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



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



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



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



Scyth-Hakkar tries to break into the residence of Great Prince Belial and steal a  Coal  several times. He attempts to break through the  palladium  protective  shield  around  it,  but  is  killed  by  the  recoil. 

He slips into the museum within the residence, but runs into the imp Rofokal from the Cursed Inquisition, who detects the particle of the Enemy  within  Hakkar  and  takes  him  to  Tyrant  Baal’s  torture chamber. 



After  cruelly  torturing  him,  Baal  decides  to  eternally  confine Hakkar within himself, to use the energy from his particle of Order for

his personal aims, but Scyth fights back and kills the demon. Belial arrives to visit his friend and destroys Scyth. 



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



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



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



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



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



Abaddon  promotes  Hakkar  to  Centurion,  assigns  him  as  the legion’s first instiga and invites him to head up the Flying Squad, a

group  of  seven  fighters  whose  primary  mission  is  to  capture  the enemy flag. 



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



Thanks  to  Hakkar,  the  Thirteenth  Legion  achieves  victory. 

General Xavius himself, a rival of Abaddon, turns up to ‘congratulate’

him. 



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



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



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



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



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



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



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

gratitude, Mandalar frees Hakkar from service and returns him to the Inferno. 



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



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



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



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



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



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



For the  First Kill, the raiders get the  Weapon of Fickle Winds perk  ( once  per  day,  you  can  create  a  temporary  weapon  perfectly suited to your character at the time of activation; duration: 24 hours). 

This  reward  and  the  divine  weapons  it  creates  exceed  all expectations. 



On  Terrastera,  the  allies  reach  level  600  before  their experience  gain  slows.  The  leaders  discuss  the  strange  things happening in Disgardium. When the conversation touches on Alex’s coma,  Hinterleaf  suggests  the  hypothesis  that  everything  that happens  to  their  characters  is  reflected  in  the  real  body.  As  an example,  he  recalls  the  story  of  an  inwinova  who  worked  for  ten years  in  virtual  mines  and  got  silicosis,  a  health  hazard  for  miners. 

There was also a famous artist who couldn’t draw before Dis…



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



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



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



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



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



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



After returning to Cali Bottom, Alex talks to Ed, the only person who knows about Hairo’s operation. He tells him everything he did, and then they both watch the fall of Kinema. Eileen has returned to the  goblin  capital  for  the  equipment  Scyth  took  from  her  in  Darant. 

She  attacks  the  city.  Most  of  the  inhabitants  are  able  to  escape  by moving  to  Kharinza  and  other  parts  of  Disgardium,  but  many defenders are turned undead. 



At  the  same  time,  a  new  Ravager  appears  near  Kinema  —

Orsobal. Eileen ignores it. 

 

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



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



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



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



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



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



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

and  then  Baal  and  Xavius  attack  the  Great  Prince,  trapping  him beneath a dome of  Eternal Imprisonment. 



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



Sensing the uprising, the other three great princes appear —

Diablo, Azmodan and Lucius. They do not agree that demons should decide  the  fate  of  a  god,  and  they  summon  Chaos.  His  voice declares that Hakkar is not of the Enemy, and Belial is free. 



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



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



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



Hakkar recalls his meeting with Nge N’Cullin and conveys the giant’s  message  to  Belial,  that  the  Watcher  will  keep  his  promise. 

When the great princes hear this, there is no end to their joy. They had  all  given  the  Watcher  their  hearts  before  turning  to  Chaos,  to keep them pure and one day return to their previous forms. 



Now interested, the princes hear out Scyth and agree to help defeat  the  Destroying  Plague.  The  demons  dream  of  returning  to Disgardium,  but  if  the  Nether  reigns  supreme  and  the  undead  win, that  will  never  happen.  Belial  gives  Scyth   Sparks  of  Hellflame. 

Despot, healed by Diablo and left unattended, picks up the droplet of Belial’s  blood  spilled  during  the  attack  by  the  conspirators.  Scyth’s ally is banished from the Inferno for supporting the Enemy. 



The princes also explain to Scyth that he can summon all their legions to help him once, if he renounces the title of Demon Fighter. 

Scyth and Despot are sent to Disgardium. In parting, Belial reveals that Despot is Diablo’s son. 



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



 



Chapter 1. Diablo’s Son







BELIAL’S PARTING WORDS still rang in my ears as we left the Inferno. 



Despot  walked  through  the  portal  first.  I  jumped  in  after,  but didn’t reappear at Ravajo’s estate right away. The AI had to rack its brains again, computing the unusual situation. 



 Detected non-standard data transfer request! 

  

 Analyzing… SUCCESSFUL. 

  

 Detected  non-player  character  ‘Hakkar,  Tiefling,  level  3887

 Tribune.’

  

 Detected player ‘Scyth, Human, level 774 Herald.’

  

 Analyzing… ID MATCHED. 

  

 Synchronizing… ERROR. 

  

 Attempting to rewrite parameters…

  

 ERROR: discrepancy in key parameters! 

  

 ERROR:  level  of  character  ‘Hakkar,  Tiefling,  level  3887

 Tribune’  has  the  property  ‘Borrowed  Chao’  and  is  temporary (23:36:41… 23:36:40… 23:36:39…)! 

  

 Searching for solution within parameters of gameplay…

  

 PLEASE WAIT… 1… 2… 3…

  

This time, the AI didn’t take too long to think:



 Player Scyth! 

  

 The  class  skill  Imitation,  which  you  used  in  the  game  world Inferno,  generated  the  new  non-player  tiefling  character  Hakkar using the ID of your original Scyth character. 

  

 The class skill Imitation can be used only to copy members of playable races. The demonic races are currently not playable, so the original appearance of the Scyth character will be returned to you. 

  

 The  levels  gained  by  the  character  Hakkar  due  to  Earthly Chao  will  remain  until  the  duration  of  the  buff  ends,  but  no achievements related to level 3887 will be awarded to you, and nor will  potential  skill  and  ability  upgrades  that  are  not  counted  in  the Inferno. 

  

 All  the  remaining  chao  gained  by  the  Hakkar  character amounts to two orange, three yellow and eight white demonic stars, which, after conversion, equal: +227 to Scyth’s level. 

  

 The  temporary  level  of  the  character  Scyth  (until  Borrowed Chao) expires): 3887. 

  

 Resulting character level for Scyth: 1001. 

  

 Welcome  back,  Scyth!  We  hope  you  enjoy  your  time  in

 Disgardium! 

  

I had miscalculated the star-to-level conversion rate somehow, but  I  didn’t  bother  worrying  about  it  —  the  AI  knew  best.  And although  my  character  hadn’t  yet  appeared  in  Dis,  my  view  was already filling with red notifications:



 Lost effect Astral Fury. 

  

 Lost effect Nergal’s Fury. 

  

 Lost effect Synergy. 

  

 Lost effect Sleeping Justice. 



Well,  that  was  fair  enough.  My  bugged  imba  stats  had  done their  job.  Anyway,  nothing  was  stopping  us  from  getting  the  same group together to… Damn, I totally forgot that Crag was trapped in the  Nether!  All  I  could  do  was  hope  that  Tobias  would  recover  and could  return  to  Dis  after  some  rest.  And  that  I  could  get  to  the instance  on  Terrastera  where  Nine  had  learned  to  create   Rifts between the worlds, get the skill myself and pull my friend out. 



All those thoughts flashed by before Scyth finally materialized in  Disgardium.  In  the  next  moment,  something  exploded  above  my head and I felt scorching heat:



“Groghghr!” The sound was frightening, but familiar. 



It  was  Despot  greeting  me  as  I  appeared  in  the  hall  by  the window  of  the  manor  house…  or  rather  its  ruins.  I  didn’t  even  see where my ally was standing was before trumpets sounded and text scrolled down before my eyes:



 Unlocked legendary achievement First Ever: Level 1000! 

  

 You are the first in Disgardium to reach level 1000! Your name shall forever be recorded in history; people like you expand the limits of  what  is  possible  for  all  sentients,  and  give  others  an  example  of what can be achieved! 

  

 Reward:  passive  skill  Stoic  (100%  resistance  to  climate debuffs). 

  

Ho-ly  shit!  That  reward  was  just  what  I  needed,  and…  I’d beaten Eileen after all! Congratulations, Alex, you’re the top player in Dis again! I wanted to sing, shake my fists and shout. I’d done what even I didn’t believe I could do — get into the Inferno and out again, not  only  achieving  my  main  goal,  but  giving  my  character  a  nice boost in the process! 



But I didn’t have time to celebrate. The next notification made my heart sink:



 All hail the hero! 

  

 Would you like to make your name public? Doing so will give

 +2000 reputation with all the main global factions and +10000 fame. 

  

 Attention!  The  achievement  First  Ever:  Level  1000!    is  of great  significance  to  all  Disgardium.  All  sentients  must  know  the hero’s name. You cannot refuse to make your name public. 

  

 Global notification in: 00:00:09… 00:00:08… 00:00:07…

  

My  eyes  glazed  over  as  I  read  the  notifications.  Without waiting for an answer to his greeting, Despot lowered his head:



“Groghhr?” 



And  then  trumpets  sounded  again  and  the  sky  lit  up  with exploding  fireworks.  Every  sentient  in  Disgardium  would  see  the visual effect:



 All hail the hero! 

  

 Herald Scyth has performed a feat that will go down through history! He is the first in the world to reach level 1000! 

  

 People of Disgardium! Glory to Herald Scyth! All hail the hero! 

 Hail Scyth! 

  

Disaster… The whole world just learned that Alex Sheppard is still  alive.  I  imagined  how  the  internet  must  be  exploding,  how Disgardium Daily would be rushing to make an emergency broadcast at  that  very  moment.  I  doubted  anyone  on  the  outside  knew  about my  ‘death,’  but  rumors  spread  like  wildfire  in  Cali  Bottom.  I’d  really screwed  the  pooch  for  the  security  officers,  or  screwed  the hellhound, I guess…



I  opened  the  clan  tab,  made  sure  everyone  was  offline.  My

‘body’  had  probably  already  been  brought  from  the  hospital. 

Hopefully,  none  of  our  people  were  watching  the  news  at  that moment. 



Also, a paradox tore at my soul: in principle, now I no longer needed  the   Sparks  of  Hellflame  to  reach  the  Nucleus  of  the Destroying Plague, and that meant I didn’t have to risk my life in the Inferno, I could have just leveled up on Terrastera…



All the same, the trip to the Inferno had been worthwhile! 



Firstly, because the Nether only knew that I would have gotten Stoic  as  a  reward  for  level  1000.  Secondly,  I  hadn’t  just  gained Belial’s Blood and  Grains of Mephistroth’s Salt…



Stunned by the achievements, I finally looked up at my ally’s confused ‘face’ and smiled involuntarily — I’d gained Despot too! 



“Grorrghr!” he growled demandingly. 



As  it  turned  out,  when  he  appeared  the  gigantic  demon  had torn down the walls of the house and broken through the floor, and his legs were now in the basement. The roof sat on the bony plates

on his head like a triangular hat. The planks fumed and smoldered. 

The place would go up in smoke any minute. 



“Groghghr!”  Despot  repeated  as  if  he’d  forgotten  how  to speak. 



“Don’t make like a doorknob, Horns!” 



“Groghhr..?” he asked, cocking his head in confusion. 



“That’s  what  my  uncle  Nick  from  another  world  usually  says when  someone  is  playing  dumb.  You  know  how  to  talk  normally, groghhr! Especially since you’re Diablo’s son, right?” 



“He  has  half  a  dominion’s  worth  of  children,”  Despot  said, waving  a  hand  as  he  finally  spoke.  He  had  probably  just  ‘learned’

Common.  “He  just  liked  me  most  of  all…  until  I  screwed  up  at  the Games! Oh, forget it. I never got anything from him anyway except a few inherited skills.” He disappeared in the shadows and reappeared again,  now  outside  the  house  and  without  the  roof  on  his  horns, allowing me to see him in full. 



Casting a glance at his profile, I whistled:



 Despot, Demon, level 6399 Shadowy Soul Eater

  

Not a word about what he was to me. A pet? Haha, no way. 

He was no kind of minion. Could the demon do whatever he wanted, then? His six red stars had turned into six thousand levels. I couldn’t imagine who in Dis could be capable of taking down a war machine like that! 



But I was celebrating too soon. Despot started to shrink before my  eyes,  losing  levels:   6398…  6297…  5532…  The  system  was nerfing  the  demon  hard,  cutting  away  levels  as  if  with  a  scythe, getting faster every second. Despot twisted and roared, howled and

reeled,  destroying  the  already  wrecked  manor  house.  Fortunately, there wasn’t another living soul in the building. 



Once it was all over, I picked up my jaw and asked:



“How are you, Horns? What happened?” 



“That  which  must  happen,”  he  wheezed.  “Outside  of  the Inferno,  we  lose  chao,  and  what  your  world  uses  instead  is  not  as effective!” 



 Despot, Demon, level 2133 Shadowy Soul Eater

  

“Right,”  I  frowned.  “Looks  like  it’s  a  third  as  effective!  But  it doesn’t matter, buddy. Even now, you’re still way stronger than any sentient I know! Maybe even stronger than Legendary Grand Master Oyama!” 



“Your tutor, whose name is known even to the higher demons, is  strong  not  in  levels,  but  in  skills,”  Despot  objected.  “In  any  case, ally,  now  is  not  the  time  to  grieve  lost  power.  Judging  by  your conversation with the princes, you have much to do here, no?” 



“So you’re going to help me? I’ll introduce you to some friends of  mine.  They’re  not  demons,  they’re  a  succubus  and  a  satyr,  but you’ll have something to talk about!” 



“We  will  have  time  yet  for  drunkenness  and  debauchery,” 

Despot  waved  a  hand  and  then  immediately  asked:  “What’s  the succubus like? Hot?” 



I gave him a thumbs up:



“A poet’s dream.” 



“What about the drink? I’ve heard your grog is far weaker than ours, but at least you have it, unlike chao!” 



“All the wine cellars of the Awoken…” 



Despot  raised  a  questioning  brow,  if  the  bony  growth  above his eye could be called that. 



“That’s my clan’s name. We have our own dominion, small, but on  an  island.  Point  is,  all  our  wine  cellars  are  at  your  disposal…  if Flaygray  and  Nega  haven’t  emptied  them  already,  that  is.  Anyway, what do you think about joining us and becoming a follower of…” 



“Oh,  no,  ally,  don’t  even  start!”  the  demon  rumbled.  “I  knew you’d  start  talking  about  your  protector  gods,  the  Sleepers!  To  be frank,  I  do  not  wish  to  get  mixed  up  in  your  business!  I  am  sick  of fighting! I would rather…” 



“Don’t  be  too  quick  to  refuse!  I’ll  make  you  a  priest!  Maybe you’ll be the first demon priest…” 



I shut my mouth, remembering something important. I opened my profile and inventory — I’d forgotten to check! — and sighed in relief. It was all there — the  Corrupt Blood demonic skill given to me by  disincarnated  General  Xavius,  absolutely  useless  without  chao, and  the   Grains  of  Mephistroth’s  Salt,  Belial’s  Blood   and Houndmaster’s Scourge, the last of which I immediately used out of curiosity. 



Huge flaming hounds suddenly filled up all the space around me,  surrounding  me  and  crouching  down,  their  heads  raised  in anticipation of commands. There were thirteen of them, each at level 3887  like  me.  Tomorrow,  when  my  level  dropped,  the  same  would happen to them. 



Finding  no  enemies,  the  hellhounds  started  to  howl  so soulfully and loudly that I recalled them. I looked to see whether the item description had changed when I came to Disgardium and swore

— a line that hadn’t been there before had appeared at the bottom: Cooldown: 24 hours. 

  

You dumbass, Scyth! To just waste all that power… But never mind,  I  could  live  without  the  hounds  for  a  day,  especially  with  my ally by my side! 



In the meantime, said ally was admiring the sky. After thinking a while, he started to voice his thoughts:



“A priest, you say… That is something new and interesting, for certain,  and  yet  the  same  thing  again!  Glory  to…  uhm…  the Sleepers? Fight, fight, and fight again? When comes the time to live, ally?  Once  per  month,  on  leave  for  a  couple  of  days?  No,  Scyth,  I have firmly decided that I…” 



He didn’t have time to finish. The fabric of space split, tore —

three portals opened up around us, and blurry shadows leaped out of them. Reeling, I looked around, trying to see where they went, and someone hissed behind my back:



“Know the vengeance of the Dark Brotherhood! For Nettle!” 



Whether   Equanimity  saved  me  or  the  enemy  was  just  too weak, I didn’t feel the strikes of his daggers or take any damage. But the  attacker  got  such  a  hard  hit  from   Reflection  that  he  flew backwards,  appearing  from  stealth  —  a  human  in  a  flowing  black cloak  with  a  skull  mask  on  his  face:   level  414  Assassin.  I  was surprised  that  he  hadn’t  missed  —  the  level  difference  was  huge! 

Maybe he put a lot into  accuracy…



“Enemies,” Despot rumbled in satisfaction and disappeared…

 

…to  reappear  behind  my  back.  When  I  turned  around, recovering  from  the  suddenness  of  the  attack,  the  greedy  lone demon was swallowing a mortal alive. Mortals, actually. Six of them, including the one I’d killed. They were all in the 400s — child’s play. 

What were they thinking? 



Three  heartbeats  later,  it  was  all  over.  The  six  assassins screaming about vengeance, the Dark Brotherhood and Nettle kept on  shrieking  —  only  now  in  pain  and  terror.  And  then  Despot  ate them. 



“What was that?” I asked in surprise. 



“Mortals  with  rotten  little  souls,”  the  demon  growled.  “They came to pay you back for the death of their leader. Before death they were  certain  that  they  too  would  be  avenged.  They  will  find  you everywhere  you  go,  ally.  They  have  someone  with  that  gift  in  their organization. And they will keep coming for you until they are quits

—  now  not  only  for  Nettle,  but  for  these  too.”  He  pointed  at  his swollen belly. 



“Right, got it,” I answered, remembering the negative perk I’d received  after  killing  Rion  Staffa,  who  had  turned  into  Net’Tulion, level 1305 Untransformed Demon. 



 Vendetta

  

 All members of the Dark Brotherhood will try to eliminate you! 



“Let them come,” Despot said, chuckling and waving a halberd arm.  “They  have  no  chao,  but  they  have  souls.  Miserly  ones,  but souls.” 



“Are they going to be after me a long time?” I asked. 



“There  are  thousands  of  them!”  the  demon  said,  grinning broadly.  “I  already  told  you,  ally,  that  I  was  thinking  of  leaving  you. 

You  must  understand  —  there  can  be  no  peace  around  you,  and  I would like to wander your world…” 



“And stare at the sky, yeah. Looking like that? Good luck…” 



“Do you forget that I am a demon? If I need to, I will take over someone’s body or transform into an elf. It is easily done. But now I see that it will be of benefit to remain with you. These assassins are a gift! They come to you themselves!” He groghred with in satisfied tones. “Incredible!” 



He  stretched  out  an  arm  to  clap  me  on  the  shoulder,  but  I dodged.  The  demon  was  smaller,  but  still  twenty  foot  tall,  and  he smoldered so hot that my hair started burning as soon as he came within six feet. 



“I will stay with you!” Despot declared. 



I nodded, smiling:



“Great.” 



“I will stay by your side for ten years, and then we will see. In any case, I know nothing of this world, but you mean something to it…  You  do,  do  you  not,  ally?  You  defeated  Abaddon  himself,  after all!” 



“It’s  complicated.  You  see,  the  Sleepers  aren’t  exactly  loved here. The world is under the sway of the New Gods.” 



Despot darkened, waved an arm:



“Very well, then we will fight for the Sleepers. How do we pray to them?” 

 

“Oh,  that’s  easy.  Repeat  after  me:  ‘I,  horned  demon  Despot, son of Diablo, walking forge…’” 



“I,  horned  demon  Despot,  son  of  Diablo,  walking…”  my  ally repeated  doubtfully.  “Are  you  messing  around?  Where  have  you seen demons without horns?” 



“Don’t get distracted!” 



“Walking  forge…”  Despot  frowned.  “Strange  oaths  the Sleepers have…” 



The  demon  looked  so  disheartened  that  I  burst  out  laughing and stopped making fun of him — just invited him to be a priest, and he accepted… and began to grow. 



After  growing  to  three  times  his  size  thanks  to   Unity, Despot roared  and  trampled  the  earth  with  such  force  that  I  fell  to  the ground.  I  started  to  get  up  and  fell  down  again  as  the  earth  shok beneath my feet. The demon repeated his trick until I stopped trying to get back up. 



“Go to hell, Horns!” 



“Alright, alright,” he said, still laughing. 



He waited for me to get up and then trampled again, but I was ready this time and just took off into the air. 



“That’s  for  ‘walking  forge,’”  the  demon  said,  grinning,  then turned more serious: “So tell me, what will we be doing? Is it not time for us to start?” 



“Better if I show you.” 



Bringing Despot into my group, I smiled as I thought of where the demon had come from to Disgardium. The frost continent would be a big surprise to him. 



“Ready to freeze, Horns? You’re about to see snow…” 



“Snow?” the demon asked in surprise. “What is…” 



We jumped to Holdest. 



“…snow?” 



I didn’t have to answer him. 



 



Chapter 2. The South Pole







HOLDEST  MET  US  with  shimmering  dusk,  a  wind  that  sliced  through to  the  bone  and  driving,  horizontal  snow.  Visibility  was  near  zero. 

Tiny icicles jabbed the eyes, cut them, made it hard to see one’s own hands. Dis’s moon Geala barely shone in the dark sky. 



Despot stood nearby and breathed heavily, waving his halberd arms.  Where  the  snowflakes  touched  his  hellish  aura,  they  melted and surrounded him with a cocoon of steam. 



“What is this?” the demon rumbled, looking around nervously and  stepping  gingerly  like  a  cow  on  ice.  “What  dark  magic  is  this? 

Where are the mages?” 




With  Stoic, I was now protected against the cold and took no damage,  but  that  didn’t  do  anything  for  my  comfort.  I  involuntarily walked to the demon, toward his rescuing warmth. 



“Welcome to the dominion of Holdest, Horns,” I said, smiling. 

“This here is snow. And sleet, ice and frost all at once.” 



“Who are the princes of this cursed dominion?” 



“Hmm… The elements themselves, I guess.” 



The  fire  in  Despot’s  eyes  went  out.  The  demon  seemed  to pale and cower. At the end of the bony growths sticking out beyond his  cocoon  of  steam,  I  saw  shimmering  ice  forming.  Shivering  and shaking  in  the  cold,  Despot  struck  his  chaos-metal  sword  against one  of  the  bony  growths  on  his  body.  The  sword,  turned  fragile  as glass in the frost, shattered with a light tinkle. 



“That  was…  a  good…  sword…”  the  demon  said  through chattering fangs. 



“You never used it anyway!” 



“I used it… to pick… my teeth…” 



The hell sparks weren’t working for some reason. Had Fortune steered us wrong? Or… Nether, I’d just assumed they’d work just as well  from  a  pocket  dimension  —  damn  it.  The  debuff  ticked  three times,  slowing  and  steadily  killing  the  demon  before  I  pulled  the Spark  of  Hellflame   out  of  my  spatial  inventory,  cursing  myself  for being  so  slow.  I  feared  that  the  hellish  heat  would  burn  away  my human  hand,  but  the  game  saved  me  —  I  only  felt  a  slight  burn through the glove of  Cold-Blooded Punisher, easily tolerated. 



The  frost  debuff,  however,  immediately  fell,  and  the  snowfall around  us  just  disappeared.  The  effect  was  similar  to  how   Isis’

 Blessing  had  worked  on  Terrastera.  A  column  of  warm  air  formed just  above  us,  disappearing  upwards  toward  the  blue  sky.  The column started to widen, banishing the bad weather, lancing warmth into  icy  death.  The  sky  above  our  heads  cleared  for  five  miles around,  growing  sharply  brighter,  and…  a  warm  rain  began  to  fall! 

Despot worked his shoulders and grinned joyfully, throwing his head back.  The  droplets  evaporated  before  they  could  reach  his  red-hot face. 



The  thick  layer  of  snow  beneath  our  feet  started  to  melt  so quickly that within a few moments we were up to our knees in water. 

The  glacier  also  started  to  thin,  twisting  and  threatening  to  detach completely  from  the  hill  we  turned  out  to  be  standing  on.  After  a moment’s thought, I took off. 



Despot,  with  his  rudimentary  wings,  rose  a  couple  of  feet above the water like an enormous and very angry bumblebee from hell. He was swearing like a sailor and flapping his wings furiously, 

but didn’t have enough lift — his feet touched the water, which boiled and  hissed  from  the  heat  emanating  from  them,  shrouding  him  in thick steam. 



“Hey,  Diablo’s  son,  don’t  you  think  you  should  have  learned how  to  fly  at  some  point  while  you  were  getting  your  red  stars?”  I said, grinning at the demon mockingly. “We need to get to the South Pole, but it’ll take us a year to get there with your talents!” 



“Water!” I heard notes of panic in my ally’s voice. “I hate it!” 



“Can you swim..?” 



“No!”  the  demon  wailed  and  started  flapping  his  wings  even harder. 



Grabbing  him  by  an  arm,  I  tried  to  lift  him  higher  above  the water,  but  to  no  avail.  With  the  bonuses  from   Unity,  Despot  had gained  a  lot  of  weight  and  now  I  couldn’t  lift  him.  Shame  I  couldn’t recall him like a pet. 



There were two options: leave the demon here, travel the rest of the way myself and come back for him with  Depths Teleportation, or… The second option seemed ludicrous to me, but like Uncle Nick said, if you don’t try, you’ll never know. 



I summoned Storm. The mist, rain and water bubbling beneath our  feet  were  joined  by  peals  of  thunder  and  crackling  jolts  as  the dragoness materialized above us. 



I  didn’t  need  to  speak  dragon  to  know  that  my  fearsome  pet was  beside  herself  with  anger.  Storm  roared  and  growled,  staring with  such  fury  that  I  wouldn’t  have  been  surprised  if  she  started launching thunderbolts at me. 



“I couldn’t summon you any sooner!” I said, and pointed at the demon. “Go pick him up.” 



The  dragoness  cast  a  glance  down  and  looked  back  up  with even greater ire. Her mouth opened. Rage and hatred danced in her serpent  eyes.  Alright…  I  started  trying  furiously  to  figure  out  what was going on. Did dragons not like demons? But she hadn’t reacted this way to Flaygray and Nega…



In  the  meantime,  Despot  was  desperately  trying  to  keep himself  above  the  water,  his  life  in  Dis  at  risk  before  it  could  even begin  now  that  the  lightning  bolts  from  Storm  created  an  electrical hell in the water below. I felt with all the fibers of my spirit how low my ally’s self-esteem had fallen: the terrifying snow, the wild frost, a global flood beneath his feet that threatened to swallow him up, and now thunder and lightning. A total cataclysm. 



“And  they  call  our  world  hell!”  the  demon  shouted.  “How  did our ancestors live here?! The princes are mad if they want to bring us back to THIS!” He pointed below. 



I  quickly  looked  around  and  realized  that  the  hell  spark  had melted a huge basin that dropped down hundreds of yards. Holdest now  had  its  very  own  Lake  Baikal,  and  we  were  floating  above  its waters: furious Storm the highest, with me a little below and Despot just above the surface, up to his knees in boiling water and shrouded in steam. 



“Storm, pick up the demon!” I commanded. 



Roaring something in displeasure, Storm dropped down. 



And then the dragoness surprised me. The demon’s mass was a  mystery  to  me,  and  Storm  was  a  quarter  his  level,  but  still,  she wasn’t  just  able  to  pull  Despot  out,  not  just.  Carefully  gripping  onto the  growths  of  bone  on  his  body,  she  threw  him  into  the  air  above

her  and  positioned  her  back  beneath  the  falling  demon  as  he screamed  wildly:   Grorrghr!   She  sank  a  little  under  his  weight,  but then leveled off again, her wings sweeping through the air. 



“Fly  after  me,”  I  ordered  her  once  sure  that  the  demon  was safe on the dragoness. 



Then I realized how Storm had managed to pull Despot up —

he  had  shrunk  and  was  now  thirteen  feet  tall.  Still  a  giant,  but  fully within the mount’s capabilities. I couldn’t stop wondering: where did the mass of these shrinking demons go? 



We  flew  just  like  that:  me  in  the  lead,  Storm  behind,  with Despot  sprawled  out  on  her  spiny  back.  Due  to  the   Spark  of Hellflame  that  I  had  to  have  clenched  in  my  fist  and  its  five-mile radius, a broad river with icy shores flowed behind us, filling up with melted  snow  and  ice.  I  could  only  assume  that  the  lake  that  had formed where we appeared had frozen over again when we flew ten miles away from it. Probably instantly, too. 



I  dropped  back  to  fly  alongside  Storm  so  that  I  could  talk  to Despot  as  we  went.  It  took  a  while  for  my  ally  to  wrap  his  head around the fact that Disgardium was a sphere. 



“How  perverted,”  he  shook  his  head.  “The  Inferno  is  much simpler: it is just flat.” 



“But what’s underneath it?” 



“Nothing. What could be underneath it? We live on a ten-mile-thick stone firmament. 



“Wait…  So  the  whole  Inferno  is  just  a  stone  pancake  in  the great nothing?” 



“What’s a pancake?” Despot frowned. “It’s a disk!” 

 

“And what’s on the other side of the disk?” 



“I told you, nothing!” 



“How can it be nothing? If gravity keeps you on one side of the disk,  does  that  mean  you  can  live  on  the  reverse  side  too?  Has anyone tried to walk over the edge? Onto the bottom?” 



“Listen,  Scyth…”  the  demon  said,  narrowing  his  eyes  at  me. 

“You must have hit your head when you were fighting with Baal. You aren’t making any sense…” 



Despot  waxed  on  long  about  his  concerns  for  my  mental health, about the fact that if you place food on a plate, then it will be on  top  of  it  and  not  beneath  it,  and  no  matter  how  much  food  you place on the bottom of a plate, it will fall off. At some point I stopped listening and started thinking of my own plans. 



The  week  of  the  citizenship  tests  was  starting  tomorrow.  I didn’t  know  why,  but  they  could  only  be  taken  in  one’s  registered place of residence. Apart from an assessment of knowledge by an AI examiner, a special commission of high-category citizens also played an important role in deciding whether to grant or deny citizenship. 



I  wasn’t  worried  about  the  first  part,  the  knowledge  exam. 

Sure, the second study term had been tough, I had almost no time for it, but our class tutor Greg Kovac helped me out! The two-month ban he slapped us with after our victory in the Junior Arena meant I not  only  caught  up  in  December  and  January,  but  even  pulled forward  in  some  subjects.  Sure,  I  was  no  straight-A  student,  but  I wasn’t worried about not getting a pass, at least. 



I was far more concerned about my ‘social’ assessment. An AI played  a  separate  role  in  that  too  —  reviewing  how  important  my

values  were  to  the  society,  weighing  my  chances  of  making  a contribution to the development of mankind and so on. 



But still, the commission had the final say. It was believed that citizens  in  the  higher  categories  were  capable  of  determining  the potential  of  school  graduates  with  more  reason  and  accuracy  than the  AIs.  And  the  Demonic  Games  had  already  shown  how  high-category citizens felt about me. Hell, I messed it up for myself there by  giving  that  explosive  speech  at  dinner,  when  I  set  not  only Messiah and Destiny against me, but all the rest of the aristos too by calling them ‘dro.’



Whatever  threatened  me  there,  worst  of  all  would  be  not turning  up.  In  that  case,  I’d  not  only  be  stripped  of  citizenship,  but also banned from taking the tests again for the next ten years. One of the authors of the citizenship laws must have had a deep hatred for irresponsibility and tardiness. 



Anyway, I had decided that I had to deal with the Destroying Plague before I left Dis for several days for the citizenship tests. Only then would I have room to breathe and take care of all the things I’d been putting off for the sake of this war. 



I  could  meet  with  my  parents,  who  I  missed  very  much  and who  didn’t  want  to  return  to  Earth  despite  the  doctors’

recommendations.  Mom  still  hadn’t  left  the  special  section  of  the lunar  hospital  where  my  little  sister  was  protected  from  the  lower gravity. 



I  wanted  to  spend  more  time  with  Rita,  hang  out  with  my friends,  work  on  building  up  the  clan,  think  of  where  and  when  to start  my  university  studies…  And  I  only  had  a  little  further  to  go  to max out my Threat potential! I didn’t think about what would happen after that, but the fact remained — fully developing my potential as a Threat  would  free  me  from  the  preventers’  attention,  since  they wouldn’t be able to banish me! And the achievement would remove

my Subthreat friends from danger, and then our lives would finally be normal again…



It was nice to dream… Although if anybody had walked up to Scyth as he sat on that bench next to Aphrodite and told him what awaited him over the next seven months…



I  recalled  that  peaceful  time  with  a  certain  nostalgia,  then brought  my  thoughts  back  to  the  task  at  hand.  Behemoth  had  said that  I  had  to  erect  a  third  temple  to  the  Sleepers  before  I  used Concentrated Life Essence on the Nucleus. At first I didn’t see any logic in it; it was the essence that cut off the Nucleus’ connection to the  Nether,  not  the  one  who  used  it.  But  after  seeing  how  Eileen fought and analyzing her abilities, I started to realize why it would be dangerous  to  head  into  the  lair  of  the  Destroying  Plague  without three  temples  —  it  all  came  down  to   Plague  Aura.  I  had  no  doubt that  since  the  legates  had  it,  then  surely  the  Nucleus  did  too,  and always had done; I just hadn’t felt it before. 



But  what  would  a  third  temple  give  me?  Firstly,  it  would strengthen   Sleeping  Invulnerability  —  the  damage  absorbed  and converted into  Vindication would reach 60%. Along with  Resilience, which hadn’t leveled up at all in the Inferno for some reason, I should have  enough  defenses  to  walk  right  up  to  the  Nucleus.  Secondly, judging by our experience of building the previous temples, the third Sleeping  God  would  give  me  another  couple  of  divine  abilities. 

Thirdly,  the  Sleepers  themselves  would  grow  to  several  times  their current strength — due to the greater number of total followers, and therefore  increased  influx  of   Faith,  and  to  the  greater  number  of temples. 



All  that  remained  was  to  hope  that  the  place  of  power  in  the South  Pole  was  available.  The  other  spot,  in  the  Lakharian  Desert, was already occupied by the undead, and if I went there then Eileen and the other legates would be all over me. 



I  tried  not  to  think  about  what  would  happen  if  we  started building a temple on the pole and the undead found it. 



* * *



Our  enemies  didn’t  notice  that  we  had  come  to  Holdest,  nobody bothered us, and the journey took around six hours. 



We stayed above the clouds. The mobs down on the ground paid  us  no  mind,  and  flying  mobs  didn’t  come  up  so  high,  so  the hardest part was not getting bored. Despot was like a child taking a trip  on  a  flyer  for  the  first  time  —  he  turned  his  head  this  way  and that, snorted with joy and couldn’t stop smiling, if his fearsome ear-to-ear grin could be called a smile. His joy was understandable; even my  breath  caught  when  I  saw  the  polar  night  with  its  myriads  of gleaming stars and the bright flames of the polar aurora in the sky. 



As  we  neared  the  place  of  power,  we  began  to  descend. 

Despot growled, breathed in through his nostrils and breathed out a cloud of smoke. 



“Someone  strong,”  he  said,  frowning.  He  was  sniffing  out  an enemy  with  some  strange  demonic  sense.  “No  weaker  than  you. 

Smells of dead meat.” 



That  could  only  be  a  legate  of  the  Destroying  Plague.  The strongest  mobs  on  Holdest,  as  I’d  noticed  in  our  flight  across  the continent, were at level 500, and I doubted they could have leveled up their minions higher than the legates’ own levels. 



“Got it. Let’s slow down. I need to think.” 



Despot kept his thoughts to himself, realizing that it was best not to distract me, and I concentrated on my character. 



 You leveled up! Current level: 1001. 

  

 1135 free attribute points available! 

  

I  was  so  confident  in  my  thousands  of  stat  points  from   Unity that  I’d  forgotten  to  spend  the  points  from  my  levels.  After  a moment’s thought, I split them between  endurance (for survivability) and  perception (to increase the range of  Sleeping Vindication). 



I had unlocked rank ten of my skills. Now I could learn all the Paths of  Resilience, just like back in the Nether! Plus, I’d figured out a way to level up the skill without  Destroying Plague Immortality. But I needed time to do what I planned, and I didn’t have enough! And I had  to  assemble  a  full-fledged  raid  whose  total  health  would  allow me to survive with Path of Sacrifice even against the attacks of beast gods.  Shame  that  Crag  was  rotting  away  in  the  Nether…  On  the other  hand,  my  plan  to  level  up   Resilience  to  the  maximum  could work even without  Nergal’s Fury… when I had the time. 



My  total  health  —  counting   Unity,  but  not  counting  the potential buffs from  Synergy and  Sleeping Justice — was now over forty million. The system also added a bunch of stats when it copied the data from Hakkar at level 3887, strengthened by  Earthly Chao. It should be enough to withstand  Plague Fury from any legate except Eileen: the Supreme Legate set boosted her  plague skills. 



But still, I chuckled in satisfaction as I turned to Despot:



“Stay  here.  I’m  going  to  fly  ahead  and  scout,  see  what’s waiting.” 



The demon nodded and stayed floating in the sky on Storm’s back. I gave him one  Spark and put the others away in my inventory so as not to reveal myself, and shot toward the place of power. 



There  was  no  wind  on  this  part  of  the  continent,  as  if  nature itself  had  turned  undead.  Distant  cold  Geala  floated  beyond  the frosty haze, reflecting the rays of the sun like the white of an unkind giant’s eye. The silence was so deep that the sound of crunching ice beneath  someone’s  feet  echoed  for  miles  around.  I  smelled  rot, although until now I couldn’t smell anything in the frost. 



Something darkened in the distance. A huge hill covered in a layer  of  plague  slime  loomed  like  a  mountain  with  its  peak  cut  off against the white background, looking foreign and out of place. At its heart towered a forty-yard-high ziggurat with nine steps. I didn’t need to  fly  closer  to  see  that  the  stones  were  cracked  like  the  skin  of  a corpse,  and  from  the  cracks  flowed  rot  and  green  slime.  Diseased flames  flickered  here  and  there.  It  seemed  the  temple  itself  was  a zombie, and in its depths burrowed a huge worm. 



Minions  gurgled  and  growled  around  the  temple,  all  made from  the  local  wildlife:  mangy  white  bears,  half-worm  animals distantly reminiscent of walruses. And still lower — right down on the ground — there were creatures with vestigial wings like pterodactyls. 



Where there were minions, there were legates… Ugh! I stared in confusion at my hand hidden beneath my glove. My middle finger felt  as  if  on  fire.  With  every  second  it  got  hotter  and  hotter. 

Remembering  the  trophy  from  Eileen,  I  realized  that  it  was  the Gondolin Alert Ring  lighting  up  on  my  finger.  Two  fine  beams  were shooting out of it, pointing at the enemies beyond the temple. 



I stopped in the air to think, going into  Clarity just in case. 



Everything  I  had  planned  before  jumping  to  Holdest  with Despot was irrelevant now. The idea was simple: lay a route to the place  of  power,  bury  a   Spark  of  Hellflame  deep  (I  wanted  to  save Isis’  Blessing,  with  its  long  cooldown)  and  summon  the  builders. 

While they erected the temple, I could stay close and defend it, and

once  they  were  done,  consecrate  it  to  one  of  the  three  remaining Sleepers and break through to the Nucleus’ lair. 



I knew just where it was — beneath Viderlich, the capital of the undead.  I  had  watched  the  Nucleus  give  Mogwai  his  quest,  and  it had said then that the city was located directly above them. 



I  planned  to  reach  the  lair  with  Sharkon’s  help.  He’d  be  only too  happy  to  dig  a  tunnel  even  to  another  continent.  Then  I  would assault  the  Nucleus  not  alone,  but  with  an  entire  army  at  my  back. 

By  then  I  hoped  my  security  officers  would  be  done  with  their operation and I’d be able to get my friends involved. 



That  was  the  plan,  but  the  circumstances  that  arose demanded that I rethink it. 



Without  leaving   Clarity,  I  headed  for  the  temple  to  figure  out what I was dealing with. 



I  saw  the  legates  when  I  flew  around  the  ziggurat.  Criterror and Laneiran sat almost on the ground, on the lowest step. In  Clarity it looked as if they were silent and unmoving, but judging by the way they  were  looking  at  each  other  with  half-open  mouths,  they  were talking… hand in hand. The faces of the undead legates had rotted, baring  their  skulls,  but  they  still  looked  at  each  other  with  such tenderness that I would have bet a million phoenixes that they were a couple. 



I  didn’t  let  it  move  me,  just  focused  on  the  data  the  system showed  me.  Criterror  the  undead  archer  had  reached  level  919, Laneiran the undead mage — 912. 



Should I leave? To do what? I couldn’t win a war by avoiding battles. I had to fight them, and now, while I still had the element of surprise. Whatever role this temple played in the Destroying Plague, destroying it would undoubtedly weaken the faction. 

 

If I killed the couple, I’d have the opportunity to burn the dead temple  to  the  ground,  and  then  pour   Concentrated  Life  Essence in the hope of cleansing the area’s  plague-tainted soil. 



But  before  jumping  headfirst  into  battle,  I  remembered  how impulsive  acts  like  that  had  ended  in  the  Inferno,  in  the  alternate branches  of  reality.  There,  thanks  to  Chaos,  I  had  more  than  one attempt. If the legates managed to defeat me here, it would all end with  my  death.  It  was  foolish  and  naive  to  hope  that  my  enemies wouldn’t eliminate the top Threat if they got the ability. 



Flying  between  the  temple  of  the  Destroying  Plague  and  the spot where Storm hovered with Despot on the horizon, I noticed an icy  gorge.  Returning  to  it  and  hiding  away  from  prying  eyes,  I  sat down,  went  into  my  inventory  and  found  the   Worn  Coin  Kusalarix had  given  me.  There  was  no  point  in  getting  into  a  fight  without anyone to cover me and help erect a temple, and I couldn’t see any of my own people online — it was like the whole clan had died. 



I didn’t hurry to contact the goblin woman, just sat twirling the coin in my fingers, my brow furrowed deep in thought. 



Let’s  say  I  killed  the  legates,  destroyed  the  temple  of  the Destroying  Plague  to  free  up  the  place  of  power.  What  then?  The Destroying  Plague  wouldn’t  just  let  it  go.  Eileen  would  fly  in  right away, and I couldn’t risk fighting her yet. 



Remembering my last meeting with Mogwai, I gasped — there was another place of power in the desert! True, there was a temple of the Destroying Plague there also, but what if…



A picture formed in my mind… Attack here, attack there, and while the undead scurried around the ruins of their temples and tried to restore them — I remembered how much time it had taken Shazz to erect the plague ziggurat on Kharinza, — gather an army and hit

Viderlich.  The  Nucleus  wouldn’t  stand  for  that,  and  would  summon all  its  legates  to  its  defense  —  either  together  or  one  by  one.  And that’s when we’d build our temple to the Sleepers. 



The plan may have been sketchy, with a ton of ‘what ifs,’ but it was at least a plan. I could have thought longer, held a conference, taken  a  vote,  listened  to  my  allies,  brought  in  the  preventer analysts…  But  there  wasn’t  time  for  any  of  that.  My  levels  from Earthly  Chao  would  evaporate  tomorrow,  and  a  global  notification had  already  announced  that  Scyth  had  returned  from  his  strange disappearance at level 1001! I doubted the legates would be calmly going about their business after hearing that news. I was sure Eileen and Mogwai were already casting around in search of Kharinza. And the damn citizenship tests wouldn’t wait either…



This was it. Now or never. 



It  wasn’t  that  I  feared  the  conversation  with  Kusalarix,  but  I had doubts — would she even help? I had put the Goblin League at risk  when  I  decided  to  taunt  Eileen  with  her  gear;  I  promised Grokuszuid  that  I’d  protect  them  from  the  undead.  If  Kusalarix decided not to pick up, I’d understand her. 



I tossed the  Worn Coin up. It rang as it span through the air, stopped…  and  unfolded  into  a  small  hole  in  space.  The  goblin woman’s unkempt head poked through it a couple of seconds later. 

At the sight of me, she put her forefinger to her lips and disappeared. 



I  heard  a  door  closing  on  the  other  side,  then  Kusalarix returned. 



“I  knew  there  was  somethin’  fishy  here,”  she  muttered, skipping the greetings. “There’s talk on the island that you died. Not here,” she shook her head, “but there, in your world.” 



“We’re  catching  a  traitor,”  I  explained  simply.  “Nobody  but Crawler knows I’m alive.” 



“Oh, so that’s why you locked yourself away so no one sees you.”  She  fell  silent,  worked  her  jaws.  “The  entire  League  High Council  and  I…  That  is,  everyone  who  survived…  We’re  on  your island, Scyth. But I guess your people shouldn’t know about you yet.” 



Amazed at her insight for what felt like the thousandth time, I nodded. 



“My condolences, Kusalarix. But I promise you, vengeance is near! I’m just sorry that I couldn’t help the League from the Inferno, it was beyond my…” 



“We know, we know…” Her voice sounded tired, even lifeless, but anger and pain flashed in her eyes. “Was your trip to the demons successful?” 



“Yes.  Now  I  have  everything  I  need  to  put  an  end  to  the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague… I just have to build a third temple to the Sleepers. That’s why I came straight here after I got out of the Inferno, to Holdest. There’s a place of power a mile or so from here where we can put up a temple…” 



The goblin woman’s face brightened. She took out a cigarette, lit it and took a long drag, then nodded and croaked:



“Tell me all about it.” 



“There’s not much to tell — the spot is occupied. The undead built  a  temple  there.  Even  if  I  manage  to  destroy  it  quickly  before they get reinforcements, we won’t have time to build the temple…” 



“Depends how you build it!” the goblin woman interrupted me. 

“With  the  right  artifacts  and  potions,  and  a  build  crew  of  the  finest

grand masters…” 



“We  can  feed  them   Incredibly  Tasty  Cheesy  Vulture  Egg Omelets  too,  double  their  working  speed,”  I  said,  smiling.  I  liked Kusalarix’s attitude. 



“We  know  about  that  dish,”  she  nodded.  “And  we  know  the recipe  is  yours.  Point  is,  we  can  get  it  done  in  two  hours.  The  ice, though…” 



“I can handle that…” 



I gave her one  Spark. A clawed hand reached out of the portal and scooped up the artifact. The goblin woman hissed, but withstood the heat, whispering in awe:



“Behemoth rend me! I don’t believe my eyes… Words are one thing,  but  this  is  proof!  You  didn’t  just  go  to  the  Inferno,  you  came back too! Did you take this by force?” 



“No, Belial handed it to me himself. It turns out demons don’t like the undead much.” 



That  news  just  made  the  goblin  woman  close  and  open  her mouth,  stunned  speechless.  She  carefully  returned  the   Spark,  and only then paid note to Scyth’s level. Widening her eyes, she leaned forward and stuck her head through the portal window. 



“Level 3887?!” she screeched. “How?!” 



“A gift from Belial, but it’s temporary — the coach turns into a pumpkin tomorrow.” 



“The coach?” Kusalarix raised an eyebrow. “A pumpkin?” 



“It’s from a story in my world. The point is that I’m actually just level 1001,” I explained. “The boost is only until tomorrow.” 



“Only!”  the  goblin  woman  snorted,  smiling.  “You  really  had your cake and ate it.” 



“It  doesn’t  matter  right  now.  Here’s  what  matters,  Lady Kusalarix: we need two build crews.” I raised my fingers. “Two.” 



“Why..?”  she  asked,  but  then  figured  it  out  and  clapped  her hands. “The Lakharian Desert?” 



“Exactly. We’re going to start construction at the same time. At least one of them will finish. There’s just one problem — how do we make sure nobody disturbs the builders..?” 



“We’ll  put  up  a  six-layer  shield,”  the  goblin  woman  said. 

“Heh…  Our  magineers  have  thought  of  plenty  since  the  loss  of Kinema.  Not  about  how  to  win,  but  how  to  hold  on  at  least,  slow them down, hold a legate in place. We have ideas, but no prototypes just yet, they’re in development.” 



“Don’t  worry,”  I  chuckled.  “I  have  some  ideas  too.  Just  be ready — when the moment comes, we’ll need to build both temples very quickly.” 



“They’ll be working for their lives!” The cigarette in her fingers broke  and  the  goblin  woman’s  face  distorted  in  an  animal  grin,  but then changed, brightened. “Three temples! We’ll be able to convert the whole League to the Sleepers!” 



“We’ll need to do that fast too, but we have to reach that point first.” 



“Is there any way we can help? Do you need anything from us now?” 

 

“I  do.  Could  you  give  me  three  portal  beacons  and  a  dozen coins?” 



Kusalarix could. 



 



Chapter 3. Ahriman’s Feeler







AFTER MY CONVERSATION with Kusalarix, I returned to my plans. No matter how many times I went over the options, the first thing I had to do was clear the places of power — first here, then in the desert. 



Two  temples,  two  continents,  and  for  now  I  had  only  two fighters: myself and Despot. All I knew was that when I logged out of Dis, either the Destroying Plague or Scyth would be no more…



Filling my lungs with frosty air, I held my breath and gathered my courage, then breathed out, releasing a cloud of steam. This is it, Alex. 



I  stood  up,  went  into   Stealth  and  flew  to  the  temple.  What  I had planned required me to act fast and deliver my strikes as rapidly as I could. 



The  legates  were  still  sitting  in  the  same  spot,  on  the  lowest step of the ziggurat. My battle plan was simple — take them both out in  Clarity  before  they  knew  what  hit  them.  One  immediately,  but  I’d have  to  spend  an  essence  on  the  second…  Criterror  was  my  first target — he was the stronger foe and higher in level. It occurred to me  to  bring  my  ally  here,  but  I  pushed  the  thought  away  —  he wouldn’t  survive  without  the   Spark,  and  that  would  take  away  our element  of  surprise.  And  I  didn’t  want  to  risk  the  demon’s  life  now that he was mortal. 



Sensing  that  if  I  waited  any  longer  I’d  be  overtaken  by thoughts  of  abandoning  my  decision  and  find  reasons  to  put  the battle  off,  I  shot  toward  Criterror,  still  almost  frozen  in  time.  The archer  was  telling  his  girlfriend  something  funny  —  she  was

laughing.  I  doubted  that  anyone  who  hadn’t  been  undead  would have taken her rot-filled grimace for a smile, but I knew it was. 



Whatever  Criterror  had  been  saying,  he’d  have  to  finish  the story after he respawned. I didn’t care about  Sleeping Justice — the legates’  health  wasn’t  all  that  high,  enough  for  only  a  few  of  my standard strikes, so I attacked first. 



Boom! Bang! Crack! — the strikes of my  Combo strengthened by   Reaper’s  Scythes  crushed  bones  and  sent  rotten  flesh  flying.  I attacked treacherously, from behind, still sped-up and in stealth. By the  second  move  in  the  combo,  Criterror’s  health  was  at  zero…

almost. He was still alive! 



A lot happened in the next moment. My head whirled with the panicked  thought  that  I’d  made  a  mistake  and  was  paying  for  it! 

Criterror had the  Absolute Destroying Plague Immortality buff — the same  as  my  old  skill,  only  without  the  condition  that  there  be  no other legates nearby! 



Along  with  the  invulnerability,  Plague Aura  was  now  stronger than  before;  it  didn’t  just  ignore   Equanimity,  but  it  also  lowered  my health  by  1%  every  tick  —  I  was  knocked  out  of   Clarity  and  hit  so hard that I flew nearly fifty feet away, somersaulting head over heels, almost to the edge of the cut-off top of the hill. While I rolled,  Plague Aura took another 2% health away — the damage got stronger with each tick! 3%! Good thing it wasn’t going up geometrically! 



 Liberation  freed  me  from   Plague  Paralysis,  the  stun  debuff applied  by   Plague  Aura.  Criterror  rose  and  headed  confidently toward me, although he could see I was still able to fight. It took only a  second  to  unstop  my   Bottomless  Healing  Potion  and  recover  my health.  Fortunately,  the  legate’s  aura  didn’t  reach  me  here  —  its range seemed to be a couple of yards. 



“See his level? Summon yours, Lan, otherwise we won’t have the damage!” I heard from somewhere in the distance, my ears as if packed with cotton wool. 



“What about yours?” 



“I’m saving it!” 



I had no idea what they were talking about — who were they planning  to  summon?  Mogwai?  But  then  who  was  Criterror  talking about? 



Leaving  those  questions  for  later,  I  took  off,  keeping  a  safe distance  from  the  legates  and  their  minions.  The  zombies  seemed enraged  and  staggered  toward  me,  groaning  and  wailing.  They gathered beneath me and climbed over each other, trying to jump to me  and  sink  their  teeth  into  my  living  flesh,  but  I  was  too  high  up even for the flying creatures. 



My  gut  and  pounding  heart  both  screamed  at  me  to  get  out while I still could! That was a successful trial — I survived, and now I had to back off and think about what I’d seen. One thing was clear: there was now no way to kill the legates. Dis now had truly immortal players  and  its  balance  was  irrevocably  twisted.  And  the  Celestial Arbitration  seemed  to  be  off  sunning  itself  on  a  beach  somewhere. 

Worst  of  all,  we  couldn’t  capture  both  the  places  of  power,  the  one here  and  the  one  in  the  Lakharian  Desert.  Unless…  No,  I  couldn’t pour  essence  on  the  legates  without  getting  hit  by   Plague  Aura, which got a huge boost when  Absolute Immortality activated. 



I soared up toward the clouds, went back into  Clarity again…

and  was  knocked  out  of  it  by  a  sharpened  tentacle  shooting  out  of the snow, piercing into my chest, wrapping me around from head to toe  and  pinning  me  to  the  earth.  It  happened  in  a  heartbeat.  A panicked  glance  at  my  logs  showed  me  what  had  me  in  its  grip:  a thirty-foot-tall  Ahriman’s Feeler. 

 

Without  another  word,  Criterror  started  charging  his  arrows with  plague energy  and  loosing  them  toward  me  one  after  another, not  missing  despite  the  high  difference  in  levels  —  he  must  have leveled  up  something  similar  to  my  Path  of  Justice  in   Unarmed Combat.  They  would  have  been  enough  to  finish  me  off  if  I  hadn’t been  in  a  group  with  Despot;  Path  of  Sacrifice  had  multiplied  my health  to  almost  three  hundred  million.  Although  maybe  even  that wouldn’t  be  enough,  considering  the  legates’   Plague  Aura  and  its increasing damage. I was lucky it couldn’t reach me right then. 



Casting a glance down, I saw Laneiran shouting with her eyes closed:



“Come and gather the harvest, Ahriman! I sacrifice to you the flesh of an unbeliever!” 



It  suddenly  turned  even  darker.  The  powdery  snow  atop  the pimples  of   plague-infested  soil  melted.  Strange  thorny  plants suddenly  burst  out  of  the  ground  and  grew,  stabbed  into  my  flesh; the scent of burning gas joined the rot in the air, which thickened and started to tickle my nose and make my throat itch; a rising whine and buzz started to split my skull…



Twisting  sharply  in  the  tentacle,  I  saw  where  the  sound  was coming  from  —  a  living  stormcloud  was  descending  from  the  sky, and  as  it  approached  I  saw  it  was  a  swarm  of  millions  of  insects. 

They were flying straight at me. 



“What about the others?” Laneiran asked urgently. 



“Don’t  invite  them.  We’ll  say  it  happened  too  fast,”  Criterror answered. “None of them will get here in time anyway!” 



In the meantime, flies, mosquitos, hornets, cicadas and other rotting  insects  found  their  way  through  the  gaps  in  my  helmet, 

crawled through them into my nose and then burrowed still further. A chitinous  mass  filled  my  mouth.  They  crawled  into  my  guts, scratched with their sharp feet, made me gag. I couldn’t breathe, and had  Strangled  (-1% health per second). 



My  health  fell  to  42%,  and  then  I  exploded  with   Sleeping Vindication. 



Nothing happened. The predatory plants, the acid mist and the insects must have been elemental entities, with no stats like ‘health,’

which meant that they didn’t take damage. The only bonus was that the ungodly damage I took leveled up my skill:



 Resilience (rank IV) level increased: +1. Current level: 87. 

  

“Have  you  seen  his  level?  It’s  crazy…”  Laneiran’s  stunned voice drifted up from below. 



“And  the  notification  only  mentioned  level  1000…”  Criterror muttered. “Maybe it’s some buff?” 



 Strangling  stacked  to  2,  now  taking  away  2%  health  every second. 



 Resilience (rank IV) level increased: +1. Current level: 88. 

  

Strangely, I wasn’t panicking. Either I was starting to get used to these situations or I understood rationally that I could not only get free, but I could also take down both the legates, who were already dividing up Scyth’s skin before he was killed. Insects filled my ears, so I half-guessed the meaning of what I barely heard:



“Can I do the banishing ritual?” 



“Sure, my lo-o-o-o-v-e…” The archer’s voice lowered, slowed by  Clarity. 

 

Once  sure  that  time  was  staying  slowed  down,  I  started  to think furiously. To help, I opened up my inventory and list of abilities. 



Putting  Belial’s Blood away for an emergency, I started to go through  all  the  options.  Houndmaster’s  Scourge  was  on  cooldown. 

 Corrupt  Blood  was  useless;  it  needed  chao  to  activate,  and  there was  none  here.  The  horrific  pain  told  me  that  my  eyes  were  gone too,  which  meant  I  couldn’t  select  a  target  for   Thunderbearer. 

 Balancer  was  pointless  —  both  legates  were  lower-level  than  me. 

 Ghastly Howl? I went back to normal time for an instant, long enough to  find  out  that  I  couldn’t  use  the  skill  with  my  mouth,  throat  and lungs  full  of  insects.  Strangling  was  ticking  even  faster,  now  at  3

stacks. I went back into  Clarity. 



All  that  remained  was  plan  Baal.  Lashing  Wind  had  worked great against the Tyrant — but would it work now? The ability cost a crazy  amount  of   spirit,  which  I  was  saving  for   Clarity,  but  I  had  no other  choice.  Belial’s  Blood  would  enter  play  only  when  there  was nothing else left. 



I doubted  Lashing Wind would harm the legates — they were both  invulnerable,  —  but  I  had  hope  that  I  could  free  myself  from Ahriman’s grasp and get away. I still had half my health and hadn’t used my mantras yet, so I kept my cool. 



Sighing  mentally,  I  concentrated…  and  turned  into  a  deadly whirlwind,  sweeping  away  all  in  my  path.  In  an  instant,  Ahriman’s Feeler  split  into  a  hundred  slime-leaking  chunks.  The  swarm  of insects surged out of me and was ground to a venomous sludge that scattered  around  me  in  sprays.  In   Lashing  Wind  I  became incorporeal,  invulnerable,  surrounded  by  thousands  of  blades  that span  at  an  insane  speed  and  shredded  the  metal  and  bone  and rotting flesh of the minions surging toward me. 



The battle technique, used for the first time in Disgardium and not just the Inferno, immediately leveled up my skill:



 Unarmed  Combat  level  increased:  +3.  Current  level:  363

 (rank II). 

  

 Accuracy  and  damage  of  strikes  dealt  without  a  weapon increased by 1820%. 

  

 Spirit: +100. Total: 36300. 

  

The state turned me into a berserker who forgot time and saw nothing and no one, but when my  spirit ran out I collapsed back into reality right next to Despot as he jumped down from Storm. I flinched instinctively. 



My ally must have gotten tired of waiting and decided to follow me, and came to my aid once he saw I was in combat. The demon had risked death by jumping from such a great height, but once he landed  he  disappeared…  only  to  reappear  in  the  shade  of  the ziggurat behind Laneiran. 



She had lost part of her skull after my attack, and rotten guts hung  from  her  open  stomach  like  dirty  rags,  but  the  damage  didn’t matter to her — she twisted her lips in summons to a dark god, cast her hands wide…



And Despot leaped into action — he grabbed her by the neck, lifted  her  up,  wrenched  her  spine  until  it  broke,  jerked  her  like  a ragdoll  and  shook  the  flesh  from  her  skeleton.  It  happened  so  fast that I hadn’t even finished the healing mantra I’d started whispering. 

Next I recovered a little  spirit. 



Despot  wasted  no  time.  He  didn’t  bother  eating  the  undead, instead taking the skeleton in both hands and trying to tear the spine apart — it didn’t work, so then the demon tied the legate into a knot, 

pressed  the  bones  and  remnants  of  flesh  into  a  sphere,  threw  it  at my feet and complained:



“It won’t die!” 



“What is dead cannot die,” I uttered gloomily, took out the flask and, without thinking long, poured the essence over Laneiran. 



The ball of bones hissed and popped, emitting green smoke. I placed   Spirit  Shackles,  then  struck  once  and  finished  off  the shrieking  plague protoplasm that remained of Laneiran. 



In  the  meantime,  the  demon  grabbed  Criterror  out  of  his surprised  stupor  and  lifted  him  up.  The  legate  trembled,  screamed and  exploded  with   Plague  Fury.  The  damage  went  to  me,  and Despot  started  to  repeat  what  he  had  done  to  Laneiran.  Criterror’s wailing and cursing cut off with the crunch of bone. 



A  second  rotten  orb  of  bone  and  flesh  rolled  toward  me. 

Behind it, minions careered toward us with screams and groans. 



I  poured  another  essence  onto  what  remained  of  Criterror, finished him off with a  Hammerfist, then had to take off into the air to get  away  from  the  remaining  minions  of  both  legates.  Then  they switched  to  Despot,  and  the  demon  crushed  them  with  powerful sweeping strikes. Seconds later, all the dead minions collapsed into piles of bone. 



“Despot, on the dragon!” I commanded. “Storm, pick him up!” 



I didn’t know what would happen to the ziggurat when I poured the  essence  on  it  —  I  wanted  to  make  sure  Despot  could  get  out. 

After waiting for him to heave himself onto the mount and for Storm to get beyond the circle of ground marred by disease, I shot toward the temple. 



It  must  have  had  some  kind  of  defensive  aura;  the  closer  I went,  the  more  I  wanted  to  change  my  mind  and  go  back.  First, doubts began to plague me, then I felt such a deep apathy that I just wanted to lay down and die. Helplessness sent tears rolling down my face, but I clenched my teeth and continued on. If it weren’t for my level,  I  doubt  I  could  have  withstood  the  mental  pressure.  My  flight speed  slowed.  It  was  like  I  was  trying  to  push  my  way  through  a forcefield. The closer I got to the target, the harder it was. 



As if feeling its death, the temple shuddered and spewed rot. 

An  oily  white  spot  began  to  move  up  it:  from  the  fourth  step  to  the fifth,  the  fifth  to  the  sixth,  higher,  still  higher.  Then  it  reached  the ziggurat’s peak. One final push and I was right above it. At its center I saw a rotting eye, like an ulcer with a vertical pupil at its center. I felt  as  if  the  Nether  itself  was  staring  at  me  through  that  eye.  It emanated a greenish smoke. 



 Your end nears, traitor!  The voice resounded in my head.  The Destroying Plague is coming for you…



 No,  asshole,  I’m  the  one  coming  for  you!   Fury  flashed  in  my thoughts.  The  eye  of  the  Nucleus  sensed  it  and…  cowered  as  if trying to hide. 



Pushing  my  way  through  the  final  few  feet  to  make  certain,  I clenched  my  teeth  against  the  scream  of  pain  trying  to  escape  my lips, poured another  Concentrated Life Essence  right  into  the  pupil. 

My  brain  exploded  with  a  high-pitched  whistling  scream,  like thousands of nails scratching down a chalkboard. Through a veil of welling  tears,  I  watched  as  the  eye  twitched,  spat  out  black  slime, erupted in streams of gas and acrid smoke. Then a hole formed at its center and spread, revealing the stone of the ziggurat. 



