DANIEL GARCIA RODRIGUEZ, aka Crawler the gnome mage, was  on  the  brink  of  a  breakthrough.  He  fidgeted  on  a  high  stool  in anticipation of a discovery, dangling his legs and wrinkling his brow, trying to line up the runes correctly, to feel out the missing elements and finally find the balance! 



The  magic  of  Dis  demanded  knowledge  of  many  disciplines: from algebra to alchemy, from magophysics to calligraphy. And all of it in the conditions of Disgardium. There was a lot of thinking to do, even with simplified in-game rules and the special atmosphere of the Magic Tower, designed precisely for inventing new spells. 



Next  to  Crawler  bustled  his  tutor,  the  old  mage  Vert.  He  was rooting  through  the  table  drawers,  sifting  through  papers,  quickly writing  something  down,  tearing  up  scrolls  and  writing  again.  Vert’s eyes shone with the madness of a scientist feeling a discovery within his grasp. 



Like  his  student,  Vert  was  a  gnome.  There  were  jokes  in  Dis that  there  were  in  fact  not  one,  but  two  races  of  gnomes:  engineer gnomes and mage gnomes. It was easier for them to develop such abilities  thanks  to  special  bonuses  to   intellect  and  their  deftness  in working with magic and machines alike. 



Furiously  scratching  his  head,  Crawler  sighed.  What  a  shame they hadn’t been the first to construct floor five of the Magic Tower! 

They didn’t know which top clan had beaten them to it — the global announcement  congratulated  a  player  who  wished  to  remain anonymous. But Crawler did know one thing for certain: the first level six Magic Tower would be built on Kharinza! 



Tutor  and  student  alike  worked  furiously  to  level  up  the  tower with invented spells and get enough experience to build a new floor. 

How  they  celebrated  when  they  discovered   Starfall!  A  version  of Armageddon that dealt insane focused damage, it could be critical in the  war  against  the  Destroying  Plague  and  should  be  great  for farming  experience…  but  it  turned  out  the  Awoken  weren’t  the  first there  either.  Someone  from  the  Children  of  Kratos  had  already discovered the spell, and even put a scroll of it up for auction for ten million. 



Miles of parchment, piles of magical ingredients and gold — all to  get  there  faster  than  the  other  mages.  On  the  way,  Vert  and Crawler discovered a few exciting spells and elemental incantations, made  a  small  breakthrough  in  spatial  magic:  teleportation  to  any point on the map in an explored area! Which only worked within one mile of the caster for now… And then…



“Yes!” Crawler squeaked and jumped up to hug Vert. 



The  teacher  and  student  danced  around  arm  in  arm,  jumping and  shouting  —  that  was  the  last  of  the  experience  they  needed! 

They could start building floor six of the Magic Tower! 



A  crash  outside  the  narrow  windows.  Crawler  sensed something amiss. Shouts rang out in the yard, blades unsheathed. 



Vert, who always had several  Magic Ears fluttering around the castle grounds, exclaimed:



“Someone’s looking for you! The bard Infect and merchant Irita want you to go outside!” 



Farsight  mirrors,  comm  amulets  and  even  ordinary  chat  didn’t work  in  a  Magic  Tower.  Its  walls  insulated  magic  from  the  outside and in, to help concentrate mana. 



“What  happened?”  Crawler  darted  to  the  window,  but  couldn’t see what was going on — the whole street below was packed with people all waving their arms and shouting. 



“An invasion!” Vert squeaked, his eyes widening. “Hurry, young master, there are too many foes! A portal has opened at the Pig and Whistle and trolls have poured out of it!” 



Crawler’s heart settled. Trolls? Not the living dead? 



“Begin construction of the sixth floor at once, master!” Crawler said and ran down the stairs. 



At the bottom, he walked out of the tower and activated  Depths Teleportation  to  Stephanie’s  tavern.  He  emerged  in  the  middle  of  a crowd  —  the  entire  square  was  full  of  trolls  in  bone  armor  bristling with weapons. 



A  face  with  a  nose  and  ears  full  of  rings  loomed  into  view above Crawler:



“Flaygray! Nega! Me! Search!” And again: “Flaygray! Nega! Me! 

Search!” 



The trolls continued to spill in through the portal. Thinking for a moment,  Crawler  realized  that  the  interlopers  had  no  way  of overcoming  the  Behemoth’s   Veil  of  Distortion  —   they  had  to  have permission. But who had sent them here? 



“Guys,  who  summoned  the  trolls?”  the  mage  shouted  into  his comm amulet, repeating the question in the clan chat for anyone not in the castle. 



As it turned out, nobody had. That meant it could only be Scyth, but how had he done that from the Inferno? 



One trolls accidentally hit Crawler in the back of the head with a careless elbow, and the gnome got mad. Levitating above the crowd, he amplified his voice magically and asked:



“Who are you?! Who is your leader?!” 



“Me  leader!”  a  huge  troll  boomed  as  he  emerged  from  the portal atop a gigantic raptor. 



 Mandalar, troll, level 513 Bloodking

  

 Chieftain of Uzul’Urub tribe. 



Crawler  flew  closer  to  him.  The  crowd  parted  for  the  mage  to land  before  the  giant,  but  the  gnome  eyed  him  up  and  decided against  it,  fearing  the  risk  of  being  squashed.  He  hovered  before Mandalar and asked:



“Who  sent  you  here?  What  do  you  want  Flaygray  and  Nega for?” 



“The  great  demon  Hakkar,  Houndmaster  and  Soul  Eater,  say that  here  Uzul’Urub  find  peace  and  future  for  children,”  the  troll answered. “Here we meet terrible Sleeping God, sacrifice thousands of souls to him and gain protection!” 



Hakkar?  That  was  the  demon  who  Scyth  was  imitating  in  the Inferno! But where and how had he found the trolls? Scyth was back in Dis! And that meant the  Coals of Hellflame must be with him…



Crawler’s excited thoughts were interrupted by a vibration from the comm amulet and Irita’s cry of panic:



“Everyone log out right now! Alex is hurt!” 



Crawler spoke to the troll:

 

“Turn around, Mandalar, and you’ll see Flaygray and Nega. The satyr and succubus will take you to the Sleeping God.” 



Both  demons  happened  to  have  just  come  out  of  the  tavern. 

Flay was limping slightly and belching loudly. Nega upended a bottle of  wine  into  her  mouth  as  she  walked.  Both  their  eyes,  already terrifying  enough,  now  swam  drunkenly  from  side  to  side,  and  Flay gabbled:



“The boss has filled this place with rabble again!” 



Crawler  didn’t  hear  what  Nega  answered  as  he  logged  out  of Dis. 



When Edward burst into the clan leader’s apartments, he found all the security officers already there. Rita was pacing back and forth and sobbing while Maria tried to calm her down. What Edward saw paralyzed  him:  Alex,  lying  down  with  his  arms  and  legs  twisted beneath  him  spasmodically,  his  neck  bent  at  an  unnatural  angle, tongue lolling out, eyes rolling back in his head and skin white as a sheet.  Yoshihiru  was  crouched  down  next  to  him,  connecting  the Home Doctor. 



“What… happ… ened..?” Edward had to force the words out at first, but he took hold of himself. “What’s wrong with Alex?” 



However  hard  he  tried  to  stay  cool,  his  hands  shook  and  his heart tried to leap out of his throat. 



“I was nearby,” Roj said. “The capsule started beeping. I ran in and found Alex lying there, seizing. I pulled him out carefully. I was afraid he’d get worse so I sounded the alarm.” 



“Is he alive?” Edward asked in a strained voice. 



“Yes,”  the  Japanese  man  answered  shortly,  studying  the readouts  of  the  device  in  his  hands.  “But  it’s  not  looking  good.  His heart is barely beating. Brain activity indicates… Apoplectic coma.” 



Hairo, Willy, Roj and Sergei lifted Alex onto a blanket. 



“The autodoc isn’t enough for this,” Yoshihiru said. “We need a full-fledged medical capsule.” 



“It hasn’t arrived yet. The black market…” Hairo cut off sharply, spat  and  exchanged  glances  with  Willy.  “Alright!  We  go  straight  to the hospital!” 



“How  many  times  have  I  told  you  the  clan  needs  its  own doctor?!” Maria shouted, glaring angrily at Morales. 



“The  clan  should  get  enough  sleep  instead  of  relying  on doctors!” Willy barked. “Roj, Maria! How did you miss this?!” 



“Calm down!” Hairo intervened. It wouldn’t have come to blows

—  they’d  all  served  and  were  plenty  disciplined,  —  but  civilian  life had a way of making some things harder. “Leave the blame for later. 

Right now we have to save the kid!” 



 How  did  this  happen?!   Edward  thought.  The  clan  needs  Alex now more than ever!  Next came a thought far more terrible:  Will he even  survive?   What  was  he  thinking  while  his  friend’s  life  was  in danger? 



He  stood  in  confusion,  clenching  his  fists  while  the  security officers lifted Alex up and carried him out. Not knowing what to do, Edward followed them. Rita, still sobbing, caught up to him and took him  by  the  arm,  holding  on  so  tight  that  it  hurt.  He  didn’t  say anything. 



They  met  Hung  in  the  corridor,  and  a  little  later  Malik,  Tissa, Tobias and Tomoshi caught up to them on the roof. The news about Alex  had  spread  through  the  building.  More  and  more  people  filled up the space around the landing pad. 



Willy  ran  into  the  hangar  while  the  rest  stayed  behind.  Tissa and  Rita  stood  over  Alex’s  body,  each  holding  him  by  a  hand. 

Tomoshi  whispered  silently,  Tobias  prayed  fervently.  Hung  frowned darker than a stormcloud. Malik stared vaguely into space. 



Hung took Edward to the side and said harshly as if hammering in nails:



“All hospitals are obliged to register their patients. The data is openly accessible. We have to take Alex to an underground clinic.” 



“What?!  What  kind  of  treatment  will  he  get  there?”  Edward hissed.  “I  doubt  those  places  have  good  doctors  and  equipment! 

Take him to the best clinic and to hell with the risk as long as they fix him!” 



“The  doctors  and  the  equipment  there  are  just  fine,”  Hairo objected. “Don’t worry about that, kid. Worry about this: while Alex is gone, you’re the boss. Don’t let him down. Do everything you can to keep the clan intact. Got it, Edward?” 



“It’ll  be  fine,”  Roj  said  before  Edward  could  answer,  clapping him on the shoulder. He had been standing behind him all the while. 

“I  remember  when  a  pulse  bullet  split  one  of  our  soldiers’  skulls  in the army, and they still patched him up. He was good as new! Just kept breaking out into hiccups after…” 



“You aren’t helping!” Morales snapped. 



Roj backed away. In the meantime, Willy took off with the shark and landed it next to the crowd. He stuck his head out of the window, 

shouted:



“Ready to go, Hairo!” 



The  senior  security  officer  pinned  Edward  with  a  gaze  and nodded:



“Time to grow up, kiddo. Life goes on, with or without Alex. It’s your job to ensure the survival of the Awoken!” 



“Don’t talk like that!” Edward flared. 



He  wanted  to  talk  about  his  grandmother’s  superstitions  that you  couldn’t  bury  a  person  in  your  thoughts  too  soon,  but  Hairo wasn’t  listening  —  he  had  turned  away  and  was  walking  hurriedly toward the flyer. Willy sat in the pilot’s seat. Next to Alex sat Maria Saar, Roj van Garderen and… Rita! 



“Wait!”  Edward  shouted  to  her,  running  to  the  flyer  in  the sudden  realization  that  he  relied  entirely  on  Rita  to  handle  a  lot  of clan  business,  and  things  would  be  a  lot  harder  without  her.  “Don’t go!” 



“I have to be with Alex,” Wood said, shaking her head. 



Tissa  had  also  tried  to  climb  into  the  flyer,  but  Hung  held  her back and was now whispering something to her. The girl was biting her lip so hard it bled. 



The  flyer  took  off  into  the  sky  and  shot  away.  In  total  silence, the  people  gathered  on  the  rooftop  headed  for  the  door  —  the workers, their families, the Wild Ones. Ed stood deep in thought until he  noticed  he  was  surrounded  by  his  allies:  Tissa,  Malik,  Tomoshi, Tobias  and  Hung.  Eniko  stood  a  little  off  to  one  side,  hesitating  to approach. 



“Let’s go to Alex’s apartment,” Edward said. “Let’s talk…” 



The  idea  of  holding  the  clan  council  meeting  in  the  clan leader’s  rooms  felt  natural,  as  if  by  gathering  at  his  place  they  felt like they were with him at least somehow. 



Tomoshi held back, whispered something to Eniko, who didn’t follow.  Good thing, too, Edward thought.  No time for her right now. 



While  they  went  down,  Malik  told  the  ones  not  in  the  know about the Uzul’Urub trolls that had mysteriously arrived on Kharinza. 

Edward only half listened. 



All  the  way  down  he  thought  about  how  his  relationship  with Sheppard  had  changed  in  the  almost  ten  years  they’d  known  each other. 



From grade one to five — when they were kids — nobody had particularly stood out, and even Hung hadn’t seemed so large then. 

Some  were  closer  friends  than  others,  but  there  had  never  been serious conflicts. 



In  class  six,  Edward’s  life  changed  dramatically.  His  parents, his  father  a  sculptor  and  his  mother  an  artist,  left  the  kids  with grandma  and  went  on  vacation  to  Africa,  where  they  caught  the Doom virus. Nowadays even a Home Doctor can treat the virus, but the  Rodriguezes  were  in  the  first  wave  of  infected.  They  wasted away  in  mere  days,  the  virus  eating  through  their  healthy  cells, transforming them into dead tissue. 



Edward  gave  up  his  beloved  football,  shut  himself  away  and concentrated on his sick grandmother, younger sister Pollyanna and thoughts of a hopeless future. In the end, that hopelessness brought him to Disgardium; that was the only place where he could possibly build a career and make it. Edward’s best friend Hung got an injury

that  put  an  end  to  his  professional  sporting  career  before  it  began, and they both started playing Disgardium together. 



Everything went well for their whole first year of Dis. Ed’s first character  Nagual  even  became  a  Threat  after  he  found Mephistroth’s Salt  and  was  possessed.  He  managed  to  offload  the demon possessing him into Mosquito, a monster insect, after which the  pet  leveled  up  alongside  its  master,  but  was  always  twice Nagual’s level and refused to come to heel. 



In  the  end,  Bomber  and  Infect  banished  the  Threat,  but  that gave a boost to the Dementors clan, which Tissa had joined by then. 

A tank, a healer, a mage and a thief was a great start for a clan. And everything was just fine until they crossed paths with Big Po. That is, until Alex Sheppard came into their lives — Scyth. 



Once  in  his  apartment,  they  all  sat  down  around  the  table. 

Everyone was looking at Edward, but he didn’t know what to say. He felt that if he tried to voice his thoughts, they would lose their color, turn false. He had to somehow lift up his clanmates, get their heads together and come up with a solution…



“Can  anyone  explain  what  happened?”  Tobias  asked, interrupting the tense silence. “I know Alex is in a coma. But how?” 



“His  brain  was  overloaded,”  Hung  explained.  “Time  goes  ten times faster in the Inferno, which means Alex’s brain had to work ten times harder. Like in the Nether, remember? Yoshi said his neurons are  just  burnt  out.  Or  his  synapses  are  broken  somehow,  I  don’t know, I’m no doctor. One thing is obvious: Alex is in trouble. Even if he recovers, there’s a chance he’ll lose his memory.” 



“He’ll  be  just  fine!”  Ed  barked,  flashing  his  eyes  at  Hung. 

“Enough of that kind of talk!” 



“I didn’t say anything, it was Yoshi…” the big man said, raising his hands. 



“So  don’t  say  anything!”  Tissa  exclaimed,  prodding  him  in  the chest. 



Hung finally lost his cool, especially when Tomoshi tried to light him  on  fire  with  an  angry  glare.  Working  his  jaws,  Hung  suddenly slapped a hand to his forehead:



“Damn, maybe this isn’t the best time, but…” Standing up, he walked over to Tissa and gave her a hug. “Happy birthday, buddy!” 



“We have other things to think about…” the girl said sadly, but still smiled. 



Everyone  piped  up  to  congratulate  Tissa  on  turning  eighteen, but the cries soon subsided. 



“I won’t be celebrating until Alex is back,” she muttered. “How can we..?” 



Silence  descended.  Hung  slapped  her  on  the  back,  felt awkward and sat back down. 



“It’s citizenship testing week in three days,” Toby said to the air. 

“Has anyone been studying?” 



“Alex  sure  hasn’t,”  said  Hung,  the  only  one  trying  to  calm  the atmosphere.  “Unless  there  are  demonic  ones…  Heh…  Alright,  I’ll shut  up.  I  just  want  to  say…  Come  on,  people!  It’s  Alex  freakin’

Sheppard! He’ll get through it!” 



“He’ll  get  through  it…”  Edward  repeated,  frowning.  Silence descended again for a long time, everyone lost in their thoughts. 



“Everything will be fine!” Hung suddenly exploded and switched on  the  holographic  news  with  a  voice  command,  switching  to  the Disgardium  channel.  “Let’s  watch,  see  if  we  learn  anything.  Where did those weird trolls come from? Did anyone see them?” 



“I  did,”  Edward  answered  dully.  “I  spoke  to  their  chieftain, Mandalar. He said the demon Hakkar sent them to Kharinza.” 



“Hakkar?” Tissa asked in confusion. 



“That’s Scyth’s name in the Inferno.” 



“That  means  he’s  back  in  Dis!”  the  girl  cried,  jumping  up. 

“Right? A portal wouldn’t have worked from hell!” 



“Maybe  that’s  why  he…”  Hung  began,  but  stopped,  trying  to choose the right word. “Collapsed.” 



“No point guessing,” Edward cut in. “He’ll tell us once he wakes up.”  Listening  to  the  presenter’s  voice,  he  asked:  “O,  turn  up  the volume.” 



Alex  had  called  his  home  assistant  O,  just  like  at  his  parents’

house. 



“…Children  of  Kratos.  According  to  an  anonymous  clan member,  the  Children  have  successfully  defeated  all  the  bosses  of the new raid instance Uzul’Urub in the Ursai Jungle and reached the final boss — Mandalar.” 



“Those are our trolls!” Tobias shouted. 



Everyone shushed him and kept listening with bated breath. 



“…summoned  the  demon  Houndmaster  Hakkar,”  the newscaster continued. 

 

Screenshots  from  the  instance  taken  by  the  Children  flashed behind her, and suddenly a massive demon appeared. Hakkar. 



“Scyth  became  a  dungeon  boss?”  Hung  whistled  and  Edward elbowed him in the ribs. 



“Shut up!” 



But there was no more news about their friend. The Children of Kratos  raid  wiped.  Joshua  Gallagher  did  his  usual  whining,  cursing the  ‘broken’  boss  and  the  entire  ‘dumb’  instance,  which  had  self-destructed  out  of  nowhere.  The  portal  had  disappeared,  the Uzul’Urub zone had become open to everyone, but neither mobs nor bosses remained, not counting the friendly Undalar tribe. 



But  there  was  something  else!  It  turned  out  that  the  boss Hakkar  infected  the  Children  and  their  pets  with   Corrupt  Blood. 

When the raid wiped, the debuff dropped from all the players… but not  their  pets!  And  those  reinfected  their  masters,  other  players, even NPCs! 



“A  pandemic  threatens  Disgardium!  The  authorities  of  the Commonwealth  and  the  Empire  are  setting  up  quarantine  zones  to isolate  the  infected.  Healers  have  been  deployed  to  the  isolation areas… The lives of the infected are not in danger. Snowstorm has not yet made any comment, except that what is happening is all part of  the  gameplay.”  The  presenter  listened  to  her  earpiece  for  a moment,  nodded.  “I’ve  just  been  informed  that  Chloe  Cliffhanger, Snowstorm’s  director  of  communications,  has  given  a  statement…” 

The  image  switched  to  Cliffhanger  talking  at  a  podium:  “Please, everyone  stay  calm!  Don’t  panic!  Disgardium  is  a  self-regulating world, and even an epidemic of  Corrupt Blood, which is nothing more than  a  bug  left  over  from  an  earlier  version  of  the  world,  will  be solved through in-game methods. A second ago we learned that the

priests  of  Nergal  the  Radiant  are  already  offering  to  heal  their followers…” 



Edward switched off the holoprojector. There were things to do, decisions  to  be  made,  but  apathy  overwhelmed  him.  Concern  for Alex’s life hung over it all, the helplessness was crippling. There was nothing  he  could  do  to  help,  all  he  could  do  was  wait.  Ed  glanced sideways at Tobias as he distantly twitched his lips and pulled at his beard, and envied him. He was reciting prayers — he had someone to put his hopes in. 



Giving in, Edward called Hairo for an update. He didn’t pick up for a long time, and when he did, he shouted:



“Not a good time, Rodriguez! His heart stopped, we barely got him back!” And hung up. 



Everyone heard it. 



A  leaden  silence  descended.  Deep  in  thought,  Tobias wandered  over  to  the  refrigerator,  pulled  out  a  few  bottles  of  soda and  handed  them  out.  Edward  didn’t  drink,  although  his  throat  was dry. 



Malik broke the silence. Nearly crying, he muttered:



“Will he survive?” 



“Of  course  Alex-san  will  survive!”  Tomoshi  said.  He  muttered something in Japanese, his fists clenched before him. 



 Strange, Ed thought.  You’d think Tommy would get along with Yoshihiru,  but  the  two  don’t  seem  to  talk.   The  thought  disappeared as  soon  as  it  arrived,  because  Edward  was  digging  around  in  his own mind, trying to figure out why there was a huge hole in his soul. 



“I hope so…” Malik whispered, casting a crazed glance at the others and continuing hotly: “Come on, guys, we’re wasting time! We can’t  just  sit  here  grieving  and  worrying  and  give  up!  Sure, everything depends on Alex, but it’s time for us to prove that we’re worth something without him! Or else what good are we?” 



“No  good,”  Tomoshi  noted,  hinting,  it  appeared  to  Edward,  at the stolen daggers, but his reply went unanswered. 



Malik’s  words  did  the  trick.  Understanding  came:  ever  since that memorable  First Kill  in  the  Evil  from  the  Depths  instance,  they had relied on miracles, albeit subconsciously. Even when it seemed there was no way out, Sheppard pulled another trick from his sleeve like a magician pulling a rabbit from a hat, or he took responsibility on himself and the problem was solved. 



Axiom blocking access to an instance? Scyth slips inside, and it’s a member of Tristad’s biggest clan that lets him in. Murkiss nearly wipes  the  group?  Scyth  deals  decisive  damage.  Big  Po  puts  the Dementors  on  his  KoS  list?  Scyth  works  it  out.  The  clan  almost drops  out  of  the  Arena?  Scyth  handles  that  too.  Alex  hadn’t  just solved the unsolvable — he’d lifted the clan into the stratosphere. 



And  now,  for  the  first  time,  the  Awoken  had  to  solve  their problems without him. As soon as they admitted that, they felt a little relief. 



Edward braced himself, clenched his teeth, held his breath for a moment, then said harshly:



“Malik is right. Let’s cross our fingers for Alex…” 



“And pray!” Tobias interrupted. 



“And pray,” Edward nodded. “To Earth’s gods and the Sleepers both.  But  the  gods  help  those  who  help  themselves.  Eileen  is

advancing on Kharinza. We have to protect the temple!” 



“Eileen dealt with Scyth easily a week ago, and now she’s even stronger!” Malik said. “How can we go up against her?” 



“There’s strength in unity,” Hung said philosophically, drumming his fingers on the table. “Let’s summon all our allies. Oh, speaking of which! Did Scyth leave at least one  Concentrated Life Essence in the clan vault? That would make things a lot easier!” 



“He didn’t have time,” Edward answered. “He bought them from our allies right before the Inferno.” 



“Do we know when Eileen will arrive yet?” Tissa asked. 



“Within the next few days,” Edward said. “Colonel warned Alex: based  on  Excommunicado’s  analysis,  Eileen  needs  seventy-five hours to reach Kharinza. That time is running out. I ordered the dark dwarves from the Black Whirlwind clan to expand their patrol radius. 

As  soon  as  the  undead  come  within  thirty  miles,  we’ll  know.  They can’t get out further than that because of  Exhaustion.” 



“So  we’ll  know,  and  then  what?”  Tissa  asked.  “Even  if  Hung comes  back  with  his  kraken,  I  doubt  the  beast  god  will  present  a problem to the Supreme Legate.” 



“He  won’t,”  Edward  agreed.  “Alex  defeated  the  Montosaurus when  he  was  weaker  than  Eileen.  But  Orthokon  can  at  least  take down the undead horde. Right, Hung?” 



“I don’t know,” the big guy answered. “We met an ancient shark in the ocean, another beast god. Orthokon didn’t fight it, he sped up so fast that I nearly fell off. Although I still don’t see his level…” He sighed. “Well, there’s nowhere to go, right? We’ll come back.” 



“And then swim all the way back out there again, Hung-san?” 

Tomoshi asked. 



“I  didn’t  want  to  say  anything  just  yet,  but  that’s  at  least  one piece  of  good  news  I  have.”  Lee  smiled  and  then  immediately frowned  again.  “We’ve  almost  reached  Meaz  and  we  got  to  the underwater kingdom — right now Orthokon and I are near Piercing Edge, a guardpost of the nagas. Which means I can get back without the kraken, through the depths. I have the destination in my list now.” 



“Great!” Edward said, uplifted. “Alex said the Montosaurus will help  protect  the  temple  too.  And  I  have  some  good  news  as  well. 

Vert  and  I  have  started  the  sixth  floor  of  the  Magic  Tower.  There’s every chance we’re the first, since construction goes a lot faster near a  place  of  power.  Maybe  I’ll  be  able  to  unlock  some  imba  spell.” 

Looking at Tomoshi, he asked: “Tommy, what do you have?” 



“Nothing special, Edward-san. Hiros helps Eniko-chan level up and  waits  for  the  great  Tiamat  to  make  the  conditions  around  the temple on Terrastera less extreme, that we may continue there.” 



“Oh,  right…”  Edward  muttered.  “What  with  the  tower,  I  totally forgot — Alex asked me to talk to Tiamat… Alright, I’ll do that today.” 



“Are we going to go there to level up together?” Tissa asked. 



Edward thought a moment, nodded. The hell with old grudges. 

Right now they needed every fighter… and healer, and bard. 



“We’ll all go,” he said. 



“Have  you  forgotten  about  Colonel?”  Tobias  asked.  “That  old coot promised to help Alex. And he has his own pet legate — Angel. 

I  watched  her  real  life  stream,  by  the  way,  she’s  so  awesome!  You seen it, Tommy?” Tomoshi shook his head. “Lemme show you!” 



Tobias brought a hologram of Angel up for everyone to see, but Edward was already calling Yary, Hinterleaf’s deputy. Of course, he should  have  cut  Tobias  off,  but  inwardly  he  was  happy  that  the somber mood was lifting. Hairo was right: life goes on and there’s no point  in  grieving  in  advance  —  they  had  to  do  all  they  could  to ensure that Alex didn’t come back to a plague-ridden ruin. 



“Hello,  Yaroslav!  This  is  Edward  Rodriguez,  Crawler  from  the Awoken,” Edward said when the holoprojector brought up Yary. “The other clan officers are here with me.” 



Yary turned his head, nodded and said:



“Hey there, younguns! Where’s your eldest?” He looked at the hologram  of  Angel,  laughed.  “Angelina  Veratti  from  the  Elites?  You studying the legates’ profiles?” 



“Something like that,” Tobias mumbled, blushing and switching off the hologram. 



“Yaroslav,  we  have  an  emergency  situation  here.  We  need  to discuss  it  with  all  the  leaders  of  our  allies,”  Edward  answered.  “In brief, Eileen is advancing on the temple of the Sleepers and Alex is in a coma. More details when we meet in-game.” 



Yary’s face immediately turned serious. 



“How can we help? We can send a medical flyer if you give us an address, put him in the Swiss clinic we use…” 



“No need,” Edward interrupted. 



“Alright.  Okay,  we’ll  gather  the  rest.  When  and  where?  Is  an hour  from  now  good?  Hinter  isn’t  at  the  base  and  I  have  no  idea where Horvac and Colonel are.” 



“I suggest we use your castle,” Edward said after a moment’s thought.  It  would  be  risky  to  gather  all  the  allies  on  Kharinza…

Although what difference did it make if they were going to defend the temple  anyway?  “No,  wait.  Let’s  meet  on  the  island.  You  can  meet Behemoth, soak up some godliness.” 



“Agreed,”  Yary  nodded.  “I’ll  gather  the  leaders  in  the  Modus castle. Can you pick us up from there?” 



“Sure thing.” 



“Then see you soon.” Yary hung up. 



Tissa shifted, nodded at Edward’s comm:



“You  didn’t  say  anything  about  Angel!  There’s  no  way  we  can kill Eileen without her!” 



“I’ll tell that to Colonel directly. Yary might not be in the know,” 

Edward answered. “Rita isn’t here, so I’m going to go see the goblins and then Yemi. Yoruba and the orcs of the Broken Axe could come in handy. Who else?” 



“Oh,  that  reminds  me!”  Malik  piped  up.  “Alex’s  allies  from  the Games  contacted  me…  What  were  their  names…  Artemius  the blacksmith and Nobu the chef.” 



“Why you?” Hung asked, raising an eyebrow. “Don’t they think you betrayed Alex?” 



“They messaged me too,” Tissa said. “I think they were trying to reach Alex by sending messages to everyone they know from the Awoken. But I didn’t answer.” 



“Uh-huh,”  Malik  nodded.  “They  both  complained  that  Scyth wasn’t  answering  and  they  really  want  into  the  clan.  Maybe  we

should just invite all of Meister’s crafters? They can help defend the temple!” 



“They won’t be much use,” Ed said gloomily. “Joker sent three hundred rank-five turrets and machine guns, Meister crafted a bunch of gems, but all of us have better weapons and accessories already, so I handed them out to the officer workers and NPCs. That’s all the help we’ll get from them. At least they crafted it all for free, we only paid for the materials.” 



“Turrets?” Hung perked up. 



“Yeah,  powerful  ones,  rank-five.  Gyula  said  he’d  put  them  up around  the  perimeter  and  inside  this  morning.”  He  remembered Alex’s  warning  and  frowned.  “Also…  Meister’s  crafters  might  leave us  with  empty  pockets  if  we  lose  the  temple.  They  have  a  contract with Alex.” 



“How’s that?” Malik asked. 



“For  helping  him  in  the  Demonic  Games,  Alex  promised  them each fifty thousand bonus stats from  Unity.” 



“We  know  that,”  Tissa  said  nervously.  “But  why  ‘empty pockets’?” 



“Scyth saw a potential future while he was in the Inferno. If we lose the temple, we’ll go bankrupt. Class action suits are no joke. I spoke to some hotshot prime lawyer, there’s no way of avoiding it. All we can do is hold up our end of the deal. Even if Alex… The point is, it’s  the  clan’s  responsibility.  If  anyone  has  any  expensive  personal items or savings and we lose the battle for the temple, hide it all in an Auction for Special Sales vault at Kinema. That way we save at least something if we lose our characters.” 



The  news  met  no  enthusiasm.  Edward  looked  across  his friends’ focused faces, stopped at Tobias. 



“Toby, where are you now?” 



“Moving  toward  the  instance  on  Terrastera.  But  I  can  come back, I’m linked to our tavern.” 



“How are you going to get back there afterwards?” 



“Alex left me a goblin beacon. I can drop it there and go straight back to it.” 



“Those  goblin  beacons…”  Edward  said  thoughtfully.  “Strange that nobody has invented anything like them since. And the League keeps  them  to  itself,  there  are  none  in  free  circulation.  Scyth  just gave his to you?” 



Tobias shrugged:



“I  didn’t  even  know  they  were  so  rare…”  Then  he  perked  up:

“Nice that the little green folk respect the Sleepers so much!” 



“It’s Scyth they respect,” Hung noted. 



“Scyth is useful to them, that’s all,” Tissa argued. 



After waiting for the argument to die down, Ed turned to Malik and asked:



“What do you have?” 



“Nothing special,” he shrugged. “I found  Lavack’s Heart  in  the Lakharian  Desert.  Now  we  can  unlock  the  entrance  to  the  Lost Sanctuary of Lavack raid instance.” 



“That’s  the  one  you  dug  out  when  we  were  grinding  in  the desert?” Hung asked. 



“The  very  same,”  Malik  answered.  “No  point  in  completing  it without Scyth, so it’s not urgent.” 



After a moment’s thought, Edward disagreed:



“Any  boost  can  help  us  now.  Alex  will  understand.  After  the meeting  with  our  allies,  I  suggest  we  head  straight  to  the  instance and  pick  up  a   First  Kill.  Then,  if  Tiamat  helps  us  with  the  climate, we’ll  head  to  Terrastera  and  grind  until  we’re  blue  in  the  face.”  He thought a moment, then concluded: “Let’s meet up on Kharinza. I’m heading to the goblins and the Yoruba castle in the meantime.” 



His friends began to stand up. Staring directly ahead, Edward spoke, either thinking aloud or giving orders:



“The  clan  is  now  under  martial  law.  Until  we  beat  back  the undead invasion, everyone can forget about whatever they’re doing. 

Alex isn’t with us. We only have ourselves to rely on.” 



Once they all went away, Edward made one more call, waited for the answer and said:



“It’s time.” 



The answerer nodded and hung up. 



* * *



How  do  you  explain  to  NPCs  that  one  of  the  Undying  might  never return to Disgardium? 



Edward thought it would be a challenge, but he underestimated the goblins’ intelligence and wisdom. The race, once without its own lands  and  chased  out  of  all  others,  had  not  only  captured  a  whole continent,  but  even  taken  control  of  most  of  Disgardium’s  financial and trading operations. Not to mention the criminal underworld of all Dis, tightly managed by the goblin Green League. 



When Crawler began to explain what had happened to Scyth, Kusalarix puffed out a cloud of cigarette smoke and interrupted him:



“Let’s not waste time, young man. The Initial’s life is in danger, right?” 



“Right.” 



“And it ain’t related to his adventure in the Inferno?” 



Crawler thought for a moment. After arriving in the office of the

‘assessor’ — actually one of leaders of the mighty Green League, —

the  gnome  mage  was  shocked.  It  was  a  tiny  cell.  A  desk  occupied two thirds of the room, the air was thick enough with smoke to slice, the  floor  was  sticky…  If  Scyth  hadn’t  talked  to  her  before,  Crawler would have thought he was being swindled by a mobster. 



“Partly,” he answered vaguely. “I don’t know what happened to him  there,  but…  How  to  explain  it?  Basically,  he  fell  back  into  our world unconscious. Where the Undying come from, there are… uh…

healers, who think that Scyth…” 



“Doesn’t  matter,”  the  goblin  woman  interrupted  him.  “Can  the League  help  in  any  way?  I  understand  just  fine  that  you  Undying have other bodies in your world, which means the League’s healers can’t  help  Scyth.  But  I’m  sure  the  services  of  good  healers  are expensive in both worlds. The League can provide financial aid, Mr. 

Crawler. I know our gold is valued in your world.” 



The  Awoken  had  more  than  enough  in  its  coffers  for  Alex’s treatment, and he didn’t want to add another line of debt to the list. 

Crawler didn’t know what to ask the League for. After all, once they heard that the temple of the Sleepers was under threat, the goblins might  withdraw  their  aid  entirely  —  they  always  had  sided  with  the winners.  Showing  weakness  to  the  goblins  wasn’t  an  option,  but neither  was  exaggerating  strengths.  Without  Scyth,  the  Awoken might not be able to handle the undead…



“Thank  you  for  the  offer,”  he  said.  “But  it  isn’t  Scyth’s  illness that brought me here…” 



The goblin woman tensed, leaning against the table. 



“Go on, young man. What’s the problem?” 



“The  temple  of  the  Sleeping  Gods  is  under  threat,”  he  blurted out  as  if  diving  into  a  deep  pool.  “We  need  everything  the  Goblin League can offer us.” 



Kusalarix reacted simply:



“When?” 



“Could be any time. Maybe right now, I don’t know!” Crawler felt uncertain  before  this  wizened  goblin  woman.  She  seemed  able  to see straight through him. “Eileen, Supreme Legate of the Destroying Plague, is advancing across the ocean toward the temple, along with her entire undead horde.” 



“We are aware of this, but we were counting on Scyth to handle it himself.” She drummed her claws on the table, thinking. “It seems the  League  must  alter  its  role  of  passive  observer…  Well,  well…

Alright.  I’ll  put  the  matter  to  the  High  Council,  young  man.  All  its members  follow  the  Sleepers,  and  the  loss  of   Unity  would  be  a mighty  blow…”  The  goblin  took  a  long  drag  on  her  cigarette, 

breathed  out  a  cloud  of  smoke  and  finished  her  thought  hoarsely:

“And  so,  in  the  name  of  greedy  and  heartless  Maglubiyet,  the League will pull out all the stops to save the temple. You can rely on all our resources.” 



“Thank you!” the mage said sincerely, feeling his heart lighten. 



“We  know  where  the  temple  is,  Kharinza’s  coordinates  are  in our internal portal network. If you choose another site for the battle, let me know. Artifacts, army, supplies — we’ll deliver it all as soon as we have it gathered. By midnight, the League will have given you all it can.” 



“Uh… Sorry, we also need…” 



“Here.” Kusalarix handed him an eight-sided golden pin about the size of a finger. “A beacon.” Next she poured out ten worn gold coins.  “And  these  are  for  opening   Great Portals  to  the  beacon.  If  I understand  right,  you’re  going  to  gather  your  allies.  So  there  you go…  Summon  ‘em  all!  And  if  any  of  those  dumbasses  refuse,  tell

‘em to go to the Inferno!” 



Kusalarix rose, signaling an end to the meeting. No doubt she was in a hurry to gather the High Council in an emergency session, and  Crawler  had  plenty  of  places  to  be  too.  He  still  had  to  talk  to Yemi before meeting the leaders of the allies. 