It was like a plague cocoon fell from the stone structure. The brown crust covering the hill around us thinned and faded, baring the cold-sterilized land of Holdest. 

 

Only  one  thing  left  to  do:  make  sure  there  wasn’t  a  single stone standing by the time the other legates arrived. My spirit soared as I summoned Sharkon and pointed at the temple:



“Destroy it!” 



Leaping into the air with joy, my mobile drilling machine dove into the ground, flinging up stone, and surged toward the structure. 



“Despot,”  I  shouted.  “We  destroy  the  temple  quick  and  then get out of here!” 



“Groghrrr!” the demon answered happily. 



Descending,  I  launched  a   Combo  at  the  base  of  the  temple, which  was  already  shaking  from  Sharkon’s  powerful  strikes.  It  took only  a  couple  of  dozen  strikes  —  Despot  didn’t  even  have  time  to join in. 



The temple collapsed and shattered into disappearing shards. 

It must have lost its durability without its connection to the Destroying Plague. 



The demon, who hadn’t managed to deliver even one hit, cast a questioning glance at me:



“Groghhr?” 



“Groghhr!  Back,  Horns!”  I  shouted,  soaring  away  from  the scene of the crime. 



I cast a glance at my pet and pointed at the foundation:



“Dig down, Sharkie!” 



The  frozen  ground  would  have  given  my  pet  trouble,  but Despot  had  brought  his   Spark  with  him,  warming  up  the  soil  and allowing the underground horror to dig easily. 



I  looked  around  tensely  the  whole  time  in  search  of  legates, but  we  were  lucky  —  nobody  came.  All  the  same,  my  gut  told  me something was about to happen. 



My pet drilled an almost vertical tunnel a hundred yards down into  the  earth  —  more  than  enough.  Recalling  him  right  from  the bottom,  I  threw  a   Spark  of  Hellflame  down  there  and  resummoned him, ordering:



“Now fill it in. 



Lowering  his  head  into  the  tunnel,  Sharkon  threw  up  all  the earth  he’d  swallowed.  Now  we  wouldn’t  have  to  worry  about  the climate in the place of power. 



“Let’s get out of here, ally,” Despot said, sniffing the air tensely. 

“I sense others approaching.” 



“Let’s go.” 



I  mounted  up  on  Storm,  opened  the  target  list  for   Depths Teleportation and chose our destination. The cast started. 



“Where are we going now, ally?” Despot answered. 



“The desert, Horns.” 



The start of the war against the Destroying Plague had been successful, but tough. The legates’  Absolute Immortality was a very unpleasant  surprise,  and  I  didn’t  know  why  that  information  hadn’t reached us from Angel via Colonel. One explanation I could see was

that the legates might have gotten it recently, maybe even just today. 

Another was that Angel had betrayed Colonel. 



The second piece of bad news was their dark god protectors. 

With  their  help,  the  already  deadly   plague-powered  skills  of  the legates were strengthened with powerful divine magic. 



But worst of all was that liberating the place of power had cost us three  Concentrated Life Essences. Our reserves of the priceless and irreplaceable resource were melting away — counting the flask that Crawler had used, we had spent five. 



And our enemies got stronger with each passing day…



Immersed in my gloomy thoughts, I didn’t notice that we were already in the Lakharian Desert. Dunes towered around us and red-hot sand steamed beneath our feet. Ten paces away, the demon was greedily munching down an unlucky basilisk. 



“Now  this  is  more  like  it!”  Despot  belched  happily  as  he chewed  the  reptile.  “Cold  here  too,  but  much  better!  And  the  food runs right up to you! Hey, why the long face, ally? Look at that sky! 

Clear!  Transparent!  And  the  sun,  look!  Brighter  than   Coals  of Hellflame! Damn, what a sight!” 



Raising my head, I saw that he was right. All this would work out, and that sky… it really  was beautiful! 



 



Chapter 4. Replication Potion







THE  BURNING  HEAT  of  the  desert,  deadly  to  players  only  a  few months  ago,  now  felt  tolerable  thanks  to   Stoic.  But  Despot  was freezing. He reminded me of Nega the succubus, another creature of hell,  complaining  when  she  was  guarding  Tiamat’s  temple  in  the desert  —  in  the  Inferno,  the  air  temperature  had  to  be  over  100

degrees  Celsius,  since  I’d  never  seen  water  in  liquid  form  there. 

There remained the question of how the apparently living organisms there  functioned:  plants,  animals,  demons,  —  but  that  was  on  the developers’ conscience. Or it was thanks to Chaos. 



I gave Despot a couple of bottles of strong dwarven ale I had lying around to warm him up, then took him to a small oasis hidden from  view  in  a  dip  between  tall  dunes.  The  allied  army  of  the Commonwealth, Empire, neutrals and preventers had once begun its assault  on  Tiamat’s  temple  from  here.  Today,  Horns  and  I  were heading  the  same  way,  only  towards  a  temple  of  the  Destroying Plague this time. 



But first I needed to catch my breath and sort out my mail. A few  messages  that  had  gotten  through  my  filters  with  the  marker

‘Very important’ demanded my attention. 



My  allies  from  the  Games  —  Artemius  the  blacksmith,  Joker the engineer and Nobu the chef, — had joined our clan. All three had offered weighty arguments as to their usefulness: each had reached rank  five  in  their  craft,  and  had  the  associated   First  Ever achievement  for  it.  The  blacksmith  and  engineer  were  in  a  clan  of crafters  that  had  formed  on  Darant,  and  Nobu  the  ogre  —  in  the imperial  preventer  clan  Zuldozer,  but  they  were  willing  to  pay  the fines  to  break  their  contracts  early  if  it  meant  they  could  join  the Awoken. 

 

I answered briefly to each that I was willing to take them in as soon as I got the notification from the Celestial Arbitration that they had  sworn  not  to  harm  me  or  the  clan  in  word,  deed  or  inaction…

That  was  mean,  of  course,  knowing  as  I  did  that  the  Arbiters  were nowhere to be found, but it was also foolish to turn down these top crafters whose work could not only strengthen the clan, but also give it another source of income. I was just trying to put the decision off until the war with the Destroying Plague was over. 



I  only  glanced  at  the  messages  from  my  allies  Yemi, Hinterleaf,  Horvac  and  Colonel  —  they  had  been  sent  before  the battle on Second Boomerang and Kharinza. They must have already known that I was out of my coma and back from the Inferno after that global  message.  Now  the  security  officers’  operation  seemed  even more meaningless to me. However, when I remembered my friends’

deaths that hadn’t happened on Alaska, I accepted it. It didn’t matter that much whether it was just Despot and I or a huge army marching against the immortal legates anyway. 



The most important and recent messages were from Crawler and Destiny. My friend asked me not to return to Kharinza if I came back to Dis, but to let him know, because he had something for me. 

That ‘something’ might well help against the Destroying Plague. 



Destiny  wrote  briefly:   Be  careful,  Scyth.  The  Gallaghers’

 operation has moved into its active phase! All I know is that it takes place in real life.  That suddenly changed my plans: I had to log out of Dis right then and warn the security officers. 



“Hey, Horns!” 



My  ally  appeared  to  be  bathing:  he  had  covered  the  spring welling  up  from  underground  with  his  body,  his  heat  making  it evaporate. He stood in the steam and basked, staring at the sky and drinking  from  his  bottle,  thoughtfully  chewing  on  a  thirty-foot  desert

snake. He seemed in no hurry to wolf down his prey, but savored it as usual, biting off twenty inches at a time. A real foodie! The snake had  long  died  from  these  horrible  ministrations,  and  was  now hanging down and baking into something crunchy, with a crust. 



“Despot!”  The  demon  didn’t  hear  me  again.  I  flew  closer  and hovered in front of his face. “Horns!” 



“What,  ally?”  he  asked,  shaking  out  of  his  reverie.  “Are  we leaving?” 



“I need to go back to my world. I’m about to disappear. You be a boulder.” 



“What?” 



“Just stay here! If you sense anyone coming, then shapeshift into an elf or something. Don’t reveal yourself!” 



“Why for?” the demon asked, frowning. He had been listening with half an ear, trying to shoo me out of his view. 



“The undying are all over the place here — you can eat them like always, but they’ll come back again, and with friends.” 



“That’s a good thing!” the demon grinned. “Let them come!” 



“Despot!” 



“Understood, understood. Very well, I will hide in the shadows. 

Go where you will, prevent me not from enjoying mortal life!” 



The shade in the oasis was patchy, falling only from a couple of low palm trees. Whatever. I hoped I wasn’t worrying for nothing —

there still wasn’t any mass immunity to the heat yet, so I doubted any players would be roaming so far from the frontier…

 

* * *



Only  Roj  was  in  my  apartment.  He  met  me  at  the  doorway  to  my bedroom. He must have heard the intragel draining from my capsule. 



The bodyguard walked in, closed the door behind him, nodded a question:



“How’s it going?” 



“I need Hairo and Ed, Roj. Where are they?” 



“I’ll find them. You stay here.” 



Nodding  again,  he  walked  out  and  murmured  something  into his comm, then brought me a pack of healthy snacks, a glass of juice and a bottle of pills. Pointing at the last item, he said:



“A course of anti-rad pills. Take a couple when you eat. Turns out yours ran out, and I didn’t realize…” 



Hairo  was  the  first  to  come  in.  Dark  bags  hung  beneath  his sleep-deprived red eyes. 



“Anything urgent, Alex?” he asked from the doorway. 



“Remember Destiny Windsor, who…” 



“Sure,” Hairo interrupted. 



“I got a message from her in Dis today, and…” 



“When?” he interrupted again. 



“Around  seven  hours  ago.  She  said  that  the  Gallaghers, leaders  of  the  Children  of  Kratos,  have  moved  some  operation  of theirs  into  the  active  phase.  It’s  definitely  related  to  me  somehow, and the important part is: this phase happens in real life.” 



Hairo  fell  silent,  his  forehead  cracking  with  wrinkles.  He worked his jaws, then said dryly:



“I  know…  Not  about  the  Gallaghers,  but  that  something  is going  down.  That’s  why  Yoshi  has  cut  off  communication  to  the whole clan. All capsules except yours are locked down. Comms too, but  that  happened  later.  Right  now  Yoshi  is  analyzing  all  incoming data to our local server.” 



“Has he learned anything?” 



“Something, yeah. Right after the news of your ‘death,’ Yoshi caught an outgoing connection from one of the comms, but couldn’t determine which one exactly.” 



“Who? I don’t believe Yoshi couldn’t figure out who…” 



Hairo raised both hands, palms toward me:



“Stop!  Don’t  sweat  it.  Leave  it  to  us!  I’m  not  giving  you  any specifics until we finish the operation! Your task is to do your job in Dis,  don’t  show  yourself  unless  you  have  to,  and  stay  in  your bedroom  for  the  next  few  hours.  If  something  happens,”  Hairo nodded at the bed, “hide!” 



Beneath  the  bed  was  a  hatch  leading  to  the  safe  floor.  I nodded.  My  catdog  AT,  sensing  the  aggression  from  the  security officer, switched into German Shepherd mode and started growling. I stroked  him  reflexively,  scratching  him  behind  the  air.  Then  the doorbell rang and Roj shouted from the lounge:



“Rodriguez is here!” 



“Tell him to go!” Hairo grumbled, turning. 



“No way!” I said. “I need him, let him in!” 



“Corridor clear,” Roj reported. 



“Alright, let him in,” the security officer murmured, then turned to  me:  “One  minute,  Alex.  The  mole  might  be  on  guard,  because right  now  the  whole  clan  is  on  the  roof  with  your  body!  Saying goodbye!” 



“What?” I asked, choking on a snack. “What body?! Who are they saying goodbye to?” 



“It’s a dummy,” Roj interjected. The bodyguard was walking to the door to let Ed in, but couldn’t help commenting. “But it looks just like  you!  I  mean,  except  that  it’s  dead.  I  remember  one  time  in  the army…” 



“The door, Roj,” Hairo interrupted. Judging by his red face and heavy breathing, he was barely holding himself back. “Go. Open it. 

Someone might see Rodriguez out there.” 



The bodyguard left, and the security officer confirmed:



“Yeah, it’s a doll. Yoshi and Sergei printed it out of bioplastic. It was  brought  in  in  a  transparent  tomb,  as  is  tradition.  When  it’s  all over, you can put in your apartment.” 



“Uhm… No thanks…” 



I didn’t finish before Ed came into the bedroom and nodded to me silently. 



“You have one minute,” Hairo said, “then…” 



“Not  enough,”  I  said.  “Anyway,  I  need  Ed  in  Dis.  Restore  his capsule access!” 



“You got out of the Inferno?” my friend asked, his eyes lighting up. 



“Stop!”  The  security  officer  blocked  Ed  with  his  body.  “Alex, how serious is it?” 



“More  serious  than  ever.  If  we  have  any  chance  of  defeating the  Destroying  Plague,  then  it’s  only  within  the  next  twenty-four hours, maybe sooner. We’re going to need all our allies soon, but I need Crawler right now. I can’t be in two places at once!” 



“Alright,” Hairo answered, frowning. “Then here’s what we do. 

Ed, talk to Alex and head back up to the roof. Spend some time up there,  show  your  face,  then  make  like  you…  I  don’t  know,  tell  your friends you’re feeling sick. Yoshi will restore your access to Dis in the meantime.” 



The security officer left, ordering Roj to ‘kick Rodriguez out in one minute,’ and I quickly told Ed what I had planned. I mentioned my  new  level  of  1001,  and  my  temporary  level  3887,  and  my   First Ever,  but  Ed  only  really  pricked  up  his  ears  when  I  listed  the  loot from the Inferno. He barely kept himself from running straight into his capsule  when  he  heard  of  the   Grains  of  Mephistroth’s  Salt,  but continued listening, then said:



“You already know you’re a corpse up there. All I’ll say is that everyone  really  is  mourning  you.  Trixie’s  just  a  wailing  mess.  Malik and Hung were crying too! Hiros is walking around like a black cloud. 

You can’t imagine how hard it was not to tell them it’s all fake!” 



“What about Tissa?” 

 

“Tissa…  She’s  sad,  of  course,  teary-eyed.  Rita’s  been comforting her. She’s in on it. Rita, I mean. She brought your ‘body’

back  with  Hairo  and  Willy.  But  she  still  looks  like  hell.  Maybe  she imagined  too  clearly  what  it  would  be  like  if  you…  I  mean  if  you really… The point is, everyone’s crying. Women, children. Gyula and Manny are both in tears too.” 



“I want this show to be over. I hope it’s not all for nothing.” 



I really hated the idea of faking my death, because it wasn’t so long  ago  that  Malik  and  Tissa  had  made  me  believe  they  had betrayed  me  and  put  me  through  hell.  These  people  were  my friends. Their feelings were real. They were going through hell! 



“Forget  about  it.  They’ll  all  be  over  the  moon  when  you

‘resurrect’!” Ed said, waving a hand. “Anyway, here’s what I wanted to  tell  you.  In  the  Lost  Sanctuary  of  Lavack,  we  looted  an  alchemy ingredient —  Smoldering Bloodform Molecule. And guess what — I made a new potion with it!  Mighty Replication Potion!” 



“Time, Rodriguez!” Roj announced, opening the door. “Get out of here!” 



“Five seconds! What does the potion do, Ed?” 



“It makes ten copies of an original of whatever you want, but only  if  the  object  is  fairly  small.  My  first  thought  was  that  we  could use it to copy expensive artifacts, like your  Balancer, for example, or other  stuff,  but  then  I  remembered   Concentrated  Life  Essence!  We need as much of it as possible to fight the legates, right? But I don’t have any of it, so I had no way to try it out…” 



“Wait, how many of those potions do you have?” 



“Just  one,  I  told  you.  The  ingredient  is  really  rare,  there  are none at auction.” 



“Rodriguez!” Roj snapped. “Get out!” 



Ed looked back nervously and said goodbye:



“Alright, see you in Dis. Send me the location coordinates, I’ll jump.” 



Once  my  friend  was  gone,  I  didn’t  waste  any  time  before jumping back into my capsule. Crawler’s newly invented potion might change all our plans, but I hadn’t yet figured out how to get the best use out of it. 



* * *



As  soon  as  I  appeared  and  saw  Despot  peaceably  chewing  on  a morten,  I  sighed  in  relief,  but  then  three  portals  opened  behind  me with  a  snap.  Vague  silhouettes  spread  out  and  settled  in  the shadows before I could count how many there were. 



“Enemies!” Despot threw away his half-eaten morten, jumped up, ran for a dune. 



An  assassin  screamed  as  he  was  eaten  alive  just  as  I  was attacked in the back. All I felt was a light prod. I turned around and struck  out  at  random,  but  hit  only  air  —  the  body  of  the  black-shrouded enemy was already falling down dead, killed by  Reflection. 



“Know the vengeance of the Dark Brotherhood!” one of them furiously roared in my face. 



I didn’t hear anything else; I went into  Clarity and instinctively dodged the stiletto aimed at my eye. Three assassins attacked me at

once. With time at normal speed I couldn’t see them, but now they became  slow-moving  blurry  shadows.  They  were  at  level  430  —  a little stronger than the last ones from the Dark Brotherhood.” 



Despot  slowly  gulped  down  another  assassin  in  the background. The sixth and most circumspect stood frozen off in the distance, unsure what to do. 



I  took  off  half  the  skull  of  the  first  attacker  with   Hammerfist, smashed  through  the  ribcage  of  the  second  and  broke  the  neck  of the third with  Stunning Kick. Leaving two for Despot, I sped the world back up.  Magnetism pulled in the couple of thousand gold coins that had fallen from the killers’ pockets. 



Despot  threw  an  assassin  into  the  air  and  swallowed  him down,  then  grabbed  the  indecisive  one  and  breathed  fire  on  him, cooking him before sending him the same way as his fellows. Then he  belched  out  a  cloud  of  smoke  and  slapped  his  belly.  It  seemed now I was going to be attacked by assassins every time I logged into Dis. I didn’t know yet whether they would come in greater numbers, and  what  the  rate  of  progression  would  be;  there  wasn’t  enough data, but I made a note in my head to pay attention when I logged in. 



“They  jump  right  into  the  mouth  on  their  own!”  My  walking forge was smiling from ear to ear. “Dee-licious!” 



“Shame  you  don’t  eat  the  undead,”  I  muttered.  “Then  there’d be no war.” 



“What would happen instead?” the demon asked, cocking his head. 



“Godzilla  attacking  Viderlich,  that’s  what!  An  undead genocide!” 



“It’s  like  you’re  talking  Common,  but  I  don’t  know  half  the words… Whatever. I guess I just have to get used to my ally being cuckoo, glory to the… Sleepers.” 



“You  have  to  say  ‘may  the  Sleeping  Gods  never  wake,’  and answer ‘and may their sleep be eternal,’ Horns. The Sleepers need no glory.” 



“Just  as  I  said!”  Despot  said,  seeming  pleased  for  some reason. “So the Initial, so his patrons! They need no glory! Imagine.” 



I left the demon to soak up steam and shot over to scout out the  temple  of  the  Destroying  Plague  while  I  waited  for  Crawler.  I approached in  Clarity, because the  Gondolin Alert Ring let me know right away that there were legates ahead. 



Like  on  the  South  Pole,  the  temple  here  was  defended,  but this time by three legates: Liam, Biancanova and Cray. They sat on the  lowest  step  of  the  ziggurat  and  talked,  apparently  at  ease,  but the  impression  was  a  false  one.  As  soon  as  I  swapped   Clarity  for Stealth   to  check  out  my  enemies’  body  language,  I  saw  that  the legates  were  on  guard,  and  their  conversation  was  all  business  —

about who was covering what and who would do what if I appeared. 

The destruction of the temple at the South Pole must have mobilized the Elites. 



Undead  swarmed  on  the   plague  soil  around  the  temple,  but even  they  weren’t  behaving  mindlessly,  but  patrolling  the  area  and constantly sniffing for something. Or for someone — my pet jumped out  of  the  ground  before  my  eyes,  Diamond  Worm  Crash,  now reduced in level all the way to 172. The pet attacked a dead morten, desperately trying to drill into it with his tail…



Apparently,  this  was  no  surprise  to  the  legates.  Cray,  an undead hunter, took out his rifle, put a bullet through Crash and sent the worm back to respawn. 

 

Blood filled my eyes.  Hold on, buddy!  I thought, clenching my teeth  and  flying  back  to  Despot,  full  of  determination  to  clear  the place of power, to destroy both the temple and the legates guarding it. 



A sudden system notification told me that Crawler had logged into Dis. My clanmate wrote to me right away:  Where are you? 



I  sent  him  the  name  of  the  location,  and  after  a  minute  the mage  arrived.  He  bristled  at  the  sight  of  Despot,  started  to  cast  a powerful spell. Involuntarily, he gasped:



“Ahh…  Uh…”  His  jaw  hanging,  my  friend  looked  at  me,  then back at Horns. He seemed to have lost the gift of speech and made vague  noises  again,  pointing  a  shaky  finger  wreathed  in  magic  at Despot: “Ack… Urgh… Ahh!” 



“Not  an  enemy,”  Despot  noted  with  a  frown,  staring  down  at the  little  gnome.  Then  he  jabbed  a  halberd  arm  at  himself:  “I  am Despot.” He pointed at the mage. “You are a friend of Scyth.” Then at me. “Scyth is an ally.” And at himself again. “Despot does not eat Scyth’s  allies.”  Then  he  turned  to  me.  “You  sure  have  strange friends! What, can’t he speak? Or is he just not of this world?” 



I eyed Crawler’s level 705, nodded in satisfaction, and Despot took that as an answer to his question. 



“Despot!”  he  said  again  loudly,  pointing  at  himself,  then  at Crawler and then back at himself. “Will not eat!” 



“Cool  it,  Horns,  he  understands  you  just  fine,”  I  said, approaching  my  friend.  “Sorry,  I  forgot  to  warn  you.  This  is  that demon  I  met  in  the  Games.  He  helped  me  in  the  Inferno  and  got banished for it.” 



“He’s  at  level  two  thousand!”  Crawler  said,  finally  recovering from his shock and able to speak again. 



“He was at six thousand, but he got nerfed in Dis. Come on, let’s  get  down  to  business.  Despot,  meet  my  friend  Crawler,  also  a priest of the Sleepers. He’s a mage. Crawler, this is my ally Despot, a new priest of the Sleepers.” 



Crawler  flew  closer  to  the  demon  and  stretched  out  a  hand. 

Despot touched it, but didn’t shake it for fear of crushing it. 



“Show me your potion,” I asked. 



The  mage  took  out  a  small  vial  of  liquid  that  looked  like mercury. Despot immediately approached, sniffed. 



“Interesting…”  he  said  slowly.  “There  is  an  ocean  of  mana within this flask! I see that it has been put into a state that can take on  any  form!  Did  this  foolish  little  creature  figure  out  how  to  make this?” 



“I’m not foolish!” Crawler stamped a foot. 



The demon responded to the reply with extreme skepticism —

catching my eye, he winked as if to say ‘you and I know better, ally!’



I  couldn’t  help  but  chuckle,  then  studied  the  alchemist’s invention:



 Mighty Replication Potion

  

 Legendary potion. 

  

 Use:  creates  ten  copies  of  whatever  you  desire  on  the condition  that  the  object’s  size  does  not  exceed  the  size  of  the replication potion flask. 

  

 Requirements: only for objects made in Disgardium. 

  

 You cannot create copies of this potion! 

  

 Crafted by: Crawler. 

  

“Take out the essence,” my friend said. 



Overwhelmed  with  curiosity,  Despot  pressed  his  face  closer, reminding  me  of  AT,  who  always  stuck  his  nose  in  when  mom  was unpacking the groceries. I knew he was only imitating interest, but I’d long ago stopped seeing him as just a robot. 



Crawler grimaced at the demon’s heat and cast a fire shield on himself. 



I pulled out a flask of  Concentrated Life Essence and handed it  to  the  gnome.  He  took  hold  of  it,  readied  the   Mighty  Replication Potion… and swore:



“Damn it! It says that the object is too big, it can’t replicate it!” 



“Nether!” I swore along with him. 



Despot  looked  around  warily  at  the  mention  of  his  mortal enemy. 



My  thoughts  ran  feverishly.  Of  course,  we  could  risk  it:  send Despot to the temple first to crunch the legates up into helpless balls of  bone,  then  fly  in  with   Clarity  and  pour  essences  on  them,  but  I couldn’t  shake  the  thought  of  using  the   Mighty  Replication  Potion somehow.  Belial’s Blood? I took out the divine artifact and handed it to Crawler. 



“Try it.” 

 

Carefully  accepting  the  frozen  ruby  droplet,  he  tried  it  and shook his head:



“The  size  isn’t  a  problem  this  time,  but  the  logs  keep  saying

‘replication  impossible’!  I  think  because  the  object  wasn’t  made  in Disgardium.” 



“Ten  copies  of  ‘whatever  we  want,’  huh?”  I  chuckled.  “False advertising. Although…” 



The image of Legate Cray raising his rifle and firing at Crush rose up before my eyes. I didn’t know much about firearms, but I’d used a bow in the sandbox, so I remembered just fine that crafters made  all  kinds  of  arrows:  freezing,  explosive,  acid…  Hmm…  An arrow would be too big for replication, but surely bullets would work? 



“Do  you  have  bullets  lying  around?  Any?”  I  asked  the  mage. 

He shook his head. “Go to the auction house and get some. I want to try something.” 



Crawler nodded and disappeared. 



The only person who could tell me whether my idea held water was the only woman with access to the best engineers in Dis. And the only goblin, too. 



While Despot stared at me in confusion, I tossed a  Worn Coin. 



Kusalarix  didn’t  make  me  wait  long  for  her.  Within  a  few seconds, her head poked through the hole in space:



“Is it time? The builders are ready!” 



“Not yet, but soon, Lady Kusalarix. I have another matter, an urgent  one.”  I  showed  her   Belial’s  Blood.  “Can  this  be  put  into  a

bullet? Crafters can make explosive or freezing bullets, right?” 



“They  can,”  the  goblin  woman  answered  briefly,  staring askance at the demon, but saying nothing about what she saw. “But a rank-four engineer isn’t enough for divine artifacts. Needs rank five at least. And there’s only one of those in the world, as far as I know.” 



“Who’s that? Can you introduce me to him?” 



“No  need  to  introduce  ya,”  Kusalarix  chuckled,  and  then  I slapped  myself  on  the  forehead  in  understanding.  “It’s  Joker,  a follower  of  the  Sleepers.  They  say  that  crazy  gnome  helped  you  in the Games. Talk to him, Scyth. If that’s all from you, I’m leavin’, got a lot to think about.” 



“Yeah, that’s all. Thanks!” 



“May your life be long…” 



“And your death quick,” I answered, hanging up. 



The  envelope  icon  in  my  interface  blinked  invitingly.  It  was engineer Joker, who had received my answer to his request to join the clan and already replied:  I’m ready to swear to whoever you like that  I’ll  do  you  no  harm  in  word,  deed  or  inaction,  but!  The  whole damn Celestial Arbitration seems to be gone from Dis! 



I asked right away whether he could make bullets. 



 Bullets?  You  mean  like  ammo?  You  wound  me,  Scyth!  I  can make any type you want… The engineer offered a list of recipes for different kinds of rounds. I noted with satisfaction that some of them required all kinds of potions and poisons to craft. That gave me hope that it would work with  Belial’s Blood too. 



Keeping  that  in  mind,  I  invited  Joker  to  prove  his  mastery  in practice. The gnome’s answer came instantly:  Wow! An adventure? 

 I’m  on  my  way!  Where  to?  I’m  in  the  Lemon  Pie  tavern  in  Darant right now! 



Crawler,  already  at  the  auction  house  in  the  Commonwealth, wrote  that  the  replication  potion  was  ready  to  copy  the  bullets.  He was about to come back, but I stopped him:  Take  Joker  along  with you, I said, and explained where to pick up the engineer. 



One  last  thing  remained.  The  only  sniper  I  knew,  who happened to also be the best in the world, was online. 



I  wrote:   How’s  it  going,  Hellfish?  Hunting  season  is  open  on legates of the Destroying Plague! You coming? 



 Was  just  getting  bored  and  wondering  what  to  do,  Hellfish answered.  Your timing couldn’t be better, kid! 



 



Chapter 5. May Your Death Be Quick I  PROBABLY  JUMPED  THE  GUN  on  calling  Hellfish,  just  because  I didn’t  know  whether  Joker  could  integrate   Belial’s  Blood  into  the bullet,  or  whether   Mighty  Replication  Potion  would  work  on  it,  but  I wasn’t  losing  anything.  Worst-case  scenario,  Hellfish  would  mutter that I’d wasted his time, but Joker on the other hand…



I wasn’t worried about the gnome. As soon as Joker appeared with Crawler, he pulled me in for a hug and then fearlessly greeted Despot, stopping just short of hugging him. The demon remembered him too, although it had been almost a year for him:



“Hey,  it’s  that  moron  again,”  he  muttered.  “Here’s  one  who’ll put fire beneath everyone’s feet, friend or foe!” 



The  engineer  looked  around  and  immediately  set  to  work: setting  up  turrets  and  traps  and  snares,  and  erecting  a  spiky defensive  barrier  around  the  perimeter.  Casting  a  glance  at  me, Crawler and Despot, surprised at his sudden activity, he squeaked:



“Habit!” And got straight back to work. 



Staring at him, Despot sighed:



“Fool. I remember you throwing bombs all over the place in the Pitfall.  You  blew  up  your  own  side  more  than  once…  What  do  you need him for, Scyth? Was one loser not enough?” 



Crawler frowned at Despot and muttered:



“Careful, demon! I’ll sheep you!” Then he turned to me: “Well, are you going to fetch Hellfish yourself, or shall I?” 

 

“You  go.  He’s  in  the  Travelers’  main  castle.  Horvac  already knows, he won’t cause you any trouble.” 



When  he  learned  of  my  offer  from  Hellfish,  the  allied  leader called  me  by  farsight  mirror.  He  must  have  sensed  an  adventure. 

Right  then,  I  didn’t  need  any  of  my  allies  except  the  sniper,  but  I asked Horvac to talk to Hinterleaf and Colonel and ready the clans for battle If everything went to plan, we would need as great a force as possible in the diversionary attack on Viderlich. 



Crawler  waited  out  the   Depths  Teleportation  cooldown  and then  jumped  to  get  Hellfish.  In  the  meantime,  Joker  finished  his fortification  of  the  oasis  in  record  time,  then  walked  over  and reported  the  work  he’d  done:  a  ditch  lined  with  poisoned  blades,  a Hedgehog  defensive  perimeter  fence,  seven  types  of  turrets, including some hidden under the ground which activated only when the enemy approached, traps and snares that immobilized mobs and players below level 500, mines…



“Impressive,” was all I could utter. 



“That’s nothing,” Joker said, waving a hand. “I wouldn’t get into any  raids  without  those  skills,  but  with  them  —  the  benefit  is  clear, even though my class is non-combat. I can even make knives! Like the  Universal SBN-54!” 



“What for?” 



“What do you mean what for? Those knives can replace any crafting tool, but the main thing is that if you stick one in a player’s corpse,  there’s  a  10%  chance  that  he’ll  revive.  It  shocks  the  heart back into rhythm. What, have you never used one? They’re part of basic loadout for any raid worth the name!” 



The gnome’s energy and enthusiasm was impressive. I knew why  he  was  doing  it  —  to  show  what  he  was  capable  of.  But  what was I supposed to do with him? All I needed from him was a bullet containing  Belial’s Blood, and here he was practically already acting like he was a member of the Awoken. 



Not knowing what to say, I spoke to Despot:



“Can you tell me who he is?” 



“A fool? He is no foe to you. He wishes to be closer to you, to be  taken  under  your  wing,  for  he  sees  that  your  potential  is  great.” 

Falling silent, the demon added unwillingly: “He is trying to be your friend.” 



Joker  held  his  breath  as  he  listened,  then  breathed  out  and shook his head:



“Not trying to be, I really am your friend! I’ve liked Scyth since the Demonic Games! I mean, not like that,” he made a heart symbol with his fingers, “but just as a person!” 



“Like I said,” the demon said, cocking his head. “He is trying to be your friend.” 



“Alright, Horns, thanks for the commentary,” I said, feeling like it wouldn’t hurt to put the whole clan through my mobile lie detector, or at least the officers. 



“Thanks, Mr. Despot!” The engineer bowed to the demon, who widened his eyes and tried to figure out what it meant. Nobody in the Inferno bowed. Straightening, the gnome looked at me. “Well?” 



“Here’s the thing, Joker. Normally I wouldn’t think twice about taking  you  into  the  clan;  crafters  like  you  don’t  grow  on  trees,  after all. But…” 

 

“The Children of Kratos offered me a contract for fifteen million a  year!”  Joker  interrupted  me.  “Plus  10%  from  all  sales.  But  I refused! They’re stuck-up and they squeeze their hired clanmates for all they’re worth! I can’t work with people like that.” 



“You  think  our  discipline  is  weaker?  The  demands  will  be lower?” 



“I think so, yeah,” the gnome admitted. “But I always thought that  when  you  have  more  space  and  freedom,  you  make  better things. Like how your Crawler built the sixth floor of his Magic Tower

— that’s no small feat. Your clan is only half a year old, and you’ve already fought nearly all of Disgardium, yet you still find time for such achievements! But the Children…” He shrugged, staring at me with his  big  blue  eyes  shining  with  such  loyalty.  “I  just  mean,  nothing works out when you overtighten the bolts.” 



I’d known since the Games that Joker was a talkative type, but now  that  flaw  helped  me  see  the  Awoken  from  an  outsider’s perspective. I had to admit, looking at how our clan functioned, it was the total opposite of the usual model for success, but… For creative types like Joker, I could see how it was attractive. 



“Like I say, in any other situation we’d gladly bring you in. But there’s a clan security issue right now. You see, however much we get  along,  I’m  responsible  for  others,  not  just  myself.  We  can’t summon  an  Arbiter,  so  all  I  can  do  is  trust  you  at  your  word,  and that’s a problem.” 



“Why?”  the  gnome  asked,  frowning.  “If  I  screw  up,  you  can punish me. You can put a non-disclosure clause in the contract.” 



“A  contract  doesn’t  solve  the  issue  of  trust.  The  Awoken became more than just a clan of players long ago. Snowstorm, the

United Cartel, the Triad — they’re all hunting us, and that’s not even counting the new Alliance of Preventers.” 



The old Alliance had fallen apart after the departure of Modus, the Travelers and Excommunicado. Now the movement against the top Threat was led by the Children of Kratos, who had formed a new union of preventers. 



“What about the rotters? And the Dark Brotherhood? And the New Gods?” Despot reminded me, grinning ever wider as he listed off my enemies. 



Ignoring him, I asked:



“Are you sure you want problems like those?” 



“Oh,  I  don’t  care!”  the  gnome  said,  waving  a  hand,  and  then continued more rationally: “They’re hunting you, Scyth, not me. Who wants  me?  They’ve  been  trying  to  catch  you  since  the  sandbox anyway, and how far have they come? They failed to eliminate you when you were a nobody, I doubt they can now that you’re the top player in the world!” 



“He  does  not  believe,  ally,  that  your  problems  will  affect  him. 

He  floats  in  the  clouds,”  Despot  said  approvingly.  “Trouble  is,  if anything happens, the fall will hurt.” 



The  gnome  glanced  sidelong  at  the  huge  demon,  but  said nothing. 



“Alright, Joker, I understand your point of view,” I smiled. “Let’s say  this,  then:  I’ll  give  you  a  one-time  contract  now,  and  then  I’m going to be real busy with the Destroying Plague and the citizenship tests. As soon as I’m done with all that, we can discuss you joining the Awoken, alright?” 



Joker  knitted  his  brows  and  sighed,  but  said  nothing.  He waved a hand again:



“Alright,  deal.  Never  mind  the  contract,  though.  I’ll  do  it without. I’m sure what you ask of me will increase my crafting level. 

What do you need?” 



I stopped for a moment to think, and two more arrived at the oasis  in  the  meantime:  Crawler  had  brought  Hellfish,  who  came  in his wolf form. Well, almost — a wolf standing on his hind legs, a little stooped, and over seven feet tall. 



“You’re  alive,  you  bastard!”  When  he  saw  my  level  at  over three  thousand,  his  fanged  jaw  dropped.  “How  the  hell..?  Is  that legal? Why didn’t I see the notifications?” 



“Long  story,  but  it’s  like  a  buff.  It’s  temporary,  just  until tomorrow.” 



“Hence  the  rush,  I  guess,”  Hellfish  nodded  and  looked  at Joker. “Hey, gnomie! How’re you?” 



Joker chattered away, telling him all his news, and I noted that Hellfish had deliberately not looked at Despot. Crawler had probably warned him in advance. He waited for the gnome to finish, muttered that he was happy for him and turned to me:



“You going to tell me about your adventures, or..?” 



“Later.  There’s  too  much  to  tell  and  not  enough  time  right now.” 



“Nothing  changes,”  the  sniper  laughed.  “You’re  as  secretive and mysterious as ever. Alright, what’s the job, kid?” 



I  didn’t  have  time  to  answer.  Despot,  who  had  had  a  poor relationship  with  Hellfish  since  the  Cursed  Chasm,  pressed  himself between us and roared fearsomely, drilling a gaze of judgment into the werewolf. 



“Are you going to pretend like I’m not here, skinchanger? Has it been some time since you last died?” 



Woah,  uh-oh!  It  turned  out  the  demon  was  a  sensitive  type! 

The  sniper’s  cold  indifference  had  hurt  his  feelings.  Now  the werewolf stood with his hackles raised, and he growled at me:



“Calm down your demon! I’m a Demon Fighter, just in case he doesn’t  know.  I  get  a  damage  boost  against  his  kind.  How  did  you even find him, let alone bring him here? Is he going to be with you all the time now?” 



“He isn’t a pet, if that’s what you mean,” I said. “But Despot is a  brother  in  arms  now  —  a  priest  of  the  Sleepers,  so  I  really  want you to let bygones be bygones, Mr. Painter. Time is running out, and our  enemy  is  strong.  We  don’t  need  to  be  arguing  amongst ourselves!” 



“He ate me!” Hellfish huffed, but without particular rancor. 



“And  then  helped  the  whole  raid  many  times!”  I  shot  back. 

“And sacrificed himself so we could win!” 



Seeing  me  for  the  first  time  next  to  three  allies  from  the Games, Crawler listened with bated breath. In the meantime, Joker smiled and shouted happily:



“Oh,  this  feels  so  nostalgic!  Like  the  good  old  days!  Now  we just need Roman, Bloomer and Meister for a full set!” 



“Anyone  but  them,”  Despot  and  Hellfish  both  muttered  in unison… and burst out laughing. 



The werewolf extended a hand to the demon:



“Fine,  water  under  the  bridge.  Nice  to  see  you,  Despot!  I mean, not exactly nice to see you, but nice to see you on our side, especially at that level…” He stepped back to get a good look at the demon, shook his head and whistled. “Strong guy!” 



“And this is after he got nerfed,” Crawler added. “Before that, he was over level six thousand!” 



Everyone  including  the  demon  had  livened  up  and  started chatting,  and  I  decided  it  was  time  to  stop  the  horsing  around  and get to work. But I still let them talk for five more minutes, to bond and get to know each other. 



Crawler  had  gotten  to  know  Hellfish  well  during  our  joint farming session and the battle on Second Boomerang, but he’d only seen  Joker  through  the  holovisor.  Judging  by  my  friend’s  face, talking  to  a  real  demon  made  a  big  impression  on  him,  even  after Flaygray  and  Nega.  It  made  sense;  Despot  was  fresh  out  of  the Inferno. And Crawler didn’t even know whose son he was yet. 



“Here’s  the  deal,  guys,”  I  started.  “My  friend  Crawler  has invented  a  replication  potion.”  The  mage  demonstrated  the  flask, letting them all examine its properties. “You’re well aware that we’re fighting  the  Destroying  Plague,  and  you  know  why  I  entered  the Demonic Games.  Concentrated Life Essence will allow me to cut the Nucleus’s  connection  to  the  Nether,  where  it  takes  its  power,  and destroy it.” 



“On Holdest?” Hellfish asked, cocking his head. “We’ve been working on a frost resistance potion for some time, since Scyth sold us  that   Portal  Key,  but  I  doubt  it’s  going  to  be  invented  any  time

soon. It’s bound to require high-level ingredients from Holdest itself, and I’m sure you know there aren’t many of them on the market.” 



I  silently  took  out  a   Spark  of  Hellflame.  After  letting  them examine the artifact, I said:



“Our problem isn’t the frost. Our problem is the legates of the Destroying  Plague,  who  now  have   Absolute  Immortality.  Now  a legate  doesn’t  have  to  be  the  only  one  in  the  zone  to  be invulnerable.” 



“What?!  That’s  way  too  much!”  Hellfish  roared.  “What  is  the Celestial Arbitration doing?!” 



“Or  more  to  the  point,  what  are  those  who  oversee  the Arbitration  doing?”  I  asked  and  returned  to  the  matter  at  hand:

“There are only two things guaranteed to deprive the legates of their skills  and  let  us  kill  them:   Concentrated  Life  Essence  and   Belial’s Blood.” 



“Yeah,  I  remember,”  Hellfish  said.  “When  Mogwai  and  Eileen were arguing over who got to banish you, Waters used  Belial’s Blood to take out Fen Xiaoguang, who was streaming.” 



“So  the   Blood  doesn’t  kill  the  legate,  just  takes  away  the invuln?” Crawler asked. 



“Exactly. But we won’t have any trouble finishing them off. By the way, Eileen used another  Blood to identify me at an auction and imprison me.” Remembering my trip to the museum in the Inferno, I added:  “There  wasn’t  another  droplet  left  in  Dis  until  I  brought  one back. Basically, this is the idea. I need to put this  Blood into a bullet, Joker.” I handed him the frozen droplet. “Crawler will copy it. Then all we  have  to  do  is  hit  the  legates  guarding  the  temple  in  the  desert. 

Can you do that, Hellfish? You’re a fair few levels below them.” 



“Their  level  doesn’t  matter,”  the  werewolf  answered.  “I  have Path  of  Justice  fully  leveled  in   Rifles,  so  I  don’t  get  accuracy penalties  anyway.  I  unlocked  a  new  skill  at  rank  six;  now  I  can  hit guarantee a hit at over half a mile.” 



Joker turned  Belial’s Blood  in  his  hands,  sitting  down  glassy-eyed. When he returned to us from his thoughts, he said:



“I  think  I  can  do  it.  But  there’s  no  guarantee.  The  problem  is that  I  don’t  know  how  to  use  the   Blood  in  the  recipe  that  I  hope  to invent — as a liquid or as a precious stone? This is a tough job, so it wouldn’t hurt to level up my craft a bit more first…” 



“There’s no time!” 



“Then we’ll have to risk it,” Joker shrugged. “But the chances are definitely over 50%. I’ll warn you now: if it doesn’t work out, the ingredient will be irretrievably lost.” 



I thought a moment, then agreed. If it didn’t work, we’d try to come up with something using  Concentrated Life Essence. 



“One  more  thing  though,”  I  added.  “We  need  the  bullet  to explode  inside  when  it  hits  the  enemy,  otherwise  the  droplet  of Belial’s Blood  might not spill.” 



“Easy, consider it done,” Joker answered. 



“Ugh,  if  the  Great  Prince  knew  how  his  blood  was  to  be used…”  Despot  murmured  in  displeasure.  “He  would  devour  your souls. And I, idiot that I am, gave it to you with my own hands, ally! 

There can be no forgiveness for me!” 



“God forgives,” Hellfish said. 



Silence  hung  for  a  few  seconds,  then  Despot  asked  in confusion:



“Which one?” 



“Any!” the werewolf exclaimed, rising. “Come on, Joker, get to it!  Time’s  ticking,  and  I  haven’t  even  got  a  single  one  of  the  legate kills I’ve been promised yet!” 



“I’ll  get  started,  sure,”  the  gnome  squeaked,  “but  not  here. 

Scyth,  give  me  the   Blood  and  I’ll  jump  to  my  workshop.  There  are crafting bonuses and equipment there. It isn’t mobile, I can’t bring it here.  Crawler,  I’ll  message  you  when  and  where  to  pick  me  up, okay?” 



The mage nodded. I hesitated for a long five seconds to hand over the only artifact of its kind to the gnome — with no contracts, no oaths to an Arbiter, just words and faith in Despot’s talent. 



“Come  on,  hand  it  over!”  The  gnome  started  to  jump  on  the spot  in  impatience,  stretching  out  his  hands,  reminding  me  of  the imps with their habit of jumping from foot to foot. “You said yourself, time is short!” 



And I gave him  Belial’s Blood, and the gnome disappeared. 



While we waited for news from him, Crawler and Hellfish and Despot talked, telling each other of their worlds. I just kept pacing up and  down,  not  knowing  what  to  do  with  myself.  But  in  the  end,  the engineer  did  get  back  to  me:   It  worked!   He’d  managed  it  within  a quarter of an hour. 



Joker returned to us with a wide smile and gleaming eyes, told us that the new recipe for  Belial’s Blood Explosive Round  had added nine  levels  at  once  to  his   Engineering  skill.  True,  the  range  of  the magic absorption effect on hit was limited only to the target himself. 

Shame — if the legates had all been standing around us, we could have disarmed them to in one shot. 



I  carefully  took  the  fruit  of  the  engineer’s  labors,  nodded  a question to Crawler:



“And?” 



The mage took the round, furrowed his brow, then smiled:



“Yeah, we can copy it.” 



There was one question left, a small matter, but no detail was too  minor  in  this  plan.  What  if  the  sniper  couldn’t  use  Joker’s  new invention? I offered the  Explosive Round to Hellfish. 



“Can you use it?” 



The werewolf nodded in satisfaction:



“Sure,  no  problem.”  He  looked  at  Joker.  “You  used   Slow Potion Explosive Round  as a template? Or  Diamond-Tipped Poison Bullets?” 



“Not exactly.” The gnome shook his head. “Something similar though — I had to use both templates, because the system classifies Belial’s Blood both as a precious stone and a liquid. The casing itself is something like a flask and a gem at once.” 



“Alright,  give  me  the  round,”  Crawler  said  impatiently.  “The most important part isn’t done yet.” 



Joker might have argued the point regarding ‘most important,’

but he said nothing. Hellfish handed the round to the mage. 



Crawler  was  trying  not  to  let  his  nerves  show.  Clenching  the round  in  his  fist,  he  closed  his  eyes  for  a  couple  of  moments,  then opened  his  fingers,  swallowed,  took  out  the   Mighty  Replication Potion, opened it and poured it on the round. Nothing happened for a couple  of  seconds,  and  we  all  froze  in  anticipation,  including  the intrigued Despot. Then Crawler’s hands dropped, and we all let out a long breath. 



My friend said nothing, just frowned and studied his inventory. 



“Well!?” Hellfish asked, unable to contain himself. 



“I have good news and bad news,” the mage said slowly. “The bad news is that the original was destroyed. The good news is… We now have ten  Belial’s Blood Explosive Rounds!” 



“Yes!” I struck my palm with my fist. “Come on, let’s go! Well, Hellfish and I anyway. The rest of you wait here! Thank you so much, Joker! Are you heading back now, or…” 



“Can  I  stay?”  the  gnome  squeaked,  pressing  his  hands together. “Please, please, please!” 



“If  you  want,”  I  nodded,  more  concerned  with  our  upcoming test of the new rounds. 



“Hey, ally!” the demon rumbled. “What about me?” 



After thinking for a moment, I refused his help:



“No,  stay  here  for  a  while  with  Crawler  and  Joker.  We’ll  go straight there and back, just to test it.” 



“Yeah,  we’ll  test  it  alright,”  Hellfish  added  with  a  bloodthirsty grin, rubbing his hands. “How are we getting there, kid?” 



“Like in the Cursed Chasm,” I answered. “Climb on my back.” 



Hellfish  turned  into  his  human  form  to  make  himself  lighter.  I took  off,  noting  with  satisfaction  that  I  couldn’t  even  feel  my  ally’s weight, and shot toward the temple of the Destroying Plague. Up in the air, I cast a glance down and saw that Crawler and Joker were alone. Despot was hidden in the shadows. 



Half a mile to the temple, I turned and said to Hellfish:



“Get ready, we’re speeding up!” And went into Clarity. 



The   Gondolin  Alert  Ring  worked  in   Clarity  —  it  got  red  hot, burned  red  beneath  my  glove.  The  light  split  into  three  fine  beams and  shot  into  the  figures  of  the  legates,  identifying  them  in  the teeming mass of undead. 



I  dropped  down  to  hide  behind  the  crest  of  a  nearby  dune, made sure I wasn’t in the field of view of the legates, and only then sped time back up. Hellfish dropped off, fell into the sand and threw up. Must have been his real-life body reacting. 



“Never…  again…”  the  sniper  said,  coughing.  “Hear  that? 

Never again! Never do that again!” 



Hellfish’s  Stealth  level  was  high,  but  not  as  high  as  mine.  To get to within line of sight of the legates and get a clean shot, he also used  Camouflage. The skill changed his equipment and body to the color of sand, and the system label above his head just disappeared. 



“I  have  Liam’s  head  in  my  sight,”  Hellfish  announced  quietly. 

“I’ll shoot on the count of three. One… Two…” 



On ‘Three!’ the shot rang out and I went into  Clarity, activated Hurricane  Ferocity  and  flew  for  the  legate.  The  sniper  must  have

used a special ability for the shot, because no matter how I slowed time down, I still couldn’t keep up with the bullet as it flew. 



A  hole  had  already  appeared  in  Liam’s  rotten  skull,  and  I’d only flown two thirds of the distance. When I finally reached him and pulled  my  arm  back,  I  remembered  something  and  stopped  my Hammerfist,  put  down   Spirit  Shackles  and  only  then  finished  the legate  off,  sending  him  off  with  one  strike  to  dangle  in  the  great nothing. 



Biancanova stood ten yards from Liam, who was just starting to  explode  like  a  rotten  watermelon.  Hellfish’s  second  gift  was  now shooting  toward  her  heart.  Darting  toward  her,  I  put  her  down  too, then slowed — I hadn’t yet heard the third shot. 



Legate Cray, already sensing that something was amiss, was just  starting  to  turn  towards  me.  I  went  back  to  normal  speed  for  a couple of moments, and three things happened at once in that time: Cray  summoned  his  dark  protector  god  with  a  strangled  scream, Despot appeared from behind the legate’s back, and Hellfish’s third bullet smashed into Cray’s ribcage and exploded inside with  Belial’s Blood. 



Cray the undead hunter lost all his  plague skills, but survived, even  when  Despot  crushed  him  into  a  ball  of  bone  and  meat  in  a couple  of  swift  movements.  I  added  my  damage  to  his  right  away and  fired  off  a  full   Combo  series  at  the  disgusting  rotten  mass, staying in  Clarity the whole time, but the legate’s health froze at 2%

and didn’t drop further. 



Had  the  effect  of   Belial’s  Blood   ended,  returning   Destroying Plague  Immortality  to  Cray..?  Before  I  could  finish  the  thought,  an answer came from behind me:




“None can control the body of my first  houngan. Only me!” 



I  heard  each  word  clearly  even  though  time  was  sped  up  for me. Did the words just go straight into my mind? 



Turning, I saw a gigantic figure bigger than Despot a few yards away.  Shrouded  in  gloom,  it  leaned  on  a  cane  of  bone  and  was surrounded by calm and silent undead. Cray’s dark divinity? If so, he looked  very  strange  for  Disgardium:  a  black  tailcoat,  a  tall  top  hat with  long  braids  cascading  down  from  underneath;  a  cigar  with  a cherry-red burning tip held between fingers of bone. 



 Baron Samedi, level ??? Dark God of Death

  

Another god of death? Morena had competition…



I  switched  off   Clarity  and  saw  the  pressed-up  ball  of  Cray disappear  from  Despot’s  hands  and  reappear  at  Baron  Samedi’s feet. If I wasn’t mistaken, this was the first New God to appear in the flesh in Disgardium. A New God in the flesh! I had seen  Innoruuk’s Punishing Hands enter our world, seen  Ahriman’s Feeler  take shape in reality, seen a nameless tear of Cthulhu wrap itself around Crag’s head, and I had even seen the New Gods in their plane of existence during the Ordeal, but this? Baron Samedi had materialized and was directly influencing events in this plane of existence! 



The  God  of  Death  waved  his  cane  and  the  gloom  lifted, revealing his face… or rather his grinning skull. He took a drag from his cigar. 



“Well,  well…  A  mortal  and  a  banished  demon  have  some conflict  with  my  first  houngan  Cray?”  Baron  Samedi  snarled, breathing out a cloud of smoke. “I don’t like to pluck my fruit before it’s ripe, but I suppose I’ll have to. You must be punished somehow, after all. Is that not so, demon Despot and human Scyth?” 



 



Chapter 6. Tasty! 







THE FOURTH SHOT sounded out while Baron Samedi was still talking about  why  Despot  and  I  had  to  be  punished.  I  didn’t  know  who Hellfish was shooting at, but the bullet never reached us. All I could think  was  that  the  sniper  was  aiming  at  someone  we  couldn’t  see from  here.  Nothing  else  came  to  mind  —  Hellfish  couldn’t  miss,  he was a sniper! 



Casting a quick glance over my interface icons, I saw that the dark  god  hadn’t  blocked  my  abilities.  I  stepped  back,  moved  my arms — I could still move my body just fine. That was strange — I was used to getting turned into a defenseless doll when up against enemies like this, no matter how high my stats were, so I did nothing for the first few seconds. I was at a loss. 



But  there  was  no  need  to  fear  death  at  the  hands  of  Cray’s divine  protector  —  I  doubted  it  would  bother  eliminating  me  as  a Threat,  and  the  legate  himself,  still  pressed  into  a  two-foot  bone cube and lying at Baron Samedi’s feet, had no control over himself. 

Now was the perfect time to go by my previous experience and get out of there! 



In a few seconds of feverish thinking while I tried to think of a way  to  pull  my  ally  out,  Despot,  at  the  sight  of  a  New  God,  which meant a cursed enemy, silently attacked him. 



Baron Samedi had no forcefield or divine shield around him —

waving his halberd arms, Despot struck as if to cut his enemy in two with  scissors,  and  his  blades  sank  into  the  god’s  body  —  I  saw  it already in Clarity. 



Then  I  realized  why  the  god  hadn’t  bothered  to  block  our abilities — Despot hadn’t even scratched him. No running — I had to save my ally! Mentally cursing the wayward demon, I leaped behind the skeleton’s back and used  Lashing Wind.  I’d  killed  one  demigod already with that move, and even twice, so maybe it would…



Bang!  I  heard  a  ringing  as  if  I’d  been  put  in  the  center  of  a struck bell. Strangely, there was no pain, but no sooner did I activate Lashing Wind  than I found myself hovering a couple of dozen yards from  Baron  Samedi,  knocked  out  of   Clarity  and  my  whirlwind  with only 1% health left. 



 Resilience  had  ignored  whatever  hit  me  as  if  I’d  never unlocked  Diamond  Skin  of  Justice  and  Path  of  Equanimity.  But  the strangest thing of all was that I got no damage notifications! 



Despot  lay  stunned  nearby,  trying  to  turn  over  and  breathing fire. His halberd arms, weapons by themselves, couldn’t so much as cut Baron Samedi’s cloak, but the demon himself had been thrown away with such force that even his joints had dislocated. 



The God of Death stood in the same position, one foot on the rolled-up  legate,  who  consisted  of  a  crushed  face  and  a  mash  of rotting guts, slime and protruding bones. The god’s boot seemed to grow  into  Cray,  who  flashed  with  yellow  sparks  that  span  up  into  a whirlwind  and  flowed  into  the  God  of  Death.  The  legate  gurgled  in protest, but quickly fell silent, apparently paralyzed by his god’s will. 



I  heard  the  crack  of  opening  portals.  Confused,  I  looked around and swore:



“That’s all we need!” 



Despot immediately disappeared in the shadows, reappearing behind  the  back  of  one  of  the  six  assassins  that  had  come  for  my soul. This time the members of the Dark Brotherhood were at level

440, but my demon ally had no time to devour them — the skeleton pulled  them  all  in.  The  attackers  hung  wide-eyed  before  Baron Samedi,  growling  and  struggling.  He  looked  them  over  as  they twitched like flies impaled on needles — from the side that seemed to  be  exactly  what  was  happening,  as  if  invisible  spears  pierced through the assassins of the Dark Brotherhood. 



“No, no, no,” the God of Death said. “Scyth the human is my prey.” 



In a fraction of a second the assassins’ health fell to zero, their bodies  limp  as  if  the  air  had  been  let  out,  as  if  they  had  been consumed and only a dry husk remained. 



I  took  another  look  at  my  character,  made  sure  my  abilities were active and my body was under my control. Then I took a careful step toward Baron Samedi, then another, another — he didn’t react. 

Activating  Clarity, I threw a  Concentrated Life Essence  at  him,  flew away and sped time back up. 



The damn god didn’t even seem to realize that I’d just tried to kill him — the liquid might as well have been a glass of water. It had no  effect  at  all.  Unfortunately,  it  didn’t  drip  down  onto  Cray  at  the skeleton’s feet, but soaked into Baron Samedi instead. 



“Hmm…”  the  God  of  Death  said,  cocking  his  head  at  some internal sensation. “The living sap of Yggdrasil, Tree of Life from the Forbidden  Forest  of  the  elves?  And  distilled  into  a  concentrated essence, no less? Mmm… Tasty!” 



I  opened  my  mouth  in  surprise…  and  closed  it  again.  Why wasn’t the damn skeleton dying? He was a god of death, wasn’t he? 

Shouldn’t an essence have finished him off? 



Baron  Samedi  didn’t  even  see  it  as  an  attack.  He  just  stood there grinning, occasionally taking a drag on his cigar. 

 

“We  must  go,  ally,”  Despot  whispered.  “The  beast  is invulnerable. Take us away from here the same way you brought us to the desert.” 



The  demon  was  talking  about   Depths Teleportation.  I  silently activated  it  and  teleported  us  back  to  the  oasis  where  Joker  and Crawler stood waiting. Hellfish would have to make his way back on his  own…  I  cast  a  glance  at  the  dune  where  the  sniper  was camouflaged, wondered why he’d stopped shooting… And why had that shot I just heard not reached its target? 



The cast bar for  Depths Teleportation  filled up to the end, but the jump didn’t happen. Baron Samedi waved his finger:



“You are not yet dismissed!” 



Sticking his cane of bone into the sand, he reached his hands out  to  us  and  clenched  his  fingers  as  if  grabbing  something. 

Someone  chomped  twice  in  the  dead  silence  as  if  biting  into  an overripe fruit. 



 Baron Samedi, Dark God of Death, has taken a level away

 from you: −1. Current level: 3886



“Mmm… Tasty!” The biting continued. “Tasty! Tasty! Tasty!” 



 Baron Samedi, Dark God of Death, has taken a level away

 from you: −1. Current level: 3885. 



 Baron Samedi, Dark God of Death, has taken a level away

 from you: −1. Current level: 3884. 



 Baron Samedi, Dark God of Death, has taken a level away

 from you: −1. Current level: 3883. 



The  God  of  Death  kept  chomping  away,  eating  through  my levels as if biting a chunk off me each time. It felt like it wasn’t just the  level  number  in  my  profile  dropping;  my  stat  points  and  skill power  were  fading  away  too.  I  opened  my  character  profile  and confirmed  it:  Baron  Samedi  was  eating  the  very  essence  of  my being, and even my  spirit was dropping with every “Tasty!” 



Starting to panic, I jumped up to my feet and took off, casting a glance at Despot. The demon was weakening too. I grabbed him by an  arm,  rose  with  difficulty  a  few  feet  into  the  air  and  flew  away before  Baron  Samedi  took  away  all  our  levels  and  everything  that came with them. 



I couldn’t pick up much speed no matter how I tried, and the God of Death just kept on chomping and smacking his lips:



“Tasty!  Tasty!  Tasty!”  With  each  exclamation,  the  pause between grew shorter and shorter. 



I was now losing three or four levels a second and striving to get away from the temple as fast as I could, sand flying by beneath my feet. Only a little left to the rescuing cover behind the crest of that dune… But Baron Samedi’s voice turned no quieter:



“Tasty! Tasty! Tasty!” 



 Baron Samedi, Dark God of Death, has taken levels away

 from you: -5. Current level: 2174. 



 Baron Samedi, Dark God of Death, has taken levels away

 from you: -5. Current level: 2169. 



 Baron Samedi, Dark God of Death, has taken levels away

 from you: -5. Current level: 2164. 



I went into  Clarity in despair, but the assault on my level didn’t slow down — worse, it sped up so much that I could no longer make out the words. They blended together into one long:



“T A S S S S S T T Y Y Y ! ! !” 



 Baron Samedi, Dark God of Death, has taken levels away

 from you: -10. Current level: 2004. 



 Baron Samedi, Dark God of Death, has taken levels away

 from you: -10. Current level: 1994. 



 Baron Samedi, Dark God of Death, has taken levels away

 from you: -10. Current level: 1984. 



The worst part of it all was that no matter how hard I tried to fly away, I couldn’t move so much as an inch from Baron Samedi. 



I stopped trying, dropped down to the sand and emerged from Clarity — it wasn’t doing anything and my  spirit had dropped into the red.  I  don’t  know  what  I  was  hoping  for.  Panic  and  despair  set  in. 

Despot was doing no better. The demon twisted as he lost levels and shrank,  but  still  not  as  rapidly  as  back  in  the  ruins  of  the  Ravajo estate, because a huge share of his stats now came from  Unity. 



Exchanging glances, we rushed Baron Samedi in a senseless attempt to stop him…



…and  again  —  bang!  Our  bodies  flew  in  different  directions, both our health bars flashed red at 1%, and the Dark God of Death continued  to  grab  at  the  air  with  his  fingers,  still  standing  with  one foot on Cray, chomping and swallowing our levels:



“Taaaaaaaaasssssstyyy! 

Taaaaaaaaasssssstyyy! 

Taaaaaaaaasssssstyyy!” 



I  summoned  my  pets,  but  they  were  disincarnated  an  instant before they touched Baron Samedi. Iggy was squashed to a pulp as if  crushed  between  giant  invisible  palms.  Nothing  remained  of Crusher  but  a  stain  on  the  ground.  Sharkon  was  first  cut  in  half vertically,  then  horizontally.  Storm  was  squashed  into  a  tiny  point where lightning struck into the sky. Ash fell. 



After  his  momentary  distraction  from  me  and  Despot,  Baron Samedi  cocked  his  head  as  if  listening  to  something,  smacked  his invisible lips:



“Mmm…  Tasty!”  And  turned  his  attention  back  to  us.  “Tasty! 

Asty! Sty! Ty! Y! Y-y-y-yyyyyy-yyyy-yyyy!” 



I  wrestled  down  my  despair,  made  myself  think  logically  and started  to  go  through  my  artifacts  and  offensive  abilities,  just  like  I had a couple of hours ago when  Ahriman’s Feeler  grabbed me. This time  I  wasn’t  guessing,  I  just  used  everything  I  had  on  the  god  of death. 



 Thunderbearer activated successfully and went on cooldown, but no thunder sounded, no lightning struck.  Lethargy cast on Baron Samedi  did  nothing.  Spirit  Trap…   collapsed  into  astral  shards  and went  on  cooldown.  Ghastly  Howl  worked  only  on  some  of  the undead  and  Cray,  or  at  least  so  it  appeared  when  the  bony  ball twitched beneath the skeleton’s foot. Baron Samedi just caught the Sharkon’s Mane shield when I threw it at him, pausing the level drain to break it in half and throw it away with the verdict:



“Not tasty!” 



I  drank  down  a   Bottomless  Healing  Potion,  but  my  health didn’t  recover  at  all.  I  spoke  mantras,  but  they  went  on  cooldown without any effect.  Wheel of Fortune… couldn’t select the level-less dark god as a target. 



All  I  had  left  was  the   Balancer.  I  wore  the  divine  bracelet beneath   Cold-Blooded  Punisher,  so  I  only  remembered  it  when  I looked at my equipped gear slots. 



 Balancer  activated:  targeting  Baron  Samedi,  level  ??? 

 Dark God of Death! 

  

My  first  impression  was  that  I  was  flying  without  activating Flight.  I  assumed  that  the   Balancer  too  had  done  nothing,  failing before a New God in the flesh, so I didn’t waste any precious time. 



Casting  a  glance  at  my  feet,  I  was  surprised  to  see  myself standing on the sand! And then it hit me: I’d grown. The demon now came up to my knee, and the skeleton — to my chest. I didn’t know why the artifact had worked this way, but the  Balancer had equalized my  level  with  the  God  of  Death  without  lowering  his,  but  by increasing  mine!  Baron  Samedi  remained  at  the  same  level,  which turned out to be 1003547, but I was now at his level too! 



I  was  so  stunned  that  I  didn’t  know  what  to  do  for  a  few seconds. Despot’s shout brought me to my senses. All this time, the demon  had  been  stubbornly  trying  to  reach  the  god,  growling, crawling,  dragging  himself  along  with  his  halberd  arms  while something  invisible  held  him  back.  Pointing  one  arm  at  me  and another at Baron Samedi, he shouted:



“Hit him! You are as he is!” 



In one leap I was beside the god, then a shot rang out, and in the third second of the five from the  Balancer, I switched on  Clarity. 

And this time the ability given to me by the element of air worked as it  should.  Time  stopped,  the  bony  fingers  making  their  grasping motions  froze  in  the  air.  Y-y-yy,  Baron  Samedi’s  open  jaw  wailed, and Hellfish’s shot echoed above my head. 



Hefting  the  weight  in  my  arm,  I  made  a  test  strike  with Hammerfist,  and  my  hand  crumpled  the  divine  robe  and  then  the ribcage  beneath  it!  Baron  Samedi’s  healthbar  appeared,  showing clearly  that  the  God  of  Death’s  body,  at  least,  was  mortal  after  all! 

Samedi  had  lost  half  a  percent  of  his  health!  Another  strike  to  the skull  and  the  skeleton’s  top  hat  flew  off.  Minus  1%!  He  takes damage! 



My  attack  dispelled  the  magic  the  god  had  been  casting. 

Launching  a   Combo,  now  I  saw  the  bullet  flying  like  a  little  comet toward  the  reeling  Baron  Samedi.  When  the  combo  was  half finished, the bullet struck the ball of meat and bone called Cray, who had lost his god’s protection, and exploded. 



Still working my fists against the collapsing god, I couldn’t hold back from kicking Cray — the crushing strike split the legate of the Destroying  Plague  into  atoms,  leaving  nothing  but  a  bloody  gray mist. 



“No-o-o-oo-oo…” Baron Samedi’s drawn-out wail cut off when his health dropped below 20%. 



The  Dark  God  of  Death  disappeared  as  soon  as  his  legate disincarnated, and at that moment a notification popped up:



 You have regained the levels taken by Dark God of Death

 Baron Samedi: +3547. Current level: 3887. 



The profile confirmed that everything else was back to normal too. But that didn’t cheer me up — I felt scammed. 



Leaving  Clarity, I stared dully at the spot where Baron Samedi had  just  stood.  Almost  slain…  but  not  quite.  Blood  pulsed  in  my temples, the back of my neck ached and a thought span in my head: I had just missed out on something incredible. 



 Lost effect from divine bracelet Balancer. 



Looking around aimlessly, I saw the figure of someone riding a sinuous  flying  snake  separate  itself  from  a  dune  and  quickly  fly toward us. 



While it approached, I went through the logs and was pleased to see that a tough-to-train skill had gained a level:



 Synergy level increased: +1! Current level: 3. 

  

 Multiplies all the stats of all allies in the group by the number of sentients in the group. 

  

 Maximum multiplier at current skill level: 5. 

  

In the meantime, smiling from ear to ear, Hellfish jumped down from his mount and shouted gleefully:



“We  did  it!  Scyth!  Despot!  We  got  rid  of  a  New  God!  Come here, Horns, let me hug you!” 



“Groghhr!”  Despot  roared  with  just  as  much  enthusiasm. 

“Glory to the Dominion of the Sleepers!” 



The  demon  and  the  sniper  hugged  and  went  on  shouting.  I didn’t  hurry  to  join  them.  I  wanted  to  figure  out  why  I  hadn’t  been able  to  finish  off  Baron  Samedi.  The  question  seemed  to  demand exit and I voiced it. 



“But how?” 



Despot and the werewolf riding on his shoulders and shaking his fists froze and stared at me. 



“What do you mean ‘how?’” Hellfish asked in amazement. 

 

“How  did  we  get  rid  of  him?  Why  did  that  damn  Baron disappear?” 



“How…” he muttered. “Didn’t you see the connection between Baron Samedi and his first houngan Cray? By killing the legate, we broke  that  connection  to  the  God  of  Death,  and  without  it  his materialization here lost its power.” 



“How  do  you  know  that?”  The  sniper’s  logic  made  sense  to me.  What  had  happened  matched  his  theory  perfectly.  But  the confidence with which he said it put me on guard. 



“Well,  firstly,  the   Aspects  of  Light  and   Colossi  of  Darkness work the same way. They’re immortal for as long as their high priests of  Nergal  and  Marduk  are  alive.  So  I  guess  the  legates’  dark  gods work the same way.” 



“And secondly?” 



“Uhm… Didn’t you check the buffs on Baron and Cray? Cray had  Baron Samedi’s Will and the god had  First Houngan’s Devotion. 

The descriptions said that the buffs were interconnected.” 



I  recalled  the  god’s  profile…  No,  there  had  been  nothing  like that. 



“I didn’t see anything. Maybe Baron Samedi’s aura hid it. How did you make it out from so far away?” 



“Through  my  rifle  scope.  I  have  so  much   Perception  from Unity! And that  Synergy of yours! That’s why I aimed at Cray when you were close enough to finish him off. What the hell happened to you anyway, kid? I saw your level go up to a million, couldn’t believe it and rubbed my eyes — it was still there! How?” 



I  mechanically  told  him  about  the   Balancer,  all  the  while unable  to  shake  the  thought  that  by  killing  the  first  legate  I  had foolishly lost the chance to kill Baron Samedi — it would have taken just a few more hits! I had taken away my own chance not just to get an achievement for the  First Kill of a New God, but maybe hundreds of thousands of levels to go with it! 



But  I  didn’t  bother  expressing  the  thought.  When  Despot asked:  “Why  the  long  face,  ally?”  I  just  shook  my  head,  swallowed the  lump  in  my  throat  and  suppressed  the  anger  I  felt  at  myself, gritting my teeth:



“Yeah, we did it. We… made it.” 



And  again  I  felt  annoyed,  this  time  not  for  missing  the  kill  of the New God, but for demanding more from the universe than I got. I hit myself in the head to break that train of thought. My head reeled so  hard  that  I  realized  I  had  nearly  broken  my  own  neck  with  the strike. 



“Mad with happiness?” Despot asked with concern. 



“What’s  wrong,  kid?”  Hellfish  asked  in  surprise.  He approached,  touched  me  on  the  shoulder.  “Are  you  alright?  What’s the matter?” 



That’s right, Scyth, what’s the matter? Chin up and stop being greedy! I had no hope of rescue, my level dropped to 340 and might have dropped all the way to 1! And that was including  Earthly Chao! 

Despot  nearly  died,  and  Cray  could  have  eliminated  Scyth  as  a Threat,  but…  But  we  made  it!  We  survived!  We  took  out  three legates!  We  banished  the  invulnerable  Baron  Samedi!  That  meant our main goal was achieved, and now we only had to tear down the temple of the Destroying Plague! 



Raising my head, I felt my lips stretching in a smile. My allies wore faces of concern. The sniper gave me a questioning nod, the demon a disturbed growl…



I  shouted  something  unintelligible  and  ran  to  hug  them  both. 

What was there to say except a banal ‘we did it!’? 



Nothing  to  do  but  raze  the  temple  of  the  Destroying  Plague. 

Sharkon was on cooldown, so I had to summon Crawler and Joker to help. 



While they jumped to us, I poured  Concentrated Life Essence into the eye of the Nucleus as it roamed the temple of the Destroying Plague.  Knowing  what  awaited  it,  it  no  longer  behaved  with  such arrogance  —  on  the  contrary,  it  tried  to  hide,  dodge,  slip  away,  but was bound to the building’s slimy surface. 



Joker  summoned  a  couple  of  siege  tanks,  perfect  for  quickly tearing  down  fortifications  and  structures,  and  started  gleefully tossing bombs at the temple. We unwillingly recalled the Pitfall and kept our distance from him just in case. 



Crash  revived  and  gently  rubbed  his  rough  head  on  my  leg, then tore off to destroy the hated building. Crawler summoned nine powerful earth golems that created boulders out of thin air and threw them at the temple. Hellfish loaded his rifle with powerful explosive rounds  and  shot  the  building  from  afar.  We  all  poured  in  as  much damage as we could, but naturally, Despot and I did the most. 



The second temple of the Destroying Plague fell, and the soil was cleansed. All that was left were ruins and the original foundation in the form of the cut-down pyramid of the Departed. 



Only  then,  after  catching  my  breath  and  calming  down,  I remembered  the  shot  that  never  landed.  And  then  Hellfish  hadn’t shot for a long time… I asked him why. 

 

“Thank  our  crazy  inventor,”  Hellfish  nodded  at  Joker.  “Turns out his rounds come with a catch.” 



I moved my eyes to the gnome, who blushed:



“Well,  y’know,  that  happens.  It  doesn’t  say  it  right  in  the description, but any engineering item has a chance not to work like it should. Especially a new one.” 



“That’s  what  happened,”  the  sniper  nodded.  “The  round exploded  in  the  barrel  of  my  divine  rifle!  It  was  incarnated  by  the Weapon  of  Fickle  Winds   that  your  friends  and  I  got  in  that  Lavack instance,  but  the   Blood  spilling  inside  it  disincarnated  it!  Doesn’t matter, I’ll make a new one, just a shame that I can’t today because of the cooldown…” He sighed sadly, then continued: “But that’s not the  worst  of  it.  The   Belial’s  Blood  didn’t  just  suck  in  all  the  magic when  it  spilled,  it  even  stopped  me  from  opening  my  inventory! 

That’s why I was delayed — I had to wait for the  Belial’s Blood effect to end before I could take out my spare gun.” 



“Damn,  messed  up,”  I  sighed.  “So  we’ve  spent  five  rounds? 

And we have five left?” 



Hellfish nodded:



“But  as  I’m  sure  you  know,  that  doesn’t  mean  minus  five legates. The ammo is unreliable.” 



Joker  shrugged.  All  I  could  do  was  lament  that  the  defective shell had been the fourth, and not the fifth. Then maybe I would have had time to finish off Baron Samedi… My disappointment didn’t go, but it faded a little, stopped eating me from the inside. 



Fifty  yards  away,  Despot  was  getting  acquainted  with  my Diamond Worm.  My  ally  and  my  pet  found  common  ground  —  the

worm  wrapped  himself  around  the  demon  and  he  stroked  his  sun-gleaming skin. 



There was no point in staying here at the temple any longer. I stuck  a  portal  beacon  into  the  foot  of  the  nearest  dune  and messaged Kusalarix to tell her that both places of power were ready for construction, but that she shouldn’t send the work crews just yet. 



“I’ll  wait  for  your  signal,  then,”  the  goblin  woman  nodded. 

“Which  temple  is  highest-priority?  I  only  have  one  divine  artifact  to speed up construction…” She frowned, paused and added: “There’s something else that could help us erect a temple quickly, but things are still up in the air with that, so I won’t give you false hope.” 



After a moment’s thought, I answered:



“The one on Holdest.” 



The  fact  that  the  temple  would  be  closer  to  the  Nucleus worried me less than the consequences of my choice. If there even were  any…  Holdest  was  ultimately  less  accessible  to  players  than the Lakharian Desert, which meant that Nergal and the company of New Gods would have fewer chances to take down our temple. 



I  finished  talking  to  Kusalarix  and  we  returned  to  the  oasis. 

The  process  would  be  impossible  to  stop  after  it  was  started; everything would be set in motion. Before that, I had to call on all my allies  to  attach  Viderlich.  And  it  would  be  stupid  to  attack  it  without scouting first. 



I  pulled  out  two   Sparks  of  Hellflame  and  handed  them  to Hellfish and Crawler. Joker stood licking his lips, but got no artifact, although I could see in his eyes that he badly wanted one. I thought a moment, then pulled another out and handed it to him:



“For your experiments.” 

 

The  gnome  jumped  up  and  down,  punched  the  air  and immediately began pacing up and down, thinking of ways to use the artifact.  In  the  meantime,  Hellfish  turned  my  prize  from  the  Inferno over in his hands, rubbed his palms:



“Well, what’s the plan now?” 



“We split up,” I answered. “You and Crawler head to Holdest, advance toward Viderlich, get as much intel as you can. Despot, you stay  here  and  hang  around  by  the  temple.  What  about  you,  Joker, you heading home?” 



“No!” the gnome exclaimed. “I won’t be able to forgive myself if I miss the big event!” 



“Then  stay  here  with  the  demon.  If  anyone  shows  up  at  the temple ruins, tell me right away.” 



“Got it. What about you?” 



“I’m going to be jumping all over Dis, gathering everyone who wants  to  help  us  fight  the  undead.  And  I’ll  start  with  the Commonwealth and King Bastian the First. He summoned me to see him  back  before  my  adventures  in  the  Inferno.  Now’s  the  time  to accept his invitation.” 



“You think he’ll listen to you?” Joker squeaked sceptically. 



“I  have  no  idea,  but  it’s  dumb  not  to  try,”  I  answered.  “When Mogwai was still the Supreme Legate, I disguised myself as him and detonated  Plague Fury in Darant and Shak. Then Eileen took me to the Commonwealth capital and obliterated the royal guard. Isn’t that enough reason to take the Destroying Plague seriously?” 



“I don’t know, I don’t know…” Crawler muttered. “When Eileen laid siege to Kinema, nobody was shouting about rushing off to help the Goblin League.” 



Pricking up his ears, Despot approached us. Hellfish, who had been listening to me and frowning, stood up straight as an arrow:



“Hold  on  —  you  won’t  believe  this!  I’ve  just  been  told  that Eileen has razed all the castles of the Warsong clan and is moving on Shak. Mogwai, Ronan and Angel destroyed the main castle of the Azure Dragons and are approaching Darant.” He looked hard at me, then added: “Now that the war has come right to them, the King and the Emperor will take you seriously.” 



“I  hope  so.  But  Warsong  and  Azure  Dragons…  They’re  from the Alliance of Preventers, right? Why did Mogwai and Eileen want to capture them?” 



“No clue,” Hellfish answered. “Unless…” 



“You think the legates have become Threats? And decided to deal the first blow themselves?” 



“Oh,  I  don’t  know,”  the  sniper  sighed.  “Absolute  Immortality, dark god protectors… How could they not be Threats?” 



“We’ll  have  a  chance  to  check  again  today,”  Crawler  asked, and then wrote to me:  Yemi and Bomb became Threats because of the beast gods, and the legates have New Gods on their side now! 

 They gotta be Threats! 



I looked at him and nodded, then thought aloud for everyone to hear:



“As for those protector gods… That was the second one I’ve seen today. Before this one, Ahriman came to help Laneiran at the

South Pole, although not fully in person like Baron Samedi. But both times,  it  happened  at  temples  of  the  Destroying  Plague…  Maybe that’s the only place where they can come to help.” 



“It could be the dead land,” Despot rumbled. 



“Right.  They  can  only  put  their  buildings  on   plague   ground, which connects the place to the Nucleus. Maybe the New Gods who have joined the Destroying Plague get their strength the same way. 

The only thing I don’t understand is… Where the hell is the Celestial Arbitration?” 



Hellfish frowned, asked acidly:



“Do you even read the news, kid?” 



“Sure, but not often.” 



“He doesn’t,” Crawler said, betraying me. 



“I get it,” the sniper smiled, staring at me. “You don’t read the news,  kid,  you  make  it.  That’s  why  you  don’t  know  that  the  only people  not  talking  about  the  Celestial  Arbitration  are  living  under  a rock.  The  AIs  just  up  and  disappeared  from  Dis.  Players  have violated  agreements  witnessed  by  Arbiters,  and  nobody  came  to punish  the  guilty.  People  are  panicking,  deals  are  falling  apart  and clans are declaring war on one another! There’s probably nobody to even announce that the legates are Threats!” 



“What about Snowstorm?” 



“Snowstorm?”  Hellfish  chuckled.  “The  company  announced that the Celestial Arbitration has disappeared. You know what they’re saying? That it’s all part of the gameplay…” He paused, spat. “And the growth of the world of Disgardium.” 



 



Chapter 7. Unexpected Allies







AFTER OPENING the invitation letter from the royal secretary, I didn’t activate  the  portal  seal  right  away.  Why  confuse  Bastian  the  First with  my  temporary  high  level?  I  activated   Imitation   and  opted  to leave my appearance as it was, but show my true level, without the extra levels I got from  Earthly Chao. 



Captain  Bartleby  of  the  palace  guard  met  me  in  the  portal room  of  King  Bastian  I’s  castle,  king  of  the  Commonwealth  of humans,  elves,  gnomes,  dwarves  and  another  dozen  smaller peoples.  Around  twenty  guards  glimmered  behind  him,  along  with three priests of Nergal who stared balefully at me. Almost all of them were humans, but there were a couple of elves and a dwarf among them. 



I waved a hand:



“Hi!” Turning my head, I failed to find the only authority figure here that I knew. “Where’s General Cal Newport?” 



Nobody  answered.  Captain  Bartleby  placed  a  hand  on  his sword in its scabbard and spoke through his teeth:



“Follow me.” 



I didn’t hear another word from him after that. I started to get the  impression  that  Captain  Bartleby  was  strongly  against  my presence in the most sacred halls of the Commonwealth. But it was clear that he couldn’t countermand His Majesty’s desire to speak to me.  His  behavior  put  me  on  guard;  my   Reputation  with  the Commonwealth, Darant and the king had increased to  trust after the

Demonic  Games.  At  the  same  time,  the  priests  and  guards  were looking at me with eyes devoid of  trust. It felt more like  enmity. 



In comparison to Belial’s personal chambers, Bastian’s palace was  overwhelming  in  its  grandeur.  Each  candlestick  cast  from   Sun Gold  and  encrusted  with   Star  Diamonds  was  worth  tens  of thousands of gold. The white marble beneath my feet sparkled with inlaid  precious  stones.  The  marble  statues  that  held  up  the  ceiling glowed with an ethereal light. 



But  most  impressive  of  all  was  the  bas-relief  cut  into  the marble  walls,  depicting  important  events  from  the  history  of  the Commonwealth.  The  most  memorable  for  me  was  the  one  that depicted the war against the Hive, an insectoid race united under a single  mind.  The  Empire  had  helped  the  Commonwealth  then,  and after the war against the demons, that battle decided who would rule Disgardium.  The  epic  bas-relief  showed  twelve  generals  —  orc, human,  troll,  elf,  ogre,  dwarf,  gnome,  centaur,  minotaur,  vampire, titan  and  goblin,  —  all  personally  rushing  a  gigantic  praying  mantis that had broken through to the allied camp. 



Two  walls  were  empty;  the  master  stonemasons  had  yet  to inscribe  significant  historical  episodes  on  them.  Who  knew,  maybe today’s battle at Viderlich would end up there? 



Outlandish  plants  and  flowers  stretched  out  of  holes  in  the ground, wreathes ran up the walls and encircled the chandeliers and the  waists  and  legs  of  beautiful  marble  sculptures.  It  was  obvious that  the  palace  of  the  Commonwealth’s  leader  had  been  designed not just by humans, but by elves, dwarves and gnomes as well. 



Bartleby led me down long corridors, and I literally walked on epics and legendaries — for example, the carpet in the hallway was woven from the wool of Aries, the golden-haired ancient ram beast god. Every board, every marble tile beneath my feet, every precious

stone in the candlesticks and chandeliers — it was all at least epic quality and had magical properties. 



The priests of Nergal and the guards walked behind me, and incredibly managed to step soundlessly, not marring the solemnity of the surroundings with the clanking of armor. 



Could this be a trap? Absolutely. But I had made sure to fully restore my  spirit and top up my  vindication reserves to the maximum. 



Despot was at the ready too — before we parted ways, Joker pulled a metal cylinder like a billiard ball from his inventory and broke it  in  half.  He  gave  one  to  me  and  the  other  to  Despot.  It  was  an engineering   CUS-6000,  i.e.  Compact  Uninterruptable  Summoner, which could instantly teleport the owner of the second half to me. It worked  in  both  directions:  Despot  could  pull  me  out  of  here,  or  I could summon him to the palace. We kept in contact through comm amulets, and I kept mine on so that the demon could hear everything that happened to me. I was ready for any surprises that might come. 



Against  my  expectations,  after  passing  through  a  couple  of long  corridors,  taking  a  few  turns  and  going  up  and  down  a  few different  staircases,  we  did  not  arrive  at  Bastian’s  reception chambers. Instead the captain led me into a small room with a dark circle on the floor at its center. 



“Local teleporter,” he felt the need to explain. “Stand in it. You will be met on the other side.” 



Be  met?  By  a  high  priest  of  Nergal  and  a  few   Aspects  of Light? If so, then the king was obviously not doing what he should. 



“How  are  things  with  the  undead?”  I  asked  the  captain.  “Are they already besieging the capital?” 



One of the priests escorting me answered for him:

 

“Nergal the Radiant will not allow a single cursed beast to set foot on the land of Darant!” 



“He already has,” I chuckled, remembering not only Eileen, but also  myself  as  I  wandered  the  capital  under   Imitation.  “And  more than once.” 



“Stand in the circle,” Captain Bartleby repeated darkly. 



“Oh,  this  isn’t  how  I  was  expecting  my  audience  with  His Majesty  to  go,”  I  complained  mockingly  and  walked  into  the teleporter. 



Concentric  circles  of  light  began  to  travel  up  from  my  feet.  I reeled  a  moment  with  the  feeling  of  falling,  then  found  myself  in another  room  at  the  end  of  a  dead-end  corridor…  surrounded  by twenty guards and royal mages, their hands raised and glowing with magic at the ready. 



I  hadn’t  been  wrong  about  the  high  priest  and  the   Aspect  of Light,  except  that  the  gleaming  and  invulnerable  servant  of  Nergal was small, the top of its head brushing the ceiling. 



A  huge  human  warrior  at  least  a  head  taller  than  the  others stepped  forward  from  the  group.  I  stared  at  the  unusual  helmet, perfectly imitating a lion’s head with its mouth open in a roar — if it closed  its  mouth,  the  lower  jaw  would  cover  the  warrior’s  high cheekbones and serve as a visor. 



 Korin Ramsey, human, level 584 Strategist

  

 Military  Adviser  to  the  King  of  All  Humans  and  Leader  of  the Commonwealth. 

  

Korin wore a blue and white satin uniform woven with shining golden patterns. 



“Who  are  you  and  with  what  purpose  do  you  come  to  the palace?”  the  military  adviser  asked,  measuring  me  up  with  his piercing blue eyes. 



Everything seemed to be going sideways. Or maybe this was the way they welcomed all their guests — trust but verify, that sort of thing? I liked what was happening less and less, but decided to stay peaceful, especially since I came not to ask for anything, but on the contrary, to offer something that I thought would interest the king. 



“My  name  is  Scyth.  I’m  a  Demon  Fighter  here  by  personal invitation  from  His  Majesty  King  Bastian  I.  I  got  the  first  invitation from General Cal Newport of the Commonwealth army.” 



“Formerly  General,”  Korin  Ramsey  corrected  me.  “Newport has been arrested on charges of conspiring against His Majesty!” 



Digging around in my mailbox, I pulled out the letter with the royal gold scrollwork. 



“Here’s  another  one.  It  came  from  His  Majesty’s  secretary. 

That’s how I got to the palace — by activating the royal portal seal. 



Ramsey  tore  the  paper  from  my  hands  and  studied  it sceptically, then tore it up and raised his head:



“It says here that you were meant to appear six days ago!” 



“I couldn’t come any sooner no matter how much I wanted to.” 



“It is very foolish to ignore an invitation from His Majesty, and then think that you can use it at any time that suits you…” 



A  smile  spread  across  his  face.  I  noticed  the  guards  moving discreetly  to  surround  me.  The   Aspect  of  Light  flashed,  but  not  in attack  —  it  multiplied  instead.  Into  two,  then  four,  then  eight!  Wow! 

Eight  at  once!  Fortunately  the   Aspects  hadn’t  taken  my  temporary level  3887  into  account  with  their  mechanics,  so  they  were  only  a hundred levels above my real level, 1001. 



I sighed in disappointment — it was a trap after all! — but tried again to solve the problem peacefully, this time with  Persuasion:



“Military Adviser Ramsey, I think you’re acting carelessly. I had to  go  through  a  lot  to  turn  a  tiny  chance  of  beating  the  Destroying Plague  into  something  real,  tangible.”  A  shadow  of  doubt  crossed Ramsey’s  face,  and  I  redoubled  my  assault:  “From  what  I  know, there’s  a  horde  of  undead  approaching  Darant,  and  I  have something capable of stopping the onslaught. If we join forces, then we can strike against the Nucleus together, today. All I need is to say that to His Majesty Bastian I, and offer him proof of the truth of my words, of course.” 



At that moment everyone started smiling, including the priests of  Nergal.  It  seemed  that  even  the   Aspects  of  Light  were  smiling, glowing brighter than usual. 



“The traitor king Bastian cast off the one true god, Nergal the Radiant, who brings light to all Disgardium!” Ramsey said, savoring the moment. “He betrayed his people by entering into a conspiracy with  Emperor  Kragosh,  and,  as  we  see  now,  by  rubbing  shoulders with  the  filthy  followers  of  the  Sleepers!  But  you,  abomination,  will still see His Majesty.” 



“If Bastian the First betrayed the people of the Commonwealth as you say, then which His Majesty will I be seeing?” 



“The  new  king  of  all  humans,  His  Majesty  Dominic  II  has decided  to  look  upon  you  out  of  curiosity,  abomination  of  the

Sleepers…  before  you  rot  away.”  He  turned  to  the  priests  and ordered: “Take him to the king!” 



Dominic…  That  was  the  former  king’s  own  brother!  Had Dominic  overthrown  Bastian  I?  Or  had  the  revolution  happened  so long ago that Crawler, Joker and Hellfish hadn’t thought it necessary to  warn  me?  No,  it  must  have  only  just  happened,  and  the  news hadn’t spread yet. 



I fell silent, allowing the guards and the priests to part and the Aspects  of  Light  to  surround  me.  They  fired  off  hundreds  of  fine beams of light that did no damage but bound me tightly to them, then they  led  me  down  a  corridor.  Help?   came  Despot’s  quiet  rumble through the comm amulet.  No, I answered, deciding to go along with the conspirators to try and change the new king’s mind. 



The  short  corridor  led  right  to  the  throne  room,  where  the leader of the Commonwealth sat in court. There was a crazy number of  guards,  battle  mages  and  priests  of  Nergal  —  this  had  to  have been a military coup. 



Theoretically, I could leave at any moment. It was as simple as using Joker’s  Summoner. From what he told me, engineering items were immune to magical blocks, even anti-portal wards, which is why they could still compete in a world where everything was based on magic.  It  was  another  matter  that  engineering  items  themselves could  be  used  to  block  other  engineering  items,  but  the   Compact Uninterruptable  Summoner  6000  was  a  rank-five  item,  so  only  an item  of  at  least  the  same  rank  could  block  its  action,  and  none  of those existed yet. 



And of course, if that failed, I could fight my way out. None of these  would  put  up  much  of  a  fight.  I’d  only  be  in  danger  if  Nergal himself  showed  up.  But  I  doubted  that  would  happen  —  the  New Gods  didn’t  influence  the  world  directly,  but  obliquely,  through  their

followers…  Although  maybe  Baron  Samedi  had  put  paid  to  that theory. 



The  Aspects of Light set me before the throne and flew away, but  the  beams  that  held  me  transformed  into  chains  of  light  and remained. I could control my body, but was stuck in place. 



The  bright  glow  that  emanated  from  the  beams  holding  me made it difficult to make out the new ruler of the Commonwealth, so unlike  the  last  that  I  was  surprised  he  was  Bastian’s  brother  at  all. 

Bastian  was  a  big  man,  six-foot-five  and  broad-shouldered,  a  little overweight,  but  still  with  a  powerful  figure.  Dominic,  on  the  other hand, looked lean and skinny even in his royal mantle and with the huge crown on his head. 



Sitting  on  a  gigantic  throne  designed  for  the  powerful  frames of  the  royal  dynasty,  Dominic  the  Second  looked  somehow insubstantial. But my first impression collapsed as soon as I looked at  his  face.  It  was  hawkish,  although  without  the  majesty  that adorned  the  face  of  Bastian  I,  and  narrow  like  a  ferret’s.  His  keen, deep-set eyes were narrowed, his brows joined at the bridge of his nose  —  the  new  king  was  studying  me.  And  saying  nothing,  along with everyone else present. 



 Persuasion  gave  me  just  three  options:  say  nothing  until  the king made a decision; just start talking; or throw off the control of the Aspects to show my strength, and then start talking. All the options had a high probability of leading to me being imprisoned, but it was dumb not to at least try to make my proposal. 



“The Demon Fighter Scyth meets His Majesty and King of the Commonwealth  and  All  Humans,  Dominic  the  Second!”  My  voice rang out in the dead silence. “Your Majesty, I have come to you with an  important  matter  that  will  decide  the  fate  not  only  of  the Commonwealth,  but  of  all  Disgardium!  I  speak  of  the  Destroying Plague…” 

 

The  king  raised  his  brow,  and  the  chances  of  a  successful outcome for the conversation suddenly halved. The onlookers began to  whisper.  Two  gnomes  whose  profiles  showed  them  to  be employees of the  Commonwealth Herald started to work their quills furiously on their scrolls. The third, also a gnome, quietly chattered something into his comm amulet. 



The onlookers’ reactions surprised me, but I kept on:



“The undead approach Darant and Shak. The castles of many great clans have been wiped from the face of Disgardium. Bakabba has been captured by the undead. Kinema is destroyed, and only the dead now roam its once beautiful streets. The magnificent buildings of the Goblin League’s capital are filled with walking corpses. If we don’t stop the Destroying Plague, the same fate will soon come for the whole world!” 



My words gave rise to twisted smiles. The people laughed, but I didn’t understand the reason for their mirth yet. All I could do was continue and see what happened. 



“Today  I  plan  to  eliminate  the  Nucleus  of  the  Destroying Plague  itself.  I  have  everything  I  need:  I  will  provide  protection against  the  frost  of  Holdest  and  use  my  reward  for  winning  the Demonic  Games,  Concentrated  Life  Essence,  to  break  the connection between the Nucleus and the Nether. All I need from the Commonwealth  and  the  Empire  is  a  combined  attack  on  Viderlich, the undead capital.” 



I  didn’t  mention  that  the  attack  was  diversionary,  that  it  was just  to  let  me  build  a  third  temple  to  the  Sleepers  —  there  was  no need to show my hand. After all, I didn’t know how this conversation would end, or whether Dominic would become my ally. 



As  if  not  hearing  me,  the  king  leaned  down  to  a  nearby adviser,  Brianna  Abbot,  and  whispered  something  in  her  ear.  The woman  stepped  forward,  stuck  out  a  hand,  jabbed  her  index  finger toward me and announced:



“Human Scyth! His Majesty Dominic the Second does not wish to  listen  to  the  pathetic  insinuations  directed  at…”  Her  voice  grew louder  and  took  on  triumphant  notes,  “the  one  true  ally  of  the Commonwealth — the people of the Destroying Plague, united under the great Nucleus!” 



Armor  clattered  as  swords  were  drawn  and  magic  crackled. 

The  beams  of  light  hissed  and  thickened,  now  inflicting  noticeable pain,  but  still  unable  to  break  through  my  defenses  and  deal damage. Honestly, considering Nergal’s influence in these lands, I’d been expecting any number of things, but I never imagined this could happen! 



While  I  stood  dumbstruck  and  trying  to  figure  out  why  the Commonwealth  had  suddenly  allied  with  the  Destroying  Plague  out of nowhere, Councilwoman Abbot delivered my sentence:



“For  conspiring  with  the  true  enemy  of  all  sentients,  the Sleepers,  human  Scyth  is  sentenced  to  eternal  incarceration  in  the Vinculum.” Casting a glance at the reporters, she found it necessary to  add:  “As  of  yesterday,  control  over  that  prison  has  been transferred  to  the  protectorate  of  the  Commonwealth  owing  to  the inability of the Empire and neutral states to maintain it in the absence of the Celestial Arbitration!” 



Returning  to  the  king,  she  bowed  her  head  and  he  gave  her another order. Abbot shifted her gaze to the high priest of Nergal and voiced Dominic’s wish:



“Your  Holiness,  please  order  your  people  to  examine  the renegade  and  extract  from  him  all  those   Concentrated  Life

 Essences.  According  to  our  people  in  the  League,  the  renegade either  entered  into  an  agreement  with  the  other  Demon  Fighters  or forced them to hand over their rewards for winning the Games.” 



I could see clearly what was happening now, but I still couldn’t accept  it.  Now  wasn’t  the  time  to  think  about  it,  because  if  I  was about to be locked in the Vinculum, there was no way I was getting out.  So  the  question  remained  —  pull  Despot  in  to  punish  the conspirators before I left, or just disappear myself. 



I really liked the first option, and anyway, now that I saw these monsters  as  traitors  of  all  sentients,  I  wanted  to  wipe  the  grins  off their faces… But, as a certain gladiator once said… Not yet. Not yet. 

The Sleepers only knew how the system might take an attack on the current ruler of the Commonwealth. Better to deal with him later. 



 Get me out of here, Despot, I said into my comm amulet. 



And the demon got me out. Instantly. Shame I didn’t get to see the smiles slide off the faces of all those bastards in the throne room. 



* * *



My  blood  was  boiling  and  my  heart  trying  to  leap  out  of  my  chest when I returned to the Lakharian Desert. Despot ran over when he saw  me,  grogghr’ing  as  he  went.  Joker,  who  had  surely  heard everything that had happened through the comm amulet, showered me with questions anyway:



“What happened? How? What? Why?” 



I  gestured  that  I  needed  to  be  alone.  Joker  moved  away, exchanging confused glances with Despot. In the meantime, I went into   Stealth  and  took  off  in   Clarity  to  think  things  over  in  the  sky without wasting time. 

 

The  Commonwealth  and  the  Destroying  Plague  were  allies now? It made no sense, it couldn’t be! But it was nonsense that I’d just  seen  with  my  own  eyes,  damn  it!  I  saw  the  radiant  hand  of Nergal  in  all  this.  But  what  did  the  king  stand  to  gain?  What  was going on? 



Returning time to normal, I cast a glance down and saw Joker waving  up  to  me.  In  the  meantime,  a  portal  snapped  open  and delivered  Hellfish  and  Crawler  to  us.  I  had  to  go  down.  My  allies must have returned from their scouting trip to Viderlich with news. 



“How was Bastian?” Hellfish asked first. Clearly even he didn’t yet know about the revolution. 



“Did you find Viderlich?” I asked. “Uhm… Actually, first I guess I’d  better  tell  you  about  Bastian.  I  have  no  idea  what  happened  to him or where he is now, but the Commonwealth has a new king —

Dominic the Second. Let me tell it from the top.” 



I  sat  beneath  a  palm  tree  in  the  engineering-reinforced  oasis near  the  place  of  power,  and  the  others  sat  down  beside  me.  After telling  them  about  the  warm  welcome  I  received  in  the  palace,  I noticed that Joker was bursting to say something, but held back and didn’t  interrupt  me.  The  gnome  engineer  had  definitely  made progress in his social skills. 



“…barely got out of there, in the end. Thanks for the  Compact Uninterruptable  Summoner,  Joker.  I  wouldn’t  have  been  able  to teleport out of there myself because of the constant attacks from the Aspects of Light.” Falling silent, I looked at the engineer. “What is it, Joker?” 



“I  wanted  to  say!  I’m  subscribed  to  the   Commonwealth Herald!” the gnome spluttered, pulling out a newspaper. “Look, today there have been three new editions, and there’s news!” 

 

With  magical  printing  and  delivery,  the  Disgardium newspapers could publish every hour if they wanted to. 



“News, wow,” Hellfish muttered. “That’s really somethin’. News in a newspaper.” 



“I mean news about what’s happening!” Joker said, stamping a foot. 



“Tell us already!” Crawler sighed, rolling his eyes. “What’s the news?” 



“Alright,”  the  gnome  said,  catching  his  breath,  “Listen. 

Remember when everyone thought Mogwai had destroyed the Azure Dragons castle and was moving on Darant?” 



“Yeah, we discussed that in the clan chat,” the sniper noted. 



“It turns out all that was bullshit! Mogwai just gathered a horde outside the Dragons’ main castle and started negotiating with them. 

Basically,  the  clan  leader  Glyph  the  titan  accepted  the  Destroying Plague’s  offer  to  join  the  undead,  and  almost  all  the  clan  followed him, or at least its combat wing. The crafters, mostly outside hires, were given a choice.” 



“Oh,  dear,  Glyph  must  have  been  jealous  of  the  Elites’

success…”  Hellfish  shook  his  head.  “I  bet  Mogwai  offered  him powerleveling  in  zones  where  the  living  can’t  go  because  of  the climate.” 



“Maybe  so,  or  maybe  he  just  forced  them,”  Despot  said, adding his two cents to the discussion. “Not much of a choice — lose a dominion or take the side of one who might turn your dominion into dead soil!” 



“That  isn’t  even  the  main  thing,”  Joker  said,  waving  a  hand. 

“Mogwai practiced his offer on the Dragons and then took it straight to Darant. Bastian the First didn’t even want to discuss the possibility of  an  alliance  with  the  undead,  but  then  Nergal’s  priests  showed unusual activity — they started trying to convince the king to accept the  Destroying  Plague’s  offer.  All  the  rest  is  just  the  speculation  of journalists. They say Bastian agreed, listened, but turned down the offer, and then threatened to outlaw the followers of Nergal. For their connections to the Destroying Plague. Do you understand, Scyth?” 



“Sounds  like  I  arrived  at  the  palace  just  after  the overthrowing.” 



“What overthrowing?” Crawler asked. “Who got overthrown?” 



“It was a revolution,” I answered. “A coup. I told you, Dominic the  Second  is  now  on  the  throne,  Bastian’s  younger  brother.  This one  apparently  didn’t  argue  with  Nergal’s  priests.  Now  the Commonwealth  is  allied  to  the  Destroying  Plague.  The  Nether  with them anyway, we’ll get through this ourselves! What are they saying about  the  Empire,  Joker?  Have  they  decided  to  make  friends  with the undead too?” 



“Eileen, as the face of the… Hmm, does the Nucleus have a face, Scyth? You’ve met it, right?” 



“At first it didn’t, but now it seems it does,” I answered. “But it’s so horrible that you’re better off not seeing it.” 



“Well,  anyway,  the  Supreme  Legate,  as  the  face  of  the Nucleus in Disgardium, made the same offer to Emperor Kragosh,” 

Joker  said.  “But  he  just  sent  her  away,  told  her  that  the  Empire  is only  for  the  living,  and  the  dead  should  go  back  where  they  came. 

Considering that vampires make up around 1% of the population and also  aren’t  exactly  alive,  Kragosh  had  to  clarify  that  bloodsuckers were exempt.” 

 

“Shame,” Hellfish noted. “Nobody would mind if the vampires were thrown out of the Empire.” 



“Alright, what about the undead?” I asked. 



“The undead… Heh. Well, they refused to go back where they came from and kept marching on Shak, destroying everything in their path.  Now  Kragosh  has  announced  an  Empire-wide  call  to  arms. 

Incidentally,  Vargoshi,  the  High  Prince  of  the  Vampires,  has apparently decided to take this opportunity to bargain for privileges. 

He’s  announced  that  he’s  going  to  meet  with  the  ‘Lady  Supreme Legate’ to figure out which ruler would be better for the vampires.” 



“Idiot,” Despot commented. “When there is nobody left but the undead, from whom will they drink blood?” 



“Pfft,  they  have  farms,”  Hellfish  objected.  “But  there’s something  else  I  don’t  get.  What  does  Dominic  stand  to  gain  from allying with the Destroying Plague?” 



“And  more  than  that,  why  have  the  legates  ignored  the destruction  of  two  temples  and  abandoned  their  search  for Kharinza?”  I  asked  thoughtfully.  “Why  have  they  suddenly  switched to other targets?” 



“You’re thinking like a player, Scyth,” Crawler answered. “Who knows what’s on the Nucleus’s mind except the thing itself? Maybe it decided  it’s  best  to  quickly  expand  its  sphere  of  influence?  Maybe after  capturing  a  bunch  of  new  lands  and  increasing  its  number  of undead, it’s gotten so strong that it doesn’t care about the Sleepers now?  And  the  temples…  Well,  not  much  time  has  passed.  Maybe while Eileen and Mogwai attack sentients, some of the other legates got quests to restore the temples?” 



“It’s fully possible,” Hellfish interjected, “that all this activity of theirs is actually linked to the attack on the temples.” 



Joker,  who  had  been  looking  through  the  unfolded  paper, coughed to draw attention:



“Here’s  what  they’re  saying  about  the  alliance  between  the Destroying Plague and the Commonwealth. Nobody knows the exact reason, because the king hasn’t issued a statement on his actions, but  the  reporters  think  that  Dominic  the  Second  isn’t  making  any decisions, just carrying out Nergal’s will.” 



“Or  the  king  is  afraid  that  Darant  goes  the  way  of  Kinema,” 

Crawler  suggested.  “Maybe  the  Destroying  Plague  promised  not  to touch  the  lands  of  the  Commonwealth  if  they  promised  not  to intervene in the undead’s plans of conquest.” 



“Here’s  more  from  the  paper,”  Joker  added,  showing  us  a moving  picture  featuring  the  leaders  of  the  Commonwealth.  “They say that the elves, dwarves and gnomes aren’t overjoyed at the new king’s decision, but they’re not doing anything for now, just muttering. 

They  probably  realize  that  if  they  try  anything  and  declare  their departure from the Commonwealth, then the undead will immediately invade their lands.” 



“No  doubt  about  it,  the  Destroying  Plague  will  help  keep Dominic’s angry allies in check,” Crawler said. 



“This  Dominic  of  yours  is  an  idiot!”  Despot  growled.  “The princes  of  the  Inferno  know  better  than  anyone  how  foolish  it  is  to allow a powerful demon to swallow up others, which is why we never join powerful foes, but unite together to defeat them!” 



“What’s  he  hoping  for,  to  sit  it  all  out?”  I  asked,  referring  to Dominic. 



“While  the  Destroying  Plague  is  taking  care  of  the Commonwealth’s  enemies,  he  won’t  intervene…”  the  gnome answered.  “And  from  what  I  understand,  the  next  to  lose  their country after the goblins will be the imperials.” 



“Then  we  have  to  intervene,”  I  decided,  turning  to  Hellfish:

“Can you meet with Kragosh?” 



“I’ll ask Horvac now,” he answered. 



He spoke to his clan leader in front of us. Horvac had already announced  an  assembly  and  come  to  an  agreement  with  Colonel and Hinterleaf not only to keep the clans at the ready for the attack on Viderlich, but also to potentially help if Eileen turned on her path toward Shak and attacked the Travelers’ castles. 



 Say  hi  to  the  kid  for  me,  Horvac  said  on  parting,  after promising  to  immediately  meet  with  Kragosh  and  convince  him  to give me an audience. 



“What  do  you  think,  how  long  until  we  get  an  answer?”  I asked. 



“Even  Horvac  with  his  maxed-out   reputation  can’t  get  an audience  with  Kragosh  as  easily  as  it  might  seem,”  Hellfish answered.  “But  you  aren’t  going  to  ask  him  for  something,  you’re going to offer him help, so it should be fine. The emperor will agree. 

He’s not going anywhere.” 



I nodded, although my head span with the thought that I could turn  it  all  around  by  sacrificing   Demon  Fighter’s  Ferocity  and summoning  the  legions.  I  couldn’t  commit  to  it  yet;  I  knew  my demons  were  my  last  ace  in  the  hole,  and  an  unreplenishable resource.  Who  knew  when  I  might  really  need  them?  For  a diversionary  attack,  on  the  other  hand,  my  own  forces  might  be enough…

 

If they weren’t enough, then I could ask the demons for help, although  come  to  think  of  it,  how  many  would  even  come  to  help me?  Would  it  even  work?  Would  the  system  nerf  them  like  it  had Despot? If so, then the arrivals wouldn’t keep all their strength. In the end  I  decided  to  hold  the  demons  back.  It  wouldn’t  be  fair  for  the Commonwealth  and  the  Empire,  who  hated  the  Sleepers  and demons,  to  be  saved  by  their  hated  enemies.  No,  better  that  the Empire help, especially since the Commonwealth was out. 



There  was  another  reason  too,  the  most  obvious  when  I remembered the treachery of demons. The legions would answer the summons, sure, but would they really help? Maybe their ‘help’ was nothing but a treacherous plan of the rulers of the Inferno to return to Disgardium? 



Casting those thoughts aside, I asked:



“What about Viderlich?” 



“We  found  the  city,”  Hellfish  said.  “We  didn’t  get  close.  The place is really active, with a lot of sentries. I mostly looked at it from afar, through my scope.” 



“I sent out an  Invisible Eye,” Crawler added. “There’s no city to speak  of  on  the  service,  just  infested  soil  and   Plague  Pylons   as watchtowers. It’s like those things are alive. They have  Plague Aura and  can  see  invisible  targets.  They’re  the  ones  that  put  down  my Invisible  Eye,  but  not  before  I  saw  a  broad  tunnel  leading  down below.” 



“Viderlich is an underground city, then?” 



“Right,” Hellfish nodded. “I walked around the surface to get a look at the tunnel. There’s plenty of activity inside; the dead seem to be always moving. Apparently they live underground.” 

 

“Yeah,  and  it’s  marked  on  the  map  as  Viderlich,”  the  mage added. “I put a portal beacon there, but I can teleport you there too if you want, so that you have the travel point too.” 



“Yeah, go on…” 



The next moment Crawler and I disappeared. Hellfish was just opening his mouth, but we didn’t hear what he said. We reappeared on  plague soil surrounded by ziggurats. There was no snow — the warmth emanating from the undead ground had melted it. 



“I  meant  to  tell  you,  Crawler  whispered.  “Looks  like  your Sparks aren’t needed here — it’s warm above the city.” 



Staring  at  the  huge  area  of  land  covered  in  black  and  green veins bulging out of the snow, I clenched my teeth. I really wanted to take the risk of going into  Clarity and diving into the yawning tunnel a mile or so away, to study Viderlich up close, but…



“You see,” the gnome pointed. “The  Plague Pylons are placed so that you can’t get through.” 



The  defensive  structures  that  Crawler  spoke  of  looked  from here  like  a  scattering  of  rotting  ulcers  pressing  thickly  out  of  the plague soil. If their aura knocked me out of  Clarity, then I’d be seen and would have to fight, and the defenses in the city were probably even  more  powerful.  Surely  there  were  legates  waiting  there  too. 

The  chances  of  failure  were  high,  so  I  abandoned  my  idea  of scouting out the city. 



“Alright,  let’s  head  back,”  I  said,  activating   Depths Teleportation to the oasis. 



When we appeared, Hellfish just shook his head:



“The  youth  of  today  never  ceases  to  amaze  me.  You  didn’t even think to warn us that you were going to disappear! I get it, we don’t  have  much  time,  but  teleporting  away  in  mid-conversation?  I see that the idea of manners…” 



“Not now, Mr. Painter,” I interrupted. “Any news from Horvac?” 



“Not yet,” he answered, grinding his teeth. 



“Then let’s not waste time. Let’s go take out Eileen’s horde,” I suggested. “Any intel on where she is?” 



“Our  scouts  are  watching  her.  Hold  on,  I’ll  ask  someone  to open us a portal from the Travelers’ castle. Is it just the two of us?” 



Casting a glance at my friends, I decided to take only Despot. 



“Three of us,” I said, then nodded to Crawler and Joker. “As for you, I have something for you to do…” 



When  I  met  with  my  mage  friend,  the  abundance  of information  pushed  that  ‘something’  out  of  my  head,  and  Crawler didn’t remind me of it, although he clearly burned with the desire to. 

Now I remembered my loot from the Inferno, pulled out most of the Grains of Mephistroth’s Salt and offered them to Crawler:



“I don’t know what Joker will make from this, but I’m sure you’ll find the right use for them, friend.” 



The  gnome  mage  reverently  accepted  the   Grains  of Mephistroth’s Salt and started examining them. His face lit up and he shouted:



“I got it! Turning grains into a whole is basic  Alchemy!” 



Despot hoved in to sniff the salt and sneezed, leaving only a few grains in Crawler’s hands — the rest flew across the sand. 



“Ah,  they’re  from  Mephistroth!”  Despot  exclaimed.  “When  he wounded  Belial,  the  prince  got  angry  with  him  and  put  some  curse on him! The son of a bitch sweats like a hundred demons to this day! 

He’s always covered in a crust of salt!” 



His speech was punctuated by swearing from the two gnomes crawling around at his feet in search of the precious  Grains. Seeing that  they  couldn’t  get  them  all  on  their  own,  I  picked  them  up  with Magnetism  and  handed  them  to  Crawler  again,  asking  Despot  to move away. 



Leaving the two gnomes to chatter over the  Grains, I took the demon  and  Hellfish  and  activated   Depths  Teleportation  to  the Travelers’ main castle. 



 



Chapter 8. Inevitability







WHILE  HELLFISH  AND  I  waited  for  the  portal  from  the  scouts  in  the courtyard,  Despot  fawned  under  comments  from  the  Travelers’

fighters. An officer of the clan — a large orc warlock called Tammy, 

— told us the latest news, which was coming in thick and fast today. 



To entertain Despot, she summoned three familiars — an imp, demon, and infernal, — but they turned up their noses and refused to talk to the exile. 



Offended,  Despot  ate  them.  Tammy  just  gasped,  then  said enviously:



“How’s  that  fair,  huh?  I’ve  been  leveling  up  demonology  for years,  but  my  demons  don’t  stand  a  chance  against  yours!  And you’re not even a warlock!” 



“He’s not mine,” I said, raising my hands. “He just likes to hang around with me for now.” 



“No,  not  his,”  the  demon  rumbled,  belching  volcanically  and repeating after me word for word: “I just like to hang around with him for now.” 



“No  wonder  Horvac  says  you’re  worth  watching…”  Tammy said thoughtfully. “You got a girlfriend, Scyth?” 



“He does!” Hellfish cut her off. “One his own age, not a woman past  forty!  Anyway,  the  kid  has  a  will  of  steel  and  an  adamantite piston  for  a  heart.  At  the  Games,  even  those  models  Destiny  and Michelle  couldn’t  melt  him,  no  matter  how  hard  they  tried!  Even  in real life! So come on, Tammy, stay on topic! Tell us the news.” 

 

“Rude, Fish!” the warlock woman harrumphed. “Just going and blabbing my age like that!” 



Sighing  with  affected  grief,  she  moved  on  to  the  latest  world events  covered  by  the  Imperial  press  and  the  media  in  real  life. 

According to her,  Disgardium Daily had a full spread describing the fundamental  changes  in  the  political  map  of  the  world.  The  dead lands  spreading  across  the  southern  shore  of  Latteria  had  gone  to the Destroying Plague, as had all the northern expanses. The neutral races  had  received  an  ultimatum:  enter  the  new  Commonwealth  or be crushed beneath the advancing undead boot. 



Many  neutrals  agreed,  but  not  all.  For  example,  the  dryads decided  to  migrate  north  through  the  lands  of  the  Commonwealth and straight into the elvish Forbidden Forest, because Lisenta, First Among Dryads, rejected Dominic II’s proposal. 



Remembering  the  dryad  Michelle  from  our  partnership  in  the Games,  I  wrote  to  her  and  asked  for  an  audience  with  Lisenta, offering to join forces against the Destroying Plague. I added briefly that an attack on the Nucleus was to take place today, and attached a portal coin linked to the beacon near Viderlich. 



I  was  just  finishing  off  the  message  when  a  portal  opened  in the  castle  courtyard.  Victor,  a  troll  scout  of  the  Travelers,  stuck  his head through. He found Hellfish with his eyes and waved:



“Hey,  Fish!  Hurry  up,  before  the  undead  find  us!  They’re close…” 



We  walked  through  right  away.  The  portal  took  me,  Hellfish and  Despot  to  some  collapsed  cliffs  amid  the  jungle  where  Eileen hadn’t  yet  reached  —  a  few  boulders  and  a  pile  of  stones  braided with tropical undergrowth. 



“The undead is heading right this way,” the scout said first and only then offered me and Despot his hand. “Hey, I’m Victor.” 



“Scyth,” I said, although he had to know that. 



“Despot,” the demon growled, touching the scout’s hand with a fiery finger. 



Victor  had  enviable  restraint  —  he  gave  no  sign  that  the demon impressed him, and even meeting the top Threat didn’t seem to faze him. 



“Okay, I’m taking off,” he said. “Good luck!” 



Mounting  up  on  his  gigantic  flying  bat,  he  went  into   Stealth along with his mount and shot upwards. 



In  the  meantime,  Hellfish  was  combing  the  area  in  search  of cover where he could hide and wait for Eileen. A crack between two boulders caught my eye. It was around four yards above the ground. 

I  doubted  the  undead  would  look  in  it.  The  sniper  noticed  it  too, glanced at me and back at the shelter. I nodded. 



“It’ll do,” Hellfish decided. 



“I shall hide in the shadows,” Despot screeched. 



I already knew that the screeching was nothing other than the demon’s  whisper  —  his  voice  sounded  like  rusty  metal  on  metal. 

Hellfish grimaced and rubbed his ear, but said nothing and headed for  the  boulders.  Despot  just  disappeared  into  the  shadows somewhere. Then I went into  Stealth too. 



We  froze,  listening  and  sniffing  the  air.  An  unnatural  silence reigned as if before a storm. The jungle, normally teeming with life, 

had frozen in anticipation of coming death. Even the wind seemed to be in hiding. 



Just as I was about to take off flying to see how far away the undead were, the jungle began to shake and squawk in hundreds of voices.  Thousands  of  multicolored  birds,  winged  snakes  and  other strange  creatures  I’d  never  seen  before  rose  into  the  air.  The piercing screeching was so loud that I nearly went deaf. 



Then  the  entire  mass  of  frightened  animal  life  broke  towards us.  They  were  no  threat  to  Despot  while  he  was  melded  with  the shadows, but the sniper still hadn’t climbed into his shelter and could get hurt bad. 



I  grabbed  Hellfish  and  took  off,  and  an  instant  later  in  the stone glade where we had just stood was a variegated river of life: panthers,  ligers,  deer,  bison,  forest  mortens,  fanged  monkeys, gigantic monsters with the bodies of elephants but the legs of dogs and  the  toothy  mouths  of  crocodiles.  An  actual  pterodactyl  flew  by above  a  couple  of  basilisks  and  eight-legged  reptiles.  The  whole area  filled  with  a  cloud  of  bats  and  multicolored  spotted  parrots crying in terror. 



Once  the  flickering  bodies  of  thousands  of  jungle  inhabitants was gone, we saw the source of their fear. An undead horde slowly seeped  across  the  land  in  the  distance  like  volcanic  lava, transforming all it life it touched into  undeath. The trees blackened, withered and either collapsed into ash or deformed into tilting cones covered in a  plague rime. 



“Get ready!” I commanded, carrying Hellfish into his position. 



The  swore  through  his  teeth  and  camouflaged  himself,  and  I soared into the sky. 



Even  with  my  high   perception,  I  could  only  see  a  moving brown  mass  in  the  distance  at  first,  but  soon  I  could  make  out individual  creatures  towering  above  crowds  of  zombies  that  had once been sentient. Only then did the  Gondolin Alert Ring activate, pointing at the center of the horde. There, mounted on a mammoth skeleton, rode Eileen, all languid and regal. Some sort of silhouette glimmered in the air above her, maybe a protector god, but I couldn’t make it out at this distance. 



“The  undead  are  around  three  miles  away,”  I  said  into  my comm amulet. “Hellfish?” 



“Ready!” the sniper replied. “May the Sleepers be with us, kid!” 



“The Sleepers and Fortune both,” I added, and, remembering the lost Baron Samedi kill, I asked: “You remember, right? Shoot only on my command!” 



The  stench  of  dead  flesh  poured  out  of  the  quietened  forest. 

Tendrils  of  greenish-brown  mist  began  to  poke  out  of  the  trees, spreading  across  the  ground.  I  took  on  the  form  of  Victor  who  had just left us, to mislead Eileen. The Supreme Legate was likely used to  the  sight  of  scouts  in  the  sky,  so  it  shouldn’t  raise  her  hackles. 

 Imitation leveled up, reaching level 24. 



Taking a deep breath in, letting it go and putting my thoughts in order, I went through the plan again in my head, keeping my eyes on  Eileen.  As  she  approached  I  started  to  make  out  more  details, and the phantom protector god took on shape and color… What?! I rubbed  my  eyes…  Not  a  god,  but  a  goddess,  and  I  knew  her  well! 

My heart started to race. The stunning beauty from beyond the grave couldn’t  be  confused  with  anyone.  It  was  Morena.  The  goddess looked  detached,  and,  I  thought,  sad.  Or  maybe  I  just  wanted  to believe that. 



How had Eileen managed to pass through the Barrier and get into Morena’s refuge? Dekotra must have performed the ritual after being turned undead, using the goblins captured in Kinema. But why had the Old Goddess of Death not refused to serve the Destroying Plague? And would she harm me? 



Morena’s presence bothered me. I had seen more than once what a legate was capable of with the help of a dark protector god. 

Each  minion  had  the  buff   Morena’s  Companion,  increasing  their damage  by  10%.  Eileen  herself  didn’t  get  any  levels  from  the  buff, but  it  did  double  the  strength  of  her   plague  skills.  Not  bad,  but  still not as imba as Cray and Baron Samedi, and that calmed me down a little. Maybe Eileen just hadn’t had time to complete the divine quest chain yet, so she didn’t have anything supernatural for now. 



On  the  other  hand,  this  new  information  didn’t  change anything.  The  strategy  that  we  had  used  successfully  on  the  other legates  should  work  this  time  too,  although  I  planned  to  use something else instead of  Balancer. 



The  plague crust spread across the earth ahead of the horde, the undead walking on already infected soil and taking energy from it.  It  took  a  lot  of  effort  to  keep  my  cool  and  not  rush  straight  for Eileen, but I waited, clearing my mind of excess thought and willing my heart to calm. All the same, my shoulders tensed in anticipation

— another few minutes and I would be face to face with my sworn enemy. 



I flew further away to make sure Eileen ended up in Hellfish’s line of sight without noticing any danger. 



The  stench  rising  from  the  thousands  of  rotting  corpses  was so  thick  that  my  real  body  began  to  wretch.  The  air  seemed  to vibrate  from  the  endless  guttural  growls  overlaid  atop  each  other. 

Even though I was used to the undead, I felt ill at ease and wanted to run away… or end it all sooner rather than later. 

 

Staring at the figure of the Supreme Legate, I mentally spurred her on:  Come on, Eileen, hurry it up!  A little longer and I’d take the risk  of  enacting  my  plan,  and  if  it  worked,  then  there’d  be  another revolution in the hierarchy of the Destroying Plague. And if not — no harm done. 



My  fingers  clenched  convulsively,  digging  into  my  palms.  I watched  as  the  trees  changed  before  my  eyes,  covering  over  with necrosis,  how  the  orchids  blackened  and  unfamiliar  flowers collapsed into dust or exploded in rot. 



The first undead minions appeared — mostly former sentients: orcs, trolls, ogres, dark elves. Behind them came monsters trampling and  crawling,  staggering  and  dropping  chunks  of  flesh:  basilisks, anacondas,  unfamiliar  flightless  birds,  forest  mortens,  ligers, panthers,  elephants,  monitor  lizards  and  the  monstrous  crocodiles that I’d seen recently, — they were all below level 600. Apparently, after  losing  her  strong  horde  on  Second  Boomerang  and disincarnating the new one at Kinema, Eileen had resurrected it here and hadn’t yet leveled it up. 



The  Supreme  Legate  of  the  Destroying  Plague  sat  atop  a gigantic mammoth skeleton with thirty-foot tusks. If it weren’t for the beam pointing toward her from my ring, I wouldn’t have noticed her small figure on the gigantic creature’s back. The earth shook with the mount’s  every  movement.  One  step,  another…  I  glanced  down  at Hellfish,  who  was  melted  into  the  darkness.  His  rifle  moved  slowly, tracking Eileen. 



If we killed her now we would win the battle, but the Supreme Legate would immediately resurrect and come back, and we’d have one fewer  Belial’s Blood Explosive Round. So… We’d kill her later. 



Entering   Clarity,  I  shot  down  to  Eileen,  targeted  her  and activated  Wheel of Fortune. For an instant, time stopped even for me

—  the  picture  froze,  blinked.  A  series  of  peals  rang  down  from  the sky. The clouds took on human form, gained flesh, filled with color, and the huge figure of a woman with shining wings behind her back descended  from  the  heavens.  Her  long  hair  radiated  around  her head  like  a  golden  nimbus.  My  patron  saint  Fortune  had  come  in person, holding the  Horn of Plenty aloft! 



She appeared majestically. Noticing Morena’s dim figure, she raised  a  brow  and  the  Old  Goddess  of  Death  shrank  and disappeared.  Morena’s  Companion  immediately  dropped  from  the minions. Then the celestial visitor glanced at me for an instant and…

maybe I just imagined it, but it looked like Fortune winked! 



I  don’t  know  if  Eileen  saw  it.  When  I  had  used   Wheel  of Fortune on Mogwai, he saw Nergal’s hand and divine light. For my part,  I  watched  with  bated  breath  as  Fortune  put  away  the   Horn  of Plenty,  overflowing  with  disappearing  gemstones  and  gold  coins. 

She fixed her eyes on Eileen, pulled out a huge wheel and held it in both hands. 



In  the  same  second,  Eileen  was  torn  from  the  back  of  her mount and crucified spread-eagle on the wheel like a frog about to be dissected. The Goddess of Luck span the wheel as it hung in the air.  It  turned  for  a  few  endlessly  long  seconds  until  Eileen  finally collapsed onto the frozen crowd of monsters, who bowed their backs over her, hiding her. 



My mouth was dry. Fractions of a second turned into eternities of waiting. A text finally appeared:



 Fortune  has  judged  the  deeds  of  Eileen,  level  997

 Supreme Legate, with extreme disfavor. 

  

 Punishment:  Eileen  loses  all  the  levels  she  has  gained

 (total: 996)! 

  

Fortune’s  image  faded  and  dispersed  across  the  sky,  leaving only speckled white clouds in the shape of two wings as a reminder of her presence. 



What?  All  her  levels?!  Now  that’s  what  I’m  talking  about!  It took a hell of an effort to hold back a shout of triumph. All I allowed myself to do was clench a fist and punch the air. 



Eileen’s body was hidden beneath her monster servants, but I could  hear  her  wailing  cry  perfectly.  Above  the  backs  of  the disquieted and growling minions, the numbers of her levels flashed up and faded one after another. 