It would have made sense to include the Yoruba leader in the general  meeting,  but  the  mage  hated  the  former  leaders  of  the Alliance  of  Preventers,  and  was  generally  a  stubborn  and unpredictable ally. Considering that Scyth hadn’t spoken to him for a long time (their last conversation had been in chat before Hinterleaf admitted  that  he  wasn’t  Otto  Hinterleaf,  but  Sergei  Polotsky),  it wasn’t necessarily a given that the Yoruba were even still allies…



* * *



Having  been  notified  in  advance  of  the  meeting,  Yemi  was  already waiting  for  Crawler,  and  alone.  He  immediately  started  with  the accusations:



“When Yoruba was needed, Scyth came to see us himself! But what do I see before me now? Why in Iblis’s name has the chosen one  of  the  Sleepers  gotten  involved  with  the  Alliance?  Has  he forgotten  that  we  were  the  only  ones  who  supported  you  when  the whole world was out for Awoken blood?” 



The  ju-ju  shaman  had  leveled  up  to  618.  His  progress impressed Crawler. After the last farming session on Terrastera, the gnome  mage  had  only  gained  three  levels,  reaching  650.  Crawler hoped to make it to 700 before the battle against the undead. 



He  wanted  to  shout  at  the  top  of  his  lungs  to  wake  up  the arrogant  mage  and  make  him  choose  fast:  either  help  defend  the temple or get kicked out of the followers of the Sleepers. And then, while  there  was  still  time,  solve  all  the  other  problems.  Most  of  his anxiety  came  from  the  knowledge  that  there  might  not  be  enough time, and here he was wasting precious minutes on some wild and meager clan whose help was a drop in the ocean. Crawler activated Invisible  Hand   and  wrapped  it  around  Yemi’s  throat,  squeezing, planning to raise him into the air and shout some sense into him…



But he sighed deeply to calm himself down and just spoke:



“What do you want, Yemi? I see you haven’t been wasting time. 

You’ve gotten plenty of levels from  Unity.  From what I know, even the highest levels in the Children of Kratos are only at 520!” 



“Respect,  young  man!”  the  orc  wheezed,  defenseless  before the little gnome. Crawler released him. “I do not demand, I ask! Just

a  shred  of  respect  for  your  first  and  most  loyal  ally!  I  sent  Scyth several messages! Do you know how many answers I got from him?” 



“I know. Not one.” 



Seeing that Yemi taking in a lungful of air to continue his rant, Crawler raised a hand. The shaman instinctively cowered. The mage spoke quickly:



“Alex is in a coma. Is that a respectful enough reason?” 



The  shaman  spluttered,  his  heavy  orcish  jaw  hanging  down and his eyes widening:



“How?” 



“Just  is.  The  how  doesn’t  matter.  Best  assume  that  Scyth  is going to be gone from Dis for a while. How about you quickly accept that and then we can talk about what I came here for?” 



Crawler swore at himself internally for delaying this so long. He should have started organizing their allies back when Alex told him and  Rita  about  Eileen’s  plans.  But  it  all  went  like  it  went.  Now  the situation had to be fixed as soon as possible. 



Crawler  told  Yemi  why  he  had  come  here,  focusing  on  what Yoruba would lose if Behemoth’s temple was destroyed, and called on him to fulfill his duty as ally and follower of the Sleepers. 



Casting  aside  his  grievances  and  judgments,  Yemi  took  a goblin portal coin, shook the gnome’s hand with two fingers and said:



“I will gather all, including the orcs of the Broken Axe. We will come when you call us. My warriors will be ready within the hour. As for your meeting with Horvac, Hinterleaf and Colonel, I prefer not to

talk  to  them.  Their  arrogance  drives  me  mad,  and  I  can’t  vouch  for myself…” 



* * *



There  was  no  time  left  before  the  meeting  with  the  top  clans,  but Crawler  didn’t  jump  to  the  Modus  castle  right  away.  He  felt  like  he was making a huge mistake. Yes, they were allies now, but the top players had twenty years of experience behind them, plus an army of analysts and a mighty combined intellect that had planned numerous operations. Who knew, maybe everything that was happening was a plan, and Eileen hadn’t split off from the alliance, and the three top clans were still trying to eliminate Scyth as a Threat? 



Only a naive moron would think that a group of schoolkids and six  peacekeeper  vets  could  go  up  against  the  elite  of  society.  The schoolkids  only  had  the  Sleeping  Gods  on  their  side,  who  had  no way of getting to full strength, and a few thousand non-citizens. 



Edward’s paranoia took on new strength. What if Alex’s malady wasn’t nervous exhaustion? What if someone put him in that coma? 

Specially, so that by the time Eileen attacked, the Awoken would be leaderless and the Sleepers without their Initial? And that ‘someone’

was among them. How could Ed know that the security officers had really taken Alex to a hospital? Did that mean Rita was in on it too? 



 Idiot!   Crawler  snapped  at  himself,  remembering  how  much money had gone through Rita without his oversight. He’d relaxed too soon!  He’d  trusted  in  the  mental  contract  and  the  Sleepers’  mental block,  but  anyone  knew  —  everything  that  can  be  hacked  will  be hacked!  Those  mental  contracts  were  just  neurosoftware.  Whoever invented it must have built in backdoors! 



And now Crawler was bringing their former sworn enemies into the heart of the castle! And Scyth wasn’t there to handle it, and who

else could he talk to? Infect was more worried for his own skin, he couldn’t  trust  Tissa,  and  Hung  was  too  irresponsible.  All  the  rest: Tobias,  Tomoshi,  the  security  officers  and  the  non-citizens…  All  of them were outsiders, and who knew what they were thinking. 



Only Behemoth remained. That was who Crawler had to talk to. 

He should have started there…



 I’m going to be a little late, he wrote to Yary and jumped to the temple  of  the  Sleepers  on  Kharinza,  feeling  his  hands  shaking  and his heart thumping. 



* * *



 Wise people know that they stand to lose more than they gain if they betray us,  Behemoth  said  in  parting.  And  added:   And  there  are  no fools among my priests.  Think about that, priest Crawler! 



The Sleeper’s words didn’t exactly calm him down, but he did breathe  a  little  easier.  The  paranoia  retreated,  replaced  by  a determination to fight the undead to the death. The Awoken and its allies  may  lose,  but  they  had  to  use  all  the  resources  they  had  so that no matter what happened, they could say they did all they could. 



Jumping  to  acid  Terrastera  was  a  death  sentence,  so  Edward spoke to Tiamat through Behemoth. The goddess answered that the area  around  her  temple  was  already  transformed,  and  that  that which concerned Crawler need not worry him — there was a  Veil of Distortion around the temple. The Sleeping Goddess seemed to read his mind; he had only just thought of that. 



After  the  conversation  with  the  Sleepers,  the  Awoken  mage summoned  his  mount  and  flew  around  the  island.  Soaring  through the sky, he opened his map and thought about which direction Eileen would  come  from.  From  the  north  and  west?  Not  likely;  there  was

only  endless  ocean  there,  the  scattered  islands  of  the  archipelago and not much else. One would have to sail a third of the way across the world that way to reach the eastern shore of Shad’Erung. 



It was faster to reach Kharinza from the east, from Tristad, but definitely  not  easier  —  the  king  of  the  Commonwealth,  Bastian  the First, would have surely dispatched his army and Nergal’s priests to protect  his  inhabited  lands  from  the  undead,  which  would  delay Eileen.  The  immortal   Aspects  of  Light  would  have  cut  a  sizable chunk out of the horde…



Maybe Eileen landed her army in the Lakharian Desert where Scyth and Gyula built the Stronghold of the Destroying Plague. From there  she  would  have  had  to  cross  the  entire  southern  continent across  the  Dead  Sands  —  a  narrow  strip  of  land  along  the  ocean. 

There were no mobs in the Sands, no plants, no settlements, so they were  of  no  interest  to  players.  The  road  was  long,  spanning practically the entire continent, but the tireless undead could manage it. Ugh, if only Crawler had known their route in advance. They could have met the enemy on the continent and fought them there! 



Well, if the horde of the undead had passed through the Dead Sands…  Crawler  mentally  drew  a  line  and  realized  which  direction Eileen  would  come  from.  The  southeast  —  from  where  Latteria extended into the ocean with its half-moon peninsula of Devo, home to the neutral races. 



Rotating the map, Crawler drew a line from Devo to Kharinza. 

Twenty-six  miles  from  the  clan  base,  Eileen’s  path  crossed  the Boomerangs, two islands parallel to each other. When he saw them on  the  map,  the  mage  realized  at  once  who  had  named  them  —

none  other  than  Bomber,  the  first  to  discover  those  lands  while traveling on his kraken. 



Second  Boomerang  was  closer  to  Kharinza,  and  that  was where Crawler decided to assemble the army. Landing in the center

of  the  island,  he  stuck  the  goblin  portal  beacon  into  the  earth  and jumped to the Modus castle. 



After  teleporting,  he  waited  for  his  eyes  to  adapt  to  the  semi-gloom of the castle courtyard after the bright sun of the archipelago. 

The sky was gray and rain drizzled, but the cobblestones were still dry — the droplets evaporated before they reached Crawler’s head. 

Some climate artifact at work, probably. 



Crawler looked around in confusion. He could have sworn that the  courtyard  was  empty,  but  the  illusion  dispersed  and  the  gnome now saw that he was surrounded by a crowd arranged in a square. 

Humans  and  orcs,  elves  and  trolls,  gnomes,  dwarves,  ogres, lophers,  centaurs,  dryads,  vampires,  fairies…  And  enough  shiny legendary gear to blind a mole. 



“Greetings,  ally,”  a  mighty  orc  rumbled.  He  was  the  first  to approach and reach out a hand. “Well met. I am Horvac.” 



“Crawler,” the gnome mage nodded, cursing the low stature of his chosen race for the umpteenth time. “Where are the others?” 



“Here,”  came  the  voice  of  a  goliath  commander  like  peals  of thunder from above. “Colonel, Excommunicado.” 



“Pleased  to  meet  you,”  Crawler  said,  taking  the  offered  hand. 

“You have a very rare class, Colonel.” 



“I  know,”  he  nodded.  “If  I  am  not  mistaken,  I  am  the  only  one with the class Commander. It gives good raid bonuses.” 



Quetzal  the  titan  stood  behind  the  goliath’s  back.  He  caught Crawler’s eyes and nodded. 



“Sorry I’m late!” Hinterleaf the gnome said, hurrying up. “Good to  see  you,  Crawler,  my  dear!  Well,  is  everything  ready?  Shall  we

prepare our fighters to teleport?” 



“No, only the clan leaders,” Crawler muttered. “We’re going to discuss  the  plan  first,  then  I’ll  give  you  some  coins  to  open   Great Portals  to where we plan the first line of defense.” 



The  leaders’  deputies  and  senior  officers  stepped  forward. 

They  exchanged  greetings  with  the  sole  representative  of  the Awoken, then Horvac stared at Crawler and growled:



“Before  we  begin,  I  will  ask  the  question  on  everyone’s  mind. 

The  epidemic  of   Corrupt  Blood  —  is  that  your  work?  Or  the Destroying Plague’s?” 



“What makes you think that?” Colonel asked in surprise. “It was a bug with a boss in a new dungeon! The Children of Kratos carried the infection out into the world.” 



“Sure,” Hinterleaf chuckled. “And then they closed the instance right away.” 



“I was supposed to check it out, learn more,” Horvac muttered. 

“We cut our way through the Children of Kratos to get the  First Kill in Uzul’Urub, but guess what happened once we got there.” 



“What?” Hinterleaf and Colonel asked at the same time. 



“The  damn  instance  disappeared!”  Horvac  growled,  staring  at Crawler. “What do you say about that, kid?” 



“It’s  nothing  to  do  with  us…”  he  answered  and  nodded  at  the sharp ears of the frontline fighters. “Well, are we ready to move out?” 



“So,  we’re  finally  going  to  lay  eyes  on  the  top  Threat’s mysterious castle, are we?” Colonel rubbed his hands. 



“The  Dark  Lord’s  Citadel!”  Yary  laughed,  but  a  look  from Hinterleaf shut him up. 



“I’m  afraid  not,  I  won’t  be  showing  you  the  castle,”  the  mage said,  shaking  his  head  and  deciding  to  lie:  “That  will  affect  the integrity  of  the  defenses  put  up  by  the  Sleeping  Gods.  Anyway,  I thought it’d be best for us all to examine the spot where we plan to meet the undead advance.” 



If any of the leaders were disappointed, they didn’t show it. 



“Then let’s not waste any time!” Hinterleaf exclaimed shrilly. 



Nodding,  Crawler  sent  a  group  invite  to  him,  Horvac  and Colonel.  After  a  moment’s  thought,  he  added  Yary,  Hellfish  and Quetzal, since he found the first the easiest to talk to and the latter two had been Scyth’s allies in the Games. 



“Where  is  Pecheneg?”  Crawler  asked,  looking  around.  “Is Taipan with us?” 



“They’ll  send  troops,”  Yary  answered.  “But  Pecheneg  and Taipan  won’t  be  any  help  now,  in  the  planning  stage.  As  I’m  sure your allies from Yoruba won’t be either.” 



“Alright. Ready?” the mage asked. “Let’s jump!” 



Seven  sentients  representing  what  might  have  been  the  four strongest  clans  in  the  world  appeared  on  the  isle  of  Second Boomerang.  I  guess  Bomb  didn’t  think  too  hard  about  the  names, Crawler said to himself, chuckling. 



The six adults immediately started looking around in interest. 



“Wow…”  Hinterleaf  mumbled.  “A  completely  different  teleport effect!  Like  traveling  through  the  earth  itself!  What  did  you  say  it’s

called again, Crawler?” 



“I  didn’t,”  Crawler  answered,  shaking  his  head.  He  didn’t  like something  about  what  was  happening,  but  he  wasn’t  sure  what  for now. 



“We  were  right  after  all!”  Yary  exclaimed,  studying  the  map. 

“The  island  is  west  of  the  Tristad  sandbox,  and  Scyth  used  his undead immortality to beat  Exhaustion. 



Hellfish  walked  around,  kicked  a  stone,  pulled  out  his  sniper rifle and studied the surroundings through the scope. 



“I see a similar island to the southeast,” he reported. 



“Yeah,  these  islands  are  the  Boomerangs.  We’re  on  Second Boomerang,” Crawler explained. 



Yary  was  already  mounting  up  and  taking  off  to  study  the neighboring  scraps  of  land.  He  came  back  quickly,  reported  what he’d  seen.  The  top  players  shared  their  observations,  then  quickly forgot about Crawler and began to talk amongst themselves. 



“There’s no cover here,” Quetzal said. “We won’t have any time to  relocate.  What  stops  Eileen  from  just  going  around  the  island when she sees us?” 



“Cover  isn’t  a  problem,”  Horvac  answered.  “We’ll  get  the engineers building fortifications. Can you hide us, Hinter?” 



“Sure,  I  can  cast  an  illusion  of  an  empty  island,”  the  gnome answered. “But if you think Eileen won’t see through it, think again.” 



“She  has  a  significant  level  advantage,”  Colonel  grumbled. 

“Your tricks won’t work on her. We need something else…” 



“I might have that something,” Crawler said, deciding to share his successes from the construction of the Magic Tower. 



But nobody heard him. Or they just ignored him. 



He noticed that the three deputies — Quetzal, Yary and Hellfish

— were all in one circle, and the three leaders — Hinterleaf, Horvac and Colonel — in another. Crawler listened: the first were discussing tactics  and  how  to  deploy  the  troops,  the  second  —  equipment, artifacts, numbers of fighters. They’d forgotten all about Crawler, and that bothered him. 



Sure, it made sense — who was he to them? Just a schoolkid lucky  enough  to  be  in  the  same  class  as  Scyth.  Behind  every successful dumbass stands a fire-breathing dragon, as he had once heard  Hairo  say.  It  could  have  been  rephrased  to:   The  bigger  the booster, the bigger the boost — true, it would be dumb to deny that Scyth  had  played  a  big  part  in  Crawler’s  successes.  But  his  friend wasn’t there now, and it was time for him to learn to boost himself. 



“Hey, listen to me!” he shouted. 



The six men turned around in bewilderment. Hinterleaf nodded:



“Of course. We’re listening.” 



“I know I don’t have your experience,” Crawler said. “I’ll leave it to  you  guys  to  command  the  armies.  But  I  have  information  that might change your plans, no matter what they are. Are you ready to listen?” 



“Sure, kid,” Quetzal answered for them all. “Say your piece.” 



“And  sorry  for  not  taking  you  seriously,”  Hellfish  smiled.  The werewolf  was  in  wolf  form,  making  his  grin  look  fearsome.  “It’s  just that we’re used to dealing with people over twenty-five at least. And

it’s nothing to do with age, just that younger people usually haven’t had the time to level up high enough for clan business.” 



“I  get  it,”  Crawler  nodded.  “All  the  same,  I  really  do  have something to say. But before we start… Colonel, Quetzal… I see that you and your clan haven’t become followers of the Sleepers yet.” 



“Yes,  Alexandro  promised  us  three  priest  positions  after  his return from the other dimension.” The goliath sucked in his lips like an  old  man.  “But  now  I  am  given  to  understand  that  he  is  in  the hospital. What happened?” 



“He’s  in  a  coma,  his  heart  stopped.  Now  he’s  in  a  clinic  and that’s all I know. I can’t reveal any details of what happened just yet. 

I  need  an  oath  from  you.  And  you  too,  Quetzal.  I  can’t  offer  you those spots, but we have five other priests here, so you can at least become followers of the Sleepers before Scyth returns.” 



Crawler  left  out  that  they  would  be  willingly  accepting Behemoth’s mental block. 



“A  standard  oath  that  we  will  not  bring  harm  to  Scyth  through word, deed or inaction?” Colonel laughed. 



“To Scyth or the Awoken.” 



“Alright,” the goliath nodded, exchanging glances with Quetzal the titan and loudly announcing as he looked to the sky: “I, Colonel, summon an Arbiter to register my oath.” 



“I, Quetzal, summon an Arbiter to register my oath.” 



Crawler  expected  to  hear  the  crack  of  tearing  space,  but nothing happened. Turning his head, Colonel chuckled and repeated the summons. 



Again, nobody came. 



“Strange…” Hinterleaf said. “Where is the Celestial Arbitration? 

Let me try.” 



Within a minute, all seven had tried to summon an Arbiter, but not a single Eye had appeared. 



“What does that mean?” Yary swore. 



“We  gonna  cancel  the  whole  show,  then?”  Hellfish  asked.  “Or do we go on without the Excos?” 



“Hey!”  Colonel  pointed  at  him  threateningly  and  addressed Crawler,  switching  to  Spanish.  “Listen,  chaval.  I,  Cesar  Calderone, and  my  brother  Ishmael…  We  always  keep  our  word.  I  swear  that nobody in the Cartel or Excommunicado will bring harm to your clan through word, deed or inaction. Renato?” 



Quetzal  repeated  the  same  words,  but  in  his  own  name.  Still doubting, Crawler looked at Yary in expectation of some sort of sign, then at Hellfish, but they wore the same steely expressions. 



“Okay.  I  trust  you,”  he  said,  and  ordained  them  both  as followers of the Sleepers. 



“Bye bye, Nergal,” Quetzal sighed with a certain regret. 



“Okay, kid, back to business!” Yary smiled. “What did you want to tell us? You know something we don’t about the coming battle?” 



Crawler took a moment to gather his thoughts, then answered:



“I do. Firstly, you’re preparing for an ordinary battle, but none of you  know  the  undead  better  than  I  do.  I  know  what  it’s  like  to  be undead,  and  my  friend  was  the  Supreme  Legate  of  the  Destroying

Plague, remember? Yes, we’ll have to fight Eileen’s minions, but only to  keep  her  occupied,  because  we  can’t  destroy  the  undead  horde without killing its mistress. Worse, every destroyed minion will make the others stronger. And when there are ten left out of a thousand, they’ll be harder to deal with than the whole horde was.” 



He  noticed  Hinterleaf  exchanging  glances  with  Horvac  and Colonel. The latter nodded, confirming Crawler’s words. So the Exco leader  had  information  from  his  legate  Angel  that  he  hadn’t  shared with his allies? And to them,  Plague Boost was news? Oh, boy…



Their interest caught by this new information, the men stepped closer to Crawler. 



“What do you suggest, kid?” Quetzal asked. 



“It can’t be a battle. It has to be a special operation. Our main task is to get to Eileen…” 



“Your teleportation won’t work on her,” Colonel murmured. “The legates have protection against it now.” 



“But  we’ll  still  try.  What  if  their  defensive  ability  has  a cooldown?” Crawler answered. “At least four of the Awoken have…

uh… well, the teleportation spell. If we can remove Eileen from the battlefield,  then  surely  the  ice  will  melt  sooner  or  later  and  the undead will all sink to the bottom.” 



“Or  if  they  float,  we  can  shoot  them  from  above,”  Hellfish grinned. “Rain down  Armageddons on them. 



“Or  leave  them  to  the  local  mobs,”  Yary  nodded  at  the  water where  sinister  shadows  flickered.  “You  guys  see  that   Speedy Swordfish?  I  saw  it  just  swim  past  a  level  600  shark  and  bite  it  in two.” 



“Anything else, champ?” Horvac asked. 



“Plenty!” Crawler exclaimed and started talking, deciding to put all his cards on the table. 



He told them all he knew about Eileen’s abilities, about the fact that the only thing that could ultimately defeat the Destroying Plague was the destruction of its Nucleus. When the men learned that Scyth was trying to get  Coals of Hellflame from the Inferno, but had fallen into a coma in exhaustion, their jaws dropped. 



The  mage  decided  it  was  time  to  go  all-in  and  not  hide anything; the more information the clan analysts had, the higher their chance to build a successful strategy. So he spoke for a long time, and  his  listeners’  mouths  opened  wider  with  every  word.  While  he was telling them how Scyth became a demon and began his military career  in  the  dominion  of  Belial,  and  about  Scyth-Hakkar’s  strange role in the epidemic of  Corrupt Blood, Horvac yelled out:



“I told   you!” But they all shouted him down and he shut up. 



Crawler told them about the temple on Terrastera (which wasn’t news  to  the  old  allies,  but  was  a  nice  surprise  for  Colonel)  and mentioned the new instance in the Lakharian Desert. He also spoke of his successes in building the Magic Tower, and when he said that his sixth floor would be ready tomorrow, Hinterleaf broke out into a sweat and darkened, but made himself put away the comm that he had grabbed to call his mages and listened on. 



Crawler knew that without Scyth, he had to take responsibility, but  he  was  used  to  that.  It  was  just  the  stakes  that  twisted  his stomach. Never had so much depended on him: not just the temple or the clan castle or the prospect of a rich future for his friends. Now not  only  was  every  clanmate  depending  on  him  for  their  very survival, but so were their families, and his own. 



Once done sharing information, he remembered he was talking on  behalf  of  the  whole  clan,  his  friends  and  their  families,  the  Wild Ones  and  the  non-citizens.  He  hesitated,  but  seeing  that  the  men were listening to him attentively, added:



“There’s  one  ‘but…’”  His  throat  was  dry,  but  one  of  them noticed  and  immediately  offered  him  a   Vigor  Potion.  He  gulped  it down, then spoke harshly, keeping his eyes on the men even though he  badly  wanted  to  look  away:  “If  Eileen  wins,  your  clans  won’t  go anywhere. Sure, you’ll suffer losses, but you’ll go on living like you’ve always lived. For the Awoken, defeat means death. Which is why…” 



Hinterleaf was the first to realize what Crawler wanted to say, and a smile began to spread across his lips. 



“The  First Kill  in  the  Lost  Sanctuary  of  Lavack  instance  in  the Lakharian Desert. Only we have the key. It’s a raid dungeon, up to a hundred  players.  Ten  spots  for  the  Awoken,  we’re  selling  the  other ninety. The starting price is a hundred thousand per spot…” 



“I’ll take them all!” Colonel blurted out. 



“Let  me  finish,”  the  mage  said,  taking  a  deep  breath.  “The money is to be transferred in dark phoenixes and equal payments to some accounts I’ll name.” 



 There’s our insurance, he decided.  If it all goes to shit, we’ll still have a million each. 



“Ten million for all the slots,” Horvac said. “Dark, light, purple —

whatever phoenixes you want, or stocks, shares, artwork…” 



“Wait!” Hinterleaf roared. 



 A gnome roaring is a sight to see, Crawler thought. The gnome illusionist went on:

 

“Taipan  is  off  the  table,  their  clan  is  non-combat.  You  aren’t inviting  Yoruba,  as  I  understand  it.  Three  clans  remain:  us,  the Travelers and Excommunicado. I suggest we give each thirty spaces instead of throwing an impromptu auction!” 



“One  buyer  would  be  more  convenient  for  me…”  Crawler muttered. He hadn’t been expecting such high demand. 



“Three  buyers!”  Colonel  declared.  “We’ll  round  it  up  to  five million per clan for the inconvenience, giving us a total of…” 



“We’re not giving you any loot!” Crawler squeaked. 



“A  total  of  fifteen  million  dark  phoenixes,”  the  Exco  leader finished imperturbably. “Are we all agreed?” 



There were no objections. 



“As for the loot,” the goliath chuckled. “How about this? If some loot drops that you don’t need, we can auction it off then and there. 

Deal, Eduardo?” 



Crawler nodded, confirming the deal with a handshake. Staring hard at him, Horvac croaked:



“Do  I  correctly  understand  that  that  isn’t  all?  Do  you  have something else to offer us, young man?” 



“A one-time farming session on Terrastera. Ninety slots again,” 

Crawler declared. 



“How much?” Horvac and Colonel asked at the same time. 



Ignoring the question, the mage continued:



“You  can  forget  about  putting  a  beacon  there  and  going  back without us, Tiamat won’t let you. So this is a unique offer, and until Scyth gets better, it’s a one-time deal.” 



“How  much?”  Hinterleaf  asked  again,  his  gnomish  gray  eyes glittering with greed. 



“I’m offering you this only because there’s a battle ahead of us. 

We’re going to be dealing with levels over a thousand, but we know how to fight them…” 



“Crag!”  Hinterleaf  exclaimed.  “That’s  why  Scyth  asked  about him!” 



“Crag is in our clan now. Again. But his presence will give the whole  raid  a  massive  boost,  which  will  let  us  fight  easily  and  grind some levels.” 



“How much?!” Horvac growled, raising his voice. 



“And  it  may  be  that  as  soon  as  we  jump  there,  we’ll  have  to come back because of Eileen,” Crawler said, continuing his speech impassively. 



“How much!?!?” Colonel boomed. “Get on with it, Eduardo!” 



“We might not even have time to…” 



“Tell us how much you want!” Quetzal cried. 



“Say it!” Colonel demanded. 



Was it too much? They would all easily get fifty, maybe even a hundred levels on Terrastera. That would take a few years of leveling normally. They should agree, in theory. But was it arrogant to ask so much of them? Crawler remembered that the lives of his friends and

family  hung  in  the  balance,  and  swept  aside  his  doubts.  The numbers he planned to say made him queasy. 



He held his breath for a moment, then blurted out:



“A billion!” 



“Done!” they all shouted. 



It worked! Crawler held back a smile with difficulty and tried to still his galloping heart. 



* * *



The  three  top  clans  left  their  sentries,  engineers  and  analysts  on Second  Boomerang.  It  worked  in  their  favor  that  the  undead’s movement speed was limited by Eileen’s ability to create a half-mile section  of  ice.  As  soon  as  the  horde  appeared  on  the  horizon,  the allies would have time to organize and arrange themselves. 



The  leaders  of  the  top  clans  returned  to  the  Modus  castle  to determine which fighters would go to the  First Kill in the instance and the farming session on Terrastera. 



Edward  logged  out  to  real  life  to  find  out  how  Alex  was  doing and  whether  Rita  had  come  back.  He  didn’t  have  to  call;  Yoshihiru had  already  been  in  contact  with  the  security  officers  and  told  him that Alex was still in a coma and the girl had decided to stay with him for as long as necessary. Edward’s last hope of her coming back to help him vanished. He had to handle it all himself, so he asked that Rita  be  given  a  comm  and  requested  the  details  for  all  the  clan members’ personal cryptoaccounts. 



After he got the data file, Edward sent the account numbers to the Modus finance officer. Warned by Hinterleaf, he had gathered the

shares of the other two clans and immediately sent the money that Crawler asked for. Precisely one billion dark phoenixes arrived in the clan’s  secret  account.  Not  counting  the  NPCs,  each  officer  of  the Awoken would get a million. 



Edward put aside what was left to pay for Alex’s treatment and for another still unrealized plan — it was time to equip their building in  Cali  with  a  full-fledged  hospital,  kindergarten  and  school.  They would  have  to  find  citizen  staff,  and  it  would  take  some  very generous offers to convince them to work in Cali Bottom. 



Edward’s  confidence  rose.  Now,  even  if  they  lost  the  temple and had to pay back Meister’s crafters, there was enough money to keep  everybody  happy.  And  the  status  of  millionaire  would  allow them to live comfortably no matter what happened. 



Edward threw down a couple of nutrient bars, then returned to Dis.  His  friends  were  already  gathered  in   Olivier’s,  waiting  for  him. 

He was depending on Rita coming back when he reserved ten raid slots for the Awoken, but now he realized he needed to change that. 



Counting his friends, he announced:



“Those  going  to  grind,  not  counting  me,  are  Infect,  Bomber, Tissa, Crag, Hiros, Eniko, Gyula and Manny. I suggest we give Irita’s spot to Patrick. Where is he?” 



“Getting  ready  for  his  and  Aunt  Stephanie’s  wedding,”  Eniko answered. 



“A  wedding?”  Crawler’s  eyes  widened.  “Now?  An  undead horde  is  about  to  descend  on  us  and  Alex  is  at  the  brink  of  death, and they want to get married?!” 



“That’s  why  they  decided  to  do  it  today,”  Eniko  answered. 

“Patrick… He might not survive.” 

 

“I see…” Crawler frowned. “But he’s still coming with us. He’ll have plenty of time to get married later, but leveling up will give him a better chance to survive the storm…” 



* * *



Fifteen minutes later, the ten Awoken stood at the foot of a dune next to the shimmering portal entrance of the Lost Sanctuary of Lavack. 

By then all the Excos had become followers of the Sleepers. 



Crawler  and  Bomber  exchanged  a  few  words  with  the  allied leaders, then went back to their own. 



“Time  to  boost,”  Bomber  announced,  chuckling.  “If  you’d  told me  half  a  year  ago  that  I’d  be  boosting  Modus,  the  Travelers  and Excommunicado, I’d have called bullshit!” 



Horvac led the raid to be boosted. His lower jaw stuck out, the orc spoke to the fighters of the three clans:



“Folks, this is a new instance, so it’s unknown. We’re going to start in standard formation and adapt as we go.” 



Infect  punctuated  the  words  with  some  chords  of  approval. 

After  buffing  the  raid,  he  lovingly  stroked  the  stone  tablet  by  the entrance.  Crawler  remembered  when  they’d  leveled  up  there  by gathering hundreds of mobs around Scyth, and the archeologist had asked permission to start his dig there. 



“Hey, wait!” Infect suddenly shouted. “Something’s changed!” 



“What exactly?” Horvac grumbled. 



Without waiting for an answer, the orc and Crawler approached the bard. 



“You  see?  The  instance  is  600+  now!  It  used  to  be  for  level 500!” 



“Well, that’s great!” Horvac said, shrugging. “So the instance is harder. That means more loot and XP!” 



“Great?”  Crawler  echoed  sceptically.  “Only  the  Awoken  have players  over  level  600,  and  not  even  all  of  them.  We  might  not  be able to clear it!” 



That  really  could  be  a  problem.  Priestess  Tissa  had  only  just reached  level  150,  warrior  Patrick  —  311,  demon  hunter  Gyula  —

394, and bard Infect — 481. Eniko the elvish archer and the human barbarian Manny were in the lowbie raid. 



Those  who  would  have  to  carry  the  whole  raid  stood  before Crawler:  Crag  the  warrior,  who  had  leveled  up  more  than  anyone else solo on Terrastera, was at level 644; Hiros the ninja was at 637; and  Bomber  the  warrior  at  648.  Crawler  the  mage  himself  had  hit 650.  The  four  of  them  weren’t  much  higher  than  the  instance’s recommended  level,  and  considering  that  a  hundred  lower-level players  were  coming  into  the  instance  as  well,  they  could  easily suffer a wipe or even a series of wipes — then everyone would lose experience  instead  of  getting  stronger,  and  their  allies  would  want their money back. 



Bomber  walked  up  and  looked  at  his  friends.  “We  can  handle it,” he said, as if reading the doubt on their faces. “Don’t forget about Crag.” 



“And me,” Tissa added. “My  Second Chance will automatically resurrect  the  fallen.  The  main  thing  is  to  remember  that  it  has  an

hour-long cooldown. If the same person dies twice in the same hour, I’m afraid they’ll stay down.” 



“Right!”  Crawler  smiled.  Occupied  with  business,  he  had completely forgotten about his friend’s new ability. “Okay, Tissa has to survive at all costs.” 



“Good  to  know,”  Horvac  said.  “You  guys  are  full  of  surprises! 

Anything else you have that the raid leader should know about?” 



“No,”  Crawler  answered  firmly.  Hiros  had  been  ordered  not  to reveal his abilities. 



“Hey,  one  more  thing.”  As  it  turned  out,  Crag  was  already standing nearby. “The mobs themselves have to start the fight. You know that, right, Mr. Onegut? Otherwise my ability won’t work.” 



“I know, the raid is aware,” Horvac answered. “We looked into hiring you from Modus, actually… Anyway, kids, time’s running out, let’s get to it. If you’ll allow me…” 



Horvac jumped up high and shouted:



“Raid! We go in alive!” 



And  dove  through  the  shimmering  veil  of  the  portal.  Crawler entered behind to a booming roar:



“To come out alive!” 



Crawler looked around. The instance was like an underground city  from  a  far-eastern  fairytale.  There  was  incense  in  the  air  and something ringing in the distance. The other raid members appeared one after another nearby. There were so many that they barely fit on the  wide  cobblestone  path  lined  with  whimsical  single-story  houses of yellow stone, with round roofs and numerous spires. 

 

“Move  out!”  Horvac  shouted  somewhere  ahead,  and  the  raid streamed after him. 



When  they  emerged  onto  a  small  square  ahead,  ten-foot-tall firebirds  with  human  heads  with  beaks  instead  of  noses  raised  the alarm  with  a  vibrating  shriek.  Dozens  of   Dead  Ankhs   immediately attacked the raid. 



“Don’t attack! Hold the line! Stand! Stand!” Horvac shouted until he  was  certain  that  Crag,  chosen  as  the  main  tank,  had  taken damage, then shouted: “Fight!” 



The mobs fought furiously and killed five casters, but once they figured  out  the  mechanics,  the  raid  put  them  all  down.  The  fallen were resurrected. 



The  raid  ran  on  for  six  blocks  and  then  reached  another strange  square.  This  one  was  octagonal,  and  at  its  center  loomed the  trunk  of  an  enormous  dead  tree  that  looked  at  least  ten armspans around. At the top sat a gigantic bird with its head hidden beneath its wing. It was shrouded in flame. 



 Bakhsa, Mother of All Ankh, level 637 Firebird

  

 Dungeon Boss. 

  

The raid stopped at a safe distance. Crag and Bomber headed for the tree, but Bakhsa didn’t budge. 



Crawler  levitated,  grabbed  Crag  by  his  adamantite  collar  and lifted  him  up,  placing  the  warrior  right  beneath  the  boss’s  nose.  A fiery  wing  rose  and  a  slender  serpentine  neck  extended  out  from beneath it, and at the end of the neck was… Nothing. Well, a single solitary  beak.  The  beak  opened  and  split  into  four  petals  of  bone lined with sharp teeth, then shot out a forked tongue. 

 

“Got  it!”  Crag  shouted,  but  it  was  already  clear  enough  that Nergal’s Fury had activated. 



Letting  him  go,  Crawler  rose  up  higher,  waited  for  the  tank  to raise his aggro high enough and then began raining down damage on the huge firebird. 



The raid put it down within seven minutes. Before she expired, Bakhsa  flared  up  and  collapsed  into  ashes,  and  the  healers struggled  with  the  damage  of  the  ability;  the  blast  was  more  like radiation than flame, ignoring armor and defenses. 



Much  to  the  surprise  of  the  raid  as  it  sat  licking  its  wounds, smaller  birds  suddenly  began  to  rise  from  the  ashes.  Fire  flashed opposite  every  player,  forming  into  a  mini-boss.  A  hundred  mini-bosses! 



“Platewearers protect squishies!” Horvac roared. 



Ignoring  their  enemies,  the  better  protected  fighters  rushed  to defend the casters and ranged, but failed to take aggro. 



Even  Crawler  was  having  trouble.  The  gnome  was  having  a hard time handling his bird — she was actually handling him until an Exco mage locked her in an iceblock. Crawler gasped at her damage and health — the bird’s stats were a reflection of his own! 



Bakhsa’s  chicks  put  down  almost  the  entire  raid.  Crawler thought it was a wipe, but Tissa saved them. Her ability resurrected the fallen, giving each a chance to finish off their bird. Those that still couldn’t do it got help from the rest. 



The four epics that dropped from the boss raised no pulses, but three  found  buyers  among  the  Excos.  Crawler  gave  the  fourth  to Patrick — a tower shield with a slowing aura. 

 

The  raid  advanced  further  along  the  street  of  the  oriental  city, expecting  an  attack  at  any  moment.  But  then  Hinterleaf  raised  a hand to draw attention, shouted:



“News from the Boomerangs!” 



The  clan  leaders  gathered  around  the  gnome  while  he  spoke quietly:



“One  of  our  scouts  went  southeast  with   Divine  Swiftness.  He moved from island to island to escape death from  Exhaustion… And found  Eileen!  Around  thirty-five  miles  from  Second  Boomerang. 

Unfortunately,  she  saw  him  and  instantly  killed  him  with   Plague Beam.  By  the  scout’s  estimates,  she  was  over  a  hundred  yards away!” 



“We have just under fifteen hours,” Crawler said. 



“I’d  say  even  less,”  Horvac  objected.  “It’s  possible  that  her ability to create ice can level up. We might have eight hours at the most.” 



“Let’s  say  we  have  seven  then.  Seven  hours  to  clear  this instance and farm Terrastera,” Colonel summarized. “We need a little time to prepare, after all.” 



“Our scout will return and track the undead’s movements along with the others,” Hinterleaf added. “They’ll let us know when the foe comes within ten miles of Second Boomerang.” 



That settled it. We stopped worrying too much about time and moved on. 



They  easily  dealt  with  a  pack  of  ghouls  that  burst  from  the abandoned  buildings  and  quickly  took  down  Alghoul,  the  second

boss  —  a  disgusting  female  corpse  protecting  a  clutch  of  eggs. 

Crawler didn’t even have time to cast a single spell. 



Alghoul  dropped  the  instance’s  first  legendary  —  a  dagger called   Dead  Man’s  Featherblade.  Watching  Infect  as  he  devoured the  loot  with  his  eyes,  Crawler  laughed  and  handed  the  dagger  to him. 



“Seriously? You’re giving that dagger to a bard?” Colonel raised an eyebrow. “I wouldn’t mind using that myself, to tell the truth. It has higher damage than Quetzal’s two-handed sword!” 



“I  sure  am,”  Crawler  answered.  “You  don’t  know  it,  but  this archeologist bard discovered this dungeon. He used to be a thief, so he collects legendary daggers.” 



Infect  hadn’t  received  praise  in  a  long  time  and  didn’t  know what to say. He just stood there holding the legendary delicately and blinking. Tissa laughed and patted him on the shoulder:



“Grats, buddy! Cool knife!” 



Three  epics  also  dropped,  along  with  a   Smoldering Bloodforming  Molecule  —   an  unknown  legendary  resource  for Alchemy.  The  Awoken  kept  it  all.  The  armor  went  to  Manny  and Eniko. 



The  third  boss  was  Merifrit,  Primal  Fire  Spirit.  He  took  no physical damage and attacked from the air. 



“Casters, get to work!” Horvac commanded. 



Crag and Bomber tried to take aggro, but Merifrit ignored them and  concentrated  on  the  mages.  He  managed  to  take  down  six  of them  before  falling  to  the  pressure  of  the  raid,  boosted  by  Crag  to twenty-five times its normal strength. But despite all the efforts of the

former  top  players,  the  four  Awoken  who  had  leveled  up  on Terrastera still dealt three quarters of the damage. Crawler delivered the finishing blow to Merifrit, collected the loot and shouted:



“We keep moving! Hurry!” 



But  the  next  boss,  Primal  Earth  Spirit  Silla,  sent  half  the  raid back to respawn before it became clear that only wooden weapons could  deal  damage  to  him.  A  two-handed  club  that  Crag  had  lying around in his inventory sent Silla to meet his maker. 



The  fifth  boss,  Karkadann,  either  a  mighty  unicorn  or  a  very elegant  rhinoceros,  was  simple  and  treacherous:  he  aggressed  on the  weakest,  calculating  their  level  with  some  magic  skill.  But  he didn’t  have  time  to  do  much  damage  before  dying  almost  instantly, boxed in by Crag, Bomber, Horvac, Yary, Sayan and Quetzal. Eniko, the first to be trampled beneath Karkadann’s feet, grumbled:



“I’m glad the pain isn’t as bad as in my old capsule…” 



Myurid,  a  flying  old  man  with  a  long  beard,  was  the  trickiest boss  of  all.  He  kept  dodging  stuns,  and  a  moment  later  a  second Crag appeared. Before they realized it was a double, the false Crag had  put  down  five  raiders.  Myurid  imitated  Crawler  next,  then Bomber, and they were perfect copies too, with all the abilities and stats of the original. All the same, it didn’t help the boss; he attacked first, which meant he didn’t get the buff from  Nergal’s Fury. 



The seventh boss was the Uriahs — three beautiful women in multicolored silk clothing. At first everything went fine, but once their shared health bar dropped to 50%, they bewitched the players and made them attack each other. Luckily, Crawler’s  Mass Dispel  quickly lifted the debuff. 



The Uriahs were killed, but dropped no loot — their essences melted  into  the  stone  of  a  building,  which  came  alive  and

transformed into a gigantic golem, crashing down on the raid. It was unwieldy  and  simple,  but  the  stones  that  dropped  from  it  sprouted into smaller golems that split into still smaller ones in turn. 



They  didn’t  give  the  raid  much  trouble,  but  they  did  delay  it. 

Crawler almost physically felt the precious minutes trickling away like blood from a wound. The instance gave practically no experience to the  powerful  characters  in  the  Awoken.  And  the  loot  wasn’t  much good  either,  although  even  the  ordinary  mobs  dropped  generous amounts of it. 



Eniko clearly didn’t agree, judging by the beaming smile on her face  —  the  girl  had  almost  fully  outfitted  herself  with  legendaries. 

Patrick, on the other hand, was uncommonly silent and gloomy. The NPCs  kept  safely  in  the  rear,  away  from  the  mobs,  but  with  his thoughts away with Stephanie, he still managed to fall into a well of Predatory Mist  and  nearly  died.  He  would  have  bought  it  if  not  for Tissa. 



“Come  on,  Uncle  Patrick,  get  it  together!”  Bomber  said, brushing him off. “Why the long face?” 



“Yes,  Patrick-sempai,  you  must  show  greater  care!”  Hiros added. “Otherwise you will not return to your bride!” 



Patrick  agreed  with  their  logic,  but  got  even  sadder  at  the mention of Aunt Stephanie. 



After  finishing  off  the  golem,  the  raid  stopped  for  a  breather. 

The players wandered through the emptied town square next to the dangerous well. There were no mobs nearby, only spectral vultures whirling in the air high above. 



“Judging  by  the  map,  we’ve  explored  the  whole  instance,” 

Crawler said. “I levitated up high and hit a ceiling. Looks like we’re in a gigantic cave.” 

 

“But we haven’t had any achievements, so we haven’t cleared the instance,” Bomber said. “We’ll have to split up and look around. 

We must have missed a boss.” 



“Split  up  into  five-man  squads!”  Horvac  commanded.  “Each squad pick a street and search it! Looks like this one will be the last.” 



Crawler  took  off  into  the  air  again,  looked  down  on  the  town half-hidden  in  the  gloom.  Naturally,  no  sunlight  reached  it,  but  the ground  itself  emitted  light,  as  did  the  stone  dome  above  and  the walls of the buildings. 



Seeing nothing of interest, the mage dove down, reunited with Hiros,  Bomber  and  Crag  and  started  trying  to  find  the  boss.  The other Awoken followed. Manny cast a professional miner’s glance at some  ore  deposits  and  sighed  heavily  —  his  crafting  level  was  too low. Patrick was distraught over his delayed wedding and Gyula was consoling him. Eniko jabbered away happily with Tissa and Infect. 



They  knew  they’d  found  the  final  boss  when  they  heard  an explosion, a scream and a metallic clank. The Awoken raced toward the  sound,  meeting  Horvac’s  team  as  they  went,  and  found  the bodies of Quetzal’s squad when they arrived. Colonel towered over the corpses, his arms covered in blood. 



“I’ll  take  him,”  Bomber  shouted  and  darted  toward  the  Exco leader. 



A powerful blow from the goliath drove the warrior through the cobblestones,  but  didn’t  finish  him  off.  Strange  that  it  hit  at  all, Crawler  thought  in  surprise.  Colonel  was  a  hundred  levels  below Bomber! Then the goliath struck again…



Running up, Tissa waved her arms to dispel the control debuff from  Colonel,  but  to  no  effect.  Crawler  saw  with  horror  that  the

goliath’s  power  and  health  had  doubled.  After  finishing  off  Bomber, Colonel  tried  to  battle  through  the  fire  to  reach  Crawler,  who  was dealing heavy damage to him, but the gnome levitated upwards and saw  with  wonder  that  an  old  man  was  clinging  to  the  back  of  the goliath’s neck, his legs entwined around it. 



 Old Man of the Sea, Impure Spirit, level 630 Ghoul

  

 Dungeon Boss. 

  

Unlike  Armageddon,  Focused  Sunbeam  worked  underground! 

One pinpoint strike from the rank-five cast of Crawler’s own invention and  Colonel  stopped  trying  to  pull  off  Hinterleaf’s  head  and  let  him go, apologizing. The gnome collapsed to the ground and the healers flocked to him. 



“Finally!”  a  voice  boomed  through  the  dungeon.  Dust  rained down from the ceiling, the earth began to shake, a wind picked up. “I am free!” 



An incorporeal glittering shadow flew across the zone. Stopping in  place,  but  still  blurring  in  the  air,  the  shadow  began  to  grow.  An unseen  force  tore  the  raiders  from  the  earth.  The  bricks  of  the buildings  began  to  rip  themselves  out  and  fragments  of  roofs  blew away. Crawler felt like a mote of dust in a furious spinning whirlwind. 

Horvac flew by with his mouth wide open. Someone’s legs flashed in the whirling dust storm and then disappeared. Everyone was afflicted by  Stun, and when the noise faded, Crawler found himself lying on the sand of a desert, surrounded by groaning allies. Scattered ruins of buildings smoked around them. 



The sun burned Crawler’s retina and his eyes began to stream, making  the  three-hundred-foot-tall  figure  above  him  shimmer  in  the air flowing around it. 



“Please accept my gratitude, mortals!” the voice whispered like wind  blowing  through  the  sands.  “Your  efforts  have  returned  me, freed me from my ancient curse! Each of you is worthy of becoming my priest! Erect a temple and we will speak! 



Lavack, the Old God of Wind, disappeared. Only shifting dunes of sand on the horizon showed which way he was headed — toward the center of the desert. 



 You have completed the Lost Sanctuary of Lavack! 

  

 Unlocked achievement First Kill: Old Man of the Sea! 

  

 You  are  the  first  in  the  world  to  kill  the  final  boss  of  Lost

 Sanctuary of Lavack — the Old Man of the Sea! This impure spirit is  a  ghoul  who  takes  on  the  form  of  a  helpless  old  man.  Until  the ancient mages of Lakharia locked him in the sanctuary, the Old Man of  the  Sea  enslaved  mortals.  When  he  met  them  on  his  path,  he asked  them  to  carry  him  to  another  place,  and  when  an  unlucky traveler lifted the old man onto his shoulders, the old man wound his flexible  legs  around  the  traveler’s  neck,  forcing  him  to  obey  his commands and enslaving him until he fell down dead. 

  

 The  Old  Man  of  the  Sea  is  dead,  but  before  death,  he inadvertently transferred to you a modicum of the power he obtained in the Lost Sanctuary of Lavack, the Old God of Wind. 

  

 Reward:  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). 

  

 All hail the hero! 

  

 Would  you  like  to  make  your  name  public?  Doing  so  will  give

 +500 reputation with all the main global factions and +1000 fame. 

  

The preventers took  All hail the hero!  without thinking about it, so Crawler did the same. The global notification of the  First Kill rang out,  and  when  noise  broke  out  around  him,  it  took  the  mage  a moment to realize that the reason was something else. 



The grown-up top players of the strongest preventer clans were celebrating  like  children.  Hinterleaf  jumped  at  Horvac  and  started hugging  him;  Colonel  laughed  happily;  Quetzal  high-fived  Yary  and Hellfish; Blackberry from Modus was shrieking and jumping up and down, holding hands with Tissa! Even gloomy Patrick smiled happily as he stared at the enormous two-handed sword that had appeared in his hands. 



 What’s  the  big  deal?   Crawler  thought,  frowning  and  activating the  new  perk.  The  next  instant,  the  gnome  felt  a  gigantic  hammer appear in his hands in his hands, bigger than him but somehow so light it was as if made of cardboard. 



Staring at its properties, the mage’s eyes bulged:



 Frenzy of Lavack’s Enchanted Wind

  

 Soulbound to Crawler. 

  

 Divine two-handed hammer. 

  

 Damage: 5000% of character’s base damage. 

  

 +100% intellect. 

  

 +50% endurance. 

  

 +100% total mana. 

  

 +200% mana restoration rate. 

  

 +150% magic power. 

  

 +25% enchantment crafting progress. 

  

 +25% class skill effectiveness. 

  

 Durability: indestructible. 

  

 Sale price: cannot be sold. 

  

 Chance of loss after death lowered by 100%. 

  

“Alex  will  be  so  mad,”  Bomber  said,  playing  with  a  mighty dagger that left a black trail of smoke in the air behind it. 



“He’ll go nuts,” Infect added, studying the stats of his new guitar with a dumb smile on his face. 



Hiros just bowed in all directions silently as he held his divine crossbow  to  his  chest.  Crawler  looked  at  the  preventers’  grinning faces.  Damn, he thought.   I could have charged them more! 



* * *



The scouts carefully tracking the undead horde’s movement across the ocean calculated its speed. Eileen’s  Icy Path (Colonel told them the exact name) didn’t level up, as it turned out. The cooldown was still fifteen minutes, which meant her army was still moving at around two and a half miles an hour. Even if the Supreme Legate didn’t take a break, the battle wouldn’t take place until tomorrow. 



That allowed plenty of time for leveling on Terrastera. Helpfully, Tiamat’s acid-free zone extended out for three times the size of the safe  zone  made  by   Isis’  Blessing.  Which  meant  the  raid, strengthened by Crag’s buff, could easily stand up against the packs

of  spinners,  barakatas  and  dalezmas.  Ancient  crocodile  Sobek snoozed a little off to one side, paying no mind to the followers of the Sleepers. 



The  allies  leveled  up  enough  that  nobody  felt  so  much  as  a pang of regret for the money they’d spent. The divine weapon perk alone  was  worth  it!  That  was  a  dream  for  anyone,  melee,  tanks, casters  and  crafters  alike.  Everyone  with  a  particular  fondness  for crafting was overjoyed; at high ranks, crafts always took a lot of time and money to level up. 



Once  Eniko,  Manny  and  Tissa  had  reached  300,  and  all  the allies had either gotten to or were close to 650, Crawler hit 700. Crag had  achieved  the  same  an  hour  before,  with  Hiros  and  Bomber following  close  behind  them.  The  other  Awoken,  including  the resurrected Patrick, were close to 500. 



Now  that  their  main  goal  was  achieved,  Crawler  relaxed.  He and  the  other  leaders  who  had  studied  the  future  battlefield  moved off to the temple to discuss the plan the strategists had put together. 

Tiamat hovered above them in the form of a red dragon, filling half the sky. 



Thoroughly  tired,  but  still  happy  with  their  success,  the  adults began  to  talk  about  other  things  and  compare  their  new  weapons. 

Soon, the subject turned back to Alex. 



Colonel,  as  the  oldest  among  them,  must  have  had  memory troubles. He asked again:



“So how did Alexandro end up in a coma?” 



“Time  goes  by  faster  in  the  Inferno,  subjectively,”  Crawler repeated. “Ten times faster.” 



“That put the boy’s brain under a lot of stress,” Quetzal nodded. 

“I’ve heard of that technology. The military use it to train soldiers.” 



“It  was  the  same  in  the  Nether,  only  it  was  even  faster  there! 

Five hundred times faster!” 



“In  the  Nether?”  Hinterleaf’s  eyebrows  shot  up  and  he exchanged a glance with Yary. “Do go on, young man.” 



Crawler told them the broad strokes of Scyth’s trials in the beta dimension. He said nothing after he finished, giving his listeners time to chew over what they’d heard. 



“Cool  story,  but  a  little  outlandish,”  Hellfish  said  sceptically.  “I doubt it’s provable, given that the only witness is Alex, and he’s in a coma.” 



“Hold on!” Hinterleaf took off into the air and waved his pointer finger. “Let’s get back to where we started. Forget the Nether for now and think logically. Did Scyth have the  Corrupt Blood  ability before?” 



“No,” Crawler shook his head. 



“So he got it in the Inferno. Right? Let’s say he did. Could he have been infected himself?” 



“How’s that?” Crawler asked. 



Glancing  to  the  side,  he  launched  some  forked  lightning  at  a pack of barakatas that had broken through the meleers still leveling up. The other leaders helped with the damage, then returned to their discussion. 



“Otto, about what you said…” Horvac growled. “Are you sure? 

The  corporation  is  unlikely  to  approve  us  spreading  fictions  that negatively affect…” 

 

“Nonsense,  quiet,”  the  Modus  leader  interrupted  him.  “They aren’t fictions, and Destiny Windsor’s recent statement is more proof of that.” 



“Proof of what?” Crawler asked. 



“Everything that happens to your character in Dis is reflected in your real body!” Hinterleaf blurted out. “It isn’t proven, but there have been too many strange coincidences in recent years. Remember the story of the inwinova who worked in the mines for ten years. He got silicosis! In real life!” 



“A  miner’s  disease?”  Hellfish  asked.  “That  doesn’t  mean anything. You know the conditions the inwinova live in.” 



“What about the artist who couldn’t paint before Dis? Now her paintings sell for millions!” 



“Pfft…” Horvac crossed his arms. “They’ll call any old piece of garbage  a  work  of  art  these  days.  Anyway,  Otto,  this  is  beside  the point. You mean to tell me that Scyth infected himself and that’s why he’s in a coma? It just doesn’t make sense.” 



 I  wonder,  why  does  everyone  call  him  Otto?   Crawler  thought. 

 They’ve  known  each  other  a  long  time.  Surely  they  know  that Hinterleaf isn’t Otto, and isn’t even Hinterleaf.   Is it just habit? 



“Maybe…”  Hinterleaf  drawled  as  if  reading  his  thoughts.  “But we’ll come back to that.” 



“This  is  empty  talk,  not  a  serious  conversation,”  Colonel grumbled.  “I’m  more  concerned  with  why  the  legates  of  the Destroying  Plague  haven’t  become  Threats,  what  with  that  broken immortality of theirs. Any theories about that one, Otto?” 



“Where  do  you  get  your  information?”  the  gnome  illusionist asked in sincere surprise. 



“He  has  a  mole  in  the  Elites,”  Yary  chuckled.  “Right,  Excos? 

How  else  would  he  know  so  much  about  the  Supreme  Legate’s abilities?” 



“You  had  one  too,”  Quetzal  answered  him  in  the  same  tone, 

“but not anymore. From what we know, Liam has been relieved of his duties.” 



“Alas,”  Hinterleaf  said,  shrugging.  “As  for  their  status,  it’s  all part of the gameplay, as they like to say at our favorite company. The Destroying Plague has been officially added to the world. If a player makes  a  career  in  the  Destroying  Plague  faction,  then  it’s  just  a game mechanic, not an imbalance.” 



“Otto  is  right,”  Horvac  grumbled.  “I  could  become  the  next emperor  of  Shak,  someone  could  conquer  the  Commonwealth. 

Nothing stops anyone from getting the rank of High Priest of Nergal and getting their own  Aspects of Light. It’s all part of the gameplay.” 



“It’s still strange though,” Colonel interjected. “There has to be some  counter  to  the  legates’   Immortality.  If  the  counter  is  the Sleepers,  then  something  doesn’t  add  up.  Scyth  might  never  have found them.” 



“Yeah,  agreed,”  Horvac  said.  The  orc  had  just  drained  a  full bottle  of  wine.  He  rubbed  his  mouth.  “Strange  that  Dis  still  hasn’t provided anything that could defeat the legates.” 



“Because  they’re  controlled  by  players,  but  it  was  initially planned that they be NPCs,” Crawler answered. “The world is full of high-level  NPCs.  High  priests,  kings,  tribal  chieftains,  beast  gods. 

Imagine  if  a  real  person  suddenly  started  playing  as  some  huge

monster  from  Terrastera.  Could  he  take  over  the  world?  Sure.  But NPCs don’t do that.” 



“Or  they  do  it  as  part  of  a  global  event,”  Hinterleaf  added. 

“Whereas it seems Scyth broke the script, and now the legates are player-controlled. But all the same… Dis is self-regulating…” 



“Was  self-regulating,”  Horvac  interrupted  him.  “Where’d  the Celestial Arbitration go?” 



“Stranger  and  stranger!”  Hellfish  exclaimed.  “Curiouser  and curiouser!” The others stared at him blankly. “Alice in Wonderland..?” 



“Down the rabbit hole…” Yary sighed. “Look, this is how I see it. 

There’s a lot of crazy shit going on. Dis is going to hell.” 



“To the Nether,” Crawler said, remembering Behemoth’s words. 



“Uh-huh.  Take  our   Unity  —  what  does  that  lead  to?  It’s  a pyramid! The first get more than the rest and will always be stronger than  those  who  join  later.  And  if  or  when  the  whole  world  starts praising  the  Sleepers,  what  then?  No  wars,  no  fights,  no  good  old Arena? What would be the point? The winners would always be the ones  that  started  following  the  Sleepers  sooner.  And  where  would the Old and New Gods go?” 



“Yeah, it’d be just the Sleepers and the Destroying Plague left,” 

Quetzal nodded. “Don’t you think we’re screwed? This whole thing is dumb! How does it make sense that to defeat a legate, you have to destroy the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague itself, and to do that, you have to hack the system and get to the Inferno? Doesn’t seem like something the developers had in mind.” 



“Why  not?”  Hinterleaf  asked,  shrugging.  “If  not  for  Scyth,  the hell  dimension  would  have  already  been  unlocked  to  players.  The Coals would be easier to get.” 

 

“But then he wouldn’t have gotten  Concentrated Life Essence, which means no way to Holdest.” 



Although  the  conversation  was  interesting,  it  started  to  annoy Crawler; it had no relevance to the upcoming battle. 



“Let’s  keep  grinding,”  he  suggested.  “You’ve  paid  for  it,  after all.” 



They  stopped  farming  six  hours  before  the  battle.  Their experience gain had slowed considerably, as had the mob respawn rate, and many of the allies wanted to rest, learn new abilities, think about how to spend their stat points or just eat and sleep. 



After  making  sure  that  no  outsiders  were  left  on  Terrastera, Crawler  and  the  other  Awoken  put  down  a  pack  of  barakatas  that had  just  appeared;  Hiros,  no  longer  required  to  hide  his  skill, aggroed another and quickly took it down. 



“Come  on,  boys,  it’s  time  to  go!”  Patrick  begged.  “I  have  a wedding to get to!” 



“Yeah, better not be late for the wedding, Uncle Patrick,” Eniko said in concern. “Or Aunt Steph will kill you.” 



They jumped to Kharinza. 



* * *



The  Awoken  gave  themselves  two  hours  to  sleep,  eat  and  come back  to  Dis  to  prepare  for  the  battle.  Edward  tried  hard  to  get  to sleep, but the Magic Tower’s construction progress bar wouldn’t get out of his head. While he was lying there, poor Vert was struggling alone! That wouldn’t do! 

 

Edward  jumped  up  from  the  bed,  got  undressed  and  stepped into  his  capsule.  Thinking  for  a  moment,  he  stepped  out  and contacted Rita. She was sleepy. He’d woken her. 



“Alex is still in a coma, but he’s stable,” she muttered, yawning. 



“Stay strong!” Edward said. 



Rita was so exhausted with worry that she didn’t even ask how things were going in Dis, but he still shared what he’d done. When she heard the word ‘billion,’ Rita Wood sat bolt upright. 



“How much?!” 



“Nine zeros after the one, Rita. Anyway, you get some rest, I’m going back into Dis! Eileen is advancing!” 



“How can I rest now?! We need to make sure all the…” the girl began, but Edward was already hanging up. 



Once in Dis, he jumped through the depths to the Magic Tower, went inside and ran up the spiral staircase. 



His  gnome  tutor  Vert  didn’t  acknowledge  him  at  all.  Actually, something  seemed  wrong  with  him  —  he  was  sitting  in  lotus  pose, his hands spread, his eyes rolled back, and in the whites of his eyes ran… What? Crawler approached, leaned down. Fire ants! 



“Teacher!” He shook Vert by the shoulder. “Teacher!” 



The  old  mage  blinked  and  the  ants  disappeared.  Two  green eyes stared at Crawler in displeasure. 



“What?! You broke my… uhm…” Vert hesitated. 



“Broke your what?” 



Instead  of  answering,  the  old  gnome  handed  him  a  scroll. 

“Elemental Merge,”  Crawler  read.  “Allows  the  caster  to  merge  with one  of  the  elements  of  nature  to  speed  up  the  process  of  learning spells of the corresponding school of magic…” 



“I just invented it,” Vert said, jumping up and stretching. “It felt like liquid fire was running through my veins!” 



“How do you choose the element?” 



“Oh!” Vert waved a hand carelessly. “Something weird going on there.  It’s  a  paradox!  I  was  planning  on  working  with  water  magic and  even  held  a  glass  of  water  in  my  hand,  but  I  merged  with  fire instead.” 



Crawler  moved  his  eyes  to  the  interface  —  the  construction process  of  the  Magic  Tower  was  frozen  at  81%.  The  teacher’s passivity was because he couldn’t take advantage of the benefits of the sixth floor at level 505. And he didn’t care about the Destroying Plague or anything else — not much could be expected of an NPC

tutor. If his current employer went bankrupt, he’d jump to Darant and go into academia. Honestly, Crawler had no more need for Vert, but he was attached to him — the old gnome kept him company. 



Now  Crawler  himself  had  to  get  started  on  the  construction, since the name of the process was the only thing it had in common with   Construction.  In  reality,  it  was  a  solely  magical  ability  that created  the  tower.  The  two-handed  hammer   Frenzy  of  Lavack’s Enchanted Wind, with its impressive stat boost, gave him hope that he might finish the sixth floor before the battle…



Inventing  new  spells  was  a  little  like  playing  with  Lego.  The more blocks you have, the more variations of what you can build. It

was  the  same  with   Cooking,  but  there  were  far  more  variables involved in spellcrafting. 



The  overwhelming  majority  of  attempts  to  invent  something new  fizzled  out,  and  some  unsuccessful  experiments  could  kill  the mage,  but  sometimes  miracles  happened.  All  the  pieces  fell  into place, finding balance with the fabric and mechanics of Disgardium, and then a new spell came into the world. 



The higher the mage’s rank and the level of his Magic Tower, the  more  elements  he  can  use  to  invent  spells.  Armageddon  was obtained by mixing the elements of fire, earth, air and shadow. For Starfall,  the  inventor  obviously  needed  the  element  of  stars,  which was unlocked at rank five. 



In  working  with  the  various  elements,  it  was  important  to consider  their  individual  weights  and  proportions.  There  was  often just  one  variable  missing  to  make  a  spell  successful,  and  then  the mages had to solve equations. 



The unlocked spell became the property of the inventor mage (or mages if others also helped unlock the spell), but only until such a time as creation itself, on detecting the new entity, accepted it and literally  whispered  its  secret  to  the  others  seeking  it.  However,  the first inventors always had enough of a head start to take the cream

— for some time, they were the only ones who could create scrolls of the new spell and knew what resources it required. 



But everything new grows old. Through being recited time and time  again,  new  spells  were  woven  into  the  fabric  of  the  universe, and after years they became standard, sold in a magic tome for the corresponding  rank  and  element.  Such  a  fate  was  already  on  the way  soon  for   Armageddon,  but  for  the  sake  of  balance  it  would  be made  so  that  only  the  strongest  mages  could  cast  it  on  their  own, without a scroll. 



As  he  thought,  Crawler  went  on  passively  through  the construction  process,  activating  the  required  skill,  —  a  stream  of mana flowed from his right hand into a pocket dimension where the floor  was  being  ‘built.’  Seconds  stacked  up  into  minutes,  minutes piled into an hour, and once nature had drunk her fill, he fell asleep. 



He  awoke  to  a  cacophony  of  Vert’s  voice  intermingled  with fanfares and trumpeting. Floor six of the Magic Tower was built! 



 Magic Tower of the Awoken clan: sixth floor built! 

  

 Builders:  gnome  Crawler,  level  702  mage;  gnome Vertigopeptobismol, level 505 mage. 

  

 The  clan’s  mages  can  now  create  spells  using  six  different elements. 

  

 The clan’s mages can now access the elements of astral, metal and blood. Warning: please be careful when creating new…

  

 Unlocked epic achievement Magic Tower Floor Six! 

  

 You built the sixth floor of the Magic Tower. 

  

 Reward:  Concentration  perk  (+100%  mana  restoration  rate for 12 hours after visiting the Magic Tower). 

  

 Unlocked  legendary  achievement  First  Ever:  Magic  Tower

 Floor Six! 

  

 You  have  earned  the  Magic  Tower  Floor  Six  achievement  for the first time in the history of Disgardium! 

  

 Reward: divine scepter Loki’s Trick. 

  

 Awoken clan level increased: +1! Current level: 12. 

  

 Reward: Stronger Together!  (+0.01% base damage for every clan member within 100 yards). 

  

Glass  tinkled  and  metal  clanked  in  Crawler’s  inventory. 

Agreeing  to  publicize  his  name  in  the  global   All  hail  the  hero! 

notification  and  dismissing  the  notification  itself,  Crawler  pulled  out the artifact and stared at the description, not believing his luck:



 Loki’s Trick

  

 Divine scepter. 

  

 Unique item. 

  

 Loki, the Old God of cunning and mischief, gained ownership of this scepter when he stole it from the Treasury of the First Mage. By imbuing it with his own divine essence, Loki made the scepter create powerful illusions of anything he wished. Fed with mana and divine strength,  the  illusions  take  on  material  form  and  become  so indistinguishable from the original that even Loki himself sometimes cannot tell them apart. 

  

 Illusion duration: 3 hours. 

  

 Cooldown: 7 days. 

  

 Only for the Mage class! 

  

 Chance of loss after death lowered by 100%. 

  

 Durability: indestructible. 

  

Vert interrupted Crawler’s celebration of success to tell him that everyone was looking for him, and the mage realized it was time to go. 

 

He ran out of the tower and shot over to the temple. Everyone was already gathered there. His friends were totally lost in a sea of kobolds, troggs, orcs, trolls and workers. 



Levitating above the crowd, Crawler reached the temple by air and  saw  Behemoth  with  his  great  arms  around  Patrick  and Stephanie’s  shoulders,  declaring  them  man  and  wife.  Gyula’s younger  sister  was  as  beautiful  as  ever:  in  a  snow-white  flowing dress that shimmered lightly as it moved, her silken hair cascading down  her  back  beneath  a  diadem  inset  with  diamonds.  It  took Crawler a few seconds to tear his eyes from the bride, and only then did he notice what Patrick O’Grady was wearing — divine-quality full plate armor, gleaming in blue. 



Crawler  pushed  his  way  between  Bomber  and  Crag.  “What’s up with the groom’s gear?” he asked. 



“A wedding gift from Behemoth,” Crag answered. 



Bomber added:



“If I’d known about that, I’d have gotten married too!” 



After  finishing  the  ceremony,  the  Sleeper  turned  to  his followers. His speech was short and serious, its meaning simple: the enemy is approaching, fight to the death, but know that you protect not only the Sleepers, but the entire world, for the Destroying Plague is an emanation of the Nether…



“And  the  whole  world  is  well  and  truly  screwed,”  Bomber  said quietly, glancing sidelong at Behemoth. “He could have at least given us a decent blessing!” 



Moral support was the only kind the adepts got from their god. 

Although it was silly to complain, with  Unity. 

 

In  the  meantime,  Crawler  and  the  other  faction  leaders  were lining up their fighters to walk through the  Great Portal in an orderly fashion instead of stampeding. 



“Guardians, you’re first!” Crawler declared, amplifying his voice. 



Cursing  and  swearing,  chittering  and  chirping,  threatening  me with  Azmodan’s  member  and  Belial’s  rear  end,  Flaygray  the  satyr, Nega  the  succubus,  Anf  the  insectoid  and  Ripta  the  raptor  walked through the portal. 



“Okay, Bomb, Crag, you go after the rest,” Crawler ordered. “I’d better go next, the other leaders are flooding the chat already. Yemi’s typing  in  all  caps!  They’re  in  position.  I  need  to  discuss  something with them anyway.” 



The  whine  and  growl  of  kobold  cubs  split  the  air  along  with crashing and banging and crackling discharge. 



“Come  on,  people!”  Bomber  barked,  blocking  the  portal. 

“Movarak’s  troggs  are  going  through  next!  Then  the  trolls  of Uzul’Urub! Hey, Mandalar! Leave the kobolds alone!” 



“I  need  sacrifices  to  summon  the  great  demon  Hakkar, Houndmaster  and  Soul  Eater!”  the  troll  roared,  his  blade  already poised above Ryg’har. 



The  kobold  shaman  was  praying  furiously  to  the  Sleepers, pausing  every  now  and  again  only  to  take  a  drag  on  his  cigarette. 

The troggs pulled Ryg’har away. Mandalar swore and threatened to summon Hakkar to let him ‘judge as he may.’ For some reason the troll chieftain considered the demon some sort of authority who had Belial himself running errands for him. 



The  noise  was  so  loud  that  Crawler  had  to  shout  his  final orders right into Crag’s ear:



“Make sure the kobolds, workers and Patrick stay in the temple and pray! There’s no point sending them up against the undead!” 



“Got  it!”  Crag  shouted,  forcing  his  way  through  the  crowd  to carry out the order. 



Crawler  dove  through  the  portal.  The  first  thing  he  saw  was Flaygray and Colonel at each other’s throats. Quetzal held back the Excommunicado leader while Nega pulled back the satyr. Yemi stood next to Francesca and Babangida, all pointing and laughing. 



“Hey,  what  happened?”  Crawler  moved  to  stand  before  the satyr and barely stopped himself from jumping back. Flaygray’s face was  twisted.  He  roared,  stamped  his  hooves  and  looked  ready  to bite the gnome’s head off in a fit of fury. 



“This  mortal  goliath  thinks  himself  the  boss!”  Flay  shouted, jabbing a claw at Colonel. “He started giving orders! And he insulted Nega!” 



“This  is  that  gaunt  satyr  from  that  lich’s  undead  army!  What, don’t you recognize him?” Colonel shouted in response. “The damn truce envoy! A spy of the Destroying Plague!” 



“Well,  sure,”  Nega  answered  in  surprise.  “Flay  and  I  were undead. You think it was fun? It’s not like we chose it, you know. It’s just the way the boss raised us!” 



“The  boss  being  Scyth,”  Crawler  clarified  for  the  preventers. 

“Now let’s all calm down. I have something to tell you.” 



“Fifty thousand years locked up! Without a drop!” Flaygray went on moaning. “Then service to the boss in a rotting body, subjugation

to a disgusting lich! All for this! I’m going to wipe that smirk off your face with my hooves!” 



The  satyr  lifted  a  leg,  brandishing  his  preferred  weapon  of vengeance. Nega’s eyes burned into Colonel. She led the satyr off to the  side.  Ripta  squawked  something  excitedly  in  unison  with  Anf’s chirping. 



Nodding to them, Crawler led the allied leaders away from the portal. The sewer troggs were already flooding through. 



“What  did  I  even  say?”  Colonel  asked,  shrugging  while  they walked to the far end of the island. 



“Well, what  did  you say?” Crawler asked carefully. 



“He said: ‘Hey, you, horned devil, go get that chaval Crawler!’” 

Quetzal  laughed.  “And  then  said  something  else  about  the succubus’s boobs and ass.” 



“Horned devil?” Crawler laughed. 



“Well,  who  does  he  think  he  is  anyway?”  Colonel  asked rhetorically. “Pendejo!” 



“Anyway, what’s up, kid?” Yary asked. 



“Bring  your  analysts  here.  We  have  a  new  variable!”  Crawler announced, pulling out the divine scepter. 



It took around an hour for all the allies to gather. The army of the Sleepers was so large that it had trouble fitting on the island —

the fighters in the first row were up to their knees in the water. 



Crawler got a message and disappeared fifteen minutes before the battle began, but came back almost right away. Everything was

ready; the final strategy was fully formed. 



Eileen Waters had a few surprises waiting for her. 



* * *



Rising  into  the  air  with   Levitation,  Crawler  fixed  his  eyes  on  the horizon.  As  soon  as  he  focused  his  gaze,  the  even  line  broke  and began to move. As if a brown sea were forcing itself into the ocean, pressing it back, conquering more and more space. There were so many of the dead that his breath caught and goosebumps ran down his spine. 



The  Bottomless  Ocean  was  calm.  A  ripple  ran  across  its surface,  gleaming  in  the  sunlight,  and  the  half-mile-long  strip  of  ice stood  out  sharply  in  the  glow,  teeming  with  the  undead.  The  horde had already passed First Boomerang and were heading for Second. 



Crawler  concentrated  on  the  undead.  His   perception, boosted to incredible levels with  Unity, allowed him to make out every single foe, including Eileen herself. 



She  was  in  no  hurry.  The  horde  stretched  out  into  a  chain  to ensure that no units were accidentally pushed over the edge of the icy  road.  Modus’s  scouts  had  already  given  a  full  report:  precisely three  hundred  undead,  including  beasts  from  various  zones.  There were  walruses  and  seals,  nagas  and  murlocs,  desert  vultures  and martens,  white  bears  and  brown-skinned  orcs…  Beasts,  birds  that had lost their ability to fly, water-dwellers who could no longer swim with  their  rotten  fins,  former  sentients  and  one   Sea  Giant.  The weakest minion was at level 800 and stronger than any player, even Scyth. 



Below, filling up the entire sandy island, camouflaged beneath one of Hinterleaf’s powerful illusions, the army of allies formed up —

the  followers  of  the  Sleepers.  They  had  decided  to  meet  Eileen  on Second  Boomerang  so  that  if  they  were  defeated,  they  could  fall back to lick their wounds and protect the temple, forming a second line of defense on the shoreline of Kharinza. 



After  some  discussion,  Yary  was  given  overall  command.  The leaders  of  the  allied  clans  were  too  old  to  take  operational  control, which  demanded  quick  reactions,  and  Crawler  was  too inexperienced.  The  less  said  about  the  NPCs,  the  better  —  their chieftains had a hard time following anyone’s orders except Scyth’s. 

That  troll  Mandalar  had  already  managed  to  fall  out  with  the  other chieftains  and  only  gave  in  because  Yary  was  a  priest  of  the Sleeping Gods and more powerful than the troll. 



Crawler cast a glance at the army of allies, remembering how they planned to begin the fight. 



The first line of players stood ankle- or even knee-deep in the water. Modus had deployed its thousand strongest soldiers, split into ten raids. The Travelers and Excommunicado summoned everyone they  had,  including  their  clans,  but  on  average  their  fighters  were lower-level than those in Modus. Pecheneg from Taipan provided a hundred  soldiers,  giving  them  over  to  Yary’s  command  —  the  real Otto  Hinterleaf  was  a  bad  strategist  and  now  stood  shoulder  to shoulder with the troops. 



Colonel  was  somewhere  in  the  crowd  too,  ready  to  give  the signal  to  Angel.  A  second  legate  in  the  zone  should  remove Destroying  Plague  Immortality  from  Eileen.  However,  it  had  been decided that Colonel’s mole would only be summoned once Eileen’s health was almost at zero, in case they failed to kill her and revealed Angel for no reason. 



Essentially,  players  formed  the  core  of  the  army,  the  part intended to take the brunt of the assault. Eileen’s  Icy Path was forty

yards wide, but nobody doubted that the undead would jump into the shallow water and spread out across the island. 