“What’s going on, Scyth?” Hellfish shouted through the comm amulet.  “Target  out  of  view!  Did  you  get  the  range  wrong?  Am  I supposed to fire blind?” 



“No! Wait for my signal!” 



After waiting for Eileen to drop down to level 1, I dove down to her, scattering the monster minions as they aggressed on me. Lifting up the Supreme Legate, who now had every chance to lose that title, I flew ten yards into the air and turned her back towards Hellfish. 



Eileen’s  Plague Beam dealt me pathetic damage, and I could ignore her  Aura now. Then she tried to detonate  Plague Fury, but her skills  and   plague  reservoir  had  apparently  been  reduced  to  her current  level.  The  flash  was  weak,  dealing  around  eight  million damage.  I  remember  that  Mogwai  also  complained  that  his  druid skills and  Resilience had been cut down relative to his lost levels —

Fortune’s gift worked justly, as far as I could see. After all, if a level 1

legate still had all his skills, he could get back what he lost in half a day! 



In the meantime Eileen twitched in my hands, hissing, unable to  resist.  To  her  credit,  at  least  she  wasn’t  spitting  in  hysterics  like

Mogwai.  When  I  lifted  her  before  me  with  one  arm  and  pulled  the other back to strike, Eileen grinned and hissed triumphantly:



“You don’t have to hide behind another’s face. I recognize you! 

This changes nothing, Scyth! You and your little gang are done for! 

You can’t handle what I’ve seen…” 



“What are you talking about?” 



“You’ll  see  for  yourself,”  she  said,  smiling  and  closing  her eyes. Her lips twitched with a quiet sigh: “Soon…” 



Now was the time to verify whether Eileen was a Threat or not

— there could be no better opportunity. “Fire!” I commanded into my comm amulet. A shot rang out at once. 



The bullet smashed through the skull of the Supreme Legate and exploded from within, sending bone flying, although its damage was  absorbed  by  the  still  active  invulnerability.  Apparently  Eileen saw a familiar name in the logs and her rotting white eyes widened:



“Where did you get so much  Belial’s Blood? I bought the last one!” 



Without  answering,  I  made  sure  the   Absolute  Destroying Plague  Immortality  buff  beneath  her  portrait  had  disappeared,  and delivered the sentence:



“I banish you from Disgardium forever!” And impaled her with Reaper’s Scythes. 



Eileen  twitched  a  couple  of  times,  then  expired.  She  didn’t flash  green  like  Big  Po  had  when  he  had  been  banished,  but  went back to respawn. Shimmering, her body disappeared. 



Nothing  else  happened.  No   Rainbow Crystal  dropped,  which meant the Supreme Legate had not been a Threat. In fact, no loot at all had dropped from her or the other killed legates, as if the Nucleus had  given  them  the  ability  to  keep  their  equipment  and  inventory contents  after  death.  Even  this  seemingly  small  perk  spoke  of  the imbalance they brought to Disgardium, overriding all the laws of the game mechanics. 



The Supreme Legate’s minions staggering along below didn’t disincarnate,  and  Morena  appeared  among  them  again.  It  seemed that  both  the  presence  of  the  goddess  and  the   undeath  of  the minions were now feeding on the already present  plague energy, but within an hour the horde would collapse into bones. However…



 Release Despot, Hellfish, but warn him not to touch Dekotra!  I said  into  my  comm  amulet.  The  aforementioned  troll  and  former leader  of  Morena’s  cultists  stood  immobile,  staring  dully  at  his goddess.  I  descended  to  him,  hovering  a  few  yards  above  the ground  and  ignoring  the  undead  groaning  beneath  my  feet.  Not knowing  whether  the  Goddess  of  Death  would  recognize  me  as Scyth, I went back to my true form. 



Morena raised her sad eyes and spoke first:



“Scyth… You are too late…” 



“Why, Inexorable One?” 



“My connection to Eileen is strong, and grows stronger by the hour. The emanations of the Nether are sunk into my very soul. They give  me  strength,  but  change  me,  transform  me…”  Her  voice sounded lifeless. “The Nucleus wants to turn me into what he made of  Reaper.  If  I  try  to  resist  the  inevitable,  I  will  simply  be disincarnated. And I cannot hide behind the Barrier any longer. Even he,  my  most  loyal  follower,”  she  gestured  at  Dekotra,  “is  now undead.” 

 

“If he comes back to life, will that help you?” 



Already  disappearing,  Morena  half  closed  her  eyes.  Her  final words rustled through my head:  It will only delay the inevitable. While the Nucleus exists, my fate is sealed…



I  had  to  hurry,  before  Dekotra  collapsed  into  dust.  Without leaving  Clarity, I picked him up and jumped to Terrastera. 



As  soon  as  I  appeared  by  the  temple  of  the  Sleepers,  I realized  that   Depths  Teleportation  had  leveled  up  to  36,  and  I  left Clarity to shout:



“Tiamat!” 



The troll jerked into motion, started to groan:



“There is no death in service to the Destroying Plague!” 



“Heh, they really brainwashed you,” I chuckled, taking him by the arm and dragging him up the temple stairs. 



The  Sleeper  came  out  to  meet  us.  She  seemed  to  read  my thoughts:



“Leave  him  here.  I  will  take  care  of  him,  Initial.  You  must return. The fate of the world depends on your success. The Nether has never before had so much influence over Disgardium!” 



“I will succeed!” 



The Depths returned me to where I jumped from, and the spot where the sniper hit. Two heartbeats later I was charging toward the horde  and  cutting  through  the  ranks  of  undead.  Despot  the  demon was  already  joyfully  tearing  the  minions  apart,  grinding  through  the

teeming mass of the dead like the devil’s combine harvester. Bones crunched and rot hung thick in the air. 



Shots rang out from Hellfish a couple of seconds later. 



My  Hammerfist crushed rotten skulls, ribcages, spines. I went into  Clarity  and  the  picture  blurred,  suspending  drops  of  slime  and scraps  of  flesh  and  shattered  bone  in  mid-air.  Little  comets  slowly flew  toward  their  targets  —  Hellfish’s  bullets.  Despot  stood  frozen with a smile from ear to ear, one halberd arm impaling two zombies and the second lowered and rolling up a ball of meat and bone. He could  have  just  swept  into  the  lines  of  the  undead  with  his  halberd arms and cut the minions to pieces, but he liked to mix it up a little. 

He wouldn’t be eating any of them anyway; he didn’t like the taste. 



Whenever  an  undead  died,  it  strengthened  the  rest  a,  but even the final level 1100 minions couldn’t stand against us, at two to three  times  their  strength.  Despot  rolled  up  a  couple  of  meat-bone balls and I sliced them up with  Reaper’s Scythes. 



“A  pure  victory,”  Hellfish  commented,  joining  us  on  his  flying snake. “Nice to see the horde collapsing…” 



When  we  returned  to  the  oasis,  we  found  something unimaginable  there.  The  two  little  gnomes  were  dancing  in  circles arm  in  arm  around  the  palm  tree,  squeaking  happily.  Crawler  ran toward me when we appeared, proudly showing me a flask filled with bubbling black liquid:



 Mephistroth’s Salt

  

 Demonic potion. 

  

 Unique item. 

  

 If you drink this potion, you will be possessed by a demon, but will gain the one-time ability to tame any living creature by planting the  demon  within  it.  The  tamed  creature  will  be  extremely aggressive,  and  only  its  connection  with  its  master  keeps  it  from escaping. The creature’s damage will always be equal to double its master’s level. 

  

 Attention!  Drinking  this  potion  will  lower  your  reputation  to hatred  with all factions of Disgardium. 

  

“This  is  it,  Scyth!”  Crawler  said  excitedly.  “This  is  the  one! 

Shame  we  couldn’t  make  a  second,  it  turns  into   Corrupt Mephistroth’s Salt, a building material. Useless, just has penalties for building  durability. But this! Wow!” 



“Are you sure now is the time to drink it?” I asked, weighing up the pros and cons. 



“Of  course  it  isn’t,”  the  gnome  said,  waving  a  hand.  “It’s  for solo play only — you really don’t need a tamed beast eating all the workers.” 



Joker  jumped  up  and  down  on  the  spot  nearby,  squeaking something at us and stretching out his little hands. 



“Has Joker invented something too?” Hellfish asked. 



“Here…” The gnome handed the sniper and me a round each. 



 Mephistroth’s Salt Round

  

 Epic ammunition. 

  

 A sentient hit by this bullet becomes a target for possession by any demon in the Inferno for 1 hour. 

  

“Hmm, I gotta say, I doubt this’ll be useful,” Hellfish shrugged. 

“But I can try it on someone if you want.” 



“There’s  nothing  to  doubt!”  Joker  grumbled,  clearly  offended. 

“Fire it at a legate and a demon takes control of his body, got it?” 



“So what?” 



“So  the  legate  loses  control  of  himself,  that’s  what!”  the engineer snapped angrily. 



“Sorry,”  the  sniper  said,  scratching  his  head.  “I  wasn’t thinking.” 



His  comm  amulet  squawked  and  Horvac’s  voice  came through:



“Fish, take our kid and get over to Kragosh’s palace right now! 

You  have  a  message  with  a  portal  seal  in  your  inbox.  Hurry,  he’s waiting!” 



I nodded to the sniper, glanced at Crawler and jerked my head to the side. We walked some distance away and I said quietly:



“We  need  to  check  what’s  up  at  the  base.  If  the  security officers are done, then bring our people into Dis.” 



If  only  I  could  log  out  of  Dis  myself!  I  really  wanted  some peace and quiet, to hang out with my friends, to eat one of Maria’s tasty meals, listen to Roj’s dumb stories about his army service. And Tobias needed someone by his bedside, to calm him down and bring him back to reality when he woke up. Even thoughts of studying felt so…  cozy.  Hiding  under  a  blanket  with  my  school  tablet  and  diving into  studying  robotechnics  or  finance…  But  I,  Alex  Sheppard,  no longer belonged to myself. The horror stories with which Behemoth had  spurred  me  on  half  a  year  ago  were  now  a  reality.  Today  had

been a perfect example of that, with the Commonwealth entering into an alliance with the Destroying Plague. And Tiamat’s words that the Nether had more influence now than ever were indirectly confirmed by Morena, who I had every reason to trust. 



“Got it. I hope they’re all good and they don’t find any moles,” 

the mage said. “We going to Viderlich straight after?” 



“Most of us, yeah. The guardians — oh, by the way, we should make  them  priests  of  the  Sleepers,  —  will  join  Despot  and  protect the  temple  under  construction  in  the  desert.  And  Hellfish  and  I  will guard the one on the South Pole.” 



“Then  good  luck.  I’m  logging  out  of  Dis,”  Crawler  said  and smiled, pleased at the invention with  Mephistroth’s Salt.  He  winked at me. “It’ll be okay, Scyth!” 



His  body  was  still  shimmering  when  something  inside  me shouted  —  danger!  Something  was  wrong!  It  was  like  there  was  a hole in my heart. Pain and the horror of inevitability swallowed me up

— I was about to lose a friend! And I shouted:



“Stop!” 



But  the  little  figure  of  the  gnome  mage  was  already disappearing into thin air. 



 



Chapter 9. The Legions Demand Fire WHEN CRAWLER LOGGED OUT, my intuition started screaming at me. 

Certain that I had to catch up to him, I looked for the exit button in my interface, but Hellfish shouted:



“We’re  going  to  be  late,  Scyth!  The  emperor  isn’t  a  fan  of waiting!” 



Reassuring myself with the thought that if something bad had happened, then Roj or Maria would have already pulled me out with the emergency exit, I nodded to Hellfish:



“Alright, let’s go.” 



Joker  watched  us  go  sadly  as  we  disappeared,  and  Despot caught a long respawned snake and just began to eat it. It occurred to  me  that  the  oasis  had  become  a  real  base  to  me  in  the  war against the Destroying Plague. 



I had no direct route to the palace, so first I had to jump to the inner  courtyard  of  the  Travelers’  castle.  From  there  we  flew  to  the clan’s portal hall — me on my own and the sniper on his mount, a flying  snake  much  like  the  one  the  demon  had  been  eating,  only shorter and with wings. 



While  we  flew,  I  sent  a  message  to  Yemi  with  a  portal  coin attached:



 Hey, warlock! Sorry for the late reply, been feeling off and not logging  into  Dis.  Decisive  battle  against  the  undead  on  Holdest, we’re gathering in a couple of hours. Is Yoruba in? 



I  got  an  answer  before  we  reached  the  portal  hall:   May  the Sleepers never wake! Count us in! 



The  snap  of  opening  portals  and  the  hum  of  hundreds  of sentients descended on us as soon as we crossed the threshold of the  hall.  Looking  around,  I  once  again  became  convinced  that  the Travelers was a most powerful clan with very high activity. Even six in-house portal mages wasn’t enough to keep the queue down. 



Luckily, Hellfish and I didn’t have to stand in line. The werewolf pushed  his  clanmates  aside  and  pressed  forward.  I  followed  after. 

We found ourselves standing before the troll woman Porta’Ballista, a clan portal mage. 



“Hey, Fish!” she said, and gestured for them to wait while she gulped down a mana potion. “Where to? And who’s this with you? Is that really..?” 



“It sure is!” the sniper cut her off. “We’re in a hurry, Porta, open up! To the imperial palace.” 



“Come  on,  Fish!”  Porta’Ballista  crossed  her  arms.  “You  could get  there  without  me!  And  I  know  Scyth  can  jump  around  like  a grasshopper all over Dis, with a whole group too.” 



“Porta…” Hellfish said warningly. 



“Fine, fine, I’m doing it…” 



The  troll  girl  glanced  sidelong  at  me  as  she  opened  us  up  a portal  to  our  destination.  Judging  by  her  name,  the  character  had been created to be a portal mage. 



“Nice  to  meet  you,  Scyth!  Good  luck!”  Porta’Ballista  called  to our backs, then turned to the next in line: “Where to?” 



I didn’t get a chance to look at Emperor Kragosh’s enormous palace fortress from the outside — the portal spat us out right in an inner courtyard. 



“Is that always the way with you guys?” I asked Hellfish after we arrived. “Queues?” 



“Officers get to jump the line, but the queues are the least of it,”  the  sniper  explained  to  me.  “Ordinary  Travelers  have  to  fill  out forms and explain the reason for their portal jump, then write a report on  whatever  they  did  afterwards.  It’s  not  cheap  to  open  individual portals, you know.” 



“How come?” 



“The  spells  don’t  just  take  mana  and  potions  that  the  portal mages have to drink like fish, but also rare ingredients related to the destination.” 



Marveling at the complexities of the world, I mentally thanked the Sleepers, the great random function and the final boss Murkiss from  the  Evil  from  the  Depths  for   Depths  Teleportation.  As  the Axiomers  Big  Po  and  Irina  had  once  explained  to  me,  for  other people  portals  were  either  totally  unavailable  or  expensive,  and inconvenient  to  use  to  boot.  Nobody  else  had  the  flexibility  that Depths  Teleportation  gave  us,  even  the  portal  mages,  who  had  to learn a separate spell for each route and spend valuable resources on  portals.  That  was  why  they  focused  on  the  capitals  as  the  most profitable destinations. 



In  the  meantime  Hellfish,  clearly  a  regular  visitor  to  the imperial palace, confidently walked through the ranks of powerful orc guardians  and  greeted  the  most  senior  —  Rollo,  a  gray  and  fierce old warrior with serrated fangs. Asking nothing, the orc pointed at the far end of the palace courtyard:



“His  Imperial  Majesty  and  Warchief  Horvac  are  in  the headquarters.  They  await  you  there.”  Measuring  me  up  with  his eyes, Rollo asked: “Do you need an escort?” 



“We’ll  find  our  way  there,”  the  sniper  answered.  “Come  on, Scyth, it’s not far.” 



Following  after  him,  I  turned  my  head  and  stared  in amazement  at  the  differences  between  the  palace  of  King  Bastian I… No, now Dominic II, and the palace of Emperor Kragosh. Where humans  had  luxury  and  opulence,  the  orcs  —  and  they  were  the main race in the Empire — showcased might and gravitas. But the monumental nature of it all had its own kind of beauty. 



Even  in  the  inner  courtyard  of  the  fortress  palace,  I  was surprised  to  see  none  of  the  lawns,  flower  beds,  sculptures  and fountains  that  humans  found  so  important.  Instead  there  were defensive fortifications, rows of catapults and ballistae, training areas surrounded by pits of sharp stakes. They were filled with orcs, trolls, ogres  and  minotaurs  hard  at  training,  with  the  odd  werewolf  and draconid here and there. 



“The  Empire  is  always  at  war,”  Hellfish  explained  when  I stopped involuntarily to watch a brown-skinned orc with two swords slash furiously at the full-length shield of an ogre armed with a spear. 

“If not with an external enemy, then with an internal one. There are still  plenty  of  tribes  in  the  Ursai  Jungle  that  oppose  the  capture  of their lands by the Empire.” 



“Like the Uzul’Urub trolls?” 



“Right,”  Hellfish  nodded.  “If  you  get  a  third  temple  up,  think about converting those tribes to the Sleepers too.” 



“What  about  their  gods?”  I  asked  in  surprise,  remembering Fortune’s jealousy. “Will they suffer that?” 

 

“Their  petty  gods  are  forgotten  or  unpopular,  which  means they’re  too  weak.  They  give  their  followers  practically  no  benefits. 

The most they can offer is a lucky hunt or a slightly richer harvest. 

Although not much farming is done anyway in the Empire; the jungle is  full  of  all  kinds  of  fruit,  herbs  and  vegetables.  Anyway,  food  that doesn’t run, fly, jump or crawl is considered food for invalids.” 



We  crossed  the  courtyard,  reaching  one  of  the  ceremonial entrances into the palace’s inner chambers. The werewolf greeted a couple  of  ogre  guardians  that  didn’t  twitch  as  we  approached,  and didn’t  try  to  block  our  path,  just  grinned  and  raised  their  arms  in greeting. They definitely knew who I was, they could see my name, but they didn’t react to it. 



The twin doors were huge, but the passageway behind them narrow, broad enough only for an ogre in armor, probably to make it easier  to  defend.  As  I  crossed  the  threshold,  I  looked  at  the thickness and material of the doors — almost two feet of  Corrupted Adamantite. 



Inside,  everything  was  stone  reinforced  with  metal.  The windows  looked  more  like  arrowslits,  letting  in  little  light,  but  magic sconces  helped  illuminate  the  rooms.  Stone,  stone,  stone everywhere,  and  no  marble.  The  walls  were  inlaid  with  coral diamond cobblestones, which had no equal in Dis for hardness. No sculptures,  flowers,  paintings  or  rugs  —  just  a  floor  and  walls inscribed  with,  as  Hellfish  explained,  the  wise  words  of  previous emperors in all languages of the Empire. The Common tongue was only used by those who needed it as part of their job. 



Around  every  ten  yards  I  saw  rows  of  holes  around  a  palm width across beneath my feet. Looking closer, I noticed them on the walls and ceiling too. I asked Hellfish about them and he explained:



“If enemies make it inside the castle, all the corridors go into defense  mode.  First  those  holes  shoot  out  poisoned  bolts  and arrows,  then  powerful  bars  that  crisscross  the  passageway  and hopefully  block  in  enemies.  But  then  the  most  interesting  part comes…” He pointed at the barely visible circles shimmering darkly around  the  holes.  “See  those?  When  they  join,  the  bars  break  the magic  seals.  Behemoth  only  knows  what  spells  are  sealed  within them.” 



I was surprised that we were walking along without any kind of escort.  We  were  in  the  heart  of  the  Empire,  an  arm’s  length  away from the ruler and his family, but from what I understood, we could go  wherever  we  wanted  within  the  palace.  When  I  shared  my thoughts, Hellfish confirmed:



“That’s  right.  If  you  have  at  least   friendship  with  the  Empire, you can stroll around the palace every day if you want to. Only the personal  chambers  of  His  Imperial  Majesty  Kragosh  are  out  of bounds. You need  respect to enter there, but even that isn’t enough for a meeting with the Emperor.” Lots of people want to see him, as I’m  sure  you  can  imagine,  so  you  have  to  register  in  advance  and have a good reason. Without a good reason, you risk dropping your rep to  hostility for wasting His Imperial Majesty’s time.” 



Remembering  the  group  of  guards,  mages  and  priests  of Nergal that had met me in the Commonwealth king’s palace, I asked:



“What  about  the  emperor’s  security?  What  if  an  enemy  gets inside?” 



“You  know  nothing  at  all  about  the  ways  of  orcs,”  Hellfish sighed.  “They  believe  that  if  the  ruler  is  unable  to  defend  himself, then  he  is  unworthy  of  his  position.  The  only  outsiders  allowed  in have  friendship with the Empire. The way the orcs see it, if their own citizens or those outsiders want to kill the Emperor, then that raises

the question of whether he has the right to keep the throne… We’re here.” 



The  throne  room  distantly  reminded  me  of  Belial’s  personal chambers — vast, the ceiling sixty feet up, no furniture save a huge metal throne hammered together from the weapons of the Empire’s defeated foes. Around a dozen imperial civilians clustered by the far wall, but I didn’t see a single guard, nor any priests of Marduk. 



The throne was empty. The emperor and Horvac stood before a magical map of Disgardium, unfolded and floating in the air. 



 Kragosh Borrenmush Farenzok, Orc, level ??? Sovereign

  

 Emperor. 

  

Noticing us, Kragosh headed our way. The emperor had ogre in his blood, judging by the horn growing from his forehead and his sheer size: Kragosh towered two heads above the already enormous Horvac and was nearly twice as broad in the shoulders. His mighty arms were thicker than my chest. There was plenty demonic about Kragosh’s  appearance:  his  inside-out  nostrils,  the  tusk-like  fangs jutting from his mouth, and of course the horn, where I immediately looked for stars out of habit. Only instead of bony plates on his head, he had graying black hair and a beard. 



Again, I couldn’t help but compare him to Dominic. Instead of silks and baubles, Kragosh’s body was covered with scars, tattoos, necklaces  of  fangs  from  defeated  monsters,  a  fur  shoulderguard covered  in  bony  spines  and  runic  symbols.  And  a  chain  across  his chest as thick as both my legs together. Not gold — iron, with spots of rust here and there. Kragosh wore no armor. 



“Herald Scyth!” his voice boomed. “You have the gratitude of the entire Empire for crushing the undead horde of Supreme Legate Eileen! Our scouts witnessed the battle and showed me everything

that  happens  there!”  Kragosh  turned  his  head  to  look  at  Hellfish.  “I know  all  about  your  deeds  too,  werewolf!  A  glorious  son  of  the Empire without whose help even the Initial of the Sleepers could not have defeated the Supreme Legate of the Destroying Plague!” 



Hellfish  immediately  fell  to  one  knee  and  bowed  his  head, saluting with fist to chest:



“For the Empire!” 



In the meantime, Horvac tried to show with pointed looks that I should  do  the  same.  Kragosh’s  size  was  imposing,  and  the  orcs’

voices  made  it  sound  like  they  were  growling  right  before  tearing something to pieces, but I didn’t bend my knee, just nodded:



“Greetings,  Your  Imperial  Majesty!  Your  gratitude  isn’t necessary.  To  me  and  the  Sleepers,  the  Destroying  Plague  is  a mortal foe!” 




I saw Horvac cover his face with his hand in the corner of my eye. Apparently I shouldn’t have mentioned the Sleepers. But it was as if the emperor didn’t notice it:



“My  friend  Horvac,  renowned  son  of  the  orcish  tribe,  informs me  that  you  are  preparing  to  deal  a  decisive  strike  against  the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague. Is that true?” 



“It  is,  Your  Imperial  Majesty!”  We  are  preparing  to  attack  the Nucleus for the glory of the Empire and all the sentient world, and we have  everything  we  need  to  do  it.”  My  service  in  the  Thirteenth Legion  and  experience  communicating  with  superior  demons  was coming in handy. “The main thing is that to have a chance to defeat the  enemy,  we  must  erect  a  third  temple  to  the  Sleepers.  And  that means distracting the legates by laying siege to the undead capital of Viderlich. We’d be grateful for the Empire’s help, although we can

attack the city with just our own forces. Thankfully, the Sleepers have many followers now…” 



“The Goblin League is with you too,” the emperor interrupted me.  “And  is  it  true  that  the  rebellious  trolls  of  Uzul’Urub  have  also found shelter under the wing of the Sleepers?” 



That was a trick question, but I was ready for it. 



“That’s right, Your Imperial Majesty. The tribe was under attack by the Children of Kratos, from the Commonwealth. Chief Mandalar had a simple choice: die and allow the Children to wipe the tribe from the face of the earth, or save its last survivors. What would you have chosen, Your Majesty?” 



If  Kragosh’s  fierce  face  expressed  any  emotion  at  all,  then  I didn’t  know  how  to  read  it.  I  could  only  guess  at  what  was  in  his heart. 



“But  the  Sleepers  did  not  help  the  Goblin  League,”  Kragosh noted. 



“The Sleepers could only have helped through my hands, and I was in the Inferno.” 



“I  have  heard  all  about  that  adventure  of  yours  too,  Herald,” 

the emperor rumbled, casting a fleeting glance at Horvac. “Well, well. 

If  Marduk’s  priests  were  here,  they  would  demand  that  you  be arrested and executed at once…” 



“As  did  Nergal’s  priests  when  I  stood  before  the  throne  of Dominic  the  Second  two  hours  ago,”  I  said,  daring  to  interrupt  the emperor. 



Kragosh’s  face,  as  if  cut  from  stone  —  square,  angular,  with broad  bushy  eyebrows  and  powerful  lower  fangs  that  stuck  out

above his lip, — darkened. 



“I  know  all  about  that!  That  spineless  slug  Dominic!  The puppeteers  have  put  their  marionette  on  the  throne!”  he  rumbled. 

“The deposing of my friend Bastian by those filthy priests of Nergal will  not  go  unanswered!  Oh,  the  Commonwealth  will  pay! 

Overthrowing the lawful king to make an alliance with the unnatural undead?!  The  priests  of  the  Somber  planned  to  do  the  same,  I suspect, but I was ready for it!” 



He  ranted  on  for  a  couple  of  minutes,  cursing  the  god  of darkness Marduk the Somber, his priests and all who push the living to rub shoulders with the dead. I couldn’t get a word in edgewise. His blasphemy  surprised  me,  even  made  me  worry  that  Marduk  might appear to punish the emperor… but nothing happened. 



Calming  down,  Kragosh  answered  the  unasked  questions dancing on my tongue:



“Marduk the Somber is not the only god in the Empire, Scyth. 

Each  citizen  is  free  to  bow  to  his  own  gods,  and  none,  not  even  I, can  prevent  them!  Otherwise  what  is  the  worth  of  sentient  will  and freedom?  If  even  such  matters  are  regulated,  with  Nergal  pushed onto everyone, as he is in the Commonwealth…” 



“Is that why Marduk isn’t as strong as Nergal?” I asked. 



“Please  allow  me  to  answer  this  guest  of  the  Empire,  Your Imperial  Highness,”  Horvac  rumbled.  Kragosh  nodded,  and  the leader  of  the  Travelers  answered  me:  “That’s  exactly  why.  Marduk the Somber receives far less  Faith than his radiant counterpart.” 



“Plus,  there  are  unconfirmed  rumors  that  Marduk  and  Nergal are one and the same entity existing in two forms,” Hellfish added. 



“You mean, your Imperial Majesty, if the priests of the Sleepers begin to preach in the Empire…” 



“Nobody  will  stop  them,”  Kragosh  finished  for  me.  “The  orcs have always respected them. That is reflected even in the songs of my people.” 



“What about the Holy War declared by Marduk and Nergal? I saw your legions in the Lakharian Desert!” 



The emperor frowned and admitted begrudgingly:



“The influence of the Somber is not as strong as that of Nergal the  Radiant,  but  is  still  present.  As  Emperor,  I  must  consider  the interests of all my subjects, and there are many followers of the New God  of  Darkness  among  them.  But  why  remember  yesterday?!” 

Kragosh  roared.  “The  events  of  today  showed  us  who  is  who! 

Marduk’s  priests  have  been  trying  to  convince  me  that  the  Empire must bow before the dead, and now three followers of the Sleepers

—  human,  demon  and  werewolf  —  come  silently  to  help!  Now  it  is my  turn  to  answer  with  gratitude!”  The  emperor  pinned  me  to  the spot with his gaze and spoke even quieter: “However, I am disturbed by  the  thought  that  the  sons  and  daughters  of  the  Empire  cannot withstand the frost on Holdest… Is it true that you brought  Coals of Hellflame  from  the  Inferno,  stealing  them  from  the  personal chambers of Prince Belial himself?” 



Before answering, I offered the emperor a  Spark. He carefully took it and started examining it, frowning. 



“Just this, and I didn’t steal it,” I said. “When he heard about my aims, Great Prince Belial personally handed me a few of these. 

Nobody will freeze!” 



Returning the artifact to me and unable to restrain his emotion, the mighty orc struck his palm with his fist and shouted:

 

“Then  my  strongest  legions  will  stand  beneath  your  banner, Scyth, even now!” 



“Are the legions ready?” Hellfish asked. 



Kragosh nodded:



“The  best  warriors  from  all  corners  of  the  Empire  have gathered to protect Shak from Supreme Legate Eileen. The legions are ready!” 



It  occurred  to  me  that  the  names  of  the  battle  units  in  the Inferno  might  have  come  from  the  orcs.  The  question  was  —  why had the dark races lived in Latteria until the Great Exodus, and then suddenly  ended  up  on  Shad’Erung  and  lost  their  connection  to  the races of the Commonwealth for so long? There was so much I didn’t know about the history of the world. 



After  discussing  when  and  how  the  legions  of  the  Empire would  approach  Viderlich,  we  said  goodbye.  Emperor  Kragosh shook  my  hand  in  the  Ancient  Roman  and  demonic  style,  gripping my forearm. With the other hand he slapped me on the back:



“Where the visions of the shamans were vague, with multiple possible  interpretations,  now  the  future  is  predetermined  and impossible to change — the prophecy of the First Shaman is coming true.  The  time  nears  when  all  the  sentient  races  of  Disgardium  will forget  their  past  disagreements  and  stand  shoulder  to  shoulder against their common True Enemy.” 



Leaving the throne room would not just be impolite, it was also impossible.  Just  as  in  the  palace  of  the  Commonwealth  king,  here only palace portals worked. So Horvac, Hellfish and I first headed for the exit. 



After  passing  through  the  corridors,  we  emerged  in  the  inner courtyard  and  stopped.  Horvac,  whose  gaze  had  been  clouded  for some time, said thoughtfully:



“Hmm… I checked the Dis encyclopedia for the prophecy the emperor was talking about. Turns out the First Shaman isn’t an orc, but one of the Departed.” 



“Good old Horvac,” Hellfish chuckled. “Always looking for hints at a unique quest in what NPCs say.” 



“Old  habits,”  the  leader  of  the  Travelers  said,  shrugging  and quoting  aloud:  “Living  and  dead,  demon  and  mortal  will  stand shoulder  to  shoulder  against  their  common  True  Enemy.  The prophecy  was  made  by  the  oracle  of  the  Departed  at  the  dawn  of time,  back  when  there  were  no  demons.  It  also  says  that  the translation  might  be  inaccurate,  because  there’s  no  one  left  who speaks the language of the Departed. And anyway, for the last fifty centuries,  there’s  been  nothing  but  ruins  to  say  that  the  Departed ever existed.” 



“What  about  Deznafar,  Battle  Avatar  of  the  Departed?”  I asked. “Did you forget that? Shazz the lich raised it. You must have seen.” 



I didn’t mention Nge N’Cullin yet, deciding that would raise too many questions, and we didn’t have the time. 



“Right!” Horvac brightened. “Hard to forget that monster. I just forgot that it was connected to the Departed.” 



“Living and dead, demon and mortal…” Hellfish thought for a moment, then chuckled. “Well, we have three demons. Scyth’s crew: the satyr, succubus and demon. We have the living too, and mortals. 

As for the dead…” 



It occurred to me that if Crag the undead dwarf had been with us, the prophecy would have been perfect for today’s battle. I hoped Tobias would recover from his shock and we could find a way to get his character out of the Nether. Thoughts of that place reminded me of Chaos’s words. 



“No, it can’t be about today,” I said. “When I was in the Inferno, I  found  out  who  the  True  Enemy  is  supposed  to  be.  It’s  not  the Destroying Plague; it’s the Nether. It swallows up worlds and wipes away universes.” 



“Curious,” Horvac chuckled and lapsed into thought, his gaze turning glassy. 



Hellfish crossed his arms at his chest, frowning:



“Back into the encyclopedia he goes…” 



I  couldn’t  shake  the  thought  that  the  translation  might  be inaccurate.  Living and dead, demon and mortal — it was about me! 

Scyth  was  a  living  mortal,  but  had  also  been  both  undead  and  a demon.  How  could  the  developers  have  foreseen  that  over  twenty years  ago?  Was  it  all  part  of  a  script?  Pre-programmed?  No.  What had  happened  to  me  so  far  wasn’t  just  a  sequence  of  random events,  it  was  my  own  choices!  If  I  hadn’t  spoken  to  the  satyr guardian in the Treasury of the First Mage, then I wouldn’t have had Flaygray  or  Nega  as  friends,  and  without  them  I  would  never  have known  that  Nettle  had  sold  his  soul  to  Belial,  and  there’s  no  way  I would  have  thought  of  going  to  the  Inferno.  And  there  were  many such  examples.  More  likely  that  the  developers  had  supposed  that when the global scenario for the breakthrough of the Nether began, then  both  the  Destroying  Plague  faction  and  the  Inferno  would  be unlocked. If that was the case, then it all made sense — the undead, the mortal living and the demons would stand shoulder to shoulder against  the  Nether?  No,  something  still  didn’t  make  sense.  The

Destroying Plague fed off the energy of the Nether — why would it fight against it? 



All those thoughts flew by in mere seconds, and then Horvac brought me back to reality:



“Nothing  about  the  True  Enemy  but  the  prophecy…  Anyway, kid, what’s your plan?” 



“I  need  to  gather  my  people…”  Thinking  about  who  was  on Kharinza,  I  remembered  another  person  capable  of  helping  in  the fight  against  the  undead.  “But  the  important  thing  right  now  is  to determine  where  we’re  going  to  assemble  the  troops.  So  we  can gather and prepare without the legates noticing.” 



“I  doubt  we  can  do  it  without  them  noticing,”  Hellfish  said, shaking  his  head.  “They’re  sure  to  be  on  alert.  But  we  can  send scouts there to study the area and find somewhere far away from the city.” 



“Want me to send you there?” I asked. 



“Sure.  Let’s  go  via  our  castle,”  Horvac  suggested.  “We  can pick  up  a  portal  mage  so  we  can  handle  the  portals  ourselves  and not bother you for every little trip.” 



“Give us some  Sparks though,” Hellfish added. 



It  didn’t  take  much  time  to  teleport  the  group  of  Travelers. 

Their portal mage, the very same troll woman Porta’Ballista, saddled up her  Black Sea Eagle mount and shot away from Viderlich to place a  beacon  somewhere  safer.  In  the  meantime,  three  scouts  began reconnaissance, seeking the perfect place to gather our troops. Each received a warming artifact from the Inferno, but they only took it out of their inventory when the frost debuff started to kill them. 



Horvac  looked  across  the  area  and  left  via   Return  Stone  to talk to his allies. The disposition and logistics of our troops would be handled  by  those  who  made  their  living  out  of  it:  strategists  and analysts  from  the  Travelers,  Excommunicado  and  Modus.  Hellfish asked  me  to  return  him  to  the  oasis  in  the  Lakharian  Desert  to experiment  with  Joker’s  new  ammunition.  Everyone  got  down  to work  and  the  preparation  process  began,  and  that  gave  me  the chance to try out an idea I had. 



Worried about Crawler’s long absence, at first I wanted to log out to real life, but decided to give him another half an hour. By my estimate, that was as long as it should take to meet with Legendary Grand Master Oyama. 



I  wasn’t  particularly  relying  on  his  help,  but  I  had  another reason to meet with the teacher: to spend the two training points I’d earned in my last training session and to tell the old man hello from General Abaddon. 



That second one might not have seemed so important, but Dis had taught me that if key NPCs mentioned something, it was usually for a reason. I thought back to how Nge N’Cullin’s offhand comment about  remembering  his  promise  to  the  princes  of  the  Inferno  had saved me. 



And Horvac’s behavior showed that I was right too. 



* * *



The  ever  dusty  village  of  Jiri,  unassuming  and  surrounded  by  the Lakharian  Desert  on  all  sides,  was  a  place  where  it  seemed  there could be no life. Let alone sentient life, and such that could give rise to the strongest master of martial arts that ever lived. But the people of the place, in whose veins surely flowed the blood of titans, did not just live there — they thrived. 

 

Before  the  jump,  I  took  off   Cold-Blooded  Punisher  and Reaper’s Scythes. Armor and weapons would only anger Oyama. 



As  usual,  it  turned  out  I’d  scared  the  local  wildlife:  chickens split (the word reminded me of the unforgettable Joker Riddick) in all directions, clucking and throwing up sand. Geese honked and hissed and  a  pig  shot  out  from  a  puddle  with  a  grunt  of  displeasure,  her piglets  scurrying  after  her.  I  scratched  the  back  of  my  neck  in puzzlement  —  how  were  there  puddles  here?  This  was  a  desert beneath a cloudless sky. There was no rain! Did they bubble up from underground  springs,  or  something?  Or  did  people  pour  them  out specially from the well to give the pigs somewhere to roll..? 



The animals fled in all directions, but people streamed toward me, all of them three or four heads taller than me. Almost all of them: the first to approach me was the skinny — all skin and bones! — and grubby boy Bakhiro. 



“Oh,  it’s  the  loser!”  he  said,  grinning.  “Come  back  to  harass grandpa again?” 



In  the  next  instant,  Bakhiro  was  hanging  upside  down  five yards above the ground — I did it in  Clarity, grabbing him and taking off. 



“Your grandpa taught me a thing or two, Bakhiro,” I smiled. 



 Boom!  The hand holding him by the foot was crushed as if in a press, and I was thrown so hard that I flew to the end of the street, rolling across the dusty ground as I landed. The boy landed next to me on his feet:



“Now,  now,”  Bakhiro  said  playfully,  crossing  his  arms.  “You should  pick  on  someone  your  own  size.  But  I’d  train  more  first,  if  I were you!” 

 

The  watching  adults  broke  out  in  laughter.  Only  then  did  I focus  my  gaze  on  the  boy  and  was  struck  dumb  —  Bakhiro’s  level was  462,  against  my  temporary  level  of  3887…  Did  levels  even mean anything at all?! 



Rising, I forced a smile and offered him a hand:



“Apologies, Bakhiro.” 



“Oh, forget about it.” He waved a hand. 



“What was that, by the way? How did you get out of my hold?” 



“Air  Block.  It  pushes  the  enemy  back,”  the  boy  answered. 

“First  thing  grandpa  taught  me.  Don’t  worry  about  being  weaker.  It isn’t  your  fault  you  weren’t  born  in  Jiri.  This  place  gives  special power only to those born here.” 



As if sensing that we were speaking about him, the grandpa’s voice suddenly filled the whole village:



“Scyth!” The booming cry seemed to come from all directions at once. “To me, now!” 



The voice sounded displeased. I wondered if the old man was feeling jealous that his student hadn’t come straight to him on arrival. 



Looking this way and that, I found the tutor’s house, but didn’t see him. He was probably sitting at the table in his yard and shouting from there. 



I  clapped  Bakhiro  on  his  rock-hard  shoulder  and  flew  to  the house.  It  was  just  like  all  the  others  —  gray,  squat,  dusty.  Oyama stood in the shade of his trees. He looked stronger, full of power and as if younger. If I didn’t know he was a thousand years old, I would

have  thought  a  middle-aged  man  stood  before  me.  Even  his  gray hairs  were  starting  to  disappear,  darkening  and  returning  to  their former color. I couldn’t bring myself to call him an old man now. 



Seeing  my  level,  the  legendary  grand  master  didn’t  so  much as raise an eyebrow, just muttered:



“I see the marks of all three… no, all four rulers of the Inferno! 

Lucius?  So  he  finally  made  it,  that  bastard!”  Clicking  his  tongue  in wonderment, my teacher suddenly roared: “You went there and back again, student! Incredible! When we said goodbye before you set off for hell, I admit I thought I’d never see you again.” 



Oyama whispered those last words, and then did something I never  would  have  expected  from  him  —  he  pulled  me  into  an embrace and hugged me so hard that my bones crunched. Then he brought me into the house (for the first time!), sat me at the table and poured me an infusion of herbs and unfamiliar berries. The beverage had  no  effect,  judging  by  my  profile.  At  first.  Once  I  was  done satisfying my teacher’s curiosity by telling him all about my campaign for  the  glory  of  Belial’s  Dominion,  even  revealing  Chaos’s  role,  I finished drinking the sour and bitter drink and a notification popped up:



 The channels of your spirit have broadened! 

  

 Received permanent buff: +50% spirit restoration rate. 

  

That  was  it.  The  buff  didn’t  even  have  a  name.  Only  the numbers in my  Unarmed Combat skill had changed. 



 Unarmed Combat, level 364

  

 Rank: II. 

  

 Accuracy  and  damage  of  strikes  dealt  without  a  weapon increased by 1825%. 

  

 Path of Justice (completed): You completely ignore penalties in battle against enemies above your level. 

  

 Path of Spirit:  unlimited  growth,  for  the  sentient  spirit  knows no bounds! 

  

 Spirit: 36400. 

  

 Spirit restoration rate: 3 per second. 

  

 Beast protector: owl (doubles your spirit restoration rate). 

  

 Patron  element:  air  (combat  abilities  that  depend  on  the element of air are far more deadly when you use them). 

  

 You  have  2  training  points  available.  Pay  a  visit  to  a

 trainer of Unarmed Combat with the rank of at least Great Grand

 Master to study new special attacks! 

  

Damn…  Spirit recovery really was a slow process. Even with the  restoration  rate  I  had  now,  it  took  just  over  three  hours  for  the resource  to  fully  recover.  But  that  wasn’t  the  main  thing;  it  was important  that  my  teacher  was  constantly  changing  his  relationship to me — now he had invited me for tea, and was even listening with interest, although at first he didn’t even want to talk to me. 



“When General Abaddon said goodbye to me, he asked me to say  hello  from  him,  teacher,”  I  said,  finishing  the  story  of  my adventures. 



“You  tell  interesting  tales,  student,”  Oyama  said  thoughtfully, ignoring  the  greeting  from  Abaddon.  “By  all  appearances,  the

undead  are  far  more  dangerous  than  I  saw  after  my  only  meeting with them.” 



An  untimely  falling  meteorite  of   Armageddon  had  woken  up the  master  and  returned  him  from  the  astral  plane,  after  which  he wiped  out  Shazz’s  horde  of  undead,  including  the  invincible Deznafar.  It  was  no  wonder  the  teacher  hadn’t  been  taking  the undead seriously. 



“The  undead  aren’t  so  scary  on  their  own;  they  can  be  put down and disincarnated like any mortal,” I said. “But the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague is growing stronger. Several dark gods have joined it and given its legates such power that any one of them could capture  Darant  or  Shak  on  their  own.  When  their  minions  die,  they strengthen those left standing. The legates themselves are immortal. 

I  watched  personally  as  one  of  them,  Cray,  materialized  the  New God of Death Baron Samedi…” 



“A  New  God  in  the  flesh?  Impossible!”  Oyama  exclaimed. 

“That violates the balance of creation!” 



“There’s nobody looking out for balance now that the Celestial Arbitration  is  gone,  master.  According  to  my  divinity,  Sleeping  God Behemoth, the Nether threatens to break through to Disgardium and destroy  it.  And  the  only  way  to  stop  that  from  happening  is  to  take out the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague.” 



Seeing  that  Oyama  was  listening  closely,  his  brows  knitted together at the bridge of his nose and his face stony, I redoubled my assault, adding everything Chaos had told me about how the Nether wipes away worlds. I also reminded him of the opinion of the great princes of the Inferno, who also believed the Nether to be the True Enemy. 



“Many  of  my  friends  and  allies  will  fall  in  the  coming  battle, master,”  I  concluded.  “They  know  it  themselves,  but  they’re  still

willing  to  at  least  try.  Now  I  ask  you  as  well:  can  I  count  on  your help?” 



“If even Chaos is concerned… then I will help. We will help!” 

Oyama whispered triumphantly, his eyes shining. He concentrated in thought, then stood up from the table and asked: “When is the battle, student?” 



“Everyone I could convince is gathering right now at Viderlich, the  undead  capital.  The  legates  are  invulnerable,  so  the  attack  is probably  hopeless,  but  it  will  buy  us  time  to  build  a  temple  to  the Sleepers  and  attack  the  Nucleus  itself.  It  lies  somewhere  deep beneath  the  city,  and  it  will  be  almost  impossible  to  reach  it without…” 



“…without  first  clearing  Viderlich,”  Oyama  nodded  in understanding. “Then we must hurry! Let’s go!” 



Rising, I called to the teacher as he walked to the door:



“Master,  forgive  me,  but  that  isn’t  the  last  request  I  have  of you.” 



He turned:



“You want me to teach you something new?” 



“Bakhiro demonstrated  Air Block…” 



Saying nothing, Oyama nodded. A system window popped up:



 Legendary  Grand  Master  Oyama  invites  you  to  learn  the

 combat technique Air Block:

  

 Air Block, level 1

  

 Active ability of the air element. 

  

 Air enshrouds you and hardens to the state of a stellar core, not  only  blocking  all  incoming  damage,  but  also  forcing  away attackers. Prevents you from attacking. 

  

 Cost  to  use:  10,000  spirit  to  activate  and  an  additional  1000

 spirit per second. 

  

 Cost: 10 training points. 

  

I  studied  the  description  and  mentally  rubbed  my  hands  —

another option for invulnerability! But ten training points?! Too soon to celebrate…



Oyama seemed to read my mind:



“You are not advanced enough to use this skill. But on the eve of battle, my responsibility is to protect my student. I will give you my power  so  that  this  ability  becomes  available  to  you,  and  you  will return it to me as your progress allows it.” 



 Legendary  Grand  Master  Oyama  offers  you  a  loan  of  8

 training points. 

  

 If you accept the conditions, then your next 8 training points in Unarmed Combat will be automatically returned to Oyama. 



The  system  had  adapted  for  non-standard  conditions  again. 

Or had the teacher’s AI made its own decision? Whatever the case, I agreed to hand over all my training points for the next forty levels. 



“You  said  something  about  Abaddon  saying  hello?”  my teacher asked once I’d studied the move. “Shame I wasn’t there, or I’d have shoved his ‘hello’ up his demonic ass!” 



Laughing,  he  led  me  out  onto  the  street  and  barked

“Assemble!”     so  loudly  that  the  entire  village  was  soon  gathered around us. 



Oyama  briefly  repeated  my  words  on  the  danger  of  the Destroying  Plague  and  the  necessity  of  fighting  it,  and  a  couple  of minutes later all the men and women of fighting age in the village of Jiri went back to their homes to prepare for war without so much as a question. 



The teacher’s authority here was absolute. 



 



Chapter 10. Strength in Unity







WHILE  THE  VILLAGERS  GATHERED,  I  studied  the  clan  tab:  all  the names  of  the  officers,  not  counting  the  NPCs,  were  still  gray  —

offline.  It  looked  like  I’d  have  to  jump  to  Kharinza  to  gather  the followers of the Sleepers myself. 



Sighing heavily at the thought of how much hassle it would be, I activated  Depths Teleportation… and canceled the cast. Why do it myself  if  there  was  a  fierce  and  authoritative  priest  of  the  Sleepers on  the  island  who  could  organize  the  NPCs  far  better?  I  hope  she agrees, I thought, and contacted Kusalarix. 



The goblin woman poked her head through the portal window and asked nervously:



“Is it time?” 



“Almost, but I need you to do something else.” 



“Spit  it  out,”  Kusalarix  said,  frowning  and  taking  a  drag  from her cigarette. 



“My  friends  aren’t  in  Disgardium.  Something  wrong  is happening  in  my  own  world.  My  allies  are  already  gathering  at  the site  of  the  decisive  battle,  Lady  Kusalarix.  I  need  you  to  summon everyone capable of holding a weapon from Kharinza and send them to the coordinates of the portal beacon. Can I count on you?” 



“Consider it done, Scyth! They’ll all be ready within an hour!” 

the goblin woman croaked, exhaling smoke and disappearing. 



Bakhiro tapped me on the shoulder. 

 

“Scyth,  gramps  says  everyone  is  ready.  You  can  open  the portal.” The youngster was wearing his best clothes: clean trousers, a linen shirt and sandals. “He’ll be here soon, he went down into the cellar for combat potions.” 



I  examined  the  assembled  villagers:  none  wore  armor  or weapons.  The  mighty  men  and  women,  solid  elders  and  teenagers stood in two neat rows, ready to go to war. Around a hundred people in total. I saw Dzigoro among them, the guard who had once refused to let me into the village. 



“Who’s staying with the children?” I asked him. 



“The older children,” Dzigoro answered. “Our children need no oversight  anyway.  They  can  feed  themselves!  Even  the  babes can…” 



“Don’t  talk  nonsense!”  Oyama  said,  reappearing  from  the cellar. “Help me hand out potions!” 



The  teacher  shared  three  thirty-second  combat  potions  with me  as  well:   Spirit  Power  (+100%  damage  with  Unarmed  Combat), Spirit  Fortification  (+100%  defense)  and   Lightning  in  the  Veins (+100%  attack  speed).   Good  thing  I  decided  to  visit  the  trainer before the battle! 



The  portal  brought  us  to  our  assembly  point  —  a  broad  and long  ravine  around  twenty  miles  from  Viderlich.  Porta’Ballista  had chosen  the  spot,  and  it  was  perfect  for  our  needs.  A  low  mountain range hid us from the undead patrols. 



The  Sparks  I  handed  out  to  the  preventers  did  their  work  —

the snow melted, baring the slightly sloping bottom of the ravine and flooding  its  lower  half.  The  earth  dried  out,  with  green  shoots appearing  here  and  there,  and  a  huge  cobblestone  road  had  been

laid  leading  to  the  arch  of  the   Great  Portal,  covered  over  with  a shimmering blue veil. A dozen riders abreast would be able to pass through  it.  Large  fields  for  the  allies  to  assemble  in  bordered  the road. The largest of them would hold twenty thousand soldiers, and must have been meant for the legions of the Empire. And all this had been done while I was visiting the trainer? 



Nobody paid any mind to me or the villagers from Jiri, as if we were  invisible.  Maybe  the  teacher  had  decided  he  wanted  no  extra attention and somehow hidden our presence. 



Oyama  looked  around  quickly  and  placed  a  hand  on  my shoulder:



“There’s no need to stay with me, student. Go, fulfill your role as  leader  —  carry  the  heavy  burden  you  have  taken  on.  I  and  my people will find a quiet place and meditate to prepare.” 



Nodding, I left them and took off to see who was already there. 

A hundred yards away from the portal were five tents. The tallest of them  belonged  to  the  Travelers  —  and  Horvac  really  pulled  out  all the  stops!  The  tent  was  black  and  white  like  the  colors  of  the Thirteenth Legion. The other four tents were placed equal distances away from each other. The red one belonged to Modus, the black to the Excos, the venom green — to Taipan, of course. By elimination, the pink tent had to belong to Yoruba. 



Great. All the players were here… All except the Awoken. 



“Scyth!”  called  a  familiar  but  half-forgotten  voice  from  below. 

Lowering my head, I saw the paladin Equilibrium from Modus, an ally from the Games who had been knocked out before the end. “How’s it going?  Our  people  are  all  here,  but  we’re  waiting  for  more  NPCs, right?” 



“Hey,  Equi,”  I  said,  landing  nearby  and  shaking  his outstretched hand. “Glad to see the best healer in Dis is with us!” 



“Who says that?” the paladin asked laughingly, but I could see he was flattered. 



“Hellfish said it when you got knocked out of the Games…” I noticed other familiar faces. “Oh, hey! You guys are here too!” 



Fighters from Modus approached us, among them some of my allies  from  the  Games:  ice  mage  Kara,  hunter  Koba  and  rogue Berstan. The demon huntress Blackberry also appeared nearby. 



We  exchanged  greetings  and  I  hugged  the  ones  who  had fought side by side with me in the Games. Then they showered me with questions. 



“Did you really go to the Inferno?” Koba asked. 



“How did you become a demon?” Blackberry asked, pressing herself  against  me  and  breathing  hotly  into  my  ear,  sending goosebumps down my arms. 



Questions came from all sides too fast to answer them. 



“What  do  you  think  our  chances  are  today?”  Yen  the  archer asked. 



I  could  see  the  others  from  T-Modus  behind  her:  templar Alison,  sorcerer  Olaf,  warrior  Kart,  druid  Kanu  and  rogue  Filex.  I checked  their  profiles  and  saw  that  they  had  all  been  promoted  —

they were now in the main clan, Modus. 



Seeing so many of my former allies and friends filled me with gratitude. Warm memories washed over me, and it took an effort to stay on task. 

 

“Where’s Bomber?” Alison asked. 



“Yeah, where are the rest of you?” the others asked in chorus. 

“Crawler, Tissa, Infect?” 



“Where’s Crag?!” Kara asked demandingly. “He’s a great guy to have in a raid!” 



“And that new one of yours? Hiros?” 



“They’re  still  offline  for  now,  there’s  something  important happening there,” I answered. “Alright, guys, I still have a bunch of stuff  to  do,  I’ll  leave  you  here.  We’ll  have  time  to  talk  when  we’re celebrating our victory!” 



“So what are our chances, Scyth?” Yen asked again. “Do we even have any? They say the legates are always immortal now, and they have a bunch of crazy new divine abilities!” 



Casting a glance across the face of the fighters around me, I nodded:



“We  don’t  just  have  a  chance.  We  have  every  chance!” 

Pointing at the tents, I asked: “Are the leaders there?” 



“Yep, talking away,” Yen said. “In Horvac’s tent.” 



“Then I’ll head there.” 



Taking  off,  I  shot  over  to  the  Travelers’  tent,  which  had  a centaur  and  minotaur  standing  guard  at  its  entrance.  Their  names told me nothing, and my own apparently made no impression on the warriors, judging by their stony faces. 



“Who goes there?” the minotaur rumbled. 

 

“For what purpose?” the centaur growled. 



“Scyth, to see Horvac.” 



The centaur poked his head inside the tent and shouted:



“Horvac, someone called Scyth is here to see you. What? Get rid  of  him?  Got  it!”  He  turned  back  to  me,  then  burst  out  laughing:

“Go inside! You should see your face!” 



I smiled and walked into the spacious tent, leaving the guards laughing  behind  me.  The  commanders  all  stood  around  a  table covered in maps around twenty yards from the entrance. 



The  leaders  and  senior  officers  of  the  clans  were  discussing the plan:



–  orc  chieftain  Horvac,  troll  engineer  Cannibal  and  werewolf sniper  Hellfish,  apparently  already  back  from  the  Lakharian  Desert, represented the Travelers; 



– goliath commander Colonel, titan destroyer Quetzal and elf druid Tigressa — Excommunicado; 



–  gnome  mage  Hinterleaf,  human  bogatyr  Yary  and  titan paladin Sayan — Modus; 



–  and  one  sole  representative  from  Taipan  —  the  human barbarian Pecheneg. 



At  first  I  didn’t  see  the  orc  Yemi  in  the  group,  the  ju-ju  class warlock from Yoruba. The leader of the African clan stood as usual alongside  the  vampire  mage  Francesca  and  the  ogre  warrior Babangida. 



I  regretted  that  Crawler  and  Bomber  weren’t  there.  Where should they be in that moment if not there? 



“There he is!” Hinterleaf said, smiling as he saw me. 



Although  I’d  met  with  Quetzal  and  Colonel  in  a  private  room while in the Inferno, the others hadn’t seen me for a long time. The last time I’d seen Hinterleaf was when I asked him about the fate of Crag, and that was back before the Inferno. So there were plenty of questions for me, but I outright refused to satisfy my allies’ curiosity, promising to answer them after the battle. 



After greeting the ones I hadn’t seen that day, I hugged Yemi, Quetzal  and  Yary.  The  Yoruba  mage  apparently  felt  out  of  place  in the  company,  but  when  I  showed  that  I  trusted  him,  he  filled  with confidence. Instead of standing a little off to the side from the others, now he took his place among the leaders. 



“Will  you  at  least  join  our  council  meeting,  Scyth?”  Hinterleaf asked. 



“I’m just here for a minute, I still have people to gather. I just came to fulfill my promise and make three Excos into priests. Which ones, Colonel?” 



“The  ones  here,”  the  goliath  rumbled.  “Me,  Quetzal  and  my Tigressa.” 



Colonel  put  his  arm  around  the  elf  girl’s  waist.  The  black-haired girl smiled, devouring me with her eyes and unwillingly licking her  lips  —  no  doubt  imagining  the  bonuses  she’d  get  from  being  a priestess. 



“Alright, come here and speak the words of the oath as if there was an Arbiter here. Try to summon one anyway.” 



Without  arguing,  the  three  approached  me.  No  arbiter appeared,  but  I  recorded  the  Excos’  oaths  to  do  no  harm  to  me  or the Awoken. I had no idea if it would come in handy, but it wouldn’t hurt  if  anything  went  to  court.  After  the  vision  from  Chaos  of  my clan’s bankruptcy because of a lawsuit from Meister’s crafters, I was ready for anything. 



After ordaining the Excos as priests of the Sleepers, I left them to stare awestruck at their stats, newly multiplied from  Unity. We now had  thirty-five  out  of  a  possible  thirty-nine  priests  of  the  Sleepers. 

Vonprutich the goblin from the Goblin League High Council had been killed by Eileen during the siege of Kinema, but still took up a priest slot, continuing to count as one even after death. 



There  were  four  spots  left  —  perfect  for  the  guardians  Anf, Ripta, Nega and Flaygray, who I had decided to give a boost before their  important  mission.  Their  task  was  to  protect  the  temple  under construction in the Lakharian Desert. 



Nodding to my thoughts, I approached the others to tell them something that might alter their battle plans. 



“Legendary Grand Master of Unarmed Combat Oyama and his villagers have joined us. There are only a hundred of them, but each fights better than me.” 



That news would have blown up the internet only a year ago, but  now  the  leaders  just  nodded,  although  a  few  amazed  glances were exchanged. 



Drumming his fingers on the table, Colonel asked:



“Did I hear you correctly? Legendary?” 



“Yes.  Unless  I’m  mistaken,  he’s  the  strongest  master  of Unarmed Combat in all Disgardium. He’s my teacher.” 

 

“The one who taught you all those tricks of yours,” Hinterleaf said. 



“And  the  one  who  just  raised  an  eyebrow  and  swept  away  a whole  battlefield  back  in  the  Lakharian  Desert,  undead  and  us alike?” Horvac clarified. 



“The  first  and  so  far  the  only  Legendary  Grand  Master  of  a combat  skill  to  show  himself  in  public  in  all  the  history  of  Dis?” 

Pecheneg added. 



“And he’s going to be on our side?” Yemi couldn’t help but ask. 



“That’s the one,” I answered. “Like I told you, Oyama and his countrymen  are  going  to  help  us.  They’ve  already  arrived,  they’re meditating somewhere. Don’t bother them for now, but keep them in mind for your battle plan.” 



“Oh,  don’t  worry  about  that!”  Hinterleaf  the  gnome  cried, rubbing his little hands. “We’ll keep them in mind alright!” 



I glanced at the map and saw that it was updating in real time, magically filling in new details as the clan scouts explored the area. 



“That’s all from me. I’ll leave you for now. I’ll come back closer to  the  battle,  but  I  probably  won’t  be  taking  part  directly,”  I  warned them,  deciding  firmly  to  log  out.  My  concern  for  Ed  and  my  friends had reached such a height that I couldn’t think of anything else. “I’ll be busy defending the builders of the third temple.” 



“By  our  estimates,  a  third  temple  will  increase  the  number  of possible  followers  of  the  Sleepers  to  over  four  million!”  Hinterleaf exclaimed. “Imagine how strong we’ll become.” 



“That’s  the  most  optimistic  possibility,  if  the  number  of followers  is  calculated  by  squaring  the  previous  limit,”  I  said.  “The multiplier might not be so high.” 



The  leaders  all  started  talking  at  once,  sharing  the  views  of their own analysts. I walked over to Hellfish and asked quietly:



“Walk with me?” 



The  sniper  and  I  left  the  tent.  After  walking  some  distance away, I asked:



“Where’s Despot?” 



“Still back in the oasis with Joker. I didn’t want to bring them here without your order.” 



“Got it, thanks. Gotta pick them up… I’ll go.” 



“Hurry,” Hellfish advised. “The undead already know about us. 

Our scouts say that the dead in Viderlich have become more active. 

Legate Ronan has been patrolling the air and taking out scouts. We lost three of ours already, and they won’t be back until tomorrow —

each died three times. The reports say that the legates are gathering their  hordes  on  the  surface  and  could  advance  on  us  at  any moment.” 



Answering with only my eyes, I started to take off, but he held me back:



“Wait!  I  forgot  to  say.  Joker  insisted  that  we  test  out  his  new Mephistroth’s Salt Rounds.” 



“Oh, yeah,” I nodded in interest. “And?” 



“Well, first I shot a  Desert Basilisk.  There  was  no  effect  on  it except the damage, so the rounds really do only work on sentients.” 



“Nothing happened to the basilisk?” 



“I  mean,  nothing  unless  you  count  Despot  eating  it  after.  But keep  listening!  Joker  volunteered  to  be  a  target  and  left  the  group. 

So yeah, I shot him…” Hellfish paused, smiled. 



“And?” 



“And  some  demon  immediately  took  him  over.  He  had  the Possessed  debuff  for  an  hour!  Jo  lost  control  of  his  body,  and  the demon controlling him made him attack Despot! When Despot easily threw the gnome back, he screamed like a banshee, bridged up on all fours, twisted his head around and started running at me! Damn, I crapped my pants!” 



“Got a debuff for it?” I smiled. 



“Which?” the werewolf asked in confusion. 



“Incontinent?  Scared Shitless? Minus 30% movement speed? 

Minus 100% charisma? A stink aura that sends enemies running?” 



“Oh,  naw!”  Hellfish  laughed.  “I  didn’t  mean  literally!  Anyway, we ended up having to kill our engineer. He didn’t give us any other choice! Something like the orcs’  Bloodthirst, but totally uncontrolled. 

Good thing the demon doesn’t make the body any stronger. Joker’s damage  was  still  nothing.  And  the  demon  seemed  to  ignore  his abilities, didn’t use any at all!” 



I remembered — according to Ed, the overgrown tame insect Mosquito had behaved similarly when possessed by a demon thanks to   Mephistroth’s  Salt.  That  behavior  didn’t  match  up  well  with  the manner of demons I was familiar with. Although Chaos only knew —

maybe after incarnating in Dis, they go mad from the lack of chao? It didn’t  matter;  no  matter  how  things  went,  Joker’s  new  invention would definitely come in handy. 



“What  do  you  say?”  the  sniper  said,  snapping  me  back  to reality. 



“What’s there to say? Great! Well done Joker!” 



“Yep,” Hellfish chuckled, then darkened. “One problem — the cooldown is ridiculous. Well, for a gunshot anyway. A quarter of an hour. Can’t use them more often than that.” 



I scratched the back of my head and suggested:



“What if you can?” 



“How?” 



“By handing them out to other gunners?” 



“Right!” the sniper said, brightening. “I’ll do it!” 



He ran off to the headquarters. I took off into the sky and then finally  logged  out  of  Disgardium.  My  view  darkened  for  a  moment, but nothing else happened. Then a warning popped up:



 Attention! You cannot currently exit immersion! 