They  were  ready  to  meet  the  horde  anywhere.  Two  hundred Yoruba sentients mixed in with six thousand orcs of the Broken Axe guarded  the  right  flank.  They  were  commanded  by  Yemi  and Sarronos, the chief of the orcs, who had brought even their women and children to fight. 



On  the  left  flank  were  two  thousand  of  the  best  troll  fighters from Uzul’Urub alongside three thousand mercenaries and gladiators from Kusalarix. Those two divisions were at level 500 on average. A hundred two-headed ogre mages stood out among them. 



The  second  line  consisted  of  a  mix  of  tribes.  The  half-goblin, half-orc  Navarinox  led  the  thugs  of  the  Green  League;  Dekotra  the troll commanded Morena’s cultists; the sewer troggs had come with their  chieftain  Movarak.  The  weak  kobolds  had  been  left  at  the temple to pray to the Sleepers and provide them with a flow of  Faith. 



The  three  former  Dementors  mounted  their  gryphons  and soared high in the sky alongside Crawler as he levitated, so that they could try to get close to Eileen in the heat of battle and pull her out to a cell with  Depths Teleportation. 



But  first  they  had  to  test  out  something  else.  The  preventers’

analysts had argued until they were blue in the face, and many still didn’t  believe  it  would  work,  but  they  decided  to  try  it  all  the  same. 

Crawler  pulled  out  a  scroll  and  read  it  —   Armageddon!  The parchment collapsed into ash. The sky rumbled. 



It would have been great if the deadly spell put down at least some  of  the  horde,  but  nobody  hoped  for  that.  The  level  of  the undead was double the rank of the magic that created the scroll. The goal  was  to  destroy  the   Icy  Path  beneath  them.  If  it  broke,  the undead would sink to the bottom. 

 

The  rumble  in  the  sky  grew  louder  and  louder,  and  when  the gleaming  point  appeared  it  grew  into  a  thundering  roar  and  a vibration that made Crawler’s teeth hurt. Underscoring the darkening sky  with  a  tail  of  smoke,  a  fiery  meteorite  tumbled  down  over  the ocean.  The  earth  itself  seemed  to  shake  in  terror  at  its  destructive power. There was no way the narrow strip of ice could withstand the impact. The undead horde and its mistress Supreme Legate Eileen stood watching. 



The meteorite came closer, closer… Eileen stared up at it with her head thrown back, but did nothing. 



The  world  shook.  The  collision  with  the  elongated  isle  of  ice pressed it down into the water, sending up tons of spray that hid the impact site; colossal waves rose on all sides and smashed down on the nearby islands, carving huge chunks of land out of the rock. But when  the  salty  veil  fell  and  the  mist  cleared,  the  icy  path  was  still there,  and  without  so  much  as  a  crack.  None  of  the  walking  dead were hurt. The sea remained bound in a white shell like the eye of a dead  fish,  spreading  ever  further,  and  upon  it,  gently  rocking  from side  to  side,  the  undead  monsters  marched  on.  The  shockwave hadn’t even thrown them into the sea. 



Once  her  icy  pavement  reached  Second  Boomerang,  Eileen smiled victoriously, her brown lips cracking and leaking out a droplet of rotten ooze. 



Her  smile  turned  into  a  wicked  grin  when  the  surface  of  the nearby  island  rustled  and  the  camouflage  fell  from  the  army  of  the living  hiding  there.  Weapons  clanged,  battle  pets  roared,  gnomish cannons and turrets thundered. 



Eileen  stepped  back  instinctively  as  the  undead  horde  froze and absorbed a hail of arrows, spells, spears, bullets and crossbow

bolts. The difference in their level above the Kharinza defenders was palpable — only one undead vulture went down. 



No  matter  how  hard  the  defenders  tried  to  destroy  the inexorably  approaching  ice,  nothing  worked,  and  finally  the  horde began  to  set  foot  on  Second  Boomerang.  The  air  filled  with  battle cries. The earth itself shook as life clashed with death. 



Blood, rot, slime and scraps of rotten flesh flew in all directions, along with cut off heads, wings, arms and legs. 



Taking advantage as Eileen focused on destroying the army of the Sleepers, Tissa, Infect and Bomber dove down on her one after another  to  try  to  teleport  her  away.  Not  one  of  the  Awoken  trio reached Eileen — their bodies hit her  Plague Aura and rotted away in flight, collapsing into dust along with their gryphons. 



Hiros emerged from his other dimension and stabbed Eileen in the  back  furiously,  but  failed  to  take  down  even  one  percent  of  her health.  The  Supreme  Legate  didn’t  even  bother  switching  her attention to him; the ninja died on his own, rotting away instantly in Plague Aura as soon as  Astral Fury ran out. 



Dead  walruses  and  seals  worked  their  flippers  with  incredible speed  and  sank  their  fangs  into  the  orcs  of  the  Broken  Axe,  biting them  in  two  like  tiny  fish.  The  huge   Sea  Giant  trampled  Morena’s cultists  and  the  sewer  troggs,  shrouded  in  the  glow  of  spells  and peppered with arrows. 



Mandalar  the  mighty  troll  drew  a  pentagram  and  tried  to summon a demon with the souls of the fallen, but failed to complete the ritual before a  Plague Beam shot through him. The troll chieftain fell down dead. 



The living fought back furiously, but the undead advance swept away resistance like a landslide. The last defender fell within half an

hour, and Eileen continued her victorious march toward Kharinza. 



Extending   Icy  Path  ahead  of  her,  she  ordered  the  undead  to march  on  while  she  stayed  behind  on  Second  Boomerang.  Having suffered almost no losses, the horde walked, crawled and slithered by her onto the ice…



And then the real battle began. 



Like a nuclear missile from a silo, the kraken burst out from the depths  of  the  ocean.  Beast  God  Orthokon,  protector  of  Bomber, brought his huge tentacles down on the nearest minions and swept them away — a walrus and a morten. The water hissed where they fell as the high-level inhabitants of the ocean started to eat into them. 



Thirty   Armageddons  lit  up  the  sky  and  fell  down  toward  the horde  with  a  growing  roar.  The  power  of  multiple  divine  artifacts crashed  down  on  the  Supreme  Legate  —  hundreds  of  icy  pikes struck into her, nailing her to the ground and freezing her in ice that shattered  a  second  later  in  an  explosion  of  fire,  sending  scraps  of rotten flesh flying. 



Orthokon  grabbed  one  of  the  legs  of  the   Sea  Giant  with  his tentacles and dragged the monster down to the bottom. 



Eileen, enraged, with half her face melted off and her lower jaw hanging off one side, fired a  Plague Beam at the kraken, who roared and  twisted  and  tried  to  hide  under  the  water,  but  the  beam  found him  even  there.  The  water  boiled,  steamed  and  smoked  as  the Supreme Legate continued burning gleefully through the beast god. 

All her attention was focused on Orthokon. 



It was time. Crawler found the other allied leaders with his eyes and dove downwards, pushing between them and placing his hands on  Quetzal  and  Horvac’s  shoulders.  Hinterleaf,  standing  at  the

center of a circle of their thirty highest-level fighters, raised a flask in his hand and clenched his fist, activating  Conjoining of Souls. 



Golden  molten  metal  flowed  down  his  arm,  spreading  across his body and then to everyone in the circle. Crawler stared in rapture at  the  golden  spot  growing  on  his  palm,  diving  beneath  his  clothes with  a  tickling  warmth.  He  felt  himself  melting,  merging  with  the others, forming the body of a giant:



 Conjoining of Souls, level 16731 Meld

  

 Separation in: 10… 9…

  

To have time to reach Eileen after becoming the  Conjoining of Souls, they had to let the Supreme Legate relax, make her think her work  was  done.  The   Loki’s  Trick  scepter  made  that  possible  —

Crawler  had  created  the  illusion  of  ranks  of  troops  while  the  real soldiers left by portal for Kharinza. Weighing the risks, Crawler had decided  that  it  was  better  to  give  up  the  island’s  location  to  their allies than risk losing it in an unequal fight. 



Hinterleaf’s  one-time-use  divine  artifact  that  temporarily strengthened his spells by five ranks had allowed his allies to hide in stealth on a distant corner of Second Boomerang. The horde didn’t see them, too busy fighting the illusory army. 



After  transferring  control  of  the  giant  to  Crawler,  the  others froze  in  expectation.  The  giant  shot  toward  the  Supreme  Legate, holding in his hands a flask…



 8…  7…   A  hundred  yards  left  to  Eileen.  But  the   Conjoining  of Souls could leap ten at a time! 



…given to him by Destiny. The girl had promised it to Alex in a time of need…



6… 5… Sixty yards to Eileen, who was already starting to turn around as if sensing something amiss. 



…and Alex, stuck in the Inferno, had told all this to Edward and gave him the codephrase to give to Destiny…



4…  3…  Twenty  yards.  The  Supreme  Legate  saw  the Conjoining  and  tried  to  take  control  of  it  with   Subjugate Mind.  That didn’t work, and then she stretched out an arm, preparing to fire. 



…After  contacting  Destiny,  Edward  repeated  the  phrase:   It’s time  —   and  then  met  with  the  elf  girl  in  Darant  minutes  before  the battle, in her private house, and she gave him her reward from the Games. 



2…  1…  The   Plague  Beam  struck  the  giant  in  the  chest,  but didn’t slow it. 



Pulling  back  his  arm  mid-jump,  Crawler- Conjoining  launched the contents of the flask at the Supreme Legate. Eileen’s healthbar began  to  tumble  perilously  downwards,  but,  knowing  what  awaited her,  in  those  fractions  of  a  second  she  summoned  another  legate and shouted:



“The horde is yours! Destroy the temple and do what…” 



The cry trailed off in a screech. Eileen’s body was melting like plastic  in  an  oven.  Her  eyes  dropped  out,  her  jaw  fell  off,  her  skull lost  its  shape.  Her  skin  smoked  and  bubbled,  spitting  out  brown slime and green smoke. 



The  screech  turned  to  the  squawk  of  an  expiring  vulture  as Eileen’s  legs  bent  beneath  her,  flesh  melting  and  bones  collapsing into  dust.  Her  ribcage  still  held  its  shape,  and  the  Supreme  Legate raised  her  arms  and  threw  back  what  was  left  of  her  head.  Her

bones withered beneath her, and soon nothing was left of Eileen but a fetid heap of smoking rot. 



In  the  same  instant,  Conjoining  of  Souls  ended  and  all  its members were thrown across the ground. As he stood up, Crawler already  knew  that  their  plan  had  failed.  In  the  smoking  puddle  that had been Eileen moments ago, the fearsome figure of a huge dead bear now towered. 



“Hello,  friends!”  Mogwai  said,  smiling  and  baring  rotten  brown fangs.  “How’s  it  going,  Hinter?  Oh,  Colonel’s  here  too!  I  don’t  see Scyth… You guys think you’re better off without your master, huh?” 



“Screw you!” the Exco leader hissed. 



“Go to hell!” Hinterleaf added. 



“Hmm…  Oh,  dear…”  The  legate  of  the  Destroying  Plague shook his head. “Well, don’t say I wasn’t polite!” 



 



Chapter 14. Powerless







IT  TOOK  SO  LONG  for  me  to  wake  up  that  the  medical  AI  noticed  I was  awake  before  I  did.  Lerra’s  shout  still  echoed  in  my  mind: Hakkar!   —  flint-brown  images  of  the  Inferno  formed,  collapsed  and reformed in the mist of the great nothing. A moment frozen as if in amber, stretching out into an eternity. 



A  questioning  whisper.  “Alex?”  I  recognized  Rita’s  voice.  She started to shout: “Alex! He’s awake! He’s awake!” 



Footsteps, the quiet hiss of the doors sliding open. Something kept squawking rhythmically, and the sound was driving me crazy. I forced  my  eyelids  apart,  squinted  in  the  bright  light  for  a  few seconds. I swallowed, but my throat was dry, my tongue stuck to the roof  of  my  mouth.  And  my  head  itched  like  crazy,  not  from  the outside, but from within, as if a dozen flies were crawling through on the inside of my skull, scratching across it with serrated legs. 



“How are you, babe?” Rita repeated. 



I could only answer by half-closing my eyes — I didn’t have the strength even to raise my head to nod. 



In less than a minute I was surrounded by doctors, plus Maria and Roj. After consulting with the medical AI, the doctor informed me that I was fine, but I needed plenty of rest. 



“Your  loved  ones  told  us  that  you  lost  consciousness  after  a long game session, Mr. Smith,” the doctor told me in strict tones. My vision was blurry, so I couldn’t make out the name on his holobadge. 

“I can’t force you, but for your own good, I recommend you take at least a week away from Disgardium! You had a stroke, but thanks to

your  premium  capsule  and  the  swift  use  of  the  Home  Doctor,  you luckily avoided brain damage. However, John, at this point…” 



He  went  on  lecturing  for  a  while,  then  Maria  asked  him something.  The  doctor  answered,  then  delivered  a  lengthy  treatise on burnt-out neurons and broken synapses. Rita stroked my arm all the  while.  She  was  smiling,  but  tears  glistened  on  her  cheeks.  Roj interjected  in  Maria’s  conversation  with  the  doctor,  retelling  some story from the army when shrapnel took off half the head of one of his comrades. 



I  just  waited  for  them  to  leave  us  alone.  The  only  important thing I caught was that they weren’t about to let me out just yet; brain damage couldn’t be treated at home. 



Variations of what might have happened to me swam through my  head.  Exhaustion?  The  influence  of  Chaos?  The  effect  of  the changes to my body and mind in the Inferno? But all that faded when another  thought  started  eating  into  me  like  red-hot  iron:  this  was  a disaster!  How  many  days  had  passed?  Where  were  my  friends? 

What would happen to my character after leaving the Inferno for so long?  And  most  importantly,  what  had  happened  to  Kharinza  and Behemoth’s temple? 



The others helped me up, washed my face and gave me water. 

By then I’d already seen the holoscreen on the wall opposite, but it was disabled. 



“How are you, Alex?” Maria asked once the doctors were gone. 



We  were  left  alone:  Me,  Rita,  Maria  and  Roj.  I  moved  my sandpaper tongue, cleared my throat. 



“I’m… ugh… fine… What happened? And when?” 



“I’ll  answer  all  your  questions,  don’t  worry,”  Maria  said.  “In order: you blacked out in your capsule a little over twenty-four hours ago.  You  fell  into  a  coma.  Roj  pulled  you  out,  and  Hairo  and  Willy and  I  brought  you  here.  Rita  decided  to  stay  with  you.  This  is  an underground clinic. You’re here as John Smith. And the bad news…

Citizenship testing week begins the day after tomorrow. You’re going to have to go back to your city.” 



More  bad  news.  I  had  no  time  left  to  prepare,  even  counting that  I  could  complete  the  citizenship  test  on  any  one  of  the  seven days  of  the  week.  With  brain  damage,  I  wouldn’t  be  able  to  study anything no matter how much I wanted to. 



“Where are Hairo and Willy?” I asked, voicing the next thought that my mind latched onto. 



“Back  at  the  base,”  Maria  answered.  “They  have  some suspicions.  They  and  Yoshihiru  and  Sergei  decided  to  check  your capsule together.” 



Silence descended. If the security officers thought it was to do with  my  capsule,  then  that  meant  sabotage.  Was  there  an  enemy hiding among my friends? The horrible prospect didn’t worry me. My real-life resilience must have been leveling up. I was able to restrain the rising wave of emotion — pain, anger, disappointment and fear. 

Now wasn’t the time. 



“Ed also gathered all the allies to defend Kharinza,” Rita said. 

“Everyone  agreed  to  help,  including  the  goblins,  the  Excos  and Yoruba. The trolls you sent too.” 



“The  Uzul’Urub  tribe?  So  Mandalar  made  it  through…  And…

How’d it go?” 



“I don’t know, nobody at the fight is streaming, so we won’t find out till later.” 

 

“The  battle  is  happening  right  now?”  I  tried  to  stand,  but  just winced and groaned instead. “Turn on the news!” 



While  Roj  searched  for   Disgardium  Daily,  Rita  studied  her comm. Her eyebrows shot up:



“I don’t get it. Mogwai’s stream is live!” 



The  image  on  the  hologram  changed  its  text:   Breaking  news! 

 Epic  battle  on  archipelago!    Live  stream  from  Mogwai!   —  and  the stream began. 



The legate was looking at sentients scattered across the sands. 

I  recognized  Hinterleaf,  Quetzal,  Colonel,  Yary,  Hellfish  and Horvac… Crawler, Hiros, Bomber and Crag were there too. Strange

— where were the rest? 



“…wasn’t  polite!”  Mogwai  finished  hoarsely.  The  next  second everything lit up with a blue flash, then a white one. 



Nothing happened for a few moments. When the image took on color again, the figures of my frozen allies appeared. What was that blue  flash?  Some  stun?  The  following   Plague  Fury  didn’t  kill  my allies — Crag’s ability made them much tougher to kill than that. 



Conflict  raged  inside  me:  the  warrior  was  making  a  priceless contribution to the raid, but taking a huge risk! Hiros and Bomber too, but at least the invaders didn’t know about their status. 



Mogwai  had  exhausted  his   plague  reservoir  without  killing anyone  with  his  most  powerful  ability,  but  he  didn’t  let  that  bother him.  On  the  contrary,  he  smiled  still  wider  as  his  eyes  settled  on Crag, who, as an undead, hadn’t been hurt at all. 



Laughing, the undead druid spoke to the viewers of his stream:

 

“Dear  viewers,  allow  me  to  present  the  warrior  Crag.  The famous  D-class  Threat,  at  large  for  so  long,  uneliminated…  until now!  Unfortunately,  the  undead  can’t  harm  the  undead,  but  I’ve thought about that already! Allow me to introduce an ability gifted by my protector god, Great and Ancient Cthulhu!” 



Mogwai’s  arm  appeared  in  his  field  of  view  —  a  skeletal  paw tipped with powerful claws, scraps of flesh hanging from it. A muddy brown droplet separated from an outstretched toe, thinning out into a line  and  shooting  into  Crag’s  head,  instantly  flowing  around  it, spreading down his neck, shoulders and chest, wrapping around him like a stocking. Only the stocking was alive and hideous, especially when bubbles expanded and burst on its surface on the front of his face to reveal dozens of nightmarish eyes. 



The  warrior  roared,  but  although  his  eyes  were  glued  shut beneath Cthulhu’s grime, apparently that didn’t stop him from seeing. 

Drawing his sword, Crag turned it on his allies. 



The  first  to  come  under  attack  was  an  orc  shaman  from  the Travelers  who  I  didn’t  know,  still  paralyzed  by  the  blue  flash  and helpless. Growling something unintelligible, Crag cut savagely at the shaman’s neck, piercing his chainmail collar and taking off his head in several blows. Strangely, Mogwai seemed to be just enjoying the show,  in  no  hurry  to  do  more  himself  —  he  watched  Crag,  made jokes,  but  didn’t  touch  the  others.  He  didn’t  even  command  the undead lurking in the background to attack. 



Mogwai’s uncommonly long mass stun was still in effect. Only now did I notice the small text in the corner of the stream:



 Streamer: Mogwai, undead, level 828 Druid

  

 Clan: Elites. Legate of the Destroying Plague. 



Drenched in blood and still with the same many-eyed parasite firmly  around  his  head,  Crag  ran  toward  Hinterleaf  the  gnome.  He seemed  to  be  choosing  his  victims  based  on  a  simple  rule:  hit whoever’s closest. 



After  sending  Hinter  back  to  the  graveyard,  Crag  turned  on Crawler,  who  was  frozen  closest  to  where  the  Modus  leader  had fallen. 



My friend was lucky. Crag’s first strike pierced through Crawler, but  didn’t  kill  him,  and  then  the  unknown   plague-powered  stun ended.  Our  mage  survived  a  second  strike,  then  jumped  back  and took off into the air. 



“Phew…” Roj sighed. 



After  watching  the  gnome  ascend,  Mogwai  started  to  look around,  which  showed  us  that  apart  from  the  legate’s  minions surrounding  my  friends,  there  was  nobody  else  left  on  the  island. 

Bomber,  Yary,  Quetzal  and  the  other  plate-wearers  formed  a  circle around  the  casters  and  ranged  to  cover  them.  Crag  tried  to  break through, swung his sword a couple of times, then stopped part way through  his  third  swing  and  stepped  back.  Mogwai  must  have commanded his soldier to retreat. 



“Focus  on  the  nearest  morten!”  Hellfish  commanded.  The sniper fired off a volley. 



The  others  poured  damage  into  the  same  target.  The  chosen victim’s  unlife  rapidly  faded,  the  morten  expired,  and  Hellfish immediately chose his next target — a gigantic skeletal walrus. 



To the dead all this was like a mosquito bite to a bear — there were just too many of them for only around two dozen of the living. 

They  stood  swaying  with  cold  indifference,  not  attacking.  Mogwai watched  on  silently.  He  might  have  even  been  exchanging

messages  with  his  clanmates  or  studying  the  map.  The  viewers couldn’t see his interface. 



Suddenly he waved a hand and ordered:



“Attack!” 



In  that  instant,  the  passive  ring  of  undead  suddenly  closed around the players. The plate held the line… for a while. 



I couldn’t figure it out — why were there so few of us? Where were the thousands of followers? All killed? Or had Crawler decided to  do  what  I  would  have  done,  meet  the  undead  on  one  of  the islands near Kharinza to leave himself somewhere to fall back to? 



“I  don’t  get  it,  where  are  the  rest?”  I  wondered  aloud.  “Did Mogwai take them all out?” 



“No, Eileen did,” Rita said, reading on her comm. “An insider at the  Disgardium Daily in Modus just reported it.” 



“But then, where is she? Where’s the Supreme Legate?” 



The question hung unanswered. Rita, Roj and Maria, who had never seen the undead in action, watched in horror as the monsters tore  their  allies  apart.  Crag  stood  next  to  Mogwai  with  the  parasite still wrapped around him, doing nothing. 



“Meat!  How  do  you  like  that,  folks?  Please  note  that  the pathetic losers currently being eaten by my servants are the leading players  the  preventers  have  to  offer!  Ha,  ha,  ha!  Look!”  Mogwai kicked  a  torn-off  orcish  face.  “Horvac!  O  most  mighty  orc,  freakin’

Traveler!” He picked up another head. “And this dumb lug is… Yary! 

The right hand of the all-powerful Hinterleaf…” Laughing, the legate listed off the other fallen, his voice dripping with satisfaction. 



I  didn’t  understand  what  was  going  on.  Had  Destiny  helped Crawler or not? Ugh… As soon as my injured brain tried to kick into gear,  it  collapsed  under  the  overload  of  information  and  questions. 

My head started to ache, the flies scratching my skull on the inside multiplied.  One  version  of  events  more  or  less  explained  what  was happening:  Destiny  had  helped  us  with  the  essence,  Crawler  had used  it  and  killed  Eileen,  but  Mogwai  had  come  to  replace  her. 

Maybe  Colonel  had  helped  us  by  summoning  Angel.  That  meant there was every chance we could finish off Mogwai as well. Not now, but if he reached Kharinza. 



The  undead  finished  eating  our  allies.  Mogwai  approached Crag and whispered something. 



My friend drew his daggers and began stabbing furiously at his own face. The warrior’s health fell into the red. 



Mogwai stood next to him and commentated, laughing:



“This should be the easiest ever elimination of a Threat in the history of Dis! Time for a viewers’ contest! Can you guess what my reward will be for banishing Crag? Answer in the comments and the winner will get this beautiful epic dagger that I’m about to drive into Crag’s…” 



And then Crag suddenly turned into a sheep. And took off into the air! Mogwai’s eyes darted up and I saw Crawler rising into the air, holding the bleating sheep by its wool! 



“Yes!” Rita, Roj and I all shouted in unison. 



Maria laughed and waved her hands:



“Clever Edward!” 



Exploding  with  curses,  Mogwai  summoned  his  mount  —  the skeleton  of  some  beast  —  and  jumped  into  the  fray.  We  watched with our hearts in our mouths as he drew closer to Crawler, who was frozen  in  place  for  some  reason.  The  sheep  bleated  and  waved  its legs in the air. 



Then both disappeared. 



“They  teleported  away!”  I  shouted  in  triumph  and  gave  Roj  a high-five. 



Our  celebration  didn’t  last  long.  Mogwai  swore  at  his  own carelessness and fell into self-criticism:



“Again!  Again!  Arghhh!  As  my  fans  know,  I  already  lost  my chance to banish Scyth because of… Mistress Eileen, but this time there  was  nothing  in  my  way!  Why  didn’t  I  eliminate  that  pathetic gnome Crawler first?!” 



He spat a stream of filthy curses, then got a grip on himself. 



“Alright, folks,” Mogwai began, again addressing his audience. 

“Time  to  explain  what’s  happening.  And  something  amazing  is happening!  Today,  the  Destroying  Plague  is  going  to  crush  its  only opponent,  the  only  worthy  one  it  has  at  least  —  the  alliance  of  the Awoken  and  the  three  top  preventer  clans…  Ha-ha!  You  see  the irony? A disgusting alliance of the top Threat Scyth with — oh, my! 

— with Modus, the Travelers and… Ta-da! Yes, the third clan to turn its  coat  was  Excommunicado!  All  these  clans  are  now  followers  of the so-called Sleeping Gods.” 



“You’re ‘so-called,’” I muttered. 



Cutting  off  the  commentary,  Mogwai  gave  a  command  to  his undead  horde.  It  stepped  onto  the  ice  and  began  moving  toward Kharinza. 

 

“Not  all  will  make  it,”  he  muttered.  “Maybe  none  will.  But  if  at least one minion survives, it will be so strong that it will become an invincible monster!” 



He was referring to  Plague Boost. All the same, I hoped he was right  about  none  of  them  surviving,  hoped  that  the  sea  monsters would  leave  nothing  of  Eileen’s  horde  but  blood  in  the  water;  the undead  didn’t  know  how  to  swim,  which  meant  that  when  they walked off the edge of the ice, they sank to the bottom and continued their journey along the ocean floor, for the pressure and the mobs to grind them into a bloody mist. 



Mogwai mounted up, took off into the air and followed after the horde, explaining his actions for the audience as he went:



“I admit, personally I’ve known for a long time where Scyth has been  hiding.  Which  reminds  me,  where  is  he?  I  somehow  don’t remember seeing him in the crowd I ran into… Ah, the hell with it, he probably ran away and hid like usual! Ha-ha!” 



Mogwai  stopped  and  turned  in  place,  studying  another  island and continuing to talk to his viewers:



“What?  Hold  on…  You  guys  want  to  know  what  stopped  me from going after Scyth earlier? Well, I had to level up first. That’s a story for another time, but either a Modus artifact in the castle I was being  held  in  or  one  of  the  Threat’s  imba  abilities,  I  don’t  know which… something took a bunch of levels from me! That’s why I lost the rank of Supreme Legate!” 



He  fell  silent  for  a  while,  narrowing  his  eyes  at  the  bad memories, and his viewers heard only the air rushing by. 



“I really had to pull out all the stops,” the legate admitted. “So I started working on the quest chain of my dark protector, Great and

Ancient Cthulhu. My regular viewers know that I couldn’t show them the quest, or else Scyth might have tried to stop me…” 



I started to recognize the small islands he was flying by. If he turned a little to the north, he’d see Mengoza, and from there it was a stone’s  throw  to  Kharinza.  All  my  hopes  rested  on  the   Veil  of Distortion hiding the island from his view, but I knew I was hoping in vain — Mogwai knew the precise coordinates of Kharinza. 



“But  that’s  not  the  most  important  part.  You  asked  me  why  I didn’t just use a  Waterwalking Potion to run there… Hmm… Maybe because it doesn’t work on the undead? I couldn’t swim there either, I tried lots of times. This part of the Bottomless Ocean is filled with high-level  monsters!  Heh-heh,  I  really  don’t  envy  Mistress  Eileen’s minions!”  In  Thunder  Strait,  I  happened  to  run  into  a  Tripodite…

Cthulhu the mighty, I thought I was gonna crap my pants! Imagine a tripod  of  three-hundred-foot  columns  with  their  tops  merging  into  a triangular  head!  Bound  by  a  collar  of  long  tentacles  with  sharp, needle-like ends!” 



“Horrible,”  Maria  whispered,  crossing  herself.  Mogwai continued:



“The  unknown-level  global  boss  stabbed  me  with  a  tentacle and dragged me to the bottom! I thought the situation was hopeless, I  couldn’t  get  out!  I  had  to  quite  literally  tear  out  my  ribs  and  use them to cut off the bottom half of my body to get away!” 



“He should host a nature documentary,” Roj quipped. 



“Or  a  travel  show,”  Maria  said.  “But  now  I  get  why  he’s  so popular. This is what Alex is missing. Mogwai knows how to keep his fans hooked!” 



“Sure,  we’re  immortal,  but  what’s  the  point  if  some  hundred-yard-tall megalodon can swallow you and carry you off to the edge of

the  world?  Ha-ha!  It  might  be  a  great  way  to  travel,  but  a  little unreliable! What a waste of time!” 



Mogwai  stopped  again,  found  dry  land  and  shot  towards  it. 

Landing,  he  climbed  off  the  mount  and  began  to  walk  in  circles around it, showing it to his viewers. 



“Allow me to introduce the first undead flying mount in Dis! The divine  Floating Bone Manta Ray of Cthulhu! Won only yesterday as a reward  for  my  final  quest  from  the  Great  and  Ancient  one!  That’s right,  folks,  Legate  Mogwai  can  now  go  anywhere  he  wants!  Woo-hoo!” He jumped onto the ray and took off into the air. “Hey, Scyth! 

I’m coming for you!” 



He flew on for a couple of minutes, then began to descend. A dim noise floated in from afar and clouds suddenly hid the sun. The weather  began  to  worsen,  but  the  legate  didn’t  comment  on  it,  just concentrated on landing. 



It seemed that Mogwai’s mutant ray, which aside from being a skeleton also had two bird’s legs, was about to drop into the sea, but the screen flashed and Kharinza’s shore appeared where there had been  only  waves  a  moment  ago.  The  shoreline  was  stony  here.  A quarter of a mile from this place was where the  Rock Grabbers had lived in the Nether. 



Laughing, Mogwai commented as he looked down at his feet:



“Cool illusion!” Raising his head, he gasped: “Now that’s not an illusion!” 



What the viewers saw answered my question. The united army of  the  Sleepers  was  arrayed  along  the  shoreline:  the  five  allied  in-game clans, the sewer troggs, the orcs of the Broken Axe, the trolls of  Uzul’Urub,  the  cultists  of  Morena,  mercenaries  and  gladiators…

goblins?  The  League  had  sent  its  own  fighters,  but  that  only  made the situation graver. I felt bad for the NPCs. 



The  image  heaved  into  motion  —  the  battle  began.  And  it started with the legate of the Destroying Plague being plunged into raging  hellfire.  A  series  of  ten   Armageddons  drowned  out  all  other sounds  in  the  stream  for  long  seconds,  made  it  impossible  to  see anything. Mogwai just stood there, waiting. His health dropped to the minimum, activating  Immortality. 




Once  the  shrapnel,  dust  and  smoke  had  settled,  Mogwai  cast an  appraising  glance  at  his  foes.  Crawler  flashed  through  the  sky above the shoreline and Infect’s guitar riffs blended with the roar of the waves beating against the stony coast. I hoped Crag had enough sense to stay hidden in the back rows. 



The  next  instant,  the  sky  traded  places  with  the  ground; Mogwai  was  lifted  into  the  air  by  the  giant  tentacle  of  a  kraken. 

Orthokon  was  there!  The  undead  bear  druid  beat  his  paws  against the  tentacle,  cutting  into  divine  flesh.  Shrieking  at  the  edge  of ultrasound,  the  beast  god  pulled  the  legate  down  to  the  bottom. 

Bomber must have commanded the deity to do so. I hope my friend did it that way to hide his connection to the beast god. 



The  kraken  couldn’t  kill  Mogwai,  but  Mogwai  could  kill  the kraken,  and  he  set  to  it  with  enthusiasm.  His   plague-strengthened attacks almost broke through the tentacle, but Orthokon released it and  gripped  the  legate  with  several  more,  then  kept  trying  to  swim away from Kharinza, trying to tear Mogwai apart. 



It took the legate less than a minute to drop Orthokon’s health into the red zone. The beast god fulfilled his orders, then his instincts kicked in — he shot to the surface, threw the legate away as far as he could and sank down to the bottom. 



“I  wonder  who  controls  that  overgrown  squid,”  Mogwai muttered. 



Sharks  were  already  circling  around  him,  so  he  immediately summoned his mount, took off into the air and headed back toward Kharinza. 



The  plastic  cup  in  my  hand  crumpled.  How  I  wanted  to  be there!  If  only  there’d  been  a  capsule  in  the  room,  I’d  have  jumped right  in  and  to  hell  with  the  doctor’s  orders.  But  what  would  be  the point? Even if I made it out of the Inferno and spent all my essences, the legates would keep coming. There were nine of them, each with their own horde. 



When  Mogwai  reached  Kharinza’s  shore  again,  it  was  empty. 

Did Crawler have something else up his sleeve? 



The  reason  became  clear  when  Mogwai  flew  to  the  center  of the  island  and  hit  a  dome  covering  the  castle.  Righteous  Shield, looted so long ago in the Treasury, could withstand a billion damage and  converted  10%  of  the  damage  into  mana.  As  long  as  the defenders had the sense not to attack Mogwai. 



Boom!  Plague  Fury  burned  away  Mogwai’s   plague  reservoir, refilled  by  the  kraken’s  attacks,  and  hit  the  dome  with  multiplied damage.  The  defenders  on  the  fortress  wall  reeled,  but  nobody attacked the legate. What now? 



Mogwai, his  plague reservoir exhausted, turned into a panther and  threw  himself  at  the  shield.  The  forcefield  flashed  with  a shimmering rainbow bubble where he struck, sending ripples across its surface. If the defenders didn’t think of something, then the castle and Behemoth’s temple were doomed. I couldn’t watch that. 



In  total  silence,  we  watched  as  the   Righteous Shield  buckled, as  Mogwai,  inspired  by  his  progress,  redoubled  his  efforts,  silently, 

focused, with no more commentary for the fans. 



Rita turned away, pressed her forehead to the wall and bit her lip until it bled. Maria stood frozen, gripping Roj’s arm hard. 



Within  a  few  minutes,  the  dome  cracked  and  shattered  into fading  shards.  One  of  the  defenders,  maybe  one  of  the  Uzul’Urub trolls, couldn’t take the pressure and attacked. 



Roj slammed a fist on the table and swore. 



Mandalar’s  fury-twisted  face  flashed  into  view  for  a  moment before  Mogwai  put  him  down  in  one  hit.  Next  the  troll’s  colossal summoned  ashmaker  rose  before  the  legate,  making  the  situation only  worse.  The  level  1107  demon  was  powerful  enough  that Mogwai would have been doomed without  Immortality, but as it was the  legate  was  invulnerable,  and  the  ashmaker’s  high  damage refilled his  plague reservoir. 



After finishing off his foe, Mogwai barreled into the crowd and exploded again with  Plague Fury. If our side tried to immobilize the legate  with  crowd-control,  then  we  didn’t  see  it  —  we  couldn’t  see the  interface  or  external  effects,  Mogwai  was  focused  on  his enemies, and then a white flash lit up the whole scene. 



Some  of  the  allies  stayed  standing,  but  the  legate  ignored them,  heading  straight  for  the  castle  and  then  beyond  it  for  the temple, crashing through the defenders. 



His eye landed on Dekotra, leader of Morena’s cultists. Ignoring her attacks, the legate, already in bear form, grabbed the troll by the throat, opened a small portal and tossed Dekotra through it. 



“A little gift for Mistress Eileen,” he explained. 



Then something happened that would get this clip of Mogwai’s stream billions of views. 



Emitting  a  booming  roar,  the  Montosaurus  rose  up  before  the legate. Mogwai froze, chuckled in surprise:



“Scyth’s pet? Hey, lizardbrain, where’s your master?” 



The ancient dinosaur took a few steps and stopped. Then, all at once, bringing buildings crashing down, the ancient crocodile Sobek and the snake Apophis stomped out as if from nowhere. But it didn’t end  there  —  another  unfamiliar  beast  god  appeared,  a  fourth!  The ancient wolf Fenrir! 



What the..? There was only one possibility — Monty must have summoned them through Nge N’Cullin. 



“Curious…” Mogwai chuckled, sizing up his new opponents. 



He waved a hand and conjured up monstrous roots that began to weave around the beast gods’ legs. Corrupted with  plague energy, they  might  have  been  able  to  immobilize  one  of  them,  but  spread among  four  targets  they  couldn’t  take  the  strain  and  snapped, exploding with blighted sap. 



The beasts attacked all at once. It was hard to judge what was going  in  Mogwai’s  perspective  as  he  was  jerked  around,  but  soon the picture came together. The Montosaurus had the legate pinned to  the  ground  beneath  a  huge  claw,  and  was  trying  to  tear  off  his arm.  Sobek  and  Apophis  pulled  at  his  other  limbs.  Fenrir  had  his jaws  clenched  around  Mogwai’s  head  and  was  shaking  him  like  a ragdoll. The image darkened. We could only tell what was happening now by the sound. 



I ground my teeth. Dumb! So dumb! They were giving him an infinite  supply  of   plague  energy!  Where  was  Angel?  Why  hadn’t

Colonel brought her in yet? 



The beast gods tore at Mogwai for a minute while he bit back groans and curses, twisting with pain, but still firing off  Plague Fury every ten seconds. 



The  image  brightened  into  a  steely  gray  sky  shimmering  with light,  the  restless  ocean  waves  flashing  by  beneath  Mogwai  —  the legate  was  flying  above  the  water.  That  last  flash  of   Plague  Fury must have almost killed the beast gods, forcing them to flee, but first they  had  dragged  the  legate  to  the  shore  and  then  either  Fenrir  or the Montosaurus had cast him into the sea before their retreat. 



The  legate  flew  nearly  half  a  mile  before  he  crashed  into  the ocean.  Bobbing  to  the  surface,  he  looked  toward  where  the   Veil of Distortion hid Kharinza . 



“Nothing will stop me!” Mogwai screeched. “Enough! Of! This!” 



Summoning his mount, he shot straight toward the island right above  the  water,  the  ray’s  bird  legs  twitching  as  if  it  was  running across the surface. 



Reaching the spot where there should be dry land beyond the Veil of Distortion, Mogwai landed… and crashed into the water. 