  

 Your  capsule  has  been  instructed  to  protect  the  user  against an aggressive environment. The exit function is currently locked. 

  

That was when I started to panic for real. 



 



Chapter 11. Aiaiai! 







WHAT  WAS  HAPPENING  in  real  life?  What  did  ‘an  aggressive environment’  mean?  If  the  capsule  was  locked  down,  that  meant events were unfolding in my room! My heart tried to beat its way out of my chest and nightmarish thoughts crept into my head, but I made myself calm down. I had to just keep doing all I could and not worry about what was out of my control…



The  sight  unfolding  beneath  me  helped  me  gather  my thoughts — Kragosh’s legions were flooding out of the portal… and the emperor himself was personally leading his troops into battle! 



The magnificent ruler of the Empire rode behind the flagbearer atop a six-legged dinosaur with three long straight horns and tusks. 

Looked like the devs had based it on a triceratops. 



Next  came  the  elite  guard  consisting  only  of  orcs,  with hundreds  of  two-headed  ogre  mages  behind  them,  apparently  with their own division. Only then came the legions headed by legati and cohort centurions. 



The news of the emperor’s coming had reached the leaders. 

Horvac, Hinterleaf and Colonel hurried out to meet Kragosh. Colonel looked around atop his  Burning Phoenix  and decided to head not for the emperor, but for me . 



After approaching, the old man spoke first:



“Alexandro,  I  did  not  want  to  say  this  in  front  of  others,  but  I have a solution to our problem.” 



“Which problem?” 

 

“Think for yourself — what is our goal? To put an end to the Destroying Plague? No! It’s to make the Sleepers strong enough to make  us  stronger!  As  Otto  correctly  noted,  our  stats  will  be  in  the millions! That means our main goal is to build a third temple, then a fourth,  and  then  maybe  even  a  fifth.  The  undead  are  just  putting sticks in our spokes.” 



“Let’s say that,” I said, allowing him to develop his thought. 



“So  what’s  the  problem?  Just  say  the  word  and  the  legates won’t  show  up  to  the  battle!”  He  waggled  his  eyebrows,  hinting  at something, and turned a finger in the air. 



“And why won’t they show up?” 



“Grr…”  the  goliath  growled,  waving  a  hand.  “So  obtuse!  The legates  are  characters,  and  who  controls  them?  Right,  ordinary humans.  And  they  can  get  sick,  lose  access  to  their  capsule,  or…

just meet an unhappy accident! Well? Do you get it now? We know where  their  base  is.  One  word  from  you  and…”  He  ran  a  finger across his throat. “What do you say?” 



So Colonel was suggesting using the Cartel to neutralize the Elites? And he was ready even to kill them. No matter how tempting the ends were, all my nature screamed out against the means. 



“No,”  I  said  firmly.  “And  please,  Don  Calderone,  never  raise this subject again. Don’t forget that no matter how much money is on the  table,  this  is  a  game.  People  don’t  get  killed  for  real  in  here. 

You’re willing to take real lives for numbers in a profile!” 



Colonel’s  face  darkened,  but  I  didn’t  bother  waiting  for  his retort, just gave him a reason he’d understand better:



“The  legates  are  too  important  to  Disgardium  anyway,  Don Calderone. If they don’t show, the system will replace them with AIs. 

And then, without the need for sleep and rest, they could be far more dangerous. Sure, maybe while the legates are gone we’ll be able to put up two temples, but when AI legates come to replace the player legates, we’ll lose them just as quickly.” 



Working his jaw, Colonel nodded and I flew away, closer to the portal, before he found any flaws in my logic. There were flaws; after all,  we  might  not  only  put  up  the  temples,  but  also  succeed  in destroying  the  Nucleus,  and  then  it  wouldn’t  matter  who  was  in control of the legates. 



Colonel  didn’t  follow  me,  and  I  sighed  in  relief.  He  was  a terrible man, and I was sorry that life had brought him to me. 



Players  from  the  Travelers  pointed  out  where  the  legions should deploy, and they marched to their assigned positions, still in formation. Kragosh’s discipline was something else entirely from the exuberant  legions  of  hell  —  the  warriors  marched  with  such synchrony that I couldn’t tear my eyes away. At a guess, each legion consisted of ten cohorts of a hundred sentients each. 



My practiced eye immediately noticed how the imperial legions were formed — not by race or type of fighter, but as a mix instead. 

Each had mages, ranged and melee fighters. The legati were almost always orcs, but there were all kinds of centurions: blood elves and minotaurs,  trolls  and  ogres,  vampires  and  werewolves.  One  cohort was  led  by  a  draconid,  another  —  by  a  goblin  whose  tribe  could probably have found a home in any part of the world. 



The heads of the allied clans escorted Emperor Kragosh and his legati into the tent to plan the battle together. 



Now that the troops were assembling and forming up and the leaders  were  conferring,  this  was  just  the  time  to  pick  up  Despot.  I

jumped to the oasis. 



The  image  that  arose  before  me  could  have  been  called idyllic. The gnome had put up a hammock beneath a palm tree and was  lounging  in  it  and  drinking  wine  straight  from  the  bottle.  The demon  was  sprawled  out  beside  him  and  pouring  beer  into  himself from a barrel the size of a cistern. Nether knew where he got it. He was munching on a whole-roast basilisk. The poor thing must have respawned at the wrong moment again. I scratched my head — my collection of alcoholics was growing. 



“Groghr,” Despot belched, and roared: “Ally!” 



Joker jumped straight out of the hammock and quickly worked his little legs over to me. 



“Well, has it started?” 



“Has what started?” 



“The battle, of course!” The gnome stamped his foot. 



“Not  yet,  but  soon.  I’m  here  for  Despot.  Get  ready  for  war, Horns.” 



“What about me?” the engineer asked in surprise. 



“You  head  home,  Jo.  You  really  helped  us,  but  against  the undead… You’ll just be losing exp for no reason!” 



“Scy-y-th!” he whined. “How can I miss an event like this? I’ll be kicking myself all my life!” 



“Listen,  gnomie…”  I  crouched  down  so  that  we  could  talk  on the  same  level.  “Battle  is  an  expensive  business.  You’ll  lose  your gear,  I  guarantee  it.  Do  you  need  that?  Anyway,  the  only  players

there  will  be  allies  of  the  Awoken.  Modus,  the  Travelers, Excommunicado, Taipan and Yoruba. The only ones. Are you in any of those clans? There you go, then.” 



“So  what’s  the  problem?”  Joker  brightened  up.  “Invite  me  to the Awoken and it’s solved!” 



His huge blue eyes begged, and I gave in. Despot seemed to hear my thoughts as he silently watched the scene, and nodded his approval. 



“Aw, the hell with it,” I said, sending the engineer an invite to the clan. 



“Not hell,” Despot rumbled, looking up at the sky and grinning. 



“Thank  you!”  the  gnome  shrieked,  jumping  up  and  down.  He didn’t even bother reading the clan’s terms, just accepted the invite right away. “Yes! I’m Awoken!” 



“Let  me  enter  your  dominion  too,  ally!”  Despot  suggested unexpectedly,  laughing.  His  eyes  flickered  as  he  kept  grinning.  “I haven’t been here a day, but so many interesting things have already happened! I think I’ll stay with you longer than I planned.” 



A  couple  of  minutes  later,  I  returned  to  Holdest  with  the  two new Awoken. 



The  demon’s  arrival  raised  a  furore.  The  fighters  from  the Travelers  who  had  already  heard  about  him  from  Hellfish  rushed over to meet him. Seeing their ally in the Games, the rest began to rush in — ice mage Kara, hunter Koba, titan Quetzal, archer Yen…



“Despot, you walking forge!” Kara shouted. “Let me hug you!” 



The  others  crowded  around  him  too,  showering  the  demon with  excited  praise.  He  didn’t  know  what  to  do  with  himself.  But Joker,  standing  nearby  with  his  arms  proudly  akimbo,  shone  as  if absorbing some of the praise. 



“Isn’t it awesome that Despot is with us?” he squeaked. “And I’m in the Awoken now! May the Sleeping Gods never wake!” 



They  hadn’t  noticed  him  until  now  in  the  shadow  of  the demon’s  magnificence,  but  now  that  he  spoke,  all  eyes  turned  to him. 



“Oh, Joker’s here too!” Quetzal’s happy shout cut through the noise for a couple of seconds. The titan hugged the gnome. “Glad to see you, friends!” Casting a glance at me, he shook his head. “You never cease to amaze me, kid!” 



Our  NPCs  from  Kharinza  had  begun  to  arrive,  and  disorder turned into total chaos. There were far more people there now, and I flew  up  a  hundred  feet  for  a  while  —  the  noise  was  giving  me  a headache. 



Seeing me in the sky, Kusalarix waved a hand:



“Over  here,  Scyth!”  The  goblin  woman  waited  for  me  to descend, then started to report: “I’ve scraped together three hundred mercenaries, it’s on the League. A hundred of the best gladiators are here too, as are all the followers of the Sleepers among the goblins. 

There  are  not  many,  but  nobody  refused.  Sorry,  many  fell  in  the battle for Kinema…” 



“Hurry!  Hurry!”  came  the  cries  of  those  passing  us.  “The undead have already come to the surface and are moving here!” 



I shouted to Patrick as he flashed through the crowd emerging from  the  portal.  Aunt  Stephanie’s  newly  minted  husband  shone  in

new armor — a wedding gift from Behemoth. 



“Mr.  O’Grady,  first  priest  of  the  Sleepers,”  Kusalarix  intoned respectfully as he approached. “He has been of great assistance in gathering the savages. By the way, there they are…” 



I expected to see troggs and trolls, but instead I saw cobolds marching  behind  shaman  Ryg’har  and  chieftain  Grog’hyr.  Both roared  and  barked,  indicating  to  their  clansmen  to  gather  round. 

Their  levels  were  around  100  on  average.  Cannon  fodder  for  the undead. The legates wouldn’t even bother raising them. 



“Why  them?!”  I  gasped.  “They’re  weak!  They’ll  go  down  in  a second!” 



“You said to bring everyone,” Kusalarix shrugged. “Why should they sit it out? If any of them survive, they’ll be stronger.” 



Despot materialized from a nearby shadow:



“There you are, ally!” He scraped an arm across his forehead. 

“Phew, those mortals are really annoying! I wanted to eat them all to shut them up and stop them shouting about how I’m a demon. I had to run away…” 



At  that  moment,  the  kobold  leaders  noticed  us  and  scurried over.  After  pawing  me  and  muttering  about  how  long  it  had  been, both finally paid note to the walking forge standing nearby. 



“Chief  Ally  of  the  Chosen  One  of  the  Sleepers…  Despot himself?!” the shaman squeaked, puffing on his ever-present hand-rolled  cigarette.  “All  of  Kharinza  speaks  of  the  demon  that  fought alongside Scyth in the Games!” 



“Groghghr,” the demon answered. “I am Despot.” 



“That’s  right!  I  am  Grog’hyr!”  the  shaman  exclaimed  in wonderment. “The Great Demon knows my name?” 



“Groghghr,” Despot rumbled and disappeared again. I sensed that  all  this  attention  from  new  strangers  wasn’t  just  stressing  him out, it had him on the edge. 



In  the  meantime,  the  sewer  troggs  emerged  from  the  portal, with Movarak in the lead. Among them walked the trolls of Uzul’Urub, whose  chief  Mandalar  had  fallen  to  Mogwai  while  defending Behemoth’s temple. I didn’t know who had become their new leader, and felt no particular warmth for the tribe, but the thought still stung

— NPCs died forever. 



Morena’s cultists were the last large group to arrive. The half-orc Ranakotz led them, but… I rubbed my eyes — Dekotra the troll was there, alive! The leader of the cultists looked like he had before, as  if  he’d  never  been  an  undead  servant  of  Eileen.  I  went  to  meet him, shouting to the troll:



“Is that you?!” 



“The Sleeping Goddess returned my life!” Dekotra answered, his  voice  ringing.  “When  I  heard  of  the  coming  battle,  I  prayed  that she send me to you to help, Chosen of the Inexorable One! And she did it!” 



We hugged, and the troll continued passionately:



“I will die today before I surrender! And take down as many of the undead with me as I can!” 



The  troll  backed  away,  bowed  to  me  and  ran  off  to  organize his people, especially since someone from the Travelers was already shouting:



“Hey, cultists! Who’s your leader? Come get your orders!” 



Dekotra  answered  and  was  told  where  to  put  his  troops  and what their role would be in the battle. 



I  heard  the  voice  of  a  scout  returning  from  Viderlich  with  a report:  the  undead  were  already  advancing  towards  us,  led  by  the legates.  And  Eileen  was  still  Supreme  Legate.  It  came  as  an unpleasant surprise that she had regained over two hundred levels in a mere two hours. 



Nega  appeared  out  of  nowhere,  the  first  of  the  other  former Treasury guardians to arrive. 



“Boss!  You’re  back!”  The  succubus  wrapped  her  tail  around me, pressed herself against me, kissed me on the lips and only then backed  away  and  noticed  my  companion  in  the  shadows.  “Who  do we have here?” 



Despot  was  breathing  heavily  nearby,  his  eyes  glued  to  the succubus. 



“I swear on the hardness of all that should be hard…” Smiling, I  remembered  the  words  of  Zalgrach  the  demon  from  the  queue  in the  museum.  “It’s!  A  damn!  Demon!  Nega,  meet  my  ally  from  the Games — Despot! Legatus to Diablo himself!” 



“Woah!”  Nega  breathed.  “Legatus,  wow!  I’ve  never  had  the chance to touch… a real legatus!” 



The other guards also came over — Flaygray, Anf and Ripta. 

We greeted each other warmly. The insectoid faced me and chittered something  unclear,  but  I  understood  without  translation:  he  was asking to talk to Iggy the needler. Ripta jumped onto Despot’s back and chirped, and the demon, as it turned out, knew the language of

raptors and answered amiably. The satyr and succubus attacked the demon with questions, wanting news of the Inferno. 



While they all talked among themselves, I ordered them not to go  anywhere  and  then  took  off  into  the  sky  to  take  a  look  at  our forces. 



The half of the valley without water was almost full of fighters, even  the  spot  with  the  tents.  The  perfect  squares  of  Kragosh’s  ten legions  took  up  most  of  the  space.  Thousands  of  players  from  the allied  clans  and  their  battle  pets  and  familiars  were  preparing  for combat.  The  followers  of  the  Sleepers  from  Kharinza  were  taking their  places.  Flying  riders  filled  the  air.  Shouts,  commands  and explosions  of  laughter  echoed  back  and  forth.  The  sentients  united by the Sleepers rubbed shoulders with the legionaries of the Empire while  the  commanders  introduced  themselves  and  shook  hands. 

Such  a  shame  that  the  Commonwealth  wasn’t  with  us;  the  only humans, elves, gnomes and dwarves were players. 



When  I  looked  into  the  distance,  the  thought  immediately faded.  The  mountain  range,  until  now  covered  over  in  white  snow, was darkening… The horde! Focusing, I made out a teeming mass of undead stretching across the horizon. Several dots circled above them. I couldn’t tell who it was exactly, but it was had to be legates on  flying  mounts.  How  far  away  were  they?  Ten  miles,  maybe?  I estimated the distance to the edge of the snow — just over six miles from me to it, the range of the  Spark of Hellflame. From that edge to the  horde  was  another  mile  or  so  up  the  slope  of  the  mountain range…



“They’re coming!” Yary shouted, his magically enhanced voice booming through the ravine. “Maintain formation and move out!” 



The leaders kept giving out commands, organizing the troops. 

I looked at my hands — they were shaking. It was time to start doing

my job: catching Kusalarix, grabbing Despot and the guardians and jumping with them to the place of power. 



The  crack  of  an  opening  portal  suddenly  drowned  out  Yary’s voice. A contingent of svelte dryads in full armor leaped out of it. The largest  among  them  looked  around  to  find  who  had  organized  all this, then moved toward me. 



 Lisenta, Dryad, level ??? Queen

  

 First Among Dryads. 

  

While I descended to her, the other leaders, including Emperor Kragosh, also headed toward us to greet Lisenta. 



The bottom half of the dryad’s body was that of a deer, the top half — an elf girl, with all the beauty that race enjoyed. A spear that could  have  pierced  through  even  the  Montosaurus  burned  bright green in Lisenta’s hands. She was at least as tall as Kragosh. 



Tossing her green mop of hair, Lisenta sang:



“We come to your call, Herald!” 



“Hello,  Scyth!”  Michelle  said  to  me,  ignoring  her  leader’s greeting, pressing herself against me and kissing me on the cheek. “I did what you asked.” 



“Thanks,” I whispered to her, and then spoke to Lisenta:



“My gratitude to your people knows no end, Your Highness!” 



“I am First Among Dryads, no more,” she objected. 



Yary slapped me on the back from behind and whispered: “I’ll take it from here,” then loudly greeted Lisenta, gently took her by the

arm and led her away. 



“My  lady,  you  outshine  all  others  in  your  beauty  as  ever!” 

Kragosh said clumsily. 



Michelle held back, wanting to say something to me, but then Despot appeared in the air. The dryad screamed, then laughed:



“Hey, you big demon! You’re here too!” 



“My favorite of the dryads,” the demon rumbled shyly. 



While Michelle gushed, our other fellow fighters ran over. More uproar and hugs. 



I  pulled  Despot  away  from  the  crowd  around  him  and  we returned to the guardians. Since it would have taken a long time to find Kusalarix in this mass of people, I contacted her using a  Worn Coin. She pulled the portal open and climbed through to us. 



“It’s time, Scyth,” she said. 



“Yeah,  it’s  time.  The  guardians  will  protect  the  temple  under construction in the desert,” I nodded at them. 



“We’ve met,” the goblin woman said. 



“To make them stronger, I’m going to turn them into priests of the Sleepers. Any objections, Flaygray?” 



“It would be an honor!” the satyr said, clicking a hoof. 



“Nega?” 



“Who  would  refuse  the  power  gifted  by  full   Unity?”  the succubus breathed. 

 

“Anf?” 



“Trk-krt-frkt!” the insectoid chirped agreeably. 



“Ripta?” 



“Groghhr!” Ripta squawked. 



Despot chuckled. I looked at the demon reproachfully:



“A joke of yours?” 



“He asked me to teach him Demonic!” 



“That’s  not  a  word  in  Demonic.  Stop  messing  with  Ripta! 

Come on, let’s get started. May the Sleeping Gods never wake!” 



“And  may  their  sleep  be  eternal!”  the  four  new  priests  of  the Sleepers answered in chorus, with Anf adding: “Pkrtt-trrk-rrtrr!” 



I brought my comm amulet to my mouth, selected Hellfish from the list and spoke:



“We’re getting ready, Fish.” 



“Got it, I see you, heading over.” 



When  the  sniper  landed,  the  construction  of  the  temple  was ready to begin. I repeated the plan:



“Lady Kusalarix, first we’re going to jump as one group to the desert  and  start  building  the  first  temple  there.  We  leave  my  allies there and then jump to the South Pole. Your task is to summon the builders. Hellfish, Despot and I will defend them. Remember, this is the temple you’ll need to speed up with your construction artifact.” 

 

“I remember,” the goblin woman nodded. “Shall we go, then?” 



“Yeah,  it’s  just…”  I  watched  the  troops  already  moving  out. 

“One sec, let me see how things are going.” 



Flying  into  the  air  yet  again  in   Clarity,  I  saw  that  the  undead horde  had  descended  from  the  mountain  range  and  was approaching  us.  I  could  make  out  all…  No,  almost  all  the  legates: Eileen,  Mogwai,  Criterror,  Ronan,  Cray,  Biancanova,  Laneiran.  The eighth  and  ninth,  Liam  and  Angel,  were  absent  for  some  reason. 

Maybe they were just late, or… approaching us from another side. I looked around carefully just in case, but didn’t find them. Could they be defending the places of power? The hell with them, anyway. Time to start. 



I cast a last glance at our troops, already starting to move to meet  the  undead  horde.  The  first  wave  were  those  who  didn’t  fear death:  the  raid  groups  of  Modus,  the  Travelers,  Excommunicado, Taipan and Yoruba. I really wished my friends were with them! I was the  only  one  of  the  undying  officers  of  the  Awoken  present.  As  for where the others were, even the Sleepers didn’t know…



The  players  were  already  moving  toward  the  exit  from  the hollow,  and  behind  them,  maintaining  their  precise  square formations,  came  the  imperial  legions  from  Shad’Erung,  with Kragosh  at  their  head;  next  walked  the  dryads  from  southwest Latteria,  led  by  Lisenta;  then  the  remains  of  the  League’s  combat-ready goblins, mercenaries and gladiators from Bakabba; the sewer troggs,  refugees  from  Darant,  with  their  leader  Movarak,  his  wife Ukavana  and  priest  Sithanak;  the  trolls  of  the  Uzul’Urub  tribe  from the Ursai Jungle; the kobolds, who we pulled out from near Tristad, and their offspring; Yemi’s orc friends of the Broken Axe; the villagers from  Jiri  in  southeast  Latteria  under  the  command  of  Legendary Grand Master of Unarmed Combat Oyama…



Patrick  O’Grady  walked  somewhere  among  them,  an  NPC

with the consciousness of a real person, the one who had started all this by cursing me in Tristad. 



All  the  NPCs  that  I  saw  below  —  from  great  rulers  to  the lowliest  sewer  trogg  —  were  headed  for  a  hopeless  battle  to  save their homeland. My heart beat so quickly that I couldn’t hold back. 



I shot downwards, left  Clarity and looked at the anxious faces around me. 



“Wait  here!  I’ll  be  back  soon!”  I  ordered  and  shot  forward,  to where players were already flooding out of the mouth of the hollow. 



Flying  forward,  I  hung  in  the  air  so  that  all  could  see  me, raised my hands before me:



“Stop!” 



Descending, I cast a glance down. The undead were just over half  a  mile  away,  and  the  legates  of  the  Destroying  Plague  already hovered  almost  above  our  heads,  but  weren’t  attacking.  The  battle was mere minutes away. 



I remembered what Belial had told me. Closing my eyes and checking the skill description, I quickly drew a symbol of hell on the ground with my finger. 



“I, Demon Fighter, renounce my rank and summon the legions of the Inferno to aid me!” But the words themselves weren’t enough. 

I  confirmed  my  statement  by  activating  the   Pentagram  of  the Renounced Demon Fighter. 



The  earth  around  us  flamed  with  thousands  of  circles  of Summoning Pentagrams, sending up a multitude of red beams into the sky. The heavens darkened, covering over with a brown veil and

thickening, then a blinding fiery flash rolled from horizon to horizon. 

The same flash ran along the ground, as if lightning was splitting the earth in two. A crack in the ground began to widen — lava seemed to  flow  around  it,  belching  out  tarry  smoke  and  filling  the  air  with sulfur. 



The crack crawled right beneath my feet, and flickered not with heat, but with the cold of the great nothing. Alarmed, I took off into the  air,  but  then  a  hot  wind  caught  me  and  sent  me  somersaulting through the air. I nearly crashed into the ground, but just held myself aloft. 



“What’s happening, Scyth?” Yary shouted, approaching. 



No answer was needed. One after another, the fiery spheres of  portals  exploded  open  like  bombs  exploding  in  the  air,  and demons poured into the world with a light hiss: some climbed out of the portals, some tore through the fabric of creation with their claws, some  climbed  out  of  the  shattering  ground  into  the  world,  dripping lava. 



All  fifty-two  legions  of  the  Inferno  answered  my  call.  I  found myself  surrounded  by  four  mighty  demons:  Moloch,  general  of Diablo;  Astaroth,  general  of  Lucius;  Ulziber,  general  of  Azmodan; and Abaddon, the new old general of Belial. 



They  loomed  shoulder  to  shoulder  before  me,  so  huge  that they  blotted  out  the  sky.  Their  level  was  invisible,  the  system showing only  level ??? . 



“Aiaiai!”  all  the  demons  screamed,  striking  their  chests  with their fists. 



My  stunned  allies  were  frozen.  The  army  seethed,  and  the warriors  backed  away  against  their  will,  bristling  with  swords  and spears and raising their shields. The mages prepared to cast spells, 

staring  at  the  gigantic  smoldering  demons.  No  wonder  —  one  red-star  infernal  or  doomtank  propping  up  the  sky  could  have  stepped over both armies, crushing their fighters into bloody sludge, and the generals were even more powerful…



Abaddon  stepped  forward.  His  eyes  smiled,  but  steel  rang  in his voice:



“Former Demon Fighter Scyth! General Abaddon of the United Legions reporting for duty. The legions have answered your call and are ready for battle! We await your orders!” 



 



Interlude 1. Margarita







CLOUDS  FLOATED  ACROSS  THE  DARKENING  SKY  over  Cali  Bottom. 

The  roof  of  the  skyscraper  where  the  farewell  ceremony  for  Alex Sheppard  was  being  held  was  one  moment  blotted  out  in  shadow, then flooded with sunlight. 



The security officers had planned for the ‘farewell’ to last until the  day’s  end,  after  which  the  purported  coffin  would  fly  to  Alex’s citizenship district to be handed over to the crematorium. There was no room to move on the roof — too many wanted to say goodbye to the boy who had changed their lives for the better. 



Margarita Wood stood by the coffin and saw that the doll lying inside  was  an  exact  copy  of  the  original.  Even  she,  who  knew  it wasn’t Alex, wanted to cry. 



She wasn’t used to thinking of herself as Margarita. Until age six,  the  girl  had  no  clue  it  was  even  her  name;  everyone  at  home called her Rita. However, after becoming both financial and business director  of  the  Awoken,  she  was  forced  to  sign  documents  that required  a  full  name.  Maybe  she  should  have  done  like  Alex,  who had  been  born  Alexander,  and  officially  change  her  name  to  Rita? 

That idea brought a smile to her lips, and the girl shook out her long ginger  hair,  chasing  away  inappropriate  thoughts.  Smiling  over  the coffin of her boyfriend would look strange at the very least. 



Apart  from  her,  the  only  ones  there  who  knew  that  it  was  a bioprinted copy in the coffin were Maria, Hairo and Willy. Except for Sergei  Yuferov  and  Yoshihiru  Uematsu,  who  were  downstairs, carefully  watching  proceedings  through  the  CCTV,  there  were  two others  included  in  the  plan:  Ed,  who  had  left  the  roof  because  he

started feeling sick, and Roj, who was probably with the real Alex at that moment. 



None  of  the  security  officers  showed  any  feelings.  It  was easier for them; it was acceptable for adults to be cold at times like this. Rita, on the other hand, had to play the role of the inconsolable widow, and she kept getting distracted, staring at Alex’s friends to try and  figure  out  who  betrayed  him,  which  made  her  forget  to  act inconsolable. 



Melissa  Schafer,  who  seemed  a  shadow  of  her  former  self, shifted  from  foot  to  foot  next  to  a  stooping  Malik  Abdualim  with  his hands in his pockets. Alex’s ex-girlfriend had her gray hoodie pulled up  to  her  eyes.  It  wasn’t  clear  whether  she  was  crying  or  not,  but periodically  she  sobbed  and  kept  blowing  her  nose  into  a  black handkerchief  that  contrasted  with  her  long,  predatory-looking  nails adorned with white nail polish. Those nails stood out against the rest of her tomboy look. Probably something she learned on the island of the White Amazons. 



Whatever  the  case,  Melissa  seemed  so  sad  that  Rita abandoned  her  final  suspicions  that  she  might  be  the  mole  among them. The girls had almost become friends in the last few days, and Rita didn’t want to be disappointed in Tissa. The path of the former Amazon,  who  had  lost  her  mother  early  and  been  brought  up  by  a tyrannical  father,  had  been  no  easier  than  Wood’s,  but  Tissa managed  to  look  at  the  world  as  if  not  seeing  its  flaws  —  and  that was a character trait that Rita really wanted. 



There was no way Tissa was the mole. And Malik couldn’t be either, although Alex would probably have suspected them both first of all. They’d already betrayed him, after all: the girl had traded their relationship  for  the  good  life,  and  the  boy  had  stolen  legendary daggers  from  the  clan  vault.  And  that  wasn’t  counting  their  public performance at the Games, when they stabbed Alex in the back. Rita

had  been  ready  to  kill  them  both.  But  now  it  was  obvious  that  the both of them were beside themselves with grief. 



Malik stood pale and stooping, green around the gills, but he kept his eyes trained on the floor. Without taking his hands out of his pockets,  the  boy  stood  gloomily  off  to  one  side  and  seemed  not  to say a word to anyone for the whole ceremony. 



Tobias Asser, who appeared to have recovered a little from his trip to the Nether, rushed to the roof as soon as he heard of Alex’s

‘death.’  Rita  trusted  him  less:  the  memory  of  how  Crag  the  ganker had behaved in the sandbox was still fresh. God knows how he had not only worked his way into Alex’s trust, but also become his friend. 

How had he been able to work for the preventers so long and then just up and rejoin the clan? 



Something  was  fishy  there.  More  than  once,  Rita  caught herself  thinking  that  she  wanted  to  share  her  fears  with  Alex,  but each time she made herself stay silent, because she knew that if she mentioned  it,  she’d  be  insulting  her  boyfriend.  The  way  she  saw  it, Alex  was  too  trusting,  even  naive,  but  that  was  just  what  attracted her  to  him  —  his  open  heart,  his  smile  and  the  kindness  that  he clumsily  tried  to  hide  behind  false  cynicism.  And  if  he  had  decided that Tobias was on his side, then she accepted that. Anyway, Tobias looked  darker  than  a  stormcloud  then  too.  He  was  stooping  and chewing his lower lip to ribbons. 



But then who was the mole? Tomoshi Kurokawa, maybe? The Japanese boy was a dark horse to all of them, even two dark horses, with  that  split  personality  of  his.  Now  his  face  was  stony,  and  it seemed  like  he  saw  nothing  and  no  one…  except  Eniko,  who  was silently crying on Stephanie’s shoulder. Tomoshi tried to console the girl and whispered something to her, but she paid him no mind. 



If anyone was completely beyond suspicion, it was Hung Lee. 

The  heavyset  boy  frowned  and  clenched  his  fists,  his  eyes  glassy. 

He didn’t know the truth, so he was grieving sincerely — no matter how  hard  the  boy  tried  to  look  manly  and  unshakable,  his  eyes glistened with tears. 



Rita  also  had  no  doubts  about  the  non-citizens  gathered  on the  roof.  The  people  of  Cali  Bottom  always  gave  free  reign  to  their feelings — if they were celebrating, then they were willing to put the last cent they had on the table, and if they were grieving, then it was like  the  world  was  ending.  The  ‘death’  of  their  leader,  albeit  young, still a schoolboy, but someone who had changed their lives in deed and  not  just  word,  had  stunned  them  all.  Their  sorrow  might  have included fears for themselves, and a large helping of selfishness, but it couldn’t be denied that Alex was loved here. 



Rita  had  often  heard  the  common  workers  talking  about  her boyfriend. They liked that Alex always treated them with respect, and agreed to hear them out and help them if he could. The non-citizens credited Alex even with Ed and Hung’s idea of giving out a thousand gold to each person on their birthday. And, quite importantly for Rita, nobody  called  her  boyfriend  ‘Mr.  Sheppard’  —  for  the  workers,  he was always ‘our Alex,’ ‘our boy,’ or ‘our Scyth.’ They really did look at him as one of their own. 



It  was  particularly  noticeable  in  the  case  of  Gyula,  who, according  to  rumor,  had  begun  his  acquaintance  with  Alex  with  an argument.  Since  then  the  builder,  the  closest  of  the  non-citizens  to Alex,  had  started  to  fall  apart.  Tortured  by  arthritis  in  his  knees, Gyula  found  it  hard  to  stand,  so  he  sat  down  on  a  chair  placed specially  next  to  the  coffin,  his  face  in  his  hands,  unmoving.  It  was like  he  was  dead.  Only  his  shaking  shoulders  showed  that  he  was still alive. There was no way that man could have betrayed Alex…



Someone  approached  from  the  side,  squeezed  in  and  stood next to Hung — Edward Rodriguez was back. Rita liked the guy, who had  done  all  he  could  to  make  sure  the  clan  didn’t  collapse  in  its leader’s absence. She had even had her eye on Ed in the first weeks

in  the  sandbox,  but  he  paid  her  no  attention,  which  was understandable:  back  then  she  wasn’t  Irita,  but  Overweight,  a hawker  of  wares  beneath  the  city  walls.  And  when  her  brother Underweight  sold  a   blue  sword  bought  from  the  Dementors  for  far more than he planned, and they found out about it and reacted very poorly, Rita finally abandoned all thoughts of Ed. 



Now  the  boy  looked  too  calm,  but  that  was  understandable and not too suspicious — let them think he didn’t want to show his emotions  publicly,  trying  to  be  a  rock  for  the  others.  Overall, Rodriguez was probably the most restrained of the Dementors, and knew how to hide his feelings. 



However, Rita had been doing the same thing for as long as she could remember, convincing herself that her feelings didn’t have a right to expression. She just had to do what was right, not what she wanted, and then all would be well. 



Her parents, category-J citizens, weren’t allowed to have more than one child in the family, and Rita Wood’s birth was nothing more than an accident. The couple had been expecting a boy, but it turned out that Samantha Wood was pregnant with twins. Since Samantha had  a  negative  rhesus  blood  factor,  the  medics  weren’t  allowed  to terminate the pregnancy, and the twins were born: Christopher and Margarita Wood. The family was obliged to pay a sizable yearly tax for the second child. 



In the delivery room, it turned out that the longed-for heir was sick,  unlike  Rita,  who  was  the  picture  of  good  health.  The  boy  was diagnosed with tetralogy of Fallot — a combination of serious heart defects. If such a child had been born in the twentieth century, his life would  have  been  short  and  painful,  but  medicine  had  made significant  advances,  and  an  operation  was  performed  on  the  boy. 

However,  since  the  heart  grows  with  age  but  implants  don’t,  his valves had to be replaced in several stages as he grew. 



From  the  very  beginning,  nobody  in  this  world  had  expected Rita Wood. That set the tone for her life. She always heard that Chris wasn’t eating enough because of her, and tried all she could to prove that  she  was  as  good  as  him,  but  her  every  attempt  ended  in reproachful words and glances from her parents. They had expected only a son, and they looked at their daughter as a burden that meant their son didn’t get as much as he could. 



That meant Chris got the best of everything. He was even fed separately,  and  Rita  was  forbidden  from  taking  his  food  from  the refrigerator.  It  pained  her  and  shamed  her  to  remember  it,  but  she had stolen from her brother just to find out what real fruit tasted like. 

And it all started with a mango, so alluring that she dreamed of it at night.  Chris  ignored  the  fruit  for  several  days,  as  if  drawing  out  her torture. As she looked at it, Rita grew furious that she couldn’t take even a small piece. On the fifth day, she couldn’t help herself — she stole into the kitchen at night and ate the mango. The worst of it was that in the morning, Chris suddenly got a taste for mango and mango alone.  And  Rita  hadn’t  even  liked  it!  Her  parents  were  furious.  The girl was grounded for a month, with no gadgets and desserts. 



All  the  same,  Rita  loved  Chris.  He  grew  up  a  kind  boy,  but alas, very demanding. Her brother’s mood changed so often that she sometimes found it impossible to talk to him. All the same, it never occurred to Rita to blame him.  It’s just his artificial heart talking, she consoled herself. 



Nobody  beat  her  or  bullied  her  at  home,  but  she  got  only  as much as she needed to survive. She was dressed well enough that nobody would think the Woods were poor. She never had more than her  absolute  minimum  needs  met.  When  she  had  trouble  with  her classmates in school, she was scolded no matter whose fault it was. 

Maybe  it  was  that  endless  deprivation  and  desire  to  gain  financial independence that drove her to trading. 



Her first step was at twelve years old, selling handmade bead bracelets  online.  She  even  managed  to  make  a  little  profit,  and  on days when she did, she felt like she’d grown wings. She wanted to spend the money right away on something she’d long wanted… but she  made  a  pact  with  herself  to  keep  what  she’d  earned,  to  raise initial capital to start a business in Disgardium. 



It  was  the  year  when  Rita  had  started  to  make  her  first phoenixes when Chris had his final successful operation. Her brother was  now  formally  healthy,  but  nothing  changed  for  their  parents  —

they still favored him, gave him all the best and kept dividing food up into  what  was  for  Chris  and  what  was  for  the  rest  of  them.  To  give her  parents  credit,  they  ate  the  same  as  their  daughter.  But  when they  noticed  what  they  thought  were  envious  glances  from  Rita  at Chris’s plate, they always took note of it and scolded her; it was her fault the boy wasn’t eating as well as he should, after all. Rita waited for adulthood as an escape from the torture. 



From  an  early  age,  it  had  been  imprinted  upon  Rita’s consciousness that she had no right to any better. There were many worthier  people  around  her,  and  her  fate  was  a  gray  life  in  a  gray district with a gray husband. And that was only if she was lucky.  Who will even look at me?  the girl had thought.  How could a man love a fatass  like  me?    Especially  with  my  freckles!   And  that  wasn’t  to mention  everything  else  that  bothered  her:  her  too-thick  eyebrows, her  too-long  ginger  hair  always  tied  into  a  long  ponytail,  her  too-green eyes.  Like a witch’s eyes. 



In their teens, Chris had tried to console her when he was in the  mood;  even  insisted  that  at  least  two  of  their  classmates  were head over heels for her.  What are you talking about, sis?!  he would say.  If  I  wasn’t  your  brother,  I’d  be  in  love  with  you  myself!   Look in the mirror!   You’re beautiful! 



She thought Chris was just trying to make her feel better, but by  the  time  she  reached  sixteen  and  took  a  long  look  at  her  body, 

she  saw  what  he  was  talking  about,  realized  her  brother  was  right. 

Her tall height for her age had turned from a flaw into an advantage, accentuating her long legs, and the waist that used to get her bullied for being fat had now become ‘thick’ in the eyes of her classmates. 

She herself had heard them discussing her, which surprised her, of course, but made her happy too. 



Still, she was far from fully confident in herself. 



In  the  sandbox,  when  Scyth  had  first  approached  her  and Underweight for equipment, she took a liking to the boy. He seemed like  her  —  calm,  without  trying  to  grab  the  stars  out  of  the  sky,  a simple  loser.  The  girl  believed  that  this  ordinary,  average-height, skinny, but still cute boy might pay attention to her. In addition, when Scyth  spoke  to  Underweight,  he  seemed  confident  in  himself.  And the  boy  had  some  sense  of  humor  —  Rita  caught  herself  smiling unwittingly. As she watched the boy go after that first conversation, she couldn’t help calling to him to give him a  Large Bear Bone — not much, trash really, but better than fighting bare-handed. 



The  next  day,  when  she  bumped  into  Scyth  on  the  street  in Tristad, Rita really believed there could be something more between them.  It  wasn’t  love  then,  but  what  came  before  it.  The  thought  of Scyth  made  the  girl  feel  something  new,  something  that  made  her heart  beat  faster  and  her  stomach  feel  warm.  In  the  depths  of  her soul, she fantasized about a future with Alex, but…



Her hopes had shattered against his meteoric rise as a player and his budding relationship with Tissa. Rita, who didn’t know back then  that  Scyth  had  gained  the  status  of  top  Threat,  was  so  upset that she lost interest in life. Especially since the boy didn’t have any time for her… for a while. 



When  Scyth  contacted  her  himself  to  ask  her  to  manage  his new clan’s trading operations because Axiom had begun to hunt the Awoken in the sandbox, her spirits lifted and she got down to work

with great enthusiasm. She wanted so badly to justify the hopes and trust  that  Scyth  placed  in  her  against  the  opinions  of  the  former Dementors that she even massaged her sales figures by contributing some  of  her  own  savings.  Maybe  that  was  silly,  but  even  Crawler couldn’t  find  anything  to  blame  her  for.  Rita  had  a  hard  time separating  the  rational  thinking  of  a  merchant  from  her  emotional decisions, and she told herself that this was an investment in a good relationship with a promising clan… A fairly contrived reason, but the strategy bore fruit. 



Going with Alex to the Glastonbury music festival was the best reward for Rita. Of course, the girl allowed herself to hope for more, but…  The  boy  didn’t  take  advantage  of  the  fact  that  Tissa  wasn’t there,  didn’t  want  to  cheat  on  her  even  with  Goosebumps,  Karina Rasmussen, Rita’s only friend from real life. 



For  Karina,  Rita  had  always  been  the  ugly  friend  who  made her  look  especially  good  by  contrast.  Karina  was  so  used  to  it  that she  didn’t  notice  how  her  friend  had  bloomed,  and  that  men  were now paying Rita more attention than Karina. 



Rita  saw  how  she  was  changing;  she  liked  what  she  saw  in the mirror more and more often, but stopped hoping that Scyth would look  at  her  that  way  —  the  boy  was  too  in  love  with  Tissa.  All  the same, she decided firmly to help him just so she could be close to him. 



Weeks  went  by,  then  months.  Scyth  and  his  friends  left  for wider  Dis.  Rita  continued  to  help  from  the  sandbox,  nearly  getting into trouble when people from the Triad took an interest in her over some  rare  legendaries.  But  that  didn’t  dampen  her  passion  for trading — on the contrary, Rita dove still deeper into online courses on business, economics and commerce in Disgardium. And the more she learned, the clearer she understood that if she wanted to be with Alex, she would need patience. Wise investments are made for life, and it was the same with Alex — she wanted to become his woman, 

and that meant she needed a plan. A plan and the patience to carry it out. 



Rita carefully studied everything she knew about the boy, and realized that she couldn’t throw herself into his arms and openly tell him  how  she  felt.  Maybe  that  approach  would  have  worked  with some,  but  not  with  a  guy  who  was  obviously  used  to  reaching  his goals  by  trying  hard.  If  something  fell  into  his  arms  on  its  own,  he wouldn’t be interested. 



On  the  other  hand,  playing  the  ice  queen  wasn’t  an  option either.  She  had  to  just  stay  close  and  gradually  become  someone that Alex-Scyth could rely on. It was also important to forge a good relationship with his friends, but Rita foresaw no problems there —

she  liked  them  all  except  Tissa.  Project:  Alex+Rita  took  on  details, and the first to-do item was to join the Awoken. 



Scyth  agreed  to  bring  her  in.  Tissa,  still  in  the  sandbox,  was meant to invite Overweight to the clan, but she kept finding reasons not to. Rita had to wait until she left for wider Dis. 



When Tissa broke up with Alex, Rita continued to play the role of friend. She had shed so many tears when she gave him to Karina at  the  party!  It  had  been  so  hard  to  leave  knowing  that  she  was staying with him! But she had to follow the plan, and the plan didn’t allow her to jump into his bed, and at a party to boot — that wasn’t the best start to a relationship. 



When  she  heard  that  Karina  had  become  Alex’s  girlfriend (naturally,  she  called  Rita  right  afterwards  and  told  her  all  the  gory details  of  what  happened  that  night),  Rita  smashed  her  comm  to pieces. She tore the page with her plan to conquer Alex’s heart from her diary and ripped it into little pieces. 



Rita  spent  nights  crying  into  her  pillow  over  her  unrequited love,  and  almost  stopped  eating,  but  still  got  a  grip  on  herself  and

made  herself  work  out  in  the  gym  at  their  living  complex.  She crushed  the  pain,  jealousy  and  anger  into  tiredness.  There  was  a plus  to  the  thousands  of  miles  cycled  on  the  exercise  bike  and  the loss  of  appetite  —  Rita  shed  all  those  pounds  she  wanted  to  lose. 

Now her waistline was the envy of Tissa and Karina. 



Alex  looked  at  her  differently  now  that  both  those  girls  had betrayed him. 



It all happened on its own — Rita became one of the Awoken, entered Scyth’s inner circle and steadily began to play an important role  in  the  clan’s  business.  Even  Ed  began  to  trust  her,  and  Hung followed  his  example.  Only  Malik  continued  to  treat  her  like  an outsider.  For  the  non-citizens,  she  became  a  figure  almost  as important  as  Scyth  —  she  was  the  one  who  paid  the  workers  their wages. 



Even  Alex  himself  probably  couldn’t  say  when  he  started paying  attention  to  Rita.  Their  relationship  began  suddenly  and quickly traversed all the stages. The girl felt like a sleeping princess kissed awake. She couldn’t believe her luck, and feared to frighten it off with a careless word or motion. 



Disaster struck from an unexpected direction — Tissa returned to the clan, and more than that, she immediately asked to move to the base at Cali Bottom. 



Imagining what might happen between Tissa and Alex in real life, Rita suddenly rebelled. She would no longer dutifully accept the blows of fate! She would fight for her happiness! 



She  didn’t  care  about  Alex’s  status  or  prospects,  because when  she  got  to  know  him  better,  she  fell  head  over  heels  in  love with  him  not  for  how  cool  he  was,  but  for  his  character,  for  his kindness,  for  his  eternal  desire  to  help  who  he  could.  Alex  was  so different  from  her  brother  Chris!  A  less  than  delicious  dinner  could

ruin  her  brother’s  mood.  Alex,  always  so  concentrated  on  his  goal and  concerned  for  his  loved  ones,  seemed  to  pay  no  attention  to what was put on his plate. 



Now,  as  she  stood  above  his  mock  coffin,  Rita  deliberately recalled  the  most  hurtful  moments  in  her  life  so  that  she  could  cry before  those  watching.  Something  long  forgotten  crept  up  from  the depths of her mind: when mom gave Chris the whole cake on their birthday! A huge cake — or it seemed huge to a little girl, anyway, —

with candles and flowers made of cream! Rita didn’t even get a slice

— after Chris tried it, he immediately took it to ‘his’ room. Their room was supposed to be shared, but it was divided by a cardboard wall when they reached six. She remembered how she had given Alex up to Karina and then cried for days on end, and hadn’t even gone to school, thinking that she’d made a fatal mistake. 



Rita looked at the face of Alex’s copy again, imagined that this was  all  real,  that  Alex  was  dead,  that  he  was  gone…  The  tears flooded  down  her  face.  Even  her  lips  twitched,  and  a  lump  rose  in her throat. 



By then, Ed had walked off to the security officers and old man Furtado  rolled  in  to  take  his  place  in  his  wheelchair,  muttering  and biting his lip. Veratrix fidgeted next to him. The dwarf pulled the old man by the sleeve and muttered:



“Alex is good. This is wrong… Grandpa, tell him! Alex, get up!” 



The old man looked at his grandson and said nothing, pursing his  lips.  The  dwarf  stood  on  his  tiptoes  to  look  at  the  ‘body’  and shook the coffin. 



“Get up, Alex! Wake up!” 



He almost knocked Alex’s coffin over as he rocked it to wake him  up,  but  Maria  just  managed  to  hold  it  and  put  it  back  in  place, 

then took Trixie by the arm, led him off to the side and spoke to him, squatting down to his level. The dwarf listened and nodded, listened and nodded, then froze — his eyelashes twitched, he threw his head back and roared like a child not getting a toy. 



“That’s  wrong!”  he  whined,  rubbing  his  eyes  with  balled  fists. 

“That’s  not  right!  He’s  not  old!  Why?  Alex  is  good!”  And  started again: “That’s wrong!” 



Without  even  knowing  it,  he  was  working  as  a  wailer  —  Rita had  read  that  in  the  old  days,  special  people  were  hired  to  wail  at funerals to make it easier for the loved ones of the deceased to cry, to  pour  out  their  feelings.  The  little  guy’s  bawling  made  old  man Furtado sad. He started to weep, and Manny rushed over to him. 



Rita  felt  bad  for  these  people,  blamed  herself  for  having  to trick them. 



The  sun  had  touched  the  horizon,  highlighting  the  colors. 

Trixie kept on wailing, Hung reddened with the effort of holding back tears, and Tissa didn’t hold them back at all — she leaned on Malik’s shoulder while her own shoulders shook. Tears rolled down Malik’s face  too.  They  couldn’t  be  the  traitors.  There  was  no  way  this  was acting…



* * *



Everyone  was  so  absorbed  in  grief  that  they  didn’t  notice  the shadows descending on the roof at first. A growing monotonous hum became so loud that it overwhelmed Trixie’s cries. 



Still  not  understanding  what  was  happening,  Rita  turned  her head, and only when Willy shouted  Alarm!  did she look up and gasp: dozens of huge, obviously non-civilian flyers were approaching! 



“Everyone  take  cover!”  Hairo’s  voice  boomed  out  over  the roof. “Ivan, gather your people, arm up!” 



As the security officer spoke through the loudspeaker and the alarm sounded, shots exploded through the air. The flyers hovering above the roof opened fire right into the crowd. 



Rita  shook  off  an  irrational  desire  to  cover  the  coffin  so  that Alex’s ‘body’ didn’t get hit, but the siren screeched even louder, and the  surprisingly  calm,  almost  mechanical  voice  of  Sergei  Yuferov boomed through the loudspeaker:



“Attention, please remain calm. Do not hurry, help anyone who has fallen over and head for cover. Attention…” 



The  first  to  react  were  the  Wild  Ones,  used  to  fighting.  They scattered  in  all  directions  as  if  they  had  never  been  there.  Many  of them had already taken up arms and were returning fire. 



The  non-citizens  filling  the  roof  panicked  and  cast  around, pushing  each  other.  Someone  ran  to  the  coffin  to  carry  the  body away, but Maria snuffed out his initiative with a shout:



“Leave it! Run, idiots!” 



Rita felt as if blasted with cold water. Her heart pounded. She stood in the center of the roof, a stream of people flooding past her. 

A crush began outside the central exits. 



With a buzzing and whirring, camouflaged hatches opened up and extended turrets, which span their barrels in search of a target. 

When  they  detected  the  enemy,  they  released  measured  bursts  of plasma:  Pew-pew!   Pew-pew!   Pew-pew!  And  that  was  what  brought Rita to her senses. The Awoken base was under attack, and it was all  for  real  —  the  security  officers  had  gotten  what  they  wanted, 

forced the mole to act… But instead of showing himself, he’d called for reinforcements. 



Rita  stayed  by  the  coffin  alone.  Manny  led  old  man  Harold away. With Maria providing cover fire, Ed, Hung, Tobias, Eniko, Tissa and Tomoshi were nearly safely at the exit from the roof…



Ed held back until the rest had ran inside, lifting up an injured non-citizen  teenager.  When  Maria  saw  that  he  was  lagging  behind, she  fought  her  way  back  through  the  crazed  crowd  by  the  hatch toward him. 



“Rita, over here!” Edward shouted, waving a hand. 



Meeting  his  gaze,  Rita  rushed  toward  the  door,  around  a hundred  yards  away  from  the  center  of  the  roof.  In  the  meantime Maria helped Ed to carry the teenager, started to push him through the door, and Ed said something to her and pointed behind. Turning, Maria saw Rita and rushed toward her. 



Then it was like time stopped. Something screeched by Rita’s ear,  burning  her  hair.  Maria  took  a  couple  of  paces,  froze  for  a moment,  twitched,  her  arms  spreading  wide  —  the  red-hot  ball  of plasma that had flown by Rita had shot right through her chest… and hit  Ed.  Maria  fell  down  right  away,  and  the  boy  grabbed  at  his stomach, pulled away his hand covered in blood. He looked at it in surprise  and  then  collapsed  too,  disappearing  behind  the  backs  of the non-citizens. 



Rita  nearly  fell  —  something  grabbed  at  her  leg.  Looking down, she saw Trixie down there groaning. The dwarf had a grip on her ankle. The girl tried to take a step toward the exit from the roof, but the little man wouldn’t let go. Then she looked back to where Ed fell, but couldn’t see him. Her first instinct was to run to him, but the path to that exit was already blocked by a landing enemy flyer that was spitting out men in black. Rita froze in terror. 

 

A  hatch  suddenly  opened  nearby  and  a  late  turret  emerged from  it  with  an  outdated  anti-aircraft  machine  gun.  It  immediately opened  fire  on  the  landing  flyer.  It  was  so  close  that  the  bullets ricocheted off and nearly hit Rita. Their screech knocked her out of her  stupor.  She  broke  for  the  emergency  hatch  to  the  side,  but tripped  over  Trixie  crawling  beneath  her  feet,  and  fell  spread-eagle on the vinyl-covered concrete. 



“Not  good,  not  good,  not  good,”  the  dwarf  muttered.  “Bad people, bad people, bad people. Why so mean? Not good…” 



She didn’t know what was going on either. Everything before her  eyes  and  in  her  own  mind  was  blurry.  It  couldn’t  be  the  Cartel; Colonel  had  promised.  The  Triad?  Was  there  anyone  else?  It  was stupid to stay on the roof, but standing up was stupid too. 



“Not good, not good…” 



“Veratrix!  Hold  onto  my  leg  and  crawl  after  me!”  she  ordered the dwarf. 



Trixie fell silent and just nodded. Rita crawled toward another exit — there were several, but they were all far away. 



Guards rose to the alarm signal, and three Sharks took off into the  air  —  the  entirety  of  the  Awoken’s  combat  fleet.  One  was immediately  shot  down.  It  began  to  veer  and  fell,  leaving  a  trail  of black  smoke  in  its  wake.  The  attackers’  flyers  must  have  been  the latest  generation  —  none  of  the  turrets  pierced  their  armor  except the newest ones, the three in the center. The plasma bullets from all the rest ricocheted away, doing no harm. 



There  was  a  boom  —  Rita  saw  a  Wild  One  in  front  of  her holding a shoulder-mounted rocket launcher, the barrel smoking. 



 Whoosh!  An enemy flyer exploded in the air, sending burning debris flying all over. A scream cut off sharply — a non-citizen failed to move fast enough and the burning hull cut him in half. The enemy immediately  strengthened  their  fire  —  one  after  another  the defensive turrets exploded, with only the three central ones covered by a forcefield still holding on. 



Rita kept crawling. Trixie must have lost consciousness; he let go and she had to go back for him and drag him along behind her. 

Fortunately, the battle was going on behind her, and the path in front was relatively clear. The girl and the dwarf could only have been hit at random… or if the attackers got around to firing in her direction. 



Hiding  behind  a  maintenance  shed,  Rita  glanced  out  from behind it, looked out over the roof. Where she came from, she saw the bodies of non-citizens trampled or cut down by the rain of bullets. 



The two flyers landed on the edges of the square and fighters in black armor covered with graphene plates jumped out and rushed toward  the  coffin.  Rita  grabbed  Trixie  by  the  scuff  of  the  neck  and started dragging him toward a nearby structure with a door leading inside  and  down.  Please  say  it  isn’t  locked,  she  prayed.  The  door was around fifty yards away. 



An enemy flyer landed to the side of the path to the door and switched  off  its  engine,  leaving  its  lights  lit.  Bright  light  filled  all  the space to the exit, revealing a silent turret — the only obstacle in the path. 



Rita groaned in despair — there was no point in crawling now. 

She  and  Trixie  would  draw  the  enemies’  attention  like  two cockroaches on canvas. 



The dwarf twitched, groaned something. Rita shook him:



“Veratrix!  Get  up  and  run  after  me!”  Lifting  him  by  the  collar, she growled into his face: “You hear me?! Run as fast as you can, Veratrix, or you’re dead!” 



The dwarf screwed up his face in horror and nodded, grabbing hold of her wrist. After a moment’s thought, Rita didn’t push his hand away. On the contrary, she wrapped her own hand around his wrist. 



“On the count of three, Veratrix! One… two… three! Run!” 



The little man dashed after her, his eyes squeezed shut. Rita wanted to let him go — he was slowing her down, — but she pushed the thought away and just counted her heartbeats. 




She  ran  without  ducking  or  dodging.  Falling  again  and covering the dwarf with her body when the lone turret exploded, she heard an authoritative voice speaking from the right, where the flyer was:



“All  operatives!  We’re  heading  inside  to  find  Sheppard.  He’s online,  that  body  in  the  coffin  is  just  a  cheap  copy.  Find  Geraldina. 

She’ll lead us to Sheppard!” 



“Alive?” a voice asked through the radio. 



“Doesn’t  matter.  Alive  or  dead,  they’re  paying  the  same.  But we have to keep the brain intact! No headshots!” 



Rita  lay  prone,  Trixie  squirming  beside  her.  Her  heart hammered  at  her  ribcage.  She  had  to  save  Alex!  Who  were  these people?  Why  did  they  want  Alex’s  dead  body?  What  were  they planning  to  do  with  him?  She  pushed  the  questions  aside  —  the security officers could find out. Something else scared her: someone had told these raiders about the funeral. One of those present on the roof… Had they said ‘Geraldina’? Rita didn’t know anyone with that

name, but there were many workers in the building. It had to be one of them! 



She  jerkily  brought  the  bloodied  and  weakened  arm  with  her comm  to  her  mouth,  to  call  the  security  officers  and  tell  them,  but realized  she’d  lost  the  device.  Shrapnel  glittered  in  her  hand.  That must have been what cut off the comm bracelet. 



“Trixie, come on!” 



Rita jumped up, pulled the dwarf to his feet, lifted him onto her back and ran toward the exit faster than she ever had in her life. She had to warn the others about the threat to Alex, then she could die. 



 Pew-pew rang out four times — the enemy flyer had opened fire. They shot from behind, and Rita was running at her full height. 

She  even  felt  the  impact,  but  no  pain,  just  Trixie  falling  silent  and relaxing for some reason, although until then he had been latched on so hard that he nearly strangled her. She groaned, growled and kept running, looking down at her feet. 



The door opened when there were six yards to go…



“Come on!” 



…and shut behind her at once, the security lock sliding shut. 



Raising her head, Rita saw the barrel of a rifle aimed at her. A wrinkled black man held it. 



“Who are you?” she asked. 



“Fodier,” the man answered in a tobacco-stained wheeze, as if something  was  bubbling  in  his  lungs.  The  man  wore  a  helmet  and body armor. “Why so slow? You sick of livin’?! Who’re you carryin’..?” 



Stepping behind Rita, he swore. Gently unclenching her tight grip on Trixie’s clothing, the man lifted the dwarf off the girl and laid him  on  his  stomach  on  the  metal  floor.  Rita  stared  dimly  at  Trixie’s back,  with  burnt  ribs  and  a  blackened  spine  jutting  out  of  it,  and didn’t understand what she saw. The plasma had burned his clothes and body, but not right through him — the shot must have come in at an angle. 



“Harold’s  grandson  saved  you,”  the  Wild  One  said,  frowning. 

“Did  the  job  of  body  armor.  There’s  nothin’  you  can  do  here.  Go down!” 



“They’re going after Alex!” Rita shouted. “We have to warn the others!” 



Another  Wild  One,  a  fighter  covered  in  terrible  scars  as  if  an animal  had  tried  to  bite  off  his  face,  looked  at  her  with  sympathy, nodded vaguely and repeated:



“Go down, girl. It’s dangerous here.” 



Without thinking, she bent down to pick up Trixie’s dead body, but caught herself. 



“Leave  him,”  Fodier  said,  gently  pushing  her  toward  the ladder. 



Before leaving, she turned back and only then saw that there were around a dozen Wild Ones there. All with weapons and gear. If they couldn’t repel the attack, the raiders would get into the building. 

But  even  if  they  did  fight  them  off,  some  of  the  raiders  might  still reach  Alex.  The  mole  surely  gave  the  enemy  the  building’s floorplan…



 The  Wild  Ones  think  Alex  is  dead,  so  they’re  not  trying  to protect him!  Rita realized and shouted:

 

“Fodier! My name is Margarita Wood, I’m a senior clan officer! 

Immediately tell Hairo Morales that the leader of the attackers gave an order to take Alex Sheppard alive or dead. And tell him that the mole’s name is Geraldina. I heard the mercenaries saying she’d help them find Alex!” 



“They already took his body, I saw it!” the Wild One wheezed. 

“They loaded it onto a flyer along with the coffin!” 



“Just do as I say!” Rita shouted, pointing at his comm. 



“Fine!”  the  Wild  One  bristled  and  turned  to  his  own:  “Get  the girl out of here! Raquel, you cross the floor and try to find Hairo, tell him  what  she  said!  Go!”  He  turned  back  to  Rita.  “Comms  ain’t working. They’ve been jammin’ us! Understand?” 



The girl nodded:



“I understand.” 



Waving  away  Raquel,  who  tried  to  lead  her  away,  she  ran down  the  stairs.  She  had  to  go  down  a  metal  staircase  with  the corrugated tubes of airvents to the left and right above her. People rarely  came  through  here.  The  railings  looked  like  they  had  never had a hand on them. 



Jumping  down  the  steps,  she  started  the  long  descent downwards. 



Landings, dim lights, steps, flickering floor numbers all blurred together. Her body weakened, her throat tightened up… How much time was this taking? Hours? Minutes? She had to be fast enough…



She  almost  missed  the  floor  she  needed,  her  momentum carrying her on, but then checked herself and came back. The door

was  locked.  She  had  to  hammer  on  it  and  shout  for  a  long  time. 

Finally, a Wild One appeared on the sensor screen and asked:



“Who’re you?” 



She  was  still  shaking,  flitting  from  hot  to  cold,  breathing heavily, but found the strength to name herself:



“Senior… clan officer… Margarita Wood.” 



“Hand on the panel, Miss Wood…” 



Once they were sure she was who she said she was, they let her through. 



All the entrances to the officer floor were protected not only by turrets, but also Wild Ones armed to the teeth. Barricades of barbed wire  blocked  the  path  down  the  corridor,  and  it  took  time  to  cross them. All the same, no matter how they slowed her down, Rita was glad of the sight of them. 



Once  the  obstacles  were  finally  behind  her,  she  headed  for Alex’s room at a fast walk. This section was lit brighter than the rest. 

Only  now  did  the  girl  see  that  her  hair  had  been  burned  in  the explosion,  and  shrapnel  hadn’t  just  cut  up  her  arm,  but  also  her waist. Her back was burning and her jeans were soaked with blood. 



Then some voices drifted toward her. Rita bristled, but relaxed when  Tissa  and  Malik  appeared  from  behind  a  nearby  barricade. 

Friendlies! 



“Rita!”  Melissa  shouted  with  relief.  Running  over,  she  looked into her eyes: “Who are they? What’s going on?” 



“Mercenaries, judging by their lack of insignia,” Rita answered without  stopping.  “Definitely  not  the  Cartel  or  Triad;  they  spoke

English.  We  have  to  protect  Alex!  They’re  after  him.  I  heard  them giving orders to break through and find him with the help of someone called Geraldina… Do you know any non-citizens by that name?” 



Malik thought for a moment. “No,” he answered. 



“Wait…  What  do  you  mean  they’re  after  Alex?”  Melissa exclaimed. “He’s dead!” 



“No,  he’s  alive  and  in  his  room.  He’s  probably  in  Dis,”  Rita explained, not slowing her pace. “What you saw in the coffin was a copy.  Hairo  will  tell  you  why  that  had  to  be  done  when  it’s  all  over. 

Right  now  we  need  to  get  Alex  out  of  his  capsule  and  take  him somewhere safe!” 



“Holy shit! At least Alex is alive!” Tissa’s face lit up. 



“At least? What do you mean…” 



Malik stopped, grabbed Rita by the arm:



“Rita, is… is it true? Alex is alive?” 



“He is,” Rita nodded, remembering how Ed had fallen on the roof.  “What  about  Ed?  I  saw  him  get  shot…  And  Hung?  Where’s Hung? Tomoshi? Tobias? Eniko? Where is everyone? Why are you here without them?” 



Malik breathed out shakily. 



“Ed… They killed Ed…” 



Rita’s  legs  buckled  under  her.  Her  eyes  stung.  She  looked away. 



“How? Did you go back to the roof for him?” 

 

“Hung  went  back  and  pulled  him  out,”  Tissa  answered. 

“Maria’s gone too. Ed wasn’t breathing when Hung caught up to us with  his  body,  refused  to  let  him  go  and…”  The  girl  fell  silent, swallowed. 



“Hung  wouldn’t  believe  that  Ed  was  dead,”  Malik  said.  “He dragged  him  to  medical  to  put  him  in  a  capsule.  Tommy,  Toby  and Eniko went with him to help.” 



“Why  are  you  here?”  Rita  frowned.  “Why  aren’t  you  with them?” 



“Well, there was no point in all of us going,” Tissa answered. 

“Anyway,  Maria  gave  us  a  direct  order  to  hide  on  the  secure  floor. 

The only access to there is in Alex’s apartment. So Malik and I are doing what we were told, the others are disobeying orders.” 



“Yeah,  Tommy  said  he  wouldn’t  abandon  Hung-san,  Eniko followed  his  lead  and  I  think  Tobias  has  gone  nuts.  He  just  kept clinging  onto  Ed’s  arm,  wouldn’t  let  him  go,  just  kept  praying  over and over.” 



“We’ll  figure  that  out  later,”  Rita  said,  her  voice  shaking.  The burning  sensation  on  her  back  was  worse.  Her  legs  trembled  and she heard a rushing sound. “Let’s get to Alex before the mercenaries do.” 



She took a couple of steps, then reeled. Tissa grabbed her by the  arm.  They  walked  like  that  together,  like  girlfriends  after  a drunken night out. Malik trudged on behind them. 



“They  won’t  get  through,”  the  boy  muttered  without  particular confidence. “The Wild Ones won’t let them… They’re beasts.” 



“Don’t fall behind!” Tissa barked, turning back. “We have to get to Alex! We have to warn him!” 



As if the words were meant for her, Rita breathed in, breathed out, pulled her arm away and broke into a run. Her footfalls echoed through  the  empty  corridor.  Her  happiness,  her  calm  and  peaceful world was about to shatter into pieces. No! She would die, but she would  not  allow  harm  to  come  to  the  one  who  she  couldn’t  live without. How could she accept a life without Alex? Better to die! She had nothing else — nothing! 



Now  near  Alex’s  apartments,  Rita  heard  a  noise  behind  her. 

The Wild Ones leaped into action and the noise of pulse rifles filled the air, along with trampling, screams, commands. 



Fortunately, nobody had broken through to this floor yet. Rita knocked on the door. Tissa stood next to her and helped by kicking. 

Roj’s voice rang out from the room:



“Quiet! I’m opening it!” 



The door slid open. Roj van Garderen stood on the threshold, the catdog AT in his arms. He placed Alex’s meowing, rolled-up pet on a stool, let Malik and the girls into the lounge and gave Rita his arm to lean on. She was swaying. 



The girl took in a lungful of air and told him all she knew. He had  a  link  to  the  other  security  officers  and  knew  what  was happening on the surface, and could convey the intel to Hairo. 



“We  have  to  get  Alex  out  of  his  capsule,”  Rita  finished.  “We have to hide on the secure floor!” 



“No,”  Roj  shook  his  head.  “We  have  the  situation  under control. Our forces are much stronger, nobody is getting through to us.  If  Alex’s  life  is  under  threat,  then  I’ll  bring  him  out  myself.  You

guys  should  hide  though,  of  course.  The  hatch  is  under  the  bed. 

Come on, move it! I’ll open it…” 



With  a  rustle,  the  door  slid  open.  Rita  nodded,  crossed  the lounge  and  entered  the  bedroom.  Malik  followed  her,  but  Tissa stayed behind with Roj. Rita heard her ask:



“Any news about Ed? Do you have a commlink to medical?” 



Rita wanted to know that too, but the door closed behind her, cutting off sound from the lounge. 



A capsule full of intragel stood in the middle of the room. She could just see the outline of Alex through the murky glass and semi-transparent  jelly.  He  was  moving  as  if  running.  The  screen  showed that he was fine except that his pulse was over a hundred and fifty. 

Rita  stepped  to  the  capsule  and  touched  the  glass,  mentally wondering:  How are you doing in there? 



In  the  meantime,  Malik  approached  Alex’s  bed,  looked beneath it and stood up again. 



“The  hatch  is  beneath  it,  huh?”  He  grabbed  the  head  of  the bed, strained and moved it only by an inch or so, but didn’t ask the girl for help. 



Rita figured out for herself what she had to do. Together they moved the bed aside and found the hatch beneath it, openable only by hand. 



The bedroom door slid open again and Tissa entered. Turning, she yelled through the closing door:



“Good luck, Roj!” 



Melissa  walked  confidently  to  the  hatch,  felt  the  lid  and nodded to her thoughts:



“Durable. It’ll withstand a direct explosion.” 



“How is… Ed?” Malik asked. “Is he… alive?” 



Rita’s  stomach  clenched  as  she  prepared  for  the  worst,  but Melissa just shrugged, and the hood slipped off her head. 



“Roj  doesn’t  know,”  she  muttered  and  nodded  at  the  hatch. 

“Where does the ladder lead?” 



Malik glanced at Rita and she answered:



“To  the  secure  floor,  you  said  it  yourselves.  I  haven’t  been there,  I  only  just  heard  about  it  from  you.”  Rita  was  starting  to  get annoyed at her friends’ sluggishness, but held back her emotions out of habit. “Go down. Come on!” 



Malik  hesitated  a  little  and  then  climbed  down,  his  head disappearing through the hatch. Tissa stayed behind, her bright blue eyes  staring  right  at  Rita.  Jutting  out  her  chin  in  a  challenge,  she asked:



“What about you?” 



“I’m staying with Alex,” Rita answered. 



“Surprise,  surprise!  She’s  staying,”  Melissa  drawled.  “Alone with  Alex…  No,  my  dear,  I  don’t  trust  you.  I  don’t  trust  you  at  all! 

Always so prim and proper… But you’re a viper in the nest!” 



“What are you talking about?” 



“You just showed up out of nowhere…” Tissa walked back and forth around the capsule, talking as if thinking aloud. Suddenly she stopped  sharply,  pinned  Rita  with  a  gaze:  “Just  the  fact  that  you survived  the  roof  and  showed  up  here  alone  is  suspicious  enough! 

Where were you when we were all running?” 



“I  was  delayed…”  Rita  started  babbling,  realizing  that  Tissa’s suspicions were understandable. “Trixie was up there, I tripped over him. He was scared. I carried him to another exit from the roof.” 



“Trixie? The little guy?” Tissa raised an eyebrow. “So where’s Trixie now?” 



“Dead.” 



“How convenient,” Tissa frowned. She took a step back, then another  as  if  retreating  to  the  door.  “Maybe   you’re   Geraldina?  The one  who  betrayed  the  clan?  The  one  who’s  going  to  show  the mercenaries where Alex is?” 



“You don’t get it, Tissa!” Rita wailed in despair. “I was carrying Trixie on my back. They shot at us, and I…” 



Tissa  frowned,  walked  towards  Rita,  who  unwillingly  stepped back and tried to pull off her top to show her burnt back, but the girl pushed her away, pressed her against the wall and hissed:



“I  don’t  believe  you!  I  don’t  trust  you  and  I  won’t  leave  Alex with you, viper!” 



Rita’s eyes stopped on Melissa’s thin arm. Red droplets on her wrist… On her painted white nails…



She realized it was blood just as the girl brought her foot down on her lower leg. The blow was hideous — Rita’s joint cracked, the pain  stunning  and  blinding  her.  She  screamed  and  fell,  grabbing  at

her leg, feeling warmth and wetness. Her eyes darkened for a while, and  when  her  vision  recovered,  she  saw  an  open  wound  like  a flowering rose, with shards of bone gleaming through the blood…



How did that fragile girl have so much strength? 



“Roj! Help me!” Rita shouted. 



She  moved  her  pain-dimmed  eyes  to  Tissa,  but  mist  filled them and her head span. She couldn’t get her bearings. 



The hatch nearby opened with a clank, followed by a surprised cry from Malik:



“Hey, are you guys fighting? What the hell?!” 



Focusing her gaze on him, Rita made out that Malik had stuck his  head  through  the  hatch,  and  his  already  huge  eyes  were  wide, trying  to  climb  onto  his  forehead.  Rita  nodded  at  Tissa,  frozen  in place. 



“You?”  Malik  asked  in  still  greater  surprise,  starting  to  climb out.  “You…  did  that?  You  hurt  her?  Why?”  He  moved  his  eyes  to Rita, blinked. “Your… Your leg is broken!” 



“She’s  gone  crazy,”  Rita  murmured,  pushing  herself  up  the wall and hopping toward the bedroom door to call for Roj. She had to cross the whole room to get out. “Don’t go near her, Malik!” 



“Rita  is  the  mole,”  Tissa  said.  “She’s  that  Geraldina.  She wanted to take us to the hatch so she could stay with Alex and hand him over to the mercenaries! Help me!” 



“Don’t  let  her  close,  she’s  dangerous!”  Rita  croaked.  “Run, Malik! Roj! Somebody! Help!” 



Malik  looked  at  the  blood  on  Tissa’s  hands,  at  Rita’s  broken leg.  That  seemed  to  overcome  his  indecisiveness  and  help  him figure  out  whose  side  he  was  on.  He  moved  to  block  Tissa’s  path and shouted:



“Tissa!  Stop!  We’re  all  together,  remember!  You,  me,  Rita, we’re in this together!” 



Tissa spread her hands and said haltingly, through tears:



“Malik? You… you believe her?” Tissa sobbed, ambling toward him.  “She’s  nobody  to  us!  An  outsider!  Don’t  you  think  it’s  strange that she showed up here alone? She’s on their side!” 



Groaning,  Rita  hopped  on  her  healthy  leg,  but  it  gave  way beneath her and the girl fell. Behind her were Malik and Tissa, who was  trying  to  pull  the  wool  over  his  eyes,  walking  in  small  steps toward the stunned boy…



Melissa  suddenly  started  moving  at  an  incredible  speed, dashing  to  Malik  and  knocking  him  down  with  an  uppercut,  then jumped on him, grabbed him by the hair and…



The strikes were dull, just something squelching and popping

— Tissa banged the boy’s head on the floor twice. The second strike landed with a crash from above. A ventilation grill fell and something dropped to the floor, smoking. 



Dragging  her  leg  along,  Rita  crawled  toward  the  bedroom door, pulling her elbows across the parquet. Her eyes began to sting and it got hard to breathe — acrid smoke filled the room. She prayed mentally,  still  crawling.  She  had  to  reach  Roj,  had  to…  had  to…

What? 



She  couldn’t  lose  consciousness!  Alex  was  in  trouble!  Rita was  nearly  at  the  door  when  Melissa  reached  her,  grabbing  her  by

the ponytail and pulling her head back to bare her throat. 



“Where are you rushing off to, Wood? We’re not done here…” 



Tissa’s  indifferent  face  flashed  before  Rita.  She  flipped  her over and then, in a sharp movement, raked a razor-sharp fingernail across  Rita’s  neck.  Rita  fell  to  the  floor,  blood  fountaining  from  the wound. 



Losing interest in her, Tissa moved toward the capsule. 



Rita’s instincts kicked in — she pressed a hand to the wound. 

Her mind worked with incredible clarity, all her confusion gone as if an adult had woken up inside her, silenced all unnecessary thought and taken hold of the situation. 



Stem the wound. 



Pull  the  mini-medkit  out  of  her  pocket,  the  one  the  security officers made them all carry with them. 



Stab the stimpack into her thigh. 



In  the  meantime,  Tissa  was  trying  to  activate  the  emergency exit  on  Alex’s  capsule,  but  the  feminine  system  voice  announced: Attention!    Emergency  capsule  exit  not  possible!    This  capsule  has been  instructed  to  protect  the  user  against  an  aggressive environment.   The exit function is currently locked. 



Rita’s fading consciousness noted that the pain was gone —

the  stimulant  was  working  its  magic.  She  looked  around  and  saw Malik,  lying  in  a  ball.  Blood  welled  beneath  his  eyes  and  dripped from  his  broken  mouth.  The  bones  of  his  skull  were  misshapen. 

 Gone, she thought, and the thought faded. 



With  the  last  of  her  strength,  Rita  raised  herself  up  on  one arm, pressing her other hand to the wound on her neck and pulling herself to the door, her wounded leg dragging uselessly behind her. 



A  little  more,  a  little  further…  There  was  the  threshold.  The door was ajar. Rita pressed her shoulder into it, pushed and dragged her way through into the lounge. She had overdone it. The bleeding quickened, her eyes darkened. No! She couldn’t die while Alex was in danger! Rita grabbed at the blackness with her nails and teeth to avoid falling unconscious, because that would be the end — of her and Alex both. 



 Hold on!   Learn to be a fighter, not a doormat!   Alex needs you! 

 Dis  needs  you!    The  non-citizens  need  you!   The  adult  in  her consciousness  whispered  all  this  to  her,  and  Rita  managed  to  hold on. 



She  made  out  the  outlines  of  objects  in  the  darkness:  an overturned table, the chair by the door, Roj lying in the middle of the room.  Rita  couldn’t  focus  her  eyes.  The  picture  blurred  and  she couldn’t even see the damn barrel of Roj’s pistol, let alone take it. All she could do was keep her hand pressed to the wound on her neck. 



“Roj…”  she  wheezed  just  in  case,  but  the  bodyguard  didn’t move. 



Tears  came  unbidden.  She  had  to  do  something,  but  what?! 

They  were  all  dead.  Nobody  was  coming  to  help.  Roj…  That  was why Tissa had stayed behind in the lounge…



Her gaze landed on the chair, where AT slept in his cat form. 



“AT…”  she  hissed,  tears  flowing  down  her  face.  “Danger, AT…” The robot didn’t react. “AT, attack…” 



Too quiet. The catdog couldn’t hear her…

 

“AT…” she wheezed in the darkness. 



The blurry lump on the chair twitched, jumped to the floor and began  to  change  shape.  It  seemed  to  become  larger,  growing, gaining mass. 



Rita  pointed  at  the  bedroom  and  started  whispering,  pushing air past her throat, going through words that might make the catdog defend its master:  AT… Danger… Disaster… Enemy… Protect…



The figure of AT shuddered, dimmed and disappeared into the darkness.  Rita  tried  to  stay  conscious  until  the  end,  but  the  gray images of reality began to mix with the beginnings of hallucinations. 



AT pressing his cold nose against her face…



Alex kissing her on the cheek, his lips cold, his eyes ethereally bright, green hair waving…



The wall collapsing, spraying out stone debris…



The sound of metal striking glass rang out from the bedroom. 

The  crack  of  pulse  rifle  fire  in  the  distance  grew  louder,  turned  into plasma shots…



Darkness reigned for a short while, then suddenly exploded in a woman’s scream…



The  scream  continued,  but  changed,  elongated,  turned  into the roar of a wounded monster that had the body of Sharkon and, for some reason, the legs of Rita, with the rose-like wound on the right leg…



The  images  paled,  flashing  up  less  and  less  until  only blackness remained…

 

* * *



Waking up, the first thing Rita heard was the measured beeping of a heart monitor. She opened her eyes, but saw only a white blur — her vision was in no hurry to come back — and a pipe leading out of an oxygen mask. 



Her surprise formed into a thought:  I’m alive? 



 I’m alive! 



Then  she  immediately  began  to  worry:   What  about  Alex? 

 Where is he? 



Her  heart  quickened  and  the  monitor  started  to  squawk.  A dark silhouette burst into the room in answer. 



“You’re awake, thank God!” 



Rita recognized Hairo’s voice, tried to get up, and the security officer raised his hands in a pacifying gesture:



“Quiet,  girl,  quiet.  Don’t  worry,  everything’s  fine.  We  repelled the  attack.  Alex  is  still  in  Dis,  he’s  okay.  The  capsule  survived  —

good thing we reinforced its hull.” 



He  dragged  a  chair  over  and  sat  down  by  the  bed.  Rita breathed out shakily, forcing herself to calm down and slow her heart rate. Hairo’s face emerged from the gloom. 



Rita  touched  her  neck  —  the  wound  had  been  bound  with active biogel. If she was lucky, there wouldn’t even be a scar. 



Hairo spoke quietly:

 

“I’m going to take your mask off now and tell you everything. 

You stay quiet, don’t interrupt and don’t stress.” 



He  took  the  transparent  cowl  off  her  face,  waited  a  little, nodded:



“Well done, Rita! You’re a real hero! I saw how you fought to the very end!” 



“Is… Alex… alive?” she hissed. It was painful to speak. 



“He  is,  he  is!  He’s  even  still  alive  in  Dis,  although  things  are really kicking off there. Scyth gathered an army and laid siege to the undead capital.” 



“Al… alr-right… The others?” 



Hairo darkened:



“We  took  many  losses.  Dozens  of  our  people  died.  Of  those you  know…  Maria  and  Roj,  Veratrix  and  his  grandfather,  Malik  and Tissa, Edward…” 



“Tissa…” 



“…wasn’t  Tissa,”  Hairo  interrupted.  “It  was  an  android,  a precise  copy  of  the  body  of  Melissa  Schafer.  We  didn’t  detect  the switch  because  it’s  a  perfect  copy  —  it  has  the  same  brain,  blood just like a human. But the mind is artificial. An AI in a human body —

that’s what Yoshi said. It sounds too crazy to believe.” 



“If it’s a perfect copy…” Rita whispered. “Then how…” 



“Yoshihiru  started  to  suspect  something,  convinced  me  to check Melissa and Malik’s bodies. We put both through a diagnostic

scanner. Only a full brain scan revealed that Tissa hasn’t been Tissa all this time. I mean, Jesus, they even aged the cells to show Tissa’s exact  age!  Everything  was  the  same,  scars,  tooth  damage,  vision defects.” 



“But  she  behaved  like  the  real  Tissa…”  Rita  whispered, stunned. “Did nobody suspect anything?” 



“It’s  a  new  scientific  breakthrough,”  the  security  officer  said, frowning. “No, they haven’t learned how to copy and transfer human consciousness. They did something that Yoshi called a ‘mental cast.’

Something  like  operating  memory,  a  set  of  habits,  reactions, behavioral  reflexes.  Everything  that  Tissa  would  have  done  in  the android’s place became part of it…” 



“Who… are  they?” 



“We  have  only  one  candidate  —  the  Children  of  Kratos. 

Destiny Windsor warned Alex that the clan leaders had launched an operation  to  capture  him  in  real  life.  Now,  knowing  how  easily  they can make copies of people, we’ve figured out what their plan was.” 



“What…  was  it?”  Rita  frowned.  “Where’s…  the  real…  Tissa? 

When… was she… replaced?” 



“We  don’t  know  what  happened  to  her  yet.  It  seems  like  she was replaced when the girl went to meet with the Children of Kratos. 

That  was  back  during  the  Demonic  Games,  but  after  she  was eliminated and after her achievement in the sandbox.” 



“Why did… the android… wait so long?” 



“You see, you can’t eliminate a Threat if it’s in another game dimension. Scyth went to the Inferno on the same day Tissa came to the base. So she had to wait, or rather, she just behaved as normal, not  knowing  about  her  mission.  Apparently,  Scyth’s  return  from  the

Inferno was the first trigger for the pseudo-Tissa. That activated her. 

If  she’d  known  about  her  mission  any  sooner,  the  Sleepers  would have discovered her! But the AI mind contained nothing but what the girl herself knew and thought about.” 



“Was there a… second trigger?” 



“We  don’t  know  exactly,  we  only  have  suspicions,  but  let  me tell it all in order. Hung suggested it — that the Children’s insiders in Snowstorm told them that Scyth was back from the Inferno. Maybe that was their mistake, because it wasn’t Scyth who came back, but Hakkar, a demon, and he ended up in an instance.” 



“Go on.” 



“Well,  after  the  first  trigger  activated,  the  fake  Tissa  was supposed to make Alex sick. Badly sick, to make him go to a clinic for  treatment.  So  Tissa  replaced  the  nutrient  cartridge  in  Alex’s capsule, and then the memory of what she’d done was erased from her mind.” 



“But why…” 



Hairo put a finger to his lips, telling Rita to stay quiet. 



“If  he’d  gone  to  a  normal  hospital,  the  job  would  have  been done.  Bribed  doctors  could  then  help  the  Children  of  Kratos  take  a mental blank of Alex’s mind, or even give them the data to make a full copy. While our boy was lying in the clinic, his double would log into Dis as Scyth and let himself be eliminated. The top Threat would be banished.” 



Rita  was  about  to  ask  her  next  question,  but  caught  the security officer’s reproachful glance and suppressed her curiosity. 



“But, when we sent Alex to an underground clinic, we messed up their plans. The impostor Tissa had to lay in waiting until he got back, because, from what we understand, trigger number two went off in her head and activated her second mission: capture Alex. Right after that, she claimed she was ill and stopped logging into Dis so as not to…” Hairo coughed and rubbed his throat, reached for a bottle of  mineral  water  and  took  a  couple  of  gulps.  “So  as  not  to  reveal herself to Behemoth.” 



Only now did Rita noticed how much older he looked. The loss of his comrades in arms had been a heavy blow to him. A question danced on Rita’s tongue, but her throat burned and she said nothing. 



“As  became  clear  from  the  mercenaries’  conversations,”  he continued, “the Children didn’t care whether they got the boy alive or dead. They could make a mental copy no matter what condition the body  was  in…  for  a  while  after  death,  before  the  neurons  broke down. That was why they were in such a hurry when they heard of Alex’s  supposed  death.  The  android  called  a  capture  group  to  its coordinates as soon as we brought the ‘body’ back.” 



Hairo fell silent, drank more water. Rita tried to remember what happened to her before she fell unconscious. 



“Who… got Tissa?” 



“Judging by the recordings of what happened, AT mauled the android,” the security officer answered. “Which is strange; the civilian series is supposed to obey the three expanded laws of robotics. The catdog shouldn’t have been able to do harm even to another robot! 

Especially an android with human DNA!” 



“I tried…” Rita whispered. “Tried to order him…” 



“I doubt he would have listened to you,” Hairo said doubtfully. 

“Anyway… You crawled to Roj and fell unconscious. You didn’t make

a sound. The catdog reacted to something else, but Yoshi hasn’t had time  to  analyze  his  logs  yet,  and  we  can’t  do  it  without  Alex’s permission anyway.” 



Anger  flared  up  inside  Rita:   What  the  hell?!    I’m  the  one  that saved  Alex!    I  ordered  AT  to  attack  Tissa!   But  the  voice  of  reason took hold. What difference did it make? The main thing was that Alex was alive… Blood started to pulse in her temples — what about the others? 



“Ed…” 



Hairo nodded to the side. Rita turned her head, groaning from the  pain  in  her  ribs  and  neck.  Edward  Rodriguez  lay  in  the  fetal position  behind  the  glass  of  a  medical  capsule,  immersed  in regenerative fluid and tangled with pipes. 



“How  is  he?”  the  girl  asked,  pushing  the  words  out  with difficulty. 



“Eddie’s  dreaming,  always  dreaming…”  Hairo  sang,  smiling. 

“Eddie’s dreaming again!” 



“What?” Rita asked in confusion. 



“Never mind. It’s from an old song. Ivan, the leader of the Wild Ones,  always  sings  it  when  one  of  his  people  is  injured,  for  some reason.  Point  is,  Ed  is  alive.  He  was  badly  wounded.  Extensive internal organ damage, oxygen deprivation to the brain, hemorrhagic shock…” 



Hairo couldn’t stop himself from stroking Rita’s hair. 



“Thank you, strong and brave girl! I know you carried Veratrix even when he was already dead. And if you hadn’t made Fodier tell me your message…” 

 

Hairo  fell  silent,  but  she  understood:  then  they’d  all  be  dead. 

She and Alex both…



The  security  officer  leaned  down  and  kissed  her  on  the forehead:



“Rest!” 



For  the  first  time  in  her  life,  Rita  felt  truly  necessary,  and realized that she had a real family. 



 



Chapter 12. Heh-heh







SOMETHING  WENT  WRONG  with  the  mechanism  for  bringing  the demons to Disgardium, so they kept coming. What I initially took to be all the legions of the Inferno was just the start. 



The  squares  of  demonic  squadrons  kept  thickening,  bringing in more and more soldiers. The fabric of creation tore and cracked at the  seams,  causing  pressure  drops  and  local  storms.  The  nearest legate  on  his  bone  mount  was  knocked  down  by  a  gust  of  burning wind,  but  it  was  strange  —  he  wasn’t  thrown  away,  but  toward  us instead. Mogwai! 



I pointed at him and shouted:



“Kill him!” 



General Ulziber, the closest to the legate, silently tore toward him,  firing  a  tentacle  out  a  hundred  yards  ahead  and  grabbing  the mount, sending its rider crashing down. On the ground Mogwai was met  by  Moloch,  his  mouth  open  in  a  snarl,  but  Legate  Criterror rushed in to help. He dodged a second tentacle from Ulziber, picked up  his  fallen  comrade  and  managed  to  fly  away  toward  the  other legates patrolling the air. 



The generals shot after him, but I stopped them:



“Wait! Come back!” 



Ulziber  and  Moloch  obeyed.  The  former  crunched  on  the bones of Mogwai’s skeletal manta ray. I hoped the cooldown on the legate’s  mount  summon  was  long.  Although  he  probably  had  a bunch of others, so it didn’t matter. 

 

“Any  other  orders,  former  Demon  Fighter  Scyth?”  Abaddon asked. Seeing me standing and staring open-mouthed at the endless rows of legions, he smirked. “No rush, mortal. Take your time, think. 

The princes felt generous and sent not only their serving legions, but the  veterans  too!  We  will  remain  in  your  world  for  as  long  as necessary.” 



What  did  he  mean?  For  a  moment  I  bristled  —  had  the demons played me after all? Had they decided not to wait for victory in the Games, to prepare the ground for an invasion right now? Why not? It wasn’t as if they were risking their lives! So they had sent…

Maybe  everyone?  I  doubted  that  —  so  many  wouldn’t  fit  no  matter how hard they tried. 



I ran my gaze across the materializing army from hell again —

demons  and  imps,  rakshasas  and  mariliths,  demons  and  succubi, infernals, satyrs, ashmakers, tieflings and doomtanks took up almost all  the  space  between  the  undead  and  the  mortals.  The  fiery  glow above the demonic legions distorted the air, seemed to twist space itself. 



Through  tiefling  eyes,  the  demonic  host  had  looked  normal and  natural.  Now  it  seemed  absolutely  alien,  in  contradiction  to creation  itself.  The  treachery  of  the  demons  that  had  extended  this hand  of  help  could  turn  against  the  one  who  brought  them  here. 

Could? Was bound to, according to the mythology of both worlds! 



As if reading my thoughts, Abaddon growled out a chuckle. 



“Worry  not,  Scyth.  We  are  here  only  to  help  you  fight  the undead…”  His  tone  changed,  a  sly  note  entering  his  voice:

“Nonetheless, if you do happen to need help with any other tasks, or, Hell forbid, you wish to conquer the whole world, every demon of the combined legions will be glad to aid you.” 



A  hot  shadow  covered  us.  General  Moloch  rumbled  from above, so large that his head disappeared in the smoky glow:



“You could be ruler of the world! Think about it, mortal!” 



“All  the  treasure  of  Disgardium  will  be  yours!”  Astaroth  said, joining in with the beguilement. 



“And  the  most  beautiful  women  of  all  races!  Or  men,  if  you prefer…”  Ulziber  said,  spreading  his  hands.  “In  both  worlds,  Scyth! 

We will give you all this on a silver platter, Former Demon Fighter!” 



“Agree, undying one!” Abaddon winked at me. “We’ll give you a special talent that makes you a tireless stallion, ha-ha! I swear on the hardness of all that should be hard!” 



The  generals  started  laughing.  I  got  a  bad  feeling,  and  not because their laughter shook my innards, but because all traces of the  friendship  I  had  with  Abaddon  were  gone.  The  demons  were behaving like the peacekeepers of my world:  oh, you’re fighting, are you?   Fine, we’ll come and take out both sides of the conflict and the war will be over! 



Ignoring the general, I stared at the horde of undead. I didn’t like  what  was  happening  there  —  the  legates,  apparently  opting  to avoid direct conflict and regroup, were pouring a substance over the earth.  Wherever  it  landed,  plague  pylons,  barricades  and  living pulsating walls emerged. The horde stayed in position, just fluttering like grass in the wind…



The  behavior  of  the  generals  gave  me  doubts.  What  if  they refused to work with the others in my absence? I had to cut off that possibility early if I could. 



Yary had disappeared from view, so I used my comm amulet: Fly  over  here  with  the  other  leaders  and  meet  the  demons.  The

commander of my allied troops answered:  On my way, and Abaddon rumbled:



“Do you mortals not use instigas?” 



“What  for?”  I  asked,  my  eyebrows  rising.  “Chaos  has  no access to our world.” 



“Then what are you waiting for? We await your orders! Who do we disincarnate? Those…” He pointed behind his back, “or those?” 

And nodded at my allies. “Or both?” 



I pointed a finger at the undead horde, but had no time to say anything — portals cracked open behind me. 



“Know  the  vengeance  of  the  Dark  Brotherhood!”  came  a hissing voice. “For Nettle!” 



Abaddon  didn’t  twitch  an  eyebrow,  and  nor  did  the  other generals  of  hell.  It  was  clear  they  wouldn’t  do  anything  without  an order. 



Turning, I saw that the assassins of the Dark Brotherhood had taken lessons from their previously unsuccessful attempts. This time they  sent  far  more  sentients.  A  snake-headed  reptiloid  in  a  black hooded  mantle  led  them,  standing  a  few  yards  away  from  me.  He stretched  a  hand  out  towards  me  and  a  sparkling  orange  droplet began to separate from it:



“Retribution  will  reach  you  at  the  hands  of  the  merciless Shesh’Sshi…” 



He  didn’t  immediately  realize  where  he  was  exactly  —  the magic  that  brought  them  to  my  location  every  time  must  have shrouded their view. They saw nothing but their target. Nothing but

me,  that  is.  But  then  the  fog  lifted,  and  the  merciless  Shesh’Sshi realized where he was. 



The  twelve  melee  assassins  not  busy  delivering  cliche  lines realized  a  little  sooner  what  was  happening,  and  backed  off, clustering  together  and  growling,  making  it  clear  they  wouldn’t  be taken  easily.  But  they  didn’t  take  into  account  that  nobody  was planning to fight them. 



“Want a bite to eat?” I asked, casting a glance at Abaddon. 



The general winked and immediately transformed, firing out a huge  flat  tentacle  that  covered  both  the  dozen  assassins  and  the merciless  Shesh’Sshi.  The  tentacle  coiled  up  and  returned  to Abaddon, pulling the writhing bodies with it. Not a trace remained of the  Dark  Brotherhood,  not  even  a  droplet  of  blood  spilled  —  the greedy demon devoured it all. 



Abaddon,  now  somewhat  larger,  belched  fire  and  nodded  a question:



“Was it worth summoning all the legions for that?” 



“That wasn’t…” 



“I  know,  I  know,  just  kidding.  Relax,  mortal.  Why  so  tense?  I liked you more as a tiefling!” 



“You’re being a little negative yourself,” I snapped back. 



In the meantime, Yary and the other leaders of the allied clans

—  Yemi,  Colonel,  Hinterleaf  and  Horvac  —  descended,  their  flying mounts flapping their wings. Abaddon shrank to a more acceptable size,  and  the  three  other  generals  of  the  dominions  of  the  Inferno surrounded us, hiding us from friendly and enemy eyes alike. 



“The  NPCs  refused  to  introduce  themselves,”  Yary  stated. 

“Kragosh  almost  thought  the  demons  were  allies  of  the  Destroying Plague. I barely convinced him not to attack.” 



“Right. I’m going to have a lot to explain to the Emperor and Lisenta after the battle,” I sighed. “Alright, allow me to introduce you. 

Before  you  stands  the  commander  of  the  united  legions  of  the Inferno, General Abaddon.” 



The  allies  named  themselves,  but  their  titles  were meaningless to the higher demon. However, the great Abaddon fell into  a  stupor  and  even  staggered  backwards  when  someone  else came  to  introduce  himself  —  Legendary  Grand  Master  Oyama, dropping out of the sky and smashing his knee into the ground. 



When the dust settled, we all snapped our mouths shut, even Abaddon.  My  tutor  crossed  his  arms  at  his  chest,  measured  the demon up with a harsh gaze from head to toe and clicked his tongue wryly:



“Commander  of  the  united  legions  of  the  Inferno…  You  got there after all, didn’t you, Abad? Became Belial’s mighty general?” 



“I did,” the general answered proudly, a challenge in his voice. 

“Been there, done that. I have learned and seen much, Oyama. But what can you boast, Dodger? So many centuries have passed, but the world is still the same as when I was last here! The same New Gods still rule it! What have you done to…” 



The  general’s  speech  was  interrupted  as  if  his  mouth  was stopped  up…  and  it  was.  Oyama  cast  something  that  made  the demon’s  mouth  as  if  grow  over.  Colonel  looked  back  and  forth between Oyama and Abaddon in amazement, muttered:



“I’m not sure we even need to be here for this battle. After they sort things out between themselves, these two can take care of the

legates without any help.” 



Jabbing him in the back with a claw, Moloch rumbled:



“You,  old  man,  should  lie  in  a  bed,  write  your  will  and  think about  saving  your  soul!”  Which  was  very  strange,  given  that Colonel’s character didn’t look old at all. 



In  the  meantime,  Abaddon  removed  the  curse  from  himself and swore:



“Your  tutor  has  always  had  a  challenging  personality,  Scyth, but… Hah! Look at that. He ran away again!” 



Oyama  disappeared  as  suddenly  as  he  arrived,  only  without any  visual  effects.  He  was  just  gone.  I  suspected  that  his   Clarity stopped time completely… Damn it all to the Nether anyway, I was losing time! 



“Enough chitchat!” I barked. “You’ll have time later to work out old grudges. Demons! Heed my command!” 



Hinterleaf and Horvac exchanged a glance and smiled, but the generals took my words literally — they stood to attention like they did before the princes, and shouted:



“Yes  sir,  Former  Demon  Fighter  Scyth,  sir!  We  await  your orders!” 



“Here’s what we do. Abaddon, your first task is to destroy the undead  horde.  The  legates  of  the  Destroying  Plague  are  probably immortal, so try to find some other way to neutralize them. Keep in mind that the harder you hit them, the more  plague energy they gain. 

They also have dark New Gods protecting them. Be careful.” 



“Got it,” the general rumbled. “What next?” 

 

“Your  second  task  is  to  cleanse  the  undead  capital  of Viderlich. It’s over the mountain. I’m going to leave you now. In my absence, coordinate your actions with the leader of the allied troops, bogatyr Yary.” 



“That’s me,” Yary said, raising a hand. “Do you want a comm amulet, General Abaddon, or..?” 



“Discuss  the  comms  after  I’m  gone,  Yary,”  I  interrupted, pointing  at  the  horde  and  the  rushing  legates  on  the  mountainside:

“Destroy them!” 



And  everything  started  to  move.  All  the  generals  apart  from Abaddon went into battle form and moved toward the undead horde in  huge  leaps.  The  ground  shook  and  dust  fountained  into  the  air. 

The legions didn’t bother greeting the enemy like I was used to from the Great Game, they just shouted:



“Aiaiai!” And surged toward the enemy in a deadly wave. 



Watching  in  amazement  as  they  want,  Yemi,  Hinterleaf, Colonel and Horvac mounted up and shot off to their own clans, so as not to miss the fun. Abaddon moved off to the buff the legions. I stopped Yary to quickly explain how and why the demons had come here, and at the same time asked:



“Talk  to  the  NPCs  and  suggest  that  they  either  leave  the battlefield  or  at  least  not  get  in  the  demons’  way.  I  doubt  their involvement will be crucial.” 



“Will  do,”  the  bogatyr  nodded.  “Especially  since  followers  of the Sleepers are important to us, right? I’ll make sure the portals stay open for their retreat, just in case.” 



“What if…” 

 

“No, the enemy can’t get through it. The goblins set them up so that the portals won’t let through the undead.” 



“Thank you!” 



My thanks were sincere. I started to take off to find my group, but Yary pulled me back. Clapping me on the shoulder, he said:



“Good luck, Scyth!” 



“You  too!  Fire  beneath  your  enemies’  feet!  May  the  Sleeping Gods never wake!” 



I didn’t hear him answer — I was already hurtling toward my allies in  Clarity… But I still stayed for an instant of real time to find the  colors  of  Belial  in  the  sea  of  demons,  and  make  out  Centurion Nisrok among them, with the fifth legion roiling at his feet. 



Lerra  and  Abducius,  Motif  and  Karakapanka,  Riddick  and Rupert  were  surely  among  them,  but  I  couldn’t  find  them  at  this distance.  Mentally  wishing  them  luck,  I  flew  to  my  group  of  temple defenders.  Without  leaving   Clarity,  I  teleported  with  all  of  them  —

Kusalarix,  Despot,  Hellfish  and  the  four  guardians  —  to  the Lakharian Desert. 



* * *



Hinterleaf’s message reached me just as Despot caught an unlucky basilisk yet again in the oasis that had practically become his home. 

The  guardians  took  up  positions  around  the  perimeter.  Kusalarix walked off to the side with Nega and had a lively conversation with her, and Hellfish saddled up his snake and took off to look around. 

My  pet  Iggy  had  stopped  sulking  and  stayed  with  me,  chittering

about  something  in  his  swamp  needler  language.  I  sent  him  to  Anf so he wouldn’t distract me. 



I guessed that the Destroying Plague was guarding the ruins of  its  temple,  so  I  jumped  here  first.  There  was  a  reason  I  hadn’t seen  Liam  and  Angel  among  the  legates.  Hinterleaf  confirmed  my suspicions:  I have news, Scyth.   Liam is in the desert and Angel is at the pole.   Liam will give up the place of power without a fight, but first he wants to talk to you. Have mercy on the boy and he’ll share what he knows of Angel’s divine abilities. 



I thanked him for the information, thought of whether to follow his  advice  or  just  keep  things  simple  and  take  Liam  down  with  the tried and tested method: a bullet of  Belial’s Blood and Despot’s maw. 

Strangely,  I  felt  no  hard  feelings  toward  Liam.  He  was  a  nasty  and arrogant  moron,  sure.  But  there  had  been  worse  people  at  the Games. The fact that he stole Tissa from me… Well, that dumbass Justasec from Tristad was hopelessly in love with Rita, so he might hate me for the same reason, and so what? 



I decided I’d find out what Liam wanted to talk about first, and only  then  finish  him  off  so  as  not  to  leave  an  enemy  behind  me. 

While I thought, I wandered to the succubus and goblin woman. 



Like any demon, Nega was always frozen in Dis and loved the heat of the desert. She noticed me and purred:



“What’s the plan, boss?” 



“You  and  Flaygray,  Ripta  and  Anf  stay  to  protect  the  temple builders,”  I  answered.  “But  first  I’m  going  to  the  place  myself,  to check it out…” 



“I  already  did,”  Hellfish  said,  landing  nearby.  He  immediately desummoned his flying snake to avoid kicking up sand. “The undead have  already  covered  the  whole  place  with  dead  earth  and  put  up

something like a pyramid covered in protrusions. Some sort of filth is seeping out of it.” 



“A ziggurat?” I suggested. 



“Something like that.” 



“Looks like the Destroying Plague has to cover the earth with its   plague  shit  before  it  can  restore  the  temple.  But  we  can’t  start construction on that kind of soil — we have to destroy the ziggurat.” 



“Then we destroy it, easy,” the sniper chuckled. “Only there’s something else. Liam Driscoll is sitting on top of the structure, in full view. Maybe we can try out a  Mephistroth’s Salt  Round  on him?” 



“We’ll  definitely  try  it  out,”  I  said,  chuckling  suggestively.  “But to be honest, right now I don’t see the point. We’d only be wasting a bullet.” 



“Why?” 



“Because we won’t be able to kill him while he has  Destroying Plague  Immortality  anyway,  and  once  he  gets  possessed  by  a demon, he’ll start to attack us all. Better to take his skill right away, and then…” 



“Then I’ll eat him,” Despot interjected. The demon once again demonstrated  his  ability  to  suddenly  appear  when  he  was  being talked about. “I can’t say that dead meat makes me drool, but for the good  of  the  many,  I  am  willing  to  suffer  the  taste  of  rot  on  my tongue.” 



“We  appreciate  that,  demon,”  Kusalarix  said  blankly.  “Ever thought about fighting in the Arena? Gladiators are highly valued in Disgardium, and we goblins don’t care what pit a fighter crawled out of, whether he’s mortal, demoni…” 

 

“Hey!” I cut off her wheeler-dealing mid-word. “Are you in your right  mind,  Lady  Kusalarix?  Now  is  not  the  time!  Our  friends  and allies are risking their lives to give us the chance to build…” 



“I  know,  I  know,”  the  goblin  woman  said,  clucking.  “I  just wanted  to  cool  the  atmosphere.  My  nerves  are  all  stretched  taut! 

This is scar-r-ry stuff!” 



“The sooner we start, the sooner it all ends,” I nodded. “Let’s move  out.  Fish,  you  go  first.  Take  up  your  position  and  be  ready. 

Despot, you show up only after the first shot, as usual. The rest of you — wait here.” 



“I’ll  think  about  it,”  Despot  rumbled,  carefully  touching  the goblin woman with a claw. “But not this month. My ally has business with which I must aid him.” 



“Not this month,” I confirmed. “Lots of business. Let’s go!” 



Without further delay, I launched myself toward the ziggurat. It was strange, I thought: the undead structure wasn’t dead, but alive. 

And there was something unusual about it — it emitted smoke, and so did the  plague  soil around it. It looked as if sparks of flame were appearing and disappearing within it. 



Legate  Liam  stood  calmly  on  the  top  step  of  the  ziggurat, watching as I approached. I flew at normal speed, but was ready to speed  up  at  any  moment;  paranoia  had  settled  in  my  soul  once again as I wondered: what if Hinterleaf was working with Eileen and Mogwai? What if my allies had held onto the idea of eliminating me as  a  Threat  after  all?  What  if  Liam  had  some  hidden  ace  up  his sleeve? 



“Hey, Scyth,” Tissa’s ex-boyfriend said calmly, showing neither aggressive  intentions  nor  surprise  at  my  ridiculously  high  level.  He

stayed seated on the step, his legs crossed strangely beneath him, and slapped the spot next to him. “Sit down. We need to talk. Don’t worry. As you can see, I sent my minions away and didn’t kill yours.” 

He pointed at the shifting sand below, where  Diamond Worm Crash moved underground. 



Nether, I didn’t have time for chitchat! We had to finish at least one temple in time, while the other legates were tied up fighting the demons! 



But  aloud  I  said  something  else,  without  a  hint  of  emotion, giving no sign that I was in a hurry:



“Hey,  Liam.  Sorry,  but  first  I  need  to  cleanse  this  place.  And take down the ziggurat. Do you mind?” 



“I don’t give a damn about this place, the ziggurat or the whole Destroying  Plague!”  Liam  stood  up,  and  then  I  saw  that  his  legs seemed to have grown into the surface of the ziggurat. “There’s just one small problem — the Nucleus learned from its past mistakes. As you  can  see,  the  durability  of  the  ziggurat,  which  generates  the plague  soil,  is  linked  to  me,  and  through  me  —  to  the  entire Destroying  Plague.  The  structure’s  durability  is  now…  damn,  what do  you  even  call  that  number?  Nine  trillion  trillion?  Twenty-four zeroes!” 



“Septillion?” 



“Whatever.  See  for  yourself.  Oh,  and  it  regenerates  one percent per second. You can’t destroy it.” 



I  tested  a   Hammerfist  on  the  ziggurat.  An  evil  eye  popped open at its peak, staring down at me with hatred. When the durability bar appeared, I saw it — the legate was right. 



 You  have  damaged  Plague  Ziggurat  (Hammerfist):

 4,473,887,325. 

  

 Durability: 

 8,999,999,999,999,995,526,112,675 

 /

 9,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000. 

  

Damn… Liam’s health was the same. Even if he didn’t put up any resistance, it would take us an age to take down the temple… or it would have taken us that, but actually, all we had to do was pour Concentrated Life Essence on the ziggurat and the legate, and Liam lost all his aces. 



Without  thinking  long,  I  took  out  a  flask  and  sprayed  the contents  over  the  legate,  the  ziggurat  and  the  soil  below.  The droplets and spray instantly evaporated as they landed. 



Liam smiled peacefully:



“Oops. You just wasted twenty million. Sorry I didn’t warn you. 

I really wanted to see your face!” 



“But why didn’t it work?” 



“Think  about  it.  Why  else  might  the  Nucleus  have  put  me here? It learns, Scyth. You’re not only a ‘Threat,’” he made air quotes with his fingers, “but a real threat to the entire Destroying Plague. It’s natural  that  the  Nucleus  would  defend  itself  and  quickly  find  a response to what you come up with.” 



I tensed so hard that I gave myself away. My face must have soured completely. The legate tried to calm me down:



“Don’t worry. The defense against the life essence comes from me. Well, from my divine protector Iblis, anyway. It’s in your interests for  me  to…”  He  twirled  a  finger  in  the  air,  “leave  Dis  for  a  while, 

right?  Hey,  Scyth!  Nod  if  you  can  hear  me.  You  look  like  someone died.” 



What  could  I  do  now?  Go  to  the  south  pole?  The  place  of power  was  clear  there…  No,  Angel  was  there,  and  judging  by Hinterleaf’s message, she might have some tricks up her sleeve for us  too,  of  the  kind  Liam  promised  to  tell  us  about.  This  was  a hopeless situation, and there was nothing left but to talk to him. 



Hiding my dismay, I muttered:



“So, Iblis, huh?” 



“Yep.  The  one  all  the  others  turned  down,”  he  laughed.  “The weakest  of  the  dark  gods  who  joined  the  Destroying  Plague.  Aside from  a  few  not  particularly  useful  gifts  like  an  aura  of  death  that neutralizes  life  magic,  Iblis  added  fire  damage  to  my  attacks,  but nothing as powerful as what the other legates got. I don’t think they’d even give me class-Z status with such a crappy divinity! Point is, that was the last straw for me.” 



“I hear you’ve lost the trust of Eileen and Mogwai?” 



“I know who you heard that from. And again — I don’t give a damn about them! You see, Alex, I’m being honest with you because I’m sick of all of it! I want to get my old character back, in my normal human body! Or just go on vacation for a couple of years and have a nice time, without all these orders from a crazy woman who wants to take over the world. When I come back, Hinter promised me to give me back my place in the clan…” 



“So that’s what you wanted to talk about? How sick you are of the undead and how badly you want to go back to your old life?” 



“The  undead…”  He  wretched.  “You  know,  I  have  nightmares where  I’m  rotting  alive.  I  wake  up  in  a  cold  sweat,  with  such  a

strange  taste  in  my  mouth…  And  I  keep  smelling  the  scent  of  rot, that sickly sweetness that turns your stomach. I don’t have anything to throw up anymore, just bile, and that makes my throat burn!” 



“Alright,  I  get  it.  I  can’t  destroy  the  ziggurat  because  you’re sitting on it, linked to it, and life is so hard for a legate and category-B  citizen.  What  does  that  have  to  do  with  me?  What  do  you  want from me!?” 



I  shouted  those  last  words,  because  I’d  gotten  news  from Yary:  things  weren’t  going  great  on  the  battlefield.  All  the  demonic legions were stuck on an impenetrable barrier that the legates raised with the help of one of their divine protectors, blocking the pass. Yary asked  whether  he  should  push  harder  and  spend  some  expensive scrolls  to  try  and  destroy  the  obstacle,  or  leave  the  demons  and attack Viderlich with the player forces.  Just buy time and distract the legates, I answered, not knowing what else to suggest. 



“Melissa,” Liam answered simply after a moment’s thought. “It took losing her for me to realize…” 



“Realize what?” 



“That…” He faltered, then blurted out: “I care about her. I need to talk to Melissa, explain myself. I heard she got out of the sandbox and moved to your clan base. Is that true?” 



“Could be,” I answered evasively. 



“She  has  nowhere  else  to  go,”  he  said,  shrugging.  “I’m ashamed to admit it, but I hired a private detective to find her. Even three, actually, but it didn’t matter. None of them found her. The last traces of her end at the Children of Kratos base in Florida. She went home  from  there  to  her  father.  The  detectives  claim  she  never  left there, but isn’t at home either. Her comm is disconnected. She hasn’t been online for a long time. I can’t find her in Dis… not without your

help,  anyway.”  Sighing,  he  spoke  again,  quickly  and  hotly:  “Set  me up a meeting with her. Here or in real life, either way. Just promise me, Alex, and I’ll log off right now.” 



“I  can’t  speak  for  her,”  I  said,  shaking  my  head.  “I  can’t promise anything, but I’ll do all I can to get her to contact you. Will that do?” 



“No,  I  need  a  guaranteed  meeting.  Lie  to  her,  tell  her  it’s  for the good of your clan, I don’t know, I don’t care!” 



“Alright, I promise you’ll meet her either in Dis or real life.” 



“Summon an Arbiter,” Liam said firmly. “I’m willing to risk it all for a ghost of a chance. If Eileen finds out what happened, I’ll get hit with huge penalties. Big money even for my parents! There’s no way I  could  pay  for  it  in  all  my  life.  It  means  bankruptcy,  lowered citizenship status…” He fell silent. 



It  annoyed  me  that  he  was  insisting  on  guarantees,  but  it seemed easy to hold up my end of the deal. I doubted Tissa would refuse to meet with him, especially in Dis. I was vaguely bothered by the thought that something was wrong in real life, or else where had all my friends gone? Why hadn’t Crawler come back? But I was sure: if something serious had happened there, either Roj or Maria would have  brought  me  out  of  my  capsule.  Since  I  was  still  here,  that meant the security officers’ investigation was just taking longer than expected. 



Looking closer, I noticed movement in the shadow beneath the ziggurat…



“One minute,” I said to Liam and flew down. 



Approaching,  I  hovered  before  Despot’s  appearing  face, looked at him questioningly. He bowed his head and nodded:

 

“What, ally? Worried that the dead man is trying to trick you?” 



“Your powers of observation astound me,” I laughed nervously. 

“What do you say?” 



“The poor lad’s soul is stuck in his body and corrupted by the Nether. But he speaks the truth. The renegade legate truly wants to meet the girl who broke your heart. I remember her from the Cursed Chasm, ally.” 



The  demon  had  calmed  me  down  and  helped  me  make  my decision,  especially  since  the  Celestial  Arbitration  was  gone.  That meant my promises were just air anyway. 



I went back to Liam and nodded. 



“Then summon an Arbiter,” he repeated. 



“I, Herald Scyth, summon an Arbiter to register a contract…” I said into the air, knowing that nobody would come…



…and  widened  my  eyes  when  the  fabric  of  space  tore  open before me. 



A  giant  Eye  appeared,  like  a  confluence  of  all  the  Arbiters, flickering  red.  Wait  —  red?  Why  had  the  Eye  changed  color?  They had always been blue! 



“Subject of the agreement?” Even the voice had changed — it was lower now, reminding me of the rumble of the demons. 



Recovering from my surprise, I said impassively:



“I,  Herald  Scyth,  oblige  myself  to  set  up  a  meeting  for  Liam with Light Priestess Tissa from the Awoken clan…” 

 

“No later than tomorrow,” Liam added. 



“I have the citizenship tests! So does she!” 



“Okay, then right after them. Is a week enough?” 



“Fine,”  I  nodded  and  repeated:  “I,  Herald  Scyth,  agree  to  set up  a  meeting  for  Liam  with  Light  Priestess  Tissa  from  the  Awoken clan within at least one week…” Pausing, I added: “On the condition that  Legate  Liam  of  the  Destroying  Plague  doesn’t  refuse  the meeting himself and appears at the appointed time.” 



“For  my  part,  I,  Liam,  agree  to  log  out  of  Disgardium  until tomorrow, to give Scyth time to try to destroy this ziggurat.” 



The  Eye  said  nothing,  breaking  the  silence  only  with  the crackle  of  discharging  energy.  Liam  drilled  his  tense  gaze  into  it, holding his breath. 



“Agreement registered,” the Arbiter announced, and the legate seemed to relax. “If either side violates the conditions, the Celestial Arbitration  shall  inflict  penalties  upon  the  culprit.  Be  warned  that  in light of the global consequences of this agreement for the balance of creation, punishment for anyone who violates the terms of the deal will be unprecedented in its severity in both worlds. Good fortune.” 



The Eye disappeared, and then Liam logged out, rubbing his hands and grinning. 



“Wait!” I shouted. “What about Angel?” 



But the legate was already gone. Beside myself with rage and with  a  sense  that  I’d  been  somehow  tricked,  I  started  to  viciously beat my fists against the  plague structure.  Boom!   Boom!   Bang!  The

rotten  flesh  of  the  ziggurat  tore  where  I  struck  it,  squelching  and fountaining black slime. 



Liam wasn’t lying — the structure’s durability had returned to standard  values  and  was  quickly  dropping.  Especially  after  Crash, Despot  and  Hellfish  got  involved,  and  I  remembered  my  pocket building destroyer and summoned Sharkon the underground terror. 



While  those  three  destroyed  the  ziggurat,  I  distracted  myself with a message from Hinterleaf. 



Liam had kept his word, but in his own way. He had sent the Modus  leader  an  obviously  pre-prepared  text  that  Hinterleaf forwarded  to  me:   Angel’s  protector  divinity  is  the  Nucleus  itself. 

 Strange choice for its subject, don’t you think? Heh-heh. 



Exactly right. Heh-heh. 



 



Chapter 13. Inhuman Relationships AS SOON AS I ABSORBED the information Hinterleaf had sent me from Liam, I got a message from Yary. Distracted by it, I nearly messed up and  forgot  that  the  new  versions  of  the  undead  buildings  could  not only defend themselves, but also attack. The  Plague Eye wandering across  the  ziggurat’s  surface  tried  to  take  control  of  my  mind,  but Liberation  protected  me.  Then  I  remembered  myself  and  poured Concentrated Life Essence into the eye. 



The  dead  eye  smoked  and  leaked  rot.  Now  Crash,  Sharkon, Despot  and  Hellfish  were  supposed  to  continue  without  me,  so  I gave the ziggurat one final  Hammerfist and flew away to think. 



Everything seemed to be going to plan… and at the same time somehow going wrong. There were too many little things I didn’t like piling up. The strange ideas of the summoned demons; the inability of the mighty generals of hell to overcome the obstacle placed by the dark  god  Kimi,  divinity  of  Legate  Ronan;  the  mysterious  return  and transformation of the Arbiters…



And  then  there  was  Liam’s  sudden  need  to  talk  to  Tissa, whatever  the  cost.  Maybe  he  was  lying  about  his  motives,  but  I wasn’t  risking  anything  by  accepting.  Tissa  would  surely  agree  to meet  with  him  to  avoid  harming  me  —  if  only  because  she  was  a Subthreat.  I  was  more  worried  about  the  real  reason  he  wanted  to meet  with  Tissa.  Maybe  it  was  his  bruised  ego;  he’d  always  used girls and discarded them before, but now he was the discarded one. 

Did  he  feel  the  need  to  fix  that?  Could  be.  But  something  still seemed  off,  and  that  explanation  didn’t  quite  fit.  Liam  could  have conveyed his request much earlier through Hinterleaf, but for some reason he voiced it only after we began our attack on Viderlich. 



The only thing that relaxed me was that all seven legates were still  defending  the  path  to  Viderlich.  The  eighth,  Liam,  had  just  quit Disgardium and wouldn’t return until tomorrow, I was sure of that —

he wasn’t enough of a fool to break a contract made under the watch of  an  Arbiter.  The  ninth  legate  was  the  only  one  left.  Angel,  whose divine protector was the Nucleus itself…



Only then did I finally think to open the in-game encyclopedia, go  to  the  global  factions  tab  and  find  the  entry  on  the  Destroying Plague.  There  were  all  the  names  of  the  dark  New  Gods  who  had joined  the  undead:  Ahriman,  Baron  Samedi,  Iblis,  Kimi,  Cthulhu, Ravana,  Skadi  and  Morena.  Eight  in  total.  But  there  were  nine legates! That was probably why the Nucleus was Angel’s divinity. But I was counting on solving things with her peacefully. She was one of Colonel’s people, after all…



A  rumble  interrupted  my  thoughts  —  the  ziggurat  of  the Destroying Plague was collapsing. Despot cast himself at the stone wreckage  and  started  to  hammer  it  into  dust  with  powerful  blows. 

Hellfish, floating above us, shouted:



“Hey,  kid!  The  Arbiters  are  back,  the   Commonwealth  Herald just broadcast it.” 



“How’s the lie of the land?” I asked, turning a  Worn Coin in my fingers. 



“It’s clear, you can summon the others.” 



Tossing the coin, I watched as the hole opened up in space —

the  sight  was  always  incredible  to  see.  The  goblin  woman’s  head stuck  out  of  it,  nodded,  and  then  the  small  portal  expanded  into  a full-fledged doorway. 



Kusalarix was the first to walk out of the portal. The guardians climbed  through  after  her.  Nega  immediately  put  her  face  in  her

hands — during the Holy War, they had spent a long time guarding here and had fallen under the influence of the lich Shazz. 



“We  keep  ending  up  here,  boss,”  she  muttered.  “Maybe  we should open a tavern here?” 



“This place is full of divine power, which is why it always draws the boss here,” Flaygray croaked, looking around. 



“So we’re stuck here again,” the succubus sighed and looked at Despot. “What about you, big lug? Are you staying with us?” 



The demon spread his halberd arms:



“Groghhr,  my  dear,  I  cannot.  And  you’re  with  that  goat-faced satyr, may his member wither!” 



Flaygray ignored the insult, just pulled a roll-up cigarette out of his pocket and lit it up, launching a series of smoke rings at Despot’s face. That was something new — none other than Grog’hyr, shaman of  the  cobolds,  must  have  gotten  the  satyr  hooked  on  his  smoking herbs. As if to confirm my thought, after a couple of drags the satyr peered  around,  fell  to  the  ground  and  gestured  for  us  to  do  the same. 



“What is it, Flay?” Nega asked. “You sick?” 



“Quiet!” the satyr hissed. “What are you all, deaf? This place is dangerous!” 



Emitting  a  long  shriek,  Hellfish’s  snake  landed  nearby, covering us with scattered sand. The sniper looked around, glanced in confusion at Flaygray as he tried to bury himself and reported:



“It’s clear. We’re alone for at least six miles around.” 



Kusalarix had already opened a portal, a  Great one judging by the size. Building crews streamed out of it. The goblin woman looked around with a businesslike eye, asked me:



“Show  me  the  spot,  boss.”  It  seemed  the  succubus  was rubbing off on her. “Where’re we building?” 



The plague soil had melted, the flesh of the ziggurat collapsed to dust, but the ruins of the three former temples — of Tiamat, Nergal and the Destroying Plague — remained. I pointed at them:



“Build right on top of the ruins.” 



Suddenly, a chubby dwarf with adamantite threads woven into his  beard  appeared  nearby.  Thick  growth  covered  his  face,  and  a powerful helmet gleaming with diamonds shaded his eyes. 



“If we fixin’ tae build somethin’ ‘ere, fust we must clear these ruins!” the dwarf barked. He raised his head and looked me defiantly in the face. His eyes suddenly widened as he noticed my level, then he saw Despot behind my back and swallowed. “Excuse mae tone, good masters. Allow me to introduce meself. We Shonchers are the greatest, as it were, grand masters o’ all kinds o’ construction…” 



“Come on, Shoncher, enough chitchat, get down to business,” 

the goblin woman ordered dryly. 



“Aye,  ma’am!”  Shoncher  said,  tipping  his  helmet  and scampering off toward the ruins. 



But  after  running  a  few  yards,  he  slowed  to  a  steady  march. 

The  work  crew  filed  after  him  and  the  dwarf  started  giving  out instructions as he went:



“Oydagger, take yer boys and start pullin’ out them rocks…” 



Kusalarix  took  me  by  the  arm,  led  me  off  to  one  side.  We moved  aside  to  let  by  a  procession  of  giants  pulling  enormous crates, and walked around the portal. The goblin woman looked me in the eyes and whispered:



“Here  we  are.  It’s  kickin’  off.  What  do  you  think  —  are  we going to make it? Can we do it?” 



“We  have  no  other  choice,”  I  answered.  “Time  is  against  us, we have to hurry. We’re moving to Holdest now, but you should stay here a while. It’s too dangerous there. Wait for my signal and keep an eye on the temple construction.” 



She  gestured  for  me  to  lean  down  and  kissed  me  on  the forehead. 



“May you receive the blessing of the Sleepers, the cunning of greedy Maglubiyet and the zeal of heartless Bargrivyek, my boy,” the goblin woman muttered. 



I summoned Hellfish and Despot, touched them and jumped to the South Pole. 



“Groghhr!” Ripta squawked as we went. 



The first thing I heard after the teleport was a shout of shock from Despot:



“Who does that reptile think he is?” 



“Does  your  ‘groghhr’  even  mean  anything  anyway?”  Hellfish asked. 



“It  does,”  the  demon  answered.  “But  you  won’t  like  it,  so  I won’t say what.” 



We  had  been  taken  not  to  the  place  of  power  itself,  but  to  a point around a hundred yards from it, as if something prevented us from jumping straight there. I had left a  Spark of Hellflame there last time, and it was warm. The earth had had time to warm up, and here and there I could see tentative shoots of grass poking through. 



Looking  to  where  the  temple  of  the  Sleepers  would  be,  I swore: the place of power was again filled with  plague soil, covered in  hideous  bulges  like  giant  boils,  each  with  three-foot-long  hairs sticking out… or no, they were more like mangy rat tails. They waved as if under water. 



The Plague Ziggurat towered at the center, but it was empty. 

Where was Legate Angel? Why wasn’t she there? I had hoped that our alliance with Colonel would help us avoid a battle, but accepted that we might have to use force. 



I  flew  to  the  ziggurat,  ready  at  any  moment  to  enter   Clarity. 

Despot  disappeared.  Hellfish  turned  into  a  wolf  and  followed  at  a safe distance. 



We checked the whole area, but strangely there was nobody there. And nobody at the top. Empty… The place was uninhabited. 

The werewolf tried to sniff something out, but in vain. Despot couldn’t feel the presence of a single soul nearby either. Could it really be so easy? Could we just summon Kusalarix and start construction? 



“Let’s wait?” Hellfish suggested. 



“There’s nobody here, just us,” Despot rumbled. “Two mortals and I.” 



But  a  voice  suddenly  sounded  out,  as  if  from  everywhere  at once:



“Hey! What about me? I’m here too! For those who don’t know me, allow me to introduce myself — I’m Angel!” 



Even  the  demon  jumped.  The  still  invisible  legate  went  on happily:



“What  a  trio!  A  human,  a  demon  and  a  werewolf!  Amazing! 

Hey,  Scyth,  introduce  me  to  the  demon,  will  you?  It’s  the  one  from the Games, right?” 



“Legate Angel of the Destroying Plague?” I asked. 



“That’s right, Herald!” 



“Where are you, dead girl?” Despot rumbled, flickering with an aura of flame. “Show yourself!” 



The  demon  stamped  a  red-hot  hoof.  The  point  he  struck hissed, smoked, but the burnt crust quickly covered over again with the same sticky soil. 



Hellfish  exchanged  a  glance  with  me,  nodded  and  ran  off  to take up his sniping position. 



“What  if  I  don’t  want  to  show  myself?”  Angel  answered playfully.  Her  voice  was  sweet  —  sonorous,  clear,  not  distorted  by her rotten flesh. “Let’s talk. I’ve been bored here on my own! I heard you’re trying to attack Viderlich. You even got the demons involved somehow. And I’m missing all the fun!” 