“What? What?! I don’t get it!” The legate cast around, splashing in the water. He grabbed at his mount’s bones, climbed up and took off again. 



Mogwai spent a quarter of an hour combing the waters, trying to find land. 



He found none. 



Kharinza was gone. 

 

 



Chapter 15. The Siege of Kinema







ALTHOUGH I’D ONLY BEEN AWAKE for half a day, after talking with my security  officers  I  decided  to  go  back  to  Cali  Bottom  against  the recommendations  of  the  doctors.  I  couldn’t  just  sit  there  and  do nothing, know nothing! 



Ed came up to meet us, smiling from ear to ear. I already knew that  Kharinza  was  safe,  but  he  stubbornly  refused  to  explain  the details  over  the  comm,  saying  only  that  the  temple  was  intact.  Roj and  Maria  climbed  out  of  the  Shark  first,  looked  around  and  only then gave the signal for the rest of us to come out. 



I  climbed  out  and  Ed  hugged  me.  Willy  took  off  in  the  flyer  to park it in the hangar. 



There was nobody else on the roof of the Citadel. Even now, in my own territory, I was in a camouflaging cap that made me look like Yoshihiru. The security officers had dug something up, but revealed no details, just asked that my return be kept secret. 



The  only  person  allowed  to  know  the  truth  was  Edward Rodriguez.  For  authenticity’s  sake,  Rita  had  ‘stayed  behind  at  the hospital with Alex,’ although she’d actually gone home to her parents and brother Chris, planning to return to the clan base tomorrow. 



I  walked  down  to  Ed’s  apartments  in  the  guise  of  Yoshi.  My friend  made  a  beeline  for  the  refrigerator  and  took  out  a  couple  of cans of soda. 



“You might as well start,” he said, “since my story begins where yours ended with a coma.” 



We sat down at the table and I quickly retold how I ended up in the  Uzul’Urub  instance,  confirming  his  speculations  about   Corrupt Blood,  but  still  not  explaining  why  the  debuff  persisted  after  the Children of Kratos wiped, and why it went on to infect others. 



“The epidemic has already been stopped. An alchemist created a   Bloodcleansing  Potion  within  a  few  hours,”  Ed  said.  “Got  a legendary achievement for it. But lots of people still got infected and thousands of NPCs died.” 



He didn’t mention that I was responsible for their deaths, but I still felt sick to my stomach. Innocent sentients had died, and it was my fault. 



Before my conscience could devour me completely, Ed started to tell me about everything I’d missed. I couldn’t go into the capsule yet,  and  there  was  no  way  I  could  have  stayed  focused  on  my studies. 



Edward described everything he did right after they took me to the  hospital  —  his  meeting  with  the  allies,  the  awesome  perk  they got for the  First Kill in the Lost Sanctuary of Lavack. We talked about whether to build a temple to Lavack and decided that we should, and Gyula  would  get  started  on  it.  My  protective  element  was  air,  so  it seemed obvious to make friends with the god of wind. 



When Ed got to the most interesting part, I blurted out:



“What happened to Kharinza?! Give me the details, come on!” 



But he was clearly in no hurry to answer, refusing to get to the point:



“Well,  first  off,  everyone  in  the  raid  got  at  least  two  levels  for Eileen! Can you believe that?” 



“I’m  happy  for  you!  But…”  I  stood  up  and  yelled  in  his  face:

“God damn it, Rodriguez! Where is Kharinza?!” 



Ed started laughing, stubbornly continuing to drag out the tale:



“Well, you see…” He frowned, scratched his brow. “When you killed  yourself  with   Self-Sacrifice  to  get  to  the  Inferno…  Do  you remember how much health you had?” 



“Uhm… Around eight billion?” 



“Right,”  my  friend  said,  chuckling.  “You  needed  that  skill  that Tiamat gave you to kill yourself, but its actual purpose is something else. Do you remember what?” 



“All the health is converted into  Faith, right?” 



“Right!  And  it’s  the  kind  of   Faith  that  goes  directly  to  the Sleepers regardless of how much the temples can store. Behemoth and  Tiamat  suddenly  became  very  powerful,  but  the   Faith  gained from the  Self-Sacrifice of an Initial is bad. It’s dark, and the Sleeping Gods  started  to  go  mad.  The  power  burned  them  from  within, demanded release…” 



“Did Behemoth tell you all this?” 



“Yes, but not right away; only when Mogwai was already close to Kharinza. Basically, the Sleepers lost their minds. They wanted to do something incredible, but Behemoth had enough restraint to hold them  back.  He  cut  Tiamat  and  the  others  off  from  the  dark   Faith, locked it all inside himself and waited for enough of the pure kind to accumulate. 



“For what?” 



“All in good time!” Ed smiled. “The Sleeper’s plan required the true  unity  of  all  their  followers.  Eileen’s  attack  allowed  us  to  gather everyone  in  one  place,  but  then  we  tried  to  win  as  much  time  as possible, both to keep the NPCs alive and to gain enough  Faith for Behemoth to move the island.” 



“Wait! Behemoth  moved Kharinza? How? Where to?” 



“Not  just  Kharinza,  but  Mengoza  too.  As  for  how  —  I  don’t know.  Thanks  to   Self-Sacrifice,  probably.  As  for  where  to,  that’s easier. Our base is on the other hemisphere now, Alex! The Awoken and the NPCs know the exact location, because the Sleeper sent our other allies back to where they came from.” 



“But  then  why  take  that  risk?”  I  exploded.  “Spending Concentrated  Life  Essence  on  Eileen…  Hold  on!  You  spent   Loki’s Trick and  Conjoining of Souls —  what’s their cooldown, by the way? 

—  just  to  pour  an  essence  on  the  Supreme  Legate?  Are  you  an idiot? What stopped Hiros from doing it?” 



“Seven days and a year.” 



“What? A year?” 



“The cooldowns of the artifacts. Mine is a week, Hinterleaf’s —

a year.” 



“You gotta be kidding me!” 



“I’m serious! I’m telling you! A year!” Ed couldn’t keep a straight face any longer and broke out in laughter. “Alright, you got me! That was for ‘idiot’! Serious talk. Hiros couldn’t very well pour the essence on her from the Astral Plane, could he?” 



“He can fire a crossbow from it!” 



“Sure,  and  hit  people  too.  But…  Long  story  short,  the  skill changes the weapons’ type to astral. Both the bolts and the daggers. 

The essence also would also have been changed, and I didn’t want to  waste  our  only  chance  on  a  test.  Anyway,  why  reveal  to  the preventers  that  Hiros  is  a  Threat?  They’re  pre-ven-ters!  And  he couldn’t  have  done  it  straight  after  his  skill  ended,  either;  Eileen’s Plague Aura kills instantly.” 



“Well… Alright. But why risk Crag in the fight against Mogwai? 

Why risk the beast gods… Where’d they even come from?” 



“We  had  to  hold  off  the  undead,  give  Behemoth  time,  so  we pulled out all the stops. Monty behaved like a dog in an earthquake. 

He was so nervous he kept running around the temple. It’s a wonder he  didn’t  crush  anyone.  I  think  he  could  sense  his  old  enemy approaching.  Remember  when  he  disappeared  right  before  Shazz the lich arrived? But this time he couldn’t leave, since he promised to protect the temple. So he summoned that invisible guy you spoke to on  Terrastera.  He  appeared,  but  we  couldn’t  see  him.  We  just noticed that Monty was talking to him… Nether, that guy…” 



“His name’s Nge N’Cullin.” 



“Uh-huh, well, not even Behemoth could see this Nuh-cullin of yours!” Ed said excitedly. “Anyway, the point is, he brought the other three  beast  gods  to  help.  And  all  of  that  was  to  win  time  for  the Sleeping  God  to  gain   Faith  while  we,  Monty,  Fenrir,  Sobek  and Apophis slowed down Mogwai…” 



“Hmm, I thought Yemi summoned Apophis.” 



“Hah!  If  only!  His  jaw  dropped  when  he  saw  his  own  god! 

Anyway, the beast gods delayed Mogwai and that gave us the time we needed. We got enough  Faith for Behemoth to take both islands somewhere we won’t be found anytime soon!” My friend closed his eyes and raised both middle fingers, clearly picturing the legates. 

 

“So we have a breather.” 



“That’s right!” Ed smiled widely, his eyes beaming. 



I  could  see  how  tired  he  was,  and  I  was  infinitely  grateful  for everything my friend had done in my absence. At first I’d planned to chew him out for giving up the island’s coordinates to our allies and unlocking  Terrastera  to  them,  but  neither  of  those  things  were  a problem  now  —  the  island  was  on  the  other  side  of  the  world,  and Tiamat’s   Veil  of  Distortion  wouldn’t  let  anybody  but  us  jump  to  the acid continent. 



“All’s  well,  except  that  now  Mogwai  can  go  anywhere  he wants,” Ed sighed. 



“I  think  the  other  legates  will  get  undead  flying  mounts  soon too. They might not know where the temple is, but there are nine of them! And the whole world is open to them now…” 



We  sank  into  reflection.  We  had  taken  losses.  When  Mogwai shattered  the   Righteous  Shield  and  broke  through  to  the  temple, hundreds  fell  to   Plague  Fury.  Among  them  was  Navarinox, Kusalarix’s brother and leader of the goblin army, and Mandalar, troll chieftain of Uzul’Urub. Dekotra the troll, leader of Morena’s cultists, had  been  captured…  In  total,  we  had  lost  around  a  thousand followers — goblins, orcs, troggs…



“Why did they take Dekotra?” Ed asked, breaking the silence. 



“The  Nucleus  needs  Morena.  Remember  the  Old  Goddess  of Death, who gave me  Reaper’s Scythes? I guess the legates failed to find her and decided to reach her through the cultists. They saw that they were with us in the desert. Eileen might have made inquiries in Shak, where the cultists’ trail cut off. Where would they have gone? 

Fairly easy to see — to Scyth.” 

 

“That’s probably what happened,” Ed said, frowning. “And now we don’t even know what’s going to happen to your character.” 



“Yeah…  Three  weeks  have  passed  in  the  Inferno  since  I disappeared.  It’d  be  one  thing  if  I  hadn’t  came  back  from  Xavius’s assignment…” 



“But you came back from it and disconnected after, right?” Ed asked. 



“Right. I was seen. Now they probably think I’m a deserter.” 



“What  do  the  doctors  say?  When  are  you  going  to  be  able  to log into Dis?” 



“They say to give it at least a week. But I’m going to ignore their advice. I’ll study the lessons I missed today, get a good night’s sleep, and  then  tomorrow  I’m  going  back  to  my  demons.”  Thinking  for  a moment,  I  surveyed  the  lounge  and  noted:  “Clean  place  you  have here.” 



“We bought a robot cleaner and multi-purpose kitchen machine for each of the Awoken,” Ed answered. “We can afford it!” 



“You took work from non-citizen cleaners?” 



Ed frowned, walked over, handed me a soda. 



“Firstly, the fewer people we have, the more secure we are. Not my  words,  Hairo’s.  And  secondly…  Tell  me  honestly,  Alex.  Would you want your mom to work as a cleaner for some high-flying dro? 

No? There you go, then. And the ones that used to tidy up for us still have plenty to do! We’re opening a hospital, a school, a kindergarten with a nursery! There’s work for everyone!” 



“Great idea!” 



“Who knows, time will tell,” he answered seriously. “Maybe it’s all  just  a  waste  of  money.  The  people  here  are  so…  You  know, angry. Ones like Manny and Gyula are few and far between. Most of them drink, slack off, fight, steal… Hairo pays no mind to it, you’re up to  your  ears  in  responsibilities  as  it  is,  but  I  thought  of  something. 

The  Awoken,  we’re  basically  like  a  corporation  now,  right?  Anyone who  wants  to  grow  with  us  can  obey  the  rules.  Anyone  else  can leave.” 



“Wait…”  What  I  was  hearing  soured  my  mood.  “You’re  telling me our workers are stealing, slacking off and drinking?” 



“Afraid  so…”  Ed  sighed.  “It  was  different  before.  If  they  didn’t come  to  their  shift  in  Dis,  they’d  have  nothing  to  eat  the  next  day. 

Nice and simple. Now they have far more money than they used to have,  and  they’ve  relaxed!  We  have  to  stop  the  hand-outs,  or  we’ll end up surrounded by leeches. Nobody wants to work when they’re handed  everything.  Hairo’s  tightening  up  on  discipline,  although  it really  isn’t  his  problem…”  Ed  yawned  widely.  “Anyway…  I  could really do with some sleep.” 



“Got it, I’m going. Sleep well.” 



Roj  half-opened  the  door,  made  sure  the  corridor  was  empty, nodded to me. 



“Oh,  I  forgot  to  tell  you,”  Ed  said,  catching  up  to  me  at  the threshold.  I  turned  around.  “Patrick  married  Aunt  Stephanie  and Tomoshi is going out with Eniko now. That’s another thing that…” My friend stopped. 



“What?” 



“It’s nothing, I just don’t know what to do. Also, Tissa is waiting for you to come back before she celebrates her birthday…” 



“Are  you  serious?!  How  can  we  have  a  party  with  everything that’s going on?” 



“Hmm… That’s what I thought,” Ed said, waving a hand. “Never mind,  parties  are  the  last  thing  on  her  mind  now  anyway  —  she caught a cold. 



Remembering  that  a  sore  throat  or  even  a  bout  of  flu  never kept Melissa from partying, I asked:



“Is  she  at  least  resting?  Or  is  she  running  around  and spreading disease as usual?” 



“Hah! Of course she’s resting, the capsule won’t let her in with her temperature. Oh! Another question. Big Po’s birthday is coming up too! What are we going to do with him when he comes out of the sandbox?” 



“I don’t know,” I shrugged. “I don’t have time to think about him right now.” 



“Alright, but he really wants to join us. I can’t stand him, but we could  use  the  extra  hands  here…”  Ed  thought  a  moment,  then remembered: “You probably don’t know anything about it, but there’s something wrong with the Celestial Arbitration. We haven’t been able to summon an Arbiter for days now. Colonel and Quetzal both tried to call one when I asked them for an oath… Didn’t work.” 



I had nothing to say to that. I walked back to my rooms deep in thought. All I could think about was that we had one more mystery, and still no answers. 



* * *



Diving  deep  into  my  studies,  I  fully  mastered  the  modern  history course  and  was  moving  on  to  robotechnology  when  Hairo  came  to see me. 



The security officer agreed to join me for the dinner Maria had made, and whistled Willy in too, who sat silently eating through the tabbouleh in front of him — something from Levantine cuisine made from bulgur, parsley and a bunch of vegetables. Our bodyguard chef had  remembered  her  obligation  to  take  care  of  my  health  and  now she  promised  (or  threatened)  that  soon  I’d  forget  that  fast  food existed. 



“This is delicious, Maria. You’re a godsend,” Hairo praised her before moving on to the subject at hand. “How are you, kid?” 



“I’m fine. If you explain why everyone should think I’m still in the hospital, then I’ll be even better. Do we have a mole?” 



Hairo worked his jaw. Deep wrinkles cut into his forehead. 



“Here’s the thing, Alex. About your capsule…” 



“You found something?” I asked, my heart skipping a beat. 



“Yes. No. We don’t know,” the security officer answered. “Yoshi performed  a  diagnostic  test.  Nothing  seems  wrong  with  your capsule. We examined the consumables, the nutrition cartridges —

they were fine too. Our analysis showed nothing. But we did find one strange thing.” 



“What?” 



“One  of  the  cartridges…”  Hairo  stopped,  cleared  his  throat, then  went  on:  “It’s  fine,  absolutely!  The  chemical  makeup  of  what was left of the contents, the material, the protective seal — all fine.” 



“I don’t understand.” 



“Neither do we. Sergei is the most thorough operator we have. 

He went through your garbage on his own initiative, took out all the spent cartridges and started comparing the serial numbers.” 



“And?” I started to get a sense of foreboding and put down the plastic spoon I was clenching in my fist before I could break it. 



“We bought cartridges in packs of ten. All the numbers were in order, one after another. Except the final number. In one of the ones that was in your capsule two days ago, the serial number was from another  batch!  Which  is  more  than  odd,  I’m  sure  you’ll  agree.  But enough about that, Alex, don’t worry about it for now, focus on your studies. We’ll be looking into it, and if we find any leads, you’ll be the first to know.” 



“Have you already checked who was in my apartments?” 



“That’s the problem, we have. Yoshi and Sergei went over the CCTV recordings several times.” 



“Tomoshi?  The  Triad  messed  with  his  head,  right?  And  he’s just… weird.” 



“He’s  a  possibility,”  Hairo  admitted  reluctantly.  “But  practically all  your  friends  were  in  your  apartment!  We  might  be  able  to  put them all through a lie detector, but there wouldn’t be much point —

whoever  it  is  got  around  a  mental  contract,  which  means  a  lie detector is child’s play to them.” 



“No need to stress the kid out, Hairo!” Willy piped up. “Forget about  it,  Alex.  Paranoia  won’t  do  you  any  good.  Focus  on  your studies. Old Hairo and the rest of us will sort it out.” 



“That’s right!” Roj said. “I remember back in the army when one of our guys slipped up. We were in West Africa back then, chasing down  an  inwinova  criminal.  One  day,  our  colonel  started  to  notice that  things  were  going  missing  from  the  headquarters!  We  had round-the-clock  surveillance,  and  the  colonel  practically  lived  there, but there was incident after incident! First an expensive cigar case, then a bottle of brandy…” 



“Roj!”  Maria  interrupted  him.  “He  needs  to  study!  Finish  your food, Alex, and go straight to your room! And don’t forget to call your parents, your mom is worried sick!” 



“Will do,” I said, standing up. “You didn’t answer my question, Hairo. Why am I still…” I made air quotes, “…in the hospital?” 



Willy’s spoon froze halfway to his mouth, but he didn’t raise his head. 



“Because  tomorrow…”  Hairo  said,  also  standing  up.  “You’re going to die.” 



With the last word, he repeated my gesture. 



* * *



It was raining in Cali Bottom. It had been raining for days. Peals of thunder rolled out like a cannonade, or, closer to my experience, like the battle that never was in the Lakharian Desert. 



Up to my neck in my studies, I didn’t notice the rest of the day fly by and the clock pass midnight. With just over a day left until the

week of the citizenship tests, I had no option but to steal time from sleep to study. 



Ed  came  to  see  me  at  around  one  in  the  morning.  He  had already rested and even had time to log into Dis, but came right back out again to give me some new information from Colonel. The leader of  the  Excos  learned  from  Angel  that  the  Elites  had  decided  to temporarily forget about Scyth. As it turned out, all the legates apart from  Mogwai  were  concentrating  on  completing  their  divine  quest chains. 



“That’s  bad,”  Ed  sighed.  “You  saw  what  Mogwai  got  from Cthulhu,  right?  And  I’m  not  just  talking  about  the  undead  flying mount…” 



“Yeah, I remember that shit he used to control Crag,” he said. 

“Bad alright. The legates have a full arsenal now. Don’t forget about that  blue  flash  that  immobilized  you  all  too.  How  long  did  the  stun last?” 



“Plague  Suppression?  It  had  no  timer,”  Ed  frowned.  “Just ended on its own.” 



“Then maybe it’s sustained by  plague energy.  You  were  lucky that  Mogwai  emptied  his  reservoir  on   Fury.  Or  else  you  wouldn’t have gotten away and Crag would have lost his status.” 



“I’m  most  worried  about  Dekotra,”  my  friend  shared.  “That  is, about what Eileen will get from him.” 



“Dekotra  can  open  her  a  path  through  the  Barrier  to  where Morena  is  hiding.  But  he  needs  other  cultists  and  sacrifices  to  do that.” 



“Other  cultists?”  Ed  grunted,  looking  at  his  comm.  “Not necessarily…” 

 

“What is it?” 



“The goblins!” my friend gasped. “A long time ago, the League used to worship Morena! We have to warn Kusalarix!” 



A  cold  sweat  broke  out  on  my  forehead.  I  remembered  how Eileen had answered Grokuszuid’s offer to buy back her items. She she said she’d go get them herself, and if she didn’t find them in the ASS building, then there’d be no more ASS. 



“Eileen is moving on Kinema!” 



“But  how?”  Ed’s  eyebrows  shot  up.  “The  goblins  blocked  all incoming portals for outsiders, and…” 



“Mogwai,”  I  interrupted.  “It’s  easy  to  fly  to  Bakabba  from southern Shad’Erung.” 



“I’ll  log  in  and  go  to  Kinema!  I’ll  gather  all  our  fighters  to  help the little green guys.” 



Ed jumped up, but I stopped him. 



“You can’t stop her. Offer help with the evacuation. The leaders of the League can come to Kharinza, the rest can hide in Darant and Shak…” 



Ed  left,  and  I  spent  another  couple  of  hours  studying.  I  had stopped  delving  deep  into  each  subject  and  stayed  at  the  surface instead,  learning  just  enough  to  pass  my  citizenship  tests  with  at least  a  ‘satisfactory’  rating.  I  was  no  longer  worried  about  which citizenship category I’d get. As long as I got one at all…



The  morning  began  with  Ed  bursting  into  my  room,  frantic. 

Although he had to push his way past Maria and Roj first. Both the

bodyguards were now on alert at all times to make sure that nobody saw me who shouldn’t, and Sergei was sitting by the entry door. 



The events of the last few days had exhausted Ed. His cheeks were hollow, he had dark bags beneath his eyes. He had forgotten to wash or brush his hair; it was wild, sticking out in all directions. 



“Switch on the Dis news, quick!” he shouted. “The undead laid siege to Kinema! And a Ravager attacked them!” 



The scenes on the Disgardium Daily channel looked even more epic  than  the  battle  in  the  Lakharian  Desert.  I  don’t  know  how  the channel’s  journalist’s  did  it,  but  they  showed  the  siege  of  Kinema from all angles — the cameramen must have been on flying mounts. 



Kinema  —  a  huge  hill  densely  packed  with  buildings  —  was first shown from afar, then the image flickered and the camera flew smoothly up the ten-yard-high fortress walls with defenders lined up on  them:  goblins,  orcs,  mercenary  elvish  arches,  ogre  mages, gnome  engineers…  Turrets,  cannons,  ballistae  and  catapults  stood ready to plunge the attackers into a fiery hell. 



At the foot of the hill, stark against the rich green of the forest, stood  the  titanic  figure  of  the  enormous  Ravager  Orsobal,  vaguely reminiscent  of  a  bear,  but  with  a  shell,  a  scorpion’s  tail  and  six monstrous  pincers,  any  one  of  which  could  have  cut  through Kinema’s fortress tower. 



“I think that’s Fluffy,” I said, trying to remember Nine’s pets. “But I’m not sure…” 



Ed shot me a look of confusion, but said nothing, concentrating on the stream. 



The Ravager paid no mind to the defenders of the city, focusing instead  on  the  more  aggressive  threat  —  the  horde  of  the  undead

led  by  Eileen,  level  977  Supreme  Legate  of  the  Destroying  Plague and Slicing Blade of Innoruuk. 



“Almost one thousand!” I breathed. “If she reaches it first…” 



“She will,” Ed said gloomily. 



The  new  horde  consisted  almost  entirely  of  former  sentients whom the Supreme Legate had raised while crossing Bakabba. Now the  still  weak  zombies  and  skeletons  flung  themselves  at  Orsobal, biting into him from all directions. Eileen just watched, standing off to one side. 



The  Ravager  took  them  down  in  droves  with  his  deadly  aura, trampled them, crushed them in his pincers, but the next wave of the dead were already scrambling over the bones of the first, and these had been strengthened by the fallen. It took longer for Orsobal to put them down. 



Just  like  Eileen,  the  goblins  also  seemed  to  be  waiting  for something.  Maybe  they  thought  it  best  to  wait  and  see  how  this unexpected  collision  of  the  undead  and  the  Ravager  ended…  But no!  A  gleaming  gold  silhouette  separated  from  the  walls,  either  a huge bird or… a flying reptile with a rider. A white flag fluttered above it. 



“I  see  a  flag  of  truce  on  the  League  side!”  said  the  journalist through whose eyes we were watching. 



She  started  to  descend  to  give  the  viewers  a  better  look  of  a hunchbacked, gray-haired goblin in… trousers and a white shirt and silk  waistcoat.  I  recognized  him.  Kusalarix  had  introduced  us.  The old  man  was  called  Vonprutich,  and  was  a  member  of  the  High Council. He was easily recognizable by his nose, long even by goblin standards, drooping down to his chin. 



Landing before Eileen, he jumped down deftly from his shining pterodactyl and bowed respectfully. 



“Welcome, Lady Eileen, to the promised land of the goblins!” 



“Happy  to  be  here,  Mr.  Vonprutich,”  Eileen  cackled.  “At  least someone in your rotten organization has enough good sense to start with negotiations.” 



“As they say in the League, may life be long and death quick, Lady Eileen. I have lived long enough, so I have taken the risk. And I believe you will give me a quick death.” 



“There is no death…” Eileen began smugly, but cut herself off, laughing. “I will give you undeath, Mr. Vonprutich. It will be short.” 



“What do you want? We are ready to listen to your demands,” 

the old goblin’s voice sounded firm and even friendly, but only a fool would have missed the tone of iron ringing within it. 



“My demands are simple and easy to fulfill…” Eileen fell silent, looking right at us and stretching out an arm. 



The  Plague Beam hit instantly, killing the journalist. The stream broke  off,  and  a  couple  of  moments  later  it  switched  to  another observer,  soaring  high  in  the  sky  and  showing  the  general  picture, too far away to see details. 



“Do you think Nergal’s priests will come?” Ed asked, looking at the  teeming  mass  at  the  base  of  the  Ravager.  “I’m  curious  to  see whether they’ll fight the undead.” 



I thought for a moment. “The goblins closed off that option for them. And Nergal doesn’t have the same power on Bakabba…” 



And then the priests did appear, followers of two New Gods at once: Nergal the Radiant and Marduk the Sombre. Either the goblins had  opened  a  portal  space  or  the  New  Gods  were  mightier  than  I thought. 



 Aspects  of  Light  and   Colossi  of  Darkness  at  level  1077

immediately appeared and split up, ignoring the Supreme Legate of the Destroying Plague and beginning to surround the Ravager. The now  familiar  beams  of  light  and  rays  of  darkness  shot  into  Orsobal from  all  sides.  The  Ravager  reared  up  and  roared,  tossing  undead into the air. Its shrill scream pierced through to the bone. 



The observer hosting the stream flew in a circle above Eileen, descending  carefully.  She  didn’t  touch  him,  letting  him  get  close enough  to  see  her  once  beautiful  face,  now  deformed  by  necrosis, her eyes filmed over, her skin hanging off in scraps and her lower lip flapping next to her chin. I saw a corpse worm crawling beneath her skin,  and  in  the  background  —  the  body  of  Vonprutich  scrabbling around in the dirt, now undead. The old man must have refused the Supreme Legate’s conditions. 



Staring  into  the  camera,  Eileen  grinned  in  self-satisfaction.  I think she knew that nothing threatened her, and she saw all this as a fun  adventure.  Eileen  Waters,  Supreme  Legate  of  the  Destroying Plague,  would  soon  get  what  she  came  for  —  she  would  enter Kinema, destroy everyone in her path, get her items back and force the  goblins  to  put  her  in  contact  with  Morena.  And  the  undead  troll Dekotra would help her do it. 



The  cultists’  leader  (although  I  wasn’t  sure  he  could  really  be called  that)  stood  next  to  Eileen  with  a  grin  as  broad  as  hers.  His eyes were still intelligent, which meant she had raised him with his mind  intact.  He  asked  something  and  Eileen  answered,  then  threw her head back and shouted straight towards our streamer:



“Life is death, but there is no death in service to the Destroying Plague!” 



Then,  paying  no  more  mind  to  the  Ravager  or  Nergal  and Marduk’s priests, she attacked Kinema’s defensive dome. A  Plague Beam lanced into it, and the undead broke away from Orsobal and started seething up the slope toward the fortress wall. The defenders leaped  into  action.  A  cloud  of  thousands  of  arrows,  spears  and cannonballs  blotted  out  the  sky  between  the  walls  and  the  undead horde.  Huge  burning  boulders  thrown  from  above  rolled  down  the slope, crushing the undead and spreading them across the ground. 



Our  view  split  into  two.  One  observer  kept  watching  the banishment of the Ravager while the other followed the undead. 



“Look!”  Ed  pointed  at  the  hologram  of  the  fight  with  the Ravager. 



“At what?” 



Swearing,  Ed  jumped  up  and  ran  over  to  the  image,  started jabbing  his  finger  at  what  he  wanted  me  to  look  at,  the  barely noticeable figure of a warrior running toward the Ravager. 



“Huh?”  I  sat  up  straight,  started  to  sweat.  “No,  don’t  tell  me that’s…” 



“Crag!  Nether,  I  told  him  not  to  do  anything  stupid!”  Ed  said, swearing,  but  then  got  a  grip  on  his  feelings  and  returned  to  the subject at hand: “The goblins have moved their elders and children to  Kinema,  but  the  High  Council  and  the  leaders  of  the  Green League stayed behind to defend Kinema! Kusalarix said they can still portal out if things get really tough, so…” 



“What’s  he  doing?”  I  jumped  up  and  grabbed  my  head.  “He’s heading straight for the Ravager!” 

 

We weren’t the only ones who had noticed Crag. A high priest of Nergal spoke some words and a small flickering beam of light shot into the warrior. A glow suffused him, seemingly doing no harm. 



“Some buff?” Ed wondered aloud, cocking his head doubtfully. 

“I  gotta  get  in  there,  Alex!  I’ll  try  to  pull  Crag  out.  He  doesn’t  have Depths Teleportation!” 



“Wait!” I shouted. “Look!” 



Crag  had  approached  the  Ravager,  but  wasn’t  attacking;  he was trying to climb onto it. In the meantime, Orsobal had lost most of his health and now, with terrifying agility for such a huge monster, he turned his scorpion tail on the priests and shot away — both from the servants of the gods and from Kinema. 



“Nergal’s  quest,”  I  said.  “Looks  like  the  Radiant  One  pushed him  into  it…  Toby!  What  are  you  doing?!  You’ll  get  taken  to  the Nether!”  I  turned  to  Ed.  “Did  he  say  what  he  needs  to  do  for  his quest?” 



“Nothing  except  that  he  needs  to  be  close  to  a  Ravager. 

Maybe…” 



Ed  didn’t  finish  his  sentence.  In  massive  leaps,  the  monster jumped  into  the  center  of  the  Bakabba  jungle.  The  observer  flying above  tracked  it  by  the  forty-yard-wide  line  of  collapsed,  trampled and broken trees it left behind. 



The  Greater Rift  that Nine had created pulsated on the horizon, twisting  the  air.  The  Ravager  careered  towards  it,  returning  to  its mother. The  Aspects of Light and  Colossi of Darkness pursued from afar. 



Streams  of  light  burned  its  back  here  and  there,  but  it stubbornly  kept  on  toward  the   Rift.   And  reached  it.  The  gigantic monster disappeared in the spatial tear along with Crag, still clinging to its back. 



“Ed…”  I  said,  trying  to  keep  my  cool.  “There’s  a  high  chance that  Crag  is  in  the  Nether.  Run  to  his  apartment  and  activate  his capsule’s emergency exit as fast as you can!” He just stared at me in confusion. I shouted: “Right now!” 



Ed  got  the  picture.  Even  ten  minutes  meant  three  full  days  in the  Nether  for  Crag.  There  was  no  way  he  could  survive  there without  my   Resilience  and   Reflection.  And  if  Nine  found  him…  I didn’t even want to think about that. 



Ed ran to Tobias’s quarters. Sergei closed the door behind him. 

Roj nodded to me:



“Should I go after him?” 



“Yeah, and grab a Home Doctor! Run!” 



Roj ran to obey. Maria looked pointedly at the bedroom door:



“Alex, very soon Hairo will be telling the base the bad news of your death. You need to hide in your room and not come out. Gotta stop Ed’s visits too…” 



“I know,” I said, waving her away and starting to pace back and forth. To hell with their performance and with Kinema — to hell with everything  while  my  friend’s  life  was  in  danger!  “I’m  not  doing anything until I know how Toby’s doing. Then I’ll go in my capsule.” 



“Won’t  your  friends  see  you  log  into  Dis?”  Maria  raised  an eyebrow. 



“No. Scyth is in a separate dimension, and my privacy settings are all locked down anyway.” 



“Alright,” Maria nodded and tactfully said nothing else. 



Damn.  I  badly  wanted  to  be  by  Toby’s  side,  to  help  him! 

Helplessness  and  weakness  ground  away  at  me  as  I  paced  back and forth. The room felt small now, crowded. 



Finally, the door flew open. Roj had been gone eight minutes, but  it  had  felt  like  half  a  day  to  me.  I’d  played  through  a  thousand scenarios in my head…



“What  is  it?”  I  asked,  walking  towards  him.  Judging  by  the bodyguard’s frowning face, the news was bad. 



“Ed  said  that  Tobias  spent  two  days  in  the  Nether,  by  his estimation,” Roj answered, staring off to the side. “But he’s… lost it. 

He smashed his capsule to pieces.” The bodyguard chuckled dryly. 

“Where the hell did he find that sledgehammer..? He says he’s never getting in a capsule again.” 



I  had  to  get  to  him!  I  knew  how  to  settle  him  down,  what questions to ask. But the bodyguards had their dumb plan to stage my  death,  which  meant  I  was  a  prisoner  in  that  room.  Had  Nine found my friend? What had he gone through in the Nether? He knew nothing about it — we’d never told him those details. Even I nearly died there…



I punched the wall in anger. My fist exploded with agony, but I was so used to pain that I barely noticed. 



Without turning to Roj, I asked:



“How is Toby now?” 



“Yoshi  sedated  him.  It’s  like  he  has  post-traumatic  stress syndrome. Seen it before in the field…” 



I interrupted him:



“When he wakes up, have one of the girls talk to him, find out what happened to him. It’s important.” 



In  the  meantime,  the  news  hologram  showed  the  fall  of Kinema. Eileen had broken through the dome, and the undead horde was surging through the streets of Bakabba’s capital. 



They  tried  to  hold  back  the  dead  for  three  minutes,  but  once they  realized  it  was  futile,  a  motley  stream  of  defenders  started running  to  the  stationary  portals  on  the  winding  streets.  The mercenaries stayed behind to cover their retreat. Some of them had scrolls  to  teleport  away.  There  were  few  corpses  —  the  Supreme Legate raised them and immediately put them to work. 



Biting my nails, I watched Bakabba fall and tortured myself: for not protecting it, for luring in the goblins with  Unity bonuses only to put them in harms way by trying to sell Eileen’s items back to her. It was  my  fault!  Common  sense  told  me  that  the  League  had calculated  and  accepted  the  risks,  but  I  felt  bad  for  the  little  green folk;  they’d  lost  their  homeland,  and  unlike  the  players,  they  had nowhere  outside  of  Disgardium  to  go.  All  I  could  hope  for  was  that most of the defenders had managed to escape. 



Realizing that there was nothing I could do to help the goblins, that Tobias wouldn’t be awake any time soon and that there was no way  I  could  study  under  the  circumstances,  I  climbed  into  my capsule.  I  had  to  do  something,  anything.  The  AI  analyzed  my health, confirmed that I was well enough and chirped its approval. 



As  soon  as  I  entered  Dis,  I  saw  a  halberd  flying  swinging straight toward my head. I barely ducked. Looking into the laughing

eyes of the demon attacking me, I attacked back without particularly aiming,  caving  in  his  grinning  face.  The  brawl  distracted  me  from reading a system message that flashed up. 



 You’re back! Glory to the Dominion!  The words sounded out in my head. 



 Chaos?  I asked mentally. 



 No!  Don’t  be  dumb,  Alex!  I’m  you.  You’ve  been  gone  a  long time! I thought I was stuck here forever! 



Only then did I read the fading text:



 Synchronizing…

  

The minds and memories of Hakkar and Scyth merged, and I remembered everything that had happened to the tiefling while I was gone. 



 



Chapter 16. The Unstoppable







MY BRAIN, AT FIRST OVERLOADED with new information after melding with  the  mind  of  Hakkar,  adapted  instantly,  and  my  tiefling  surged into the fray. I could delve into what had happened to Hakkar in my absence  later.  The  main  thing  now  was  to  win;  we  were  fighting Diablo’s First Legion, which meant his strongest. 



Counting the first two battles, this was Hakkar’s tenth in a row. 

The enemy had already adapted to the tactics of the Flying Squad, so  today’s  task  wasn’t  to  get  the  enemy  Wager,  but  to  distract  as many  enemies  as  possible.  But  that  didn’t  suit  me,  so  I  decided  to see what else I could do. 



Speeding  up  and  taking  off  into  the  air,  I  surveyed  the battlefield. The Flying Squad hadn’t lost anyone while I’d been gone. 

My demon friends fought all around me in furious combat, including Jester Riddick. 



My  group  had  been  at  the  tip  of  the  spear  thrust  into  Diablo’s legion,  breaking  through  to  beyond  it  center,  and  now  we  were encircled in a ring of the enemy. Hakkar had defeated all the enemy instigas again, which gave  Chaotic Frenzy to the Thirteenth… Wait! 

My  borrowed  memories  gave  me  a  helpful  hint:  after  winning  three victories  in  a  row,  Abaddon’s  legion  had  become  the  Twelfth,  then progressed further up the ranks with each new triumph. Now it was the Sixth Legion! 



Hakkar was on the verge of his third red star and would have already  gotten  it  if  he  hadn’t  spent  some  chao  to  revive  Lerra  and Motif after a hard fight against Azmodan’s Second Legion. 



My body moved on its own, my mind living its own life. Not only did Hakkar’s touch burn his enemies thanks to the  Demon Fighter’s Ferocity medallion, but  Reflection also hit them. 



At  first  I  was  careful  out  of  habit,  dodging,  jumping  away  and diving beneath strikes, but then I stopped wasting time.  Don’t forget the  hounds,  call  them  as  often  as  the  cooldown  allows!   the  other Hakkar said, and I took the advice. Pulling  Houndmaster’s Scourge out  of  my  inventory  for  a  moment,  I  activated  it  and  nodded  in satisfaction — the dogs that materialized were at the same star level as me. 



“Get ready, boss!” Abducius shouted into my ear. “We’re getting close…” 



While the hounds tore at some demons and a rakshasa surging toward me, a marilith with five red stars rose up in my path. She was at least as big as Apophis, but my tiefling had also become so large that  even  Abaddon  wouldn’t  have  been  able  to  call  him  ‘little’

anymore.  I  put  myself  in  the  way  of  her  attack  —  the  marilith’s  tail struck me in the chest, its sharp tip screwing into my flesh, dealing ever-increasing damage which  Reflection  fired back at the six-armed demoness. She screeched. A series of  Hammerfists put her down for good, breaking her snake neck and cracking open her head. 



 You’ll reach the Wager in three leaps, go for it, my memory told me, doling out information in small doses. Right, so that meant I still wasn’t fully flying, just jumping far and high. 



 Clarity!  Leap!  Flight,  that  is!  The  weight  of  a  six-ton  rakshasa grabbing  me  with  all  four  arms  at  once  pulled  me  downwards. 

Sending him flying with a single strike, I continued to ‘jump’ over the heads of the demons. Few noticed me; everyone was caught up in the  battle,  focused  on  the  foe  in  front  of  them.  Two  of  my  hounds survived,  both  hanging  off  a  huge  devil.  Our  imp  chittered  joyfully, burning him alive. 

 

“…stinkling!” I heard a cry, but the clang of chaos metal and the curses and groans of the wounded drowned out the cry. 



Speeding  up  again,  I  thought:   Why  did  Hakkar  keep  on  living here  without  me?    Didn’t  I  leave  the  Inferno  before?   The  answer floated  up  in  numbers:  seventy-two  hours.  That  was  precisely  how much time passed in the Inferno before the AI allowed a copy of my personality to reappear in the game. The question remained whether it had happened because of my Threat status, Chaos’s influence or because  time  flowed  differently  in  the  Inferno  and  the  game dimension itself was separate, but Hakkar didn’t know the answer. 



Three  fake  leaps  weren’t  enough  to  reach  my  target.  I  took  a fourth  when  I  was  thirty  yards  from  the  Wager,  cast  in  shadow.  I threw back my head and saw whose:



 Mephistroth, Higher Demon

  

 Legatus of the First Legion, Diablo’s Dominion. 

  

 Red stars:  ✪✪✪✪✪✪✪✪✪✪✪

  

 Orange stars:  ★★★★★★★★★

  

 Yellow stars:  ✫✫✫✫✫✫✫✫✫

  

 White stars:  ✩✩✩✩✩✩

  

There you are, legendary legatus! I remembered the words of the museum guide in the Ruby City about Mephistroth — that he was one  of  the  three  who  had  ever  wounded  Belial,  and  as  a  lowly centurion at that…



The enemy legatus was surrounded a century of his strongest fighters,  but  that  wasn’t  the  only  problem.  Seeing  me  approach, 

Mephistroth  covered  up  the  Wager  with  a  colossal  bright  blue leathery  wing.  The  uncharacteristic  color  for  a  demon  was enchanting, hypnotizing, beckoning. I shook my head, shook off the enchantment. How could I move a mountain like that? 



Letting  Clarity stretch out, I dove under Mephistroth’s arm and released  a  full   Combo  at  the  legatus’  chest,  knocking  out  not  only health  points,  but  also  a  strange  white  powder  that  covered  his whole  body.  I  attacked  first,  so  my   Surprise  perk  kicked  in  and knocked  Mephistroth  off  his  feet.  The  system  identified  the  powder falling from the legatus as loot, and pulled it in with  Magnetism. 



I  went  back  to  normal  speed  for  three  seconds;  the  enemy legatus  started  falling  onto  his  back.  He  had  to  wave  his  wings  to keep  his  balance,  but  I  didn’t  rush  to  pick  up  the  flag.  I  took advantage of the second Hakkar’s experience again — switching on Clarity and  Flight, I started my jump next to the enemy standard and picked it up only at the last moment. 



My skills canceled immediately, but the momentum carried me over  all  the  defenders.  Then  my  arms  and  legs  started  working  on autopilot,  honed  over  ten  battles.  I  threw  the  flag  to  Abducius,  who was waving to me with a surprising number of our side around him, all  fulfilling  the  role  of  a  living  shield  to  cover  the  Flying  Squad’s retreat. Riddick jumped up to catch the flag as it flew through the air. 

Laughing and singing to himself, enclosed in a defensive ring of our troops, he ran toward the base. 



I caught up to the squad, leaped ahead, summoned my hounds and started to clear us a path. Hakkar’s red stars had multiplied his stats  even  more,  so  now  I  could  sweep  the  strongest  of  Diablo’s fighters  aside  with  ease.  The  thought  came  to  me  that  I  could  take the   Coals  of  Hellflame  by  force,  but  the  other  Hakkar  responded: Don’t be a dumbass, we’re so close to our tenth victory!   Belial is sure to invite us for an audience! 



More than once I had to put the world on pause when I got new stars,  to  wait  out  the  time  it  took  my  body  to  twist  and  break  as  it transformed, but I only had to intercept the flag once. I was pushing my  way  forward  without  looking  back,  so  I  didn’t  notice  right  away when furious Mephistroth caught up to my fighters. 



Abaddon, already flying towards me, roared:



“Hakkar! Behind you!” 



By then the enemy legatus had already swept away my allies and pinned Riddick to the ground, tearing the Wager from his hands. 

I went into  Clarity and charged Mephistroth. 



The poor creature didn’t even know what hit him. One moment he was taking the Wager from the flag carrier, the next he was rolling across  the  ground  and  eating  dirt,  shattering  fangs  and  breaking horns.  Magnetism pulled something in again. Although my blow took away a third of his health, I decided not to disincarnate the legatus

— that would be missing the point of the Great Game. 



Picking up the flag, I broke for the base with my ‘leaps’ as fast as  I  could.  Abaddon  covered  me.  The  enemy  tried  to  stop  me,  but what  could  they  do  against  Abaddon  himself?  The  legatus  crushed them, tore them apart, grew tentacles and impaled them, cast them out of reality itself, unleashing all the abilities he had demonstrated before in the Demonic Games. 



We  returned  to  our  Wager  almost  as  one  legion.  There  was nobody to stop me, but I still ran as hard as I could and planted the enemy flag as soon as I got there. Victory! 



The sky lit up blue. Silence fell for a few moments. The fighters of both legions stopped battling and lowered their weapons. Slowly, with ever growing intensity, Abaddon’s legion began to roar. 



Shaking  his  fists,  the  legatus  started  to  descend  from  the  hill, praising and cheering his fighters while they shouted as loud as they could:



“Legatus Abaddon! Centurion Hakkar! Glory to the Dominion!” 



“Sixth Legion!” an imp I didn’t know squawked. 



“Try  again,  dumbass!”  our  imp  Rupert  cackled  back.  “It’s  Fifth now!” 



I sat right down next to the flag, rested my arms on my knees. 

This  was  far  from  my  first  victory,  but  the  adrenaline  still  surged through  the  blood  of  my  real  body,  I  still  felt  the  comedown,  the satisfaction thickly mixed with joy… And the excitement at my third red star! 



The  fighters  of  the  Flying  Squad  arranged  themselves  around me. Smiling, I looked into their eyes, all full of adoration. All my allies were  larger  now.  Lerra  was  three  times  taller  than  she  had  been when  we  first  met,  but  still  only  came  up  to  Abducius’s  shoulder. 

Riddick  snarled,  spitting  out  blood  and  teeth.  Motif  was  already offering him a flask, and Karakapanka and Rupert were lying down, grinning and staring into the sky. 



“Surely Xavius, may a bakkara tear his flesh, will let us go on leave now!” 



“For  sure!”  the  others  answered  in  chorus.  “The  rules  are  the rules!” 



“Ten  wins  in  a  row!”  Karakapanka  rose  and  struck  the  ground with his fist. “Ten! We’re on fire!” 



“Hah! Gentlemen and Lerra, this is where regular old life stops and the fairytale starts!” Abducius rubbed his hands together. 

 

“We’re  going  to  be  getting  offers  from  sponsors!”  Motif  said excitedly.  “Sure  as  chaos  iron!  The  Flying  Squad  is  even  more popular than the First Legion!” 



“There’ll be free liquor,” Riddick said dreamily. “Maybe even the brothels will…” 



An aura of power suddenly fell upon us. Smiling and crossing his arms, Abaddon rose up before us. 



“Centurion  Hakkar,”  the  legatus  said  in  a  tone  so  kindly  that  I felt sick. “The Great Prince wishes to see us!” 



I jumped up as if struck by lightning. Finally! 



“Glory to the Dominion, Legatus Abaddon!” 



“Glory,  glory…”  the  legatus  murmured,  still  grinning.  His  smile was creepy, as if he was opening the hatch into a furnace for me to climb inside. It made my blood freeze. Nodding to me, he turned his gaze to my fighters. “Listen well, legionaries. The rest of the legion will go on leave tomorrow, but you are my prize soldiers. The rules are  not  for  you.  As  soon  as  we  return  to  the  legion  camp,  get yourself in order and report to the portal for vacation! Two weeks at the legion’s expense! Go to Tribune Urfi for your rewards as usual. 

Dismissed!” 



The uneven zigzagging hollow surrounded by lava streams that had served as the battlefield began to empty. Both legions picked up their wounded and left through the portals. 



The Flying Squad fighters clapped me on the shoulder and told me not to piss myself in front of the Great Prince. No matter how my meeting with Belial went, this was probably the the last time I’d see my friends. I hugged each of them tightly — the demons Abducius, 

Riddick and Motif, Rupert the imp, Karakapanka the rakshasa and…

Lerra.  The  succubus  had  feelings  of  her  own  and  hugged  me  as  if trying to fall into me. 



“I wish you fire, boss,” she whispered, stroking my cheek with the tip of her tail. “And… love!” 



She kissed me on the cheek and lightly stepped away. Feeling Riddick’s eyes on me, I turned to him. He nodded his horned head. I got the message, followed him away from the others. 



“What’s up, Riddick?” 



“I do recognize you, you know,” the demon murmured quietly. 



“I know,” I answered. “Back then, in the battle after the Heart of the Void, you called me ‘defeater of the Destroyer.’ You recognized me, but didn’t let on. Why not?” 



“I  liked  watching  you,”  Riddick  whispered.  “I  wanted  to  have fun!  And  you  made  things  fun!  But  now  you’re  going  to  the  Great Prince! You! An Enemy! And I am the only one who knows it!” 



The  demon  grabbed  at  his  head  and  howled  quietly. 

Apparently,  he  was  torn  by  the  conflict  between  his  duty  and  the friendship that had been growing between us. 



“You aren’t the only one who knows, Jester.” 



Riddick  followed  my  eyes,  looked  at  Abaddon.  The  demon’s face immediately broke out in a happy grin. 



“So  the  legatus  knows  too?  Ho-ho!  Why  didn’t  you  say  so, Centurion?!  Ha!”  He  turned  serious,  spread  his  arms.  “Well, Abaddon is mighty, he knows what he’s doing. I’m a simple demon

and have no intention of sticking my nose into your business. Only…

I sense that you will not return from the Great Prince… Scyth.” 



Riddick mouthed my name soundlessly. He looked at me for a few seconds, assessing my reaction, then laughed:



“Hey hey hey, Hakkar! Ha! Ha! It’s all upside down! Ha! Ha! It’s all moving around! In the Inferno!” 



Standing  on  his  hands  and  waving  his  legs  in  the  air,  he returned  to  the  others,  and  then  the  Flying  Squad  left,  chatting happily  amongst  themselves  and  not  looking  back.  I  heard  his   Ha! 

 Ha!  for a long time to come. 



Abaddon  and  I  were  left  alone.  The  legatus  watched  Riddick go.  I  saw  a  dilemma  clear  in  his  eyes  —  he  was  thinking  about whether to kill Riddick to keep him from blabbing…



“He may live,” Abaddon decided finally. “He is smart enough to never  tell  anyone,  because  he  missed  his  chance.  The  Cursed Inquisition would surely demand to know why he didn’t report you as soon as he recognized you.” 



“You heard all that?” 



“Of  course.  But  it  is  not  this  clown  that  bothers  me.  You  have enough  chao  that  even  I  do  not  sense  the  particle  of  the  Enemy within you now… But still, if the Great Prince condescends to shake your  hand  or  lets  you  kiss  his,  do  it  fast.  Otherwise  there  may  be consequences. Understood?” 



“Yes, Legatus. What about your promise?” 



While  I  spoke  with  him,  I  wondered  where  the  real  tiefling Hakkar  was.  Could  hear  this,  see  that  I  was  talking  to  Abaddon himself as an equal? Or would his memory awaken when he came

back like it had in me? Now that the end of my mission seemed near, memories of the unfortunate tiefling from the Nest came back…



“We  will  figure  that  out  later,”  Abaddon  answered.  “I  give  you my  word,  I  will  do  all  that  is  required  to  get  you  a   Spark.  But  what then? I still need you.” 



“Ten victories in a row, Legatus. Ten! Your legion just defeated Diablo’s  First Legion! Your warriors are swimming in chao! And how can you consider yourself a general if you can’t manage without…” 



“Enough,” Abaddon interrupted, baring his teeth. “My legion will become the first even without you. And then I will challenge Xavius himself!” 



* * *



A real show was made of the audience with the prince — journalists met us by the portal and followed us all the way to the tower looming over  the  city.  Hell’s  version  of  old-fashioned  cameras  clicked  with scarlet flashes and journalists chattered endlessly into microphones. 



A sea of denizens swirled behind them, all trying to take off into the  air,  where  there  was  barely  room  to  flap  a  wing.  Nobody  came near  us  for  fear  of  accidentally  touching  Abaddon.  That  would  be taken  as  a  sign  of  disrespect,  and  nobody  would  have  been  at  all surprised if the legatus decided to eat anyone who came too close. 



The  Great  Prince,  not  an  avatar,  but  Belial  himself  in  his  true form,  greeted  us  from  the  balcony  of  his  residence,  if  it  could  be called  that.  From  this  distance,  the  godlike  demon’s  eyes  looked down at me like twin suns. I was certain that if he wanted to, Belial could obliterate me with nothing but a glare. 



Apart from me and Abaddon, everyone else in the legion with the  rank  of  at  least  centurion  had  been  invited.  But  the  denizens didn’t care about the cohort centurions, prefects and tribunes of the cohorts. The streets told tales of ‘Great Legatus Abaddon’ and ‘the unstoppable  instiga,  Centurion  Hakkar.’  My  tiefling  heart  soared  in joy. Holy elf, it was nice to bask in adoration, even from demons and devils! 



Abaddon  walked  in  the  lead.  The  fearsome  legatus  kept  his gaze  on  the  giant  figure  of  the  prince  at  the  end  of  the  street. 

Glancing  at  Belial  again,  my  gut  churned.  All  thoughts  of  trying  to steal a  Coal by force evaporated. I felt like Frodo putting on the ring and staring into the Eye of Sauron. Belial’s attention choked my will, made me want to disappear in the crowd, hide. But as ill luck would have  it,  the  avenue  leading  to  the  prince’s  residence  had  been cleared of steamers (the local steam-powered cars), and the crowd of demons was far away. 



Suppressing my irrational fear, I concentrated on the mission. I was about to enter the chambers of the Prince, and from there it was a  stone’s  throw  to  the   Coal.  Everything  in  Dis  was  going  to  the Nether, and the breather that Crawler had won for the Awoken could end  at  any  moment  if  Mogwai  or  another  legate  discovered Kharinza’s new location…



An  invasion  into  my  mind  interrupted  my  thoughts:   Who  are you?  Belial’s  hateful  curiosity  burned  my  brain,  scorched  my  mind, charring  my  hopes  and  dreams  and  leaving  only  fear  and  a  deep need  to  obey  without  question.  Did  Abaddon  feel  the  same  thing? 

The other officers of the legion? 



It took a huge effort to shake the haze and not slow my step. I continued  to  proudly  carry  the  standard  of  what  was  now  the  Fifth Legion, and opened my inventory to distract myself. What was it that had dropped from the enemy legatus? 



 Grain of Mephistroth’s Salt

  

 Alchemy ingredient. 

  

 Mephistroth’s Salt? My already furiously beating heart sped up even more. I had to get this loot out to Dis! These ‘grains,’ of which I’d gotten more than a hundred, would surely be enough for Crawler to  make  an  elixir  like  the  one  that  had  turned  Ed’s  first  character Nagual into a Threat and let him tame the giant Mosquito! 



I  walked  the  rest  of  our  path  in  darkness.  The  noise  of  the furious crowd all blended into a monotone hum that drowned out all other  sound.  Stopping  before  the  residence,  Abaddon  turned  to  us and  said  something  —  I  didn’t  hear  it,  but  nodded,  deciding  to  do whatever he did. 



Somber demons in red gowns met us at the entrance and led us along a corridor carpeted in checkered black and white, like the legion colors. 



Nebiros,  captain  of  the  palace  guard  and  a  demon  almost  as large as Abaddon, spent a long time instructing us. The main thing seemed to be to stay quiet, speak briefly and only when spoken to, and not stare at the prince. 



The royal audience was to last six minutes. Belial could turn his back  or  disappear  at  any  moment,  which  would  mean  the  meeting was over and we would have to leave. 



Tyrant  Baal,  already  familiar  to  me  from  a  past  life,  joined  in with  the  instructions.  He  congratulated  us  on  our  outstanding achievements on behalf of the Cursed Inquisition, but warned us not to get too cocky. 



“The  Great  Prince  dislikes  when  his  demons  get  drunk  on success,”  Baal  concluded.  After  giving  us  a  measuring  look,  he

nodded  to  Abaddon,  then  held  his  gaze  on  me  and  chuckled. 

“Especially tieflings…” 



I held my breath. The important thing was to reach the Prince’s chambers.  To  hell  with  anything  else!  I’d  take  a   Spark,  Ember  or even the whole  Coal of Hellflame and fly out into the Void…



“Well  played,  Centurion  Hakkar!”  Baal  said,  stretching  out  a hand. 



There was nothing to do but shake it. The tyrant smiled gently, keeping my hand in his firm grip, and clapped me on the shoulder. I glanced sidelong at Abaddon, noticed him making a face. 



The  museum  of  the  Dominion’s  history  was  closed  to  visitors today. We were escorted to an ‘elevator’ — a vertical shaft through which we could fly to the Prince’s chambers. Believing that I couldn’t fly, the palace staff had provided a floating platform. 



The  time  allotted  for  the  audience  began  to  count  down  as soon  as  we  flew  out  of  the  shaft.  The  huge  area  that  opened  up before us had to be a creation of spatial magic — all of Cali Bottom with all its skyscrapers would have easily fit inside. A mile away from the  shaft  stood  Great  Prince  Belial,  smiling,  his  arms  crossed.  He seemed  to  take  up  all  the  space,  brushing  against  the  Inferno’s unfriendly sky, which was somehow visible from inside the building. 



The  Prince  of  demons  took  a  step,  cutting  the  distance between  us  in  half,  then  began  to  shrink,  still  walking  until  he  was right in front us — a head and a half taller than Abaddon, and three times my tiefling’s height. 



“Greetings,  heroes  of  the  Dominion!”  Belial  said.  I  had  heard his pleasant and entirely human voice before, so I wasn’t surprised. 

“Glorious sons and daughters of a magnificent people!” 



The  demoness  prefect  from  the  headquarters  smiled,  but  my tiefling  fur  stood  on  end,  stretching  toward  the  Prince.  Particles  of chao floated away from each of us, pulled in by his aura. Maybe that was  why  the  time  with  Belial  was  so  strictly  limited?  So  that  the guests didn’t die from chao exhaustion? 



I felt the sudden urge to fall to my knees. Ignoring the others, Belial concentrated all his attention on me:



“The  Unstoppable!  May  all  Inferno  shiver  at  the  mere  sight  of Hakkar, the first of many tieflings to become an unstoppable instiga! 

Ten  battles,  twenty-seven  duels  against  other  instigas,  nine Emissaries of Chaos! All defeated by the agile Hakkar, the greatest son of his tribe!” 



With  each  word,  the  Prince’s  voice  grew  louder  and  louder, twisting my gut until I fell to my knees. I had never before felt power such  as  this.  I  collapsed  face-first  to  the  floor,  casting  my  arms  out and pressing my head against the scorching marble. 



“Rise,  courageous  spawn  of  the  Dominion!”  Belial  said  gently, helping  me  to  stand.  “From  now  on,  I  decree  that  all  will  call  you Hakkar the Unstoppable! For your services to the Dominion, I award you a lifetime veteran’s pension of a hundred thousand gold and ten million chao per year! 



I jumped up quickly, and not just to shorten the time we spent in contact.  The  Inferno  was  the  embodiment  of  hellfire,  but  Belial’s touch  was  piercingly  cold.  It  killed  all  living  tissue  instantly  and irrevocably. My forearm burned with such deep cold that it took all I had  not  to  scream.  Abaddon  laughed  in  satisfaction.  That  damn sadist. Now I knew why he and Belial were such good friends! 



At the same time I felt what demons must have felt when they touched Hakkar with  Demon Fighter’s Ferocity active. 



Belial turned to Abaddon:



“Legatus…” the Prince said coldly. “I trust that you will promote this  hero  of  the  Dominion.  It  will  not  do  for  him  to  be  a  simple Centurion.” 



“Tribune?” 



“First  Tribune  of  the  Legion,  no  less.”  Belial  nodded  at  Urfi. 

“Make  this  one  Second.  It  should  matter  little  to  him  under  which rank he sits on his behind in the headquarters. Is that not so, satyr?” 



Urfi  nodded,  smiled  and  fell  to  the  floor,  unable  to  resist  the pressure. 



“As for the others, Legatus, you would have served me better bringing Hakkar’s Flying Squad than these pen-pushers!” 



“Allow  me  to  object,  Prince,”  Abaddon  answered  cold-bloodedly. “Tribune Urfi earned his place not in the headquarters, but on the battlefield. That is why I kept him in his post. In fact, all those I promoted are combat officers. The only pen-pushers I have are the ones General Xavius insisted that I take!” 



“Insisted,  he  says!”  came  a  bleating  from  afar,  followed  by  a laugh. “Heh-heh…” 



The general must have had some skill to keep himself hidden. 

What else could explain the fact that we only just now noticed him? 



Belial was the only one unsurprised by Xavius’s appearance as if  from  thin  air  in  the  brightly  lit  and  open  space.  The  Prince chuckled, apparently amused by what had happened. What was this to him? The infighting of insects under his control? 



“Was it not you, Legatus, who begged for the honor of leading a  dying  legion?”  Xavius  approached  and  bowed  to  Belial.  “Forgive my legatus his disrespectful manner, my ruler.” 



“Of  course,  of  course,”  the  king  sang.  “I  bid  you  farewell,  but ask  that  you  put  aside  your  squabbles;  today  we  celebrate  heroes! 

Heroes of the Dominion, who…” 



At  that  moment,  the  clanking  of  armor  drowned  out  Belial’s words — ten demons marched into the hall, Baal at their head. But it wasn’t  the  tyrant  who  spoke;  it  was  the  imp  Rofokal,  risking incineration  beneath  his  overlord’s  gaze.  Sensing  that  something was amiss, I prepared to go into  Clarity, but held off for the moment. 



“Great  Prince!  There  is  a  matter  that  cannot  not  wait!”  the Cursed  Inquisitor  declared.  “I  heard  you  speak  of  heroes  of  the Dominion. But please allow me to correct the record…” 



Rofokal hesitated, exchanged glances with Baal and Dantalian, the  other  Cursed  Inquisitor.  Then  he  found  Xavius.  The  general nodded. 



“Well?” Belial snapped in annoyance. 



“How  could  a  hero  of  the  Dominion…”  Rofokal  began, straightening and clicking his hooves toward me, pointing a crooked finger  at  me  all  the  while.  “…carry  a  particle  of  the  Enemy  within him?” 



 



Chapter 17. Conspiracy







 CLARITY  LET  ME  FLY  BACK  only  a  few  feet  before  I  froze,  unable  to even  breathe.  It  felt  like  even  my  heart  stopped,  but  I  was  alive,  I could see, hear, feel. 



All  the  interface  icons  were  gray,  disabled,  and  Belial  rose  up before me in a flash of nuclear light. My dead, cold-burnt skin began to slough off, as if the demon was suffusing me with a special hellish radiation every second. The Great Prince took me by the throat and thousands  of  fine  needles  lanced  into  me,  piercing  my  flesh  and twisting in like deadly tentacles. Lifting me before him, he studied me for  a  few  moments,  his  horned  head  slightly  cocked.  He  smiled, baring row upon row of razor-sharp fangs:



“Stunning camouflage!” 



Then  he  tossed  me  away  carelessly.  I  was  still  lying  in  the same unnatural pose, seeing only what was in front of me. I saw a flash of Xavius as I passed him. The general felt triumphant, judging by  his  smirk.  But  when  he  reached  Abaddon,  he  began  to  speak sadly, as if grieving a broken dream of all the Inferno:



“This is a disgrace, Legatus! All your victories were fraudulent! 

Your  legion  is  rotten  from  the  inside.  Its  achievements  are falsehoods! No wonder that this tiefling flew up the ranks so quickly with  a  particle  of  the  Enemy  within  him!  You  must  immediately renounce the rank of Legatus and disincarnate yourself for the glory of the Dominion!” 



“I am at my ruler’s mercy,” Abaddon said, making no attempt to deny his guilt. He fell to one knee and bowed his head. 



“Might  it  be  possible  that  the  Legatus  failed  to  recognize  the Enemy?” Baal asked softly. 



“Oh, no,” Xavius laughed. “I am certain he knew! And I do not know which is worse! Collaborating with the Enemy or failing to see the obvious!” 



“Nonsense.  I  recognized  the  Enemy  when  first  I  laid  eyes  on him,” Abaddon answered harshly, still staring at the ground. “Unlike you, General. After all, you have seen this tiefling before, have you not?” 



“I  doubt  he’s  a  tiefling,”  Rofokal  butted  in.  “Please  hand  him over to the Cursed Inquisition, my lord.” 



“We will good care of him, ruler,” Dantalian added. 



“Every single part of him,” Baal promised. 



The  other  inquisitors  said  nothing,  but  exuded  an  aura  of hungry approval for their leaders’ words. 



“What do you say, Legatus?” Belial asked. 



Abaddon  answered  without  thinking,  his  excuses  apparently prepared in advance:



“The Great Prince has always demanded not only bravery and strength, but also cunning. I believe that I acted correctly. Tiefling or no,  Enemy  or  no  —  it  matters  not.  He  is  one  of  the  best  fighters  I have seen in my life. Moreover, I know the true nature of Hakkar, but that  is  not  my  secret  to  tell.  I  will  reveal  it  only  to  my  lord  directly. 

Most  importantly,  he  has  brought  new  lands  to  the  Dominion.  With him, the Thirteenth Legion became the Fifth, and if it were not for this audience  with  the  Prince,  it  would  have  been  First  this  time  next week!” 

 

“And what then?” Xavius bleated. “You mean to challenge me, Legatus?” 



“Silence,” Belial ordered calmly, approaching Abaddon. 



For  several  seconds  that  stretched  out  into  an  eternity,  the Great  Prince  stared  down  silently  at  the  legatus,  still  not  daring  to raise his head. He watched, studying, assessing, weighing his words

— as if scanning every braincell, calculating information, ferreting out hidden thoughts and underlying motives. 



The  place  stayed  silent  as  the  grave  all  the  while.  Even  the triumphant Cursed Inquisitors held their breath. 



“Rise,  old  friend,”  Belial  finally  said  in  gentle  tones.  “You  are right.  Victory  is  victory,  whether  won  with  the  Enemy  or  by  the strength  of  demons  alone.  And  in  case  anyone  has  forgotten…” 

Belial raised his voice, which took on a threatening tone. “Before the Great Exodus, the blessed people of Andara never refused the help of other tribes when fighting off invaders! Yes, Order is our Enemy. 

The Enemy of Chaos. But we are not Chaos! We are demons. In the end,  we  will  achieve  our  dream  and  become  able  to  live  without chao!” 



My  heart  started  racing  again.  I  had  regained  the  ability  to move. 



“Rise, Hakkar! Rise, Enemy!” Belial ordered. “We will end this awards ceremony, and then you and I and Abaddon will talk…” 



Then  everyone  started  moving.  I  didn’t  miss  how  Xavius’s  tail had  begun  to  twitch  nervously,  how  the  inquisitors’  faces  darkened with the Prince’s every word. The moment when Belial freed me was a signal to them. 



I was stunned again, once more deprived of my imba stats and talents.  Xavius  and  Baal,  standing  at  opposite  sides  of  Belial,  both darted  toward  him  at  the  same  time,  and  —  I  couldn’t  believe  my eyes!  —  the  fabric  of  space  cracked,  tearing  with  microrifts  which began to ooze streams of pitch-black blood. Obeying the will of the conspirators,  they  took  on  the  shape  of  hundreds  of  black  blades which flew toward Belial in a swarm. 



“How dare you?” Abaddon roared, flames flickering across him and eyes lighting up with hellfire. 



He span in place like a huge lion surrounded by the jackals of the Cursed Inquisition. They jumped on Abaddon. In the meantime, all the blades but one disappeared before they hit Belial, who hadn’t moved a muscle. 



The lone remaining blade turned out to be a trap — it scratched across  the  prince’s  face  and  then  unfolded,  covering  Belial  with  a strange  cylindrical  dome.  Black  dots  flickered  across  its  translucent walls. 



The  others  put  down  Abaddon  in  the  meantime.  However mighty the former general was, each Cursed Inquisitor was nearly as strong.  Even  Dantalian,  with  only  nine  red  stars  on  his  horn  in  the alternate reality, had all twelve in this one. 



“Clever…”  Belial  said,  his  voice  as  if  drifting  from  afar.  He seemed  calm,  unsurprised.  “You  camouflaged  a   Stiletto  of  Eternal Imprisonment  in  a  swarm  of   Chaotic  Hailblades…  Using  my  own divine  blood  to  activate  it…  The  last  time  I  saw  this  artifact  of  the Departed  was  when  Lucius  had  it  a  thousand  centuries  ago.  Is  my brother somehow involved in your little coup?” 



“We have tremendous power, Belial,” Xavius said without a hint of boasting. 



“We?” 



“You should poke your head out of your lair sometime, Prince,” 

the general spat. “Can you not guess?” 



“Your  little  diversions  never  worried  me,  if  you  refer  to  your affiliation  with  the  chaosites,”  Belial  answered.  “But  I  admit,  I  was mistaken.  I  should  have  disincarnated  your  leadership  before  this madness went so far.” 



“Oh,  it’ll  go  even  further,”  Xavius  bleated.  “This  day  will  go down in history!” 



“Why is that?” 



“You  know  why,  Belial,”  Baal  muttered.  “Sorry,  my  lord,  but honoring the Enemy is a step too far even for you. It’s the last straw!” 



“Are  you  certain  that  the  other  princes  will  support  you?”  the ruler of the Dominion asked thoughtfully. 



“Lucius is with us,” the Tyrant said. 



“The  young  prince  is  merely  playing  with  you.  You  are  his pawns,” Belial said derisively. “What about the others?” 



“Diablo  and  Azmodan  will  object,  of  course,  but  we’re  ready. 

They won’t dare violate the Non-Intervention Law.” 



“The  Non-Intervention  Law…”  Belial  laughed.  “The  affairs  of one  Dominion  do  not  concern  another…  Well,  if  I’d  known  the consequences when I suggested the law after the Great Exodus… It was written for the princes, not for you.” 



“We  know,”  Rofokal  said.  “To  violate  it  is  to  destroy  the foundations  of  the  Inferno!  Otherwise  we  wouldn’t  have  dared,  but

there’s no greater happiness than realizing that the old and obsolete God of Treachery and Deceit has condemned himself! The demons will finally throw off your rule and turn to their true lord — Chaos!” 



“There’ll be time to talk to Belial later,” Baal rumbled. “Come on, take the Enemy to my laboratory.” 



“What about this one?” one of the inquisitors asked, pointing at Abaddon, all bound up in pulsating, alive-seeming cords. 



“I  would  like  to  simply  disincarnate  him,”  Xavius  bleated.  “But better  to  sentence  him  publicly.  The  people  must  know  that  their

‘heroes’ Hakkar and Abaddon are merely the Enemy and a traitor…” 



A  cry  came  from  the  spot  where  Abaddon  lay  hidden  behind the inquisitors:



“Hakkar!  A  Circle!  Demand  a  Circle  of  Honor!  An  enemy  has the right to free himself if…” 



Abaddon’s cry cut off. Baal approached me, bristled:



“Well,  Enemy,  I  see  you  have  wormed  your  way  well  into  the traitor’s  trust.  He  is  right.  You  can  demand  a  duel  in  a  Circle  of Honor.  That  is  an  ancient  law  from  the  time  of  Andara.  An imprisoned  enemy  is  proof  of  the  power  of  the  demon  who imprisoned  him.  But  the  imprisonment  must  be  honest,  and  if  the enemy believes it is not so, he can summon the demon to a Circle.” 

Baal turned to his co-conspirators. “Well, boys, who immobilized the Enemy and blocked his abilities?” 



“I did,” Xavius answered. “And I will answer his demand.” 



The  satyr  approached,  looked  me  laughingly  in  the  eyes.  He smelled of something barely perceptible, sweet and cloying. Must be

that  mouth  spray  advertised  all  over  the  Ruby  City,  ‘A  sign  of strength and power.’



“Come on, tiefling! Make your challenge! Well?” 



He was clearly mocking me. In the thrall of his silencing spell I couldn’t so much as wiggle my tongue, let alone talk. 



“U-a… Oo-ee… ee-aa…” 



“What? What was that, Enemy?” Xavius continued mockingly. “I can’t hear you! I don’t understand! Speak more clearly!” 



Dantalian laughed at first, then the others started cackling too. 

Smiling,  Xavius  punched  me  on  the  chin.  The  world  flashed:  up became down and down became up…



“There’s your Circle of Honor, Enemy!” I heard as I flew. 



I flipped head over heels until I hit a wall. My eyes dimmed in pain, and as soon as I opened them I saw that my body was hanging two feet above the surface. 



“Although,  is  that  not  too  much  honor  for  an  Enemy  hiding beneath  the  skin  of  a  stinking  tiefling?”  Xavius  continued. 

“Remember,  Hakkar  is  still  a  Centurion…  No,  First  Tribune  of  the Fifth  Legion!  My  legion!  And  that  changes  everything.  Only  the legatus of the First Legion has the right to challenge me!” 



“You are right, General!” Rofokal the imp said. “The main thing is,  heh-heh,  don’t  dismiss  Hakkar  until  he  reaches  the  Cursed Inquisition’s torture chamber! Then the Enemy can demand as many duels as he wants. With a dismembered body! Ha, ha, ha!” 



The  demons  all  broke  out  in  laughter  again.  They  laughed loudly, like people finally resting after a long and hard day’s work. 

 

Then mirth suddenly cut off — the fabric of space began to tear as if something huge was trying to break through from the other side. 

The demons fell silent, looked this way and that, trying to figure out who  was  trying  to  come  in  without  knocking.  And  a  couple  of moments later, the spatial bubble we were in got crowded and very hot. 



Without  any  external  effects  at  all,  a  multitude  of  demons appeared all around us… And some demons they were! Enormous, each with a constellation of red stars! They formed three groups and did nothing to interfere with what was happening for now. 



The  Cursed  Inquisition  didn’t  know  what  was  going  on,  and also hesitated. Or maybe they did know: their glib expressions of a moment  ago  were  gone,  replaced  by  tense  grimaces.  General Xavius seemed to have lost his bravado as well. He held his tail low and began to shift toward the conspirators. 



The  newcomers  formed  three  circles  consisting  of  thirteen demons each. A familiar figure flickered among them, but I forgot all about it a moment later — the world shuddered, and in the center of each circle arose the colossal figures of the Princes of the Inferno. 



I  couldn’t  breathe.  Something  invisible  gripped  my  throat,  and the dark aura of the mighty princes pressed me down to the ground. 

I would have recognized them without the labels above their heads

— I remembered the illustrations I had seen when reading the Great Exodus in Hakkar’s father’s house. 



Great Prince Diablo looked like an upgraded version of Despot: fire-breathing,  huge,  with  burning  stars  for  eyes  and  liquid  fire  for blood,  colossal  horns  and  bony  halberd-like  growths,  sharp-tipped spines on his arms and legs. At his shoulders, like epaulettes, were something  like  mouths  with  clenched  fangs,  or  huge  clawed  hands placed one atop the other. 

 

Lucius  was  in  the  form  of  an  ordinary  human  —  neat, handsome,  roguish.  Perfectly  tousled  black  hair,  a  black  waistcoat, silk  shirt  and  pants,  gray  wings  were  folded  behind  his  back,  not leathery  like  a  bat’s,  but  feathered  like  an  angel’s.  His  eyes  were fiery, with vertical pupils. Whereas the other princes, including Belial, caused terror and awe, Lucius evoked an insistent kind of fondness, a  desire  to  pour  out  one’s  soul  and  share  all  one’s  secrets.  A  true seducer from the earthly tales of the devil… only huge. 



Azmodan  was  the  most  stunning  of  all:  a  part-man,  part-doomtank torso on six insectoid legs ending in pikes; a small head protected by bony plates, fire visible between them and four scarlet eyes arranged in a vertical line, a beak-like mouth full of sharp teeth. 



This  gathering  in  the  same  place  of  the  three  Old  Gods  and one  newly-minted,  all  twisted  and  empowered  by  Chaos,  caused  a local  cataclysm.  The  air  flickered,  flexed  like  the  surface  of  water disturbed by the wind. Everyone there, even Baal and Xavius, began to  cringe  back  from  the  inexorable  gravity  of  the  four  princes.  The newly  arrived  demons  also  felt  the  incredible  power  of  their  rulers and  paled,  the  fire  in  their  eyes  darkening.  They  flailed  like  living creatures in a powerful storm. 



Nightmarish voices echoed through my head. My eyes felt like they were about to burst, horror rolled over me. I screwed myself up into a ball, covered my ears and dreamed of death, anything to stop the torture. 



For  a  short  moment  it  seemed  like  it  really  worked;  a  ringing silence  descended.  I  opened  one  eye,  then  the  other,  raised  my head,  looked  around  and  realized  what  had  happened:  the  princes had shrunk and were now the height of Belial. The tortuous pressure didn’t fully disappear, but became tolerable. 



The  three  princes  drew  closer  to  Belial,  exchanged  glances with  him.  None  said  a  word,  but  I  got  the  impression  they  were communicating telepathically. Diablo, Lucius and Azmodan looked at each other, stood in a circle around the dome imprisoning Belial and joined hands. 