In the meantime, Despot followed the werewolf’s example and ran  away  from  the  sticky  living-dead  mud.  I  just  took  off  ten  yards into the air, keeping my focus on  Clarity, ready at any moment for a tentacle or something worse to shoot out of the soil. Anyway, I wasn’t planning on talking to Angel. Why bother? All I had to do was pour

 Concentrated Life Essence  on the soil and then one, two, three, four, Legate Angel is no more…



“No,  no,  no,  don’t  even  think  about  it!”  Angel  said,  still invisible, her voice still flowing in from all sides, even from above. “I know what you’re thinking, Scyth! The others told me all about your cowardly  tricks  with   Concentrated  Life  Essence  and   Belial’s  Blood bullets. That won’t work with me. Go ahead and try if you want! This place  is  taken,  and  I’m  here  to  take  responsibility  for  restoring  the temple. Don’t get in my way. Leave, and I won’t touch you.” 



 Leave?    Fat  chance,  I  thought,  and  involuntarily  shook  my head,  taking  out  another   Concentrated  Life  Essence.  How  much money  had  I  just  poured  into  the  ground  today?  I  had  to,  though;  I couldn’t  trust  Angel  at  her  word  that  the  essence  wouldn’t  work. 

Unstoppering the flask with my teeth, I poured the contents onto an open sore in the soil below. Hissing, it contracted, began to smoke and then collapsed into ash, baring the ground beneath the  plague soil… only to cover over again with the same sticky dead material. A new sore began to grow nearby. 



“I told you!” the legate chuckled. 



It was a stalemate — I doubted Angel had enough damage to take  all  three  of  us  down,  especially  with  my   Path  of  Sacrifice  and Sleeping Invulnerability. But we couldn’t hurt her either — we had to see  her  to  deal  damage.  Was  the  legate  invisible?  If  that  were  it, then Angel’s creepy voice would have a specific source…



I got the idea of getting Angel talking just as Hellfish sent the same  advice  in  the  chat:   Find  out  if  she  still  works  for  Colonel, he wrote. But before asking, I looked around for Despot. As if sensing that I needed him, he showed himself instantly and shook his huge head. The demon couldn’t sense Angel either…



“Cat  caught  your  tongue,  Scyth?”  Angel’s  laughter  rang  out like a silver bell. 



“I was just thinking.” 



“About what?” 



After  a  moment’s  pause,  I  decided  to  approach  the  matter indirectly rather than just ask if she was Colonel’s mole still and if we could rely on her. 



“About  human  relationships,”  I  said.  “Not  here,  but  in  our world.” 



“For  the  Nucleus’s  sake,  Scyth!  You’re  not  that  boring.  I watched the Games! I was even rooting for you!” 



“Well,  then  you  must  know  that  your  ex-clanmate  Quetzal  is my friend now.” 



“Quetzal  has  no  friends,  only  partners  and  enemies,”  Angel said.  “Anyway,  friendship  is  overrated.  You’re  not  one  of  those,  are you?” 



“Afraid I am.” 



“Sorry,  but  I  don’t  believe  you.  Friendship,  love,  family  —  all that works like  reputation. The more you give to someone, the more they  rely  on  you,  the  higher  you  level  up  your  relationship,  right? 

Nice and simple. Renato helped you survive in the Pitfall, helped you deal with Marcus and Destiny’s raid in the glade, and you helped him win the Games. Both of you benefited.” It was strange, but with each passing  second  her  voice  grew  louder,  as  if  the  subject  touched  a nerve.  “What  does  friendship  have  to  do  with  that?  Friendship  is when  you  help  selflessly.  That  doesn’t  happen.  People  always expect something in return, even if they don’t expect it from the one

they helped. You and Renato had an ordinary partnership. You used him and all the others, did you not? And you got what you wanted. I respect you for that.” 



“How about your relationship with Colonel? Is that an ordinary partnership?” 



“That old hack can go to hell. I’ll even buy him a ticket down there.” 



That surprised me. She must know that Hellfish was there at least, and he would hear her and convey her words to Horvac. The werewolf  had  a  strange  ability  that  allowed  him  to  hear  everything wherever  he  aimed  his  sniper  sight.  It  was  clear  that  the  undead legate  Angel  had  no  fear  of  the  Cartel,  but  the  human  Angelina Veratti should well understand the consequences… Something in the landscape had changed, but I didn’t yet know what. 



“You mean…” 



“I  mean  I  don’t  give  a  damn  about  the  Calderone  brothers.” 

She  laughed  again.  “Cesar  and  his  little  brother  both.  What,  Scyth, are you surprised?” 



 Find out why, the werewolf wrote, but I was already planning on it anyway. 



“Yeah, I have to admit, I am,” I drawled. “What happened? Has the Cartel disbanded?” 



She  laughed  hard,  as  if  I’d  said  something  hilarious.  The sonorous laughter seeped through the place of power. Blood ran to my face. I clenched my fists, realizing that the legate was just buying time, and I was falling for it. 



Entering   Clarity,  which  made  Angel’s  laughter  lower  and rougher, I flew around the entire area to find where she was hiding, but couldn’t. 



“You’re  a  dumbass  too!”  I  heard  when  I  returned  to  normal time. “Believe me, the legates of the Nucleus have better protection in real life than the pathetic Cartel!” 



“Better? Who gives you that? The Triad?” 



“Cold!” 



“Snowstorm?” 



“Warmer…” 



“The government?” 



“Cold  again!  Boring,  boring,  boring!  Let  me  give  you  some motivation…” 



I  saw  what  kind  of  ‘motivation’  she  wanted  to  give  me  an instant  later.  The  boils  on  the   plague  soil  bloated  like  ripe  pimples, towering up higher than six feet, filling with a green glow. Then they popped, spraying out rot. 



I  watched  the  events  unfold  next  from  the  sky  where  they couldn’t reach me. When the rotten spray descended to the ground, I finally saw Legate Angel… or Legates. The label above each said:



 Angel, undead elf, level 895 Spellcaster

  

 Legate of the Destroying Plague. 

  

 Clan: Elites. 

  

Hundreds  of  identical  figures  raised  their  heads  all  at  once, throwing  up  their  right  arms  and  aiming  a  finger  at  me.  They chuckled:



“Hello,  Scyth!”  Purple  lightning  charged  with   plague  energy fired from the tips of their fingers and slowly headed towards me. 



Hellfish  fired  two  shots  at  once,  destroying  the  heads  of  the legates  closest  to  him  with  his  rounds  charged  with   Belial’s  Blood, but  they  survived,  if  it  could  be  called  surviving  —  they  lost  their shape and melted into pulsating jelly-like blotches. Despot emerged from the shadows next, rolling across the  plague soil in a huge ball, crushing  legates  but  killing  none  —  their  health  dropped  to  the minimum and then froze. 



By  then  I  had  entered   Clarity  and  downed  the  elixirs  Oyama had given me:  Spirit Power ( +100% damage with Unarmed Combat), Spirit  Fortification  ( +100%  defense)    and   Lightning  in  the  Veins ( +100% attack speed). Then I activated  Hurricane Ferocity to double my  speed  and  turned  on   Lashing  Wind,  transforming  me  into  a deadly whirlwind that destroyed all in its path. 



Time  almost  stopped  —  another  of  Hellfish’s  bullets  hung  in the air, trailing  Mephistroth’s Salt and tearing through a legate’s chin as  she  stared  at  me.  Angel’s  other  copies  stood  frozen  like  wax dolls. 



The legate the sniper shot started to hold her head differently, to  move  differently  and  faster  than  the  others  —  it  had  been possessed by a demon and was about to attack the copy closest to it. 



The  sounds  of  rotten  flesh  being  pulverized  floated  up  as  a constant dim squelch. Dodging the purple charges the legates fired at  me,  I  landed  in  my  whirlwind  form  and  roamed  the   plague  soil, 

stripping  the  flesh  from  bones  and  grinding  them  to  dust,  ripping through the crowd of copies like a helicopter blade. 



I  still  had  some   spirit  left  when  Angel  ran  out  of  copies.  The minced  dead  flesh  fell  down  on  the   plague  soil  in  a  single  layer, covering  it.  Then  a  wave  seemed  to  pass  across  the  mincemeat. 

Shattered  bones  and  scraps  of  flesh  drew  together,  the  surface leveled  and  began  to  look  like  melted  plasticine.  It  rippled  from  the center as if something was trying to get out. A boil began to grow in the middle, taking in plague matter from the soil. 



I  had  seen  something  similar  when  Hinterleaf  had  used Conjoining of Souls —  instead of a hundred small legates, one huge one  appeared.  In  this  form,  Angel  was  at  least  sixty  feet  tall.  Once her  face  had  finished  forming,  I  was  knocked  out  of   Clarity  —  a Plague  Aura  stronger  than  any  I’d  ever  seen  had  activated,  and  I was blown away as if by a shockwave. Ground, sky, ground, sky…



I managed to take control of my body and fly through the air again when I was only a couple of feet from the ground. 



“Get out of here!” I shouted to Despot. 



The demon was hit by the  Plague Aura, but I absorbed all the damage  thanks  to  Path  of  Sacrifice  in   Resilience,  and  Path  of Equanimity  from  the  same  skill  saved  me  once  again.  From  the moment  I  destroyed  both  temples  of  the  Destroying  Plague,  it  was obvious  that  the  legates’  abilities  had  weakened,  and  that  thought gave me hope. 



Focusing  on  the  ravine  where  Hellfish  lay,  I  spoke  into  my comm amulet:



“You alive, Fish?” 



Angel  didn’t  attack,  just  stood  at  ease,  one  column-leg  stuck out  coquettishly,  a  sheet-sized  flap  of  skin  hanging  from  it.  She watched with amusement, waiting for my next step. 



“Now?” Hellfish asked. 



I watched Despot disappear into the shadows (it looked as if the  demon  collapsed  into  pixels,  and  each  found  a  place  in  the microscopic  shadows  in  the  uneven  ground),  checked  that  my  ally was far enough away from Angel, and commanded quietly:



“Fire.” 



Hellfish  was  far  away,  and  his  shot  sounded  like  someone clapping  in  the  distance.  Angel  didn’t  even  twitch  an  eyebrow,  just slapped the side of her head where the bullet landed as if swatting a mosquito. 



I  sped  up  and  rushed  over  to  her  while  my  two-minute invulnerability  from   Equanimity  was  still  active.  Belial’s  Blood disabled  Plague Aura for a fraction of a second, allowing me to stay in  Clarity. 



Angel  stood  frozen  with  a  smile  on  her  face,  and  even  the necrosis didn’t rob her fine elvish face of all its beauty. Her head was roughly the size of me. I barely found the bullet wound just above her ear  —  due  to  the  legate’s  size,  Belial’s  Blood  broke  through  her magical  defenses  only  on  that  part  of  her  body.  That  was  where  I fired a full  Spirit Hurricane Combo. Scraps of skin, hair and flesh flew in  all  directions.  Dead  blood  and  bits  of  brain  sprayed  out.  The legate’s  flesh  seemed  soft,  as  if  I  was  punching  a  rotten  pumpkin: squelch, squelch, squelch…



The enemy’s health dropped rapidly and I realized: the harder you hit them, the fuller the  plague reservoir… I had to give her her due: Angel was smart. While I worked her over in  Clarity, she turned

her head so that I had to change position. She must know she was being  killed,  and  was  preventing  me  from  dropping  her  health  to zero. Or trying to prevent it, anyway. 



For the first time, I saw the  plague reservoir discharge from up close — a black wave of  plague energy ran down the legate’s arms, legs and hair, separated from the body and burst out in all directions in an explosion of  Plague Fury. 



And that was the last thing Angel did. Despite all her swagger and  maybe  her  hopes  for  a  huge  boost  from  the  Nucleus  of  the Destroying Plague, the multi-billion damage from  Plague Fury didn’t deal  even  a  single  point  of  damage  to  us.  My  Path  of  Sacrifice protected Hellfish and Despot, and  Equanimity saved me again. 



The  gigantic  body  fell.  Unlike  my  other  legate  victims,  Angel died  almost  like  an  ordinary  mortal  —  from  her  health  dropping  to zero. 



I  don’t  know  what  instinct  made  me  try  to  banish  her  as  a Threat. Maybe it was the return of the Celestial Arbitration that made me think of it. 




Driving the claws of  Reaper’s Scythes into her huge chest and staring into her beautiful eyes, I said emotionlessly:



“I banish you from Disgardium forever.” 



Angel’s  corpse  flashed  emerald.  The  sound  of  ringing  glass came from my inventory:



 Received artifact: Rainbow Crystal. 

  

Spellcaster Angel was no more in Disgardium! She had been a  Threat,  and  I’d  gotten  the  same  kind  of  crystal  as  the  one  for banishing Big Po! I stared straight ahead, stunned. My soul filled with

excitement, just like in the good old days when the Dementors and I took down Murkiss in the first instance we completed together. 



There  was  also  the  sensation  that  the  jammed-up  game mechanics  suddenly  leaped  into  action  again  —  notifications showered down before me:



 We have detected a disturbance in the strings of creation! 

 A new evil has awoken in Disgardium! 

  

 Estimated potential threat class: C. 

  

 Current threat class: G. 

  

 Possible location of anomaly: Holdest. 

  

 Now  that  this  evil  has  awoken,  we  cannot  let  it  grow  more powerful. Be the first to find and eliminate it, and the powers that be will reward you generously! 

  

 May the gods favor you, bravehearts and heroes! 

  

 We have detected a disturbance in the strings of creation! 

 A new evil has awoken in Disgardium! 

  

 Estimated potential threat class: B. 

  

 Current threat class: E…

  

 We have detected a disturbance in the strings of creation! 

 A new evil has awoken in Disgardium..! 

  

 We have detected a disturbance in the strings of creation! 

 A new evil has awoken in Disgardium..! 

  

 We have detected a disturbance in the strings of creation! 

 A new evil has awoken in Disgardium..! 

  

In total, I counted nine new Threats. Eight on Holdest, one in the  Lakharian  Desert.  My  heart  quickened  —  like  a  bloodhound catching a scent. 



 The  easy  ride  is  over,  legates  of  the  Destroying  Plague!    The Celestial  Arbitration  is  back  for  sure,  and  now  you’re  the  prey.    And we’re going to have a great hunt with some incredible trophies…



Wait  —  why  were  there  nine  notifications  about  the  new Threats? Hadn’t I just eliminated one? Thinking a moment, I came to the  conclusion  that  until  now,  it  seemed  there  had  been  nobody  to announce  the  new  Threats.  Now  that  they  were  back,  the  Arbiters were catching up on things, or maybe it was Angel’s elimination that triggered them to realize there was something to announce…



I felt a wave of heat behind me. Despot placed an enormous hand on my shoulder and murmured:



“The dead girl was right, ally. Human relationships are built on partnership.  You  give  to  me,  I  give  to  you.  While  both  partners  are better off, they call themselves friends.” 



“What about you and me, demon?” 



“Our relationship is not human,” he said. “You used violence to force me to make peace.” 



“Well, that was back in the Cursed Chasm. What about now?” 



“What  has  changed?  You  forced  me,  I  agreed  and  gave  my word.  Now  I  keep  it…”  He  emitted  a  creaking  sound,  apparently laughing.  “I  am  joking,  ally.  I  like  your  spirit,  so  I’m  helping  you  to keep it pure.” 

 

“You  know,  you  walking  forge…”  I  said  thoughtfully. 

“Sometimes  you  seem  more  human  than  some  people  who  call themselves that.” 



“The changeling believes so,” the demon rumbled. 



Hellfish’s flying snake landed with a thud, gave a screech. The sniper grimaced and jumped off it, ran to me. His eyes were big as an anime character’s. 



“Did  you  see?”  he  shouted,  waving  his  arms  excitedly.  “The frickin’ legates are Threats too!” 



In  answer,  I  just  took  the  huge   Rainbow  Crystal  from  my inventory, tossed it from hand to hand and nodded at Angel’s corpse:



“Go loot it.” 



When the sniper got the same crystal and turned his head to me, his eyes grew even wider. Unable to contain his excitement, he raised the crystal over his head and gave a triumphant shout. 



But his eyes really turned huge when Despot reached a hand into Angel’s open head and pulled out a third  Rainbow Crystal. 



“Mmm,  delicious!”  the  demon  rumbled,  throwing  it  into  his mouth and swallowing it. 



 



Interlude 2. Masu







EVERY  BOY  WANTED  to  enter  the  martial  arts  dojo  of  Legendary Grand  Master  Kotaro.  It  was  believed  that  a  single  day  of  training under  the  tutelage  of  the  grand  masters,  who  were  famous throughout  Disgardium,  was  more  valuable  than  a  hundred  street fights. But it was hard to get there, especially if you lived thousands of miles from the capital. 



In the village of Jiri, in the southern outskirts of the country, the strongest of the boys was reputed to be Abad the orc, large for his years,  the  ten-year  old  son  of  Donmayes.  Although  still  a  boy,  the powerful and broad-shouldered teenager could hold his own against an adult. 



From  his  peers,  only  Masu  from  Oyama’s  family  could  stand up  against  Abad.  Masu  used  cunning  and  agility  to  make  up  for strength.  There  was  no  wonder  the  peer  group  called  him  Dodger. 

For the son of Donmayes, he was a stumbling block. After failing to knock  Masu  out  of  the  Circle  for  several  duels  in  a  row,  Abad  was beside  himself.  He  challenged  the  stubborn  boy  to  a  battle  every day. 



“Hey, Dodger!” he would shout from the street. “Come out and fight! I’ll wait for you by the World Tree!” 



The  enormous  tree  had  stood  there  since  before  the  first settlers. It was a favorite spot for the local kids — many fights had taken  place  beneath  its  spreading  boughs.  Nobody  knew  who  first named  it  the  World  Tree,  but  they  all  knew  the  tree  from  birth, because it was visible — incredibly enough! — from every house in the village. 



“I can’t,” Masu answered. “Dad said I have to study the Codex of Life until sunset. We can fight once I’m done with it.” 



“Dodging again,” Abad murmured and continued on down the dusty  street,  trying  not  to  step  in  any  sheep  droppings.  He  hissed through  his  teeth:  “Damn  bookworm!  Dodger  is  just  the  word  for him!” 



Masu  watched  him  go  and  shrugged  —  that  guy  really  was determined! Everyone in Jiri knew that Abad thought of nothing but leaving for the capital to test his strength in the student qualifiers at the  martial  arts  school  of  Grand  Master  Kotaro.  Empty  dreams, because  it  wasn’t  easy  to  get  there  on  account  of  the  Nameless Mountains,  let  alone  actually  get  in:  that  meant  beating  out  the competition.  Only  one  in  a  thousand  could  gain  the  right  to  study there.  Masu  himself  knew  his  future  perfectly:  he  would  go  to  the nearest city, only not on Andara, but in Lakharia, to join the service of  the  judiciary  establishment  overseen  by  the  Celestial  Arbitration itself. 



Jiri  was  founded  by  humans,  but  migratory  orcs  soon streamed  in,  along  with  goblin  trading  caravans  guarded  by  titans and minotaurs. A dwarf blacksmith set up shop, started a family and brought  all  his  relatives  in,  then  a  hermit  elf  found  solitude  in  the village…  In  short,  the  racial  variety  in  Andara  touched  even  this distant settlement. 



Abad was of the orcs, and that tribe always preferred to solve problems with their fists. Whoever stayed standing was in the right. 

 That’s probably why Abad likes fighting so much, Masu thought.  He’s not pureblood, after all. His great-grandmother was a goblin, and his grandfather was an actual gnome, so now he’s trying to prove to his people  that  he’s  a  real  orc.   Abad  himself  hated  ‘half-orc,’  always insisting  that  he  had  at  least  three-quarter  orc  blood,  and  since  he gained a reputation as a scrapper, people only called him that behind his back…

 

From  age  five,  both  Abad  and  Masu  had  been  attending Master Yi’s martial arts school. Every man and half the women of Jiri had attended it, because Yi took all comers and taught them for free, and  nobody  refused  that,  not  even  the  lowest  goblin.  The  reason was simple: only those with martial arts skills of at least the level of a senior student were allowed to hunt. Even herb gatherers were only allowed on long routes if they could defend themselves. And danger awaited  them  everywhere:  from  predators  and  monsters  to  evil spirits and wild tribes that didn’t recognize the borders of Andara. 



Two years ago, Abad and Masu began to learn the basics of martial  arts  without  ever  touching  an  opponent.  Master  Yi  taught them strike techniques, showed them how to move, and… not move, standing  for  long  hours  like  a  statue  to  train  self-control.  For  the whole  first  year,  they  developed  their  skills  of  breathing  in  and  out, concentrating and controlling themselves. The students carried logs for  countless  miles,  practiced  their  strikes  on  training  mannequins, drilled  techniques  —  and  the  longer  they  went  on,  the  heavier  the weights  got,  the  longer  the  stances  and  the  harder  the  techniques, and so on until the student mastered his movement. 



Finally,  the  long  training  ended,  and  Abad  and  Masu’s  group were  allowed  to  begin  sparring.  That  was  when  it  was  discovered that Masu, although far weaker than Abad, had an inner core just as strong. Maybe even stronger. Abad reached the first rank of mastery before  the  rest,  but  even  with  his  new  moves  he  was  unable  to defeat Masu, who absorbed punch after punch and always got back up again. 



Abad tried with all his might to make Masu stay down — and all in vain, which infuriated him. He had always been explosive, and that  usually  helped  him  overpower  his  opponents,  but  as  it  turned out, when up against an equal fighter, anger and fury only got in the way. Masu, on the other hand, always kept his cool. He was the first to discover his inner channels of  spirit. 

 

An  unusual  event  informed  his  group  and  Master  Yi  of  this achievement: with a single strike, Masu broke a solid training dummy of  bewitched  blackwood  that  had  served  the  school  for  many decades. 



“How… how did you do that?” Abad asked with a hint of envy as he watched the splinters flying through the air. 



Masu  himself  didn’t  know  how,  but  Master  Yi  answered  for him:



“Student  Masu  has  gained  the  power  of  perception.  He perceives  and  has  learned  to  control  his   spirit  channels.  This  is  a subtle art, and not all can achieve it. 



“Hey, I want that too!” shouted Michondrix the goblin, who took any opportunity to tap out early to avoid taking more hits. 



“Me too!” Abad shouted. 



“We all want it !” the orc’s friend Varg echoed. 



“True desire is the first step,” the master smiled. “Perhaps next year we will study  spirit channels.” 



“But what is this  spirit?” Masu Oyama asked. 



“Yeah,” Abad nodded. “What are the channels?” 



“Hidden  energy  flows  that  circulate  around  the  body  of  every sentient,”  the  master  answered.  “Everyone  has   spirit,  but  its channels are too weak. They must be expanded. It is believed that spirit is what links the soul with the body…” 



The children gathered around him and sat down in a circle at his  nod,  in  expectation  of  an  exciting  tale.  While  he  spoke,  Masu carefully  listened  to  himself  and  tried  again  to  perceive  his   spirit channels, but could do no more that day. 



Abad Donmayes never did learn how to control them on that day, or any other for the thousands of years afterwards, because he chose another path. 



* * *



A week after Masu Oyama’s thirteenth birthday, lakharians attacked the village of Jiri. Dark mages had usurped power in the previously allied kingdom, and they went to war against rich and fruitful Andara. 

Forbidden  magic  had  transformed  their  own  lands  into  a  lifeless desert and created nightmarish monsters. 



The vassals of the lakharians — mountain trolls, swamp ogres and steppe orcs — rolled through southern Andara like a tidal wave, burning  down  villages  as  they  went.  The  nine  greatest  mages  of modernity, their minds distorted by the touch of forbidden magic, led their  people  north,  dulling  their  wits  with  tales  of  how  well  the lakharians  would  live  in  the  ancestral  lands  of  Andara  from  which their people first came. 



When the enemy hordes filled the horizon to the south of Jiri, the elders gathered the teenagers and ordered them to hide nearby. 

If Jiri was captured, they were to run and take care of the children. 

All the adults fell trying to save the village, even the elderly and the women. Jiri was burned to the ground. 



Masu and Abad, as the most authoritative, gathered the other kids  around  them.  By  day  they  hid  among  the  rocks  of  the mountains,  in  gorges  and  gullies,  to  avoid  the  winged  lakharian patrols.  Those  who  couldn’t  hide  in  time  or  didn’t  camouflage

themselves well enough were caught and made slaves. One of the first  to  be  lost  was  Leyma,  an  easily  amused  blonde  girl  and neighbor  of  Masu.  The  girl  hadn’t  attended  Master  Yi’s  school  and was weak. She got so exhausted that she couldn’t run fast enough when a patrol came upon them, but she didn’t let herself be taken as a slave — she cut her own throat with a hidden knife. 



By  night  they  led  the  children  north,  toward  the  legions  of Andara,  who  the  once  irreconcilable  opponents  Abad  and  Masu hoped would avenge their families. 



Masu put an end to his plans to study in the judiciary service, deciding that from now on, the sole purpose of his life was to learn to fight hard enough to make anyone run away. Even the dark mages of Lakharia. 



The  road  to  the  capital  of  Andara,  Turquoise  City,  took  them several  years.  Moving  only  on  their  own  two  feet,  the  children  kept coming across lands already captured by the Lakharians and had to hide again, run or fight. The children kept on dying — at the hands of the  enemy,  from  dark  enemy  magic,  from  the  teeth  of  desert predators,  from  hunger  and  sickness.  The  nights  there  were  cold, and they couldn’t light fires. 



When  they  didn’t  know  that,  they  had  been  warming themselves  around  a  fire  in  a  cave  when  a  huge  trogg  bigger  than Abad was drawn to the flame. The orc jumped up at once and drew the rusty sword he’d found on the road. But one glance at the trogg was enough to know: the dull blade wouldn’t cut it. 



Instead of scattering, the kids crowded together like frightened chicks, and Masu realized: if he didn’t fix this, nobody would. He took a deep breath in and out, sensing energy flowing through his veins like magma, concentrated on the trogg as Abad cast himself at it with a roar, his sword raised…



And time stopped. Masu felt like a whirlwind. He darted toward the  troll,  waving  his  fists  in  a  frenzy,  seeing  and  hearing  nothing around him. 



When time returned to normal, Masu reeled back, and just in time:  the  bleeding  trogg  gave  a  death  rattle  through  his  broken ribcage,  fell  and  started  to  twitch  in  agony,  and  the  youth  realized that he had used his  spirit energy again…



Abad and Masu were the only ones to reach Darant, the last survivors from Jiri, a distant village at the gods-forsaken edge of the country. 



Darant  was  a  large  city  in  western  Andara.  At  first  the  boys didn’t plan on staying there, but fate intervened. When they were at the bazaar in search of work or a chance to pilfer something edible, the local bullies latched onto Abad — orcs were little loved in the city. 

Masu  stood  up  for  his  friend,  and  it  just  so  happened  that  the  fight between  the  two  street  urchins  and  fifteen  Darant  youths  was witnessed  by  Great  Grand  Master  of  Unarmed  Combat  Githin, himself half orc, half human. After watching the two teenagers give all  their  attackers  a  round  beating,  Githin  intervened  when  one started  to  furiously  beat  his  foes  while  they  were  down.  Abad  took him for another opponent, but the master easily neutralized him and then Masu as the other boy rushed to help. 



While the groaning and moaning local hooligans crawled away and made themselves scarce, Master Githin had a long conversation with the two youths, and at the end of it both of them were accepted into the Darant school of unarmed combat. 



However,  their  studies  there  didn’t  last  long.  Abad  was becoming a man, and that new side of the half-orc’s personality took a  liking  to  Master  Githin’s  daughter  —  with  all  the  passion  and stubbornness  he  was  known  for.  The  master’s  daughter  didn’t

respond in kind and upheld her honor, and then Abad’s studies were halted early. 



Masu followed his friend, of course, and they headed to where they were originally going — Turquoise City, the capital of Andara. 



* * *



‘Children of the warstruck South,’ as Abad, Masu and other refugee children  like  them  were  called,  had  become  a  symbol  of  resilience and unbending character across the whole country. “True sons and daughters of Andara!” as the overlord Diablo himself said, one of the country’s three divine protectors. 



The best families of the capital nobility considered it an honor to take such children in. Abad, the only son of Donmayes, and Masu, the  last  of  the  Oyama  clan,  were  adopted  by  the  rich  clan  of  the Urachs. After all they had been through together, all the calamity and loss, the boys were thick as thieves and called each other brothers. 

They  might  not  be  blood  relatives,  but  it  seemed  to  them  that  they were connected forever, they had been through so much. 



The boys were blessed, and when the legions of Diablo, Belial and  Azmodan  coursed  through  Lakharia  with  fire  and  steel,  taking cruel  vengeance  for  their  losses,  both  had  already  been  sent  to study  where  one  had  dreamed  of  going  since  childhood,  and  the other  only  since  the  start  of  the  war.  The  martial  arts  school  of Legendary Grand Master Kotaro. 



Masu had continued to improve his  spirit, while Abad walked the elemental path, choosing fire and a dragon as his patrons. The youths quite quickly overtook Grand Master Kotaro’s other students, and  by  thirty  they  were  the  strongest  fighters  in  the  capital.  Which wasn’t yet to say the whole country; everyone knew that the best of the best fought at the Darant Arena, a place Abad wanted to go with

all  his  heart.  Masu  was  willing  to  follow  his  brother  wherever  he went. 



But  the  Arena’s  gladiator  battles  were  to  the  death,  so  there were tough criteria for newcomers — not only did they have to have the right skill level, they also had to be over a certain age. 



“What’s  next,  Abad?”  Masu  asked  at  some  point.  “Another year or so and we’ll be able to fight in the Arena.” 



“Then we’ll finally find out which of us is stronger!” the half-orc grinned. 



“I’d  rather  not  find  that  out  there,”  Masu  said,  frowning. 

“Remember? The fights there are to the death!” 



“So what?” Abad said, shrugging easily. “What are they going to do to us if we refuse to kill each other? Ban us from Arena duels? 

Like I care. It’d be even better to fight two on two, brother.” 



The idea of fighting shoulder to shoulder like they had on the long road during the war inspired Oyama, and he delved ever deeper into his training. True, they spent more and more time training apart

—  Abad  needed  dummies,  alive  or  wooden,  it  didn’t  matter,  while Masu  devoted  more  time  to  inner  concentration  and  meditation, developing  the  reserves  of  his   spirit,  whose  Path  he  now  walked determinedly and without straying. 



On  top  of  everything  else,  Masu  gained  an  interest  in  the ancient myths of the Departed, because Master Kotaro had once let slip that those people from before had reached unimagined heights in  the  art  of  concentration  and  controlling  the  flows  of   spirit.  They were  created  by  Chaos,  his  master  had  said.  To  find  their  place  in the world of Order, they had to learn self-control. 



“All the same,” Oyama asked again, when he and Abad were eating in the abode of the hospitable Urach household. “What’s next, brother?” 



“After the Arena?” Abad asked. For him, the future ended with a  tournament,  and  of  course,  victory.  Beyond  that,  his  view  was vague: glory, fame, respect. Women, naturally. “We can think about that then. We’re going to need a vacation after we win. I’m starting to get sick of training.” 



“I  want  to  go  back  to  Jiri,”  Masu  suddenly  said.  “I’m  going  to rebuild  my  parents’  house  and  stage  raids  into  Lakharia.  They  say there are dark mages still wandering there, undefeated.” 



“That  shithole?”  Abad  frowned.  “What  are  you  talking  about, brother? Forget that! The place is just a scorched desert now!” 



“No it isn’t!” Masu snapped. “I got talking to a goblin caravan guard  yesterday.  He  said  some  of  the  villagers  who  were  taken  as slaves  went  back  after  we  won.  And  our  World  Tree  is  still  there. 

Remember?  The  one  we  climbed  up  to  dream  about  the  future  —

you, me, Leyma, Varg, Michondrix…” 



Abad  darkened.  Leyma  had  been  one  of  the  first  they’d  lost. 

Back then, Varg the orc was Abad’s only real friend, but he ran off to help the grown-ups and died protecting the village. Abad had never liked  the  green-skinned  goblin  Michondrix  until  the  war  started.  On their  path  they  learned  that  ‘weak  and  cowardly’  Mich  was  reliable, crafty  and  a  great  storyteller!  He  made  the  whole  group  laugh  until their  stomachs  hurt  even  with  the  risk  of  drawing  attention  from  a patrol…



“I  remember,”  he  growled.  “That’s  why  I  won’t  set  foot  there again.” 



“Then  what?  You’ll  stay  and  live  in  Darant?  Go  back  to Turquoise City?” 



“Go back…” Abad muttered thoughtfully. “You know what? I’ll go serve Overlord Belial! He needs strong fighters. His legions took the greatest losses in the war against Lakharia.” 



“What?” Masu’s eyebrows shot up. The discipline of the legion didn’t seem a good fit for his fiercely independent friend at all. “Why would you do that?” 



“Because of Jerissa,” Abad answered simply, and Masu knew what he meant. 



Jerissa,  with  elvish,  human  and  orcish  blood  flowing  through her  veins,  was  part  of  three  aristocratic  families  at  once,  the  most senior of their tribes. In addition, she was niece to governor Lucius. 

There was no way she’d look at some orc from the street, even the adopted son of an Urach aristocrat. It seemed like the idea had only just come to Abad — he suddenly lit up and shouted in glee:



“You’ll  see,  brother.  One  day  I’ll  be  the  general  of  Overlord Belial himself!” 



“Hah! Bet I’ll find the Departed first,” Oyama laughed. 



* * *



The  names  Abad  Donmayes  and  Masu  Oyama  thundered  through all Andara when they became champions of the Arena. First in two-versus-two duels, then one after another in solo fights. 



It  happened  three  years  after  that  memorable  conversation when  Abad  announced  his  ambitious  plans.  After  a  month-long celebration  of  drinking,  new  friends,  fans  and  affectionate  women, 

the friends parted ways. Neither of them thought it would be for long, but as things went, they didn’t see each other again for another half century. 



While Abad made a career in Belial’s legion, Masu returned to Jiri,  restored  his  parents’  house  and  started  enacting  his  plan:  to roam Lakharia, now a desert, in search of surviving dark mages, and at  the  same  time  seek  out  any  hint  of  the  Departed.  Between  his raids, Masu meditated and trained. 



Once  every  year  or  so,  he  paid  a  visit  to  Turquoise  City  to learn new techniques from Legendary Grand Master Kotaro, hoping to meet with Abad, but their paths never crossed: the headquarters of  Belial’s  legion  where  the  orc  served  were  in  the  northwest,  and Abad  didn’t  go  to  Turquoise  City  for  his  vacations,  but  Darant.  In addition,  a  hundred-year  war  smoldered  in  the  west  against  the Archipelago, whose barbaric tribes had learned seafaring and begun to  launch  raids  against  the  Latterian  coastline.  Abad’s  legion  was fighting them off. 



Andara had always had trouble with barbarians and wildlings, but  sooner  or  later  they  all  assimilated,  becoming  part  of  Andaran culture and adding their own traditions, customs and capabilities. But soon  the  good  old  wildlings  that  bowed  to  the  Old  Gods  had completely  merged  with  the  people  of  Andara,  and  the  new  ones, who  came  in  from  unknown  lands  and  from  all  directions  at  once, were far better at magic, were well equipped and bowed not to the Old Gods, but the New. 



The  New  Gods  had  been  spoken  of  for  a  long  time.  Their arrival  was  known  in  Andara,  but  they  were  strange,  distant  gods. 

None  had  seen  them,  none  knew  them  or  what  they  wanted  apart from  that  they  demanded  belief.  But  how  could  one  believe  in something nobody had ever seen? 



Diablo,  Azmodan  and  Belial,  the  main  divine  protectors  of Andara, demanded no temples. Yes, they were so mighty that they spent  most  of  their  time  in  pocket  dimensions  rather  than  among mortals,  but  when  it  was  necessary  they  came  out,  led  the  legions and  fought  shoulder  to  shoulder  with  their  followers  against  a common enemy. Simple mortals shared bread with them, hunted and celebrated with them, even drank wine from the same glass. 



Masu Oyama was one of the last to learn about the New Gods and their role in the raids on Andara, and he heard it first-hand. Wild human  tribes  came  from  the  south  of  Lakharia.  A  huge  horde  of warriors  in  armor  roughly  knocked  together  from  bad  iron  clattered past Jiri. Watching them from atop the World Tree, Masu judged his chances  of  defeating  them.  He  nearly  decided  he  could  do  it,  but then  noticed  some  strange  people  in  white  patterned  robes  among the foot soldiers. The golden threads on the robes showed the image of  a  circle  framed  with  beams  of  light.  The  miters  on  their  heads shone  similarly.  Later,  after  catching  one  of  these  ‘pagans,’  Masu Oyama  learned  who  they  were  —  priests  of  Nergal  the  New  God, called the Radiant God. 



They  worked  magic  that  had  never  been  seen  before.  They could triple the might of an army with one wave of a staff, heal the wounded  with  another,  and  if  the  situation  demanded  it,  even resurrect  the  fallen.  Southborn  Masu  disliked  the  sun,  so  he  found nothing  unnatural  in  the  fact  that  Radiant  Nergal  had  given  his followers  deadly  sunbeams  as  a  weapon.  The  sun  which,  in  the north, was considered the beginning of everything, without which Life could never have been. 



The Old Gods must have been protecting Masu, because he found the inner strength not to take the fight, and instead hurried to the nearest town to bear the unfortunate news of a new assault on Andara… ‘Unfortunate’… Back then, the event had seemed no more than that to Oyama. 



But  in  reality,  things  were  about  to  take  a  turn  for  the  worse. 

The  campaign  of  the  ‘warriors  of  light  against  the  unholy  pagans’

became the first link in a chain of events that led to the fall of Andara and the Old Gods, and the birth of the Demonic Pact. 



* * *



“It’s  not  right,”  said  Masu  Oyama,  Great  Grand  Master  of  Unarmed Combat. 



“It’s  temporary,”  answered  Abad  Donmayes,  Legatus  of Andara under Overlord Belial. 



Half  a  century  apart  had  not  weakened  the  friendship  of  the last  Jirians.  Abad,  first  promoted  to  cohort  centurion  and  then  very recently to the rank of legatus, was so pleased to see his childhood friend that he hugged him nearly hard enough to break his ribs. If it had been anyone but Oyama, it would have broken them. Actually, Masu was now so much stronger in  spirit that he could have pulled his  friend’s  arms  away,  ran  to  the  governor’s  palace  for  a  bottle  of wine  from  the  elvish  vineyards  and  come  back  before  Abad  even noticed anything. 



The  friends  spent  half  the  night  talking  to  each  other  about their  lives,  then  moved  on  to  the  reason  for  their  meeting  in  the upscale tavern in Turquoise City. The war with the New Gods, whose followers were tormenting Andara from all sides. 



In  desperation,  the  people  of  Andara  were  willing  to  do anything,  and  then  the  overlords  Diablo,  Azmodan  and  Belial suggested extreme measures — unlocking access into our world to Chaos. In gratitude, Chaos would gift Andara the strength and power it so needed to fight the New Gods. 



“If you touch Chaos, you’ll never be the same again,” Oyama said, shaking his head. 



“That’s just tales. And so what, anyway? We’ll win, that’s the main  thing!  Have  you  thought  about  what  happens  when  Nergal touches  you?  Or  Marduk  the  god  of  darkness?  You  know  that  the New Gods don’t suffer followers of the Old.” 



“Let them try to defeat us first,” Oyama said. 



Abad sighed heavily:



“Easy for you to say.” 



“Maybe I’m not in the legion, but I’ve defeated many enemies, friend. You know that.” 



“I  know,”  the  legatus  nodded.  He  had  seen  up  close  and personal how his childhood friend could intervene in a battle and tip the scales in their favor. “Just as I know that out of the veterans of my  legion  that  have  served  Belial  for  decades,  fewer  than  a  third remain. We’re making up the numbers with civilians who don’t even know how to fight!” 



“The enemy has lost their strongest fighters too. The invaders are exhausted, worn out. One final strike and victory is ours, Abad!” 



“There’s something you don’t know…” the legatus whispered, looking around to make sure nobody was listening in. “Others march on us. There are more New Gods than we thought, and each has at least  one  small  tribe  of  followers.  Right  now  they’re  all  crawling  to Andara like corpse worms to chew on whatever is left. And there isn’t much left…” 



 That’s  true,  Oyama  mentally  agreed  with  him.  Even  Darant has been captured, and a huge temple to Nergal put up in its center! 

 

But aloud, he said something else:



“If Andara is to fall, then let it be so. I doubt the necromancers practicing  forbidden  magic  on  Shad’Erung  relate  to  their  living corpses as if they were alive. Whether Andara falls or not, I want to remember her pure, uncorrupted by Chaos.” 



“And  allow  her  to  be  corrupted  by  the  New  Gods?”  The legatus  frowned.  “How  is  that  any  better?  Our  enemies  are  tearing apart our homeland! Do you want that?” 



“No.” Masu shook his head sadly. “But if that happens, I’ll do everything in my power to take vengeance against the New Gods.” 



Abad just pressed a hand against his forehead and growled so loud that he drew attention from the other customers of the tavern. 

He spent the rest of the time until dawn trying to convince Masu to touch Chaos, as all the other people of Andara would. The overlords would begin the ceremony with the first rays of the sun, and all the Andarans were gathered in Turquoise City for it. 



But  Masu  was  unbending.  Maybe  Chaos  would  give  him strength, but he had reason to believe that it would also deprive him of  spirit… Abad left the tavern angry, without saying goodbye. 



The last time Oyama saw him was when he climbed to the top of Mount Yara. His ability to concentrate, to focus, his incredibly high perception  —  all  that  meant  he  could  make  out  the  ceremony  of sacrament to Chaos in all its detail. 



The three Old Gods of Andara joined hands, closed their eyes, dropped  their  heads  and  started  to  whisper  something.  An  unusual symbol flashed up beneath them — a five-pointed star with a circle around it that lit up with black flame and began to widen beneath the feet of the gathered mortals. Everyone who didn’t want to take part in

the sacrament had to leave the city before dawn, but they were few. 

The sentients believed that the Old Gods, the great protectors, would never  make  their  people  do  anything  bad.  And  the  overlords themselves were planning to be the first to take the sacrament. 



When  the  circle  smoldering  beneath  the  Andarans’  feet  had widened  until  it  reached  the  edge  of  the  city,  a  black  stormcloud appeared between the mighty figures of the overlords, so small that Oyama didn’t notice it at first. But it grew, expanded until it reached the  size  of  a  house,  then  seemed  to  turn  inside  out  somehow.  The fabric  of  space  tore,  and  Chaos  poured  out…  or  its  followers, anyway. Protodemons. 



The monsters gave piercing shrieks and flew through the city like  black  inkblots,  wrapping  themselves  around  each  person  for  a second  or  two,  then  flying  off  and  casting  themselves  at  the  next. 

Those  gathered  knew  that  something  terrible  was  happening.  They scattered,  but  froze  in  awkward  poses  while  the  protodemons  did their work. Those they touched fell down dead. 



Oyama’s  heart  ached,  screamed  at  him  to  go  and  help,  but common  sense  told  him  it  was  too  late.  His  eye  stopped  on  fallen Abad.  How..? Why?   Why did you do it, friend? 



However,  after  a  minute  of  lying  immobile,  Abad’s  body twitched,  then  again,  and  again.  It  began  to  emit  an  acrid  black smoke, as did the multitude of other bodies. The orc’s back arched. 

His  ribcage  cracked  and  his  ribs  broke,  each  sticking  out  and  then melting  together  into  something  like  a  chitinous  shell.  His  skull compressed,  then  stretched  out,  and  his  already  long  orcish  fangs lengthened  into  sabers.  His  burnt  hair  fell  off,  baring  a  blackened skull  where  horns  were  just  beginning  to  grow.  His  legs  twisted  so that  the  knees  pointed  backwards;  his  skin  tore  and  hooves  broke through. 



A  couple  of  minutes  later  and  nightmarish  fire-breathing monsters  filled  the  city.  A  layer  of  smoke  covered  the  sight  from Oyama’s eyes. 



An  abyss  yawned  open  in  Masu’s  heart  in  that  moment.  He knew  then  that  the  world  would  never  be  the  same.  Andara  had stopped existing whether or not her people won the war. 



And worse, Masu had lost a friend. The orc Abad Donmayes, with  goblin  and  gnomish  blood,  died  on  that  day.  In  his  place  rose the future general of Belial — the demon Abaddon the Destroyer. 



* * *



It had been over sixty centuries since then. Twenty years before the undying  appeared  in  Disgardium,  Oyama  interrupted  his  journey through the astral plane to check in on Jiri, to see how things were. 



The adults who had seen Masu on his last visit had died, their children  had  grown  up  and  had  grandchildren,  but  nobody  had forgotten Oyama. Even those who were seeing him for the first time knew him. The stories of the legendary grand master were told in the village as fairy tales at night. 



For  a  couple  of  months,  Masu  enjoyed  regular  life:  eating, drinking,  attending  weddings.  He  even  broke  his  celibacy  and  got himself  a  lover,  a  granddaughter  of  those  children  who  had  been running  around  in  swaddling  when  he  last  visited  the  villagers.  His girlfriend was called Tia. 



When  Oyama  left  for  the  desert  to  meditate  and  explore  the astral plane again, the girl gave birth to his daughter, called Rui. Now forty-seven,  the  woman  was  less  than  pleased  to  see  her  father return, but she didn’t forbid her son, Oyama’s grandson, from talking to her grandfather. Jiri still valued the ability to fight, and who could

train  Bakhiro  better  than  his  own  grandpa,  the  legendary  grand master himself? 



Thanks  to  Masu  Oyama’s  lessons,  the  boy  worked  miracles. 

Or  maybe  it  wasn’t  the  lessons,  but  the  talent  inherited  from  his grandfather. Whatever the case, within a couple of weeks of training with Oyama, Bakhiro could fight so well that he could hold his own against the adult fighters of the village. 



Now, looking at the undead teeming on the mountainside, the boy impatiently shifted from foot to foot, eager to rush into battle. The other villagers crowded around Oyama out of habit, closed their eyes and  prepared  for  combat.  They  were  situated  such  that  someone from  outside  would  never  have  spotted  them  no  matter  how  hard they  tried  thanks  to  an  innate  magical  ability  of  the  Jiri  villagers  to blend  in  with  any  landscape.  There  was  no  other  way  to  survive  in the desert. 



“Can  we  start  now,  grandpa?”  Bakhiro  asked  quietly,  tugging on Oyama’s sleeve. 



Oyama,  watching  as  allied  troops  poured  out  of  the  canyon mouth, shook his head:



“Still no. Be patient…” 



Patient… Despite the fact that the grand master never refused his countrymen lessons, he considered only two of them to be true students: his grandson Bakhiro and the undying Scyth. And neither of  them  had  enough  patience.  He  gave  Scyth  his  first  lesson  by tasking him with pulling the  Caressing Creeper from the World Tree, although the boy clearly hadn’t take the demand as a lesson. 



Oyama  believed  that  Scyth  would  not  return  after  his unsuccessful  attempts,  but  changed  his  opinion  after  meeting  with his  former  student  Sagda,  who  preferred  to  be  called  Bu,  after  the

surname  of  his  real  father.  Sagda  was  the  surname  of  his  hated stepfather.  As  a  student,  Bu  may  have  been  talented,  but  he  was also  sullen,  lazy,  unwilling  to  put  in  the  effort.  Oyama  didn’t  even want to call him a student, but he had put too much work into him. 



Bu sought out Oyama to confirm his rank of Grand Master, but that  was  just  an  excuse.  In  reality,  as  the  teacher  immediately understood  when  they  met,  his  former  student  had  gone  astray  on his life’s path, gotten lost. He hoped that his tutor would help him get back  on  track.  Oyama  didn’t  refuse  him,  at  the  same  time  asking what  his  student  knew  of  Scyth,  and  Sagda  had  plenty  to  say . 

 Stubborn,  has  a  spark  of  talent,  might  go  places  were  the  kinds  of things  Bu  said  about  him,  inspired  by  Oyama’s  interest.  And  he should  be;  Scyth  was  a  source  of  pride  even  to  Masu,  let  alone  to Sagda. For him, the boy was the best student in his entire teaching career. 



Bu wasn’t lying. Not a week passed before Scyth returned to Jiri  and  tore  away  the   Caressing  Creeper.  Oyama  mentally celebrated,  but  gave  no  sign  of  it.  Remembering  the  unforgettable Master Yi, he immediately began to toughen Scyth’s character with mock indifference and excessive strictness, deciding that if the boy withstood  that  too  without  running  away,  then  he  would  do  all  he could to unlock his talents. And Scyth lived up to his expectations…



…only to disappoint him by declaring that he was going to the Inferno.  Scyth  wasn’t  seeking  glory,  power  or  money  in  that  place from  which  there  is  no  return,  but  something  that  would  allow  him and his comrades to fight the dead on their own ground, on Holdest, where  no  mortal  had  ever  set  foot.  And  again,  when  Oyama  said goodbye  to  the  boy,  he  thought  that  was  the  last  he’d  see  of  him. 

And again he was wrong. 



Scyth had not only returned after achieving his goal, he even got stronger. How could he not accept his request for aid in the war against  the  Destroying  Plague?  In  addition,  since  the  lives  of

sentients  had  become  not  only  finite,  but  also  short,  Oyama  was sure  that  there  were  no  strong  fighters  among  his  allies.  The imperials  had  been  so  proud  of  their  culture  of  strength,  and  what had it come to? They crapped their pants as soon as a legate of the Destroying  Plague  brought  a  horde  of  undead  to  Shad’Erung!  No, the boy needed help from those truly capable of giving it…



“Grandpa,  Scyth  is  planning  something!”  Bakhiro’s exclamation pulled Oyama from his thoughts. His grandson pointed at the exit from the gorge, where Scyth hung in the air a dozen yards above  the  ground.  He  gave  the  signal  to  stop  before  diving  to  the ground. “Look!” 



What  happened  next  filled  Oyama’s  heart  with  grief  —  his student summoned the legions of the demons. Of all those present on the frosty continent, the grand master might have been the only one to immediately understand what Scyth was planning. To all the others,  he  was  just  sitting  on  his  haunches  and  running  a  finger along  the  ground.  Oyama  saw  the  interdimensional  membrane vibrate  with  an  astral  pluck,  as  if  the  strings  of  creation  were  being pulled taut. He felt reality unfold and twist, felt swelling black points of Chaotic antimatter flickering in all the layers of the parallel worlds, felt the tiniest defensive particles of Order striving toward them… but giving up their positions when the desire to align the worlds slotted into the limitations and conditions of the Demonic Pact. 



A seed of anger began to germinate, then faded. Imagining his student’s  thoughts,  Oyama  realized  that  Scyth  was  summoning  the demons not just to defeat what he saw as a greater evil, but also to protect his allies. Whatever one thought of demons, none could deny that they were the strongest warriors in the universe when taken as a whole  rather  than  individually…  Seeing  the  summoning  through Scyth’s  eyes,  Oyama  relaxed.  It  wasn’t  methods  that  worried  him, but  motives.  And  his  student’s  motives  were  pure.  There  was  no doubt of that; otherwise the Path of Spirit would never have revealed itself to him. But it was nice to be reassured. Control over the  spirit

gave  too  much  power.  It  wasn’t  an  earthly  power  like  mana  —  the breath of the New Gods, — but internal, something of one’s own. 



In the meantime, an apocalypse unfolded below. Transferring so  much  mass  from  one  world  to  another,  even  if  the  mass  was made up of local elements, was no easy feat. Even the most simple teleportation of a letter in an envelope caused a slight flutter in the air, let alone thousands of demons from another world. But it had to be said — the sight was stunning. Oyama had seen much in his life, and  even  he  watched  with  curiosity,  never  mind  Bakhiro!  The  boy tracked  what  was  happening  with  wide  eyes  and  an  open  mouth, frozen so as not to miss a single second. 



Oyama  watched  as  Abaddon  reported  the  arrival  of  the legions.  It  was  hard  to  recognize  the  man  whom  Masu  once considered  his  best  friend  in  the  terrifying  demon…  no,  actually,  it was impossible to recognize him. But his ability to see not only the external revealed to Oyama the knowledge that no matter how much Abad  Donmayes  had  changed,  the  thousands  of  years  that  had passed  had  not  broken  the  core  of  his  character  —  his  focus, courage, burning desire to be the first in all things, and — strangely! 

—  the  desire  to  protect  those  who  needed  it.  The  notion  was laughable  —  that  a  soulless  demon  wanted  to  protect  anyone!  But few  knew  the  demons  like  Oyama  did.  Or  at  least  those  who  had become them. There was almost nobody left alive from those times, after all. 



The  Old  Gods  shared  immortality  generously,  while  the  New, after installing themselves in power, took it away first of all. After the Great  Exodus  of  the  demons,  all  the  sentients  turned  mortal,  and their lives became so short that they seemed ready to die as soon as they  matured.  The  short  half  centuries  of  meditation  that  Oyama practiced were an unaffordable luxury for mortals. 



“…Majesty!” 



Oyama realized that the deep rumble from behind him that he had  been  ignoring  wasn’t  just  some  natural  noise,  but  a  furious argument. He turned and found the speakers: Emperor Kragosh and the  undying  Yary,  who  Scyth  had  assigned  as  leader  of  the  allied army. 



“Your  Imperial  Majesty!”  the  human  roared  dully.  “They  are allies,  not  enemies!  They  are  Scyth’s  reinforcements,  from  what  I can tell. You know yourselves that he went to the Inferno. He must have gotten the support of the demons there!” 



“By sacrificing the rank of Demon Fighter? That is worse than the  Destroying  Plague!”  the  orc  roared  and  suddenly  fell  silent, growling threateningly: “And who is this?” 



What happened down there next took half a minute. Thirteen translucent  figures  emerged  from  rifts  in  space  behind  Scyth,  each shrouded  in  black  clothes.  They  reeked  of  forbidden  power  and threat. Oyama twitched with the urge to help his student, but stopped when everything worked itself out without him. 



Scyth didn’t move so much as an eyelid, just told Abaddon to have  a  snack,  which  the  higher  demon  happily  did.  The  sight  was disgusting,  but  strangely  enough,  for  an  instant  Oyama  felt  a baseless  flood  of  pride,  although  he  immediately  got  a  grip  on himself and shook his head. Sure, the demons obeyed his student, but what price had Scyth paid for that, would still pay? Better not to tempt fate. 



The  next  flood  of  emotion  got  the  better  of  him  —  jumping skyward, he dropped down before Scyth and Abaddon in one leap. 

The  three  other  generals  of  the  Inferno  breathed  hotly  at  his  back, emitting a powerful aura of terror, but Oyama easily withstood their influence. 



With  his  arms  crossed  at  his  chest,  Oyama  cast  an  amused and measuring glance at the commander of the demons. Sure, this beast  might  consider  himself  Abad  Donmayes,  and  Masu  —  his friend. He had even said hello through Scyth. But for Oyama, Abad died on that day when the rulers of Andara summoned Chaos. And now,  six  thousand  years  later,  Oyama  remembered  Abad’s transformation  in  all  its  vivid  and  gory  detail.  He  remembered  his flesh  rotting  off  as  he  died,  eaten  by  corpse  worms,  remembered particles of Chaos devouring Abad’s body, transforming it and raising it anew. 



“Commander  of  the  United  Legions  of  the  Inferno…”  Oyama said,  clicking  his  tongue  in  mock  amazement.  “So  you  finally  got yours,  eh,  Abad?  You  became  Belial’s  mighty  general  and  gained power?” 



“Yes,  I  did,”  the  old  friend  answered  with  the  same  humor  in his  voice.  “Been  there,  done  that.  I  have  learned  and  seen  much, Oyama. But what can you boast, Dodger? So many centuries have passed, but the world is still the same as when I was last here! The same New Gods still rule it! What have you done to…” 



 fulfill  your  oath,  Oyama  finished  mentally  for  Abaddon  and took hold of himself. 



 I’ll  do  everything  in  my  power  to  take  vengeance  against  the New Gods — that was what he had said to Abad on the night before the Chaos ritual. The unfulfilled oath burned his heart and soul. That was probably why Oyama didn’t want to live in this world and spent most of his time in the astral plane. 



Abaddon was right, and it angered him so much that he went into   Clarity  and  cast   Whirlwind  Seal  on  the  demon’s  mouth,  then jumped back to his countrymen in a single leap, unwilling to continue the  conversation.  Worse,  the  demon’s  justified  reproach  reopened an old wound, making Oyama want to immediately drop all this and

return to the desert, bury himself in the sand and leave for the Astral Plane.  With  an  unbelievable  strength  of  will,  he  forced  himself  to prepare and cleansed his head of foolish thoughts. 



Oyama didn’t like spending too long among mortals, because conversing with them knocked him off balance too easily. Naturally, by the standards of ordinary mortals, Oyama was the picture of self-control, but the grand master himself knew his usual state of mind, body  and  soul,  and  the  smallest  hints  of  emotions  that  might  affect his inner balance demanded time and effort for recovery. Abaddon’s words sent him into a fury, but he was angrier at himself than at the demon…



“It’s started, grandpa,” Bakhiro said quietly. “Now can we go?” 



The other residents of Jiri interrupted their preparations, raised their heads and looked a question at the master. 



“Not  now,  that’s  for  sure,”  Oyama  answered.  “Scyth  has brought in the demonic legions. I admit, they are strong, so we will not intervene.” 



“But why?!” asked big-headed and disheveled Dzigoro. “Is this not our fight?” 



“The demons are immortal, that’s why,” Oyama snapped back. 

“They do not fear death. When they disincarnate here, they reappear in the Inferno! But you…” 



“But  we  aren’t,”  Rui  said  loudly,  daughter  of  Oyama  and mother  of  Bakhiro.  She  looked  at  her  son.  “Grandpa  is  right.  And don’t you see? The other mortals are in no hurry to fight either. Let’s see what the beasts of the Inferno are capable of…” 



Rui was right. The legions of the Empire and the forest dryads were staying where they stood, holding spears at the ready, sticking

out  between  shields  forming  a  solid  shell.  A  gray-haired  man  who Oyama didn’t know in shining blue armor without a single seam, as if it had been cast whole, shouted at the nervous and nibbling kobolds:



“Get  out  of  here!  Go  back  to  Kharinza,  you  bastards!”  The human turned to the surprised troggs in their animal skins and trolls covered  in  bone  armor,  and  shouted  even  louder:  “What  are  you staring at?! Go home! Movarak! Take your muscleheads and get out of here! Scyth’s orders! The chosen one of the Sleepers wills it!” 



“But why?” a big trogg rumbled. “We will fight!” 



“Kharinza  is  undefended!  Behemoth’s  temple  is  undefended! 

Do you want to find yourselves without a home, without the Sleeping God?” 



Oyama  was  so  interested  in  the  unusual  sight  that  he approached  the  warrior  in   Clarity,  then  returned  to  normal  speed. 

From what he understood, the man in the blue armor was a certain Patrick, First Priest of the Sleepers. And all the ones he was sending away from the battlefield were their followers. They respected Patrick very highly, so after a little grumbling for the look of the thing, they still  went  back  to  the  canyon,  to  the  portal.  The  goblins  joined  the kobolds, troggs and trolls, but the gladiators and mercenaries of the Green League remained. Their leader, a broad-shouldered minotaur, listened to Patrick’s demands and condescendingly shook his head:



“No can do. We have a contract, we will carry it out.” 



The  last  one  Patrick  spoke  to  was  a  tall  troll  in  black  clothes standing in a mixed crowd of mortals of the dark races. The troll, with an adamantite-bladed scythe at his back, spat and cut off Patrick:



“We won’t leave until we free the Inexorable One.” 



“Morena with you, then,” Patrick said, waving a hand. 

 

Realizing  that  nothing  more  of  interest  was  going  to  happen, Oyama  returned  to  his  people.  The  other  undying  ones  like  Scyth carefully  followed  behind  the  demons,  and  now  they  changed  their formation, stretching out into a semicircle. 



In  the  meantime,  fire  and  rot  clashed  on  the  slope,  life  and death,  and  the  mountain  shuddered  with  crunching  bones,  roars, screams and cracks. The scent of burnt flesh drifted through the air. 

Soon the surrounding lowland was filled with black smoke. 



A  minute  passed  while  the  demons  crushed  the  enemy minions, wiping them across the ground in a fine layer. Thanks to his high-level perception, Oyama saw every detail as the demons ran to the legates across the remains of their zombies, making them smoke beneath  their  hooves.  An  unknown  monster  opened  its  mouth  in  a roar, twitched its tail, tried to crawl away with a leg torn off. It seemed that nothing could stop the onslaught of the Inferno. 



It  bothered  Oyama  that  the  legates  weren’t  retreating,  but instead reinforcing their positions, drawing the remnants of the horde around them. Sensing victory, the demons advanced on the legates with a wild roar, quickly closing the distance. Oyama’s heart started to beat faster than necessary in anticipation. He felt young again, as if he was back at the arena and cheering for Abad as he fought. 



When  it  seemed  there  was  no  force  capable  of  stopping  the legions, and they had almost reached the legates, the vanguard ran into an invisible obstacle. The demons who touched it collapsed into ash. The rear rows continued to press forward, pushing the front into the  deadly  forcefield.  Finally,  Abaddon  realized  what  was  going  on and roared, sending stones tumbling down the mountainside:



“Stop! Step back!” 



The winged demons tried to fly around or above the obstacle, and  others  tried  to  dig  under  the  ground,  but  the  invisible  barrier stretched out in all directions. 



The  generals  of  the  Inferno  tried  a  few  ranged  attacking abilities, but made no progress. Disappointed, they stood in a circle and discussed the matter. The legates stalked back and forth, giving out orders. 



Oyama  enabled   Astral  Vision  to  see  not  only  what  was happening  in  this  dimension,  but  in  all  existing  ones.  The  skill  was complex  and  demanded  enormous  concentration,  patience  and expenditure  of   spirit,  because  there  was  an  infinite  multitude  of dimensions, and although most of them were lifeless, there were still enough  suitable  ones  even  in  one  specific  point  of  space  that  one lifetime wouldn’t be enough to see them all. 



Tss-so!  A  strange  whooshing  sound,  and  Oyama’s  vision altered. Nothing in this dimension, just shadows of mortals, demons and undead…



Tss-so!  Nothing  at  all,  not  even  shadows  or  the  imprints  of souls…



Tss-so! Empty… Tss-so! Empty…



Tss-so!  A  world  of  soulless  phantoms,  predatory  and  ever hungry. Away! 



Tss-so! Empty… Empty… Empty…



And suddenly — tss-so! That was it! The invisible barrier put up  by  one  of  the  Destroying  Plague  appeared.  And  along  with  it  a grinning  skull  covered  in  mummified  skin,  a  crown  on  its  head decorated with long feathers, or maybe snakes. Greenish flames like swamp  lanterns  burned  in  their  eyes.  The  New  God  Kimi  had

stretched  the  barrier  blocking  the  path  to  the  Destroying  Plague  all across the solar system. Oyama knew that face. It was thousands of years ago when he ran into the followers of Kimi — yet another god of death who feasts on corpses and demands sacrifice. He was so greedy  that  the  island  tribe  that  worshiped  him  and  had  no  contact with other peoples got so carried away with giving him sacrifices that it drove itself instinct without any help from the outside, leaving only ziggurats of skulls behind. 



Now Oyama saw him in the flesh, and also clearly made out the numerous cords of energy leading from the edges of the barrier to  Kimi’s  infinite  limbs.  In  this  dimension,  the  barrier  took  on  color and looked more like a moth-eaten canvas. 



Without  moving  from  his  spot,  Oyama  took  aim  and  sharply drew a circle with his hand. Thousands of serrated silver discs span furiously and flew toward the ropes holding the canvas, cutting into them.  Oyama  was  right  to  choose  that  form  for  his  spirit materialization  —  the  ropes  twanged,  absorbing  the  shot,  but  the serrated edges stuck on the fibers, the threads of energy from which the ropes were woven, and sliced through them. 