“The  Non-Intervention  Law!”  Xavius  shouted  from  behind Rofokal’s back. “You have no right, Great Princes!” 



His  confidence  as  if  blown  away,  he  had  transformed  into  a pathetic satyr. A little more of this and he’d start bleating. 



“In the name of the Cursed Inquisition!” Baal roared, baring his teeth  furiously.  Next  to  the  princes,  he  was  like  a  dog  barking  at elephants. “General Xavius is right!” 



Without condescending to even look at them, Diablo boomed:



“It is not for you to decide Belial’s fate, traitors.” 



“Then it isn’t for you either!” Xavius shot back. 



Azmodan  emitted  a  rumble  like  an  erupting  volcano,  shot smoke out of his nostrils and drew an unfamiliar symbol in the air. 



His  demons  and  Diablo’s  instantly  descended  on  the  traitors. 

Lucius’s demons stayed out of it. The Cursed Inquisitors didn’t resist, just let themselves get pushed to the side, closer to me. A two-tailed demon with a head distantly reminiscent of a bull’s hissed to Xavius:

“Don’t  push  it,  criminal.  Chaos  will  be  the  judge!”  Looking  at  the name  above  his  head,  I  saw  he  was  Moloch,  general  of  Diablo’s army. 



Casting a glance across the other new arrivals, I saw that the princes had brought their generals and legati with them. I lay by the wall in an uncomfortable pose, unable to turn my head, so I couldn’t

see everyone, but the generals formed up next to their rulers. Apart from Moloch, there was also Astaroth, Lucius’s general, and Ulziber, Azmodan’s general. 



“Answer and judge, Chaos!” the three princes shouted at once. 

Belial said nothing. 



The  call  of  the  rulers  of  the  Inferno  echoed  through  the  dead silence, fading. Quiet had descended once again. 



A whine bordering on the ultrasonic began in the distance like a buzzing  mosquito.  The  sound  grew  louder,  thickened.  A  crack  and screech  joined  it  and  now  sounded  like  a  freight  train  careering toward us. The world froze for a couple of seconds as if paused by the  Creator.  Then  the  air  twisted  and  a  huge  clump  of  darkness appeared,  like  a  gigantic  blob  of  ink  that  could  have  covered  up everyone there. 



The  monstrously  huge  black  dot  began  to  grow  even  larger. 

Flashes of energy ran along it, making the blob of ink shimmer and ripple. It grew writhing tentacles and its surface bubbled and burst to reveal sets of eyes and fanged mouths. 
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 Protodemon

  

 Voice of Chaos. 

  

Thousands of mouths screeched in unison:



“Chaos has answered your summons, demons! Speak!” 



Thousands of voices vibrated together, merging into one. I felt my knees shake. 



“Your followers the criminal chaosites accuse me, Great Prince Belial, one of the four overlords of the Inferno, of collaborating with the Enemy.” 



“The  one  you  call  Hakkar  is  not  of  the  Enemy,”  the  Voice  of Chaos  hummed  immediately.  “He  carries  a  particle  of  the  Enemy within  him,  but  he  has  immeasurably  greater  chao.  The  chaosites’

accusations  are  merely  an  attempt  to  overthrow  you,  Great  Prince. 

Our ruling: Belial is free.” 



The  dome  over  the  prince  shattered.  The  shards  fell,  melted and formed a black puddle. Belial bowed and stretched out a finger. 

The puddle flowed into it. 



“Safer this way,” he said. “I will hide it.” 



The  other  princes  were  silent,  finally  convincing  me  that  they were talking telepathically. 



“No! It cannot be!” shouted an imp inquisitor who I hadn’t seen before.  He  started  hopping  from  foot  to  foot  in  fury.  “Belial  is  a traitor!” 



Another,  smaller  inkblot  separated  from  the  protodemon  and slowly drifted toward the imp like a leaf on the wind. He stood staring open-mouthed  as  the  orb  of  darkness  descended  on  him.  The inquisitor  and  his  eleven  red  stars  disappeared  without  leaving  so much as a grain of chao behind. The now-yellowed inky orb that had swallowed up the imp returned and merged into the Voice of Chaos, who commentated indifferently:



“None may doubt the will of Chaos. Would anyone else like to argue against His decision?” 



Xavius  stepped  forward  on  shaking  legs.  None  of  the conspirators tried to hold him back. Glancing back at them, the satyr

general  spoke  desperately,  seeming  to  realize  that  Belial  wouldn’t forgive him:



“But  the  beast  carrying  the  particle  of  the  Enemy  isn’t  even  a demon!” 



“That’s right!” Baal said, clutching desperately at the straw. The tyrant surged forwards, threw back his head and spoke to the Voice:

“Can’t you see he isn’t a demon, Chaos? What does it matter that he got some chao? That’s the chao of our brethren, slain at his hand!” 



“Tiefling Hakkar is no tiefling! Judge us, Chaos! How are we at fault?”  Xavius  howled.  “We  rooted  out  an  Enemy,  the  Cursed Inquisition  discovered  that  Hakkar  wasn’t  who  he  said  he  was!  We made  this  known  to  the  Great  Prince,  and  instead  of  punishing  the creature, he made him a hero of the Dominion!” 



The  Great  Princes  and  their  demons,  who  had  been  silently watching  the  conversation  progress,  now  all  turned  their  heads  as one and looked at me. I felt like I was going to fall apart into atoms from the attention of these mighty beings. 



“Here  and  now,  the  creature  named  Hakkar   is  a  tiefling,”  the Voice argued. “His soul is from another world, but Chaos would be proud of you, demons, if you were like Hakkar. That said, there is a grain  of  truth  to  your  words,  so  Chaos  will  not  punish  you  for betraying your prince. Let him decide it.” 



The  emissary  stared  at  Belial  for  a  few  seconds  with  all  its eyes,  then  the  cracking  and  rumbling  sounds  that  heralded  the protodemon’s  appearance  began  again,  only  faster  and  with  lower intensity. That mosquito whine came again, and the Voice of Chaos disappeared. 



Belial  looked  at  Diablo,  then  at  Azmodan.  After  speaking  to them silently and ignoring Lucius, Belial declared:

 

“From this day forth, the chaosites are forbidden from entering the capitals of the Dominions. Rulebreakers will be disincarnated.” 



“We  renounce  the  chaosites!  We  renounce  them!  Forgive  us, Great  Prince!”  the  inquisitors  wailed,  some  of  them  falling  to  their faces. Dantalian, Baal and Rofokal remained standing. 



Xavius crashed to his knees and crawled:



“Forgive  me,  Great  Prince!  Give  me  a  chance  to  make amends!” 



“You will have such a chance,” Belial rumbled, chuckling. “But first,  order  must  be  brought  to  the  Dominion.  For  now  General Xavius…  For  now  Tyrant  of  the  Cursed  Inquisition  Baal…  The Dominion will suffer for the loss of such mighty demons as you. So I will  give  you  a  chance  to  solve  your  disagreements  with  Abaddon and  Hakkar  in  a  Circle  of  Chaotic  Justice.  The  opponents  have  a right to request the support of those present here.” 



Xavius straightened, moved to stand next to Baal. 



“I, Tyrant Baal…” the demon said. 



“And I, General Xavius…” 



“Formally challenge Legatus Abaddon and First Tribune Hakkar of the Fifth Legion!” they finished together. “Are there any here who would aid us?” 



All  the  other  Cursed  Inquisitors  stepped  forward:  Rofokal, Dantalian  and  another  seven  demons.  In  total,  that  made  eleven against  me  and  Abaddon.  Each  declared  his  status  and  name  and announced  his  desire  to  help  Xavius  and  Baal  in  the  Circle  of Chaos’s Justice. 

 

The  prince  shifted  his  gaze  to  me.  Control  over  my  body returned instantly, and Belial laughed:



“Do you accept the challenge, Tribune?” 



The bindings fell from Abaddon, crawling away like fiery snakes to Baal and melding into his outstretched arm. Abaddon rose heavily and limped over to me, leaning on my shoulder. 



“I, Legatus Abaddon of the Fifth Legion…” 



“And I, First Tribune Hakkar of the Fifth Legion…” 



“Accept  the  challenge  of  Tyrant  Baal  and  General  Xavius!” 

Abaddon narrowed his eyes darkly, looked around with a frown. “Are there any here who would aid us?” 



The  air  seemed  to  turn  sticky,  swallowing  up  sound.  All  those present stared at us with eyes of fire. 



 Come on!  I thought.  We’re heroes! 



But  nobody  stepped  forward.  Xavius’s  bleating  laughter  rang out in the silence. Something screeched like a sword across marble, and then I heard a familiar rumble:



“Groghhr! I, Despot, Legatus of Diablo’s Twelfth Legion, will aid you…” 



 



Chapter 18. Justice of Chaos







AFTER NAMING US, Despot moved to stand beside us, saying nothing else and giving no sign of whether he had recognized me, and if so, then how. 



But  this  step  from  the  legatus  of  a  foreign  Dominion  was  too much for the doubts of my allies in the legion. One after another, the centurions, prefects and tribunes who had been cowering by the wall not far from the entrance stepped forward. What a shame my Flying Squad wasn’t there! 



The satyr treasurer was the first to give voice:



“I, Urfi, Second Tribune of Belial’s Fifth Legion…” 



“Too late!” Belial cut him off. “Return to your places, and let this be a lesson to you. What sort of demons are you, that you hesitate so long to support your legatus?!” 



Urfi’s expression was painful to look at. The legion’s treasurer wasn’t  the  nicest  individual  I’d  met  in  the  Inferno,  but  I  could sympathize  with  him  —  less  than  a  year  to  the  end  of  his  service, and now he risked disincarnation at the hands of either his general or the Cursed Inquisitors, next to whom the satyr looked like a kitten next  to  an  Ursai  liger.  And  still,  he’d  decided  to  help  us…  just  too late. 



Abaddon pulled me closer, quietly murmured:



“The  door  to  the  spire  of  the  tower  is  at  the  other  end  of  the hall.  I’m  sure  you’ll  make  it.  Yes,  I  remember  your  ability  to  fly  and speed up. Pick up some  Sparks and haul ass to the Void.” 

 

That was probably the best way out of this. I prepared to press Clarity  and  fly  away.  Looking  around,  my  eyes  landed  on  Despot. 

The  demon  watched  me  silently.  If  I  flew  away  now,  those  eyes would follow me all my life. 



“Thanks,  Legatus,”  I  answered,  “but  I  wouldn’t  leave  you  and Despot  to  face  the  enraged  inquisitors  alone.  Glory  to  the  damn Dominion!” 



“Glory to the Dominion, mortal,” Abaddon laughed. 



We stood opposite each other: Despot, Abaddon and I against Xavius, Baal, Rofokal, Dantalian and another seven inquisitors. The rest stepped away and formed a circle around us. If a square were drawn  within  it,  then  the  Great  Princes  of  the  Inferno  would  have been sitting at its corners. 



“Combatants  in  the  Circle  of  Chaotic  Justice!”  Belial announced.  “One-on-one  duels  until  either  party  is  disincarnated. 

Substitutions  are  allowed,  but  not  during  combat!  Xavius  and  Baal, who will fight first on your side?” 



“Come on, General,” the Tyrant said to Xavius. “You got us into this, you go first.” 



The satyr nodded distantly and stepped forward. 



“Very  well,  General  Xavius,”  Belial  murmured.  “Abaddon  and Hakkar, who will fight first on your side?” 



“I  will!”  Abaddon  answered  without  conferring  with  me  and stepped forward. 



A dimly shimmering transparent dome immediately covered the combatants  —  to  ensure  that  they  couldn’t  run  or  hit  any  of  the

onlookers. 



“I remind you of the rules of the Circle,” Belial said. “Healing by any  means  is  forbidden,  both  within  combat  and  without.  It  is forbidden  to  control  the  opponent’s  mind  and  body.  Corresponding restrictions…” he exchanged glances with Diablo and Azmodan, “…

have been enforced! Fire…” 



“…beneath  your  enemy’s  feet,  seekers  of  justice!”  the onlookers roared in unison. “Fight!” 



But  against  my  expectations,  Belial’s  two  generals  —  former and  current  —  didn’t  start  fighting  right  away.  The  demons’  rituals and  ceremonies  put  eighteenth-century  dueling  to  shame.  The opponents  exchanged  twin  handshakes,  grabbing  each  other’s forearms with arms crossed, then touched foreheads. 



Finally, my legatus growled:



“Abaddon greets the foe!” 



“Xavius greets the foe!” the satyr bleated, waving both his arms and conjuring a fiery cage around Abaddon which began to tighten around him. 



I’d  encountered  something  like  that  in  the  Demonic  Games, when Smoothie covered me with that net that I couldn’t shake off. My heart  skipped  a  beat  —  although  I  knew  that  even  if  Abaddon  fell, the outcome of the battle wouldn’t be decided, I was still rooting for my ally of circumstance with all my soul. 



Despot  groghrred  and  flickered  with  fire  as  he  watched  the battle. I kept my eyes focused on what Abaddon would do. He didn’t panic or cast around — just waited for the cage to sink into his flesh. 

His confidence put Xavius on edge. The satyr pulled his hand back, ready to deliver a second strike. 

 

Then  everything  suddenly  changed:  our  legatus  appeared  to melt away, inky blackness spraying in all directions and then forming into  a  black  jelly-like  substance  covering  over  the  dome.  I  guessed what had happened by the memories of my duel with Abaddon; he had  become  amorphous  and  slipped  through  the  tightening  bars  of the cage, taking no damage. 



Xavius  emitted  a  terrible  roar,  interrupted  by  a  snarl  from Abaddon, and the next instant the blackness fell from the walls of the dome  and  the  legatus  rose  up  again  in  his  usual  form,  but  only above  the  waist.  The  lower  part  of  his  body  flowed  across  the ground, with dozens of arms and tentacles sticking out of it, all trying to grip and immobilize scratched-up Xavius, who realized he had to strike elsewhere. 



The satyr froze for an instant, then began to vibrate. A ring of fire spread across him and, ignoring the vice grips clenching on his legs,  he  shot  forward,  imitating  a  strike  with  his  fists.  His  palms turned  into  fiery  blades.  The  first  barely  scratched  the  legatus’s chest, but the second pierced right through it. 



Throwing  his  head  back,  Abaddon  the  Destroyer  roared  and responded basically in kind: ignoring the damage, he grew arms that got longer and longer. I remembered that move from the Games too. 

It  felt  like  Abaddon  was  about  to  groan  ‘Mor-r-rtal  flesh!’  at  any moment. But it wasn’t a mortal he was up against now; it was one of the strongest demons of the Inferno. 



In the meantime, Xavius tried to pull his stuck arm-blade out of Abaddon’s  chest  and  came  to  his  senses  only  when  he  felt  a tentacle wrapping around his neck. Wheezing, Xavius raked his free arm-blade  along  his  opponent’s  limb,  but  seemed  to  have  lost  his strength. He split the tentacle, but didn’t cut it off. 



“Finish  him,  Abaddon!”  someone  shouted  from  among  the onlookers. 



The  shouter  struck  fist  against  fist,  and  I  recognized  him  —

Mephistroth,  Legatus  of  the  First  Legion  of  Diablo.  That  support raised even my spirits, and inspired the legatus. 



A  surge  of  arms  in  different  directions  —  and  Xavius’s  spine crunched,  his  head  flew  off  to  one  side,  the  eyes  spinning  and tongue  twitching  until  it  struck  the  dome  and  fell.  The  arm-blade withered and dropped from Abaddon’s chest. 



With  his  healthy  hand  pressed  against  the  wound,  which  was leaking fiery blood, our legatus raised the head of the defeated foe above him, shook it a few times, then… collapsed. 



Was  that  it?  I  had  expected  a  long  and  epic  battle,  but apparently a single mistake early on in the fight had decided it. The result — Xavius collapsed into a heap of chao, and Abaddon was on the  brink  of  death  and  barely  breathing.  The  pile  left  behind  by  the general took off into the air and floated into Belial. Nether. I’d hoped Abaddon would heal himself with the loot! 



In  the  meantime,  the  fighters  of  our  legion  howled  with  glee. 

Azmodan  and  Diablo’s  demons  joined  them,  and  there  were  a couple  of  supporters  even  in  Lucius’s  camp.  Roaring  triumphantly, Despot slapped me on the back with a halberd arm. 



“Abaddon  wins,  Xavius  is  knocked  out!”  Belial  announced indifferently. 



The  Destroyer  remained  lying  in  the  circle  until  the  dome disappeared  from  above  him,  allowing  Despot  and  me  to  drag  the wounded  demon  away.  It  was  clear  that  the  legatus  couldn’t  fight anymore, which meant that I had to take the rest of the duels. I was grateful to Despot for his willingness to help, but he had just six red

stars,  while  the  weakest  demon  inquisitor  had  eight.  It  would  be  a death sentence for him to go into the Circle. 



Drowning out the roar of the onlookers, Belial spoke:



“Baal, who will fight next?” 



The tyrant put forth Shai’tan — the weakest, an imp with eight red stars. Belial turned his head toward us:



“Abaddon and Hakkar, who will fight next on your side?” 



Leaning  on  an  arm  with  difficulty,  Abaddon  tried  to  say something. Just as I was about to step forward and open my mouth, Despot  beat  me  to  it.  The  walking  forge  leaped  in  and  landed opposite Shai’tan, baring his teeth with a self-satisfied grin. 



“Damn  you,  Horns!”  I  snapped.  “Tell  me  your  heart  isn’t  with you, at least! Where is it?” 



“Groghhr!” he answered, grinning and pointing to his chest. 



My  last  hope  faded  —  Despot  was  as  mortal  as  any  other demon here. 



The  enemies  greeted  each  other  with  less  pomp  than  the former generals, and the inquisitor attacked first, punching Despot in the  face,  but  my  former  ally’s  skin  hardened  at  the  point  of  impact, turning  impenetrable.  Shai’tan  jumped  back,  not  expecting  such  a surprise from a weaker opponent, and reeled, stunned. 



Despot had proved once again that a single star won in battle was worth several civilian ones. Snarling, the demon pounced on his swaying  opponent,  waved  his  halberds,  which  blurred  in  the  air.  A few moments later nothing was left of the imp but a heap of bleeding flesh. The body disappeared, and the chao flowed into Belial. 

 

“Despot is the victor. Shai’tan has been eliminated!” 



Laying  a  halberd  on  his  chest,  Despot  dropped  to  one  knee, bowed  his  head  slightly  and,  without  waiting  for  the  enemy  to  be announced, said:



“Great Prince, I will continue to fight.” 



“Come back, Despot!” I shouted. 



“The choice is made,” Belial said…



Despot stayed up for six more battles, demonstrating miracles of agility: blinking, transforming into a whirlwind of fire, exploding like a  supernova,  activating  a  deadly  aura  that  withered  his  fifth opponent. 



He  was  winning,  but  I  could  see  that  each  battle  was  harder than  the  last.  More  of  his  blood  stained  the  ground,  and  he  moved more  slowly,  breathed  heavier,  spent  more  time  on  each  foe.  His enemies, on the other hand, only got stronger. 



But  the  demon  refused  outright  to  leave  the  Circle!  I  cursed him,  tried  to  appeal  to  his  reason,  but  he  just  waved  me  away, chuckled and started taunting the next inquisitor, paying no attention to my shouts. 



Despot’s final opponent was an infernal with high resistance to physical  damage.  The  Cursed  Inquisitor  glowed  and  shot  fireballs that  burned  right  through  my  old  ally.  I  didn’t  think  he  would  last much longer. I chewed my nails and swore, cursing him, but just as everyone  watching  had  given  him  up  for  dead,  just  as  the  infernal had jumped high up in the air to crash down on Despot and crush his skull,  the  demon  roared,  absorbed  all  the  blood  he’d  spilled  and…

flashed scarlet, sending out a wave of fire. Still in the air, the infernal collapsed into a pile of ash. 



Despot  fell  back,  unconscious  and  gravely  wounded.  He  had 6% health left, and it was still dropping. Blood and chao seeped from dozens of cuts. Nobody had expected him to put down seven Cursed Inquisitors with more stars than him! 



Like  before,  the  chao  from  the  fallen  infernal  floated  to  Belial. 

He  waited  for  me  to  pull  my  ally’s  body  away,  then  announced  the next fight. 



I was the only one left standing in our team. As I prepared for what  I’d  already  been  through  a  hundred  times  already  just  in  the Inferno,  I  was  cold-blooded  and  sure  of  myself.  I  felt  even  surer when I activated  Demon Fighter’s Ferocity — there was no point in hiding  the  medallion  anymore,  or  my  talents.  It  was  time  to  fight  at full strength and take the enemy down as fast as possible; there was nobody  to  heal  Abaddon  and  Despot,  and  they  could  bleed  out  at any moment! 



Cunning  Baal  had  obviously  planned  to  go  into  battle  against an exhausted enemy, so he sent the imp Rofokal against me. 



I felt like I could manage the imp — I had almost taken down even  Mephistroth,  after  all,  —  but,  used  to  unpleasant  surprises,  I kept my guard up. I’d lost to the Cursed Inquisition too many times in the alternative branches of reality. 



Immediately  after  we  exchanged  greetings,  I  went  into   Clarity and descended on the imp with all the power of  Storm Fists, saving my  spirit for more serious opponents. Rofokal didn’t even have time to scream — he started falling alive, but reached the ground dead. 

Red particles of chao span in a miniature whirlwind into the prince’s nearest foot. 



The viewers gasped in excitement. Even Diablo emitted a grunt of surprise, and Lucius smiled. 



I  stayed  standing  beneath  the  dome.  The  next  to  fight  me would be Dantalian, at whose hands I had fallen when I lost my first life  in  the  Inferno.  Remembering  how  easily  he’d  finished  me  off,  I concentrated. 



Unlike Rofokal, Dantalian had a defense against me: he could become incorporeal and move very quickly. His matter-altering tricks cost  me  dearly;  my  strikes  landed  in  thin  air,  but  every  one  of Dantalian’s attacks drilled a hole in me. 



The  battle  dragged  out.  Seconds  passed  by  and  I  weakened, but  Reflection sent Dantalian’s damage back to him, so I saved my surprises — my special unarmed combat moves — for the final fight with  Baal.  I  didn’t  spare  Xavius’s  gifts,  however;  I  infected  the opponent with  Corrupt Blood  and  cracked   Houndmaster’s Scourge, summoning thirteen inraug hellhounds. 



Dantalian  split  into  thirteen  copies  and  simply  swallowed  up each  hound,  then  blurred  and  disappeared.  The  space  around  me thickened, hardened, split with cracks that oozed blackness. I would have been crushed if it weren’t for  Clarity, but as it was I managed to fly out of the deadly trap. 



The  ability  that  Dantalian  had  been  trying  to  kill  me  with  was actually  what  ended  him  —  while  casting  the  spatial  press,  the demon couldn’t turn incorporeal. I flew toward him, his face frozen in a  gnarled  grimace,  and  let  loose  a   Combo.  He  fell  back  head  over hooves and disincarnated before he knew what hit him. 



Collecting his chao, Belial announced triumphantly:



“The  final  battle  of  the  Circle  of  Chaotic  Justice!  Baal  versus Hakkar!  Tyrant  of  the  Cursed  Inquisition  against  a  tiefling  with  a

particle of the Enemy, acquitted by Chaos himself!” 



All the demons from the retinues of the Great Princes roared in excitement, and there was sincere interest on the faces of the rulers of the Inferno. The creators of the Great Game appreciated a good duel. 



I  glanced  at  Baal’s  cruel  face.  This  version  of  him  was  facing me for the first time, with no idea of how much I knew about how he worked and his secret battle moves. 



The tyrant sadist hated me so much that he dispensed with the rituals and greetings and attacked right a way. I dodged the several living scraps of flesh he spat at me even without  Clarity, but had to speed up to avoid the next volley. Then I managed to make out what they were; living mouths that dripped venom. 



After firing them all, Baal advanced on me to crush me with his weight,  bristling  with  hundreds  of  spines  growing  from  his  plates  of bone.  Corrupt Blood did nothing to him. I summoned the hellhounds again, who bit into Baal from all sides with growls that immediately turned  into  piteous  whining  —  the  demon’s  flesh  formed  thirteen mouths and swallowed up the hounds. 



Xavius’s  gifts  were  useless!  I’d  have  to  do  this  the  old-fashioned way…



Darting around the Circle, I showered Baal with  Spirit-Crushing Hammerfists  of  Justice,  but  only  every  tenth  hit  landed,  and Reflection  didn’t  activate  every  time.  The  mechanics  of  the  Inferno interpreted abilities from Dis in their own way. It probably corrupted them  with  its  chaotic  essence,  concentrated  particularly  highly  in Belial’s residence. 



But for the first time in three battles, I was in no hurry — partly because I was afraid to make a mistake, but mostly because I was

waiting. And I got what I was waiting for! 



When  Baal  transformed  into  a  gigantic  mouth  that  spread across  the  floor  and  the  entire  inside  surface  of  the  dome, swallowing me up, I knew just what to do:  Lashing Wind!  It  worked before, it should work…



Now! Thousands of needles dripping acid should have ground me  up  and  dissolved  me,  but  instead   Lashing  Wind  protected  me from the damage, and created… a meatgrinder! The demonic flesh exploded with a multitude of spraying wounds, fountaining blood and sending clumps of minced flesh flying. 



Baal was sliced up into pieces from the inside just like when we first met. The tyrant spat me out before I could kill him, but  Lashing Wind hadn’t emptied my  spirit reserves fully. 



I activated  Hurricane Ferocity, and the first strikes showed that the  tyrant  had  lost  his  defenses.  My  strikes  all  landed  and  did  full damage!  Storm Fists  finished  what  I’d  started.  Luckily,  the  damage from  strikes  in   Lashing Wind  was  increased  by  200%,  and   Demon Fighter’s Ferocity  also doubled damage against demons. 



The battle quickly ended. The huge twisted corpse collapsed to the ground and broke into pieces. Baal was disincarnated. 



The  floor  shook,  and  silence  descended  for  a  couple  of seconds: the watchers couldn’t believe their eyes. When they finally did, they howled and beat their fists against their chests. Sure, some whined that the win was dishonest, but a roar from the Great Prince quickly shut them up:



“Chaos  has  done  justice!  The  dispute  of  Xavius  and  Baal  on one side and Abaddon and Hakkar on the other has been settled in favor  of  the  latter!  The  chao  of  the  losing  side  has  been  fully gathered and will be paid to Chaos for his involvement!” 

 

Turning away, Belial drilled his eyes into our allies in the legion. 



“Fifth Legion! You will be given a new legatus, whose name you will learn later. He will be appointed by… my new general Abaddon!” 



Approaching  Abaddon,  still  lying  frozen  on  the  floor,  Belial touched  him.  Streams  of  chao  flowed  into  his  dying  body.  His wounds  drank  in  the  blood  pooling  around  him  and  knitted  closed. 

Two  heartbeats  later  and  the  general  stood  to  attention  before  the Great Prince. 



“My congratulations, General Abaddon. Are you ready to return and lead the legions?” 



“I  am  ready,  master!  Glory  to  the  Dominion!”  Abaddon bellowed, looking into the prince’s eyes with reverence. 



“Glory,”  Belial  nodded,  then  looked  at  me.  “Say  goodbye  to your  former  tribune,  General.”  And  then  turned  to  the  legionaries:

“And you all bid Hakkar farewell.” 



“But why?” Abaddon asked in surprise. “Great Prince, you said yourself  that  we  need  fighters  like  Hakkar!  Even  Chaos  accepted that Hakkar is a tiefling!” 



Belial said nothing, but Diablo answered for him:



“The tiefling is a threat to the entire Inferno. His involvement in the  Great  Game  violates  its  balance,  and  his  style  of  warfare  is foreign to demons and shows how dangerous Hakkar is. His talents are not from the Inferno.” 



“The point of the Great Game is to prepare the legions to return to  Disgardium,”  Azmodan  added.  His  voice  sounded  like  it  was scraping across glass. “We are not sure that Hakkar will fight on the

side of the demons when the legions set foot on the blessed land of Andara.” 



So  the  other  princes  had  decided  my  fate.  I  doubted  Belial would  have  turned  down  a  fighter  like  Hakkar.  The  prince’s  words confirmed that:



“However  great  a  fighter  he  is,  a  carrier  of  a  particle  of  the Enemy  has  no  place  in  my  dominion.  The  tiefling  will  be disincarnated.” 



Belial stretched a hand out toward me, but Azmodan’s rumble interrupted him:



“Belial!  Do  not  forgot  to  return  those  who  were  taken dishonestly from our legions!” 



“I echo that demand!” Diablo growled. 



“I demand the same, Belial!” Lucius said. 



Belial stared at them darkly, nodded and spoke to me:



“Hakkar! Diablo, Lucius and Azmodan demand the return of the soldiers  felled  by  your  hand.  They  will  provide  the  chao  you  need. 

You  can  do  it  yourself,  or  I  can.  In  the  second  case,  your disincarnation will be long and full of pain and suffering.” 



“I’ll bring them back myself,” I answered dully. 



What  else  could  I  do?  The  moment  to  steal  a   Spark  of Hellflame  and  slip  away  had  come  and  gone…  Now  my  interface was  gray  —  all  my  abilities  were  blocked  again,  and  I  hadn’t  even noticed when it happened. Belial could do whatever he wanted in his own territory just with the power of his mind. 



He walked over to stand by the other princes. The four rulers of the  Inferno  moved  away,  paying  no  more  mind  to  anyone  else,  but they  certainly  hadn’t  forgotten  me  —  four  streams  of  concentrated chao flowed from the princes into me. I wouldn’t have had enough of my  own;  resurrection  required  more  chao  than  dropped  from  the fallen. 



Clenching  my  jaw,  I  opened  the  list  of  the  slain.  One  after another, the disincarnated demons revived and immediately walked to their allies, who cheered the returners from the afterlife. And there were plenty of them…



Despot  hadn’t  moved  a  muscle.  Even  his  chest  had  stopped rising  and  falling.  I  felt  particularly  bitter  at  the  thought  that  I  was spending  a  raging  river  of  chao  on  enemies,  but  couldn’t  spare  a handful to heal my friend. 



More and more demons came back to life while I traded my red stars  for  orange,  then  orange  for  yellow  and  white.  My  tiefling weakened, shrank. 



Once I was done, Belial said:



“Now say goodbye!” 



Despite  all  the  hopelessness  of  the  situation,  my  heart lightened  a  little  when  each  of  my  former  allies  walked  up  to  say goodbye. And they were huge now! I only had two orange stars left, far  fewer  than  the  others,  but  they  still  respected  me  all  the  same. 

Tribune  Urfi  embraced  me  and  thanked  me  for  all  I’d  done  for  the legion. 



Abaddon  was  the  last  to  place  an  arm  on  my  shoulder  —

carefully, trying not to crush me. 



“Congratulations, General,” I said. 

 

“I  am  infinitely  grateful,”  he  answered,  bowing  and  whispering in  my  ear:  “You  should  have  gone  when  I  told  you  to,  mortal.  You would  have  kept  your  stars,  and…  Anyway,  we  will  meet  in Disgardium  in  ten  years.  You  should  live  that  long,  no?  You  are Undying.” 



“It’ll  be  a  year  for  me,  but  I’m  not  sure  I  will  live  that  long, actually,”  I  answered.  “And  you  still  need  one  more  victory  in  the Games, demon.” 



“We will win,” he stated, chuckling, then turning serious again. 

“Say hello to old Oyama for me if you see him, and… Fire beneath your enemy’s feet, Scyth!” 



The  officers  of  the  Fifth  Legion  moved  away.  The  new  old general  walked  over  to  Prince  Belial,  led  him  off  to  the  side.  They exchanged  words  alone,  then  Abaddon  left  us.  Belial  stared  at  me piercingly while the other princes dismissed their generals and legati. 



Only  I  was  left…  and  Despot,  still  gravely  wounded  and bleeding. Nobody had checked on him or tried to heal him. 



Not knowing what to do, I crouched down next to him. 



“You alive, Horns?” 



His eyes were dim, their fire gone. His health was below 1%. 



“Why  did  you  do  it?  Why  did  you  decide  to  help?  Why  didn’t you let me go into the Circle when you were wounded?” 



“Because…” he wheezed, coughing. “Grogh… ghrrr…” 



He died before he could finish. But I already knew why he did it: because  he’d  sworn  to  protect  me  and  hadn’t  limited  that  to  the

Cursed Chasm. 



“Diablo!” I roared, rising. 



The demons shed no tears, but their eyes still shone with pain for  their  ally  and  disappointment  for  how  my  journey  in  the  Inferno was  ending.  What  would  Chaos  say  when  I  was  cast  out  into  the great nothing? Would he destroy my character? 



My  shout  went  unanswered,  and  then,  hobbling  and  favoring one leg, I ran over to the princes, shouting all the while:



“Diablo! Why do you allow your legatus to die so honorlessly? 

Belial!  Where  is  the  promised  chao  for  the  victor  of  the  Circle  of Justice!? It would cost you nothing to heal Despot! Lucius! Azmodan! 

Do something!” 



I had about as much effect as a bug shouting at four T-rexes. 

My fate had been decided, and wasting divine attention on someone who was just about to be vaporized was unbecoming of the lords of the Inferno. Or maybe they just didn’t hear because they were so far away — for them it was only a couple of paces, but it was half a mile for my weakened tiefling. 



I  kept  shouting  the  same  thing  again  as  I  ran,  but  when  they heard  me,  even   Persuasion  couldn’t  make  the  demonic  gods  turn their heads. 



And  then,  as  my  mind  clutched  at  straws  on  the  threshold  of disaster, I remembered the one thing I had that might interest Belial. 

Stopping a hundred yards from the princes, I shouted:



“Nge N’Cullin the Watcher says hello, Belial!” 



In that instant, it was as if I was dropped to the bottom of the Mariana  Trench.  I  collapsed  and  passed  out  on  the  floor,  crushed

beneath an invisible press. My spine and bones cracked. I couldn’t breathe. 



“Easy,” Belial murmured, and the pressure ceased. 



Overcoming  the  gravity  with  difficulty,  I  stood  up.  All  four princes surrounded me and stared at me. 



“Speak, Hakkar. How do you know of the Watcher?” 



“I  spoke  to  him.  Nge  N’Cullin  asked  me  to  tell  you  that  he remembers his promise.” 



Diablo cast a fleeting glance at Despot behind me, and I heard my comrade shift. 



“Are  you  sure?  He  is  still  alive  and  has  not  left  Disgardium?” 

Azmodan screeched. “Let me in!” 



Three  more  demands  to  open  my  mind  followed.  I  mentally agreed, then it felt like my skull was splitting open and ringing as the lords of the Inferno watched my conversation with the Watcher of the Departed. 



“More…” Azmodan hissed in my head. “Remember it all!” 



“More detail!” Diablo demanded. 



“Imagine more…” Lucius’s voice said enticingly. 



“Show it all!” Belial demanded. 



And I showed them everything. How I arrived in Tristad, how I spent my time on the bench outside the Bubbling Flagon. I recalled how I met the lich Dargo, then reached the droplet of protoplasm that was  the  Sleeping  God  in  the  Mire,  remembered  how  I  reached  the

place  of  power  in  Kharinza  and  dedicated  the  first  temple  to Behemoth. The princes greedily grew mental tentacles, drinking in all my  memories.  When  the  memories  reached  the  Nucleus  of  the Destroying Plague, they all recoiled, but kept on digging, focusing on the meat and casting off anything unimportant. 



Once  they  reached  the  moment  when  I  came  to  the  Inferno, they  stopped.  Maybe  the  princes  already  knew  the  tiefling’s memories,  or  maybe  they  were  easier  to  read  because  they  were local events and I just didn’t feel it. 



When  it  was  all  over,  I  saw  Despot  next  to  me.  The  huge demon stood silently, apparently awaiting the verdict. 



“You  should  have  seen  it  yourselves,”  Belial  rumbled  to  the other princes. “General Abaddon told me before he left who is hiding beneath the mask of tiefling Hakkar.” 



“You  made  the  right  decision,  Belial,”  Diablo  answered  aloud. 

The  princes  must  have  decided  that  I  should  hear  what  they  were saying. “The situation demands the attention of all the princes. The Destroying  Plague  feeds  the  Nether,  and  if  the  Nether  comes  to Disgardium, then we can forget about returning.” 



“Our  fallen  will  strengthen  not  the  legions,  but  the  undead horde!” Lucius exclaimed. 



“We must support the mortal,” Azmodan screeched. “Especially now that we know the Watcher keeps his word.” 



“Abaddon  was  right.  This  mortal  has  been  chosen  by  the Sleepers,”  Diablo  noted  begrudgingly.  “I  cannot  deny,  I  am disappointed by their return!” 



“Better  they  than  the  New  Gods,”  Azmodan  growled.  “This news of the Watcher gives me even greater hope for our return!” 

 

“But  the  undead…”  Lucius  said,  frowning.  “I  fear  even  the Watcher is powerless before them.” 



“What  did  he  promise  you?”  I  asked,  daring  to  interject  in  the conversation of these higher powers. 



“Nge N’Cullin holds our hearts,” Belial answered. “We turned to Chaos in a desperate attempt to resist the New Gods, but we never gave  up  hope  that  we  and  our  people  would  regain  our  previous forms.  That  is  why  Diablo,  Azmodan  and  I  all  decided  to  keep  our hearts pure, untainted by Chaos. Our generals, including Lucius, did the same.” 



“The  Watcher  will  return  our  hearts  once  we  return  to Disgardium,” Diablo added, fire burning in his eyes as he rubbed his halberd arms together. “You have brought wonderful news, Hakkar! 

Or should we call you Scyth?” 



“Now that all the cards are on the table, call me Scyth, rulers of the Inferno. You know what I need. I came for a  Coal of Hellflame, but  Abaddon  explained  that  a  few   Sparks  would  be  enough  for  my needs.” 



The figure of Belial flashed and he extended a hand. A couple of  dozen  flames  lay  on  his  palm,  like  white-hot  grains  of  salt  so blinding that I had to look away. 



 Spark of Hellflame

  

 Divine artifact. 

  

 In the time of the First People, Diablo crept into the smithy of Old  God  Hephaestus  and  stole  several  Sparks  of  Eternal  Flame. 

 Under  the  influence  of  Chaos,  they  transformed  into  the  Coals  of Hellflame. 

  

 Just  one  spark  can  heat  six  miles  of  the  great  nothing  for 100,000 years. 

  

 Does not require activation. 

  

“You’ll need help in the battle against the undead,” Diablo said softly. 



“You mean Despot?” I asked. 



“No,  but  now  that  you  mention  him,  the  time  has  come  to decide his fate,” Diablo answered, moving his heavy gaze to Despot and frowning. “What say you… demon? You have disappointed me by fighting for the Enemy and an enemy legatus. You acted unwisely, irrationally! You should not have intervened!” 



“I gave an oath to Scyth, my ruler.” 



“And decided that honor means something to a demon?” 



“I have no love of big words, ruler,” Despot rumbled, dropping his eyes, “but Scyth reminded me of the mortal peoples of Andara. 

We did not abandon our own, and we helped those in need. We kept our word and gave no empty promises. I could not act otherwise.” 



“Then you leave me no choice!” Diablo roared, then turned to me.  “Scyth,  the  fate  of  my  former  legatus  is  now  inseparably intertwined with your own.” 



“What does that mean?” 



“It  means…”  Diablo  cast  a  dark  glance  at  Despot,  and  the demon  cowered.  “When  we  win  the  Games,  we  disincarnate  the losing demons. Despot was certain that the mortals could not defeat Abaddon, so, in an attempt to save his worthless skin, he gave you

an  oath.  But  we  lost,  and  so  all  those  that  fought  for  the  Inferno  in the  Games  kept  their  lives.  Including  Despot,  who  was  demoted  to Centurion.  However,  as  I  see,  Moloch  has  again  promoted  him  to Legatus… I see that my general was mistaken, and he will have to find another.” 



“What will happen to Despot?” 



Diablo raised a hand and pointed down at the demon:



“I banish you from the Inferno! From now on, your life is mortal, and  you  may  no  longer  consider  yourself  a  demon!  Feast  on  the fruits of your foolish misdeeds!” 



“I accept and obey,” my ally rumbled and walked off to the side. 



“As for you, Scyth,” Diablo continued. “We are willing to help.” 



“We will help,” Belial confirmed. 



Diablo exchanged glances with the others and spoke for all of them:



“We do not have the power to overcome the edict enforced by the  Demonic  Pact,  but  there  is  one  loophole  that  will  allow  you  to summon  our  legions  at  the  moment  of  truth  in  your  battle  with  the Destroying Plague.” 



“What loophole?” I asked, my ears pricking up. 



“You  are  a  Demon  Fighter,”  the  Great  Prince  said,  telling  and not  asking.  Judging  by  the  fact  that  he  was  the  one  making  the important  decisions,  I  figured  Diablo  was  the  highest  among  the princes. “When you won the Games, you received a mark.” 



“You  mean  the  medallion?  Eynyon  gave  me  the   Demon Fighter’s Ferocity medallion…” 



“Any demon who touches its carrier feels terrible pain,” Diablo interrupted. “As paragraph six-eighteen point four decrees, a mortal Demon Fighter can reject the mark and lose it forever, but summon all the legions of the Inferno to help.” 



“Including you?” I asked, perking up. 



“No,  that  would  be  too  easy,”  Lucius  answered.  “We  are  not trading miracles here, mortal. That’s what they call  deus ex machina in your real world, right? A miracle?” 



“Not  now,  Lucius,”  Belial  snapped  in  displeasure.  “You  spend too much time messing around outside the Inferno!” 



“Forgive  me,  Belial,”  Lucius  said,  bowing  slightly  and  falling silent. 



“The  young  prince’s  behavior  is  unworthy  of  his  position,” 

Azmodan screeched. 



Belial  drew  a  pentagram  before  himself  in  one  swift  motion, gathered it in his fist and imprinted it on my forehead. A new, one-time-use ability joined my list of divine skills. 



“Pentagram  of  the  Abdicated  Demon  Fighter,”  he  explained. 

“Use it to summon the legions. Fear not for the life of the demons, they cannot be disincarnated while in Disgardium, but remember —

you may summon them only once!” 



I  counted  up  how  many  of  my  allies  carried  the  same medallions, whistled mentally and asked:



“Can the other Demon Fighters also summon the legions?” 

 

“We  know  nothing  of  your  other  Demon  Fighters,”  Belial answered, scuppering my plans. “The sharp-ears can hand out their medallions  and  proud  titles  to  anyone  they  like,  but  we  recognize only one champion in the latest Games. The one who dealt the most wounds to Abaddon.” 



Belial  walked  away,  and  Azmodan  cracked  an  insect  leg against the floor and snapped:



“Enough  chatter.  Send  the  mortal  and  the  idiot  legatus  away. 

The  banished  demon  will  understand  what  he’s  gotten  himself  into by forfeiting his immortality.” 



When Despot heard his name, he returned and moved to stand next  to  me,  and  despite  Azmodan’s  words,  he  seemed  happier. 

Without  looking  at  me,  my  ally  silently  placed  something  like  a droplet of melted glass in my hand. 



The  item  disappeared  immediately  from  my  inventory,  and when I opened it, I smiled happily:



 Belial’s Blood

  

 Divine artifact. 

  

 A frozen droplet of blood from the Great Prince of the Inferno. If you  crush  it  and  break  the  hardened  shell,  the  liquid  blood  will absorb all the magic in the surrounding area and move through time, space and the barriers between dimensions to return to its owner. 

  

Had  the  droplet  fallen  when  Belial  was  injured  with  the conspirators’  Stiletto of Eternal Imprisonment? That had to be it. 



Sensing something, the prince looked at me with a frown. 



“Give it back,” he demanded. 



I shook my head:



“No, I won’t. It’ll come in handy against the Destroying Plague!” 

Seeing that he wasn’t enraged, I plucked up more courage: “Actually, I  wouldn’t  mind  a  little  blood  from  each  of  you!  Then  I  won’t  even need your legions, I can do it all myself!” 



“Do  not  push  it,  mortal!”  Azmodan  snapped,  but  with amusement in his voice. “Heh. Upstart!” 



Diablo, Lucius and Belial exchanged glances and grinned. 



“Now I see why the gods like you! You all noticed the marks?” 

Diablo laughed. “Fortune, Morena, the Sleepers! Too many gods for one  mortal!  Alright,  enough,  Azmodan  is  right.  Time  to  send  these two back where they belong!” 



“See  you  in  ten  years,  Initial  of  the  Sleepers,”  Azmodan rumbled. 



“And I might see you sooner,” Lucius smiled, winking. 



“But how will you send me back to Disgardium?” I had hoped, of course, that the princes would help me return, but I never thought it would be so easy. “And what about the Demonic Pact?” 



“The  Pact  concerns  only  true  demons,”  the  youngest  prince answered.  “You  are  not  a  demon,  and  Despot  is  an  exile.  In Disgardium, his new flesh will be wrought not of chao, and his death will be final.” 



“Fire beneath your enemies’ feet, mortal,” Azmodan screeched. 



Diablo  wished  me  the  same,  then  looked  at  Despot.  He approached, looking up at him like a misbehaving puppy. 



“Farewell…” Diablo whispered. 



Despot  turned  away,  and  while  I  was  trying  to  figure  out  what had happened, Diablo, Azmodan and Lucius disappeared. It got a lot easier to breathe, as if a mountain had been lifted from me. 



Belial walked up and put his hands on our shoulders. 



“Ready?” he asked. “I will return you to the place where Scyth first entered the Inferno.” 



“No!”  I  shouted,  remembering  that  I  had  one  last  thing  to  do here. 



I opened the now almost empty list of those who had fallen at my  hands  and  looked  at  the  final  name  left  in  it.  An  instant  later,  a breeze of chao separated from me and drifted into the shape of the real Hakkar’s body. 



The reincarnated tiefling, so small that he barely came up to my chest  even  though  I’d  lost  my  strength,  couldn’t  withstand  Belial’s aura  and  immediately  collapsed,  unconscious.  In  the  scavenger’s rags  that  had  appeared  on  him  out  of  nowhere,  Hakkar  looked pathetic and exhausted. His ribs shone through holes in his clothes and  his  cheeks  were  hollow.  I  looked  at  him  with  sadness  as  I realized that this was how I had looked to the legionaries at the start of my journey. 



Belial glanced at the tiefling, grinned:



“The  first  one  you  disincarnated  in  the  Inferno?  So  this  is whose  form  you  have  been  using…  Unexpected…  And  extremely useful! The Dominion needs a hero, a symbol! Feed the little one up

to keep the famous name of Hakkar untarnished, and let him be an example  to  the  new  recruits!  The  young  tiefling  will  keep  your memories, so he will be able to talk to the journalists.” 



“Please look after him,” I asked. 



The tiefling shifted, opened his eyes. 



“He  has  a  whole  life  of  plenty  and  pleasure  ahead  of  him,” 

Belial  laughed.  “Worry  not  for  him.  The  finest  demonesses  of  the Dominion will consider it an honor to consort with him! Let him rest for now, get used to things…” 



The  prince  sent  the  real  Hakkar  off  somewhere  and  he disappeared, leaving me with the memory of his blinking tiefling face, shocked and… happy. 



“I  see  you  want  something,  but  hesitate  to  ask,”  Belial murmured. “What happened to all that audacity?” 



 Persuasion suggested that I speak plainly, so I did just that:



“Yes, I did want something. You made me resurrect the ones I killed.  Judging  by  the  fact  that  you  plan  to  ‘feed  the  little  one,’  you have  plenty  of  spare  chao.  Maybe  you  can  share  some?  When  I return to Disgardium, my demonic power will transform and help me in the war against the Destroying Plague!” 



“Chao is only for demons, Scyth. Be grateful that I have left you with your rewards and the chao from the beasts in the Void!” 



Estimating how much chao I should have left after what Belial had taken, I complained:



“What about those beasts I killed in the Heart of the Void?” 



“Property  of  the  Dominion!”  the  prince  barked.  “Who  opened the portal for you to go there? The legion! Do not push your luck!” He spoke  angrily,  but  his  eyes  laughed.  “But  you  are  right  about  one thing. You will need strength. I cannot give you more than you had, and what I do give you must return to me a day from now. A day in Disgardium time! So… hurry!” 



A  swarm  of  insects  seemed  to  separate  from  the  prince  and stick all over my body, which began to transform and grow, and far faster  than  usual.  There  were  no  system  messages,  but  I  felt  red stars burning into my left horn! I was back to three red stars! 



“That’s  better,”  Despot  rumbled.  “At  least  this  way  it  won’t  be embarrassing to be seen in public with you, ally!” 



“Groghhr, Horns! The boost is only for a day…” Thinking for a moment, I remembered something that would cheer up my ally. “Oh, by the way, you were right! Your sky here really is shitty!” 



“The sky…” the demon rumbled dreamily. “I cannot wait to see yours!” 



In the meantime, Belial had begun to open the portal, and the process  was  taking  time.  Apparently  it  demanded  so  much  energy that it was a struggle even for a prince of the Inferno. 



While  he  worked  on  the  portal,  I  quickly  checked  my  settings and switched to invisible privacy mode so as not to ruin my security officers’ operation. 



A fiery arch opened up, rippling like the surface of a red-black ocean.  Through  it  I  saw  the  distorted  image  of  the  Ravajo  estate, where Nettle, leader of the Dark Brotherhood, had been conducting business one day so long ago. 



The Great Prince of the Dominion for whose honor I fought said dryly:



“Good  luck  in  the  war,  Scyth!  Save  Disgardium  for  us,  and…

keep  an  eye  on  this  foolish  romantic…”  Belial  raised  a  divine  palm toward my ally and murmured: “And for you, I wish fire beneath your enemy’s feet, Despot, son of Diablo!” 



 



Epilogue. June/Nine







THE  THIRD  WORLD  WAR  had  taken  June  Curtis’s  entire  family.  The girl  had  been  at  summer  camp  when  the  single  nuclear  strike  that made  it  through  to  North  America  landed  in  her  city.  Everyone  she was  close  to  was  dead.  When  she  heard  the  terrible  news,  at  first June  was  lost  —  what  next?  What  could  she  do?  What  would happen to her? 



Denial  came,  then  anger,  bargaining,  then  apathy,  despair,  a total  loss  of  faith  in  justice.  And  then  even  those  feelings  were washed  away.  All  that  remained  was  indifference.  The  stage  of acceptance never did come. It was like the girl died. Her body turned numb, her once sharp mind dulled and rusted. The fire of the nuclear flash had burned away her spirit and turned her heart to stone. 



If  she  could,  she  would  have  just  locked  herself  away  in  her tiny, government-provided room, laid down in her bed and never got out of it again. But society demanded her participation, activity, and her youthful body demanded the satisfaction of its basic needs. 



Still barely functioning in her grief, June was forced to abandon her studies and find work. 



An  opportunity  turned  up  when  Dennis  Kaverin,  a  childhood friend  and  orphan  like  her,  told  her  that  the  then  little-known company  Snowstorm  was  looking  for  beta  testers  for  some  new virtual game. 



“Wingardium leviosa!” June joked when she first heard the new world’s strange name. The levitation spell from Harry Potter floated up from the depths of memory, from the days when her mother read her the books (her mother herself, not just a robot!). June didn’t have

the slightest suspicion that she would spend the next two thousand years  obsessed  with  finding  a  spell  like  it  in  Disgardium  —  the mages in the damn beta version didn’t have any flight spells! 



“They  promise  ‘total  immersion,’”  Dennis  told  her,  excitedly describing the features of the new world. Even over the comm, June could see her friend’s enthusiasm clearly. 



“Marketing  tricks,”  she  said.  The  ‘features’  of  the  idiotically named  virtual  world  didn’t  interest  her  one  bit.  “How  much  do  they pay?” 



“Uh… I don’t know!” Dennis answered. “I mostly just wanted to use the game as practice for my student…” He snapped his mouth shut, realizing that he’d raised a touchy subject, and moved on with exaggerated excitement: “And! The company promises to give us a unique class and a leveling boost for helping in the beta test!” 



“Pfft… Boring.” 



June hung up, but Dennis called her again that night:



“Ten thousand phoenixes right after the selection phase, just for taking  part!  Plus  ninety  phoenixes  an  hour,”  he  said.  “That’s  the deal.” 



The numbers brought the girl shooting to her feet. 



“Where do I sign up?!” 



…The  almost  one  million  candidates  were  narrowed  down  to around three hundred. They were brought to a small town in Eastern Europe to finish the selection process. 



Hours-long interviews, immersions in test zones, diagnostics…

In  the  end,  precisely  a  hundred  beta  testers  remained  and  signed

contracts. The others were compensated for their time, thanked and sent back. 



June Curtis didn’t care about the game itself, but she was still happiest  of  them  all  —  she  had  been  promised  a  huge  sum  of money  for  participating  in  the  program!  Crazy  money.  Enough  to change her life completely! 



If  June  had  known  what  was  to  come,  she  would  have  flown away  along  with  the  others  who  were  disqualified,  giving  up  her hard-won  place  to  anyone  who  would  take  it  without  looking  back. 

But she had received and spent her advance — she paid back her debts  and  couldn’t  resist  buying  a  new  pair  of  shoes.  And  a  latest-model comm. And a bag. And much more besides. Dennis also got accepted. 



“You have been given a special honor!” a representative of the company  told  them.  “The  world  has  never  seen  a  game  such  as ours,  and  even  the  most  hardcore  gamers  cannot  imagine  all  the possibilities that Disgardium unlocks for them!” 



They had to fly to a private island in the north Atlantic. It didn’t show up on the maps. Dennis seemed to sense something then, and began  to  worry,  but  he  calmed  himself  down:   They  probably  just have some really revolutionary tech, he had said.  That’s why it’s so secret. 



On the island, the hundred beta testers were split up into tiny rooms, explaining that they wouldn’t have to live in them anyway —

they’d  be  spending  practically  the  entire  month  in  their  immersion capsules. 



They  were  given  time  to  get  settled  in,  have  lunch,  then  they were called to a conference hall. A tablet lay on each seat. Dennis sat down next to June and immediately starting reading, but the girl

looked over the other participants instead, not listening to what they were saying on the stage. 



The  monotonous  welcoming  speech  from  a  middle-aged  man called  Mike  made  June  yawn.  She  had  no  idea  of  his  surname  or who  he  was,  but  the  swarthy  young  man  called  Kiran  caught  her interest. 



June  undressed  him  mentally,  imagining  him  in  other,  more intimate circumstances, and chuckled approvingly:



“He’s handsome…” 



“What?” Dennis asked, not hearing her. 



June  didn’t  answer,  especially  now  that  Kiran  had  raised  his voice and now spoke with such energy that the floor vibrated:



“Disgardium is unique! You can achieve success either through solo  gameplay  or  as  a  team,  but!  Until  you  get  used  to  things,  it’s best  to  stick  together.  We’ve  split  you  up  into  ten  groups  based  on your compatibility…” 



While he delivered his speech, June turned her head to look at the  others  in  the  hall.  Diverse  bunch!  There  should  have  been  at least a few people who looked alike, but there really wasn’t! 



“Real diversification,” Dennis whispered. The man was scrolling through  the  dossiers  of  the  others  on  his  tablet.  “It’s  obvious  how they chose us; they’re trying to have someone from all groups, racial, gender, age, social.” 



June had one of the same tablets, but hadn’t even turned it on, preferring to study the other participants with her eyes, but nodded:



“Yep.” 

 

“Looks  like  there  are  two  players  for  each  birth  year,  all opposite sexes. Hmm…” 



“What?” 



“You  and  I  are  the  only  thirty-two-year-olds,  Curtis,”  Dennis answered, showing the tablet to June. 



“See, Kaverin?” the girl answered. “Opposite sexes!” 



The  young  man  smiled,  but  missed  the  hint.  Or  made  like  he missed  it.  All  June’s  efforts  to  drag  him  into  bed  had  been unsuccessful, although he definitely wasn’t gay. No doubt about that. 

He changed women like coats. 



Mentally  pushing  away  the  frivolous  thoughts,  June  started listening to Kiran:



“First  group.  Beta  tester  number  one:  Weston  McKenny.  Beta tester number two: Ashley Hutch. Beta tester number three: Dennis Kaverin… Beta tester number nine: June Curtis. Beta tester number ten: David Brevik…” 



“I knew we’d be in the same group!” Dennis said, pumping his fist  and  returning  to  his  tablet  to  study  the  others  of  the  first  ten  in more detail. 



Once  done  splitting  the  beta  testers  up  into  groups,  Kiran explained  that  each  group  of  ten  would  arrive  in  Disgardium  in  its own separate zone. In the meantime, Dennis voiced his discoveries to June:



“McKenny  is  a  woman  in  her  seventies,  Hutch  is  trans,  she’s fifty-five,  a  retired  peacekeeper.  Bart  Chu  runs  a  fast-food  truck, forty-two  years  old…  Ten  is  an  interesting  character,  look.”  Dennis

showed  her  the  tablet.  A  gray-bearded  man  in  glasses  stared  out from it. “Brevik is a programmer. He made a really big game nearly a hundred years ago about hell and devils, got rich off it. He went into cryostasis in his thirties, and when he woke up, he found out that his heirs  had  successfully  sued  for  his  whole  fortune  after  burying  him years ago…” 



June  committed  none  of  it  to  memory.  She  just  sat  there daydreaming,  hoping  to  get  started  sooner  and  finish  the  test.  She had already learned the main requirement — whenever she found a bug, she had to say ‘Support!’ and report the exact problem. 



“You can spend as much time in the game as you want,” Kiran announced. “There is no exit button in the interface, but you will be logged out of Disgardium if you go to sleep there.” 



“Any other ways to quit?” one of the beta testers asked. 



“If  your  character  dies,  you’ll  have  a  choice:  resurrect  at  the graveyard or log out of the game world…” 



June  slept  poorly  that  night.  She  had  had  trouble  with  sleep recently, but her long nighttime strolls through the streets had been helping. She didn’t go out to get fresh air or tire herself out. Her goal was something else: the dark hours of night were an opportunity to

‘cut  loose.’  That’s  what  she  called  it  when  she  went  out  looking  for the kind of encounters that raised her blood and allowed her to feel truly alive. 



After dressing up like a cheap whore, June went out hunting in the rough parts of town. 



A passing drunk might make advances on her, which gave her every right to zap him with a charge of her stun gun or hit him with pepper  spray…  Or  whatever  else.  Sometimes  she  even  brought  a bottle of acid with her to slowly pour into all her victim’s orifices…

 

While her attacker suffered, it was as if his strength flowed into June and she felt reborn, felt real again. That was why she tried to draw out the tortures of those who ‘assaulted’ her and became her victim. She would shock them all over until her stun gun ran out of power,  press  her  sharp  stiletto  heels  into  their  flesh  and  listen  as their clothes and muscles tore, their bones broke. 



The ‘hunt’ didn’t always end in her favor. June had lost count of the  times  she  had  been  beaten  and  raped,  but  she  hadn’t  gone  to the  police  even  once.  Even  losing,  although  not  pleasant,  was satisfying.  Pain  and  humiliation  also  helped  her  feel  alive,  and  the premium medical capsule Dennis had hacked for her helped her to recover without any hospital visits. 



But  the  night  before  the  beta  test,  she  couldn’t  use  her  usual methods.  There  was  nobody  suitable  there!  They  were  on  a  small island, with cliffs and the snarling waters of the north Atlantic on all sides, silent security all over the complex…



But  everything  the  island  deprived  her  of,  she  found  again  in Disgardium. 



They  were  woken  up  at  six  in  the  morning  and  taken  to  the elevators  before  they  could  have  breakfast.  Those  who  protested were  told  it  was  because  they  were  going  to  be  fed  intravenously from now on. 



June nearly fell asleep on the long descent. She couldn’t stop yawning after her poor night. 



The  engineers  spent  a  while  bustling  around  the  row  of sarcophagus-like  capsules  built  into  the  wall  like  the  cells  of  a beehive.  The  employees  fiddled  with  the  settings,  performed  a  test immersion  into  an  empty  world,  and  then  initialized  the  beta  test itself. 

 

One  by  one,  the  participants  were  plunged  into  Disgardium. 

The  last  June  saw  of  the  real  world  was  the  expression  of concentration on the engineer’s face beyond the transparent plastic, gesturing to her with his forefinger and thumb together in the ‘okay’

symbol. 



Her  group  appeared  in  the  small  town  of  Tristad,  filled  with friendly game characters (‘NPCs,’ as Dennis called them) controlled by some unusually smart AIs. The beta testers’ looks were a simple matter; the developers had just copied their real bodies. 



Hutch, a broad-shouldered woman with mighty biceps, started giving  out  commands  as  soon  as  the  group  appeared.  “Alright, everyone follow me! We’re all going to do as I say!” 



“Sure thing,” Dennis laughed and pulled June away — toward the exit from the city. 



“Hey, you! Three! Nine! Come back here right now! Didn’t you hear what they said at orientation?!” 



“What?” June asked, turning back sharply. 



“You lose experience for dying! And we have almost none of it! 

They told us if we die without experience, then our death will be final! 

And then the beta tester is knocked out of the program! You lose the money! And worse, the whole group loses someone and that makes it harder for the rest to survive!” 



Hutch  was  shouting,  advancing  on  us  with  wide  eyes.  June wanted to do two things: split her head open and retreat. She limited herself to just the second. Or Dennis did, at any rate, by putting an arm on her shoulder. 



“So what?” her friend chuckled. “The mobs around the city are level one. We can handle them. We’ll get more exp for kills!” 



“That’s risky!” Hutch spluttered. 



“I don’t care,” June answered. 



But Hutch brought them back by force. Dennis later explained to June that their squad commander had been able to do so because she  put  all  her  points  in   strength.  Dennis  had  put  his  in   intellect, planning  to  level  up  as  a  mage,  and  June  had  just  followed  his example. 



Mrs.  McKenny,  who  June  mentally  dubbed  ‘One’  for  her number one, walked around Tristad agape in wonder at the realism and talking happily with every NPC she met. 



“Woah, it’s all just like real life!” the old woman said. 



“It  isn’t  all  that  realistic,”  Dennis  noted.  “The  sky  is  static,  the sun always at its zenith. There’s no wind or clouds…” 



“I’m  starving,”  Bart  Chu  complained,  the  owner  of  the  street food wagon. 



“Great  timing!”  Hutch  scoffed  and  pulled  Mrs.  McKenny  along behind her. 



The others followed along — the group decided to pick up and complete all the quests in Tristad before leaving the city. 



The phlegmatic Bart Chu dragged his heels, then ducked into a tavern and disappeared for good. Only much later did an NPC, the cook  of  the  Bubbling  Flagon,  tell  them  that  he  had  picked  up  the Cooking craft and gone into the woods for herbs. Bart was the first to be eliminated. 

 

When  the  group  entered  the  city  council  building,  Dennis  and June hung back at the door, then made a run for the city gates. Why pull  up  roots  and  carry  messages  when  the   Bring  ten  rabbit’s  feet quest gave twenty times the experience? 



They had a tough time at first. The bloodthirsty rabbits attacked in  large  packs,  taking  down  the  players’  health  in  just  a  few  bites. 

After  dying  once  each,  June  and  Dennis  didn’t  give  up;  the  young man came up with a simple strategy — aggro mobs and pull them to the  city.  The  mobs  wouldn’t  enter  Tristad,  which  meant  they  could shoot them from a safe distance. True, doing that meant they had to learn   Bows  or   Crossbows.  Thankfully,  the  vendor  sold  all  kinds  of weapons,  and  the  three  silver  they  started  with  turned  out  to  be enough to buy some. 



After  she  got  some  levels  and  gear,  June  couldn’t  resist  the pleasure of hand-to-hand combat. Up close, she could really feel the fear of the rabbits as she twisted off their heads and pulled off their legs. She had enough  strength for that now. 



She reached level 10 before anyone else and got the class of Mage.  June  chose  fire  as  a  specialization,  and  Dennis  took  spatial magic. 



“It won’t matter for long anyway,” the young man said. “Doesn’t matter  which  type  of  magic  we  pick  as  our  base,  we’ll  be  able  to learn the others later anyway.” 



In  the  meantime,  Mrs.  McKenny  got  knocked  out.  The  old woman  managed  to  die  three  times  in  a  row  when  the  main  group risked  entering  Gloomwood  and  switched  their  characters’

resurrection  point  to  the  new  location.  Hutch  was  the  one  to  make that dumb decision, and McKenny didn’t argue with it. 



When the group returned to Tristad with fewer levels than it had before,  June  and  Dennis  were  there.  The  newly  minted  mage  girl played  meaningfully  with  a  fireball  and  laughed  wickedly  as  she imagined how much fun it would be to set fire to that arrogant Miss Ashley damn Hutch. But the girl, as if spoiling for a fight, snapped at the pair:



“We  lost  Mrs.  McKenny  and  Mr.  Chu  because  of  you!  You’re selfish! You only think about yourselves and don’t want to play with others!” 



“Go  away,”  Dennis  said,  waving  a  hand.  “It’s  every  man  for himself here!” 



“We  aren’t  your  babysitters,”  June  added.  “And  it’s  that  idiot Chu’s own fault!” 



“We’ll  see  what  you  say  when  you  see  how  much  strength there is in numbers,” Hutch threatened. 



A couple of weeks later, the group attacked June and Dennis in Goro  Gorge  while  they  were  fighting  a  local  boss  —  a  huge  harpy that took them unawares from behind. That was apparently the other beta testers’ way of teaching the mages a lesson. 



And  they  paid  for  it.  June  burned  them  all  to  ashes  while Dennis didn’t even bother to distract himself from the boss. 



“Can’t  let  them  get  away  with  that,”  June  muttered  and activated her  Return Stone to the Bubbling Flagon tavern. 



From  there  she  ran  over  to  the  city  graveyard  and  met  the group halfway there. A  Firewall blocked their path, and  Fireballs  sent them back to respawn again. 



The  pleasure  that  June  felt  as  she  incinerated  Hutch  and  the others over and over at the graveyard was exquisite. The last to be disincarnated  was  beta  tester  number  ten,  David  Brevik.  It  seemed he was even happy with the outcome; by then, they all already knew they  were  stuck.  They  weren’t  logged  out  of  the  game  when  they slept or when they died. 



June  was  left  alone  in  Tristad  save  for  Dennis,  who  she  had started to call Three. 



Once  the  month  allotted  for  testing  had  passed,  and  then another three, they finally realized that they were stuck there forever. 



* * *



‘June’…  Her  digital  memory  would  never  let  her  forget  her  real name,  but  nobody  had  called  her  that  in  over  ten  thousand  years now. Even she thought of herself as Nine. 



It had been sixty years since Scyth escaped, and Nine hadn’t stopped thinking about him. Three had told her how exactly he had escaped  —  with   Smoldering Nether Shards.  Incredibly  enough,  the prisoner had not only managed to slip away from Nine, he had also stayed hidden for a long time while farming the  Shards. 



How  Three  found  him,  captured  him  and…  helped  him  to escape,  Nine  learned  later  from  Twelve,  Three’s  longest-running girlfriend. Wanting to share some meaning in their endless lives, he told  her:   Scyth,  the  escaped  boy,  promised  that  he’ll  get  us  out  of here!   Let’s wait for him…



When  she  learned  of  her  former  friend’s  treachery,  Nine  flew into a rage and attacked his castle. Three ran away to his girlfriend’s, but that didn’t stop Nine either. Then Nine-Six, Seven-Two and Five-Four came to help them, and the girl retreated. For a while. 

 

But the five-strong group of testers wanted to put the matter to bed — they laid siege to Nine’s castle, preventing her from farming Smoldering Nether Shards. They threatened to disincarnate her! 



Whatever…  They  didn’t  have  the  guts,  Nine  knew  that  for certain. So when Three came to her under a white flag of truce on the condition that she not trespass on the territory of the others, and they would leave her alone in turn, she agreed. 



“You  guys  can’t  get  out  of  here  without  me,  Three,  you  know that,” she shouted at his retreating back. “Your threats were empty. 

And hoping for Scyth to come back is foolish. I’ve seen into his soul. 

He’ll never come back. I bet he quit Disgardium altogether, and still has nightmares about his time with me!” 



Three  turned  back,  looked  her  hard  in  the  eyes,  but  said nothing. Even without words, she knew what he was thinking about. 

That bastard Scyth. 



She  was  bluffing  when  she  said  those  things  about  him. 

Everything about that boy amazed Nine, although she thought she’d seen it all in the last ten thousand years. 



Firstly, Scyth was truly unbreakable. None who had fallen into Nine’s  clutches  had  been  able  to  withstand  her  torture.  They  all broke,  to  the  last  man.  By  the  end  of  their  first  year  of  endless deaths,  they  transformed  into  meek  dolls  that  would  agree  to anything  just  to  put  off  the  moment  when  the  pain  came.  It  always came, eventually. It was inevitable. 



Secondly,  nobody  had  ever  tried  to  escape  as  many  times  as he  had,  and  so  hard.  Not  to  mention  the  fact  that  he  was  the  only one  that  ever  managed  to  actually  escape,  and  not  just  from  Nine, but from the beta world itself! 



Cut off from interaction with the other testers, Nine fought with her loneliness however she could. She got herself a talking bird, but he was so useless she ended up pulling off his wings. She liked the screech of pain much more than him parroting her words back at her. 



The  Piercers  were  with  her,  but  they  couldn’t  talk.  She  even tried  to  reconcile  with  Three  in  her  despair,  but  he  refused.  What tormented her most of all was the sensation that she had died again; she had nobody to play with to make herself feel alive! 



Due to the war with Three and the others, it took a year to get the next Piercer, Fluffy, into Dis. The other testers listened faithfully to  Three  and  decided  that  they  no  longer  had  to  break  their  backs farming  Shards; they could just wait for Scyth to come back. Years and decades passed before their hope finally flickered out, and they again  began  to  deliver  the  resources  for  a   Greater  Rift  to  Nine. 

Fearing to meet her in person, they left the shards outside the gates of her castle. 



It  took  a  whole  eight  months  for  Fluffy  to  come  back  from Bakabba.  Nine  met  him  disappointedly,  not  expecting  anything special, but froze when she saw who he’d brought with him. A player sat on her pet’s back! 



His  name  was  Crag.  Before  the  undead  dwarf  warrior  even knew  where  he  was,  Nine  had  knocked  him  out,  sterilized  him  (as she called it when she blocked player abilities) and carried him off to her castle. 



He managed to survive Fluffy’s  Smoldering, and a glance at his buffs  told  Nine  why:  the  dwarf  had  an   Absolute  Shield  of  Nergal’s Light  buff.  Strange,  she  thought.  Why  is  the  divine  buff  still  active here?  She put the question to Crag. 



“No  idea,”  he  answered  haughtily.  “Shouldn’t  it  be  active?  Try rubbing a couple of braincells together!” 

 

Nine knitted her brows together in confusion. Didn’t he see her stats? She even checked them herself, opening her profile:



 Beta #9, human, level 309314 Collector Mage

  

Nope,  the  kid  could  see  it  all.  He  was  just  an  arrogant dumbass. 



He  was  punished  for  his  impudence  as  soon  as  Nergal’s  buff ended.  Cut  to  ribbons  by  an  invisible  blade,  but  deprived  of  the chance  to  die,  Crag  screamed  like…  well,  like  someone  to  cut  to pieces. That put an end to the cocky remarks. 



Nine  ignored  all  his  questions,  cries,  pleas  and  prayers  of mercy  for  several  days,  killing  him  over  and  over,  over  and  over again. She put  Undying on him and sent him through a  Living Sieve, then fed him to a  Sandworm and some  Lava Drakes a few times. 



Oh, yes! The stranger’s screams delighted her ear, his suffering reaffirmed  to  Nine  that  she  was  alive,  not  just  breathing,  that  her actions could directly affect someone else’s life! 



Crag jabbered the same prayers to the most varied gods over and  over  again:  the  Sleepers,  Nergal,  Jesus  Christ…  Nine  just shrugged — there was only one god here. Her. 



The interloper, who at first had refused to answer any questions about Scyth ( I wonder why?  she thought) cracked in the end and told her  lots  of  interesting  things.  Nine  filed  away  all  this  information about  the  new  balance  of  power  in  Disgardium:  apart  from  the Destroying  Plague,  the  Sleeping  Gods  had  appeared,  but  the  New Gods  didn’t  like  that.  When  Scyth  had  spent  time  in  Nine’s  tender care,  he  had  been  a  high-ranking  undead  —  a  legate  of  the Destroying  Plague,  —  but  now  he  had  regained  his  previous  form and switched to the Sleepers, becoming their Initial, and Crag, as an

undead  and  chosen  one  of  Nergal,  also  worshiped  the  Sleepers.  It was  a  tangled  web,  but  her  digital  mind  absorbed  the  information and found explanations. 



 Perfect,  Nine  thought.  All  signs  point  to  war,  either  already started  or  about  to  start,  with  an  unknown  outcome.   And  the  cards aren’t at all in Scyth’s favor if he’s stuck in another dimension.   And if the  Sleepers  lose,  Scyth  loses  everything.    Which  means  the  other betas will never see him again.  She didn’t give a damn about Scyth, but Three and the others were hoping for rescue in vain. The thought brought a sinister smile to her lips — emotion that proved she was alive. June was alive. 



In all other matters, the boy (in real life he had only just turned sixteen)  turned  out  to  be  useless.  Even  for  fun  in  the  bedroom  —

dead dwarves weren’t Nine’s type, and the boy was too chaste and boring anyway. Scyth had been more fun. 



All the same, she was in no hurry to finish off Crag. The many years of loneliness after her conflict with the other betas depressed Nine, and she decided to keep the dwarf. 



A  few  weeks  later,  she  realized  she  made  the  right  decision. 

Before  another  of  their  trips  out,  the  boy  suddenly  changed:  he raised his chin, set his shoulders and began to glow. Literally — the dwarf’s body started shining. 



He said nothing, and Nine, sensing something amiss, decided to  kill  him  just  in  case,  but  interrupted  her  cast  when  the  glowing dwarf spoke:



“Stop.”  The  voice  sounded  different,  somehow  both  harsher and softer than before. He wasn’t demanding or pleading. His words sounded more like a suggestion. “We must talk.” 



“We’ve talked enough,” Nine answered, somewhat uncertainly. 

“What’s happening to you?” 



“It is not Crag speaking to you now, Beta Number Nine.” 



“You  still  look  like  Crag  to  me.  Forget  the  tricks,  kid,  you’re  a moron if you think…” 



“You speak to Nergal the Radiant!” 



A  bright  flash  blinded  Nine.  With  growing  terror,  she  realized that  she  couldn’t  move  from  where  she  stood.  Her  skills  were blocked! In her own castle! 



Vivid flashbacks came to her of a time in her past life when she went out ‘hunting’ and ran into a group of particularly cruel thugs who had  taken  total  control  of  her  body.  She  had  been  locked  in  a basement  and  tortured  and  raped  for  days  until  she  managed  to escape. Strangely enough, the memories calmed her down, because they too helped her feel alive. 



It also helped that the gleaming dwarf reminded her of the sun

— the real one, from that same old life. Crag’s body grew, and when Nine  instinctively  collapsed  and  rolled  up  into  a  ball,  covering  her face with her hands, the pressure of the light suddenly ceased. 



The girl opened her eyes and saw Crag again. He still shone, but not blindingly this time. 



Realizing that she wasn’t about to be killed, Nine climbed to her feet,  looked  the  dwarf  in  the  eye  and  spoke  with  contrived indifference, hiding the tremor in her voice:



“What do you want to talk about, Nergal the Radiant?” 



“You are the strongest in the Nether, but you are still locked up here,”  he  answered.  “I  propose  a  trade:  I  will  help  you  reach Disgardium.” 



“When?” she asked, the question flying from her lips of its own accord. 



“It  will  take  time.  The  channel  that  my  adept  has  forged between the worlds is too narrow. It will take many years for me to redirect enough  Faith here to strengthen this avatar…” 



The  dwarf  lit  up  again,  beams  of  light  exploding  from  within, burning through his flesh. He inflated and exploded in a flash. Scraps of  meat  and  flesh  scattered  all  across  the  yard.  The  gleaming silhouette left behind seemed human, but Nine felt with all her being that there was nothing material left of it, just concentrated light. 



“Decades…” the divinity pronounced. “Nothing in comparison to an eternity. Anyway, do you have somewhere to be?” 



“I  guess  not,”  Nine  scowled.  “What  do  you  want  in  exchange, Nergal the Radiant?” 



“In  exchange,  you  will  become  my  high  priestess  and  destroy my enemies. Do you agree, Beta Number Nine?” 



Nine’s lips spread in a smile. 
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