In  his  concentration,  Oyama  didn’t  notice  right  away  that  the sky was closer now, and the thick clouds above his head had begun to spin in a spiral. His shirt fluttered upwards, covering his face. The outline  of  Kimi  blurred,  swam,  as  if  Oyama  was  looking  through frosted glass. The dimension was striving for balance, trying to either cast off the external element or to absorb it. Oyama fled into  Clarity

— the image turned clear again, but he knew it wasn’t for long. He could  have  done  a  lot  of  good  by  staying  here…  But  the  risk  that he’d die first was too great. 



An instant before Kimi sensed the outsider, Oyama threw one last batch of silver discs at the remaining ropes and willed himself to leave the enemy dimension, which was already starting to suck him into  itself.  That  had  once  happened  to  a  young  Oyama  when  he

stayed  longer  than  he  should  have,  and  was  pulled  into  a  world  of phantoms  for  hundreds  of  years.  He  had  survived  then  through  a miracle, and not thanks to bravery, strength or smarts. He had been saved  by  simple  luck  that  he  not  only  disliked  remembering,  but feared  to  remember.  And  all  the  same,  that  nightmare  sometimes came back to him at night, seeming to seep into his very bones…



“They  tore  through  it!”  Bakhiro  shouted  joyfully,  pulling  at  his grandfather’s sleeve. “Is it time?” 



“Not yet…” Oyama sighed, blinded for a moment in the bright light of his home dimension. His legs buckled and he fell helplessly to the ground. 



The  invisible  barrier  was  now  deprived  of  Kimi’s  energy,  and manifested  itself.  It  looked  as  if  the  legates  and  minions  were covered by a gigantic tent made of scraps of rotting flesh. 



Taught  by  bitter  experience,  the  demons  didn’t  rush  to  throw themselves  at  it.  Those  who  could  control  fire  sent  fireballs  at  the barrier. It flashed green and a ring of fire spread across it, turning it into dust. 



Obeying the will of the legates, the minions stood around them like a living shield. Recognizing that there was no more danger, the demons  began  to  move  around  the  legates  to  encircle  them  and crash down on them from all sides, trample and burn them. 



The  minions  threw  themselves  at  the  demons  and  tried  to break  the  encirclement,  but  the  demons  crushed  them  with  ease. 

When they finally surrounded the legates, hidden behind their huge minions, Abaddon raised a hand and roared:



“Legions! Advance! Glory to the Inferno!” 



“GLORY!” thousands of voices shouted in answer. 

 

The roar drowned out all other sound. The air began to stink of burnt  meat,  rang  with  metal,  clapped  with  thunder.  Oyama  soared into the skies to watch the fight from above. 



The  battlefield  looked  like  the  eye  of  a  dragon,  an  angry  red iris of demons surrounding the terrified black pupil of the legates and their undead. The smoke-wreathed pupil was shrinking. Victory was a matter of time. The legates exploded with flashes of dead light, but the demons took little damage. Those hit the worst went to the flank and were replaced by fresh troops. 



The  allied  troops  rippled,  flowing  toward  the  legates.  The mortals came behind them, but Oyama was in no hurry to advance his own troops. 



Realizing that they couldn’t win, the legates struck with all their strength at a single point and broke through the encirclement, made a  dash  for  Viderlich.  There  were  few  minions  left,  but  after  gaining strength  from  the  deaths  of  their  brethren,  they  were  successfully fulfilling their main function — to keep the demons bogged down in skirmishes. 



The undying flowing into the rows of demons added their own contribution:  spells  of  all  colors  of  the  rainbow  began  to  light  up  all over. Oyama zoomed in the image: a desperate gnome from Scyth’s clan  darted  between  the  demons  in  a  tank,  took  cover  behind  the foot of a hill and fired a volley at a  Sickening Rotter. The charge blew open  its  guts,  spraying  out  innards.  The  rotter  stepped  over  them toward the tank and kicked it away. Its turret twisted off and it started to smoke. 



The gnome survived, climbed out and ran off, limping. 



“What  are  you  all…  Standing  there  for…”  he  groaned.  “Help me… Come he-” 

 

The rotter reached him and stepped on him, flattening him into a  pancake,  and  then  a  huge  grinning  demon  cut  the  minion  in  half with a gigantic scythe. 



“Alright,” Oyama said to the villagers. “Now it’s time.” 



Bakhiro shouted a furious battle cry and cast himself first into the fray. 



* * *



Frozen in the air in a high jump, Oyama sped up his own time flow and first made sure that his ability to take on the damage of his close ones  was  activated  for  each  of  his  clanmates.  Scyth  had  gained  a similar  ability  by  stepping  on  the  Path  of  Sacrifice,  but  Oyama’s talent  had  another  nature  —   Spirit  Defense  didn’t  transfer  all  the damage  dealt  to  his  clanmates,  but  distributed  it  across  everyone linked  by  the  ability.  That  was  why  Oyama  was  comfortable  with letting Bakhiro tear his way through the legates’ remaining servants. 



After making sure that all his villagers were linked and nobody had  been  missed,  Oyama  moved  his  eyes  to  the  mountainside where the battle raged. The seven legates of the Destroying Plague, after breaking through the ring of demons, would have slipped away if it weren’t for the generals of the Inferno. 



Even  if  he  didn’t  know  them  personally,  Oyama  had  at  least heard  of  each  of  them  in  those  ancient  times  when  the  names Moloch  and  Ulziber,  generals  of  the  victorious  legions  of  Andara, boomed  throughout  Disgardium.  Before  the  Chaos  ceremony, Astaroth had been roughly at Abad’s level — a legatus. However, his general Lucius had gained glory not only through feats of arms, but also by becoming the last governor. Power in Andara wasn’t handed

down  by  succession,  but  chosen  by  a  vote  and  confirmed  by  the overlords. 



And  now  the  great  Moloch,  Ulziber,  Astaroth  and  damn Abaddon,  realizing  that  their  legionaries  weren’t  catching  the runaways,  instantly  teleported  to  the  legates  of  the  Destroying Plague. The rulers of the undead, like little ants at the demons’ feet, froze  back  to  back  and  shouted  something  fiercely  to  each  other. 

Focusing on them, Oyama went back to normal speed for a couple of seconds. 



“…full summon!” an undead elf wailed. “I can’t die, I only just got my status!” 



“Me too!” another two shouted at once. 



“And me! We have to do a full summon!” 



“And  lose  our  mobility?  No  way!”  the  undead  bear  barked. 

“Save your ults, the Nucleus is already summoning us! I’ll cover the retreat!” 



A forcefield covered the seven legates, and venomous green veins ran along the earth beneath their feet, the roots stretching up through their soles. 



The  druid’s  dome  withstood  only  one  strike  from  Moloch,  but the legates had enough time to leave: they seemed to melt away in just  a  couple  of  moments,  flowing  into  bubbling  puddles  with  the same green hue and seeping into the ground by Abaddon’s hooves. 

A unified strike from the four generals and several late attacks from other  demons  lower  in  rank  missed  their  targets  and  hit  nothing. 

There were no more representatives of the Destroying Plague left on the mountainside. Almost, anyway…



“They’re  gone!”  Abaddon  roared  in  vexation  and  kicked  the sole remaining rotter in frustration, sending rot spraying through the air. 



After  sending  scouts  to  Viderlich,  the  generals  of  the  Inferno formed  a  battle  council  alongside  Yary  the  bogatyr,  Emperor Kragosh,  First  Among  Dryads  Lisenta  and  the  troll  leader  of Morena’s followers Dekotra. The leaders of the undying joined them, although  they  weren’t  invited  —  Hinterleaf  the  gnome,  Yemi  the warlock, Colonel the goliath and Horvac the orc. 



The battle seemed to have gone well, with no losses, although not  everyone  thought  the  same.  The  irreconcilable  enmity  between the mortals and the demons had gone on too long. It didn’t even help that  the  higher  demons  shrank  to  the  size  of  titans.  Yary  waved Scyth’s name about like a banner and called for calm. 



“I  was  an  orc  just  like  you  once,  Emperor!”  Abaddon  said  to Kragosh, who stood with an impassive face and just growled dimly. 

“We’re on the same side!” 



“An orc who betrays the laws of his ancestors is no true orc!” 

the emperor roared. 



“We  can  handle  it  ourselves,  without  the  mortals,”  Moloch rumbled. “Scyth’s order brooks no interpretation — break the undead horde, which we’ve already done, and level its city.” 



“How far are we away from it?” Astaroth asked. “Six leagues?” 



“Roughly,” Yary answered and shook his head. “But we won’t be able to level it. It’s an underground city, if you get what I mean.” 



“The mortals are degenerating,” Ulziber said with a mock sigh. 

“They  lend  too  much  value  to  the  vagueries  of  words.  If  we  don’t level it, then we’ll turn it into a burning firepit!” 

 

Abaddon  raised  his  head  and  looked  to  where  Oyama  sat  a little  above  the  slope  and  asked  as  if  addressing  nobody  in particular:



“I wonder, what would wise Masu Oyama say?” 



After a moment’s thought, the aforementioned Oyama decided to  take  part  in  the  council  meeting  and  turned  himself  visible, dropping down lightly on his feet between Kragosh and a small gray-haired  gnome  by  the  name  of  Hinterleaf.  He  spoke  staring  straight into Abaddon’s eyes, which burned like the mouths of volcanoes:



“I’ll say it straight. The undying and the mortals that I see here are too weak. The demons have enough strength, but not the wits to use it properly.” 



“The wisdom really shows,” Moloch muttered. 



Horvac broke the descending silence with a grunt:



“Let  me  make  a  small  remark,  Great  Oyama.  We  may  be weak,  but  not  much  weaker  than  the  undead.  We  can  make  up  for the couple of hundred levels between us and the legates with divine artifacts and powerful magic scrolls…” 



“Shut  up!”  Abaddon  interrupted  him  with  an  annoyed  growl. 

“That goes for all the undying from now on, except the human Yary, who  has  been  declared  the  leader  here.  Shut  your  mouths  and  do not open them until you are asked to!” 



“Just chase them away!” Moloch said lazily. “I wouldn’t take a single one of them even into a fresh meat cohort! But here, look at them! They dare to just stand next to their superiors and gabble on about things.” 



All  the  undying  except  Yary  suddenly  disappeared.  It happened so quickly that only Oyama noticed who did it — Astaroth. 

Throwing out tentacle hooks, he instantly hit every one of them and cast  them  back  to  the  canyon  with  the  portal.  The  sudden disappearance made Kragosh, Lisenta and Dekotra decide that the undying  hadn’t  been  banished,  but  destroyed.  They  lost  the  gift  of speech and stopped participating in the discussion. 



“What’s  that  again  about  us  dumb  demons,  Dodger?” 

Abaddon asked as if nothing had happened. 



The other generals cast measuring glances at Oyama, tried to feel out his mind, but in vain. 



“The barrier you hit,” he answered, “was erected by the New God Kimi, the protector god of one of those legates.” 



“You had a hand in weakening the barrier?” 



“Kimi could have held it for as long as necessary if I hadn’t cut his energy channels in the Astral,” Oyama nodded. “And judging by what I saw in the auras of the legates of the Destroying Plague, each of them has a New God protecting them.” 



Abaddon was the first to see what his old friend was getting at:



“This  complicates  matters.  Even  the  Great  Princes  avoided direct conflicts with the New Gods…” 



“And  that  was  back  when  they  were  weaker,”  Oyama  added. 

“Now  there  will  be  seven  of  them  at  once,  maybe  even  nine  since that’s how many legates the…” 



“There’ll  be  seven,”  Yary  interrupted,  his  eyes  glazing  over. 

“Just got intel from Scyth and his ally Hellfish — one legate left for the  other  world  and  won’t  be  back  until  tomorrow.  The  other  is

permanently  disincarnated,  because…”  His  eyes  widened  in surprise.  “She  was  a  Threat  and  Scyth  banished  her!  And  that means the other legates are Threats too!” 



Shrugging  his  mighty  shoulders  shrouded  in  spiky shoulderguards, Moloch rumbled:



“Does  the  Celestial  Arbitration  still  play  a  role  in  balance?  It matters not. The order of the former Demon Fighter who summoned us is an order. Anyway, which of us would refuse to test our strength against the New Gods? Why waste time? Let us march on Viderlich.” 



The  other  generals  spoke  up  in  favor,  and  even  Kragosh barked  something  approvingly.  Abaddon  just  looked  Oyama  in  the eye and stretched out a hand to him:



“Thank you. I suggest we forget our old differences for a time and do what the young man expects of us.” 



“Scyth?”  Oyama’s  face  brightened,  his  wrinkles  smoothing. 

“My student?” 



“Him,  who  else?  My  First  Instiga  and  leader  of  the  Flying Squad! Ah, if only you knew how unstoppable he was in the legion’s battles! Prince Belial himself gave him…” 



“I  don’t  give  a  damn  what  your  demonic  god  gave  him.” 

Oyama waved a hand. “But you’re right, let’s forget our differences…

for a while.” 



“Excellent!” Abaddon smiled widely, blasting the old man with heat. “Well, Masu, shall we fight, like in the good old days? Shoulder to shoulder?” 



Oyama  nodded  and  took  the  handshake.  He  shook  the demon’s  hand  so  hard  he  nearly  broke  it,  and  Abaddon  grimaced

imperceptibly. 



* * *



It  was  tough  to  call  Viderlich  a  city.  Against  city-building  logic,  the plague ziggurats weren’t built on a height, but in a valley surrounded by  hills  from  all  sides  and  covered  with   plague  soil.  The  soil  was brightest  by  the  foot  of  the  southernmost  hill,  greenish-brown  and pink like a chunk of flesh just starting to rot. There yawned the black mouth  of  a  tunnel  leading  underground,  covered  with  a  barely noticeable shimmering membrane. 



Minions roamed among the pyramids, mostly local fauna, and they  were  probably  far  stronger  than  those  that  the  demons  had crushed  without  difficulty…  but  still  not  strong  enough.  The  legates themselves  were  hiding  underground.  None  of  them  could  be  seen at the surface. The scouts reported that, but Oyama decided to look for  himself  —  in  sped-up  time,  he  shot  to  the  site  of  the  coming battle,  hovered  above  a  ziggurat.  An  eye  immediately  opened  on  it and stared at him furiously. 



There  was  no  protective  dome,  no  defensive  structures,  just the eye-watering stench of rotting flesh. Oyama activated  Spirit Veil and showed himself, but the defenders of Viderlich didn’t attack him. 

Even the  Plague Pylons didn’t react, didn’t expand like they should at  the  sight  of  an  enemy,  although  they  were  actively  feeling  the space around them with auras that slid gently around the  Veil. 



Returning without news, Oyama told Abaddon what he’d seen. 

The demon barked:



“Naive  to  hope  that  the  dead  have  lost  their  strength.  Even here, far from the Nucleus, they put up a good defense, but there…

They probably don’t want to show us their strength. 



Abaddon thought for half a minute, rubbing a clawed finger on a  bony  growth  on  the  bridge  of  his  nose,  then  drew  a  quickly disappearing fiery sign in the air. The generals walked over to him, and Oyama took off again. 



After  a  short  discussion,  the  generals  called  their  legati  and gave them orders, and they passed them on to the endless demonic forces. The legions rippled and hummed, and the ones at the edge flowed across the hills like lava, shaking the land with their battle cry. 

The most daring undying launched themselves after them. Some of them obviously had  Sparks of Hellflame brought back by Scyth from the Inferno — as the army advanced, the snow and ice melted and immediately turned to steam amid the heat of the demonic legions. 



The  demons,  by  all  appearances,  had  decided  to  attack  with the  tried-and-tested  method  from  the  age  of  Andara:  surround Viderlich  and  steadily  tighten  the  circle.  Thankfully  the  local landscape allowed it — the mountains were behind, and for tens of miles around stretched nothing but a hilly plain. 



Oyama  caught  himself  thinking  that  he  didn’t  like  how  direct the demonic generals were being, but he wasn’t sure himself how he would  have  acted  if  he  had  had  control.  The  enemy  was  new, nothing like anything Oyama had seen before. Even in the times of Andara, the New Gods had never entered battle themselves, unlike the Old. Instead, they left it all to their priests and followers. Now it seemed the rules had changed. 



As soon as the first legionaries swept down the hill, the plague soil  began  to  vibrate.  Tearing  through  it,  Plague  Pylons  suddenly expanded like rotting plague sores, to the height of two or three men. 

They  began  to  palpitate  as  if  a  fruit  was  about  to  burst  out  from beneath the rotten skin, and turned toward the attackers. Slits began to slowly open and expand in their tips. 



The satyrs and demons, succubi and incubi, imps and devils, ashmakers  and  rakshasas  careered  down  the  slopes  in  an unstoppable  flood,  with  marilith  snake  demons  slithering  among them.  They  roared,  screamed  and  shouted,  waved  swords,  whips, axes, scythes, clubs and halberds. The Inferno had wasted no time in  growing  and  hardening  its  hordes.  Oyama  turned  unwillingly, realizing that a couple of the demon officers could have taken out all Kragosh’s  imperial  legions.  Legions  that  were  rightfully  considered the strongest in Disgardium. The Commonwealth army compensated for its physical weakness with boosts from its stronger protector god

— Nergal. 



Without  a  hint  of  slowing,  the  demons  closest  to  Oyama entered  the  strike  zone.  The   Plague  Pylons  contracted  like  coiled springs and shot out green dust like mushroom spores. The demons the dust touched were petrified and fell, and more visitors from the Inferno ran over their corpses only to be cut down, burned, torn apart by the pylons… those who breathed in the spores also dropped. 



Oyama was alarmed to see that the demonic corpses weren’t disappearing  to  revive  in  the  Inferno,  but  staying  where  they  lay. 

Would the legates be able to raise them? He hoped not:  Plague Dust ate  through  the  flesh  of  the  fallen  like  acid,  while  the  mortals  that belonged to this world began to rot, and then rose again as the living dead. 



The demons broke through the defenses in a couple of spots, tearing down the first rows of  Plague Pylons and opening the way for the  undying.  The  peacefully  roaming  minions  aggressed  on  the interlopers all at once. Oyama watched as the undying clan Yoruba made a dash for the entrance to the underground city and fell under attack  from  both  sides,  on  one  a  titanic  rotting  tulip  crushing  a minotaur  with  a  festering  petal,  and  on  the  other  the  skeleton  of  a gigantic monster on two short legs grabbing a vampire in its beak. 



Oyama held off on celebrating his allies breaking through the defenses. The legendary grand master felt with all his being that the legates  were  preparing  something,  and  the  growing  ringing vibrations of the Astral confirmed it. 



When  it  touched  the  red-hot  demons,  the  plague  flesh  of  the undead  burned  and  the  battlefield  steadily  filled  with  black  smoke. 

Visibility  dropped,  so  Oyama  didn’t  realize  at  once  what  had happened. When he came closer, he realized that the fallen demons had risen and were attacking their own flank! But why? Shaking off the shock, Oyama shot downwards in  Clarity — if he didn’t intervene, then  an  armada  of  horned  skeletons  on  bony  hooves  would  hit  the allies, and the outcome of the battle would be predetermined. 



The  Plague Pylons in the center of the battlefield prepared to spit out their deadly  Dust. Oyama could have activated  Lashing Wind or  Hurricane Rampage and torn them apart without taking damage, but in that state the mind was taken over by the element, and Oyama needed to keep his mind under control, so he had to act more subtly. 



He  noted  that  the  generals  were  back  to  their  previous gigantic  sizes  and  had  begun  to  take  down  the  pylons.  Their Hellflame Aura was so powerful that the  Plague Dust burned up as soon as it touched it, but still dealt a little damage and weakened it. If the  generals  fell  and  then  rose  again,  and  that  outcome  was possible, then the battle would be lost. 



So  Oyama  activated   Astral  Vision  to  try  to  detect  the  most vulnerable spot in Viderlich’s defense system. Tss-so..! Tss-so..! 



Mere  seconds  passed  in  the  normal  world,  but  Oyama  in Crystal Clarity had already viewed hundreds, and then thousands of dimensions… And found what he was looking for in one of the lower dimensions,  very  near  to  the  Nether:  dark  green  veins  of  energy stretched upwards from the bowels of the earth to the ziggurats, and

from them finer threads spread across the infected soil. The pylons grew from those threads. 



Sensing the pressure of the enemy environment trying to push him back, Oyama concentrated his  spirit in his palms, formed discs, serrated  the  edges  and  strengthened  them  with  an  extra  shot  of Spirit  Lucidity.  He  multiplied  the  discs,  focused  on  his  targets  and threw…



Withdrawing  to  his  home  dimension,  Oyama  nearly  fell  deaf beneath the screams and clanking metal. He breathed in a lungful of air  and  dove  again,  already  knowing  where  he  was  aiming,  but barely  dodged  a  black  pike  thrown  straight  towards  him.  He  saw eyes filled with blood, the maw of an unknown monster with suckers instead of teeth, — a dimensional guard! 



In the meantime, Viderlich boiled with battle. There were only a few  Plague Pylons left. The generals of hell stood covered with the skeletons  of  risen  demons,  but  paid  no  mind  to  them,  just  kept  on crushing the plague pustules one after another. 



Oyama  noticed  a  conglomeration  of  ziggurat  pylons  in  the distance  that  he  had  been  unable  to  destroy  from  the  Astral.  He slowed down time again and shot there, bringing all the power of his mighty  fists  down  on  the  pyramid.  The  broken  eye  squelched, spraying  out  rot.  Holes  slowly  began  to  open  to  spit  out  plague poison,  but  Oyama  delivered  a  quick  blow  and  flew  back  to  a  safe distance,  just  in  case  the  unknown  infection  could  pierce  his   Spirit Veil.  While  the  dust  settled,  he  attacked  the  ziggurat  from  the opposite  side,  surprised  at  the  building’s  durability.  Usually  one  hit was enough…



Soon,  Abaddon  came  to  help.  The  demon  jumped  up  and landed  on  his  fist,  splitting  the  ziggurat  in  two.  The  pylons surrounding  it  immediately  deflated.  Abaddon  tore  a  skeleton  from an  undead  succubus’  back,  grabbed  her  by  the  arms  in  one  hand

and the legs in the other and tore her in two, throwing both halves to the black tunnel in the distance and almost knocking down a gnome from Excommunicado as he ran there. 



All the undying were obviously eager to get rich by banishing a Threat.  The  fools  rushed  madly  toward  their  target,  ignoring  the danger, blind and drunk on battle. Oyama shoved a gawping dwarf in the back just in time before one of Abaddon’s mighty hooves would have  dropped  down  on  his  head.  Wherever  the  demon  stepped  on the  plague soil it smoked and receded, baring stricken earth. 



The undying and the depleted demonic forces streamed to the entrance  to  underground  Viderlich.  Oyama  ordered  his  villagers  to head there too. Cast spells flickered through the black smoke, harsh guitar riffs and the trills of the pipes of bards drifted through the air to strengthen  allies,  the  song  of  the  forest  dryads  flowed  through  the battlefield like a river. 



It  was  as  if  the  legates  of  the  Destroying  Plague  deliberately let  their  enemy  prepare,  and  when  the  allies  were  ready  to  attack, the seven sentients appeared out of the gloom of the tunnel. 



“They’re  coming!”  one  of  the  goblins  hiding  in  the  ranks shouted, then immediately ran away. 



At  Abaddon’s  signal  the  chaos  stopped,  the  legions  lined  up into a defensive formation and shouted:



“Aiaiai!” 



Metal  clanked  against  shields  and  thousands  of  fists  struck breastplates. 



Yary  was  blue-faced  as  he  shouted  commands,  Kragosh roared, the bowstrings of the dryads thrummed…



The  legates  walked  toward  the  allied  ranks  confidently, defiantly.  No  support  could  be  seen  around  them,  no  minions  or nightmarish  battle  pets,  but  that  made  their  arrival  even  more sinister. Even the demons narrowed their eyes at this arrogance, fell silent in expectation. 



“Fire!” came a sonorous tinkle across the battlefield. 



The  dryads  obeyed  Lisenta’s  order,  and  thousands  of  ringing arrows launched high into the air and dropped toward the legates. 



Oyama  focused  on  the  undead  leaders…  They  showed  their true nature in that moment and he understood what was happening, but the first arrows were already about to pierce them. The bodies of the  legates  collapsed  into  dust  which  span  up  into  a  whirlwind, stretching  out,  expanding,  gaining  power.  Then  the  clap  of dimensions  colliding  —  and  in  the  legates’  place  in  the  mist  stood six…



…New Gods, larger even than the generals of the Inferno. The fighters  were  all  thrown  hundreds  of  yards  away,  past  Oyama, somersaulting  and  tearing  the  earth.  First  Moloch  rolled  by,  then Abaddon. Any demons and undying who were carelessly closer than the rest were just blown into dust. 



Oyama had never seen so many gods in one place before —

the  earth  shuddered  beneath  their  feet  and  the  space  twisted, vibrated, pressed in on the ears and dulled the mind. The destructive power of the mere presence of these mighty entities suppressed all will.  Even  Oyama  felt  his  knees  bending,  felt  a  panicked  desire  to flee  rising  in  his  soul.  So  much  death  in  one  place,  the  old  grand master thought.  This land will be cursed forever! 



There  was  already  no  time  to  escape:  a  cephalopod  many-tentacled  monster  twice  as  large  as  Abaddon  cast   Wish,  and  a Sphere  of  Eternity  covered  over  the  entire  battlefield.  It  instantly

darkened, and the transparent rainbow veil of the barrier shimmered with bright lights like a gigantic soap bubble. 



Oyama  didn’t  know  the  nature  of  the  divine  magic,  but guessed  that  it  was  Cthulhu  bending  space  and  time.  But  that  was just one property of the bubble…



The terror lashing the mortals no longer disappeared into the great  nothing  or  seeped  into  the  ground,  it  accumulated  within  the sphere,  concentrated…  and  many  demons,  mortals  and  undying couldn’t  take  it,  turned  to  flee,  tried  to  force  their  way  through  the edge of the  Sphere…



…and  instantly  died  as  they  touched  the  barrier,  and  their death  was  no  deliverance.  The  souls  of  those  who  touched  the rainbow veil were drawn into it, stuck to it like flies to flypaper, after which  they  were  drawn  to  the  hungry  god  of  nightmares  as  if  to  a magnet. 



Cthulhu  jabbed  a  claw  at  the  veil  above  his  head,  and  the souls  of  the  dead  began  to  fall  out  of  it,  but  never  reached  the ground — tentacles scooped them up and sent them into the god’s mighty  maw.  Those  with  souls  lost  them,  and  those  without  —  the demons  —  didn’t  disincarnate  as  they  should  in  order  to  return  to their true bodies in the Inferno, but rotted away forever. Oyama, who saw the connections of the worlds, was the first to notice the  Sphere of Eternity tearing the threads leading from the demons. 



“Return to your positions!” Abaddon roared desperately. 



The  other  generals  tried  to  bring  the  panicking  legionaries back  to  their  senses,  shouted  the  same,  even  used   Will Suppression, doing all they could to keep the idiots from running into the barrier. 



Oyama’s  countrymen  behaved  far  more  sensibly,  but  still weren’t doing anything, so Oyama shouted to them:



“Rui, Dzigoro, Bakhiro, take care of the allies! Make sure they stop killing themselves! It’s instant death to anyone, even me!” 



In  another  alternate  dimension  Cthulhu  vibrated  gently, enjoying all the souls and lives he was devouring, but in this one he and  the  other  gods  stood  immobile.  They  probably  knew  that  their prey wasn’t going anywhere, so they were savoring the emotions of the damned mortals: fear, terror, pain, anger and endless sadness. 



Oyama  stopped  time  and  studied  the  enemy.  He  hated  the New Gods already; now it was all he could do to stop himself from rushing headlong to attack. 



He had recently seen Kimi in the flesh, but the others he had seen  only  in  the  frescoes  and  drawings  of  the  followers  who  saw dreams and visions of their gods’ image. 



Cthulhu, currently reaping the most out of the lot, turned out to lack  the  wings  he  had  in  the  pictures  —  in  their  place  were  flat tentacles,  while  others,  narrow  and  long,  framed  his  mouth  like  a moving beard. 



Skadi and rosy-cheeked ox-eyed Ravana were the closest to mortal appearance. 



Ravana  had  two  arms,  but  the  rest  of  his  limbs  were  insect legs, frogs’ legs with suckers, birds’ talons with claws. As soon as he looked at someone, their face melted into insect, avian or beast-like features. 



In  the  fairytales  of  the  northern  peoples,  the  vikings  from  the Archipelago,  Skadi  was  usually  depicted  as  a  beautiful  frost-coated woman  accompanied  by  snow  wolves.  At  first  glance  she  was  the

same now, only Oyama’s ability to see what was hidden showed him her true form: she looked more like an ice golem than a human, with black  cavities  for  eyes  and  icy  plates  on  the  face  ending  in  sharp fangs jutting outwards. 



Baron  Samedi  was  surprisingly  elegant  for  a  skeleton.  An ever-present black top hat, tailcoat, trousers and a scarlet rose in his buttonhole.  Mmm…  Tasty…   Oyama  suddenly  heard  the  god  of death’s thought. He was eager to get feasting, but he was waiting for something. 



The  visible,  almost  human  part  of  Ahriman  seemed  to  be overgrown with cosmic snakes, each large enough to wrap around a decent-sized  city.  His  face  was  elongated  and  triangular  as  if  cut from  wood.  It  glowed  with  orange  venom,  and  worms  swam  in  his eye sockets. The lower part of the New God’s torso disappeared into the  ground,  and  there  grew  roots  all  through  Holdest,  feeding through channels of  plague energy. 



To  Oyama’s  surprise,  while  the  gods  did  nothing  and  the demons formed into some semblance of order at the urgings of their legati  and  generals,  it  was  the  ordinary  mortals  and  undying  who showed the most restraint. The imperial legions hadn’t moved from their positions, as if Kragosh himself was protecting their minds. 



The  undying  showed  incredible  activity,  and  their  leader  flew above their formations on a gryphon, shouting something. 



Returning  to  normal  time,  Oyama  listened  and  tried  to  make out what it was that Yary was shouting:



“Lemar, Origi, check the dome!” 



The two he had named — an elf and a dwarf — mounted their gryphons and shot off at full speed in different directions. They fired their  crossbows  at  the   Sphere  of  Eternity,  then  flew  into  it  and

instantly died. Oyama moved his gaze to Yary, who stood frozen and concentrating,  his  eyes  glazed.  All  the  undying  looked  at  him  with tension  in  their  eyes  —  at  him  and  at  gray-haired  Hinterleaf.  And when they nodded and gave a thumbs-up, the undying army heaved a sigh of relief…



“They  revived!”  a  gnome  shouted.  Oyama  suddenly  felt envious of the undying, but then forced the destructive feeling away. 

“Come on, we can fight!” 



“Don’t  attack  without  my  command!”  Yary  shouted.  “Horvac, Yemi, Colonel, focus on Cthulhu!” 



“Got it!” the leaders answered. 



Who  were  they  planning  to  attack?  The  gods?  Had  they  lost their minds? 



Shaking his head, Oyama sped up his perception and studied the foe again. There were seven legates, but six gods… No, seven after all. The Old Goddess of Death Morena hung over the battlefield a little off to the side from the others, and looked like a transparent gray  phantom.  Her  relatively  small  figure  glimmered  behind  Baron Samedi’s shoulders. 



Oyama  rubbed  his  chin.  An  Old  God  among  the  New?  Had she really found a place among them, like Fortune? Or was she here under duress, was that why she was standing off to one side? When he  was  almost  at  the  tunnel  itself,  Oyama  noticed  Eileen,  the seventh  legate  and  the  one  to  whom  Morena  was  connected  even though she wasn’t manifesting physically for some reason. 



The  legate  was  weaker  than  the  rest,  so  she  hid  behind  the backs  of  the  New  Gods.  Staring  into  her  thoughts,  Oyama recognized  with  slight  surprise  that  Eileen  would  have  happily attacked  her  own  in  the  back,  so  angry  she  was  at  them,  and  at…

Yes,  the  signature  that  was  Scyth’s  astral  image  was  clearly highlighted as the object of her hatred. 



In  the  meantime,  the  undying  allies  rushed  in  to  attack.  The mages were the first to enter battle with Cthulhu, showering him with deadly  spells.  Dozens  of  meteorites  blazed  fiery  lines  through  the sky and careered toward the god of nightmares with a growing roar. 

Stars that could have destroyed a city fell from another side…



Ignoring all the gods, the Yoruba clan made a break for Eileen, shouting battle cries:



“Get the Threat! Yoruba!” 



“Yoruba!” 



Thousands  of  enchanted  arrows  and  crossbow  bolts  flew toward Cthulhu. Inspired by the passion of the undying, the demons threw  themselves  at  their  sworn  enemies  with  a  wild  roar,  and  the rest  followed  after  them.  Thousands  of  beasts  and  familiars  of  the undying  charged  toward  the  enemy  alongside  the  battle  raptors  of the Empire. Kragosh’s voice and Lisenta’s sonorous song of a battle cry rang out loud across the valley, urging their forces on toward the foe. 



Cthulhu  paid  no  more  attention  to  them  and  the  meteorites cutting through the sky than Oyama might have paid to a mosquito. 

He just hissed:



“Time…” 



And  Baron  Samedi  responded,  stretching  out  his  arms  and clicking  his  fingers  to  a  smacking  sound  that  came  as  if  from everywhere:



“Mmm! Tasty! Tasty! Tasty!” 

 

Yoruba  realized  its  mistake.  They  panicked,  the  first  to  fall under  attack  from  the  gigantic  skeleton  that  devoured  their  levels. 

The  leader  Yemi  the  orc  warlock  tried  to  bring  them  under  control. 

Some  rushed  in  to  die  in  desperation  just  to  avoid  losing  levels…

Within a minute, there was nothing left of Yoruba — Ahriman sent a mist at them that ate them alive. 



In  the  meantime  Skadi,  dark  goddess  of  winter  and  cold, advanced  toward  the  allies  and  struck  her  staff  on  the  stone.  Icy paths ran from the point of the strike to the attackers. The demons didn’t  like  the  cold.  They  started  shivering,  but  no  more  than  that. 

When  it  touched  them,  the  ice  hissed  and  melted,  sending  up plumes of thick white steam. But the ice did bind the undying in place and  kill  them,  shattering  along  with  them.  Only  a  few  paladins survived the volley by hiding away in protective bubbles. 



Ravana  moved  into  action  at  the  same  time.  Beneath  his insect face were the scythes of a preying mantis in place of human arms. He drew two channels in the ground crossing over each other, then  folded  them  as  if  the  ground  wasn’t  soil,  but  a  rug.  A  hole opened up as if a  Plague Pylon was coming to life, and thousands of gigantic praying mantises shot out of it and launched themselves at the allies, growing larger with each step. 



The  demons  took  the  main  strike  on  themselves,  or  rather  a demon  —  General  Ulziber  turned  into  an  enormous  hellish  flytrap and swallowed the praying mantises, but was unable to return to his previous  form,  remaining  a  gigantic  pile  of  teeming  flesh  through which  Ravana’s  insect  troops  chewed  their  way  out.  The  general’s health was dropping fast from Ahriman’s venomous mist and Skadi’s deadly frost cloud. 



The  mortals  were  clustered  dangerously  close  to  Ulziber’s shapeless  body,  including  Kragosh,  Lisenta  and  Bakhiro.  Oyama concentrated  and  put  up  a  huge   Spirit  Shield  to  cover  his  mortal

allies, then maintained it, feverishly thinking of what to do. His heart cried out to burst into the fray, but his mind said that even if he could deal enough damage to a single New God, the others would kill him. 



In  the  meantime,  Ravana  grew  ten  heads  and  emitted  a terrifying  roar,  and  all  the  rakshasa  demons  suddenly  fell  to  their faces and began to crawl toward him on their bellies. Invisible hands pulled  at  all  of  them  except  one,  who  was  held  back  by  his comrades, and sent them into the New God of Evil’s gullet. Now that his hunger was sated, he turned into a monster with a hound’s head and huge nine-foot-long slugs began to crawl out from underground, flashing and pulsating with a flame aura so strong that it burned even the demons! 



Abaddon  and  Moloch  got  bogged  down  among  them  and weren’t fighting so much as trying to get out of the ambush. Seeing that, Astaroth rushed in to help and threw them a couple of tentacles, but was immediately cut down by Ravana’s invisible blade. 



A  swarm  of  acid-spraying  flies  shot  from  Ahriman’s  mouth toward  the  undying;  after  them,  ignoring  the  demons,  Skadi’s  ice golems trampled their way toward the living. 



Morena’s followers ran toward her from off to one side, skirting the  epicenter  of  the  battle,  the  troll  Dekotra  in  the  lead.  The  Old Goddess  of  Death  hung  with  her  arms  spread  wide  and  her  head back,  her  eyes  closed,  only  her  lips  moving.  Oyama  didn’t  realize right away that she was trying with all her might to intercept the souls of the dead before Cthulhu swallowed them up. 



In  this  reality,  the  only  god  that  seemed  immobile  from  the outside  was  Kimi.  Tss-so!   repeated  three  times  before  Oyama  saw what he was doing: The New God of Death was weaving a gigantic web above the heads of the mortals. Launching a  Blade Whirlwind at it, Oyama returned to reality and the normal flow of time…



…to see an undying hunter by the name of Koba shooting at the  only  visible  legate  —  Eileen.  The  bullet  flew,  trailing  a  white powder, and when it hit the legate’s body, reality broke through from another  dimension,  a  tunnel  formed,  something  shot  through  and stuck  to  Eileen…  a  creature  of  Chaos?  Her  mind  was  immediately locked away, and the protodemon took control of her body. Roaring, Eileen cast herself at Kimi. Her mouth expanded like a frog’s, baring many rows of teeth, which she tried to sink into the dark god’s leg. 



“Tasty! Tasty! Tasty!” Baron Samedi kept on as he chomped. 



Kimi  was  forced  to  return  to  this  world  for  a  moment.  He grabbed Eileen and squeezed her in his fist like a sponge, pressing the protodemon out of her. The body fell down dead, and the black blot that had been squeezed out of it ran to and fro, trying to escape, but  Kimi  clapped  and  crushed  it  into  particles  of  Chaos,  which instantly dissolved in the air, neutralized by Order. 



Morena  bestirred  herself  after  Eileen’s  death,  as  if  the presence  of  the  undying  one  had  been  suppressing  her.  The followers of the Old Goddess of Death surrounded her and began to pray  fervently,  and  then  she  opened  her  eyes,  grew,  gained  color. 

She swept around, intercepting the souls of the dead as they tried to slip  away  from  Cthulhu  in  panic.  Seeing  the  result  of  their  actions, her  followers’  religious  fervor  redoubled  and  they  prayed  even louder. 



Strangely, none of the New Gods paid any attention to them. 

They  were  feasting,  killing  the  undying  in  their  hundreds  as  they marched into the meatgrinder all by themselves, as if they had many lives… which, as a matter of fact, they did. 



“What do we do, Masu?” 



Barely  withstanding  the  gods’  attack  on  his   Spirit  Shield, Oyama didn’t realize right away that someone was speaking to him. 

Turning, he saw Abaddon. Terror flashed in his eyes. 



“We  have  to  disincarnate  Cthulhu  somehow,”  Oyama muttered. “The  Sphere of Eternity will disperse and we’ll be able to leave.” 



“Run?”  the  demon  growled.  “Too  late.  There  are  only  two generals and a few legati left of my forces. Soon the mortals will be all gone too! The undying are already all down!” 



Oyama  cast  a  glance  at  the  New  Gods.  They  were  still standing in place, using only ranged skills and summoned monsters. 



A succubus appeared beside them. “Permission to speak, sir!” 



“Granted,” Abaddon nodded. 



“Centurion Lerra, First Legion, glory to the Dominion, sir!” 



“Flying Squad, understood. Where are your comrades?” 



“Over there.” The succubus pointed to a small hill. “Outside of the gods’ direct visibility. It’s safe there, and that’s why I’ve come to you, General Abaddon, sir! We have an imp by the name of Rupert in the squad, and he…” 



“Get to the point!” the general barked. 



“Sorry, sir. Rupert learned through trial and error that the gods don’t attack who they don’t see! Nor do their beasts! We tested it, it works! The only danger is that damn dome covering us!” 



“The  Sphere of Eternity,” Oyama corrected her, frowning and holding on: the assault on his  Spirit Shield  had strengthened, and the pain  passing  through  him  multiplied  —  that  was  the  price  for survivability. “The girl is right, but I noticed something else too…” 

 

“What?”  It  was  hard  to  recognize  General  Moloch’s  voice  in the tired whisper. 



“The  gods  aren’t  moving.  Looks  like  they  can  only  maintain material form in Disgardium at their summoning point.” 



“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Moloch wheezed, turning to Abaddon. 



“Is  Astaroth  still  alive?”  Abaddon  asked.  “We  must  attack Cthulhu  as  three.  We  will  move  him  from  his  spot,  the   Sphere  of Eternity  will  disappear  and  we’ll  be  able  to  leave.  Then  we  retreat and figure out what to do next.” 



“Agreed,” Prince Diablo’s general nodded. “I’ll fetch Astaroth!” 



“I’ll  help,”  Oyama  said  through  clenched  teeth  as  he  used  all his  strength  to  hold  the   Spirit  Shield,  then  shouted  across  the battlefield: “Jiri! Get to cover! Mortals! The gods can’t harm you if you move out of their field of view!” 



He  waited  until  they  were  all  hidden,  then  canceled   Spirit Shield,  spoke  a  restoration  mantra  and  jumped  to  the  generals Abaddon,  Moloch  and  barely  alive  Astaroth.  They  were  gathering surviving  demons  around  them  and  preparing  to  strike  at  Cthulhu’s leg,  hoping  to  move  him.  To  hide  from  the  eyes  of  the  gods,  the demons shrank to the smallest sizes they could, around the height of Oyama. They decided to hit the left leg, which seemed to be the one bearing the most weight, and it was closer too. 



“Well…” Moloch said, sighing, “I hope the princes find out what happened here, from us.” 



“It  is  too  soon  for  us  to  return,”  Astaroth  said  bitterly  and nodded his monstrous head at the New Gods. “Their strength is not

from here.” 



“Tasty!”  drifted  down  from  above.  The  chomping  slowed,  and Baron  Samedi’s  shouts  became  rarer  and  rarer  as  he  lost  sight  of the mortals and demons. “Mmm… Tasty!” 



Oyama  searched  for  his  grandson,  saw  that  he  was  hiding with  his  mother  in  a  hole  where  some  of  the  fiery  slimes  had emerged from, took out his elixirs and drained them all. 



“Ready?” he asked the demons. 



The  generals  nodded.  An  imp  legatus  was  praying  furiously, summoning  Azmodan  to  help,  and  Moloch  clapped  him  on  the shoulder:



“The prince won’t help you, soldier! Get a grip! You might be the last surviving fighter of your dominion!” 



He  looked  at  the  formless  remains  of  Ulziber  —  the  great general  had  died  without  a  chance  at  resurrection  —  and  drooped even further. 



“Well then…” Astaroth said uncertainly. “Glory?” 



“Glory!”  the  other  demons  shouted,  striking  their  chests  with their fists. “Aiaiai!” 



“May   spirit  be  with  us!”  Oyama  added.  “And  remember,  we have to hit the same point at the same time!” 



He jumped first, knowing that he could always slow down time. 

The  demons  rushed  to  Cthulhu,  but  their  differing  strengths  meant that  some  fell  behind  and  Oyama  had  to  help  them,  pushing  them ahead in  Crystal Clarity, lending them speed. 



The  New  Gods  collected  themselves,  concentrated  their attention  on  the  runners.  The  pressure  of  their  divine  presence pushed  the  demons  down,  pressing  them  to  the  ground,  and  now they  had  to  run  against  enormous  resistance.  There  was  a  high chance that they wouldn’t make it, and Oyama took a risk, using his spirit reserves to extend  Crystal Clarity to the demons. It worked, but Oyama spent two thirds of the resource, and that could cost them a lot. 



They  reached  their  goal  at  practically  the  same  time,  and struck.  Oyama  put  everything  he  could  into  the  attack,  burning  his last reserves to create a  Desperate Spirit Shock. 



The combined power could have moved a mountain or broken Darant up into the stuff of creation…



…but Cthulhu just reeled, pulling his foot from the earth for a moment, causing the  Sphere of Eternity to flicker…



…but  it  recovered  as  the  nightmarish  New  God  regained  his balance  and  scooped  up  Oyama  and  the  attacking  demons  with  a single sweep of his tentacles. 



Cthulhu pulled them up to his face, drilling into them with his red  stare,  the  great  nothing  bubbling  at  its  center,  and  started dragging  them  to  his  mouth,  but  it  took  effort,  as  if  something  was preventing  him.  Or  someone  —  Morena  had  suddenly  appeared nearby.  The  goddess  seemed  to  be  holding  back  Cthulhu’s tentacles, preventing them from reaching his mouth, but it was clear that she was no match for the well-fed New God. 



Pressed  against  Oyama,  Abaddon  looked  at  his  friend  and forced out:



“It was… a long life… friend…” 



“And a disgraceful… ending…” 



They were already flying into Cthulhu’s bottomless throat, but suddenly froze above the endless rows of needle-sharp teeth, as if time…  Yes,  it  had  —  time  had  stopped,  and  from  the  sky  boomed down a commanding and bone-shaking voice:



“DISAPPEAR!” 



The  next  moment  the  sky  suddenly  got  a  lot  brighter,  and Oyama realized he was dropping not into Cthulhu’s mouth, but to the ground. The demons tumbled head over heels in flight next to him. 

On the horizon, towering high enough to blot out half the sky, stood the  figure  of  a  huge  warrior  in  smoking  armor  with  the  head  of  a hippopotamus. 



The understanding of who it was came to Oyama just as the Sleeping God disappeared. 



Just like he ordered, the New Gods had disappeared as if into thin  air,  and  in  their  place  the  legates  of  the  Destroying  Plague floundered in the mud. An instant later they melted into green-brown sludge and seeped into the earth a second before Oyama landed on his feet. 



 



Chapter 14. The Third Sleeper







AN  IDYLL  REIGNED  all  around.  The  warmed  earth  of  the  South  Pole came alive before my eyes. Green shoots of grass broke through all over, and steam rose from the soil, still wet with melted snow. 



The  image  was  somewhat  spoiled  by  the  massive  body  of  a demon  frozen  in  surprise  and  listening  to  his  stomach.  It  rumbled loudly.  I  crowed  a  little  —  the  greedy  exile  from  the  Inferno  was getting  the  indigestion  he  deserved!  He  shouldn’t  have  eaten  that Rainbow Crystal! 



“Are  you  an  idiot?!”  Hellfish  shouted  after  he  recovered  from the shock. 



And  he  was  about  as  shocked  as  if  he’d  just  seen  someone take  out  a  hammer  and  smash  a  mobile  wallet  with  five  hundred million  dark  phoenixes  on  it.  I  was  more  surprised  that  Despot  got any loot at all for eliminating Angel as a Threat. 



The  sniper  stared  daggers  at  the  demon,  who  belched impassively and explained himself:



“Groghhr!” 



And  only  then  did  we  see  the  demon’s  gut  expanding.  His already red-hot skin lit up with all the colors of the rainbow where the Rainbow  Crystal  glowed  within  him.  Undamaged,  I  hoped.  The demon expanded so much that I thought he was about to explode. 



“Damn  it,  Scyth,  there’s  a  portal  opening  in  his  stomach!” 

Hellfish seemed to have calmed down and was watching what was happening with growing interest. “This demon is something else!” 

 

“Groghgghr!”  Despot  rumbled,  a  note  of  uncertainty  in  his voice…



…and  disappeared.  Not  instantly,  but  after  deflating  and drawing into the portal, as if being pulled down a sink drain. And we were left without Despot. He was gone from the group too. 



“I hope he’s alright,” I muttered. 



I wasn’t the only one upset by the loss of our best fighter just when we needed him most. 



“Listen,  kid,  you’ve  been  to  the  Inferno…”  Hellfish  scratched the back of his head. “Are they all like that there?” 



“Like what?” 



“Dumb!” 



“No,  not  all,”  I  answered,  opening  the  clan  tab.  “And  Despot isn’t dumb. Maybe that’s just how demons activate portal stones? Elf knows.  But  we  don’t  have  to  worry  about  Despot;  he’s  still  in  the Awoken and the system says he’s alive. Just not in this world. The hell  with  him  anyway,  he’ll  come  back  when  he  comes  back.  We have work to do!” 



And  it  started…  As  soon  as  Kusalarix  climbed  out  of  the expanded  arrowslit  opened  by  a   Worn  Coin,  she  was  already creating another portal while barking angrily into her comm amulet:



“I’m going to pull your foreman’s teeth out! I’m going to pull his eyes  down  to  his  knees,  got  it?!  What  do  you  mean  ‘went  off  for  a snack’?! Is he a moron?!” 



“Another one,” Hellfish said quietly. 

 

“Uh-huh. Day of idiots,” I answered. 



The  dwarf  foreman  ran  out  of  the  portal  first,  his  eyes  wide. 

His long beard fluttered. There were crumbs around his lips and an angry purple bruise on his head. The other builders jumped through next, shaking off their mud, and there were so many that I lost count. 



“Oh, look, it’s the mafia,” the sniper said, smiling and nodding at the ones urging the workers on. 



The last to come out of the portal were two ogres, a minotaur, a titan and a centaur with a whip. The tattoos of the Green League crisscrossed their frowning faces. 



“The  stick  and  the  carrot,”  Kusalarix  said,  appearing  nearby. 

“They’re on ten times the regular pay.” 



“That’s the carrot,” Hellfish said. “What about the stick?” 



“Their  wives  and  children  have  been,  shall  we  say,  given  a holiday  on  a  small  island  near  Bakabba.  Sea,  white  sand,  the  best wine  and  wonderful  food.  All  at  the  Green  League’s  expense.  It  is safe there, but… anything can happen. What if there’s a hurricane, or  the  sharks  open  up  hunting  season,  huh?”  She  shook  her shoulders  innocently  and  smiled.  “Don’t  stress,  Scyth.  I’m  kidding. 

You  know  how  important  timing  and  good  motivation  are  in  all matters, kid.” 



The  builders  were  already  in  frenzied  activity,  and  as  for  the foreman, the dwarf Himkosmon, he was flying around like a scalded cat and kicking his underlings into action. Kusalarix dashed over to him to hand out my  Incredibly Tasty Cheesy Vulture Egg Omelettes ( +100 to main craft, +100% to working speed) and some potions that would speed up construction, then activated  Grandida’s Blessing, an artifact created by the Old Goddess of Building, but she didn’t stop

there  either;  she  began  to  cast  something  on  the  magical engineering artifact. 



While she was doing that, Hellfish and I messaged our allies to  tell  them  that  the  legates  were  Threats,  and  that  Liam  was neutralized and Angel eliminated, then we approached Kusalarix. 



With  the  help  of  the  Green  League’s  strongmen,  she  had unfolded  a  mechanism  by  the  temple  ruins.  It  looked  like  a  steam-powered  loom  and  seemed  to  run  on  mana  and  coal.  A  stooped goblin  in  a  worn  red  cap  stood  fiddling  with  it.  His  name  was Muonchix.  He  was  pouring  mana  potions  into  it  by  the  pint,  at  the same time inserting charging crystals. The giants, who had turned up last,  were  shoveling  coal  into  the  mechanism  with  huge  shovels. 

They had dragged hundreds of sacks of fuel through the portal. 



“What’s this miracle of magineering?” Hellfish asked. 



“It’s  the   RLSTCT-01  prototype,”  the  goblin  woman  answered. 

“It’s  never  been  fully  tested,  the  siege  on  Kinema  delayed  testing. 

We  were  lucky  to  save  it  at  all.  Anyway,  I  thought  —  when  will  we ever test it out if not now?” 



“Very  informative,”  the  sniper  said.  “What  does   LSTCRT-01

mean?” 



“Relative  Local  Space-Time  Continuum  Transformer.  Version zero-one. I don’t understand myself what that means or how it works, but  engineer  Muonchix,  its  inventor,  believes  that  the  mechanism should  be  able  to  speed  up  or  slow  down  time  within  its  area  of effect. You’re about to see it in action, but come on, let’s get some distance first.” 



“More coal!” Muonchix shrieked, gesturing for everyone to get further back. “More coal, and get back!” 



The giants threw their last bags into the stove and scattered. 

After making sure they were all away — although the giants stayed closer to the mechanism, — the engineer shouted:



“Let’s go!” And slapped a big red button. 



Something must have gone wrong. The mechanism started to hum and shake, spitting out plumes of black smoke… and suddenly imploded. The engineer went flying through the air, but his red cap hung mysteriously in place, spinning in place like a top. 



The  hauler  giants  who  had  been  throwing  coal  into  the RLSTCT-01 were unlucky too — they had been turned to statues. Or at least, that was my first impression; they were still moving, but so slowly that it was as if I had accidentally activated  Clarity. 



We  moved  closer.  Kusalarix,  Hellfish  and  I  all  stared  in  the same direction, our mouths open and jaws dropped. The rest of the construction  zone  was  under  the  exact  opposite  effect.  The  giants were  practically  frozen,  but  all  the  builders  under  foreman Himkosmon were zooming around as if on fast-forward. They blurred in the air. I only caught sight of them when they stopped at least for a second or two. The sight was incredible! It was like I was watching a video at several times the normal speed. Only it was happening for real, only fifty yards away. 



“This  is  roughly  how  you  looked  at  the  Games,”  Hellfish commentated. 



“Makes sense,” I answered. “But how long will the effect last? 

And what happened to Muonchix and the giants? What will happen to  me  when  I  go  into  the  mechanism’s  area  of  effect?  Any  ideas, Kusalarix?” 



“Strike  me  down  if  I  have  any,”  she  whispered,  stunned.  Her eyes  were  full  of  tears.  She  wiped  them  away,  blew  her  nose  and

said  firmly:  “We  will  assume  the  worst.  Engineer  Muonchix  has sacrificed himself in the name of victory for the Sleepers. His family will be provided for until the end of Disgardium, that I promise. As for the giants…” 



“There  was  a  hypercompensation,”  said  a  voice  even  more hoarse  than  Kusalarix’s.  It  belonged  to  a  miniature  gnome  girl  who had appeared as if from nowhere. 



She actually looked a lot like Kusalarix; an identical cigarette smoldered between her lips. The name above her head said Jaybird. 

A  transparent  powerhelm  adorned  her  charming  golden-braided head,  with  the  emblem  of  Kinema’s  engineering  guild  emblazoned on it. The gnome girl wore a red jumpsuit over a lumberjack shirt with the sleeves rolled up. 



“Hypercompensation?” Hellfish echoed. 



“Yep. That’s all, and it’s nothing to worry about.” 



“Now in Common tongue,” Kusalarix demanded. “And you can also name yourself and explain how you got here.” 



“My  name  is  Jaybird,”  the  gnome  girl  sighed  heavily.  “I’m Muonchix’s assistant. He suggested that, based on your requests…

Remember, Lady Kusalarix, what you asked for?” She put her hands to her hips, knitted her brows together and somehow seemed to look down on us even though she was shorter than us, then parodied the goblin  woman’s  speech:  “‘I’ll  rip  out  your  fangs!  I’ll  make  you  clean the  giants’  latrines!  I  don’t  care,  just  speed  up  your  mechanism  as fast as it’ll go! Ten times the speed! A hundred times!’” 



The  goblin  woman  stared  down  at  the  gnome  girl  with  an expression of extreme surprise. Then she drew herself up, frowned and  asked  in  murderously  cold  tones  that  boded  nothing  well  for Jaybird:

 

“And?” 



“What do you mean ‘and’?” Jaybird shrugged. “The only tests of the  RLSTCT-01  were held with a ratio of one-point-five.” 



“What?” Kusalarix asked in confusion. 



“We  sped  up  the  field  by  only  one  point  five  times!  But  you asked us to make it ten or a hundred times as fast! Surely you know that a fuzzy range like that is a lot more complex than tossing  Worn Coins? But Muonchix suddenly decided that this is his sacred duty to the  Sleepers,  so  he  got  to  work.  You  saw  the  result,  and  praise Morgrim that he foresaw it and grounded himself on me.” 



“Grounded  himself  on  you?”  The  werewolf  raised  a  thick eyebrow. “You mean gnomed himself?” 



“Something like that,” Jaybird spat. “He knew that anyone who activates  the   RLSTCT-01   will  be  disintegrated  or  cast  into  non-existence. So he activated a  Fatejoiner-3000 and gave the base to me.  Don’t  ask,  it’s  another  experimental  prototype.  Milliseconds before he was disintegrated, he was sent to Kharinza and I was sent here.” 



“So Muonchix is alive?” Kusalarix asked, sighing with relief. 



“No clue,” the gnome girl answered. “I was sent here, and he isn’t answering his comm. So let’s pray to Morgrim that he’s okay!” 



“So how much did you speed up time?” I asked. 



“By  ten  times,”  Jaybird  said,  spreading  her  hands.  “Or  a hundred. Somewhere in that range.” 



“And what happened to the giants?” Kusalarix asked. 

 

“Like  I  said,  hypercompensation.  If  time  speeds  up  in  one place, then it has to slow down in another.” She crouched down and ran her fingers through the wet earth. “Look. The hole is the zone in the  acceleration  field.  But  what  I  scooped  out  around  it  is  slowed down. 



“And how long should the acceleration last?” I asked. “Can we enter the field at all?” 



“I  don’t  know  how  long,”  the  gnome  girl  said,  shrugging.  “It’s an  experimental  prototype.  We  still  don’t  know  the  precise characteristics and functionality. But Muonchix was sure that with the acceleration parameters requested by the customer, nobody should enter or leave the area of effect of the  RLSTCT-01 while it’s active. 

Look at this…” 



Jaybird pulled a wrench out of the huge pocket at her breast and  threw  it  toward  the  structure  with  surprising  deftness.  The wrench slowed as it entered the hypercompensation layer, practically freezing  in  the  air.  The  gnome  girl  stood  tapping  one  foot  and dragging on her cigarette, then started to push us to the side:



“Come on, let’s get back just in case… Yep, come on, move it. 

You too, Lady Kusalarix, get your ass away… Mr. Scyth… Oh, you’re flying?  Woah,  cool!  Come  on,  wolf  boy,  get  out  of  here  before  you get  hurt!  Good  boy,  clever  boy!  Now  sit!  Stay!  Who’s  a  good  boy? 

Now we wait… and wait…” 



We  had  to  wait  almost  half  a  minute  until  the  wrench  flew  to the acceleration zone and shot back like a bullet — I sped up at the same instant just to be safe. That’s the only reason I was able to see the  metal  charge  hurtling  past  us  at  an  insane  speed,  rusting  and collapsing into scrap. 



Jaybird  nodded  in  satisfaction,  writing  something  in  her notepad and commenting:



“Object  ‘Twelve-Millimeter  Combination  Wrench’  launched  at timestamp…”  She  checked  the  watch  at  her  wrist,  wrote  down  the time.  “Time  to  overcome  the  hypercompensation  field…  Time  of touching the edge of the altered local space-time continuum… Recoil trajectory…” 



Hemming and hawing and comparing with her timepiece, she wrote down all the data and then said:



“Like  I  said,  no  going  in,  no  going  out.  Different  time  flows might as well be different dimensions…” 



Jaybird’s speech was interrupted by the clap of a huge mass traveling  by  portal,  and  when  she  saw  what  emerged  she  shrieked and fell to the ground. 



“Groghr, allies,” Despot greeted us, smiling from ear to ear. “I have returned.” 




A  huge  cauldron  with  crescent  handles  adorned  the  demon’s head.  Kusalarix’s  eyes  began  to  shine  and  she  nearly  jumped  on Despot  and  started  feeling  the  cauldron…  at  a  distance,  using  the end of an extending cane. 



“What’s  that  thing  on  your  head?”  I  asked,  looking  at  the helmet’s stats. “You wanting a bath?” 



“No, it looks more like a cooking pot,” Hellfish muttered. “Hell’s kitchen, with fire soup as Chef Despot’s signature dish.” 



“This is the helmet of Hephaestus himself!” the demon huffed. 

“Shame it was the only thing that fit me.” 



“So you went to the Treasury?” the werewolf gasped. 



“Elf knows where I was,” the demon shrugged. “But there was enough loot there to equip the entire Inferno!” 



“Hephaestus’  Lost  Helmet!”  the  goblin  woman  declared, gasping at the cauldron on Despot’s head. “The missing part of the divine  equipment  set  for  blacksmiths!  The  whole  set  increases crafting rank by five levels! Immunity to fire! The strength of a god!” 



“Hephaestus  had  a  good-sized  head…”  my  ally  rumbled impassively. “I dug out some other things too… I don’t need them, so take them, mortals, as a gift out of the generosity of my non-existent soul! Enough trash for everyone!” 



As he pulled out one epic after another, then legendaries and divine gear, Hellfish’s jaw dropped ever lower until he finally closed his mouth with a snap. I carefully moved the werewolf away from the gear,  shook  my  head  in  answer  to  Kusalarix’s  questioning  glance and hissed:



“Pick it all up right now, you’re in my clan now, and you have permission to sell…” 



“At least let me take the rifle!” Hellfish begged, dropping to his knees and clutching a strange-looking rifle to his chest, more like a gilded two-meter pipe over a foot in diameter. 



“Tom’s  Carpet  Bomber?”  I  asked,  looking  closer.  “A  divine gun? Holy Sleeper, that’s some high damage!” 



“You like it, skinchanger?” Despot asked, still playing the role of benefactor. “Take it!” 



“Oh, yeah!” the werewolf exclaimed. “This thing could make a volcano-sized crater in a Ravager! It hits in an area and the damage

is  nearly  as  high  as   Armageddon!  I  saw  something  like  it  once, when…” 



“Shut up!” Kusalarix suddenly interrupted him, pointing behind our backs. 



“Already?” Hellfish and I asked in surprise, turning around. 



“Already,”  the  goblin  woman  answered,  beaming.  “But  what’s that smoke over there?” 



The  fact  that  the  temple  was  ready  was  clear  by  the magnificent structure that had arisen behind us in mere minutes, and by  the  fact  that  the  building  crew  had  stopped  flashing  to  and  fro within the acceleration zone, and were now clustered in one place. 

All the same, they were in no hurry to come out and were discussing something. 



“I think they’re calling you,” Kusalarix said uncertainly, staring up at the temple. “What’s that over there? Someone waving to us? 

And something is burning!” 



Something  really  was  flickering  next  to  the  temple,  and  the smoke filled my entire view with unnatural speed, writhing around the building.  Looking  closer  at  the  barely  visible  blurry  figure  that seemed  to  be  the  foreman,  who  looked  as  if  he  had  a  propeller spinning  above  his  head,  I  went  into   Clarity.  My  perception  of  time went back to roughly normal. The hand that Himkosmon was waving took on shape, and I saw that he wasn’t just signaling, he was giving a thumbs-up. Although even for me he was still moving very fast. 



In  the  meantime,  the  other  builders  sat  down  comfortably beside him, pulled out barrels of ale and started to loudly celebrate the successful completion of the project. A skewered piglet roasted over  a  huge  smoldering  fire.  Dwarves  really  knew  how  to  have  a good time. 

 

All that remained was to dedicate the temple to the Sleepers, but that meant I had to somehow reach the altar. I flew to the edge of the acceleration field and peered at the giants. They looked fine, not counting the slow from the hypercompensation. To them, it probably just looked as if everyone else was sped up, and only a few seconds had passed. 



What  should  I  do?  Risk  it  and  try  to  break  through  to  the temple? 



The  slow  at  the  edge  of  the  field  and  my  acceleration,  and there, inside, even greater acceleration… How could something not happen? I could get cut into atoms, and then I could say hello to the great nothing. I couldn’t afford to die. 



I went back to the others and left  Clarity. Jaybird and Kusalarix had tears in their eyes from trying to make out what was going on. 

Hellfish  was  talking  peacefully  with  Despot,  who  had  already gathered up the loot from the Treasury, and carefully quizzing him on what else he had of interest. 



“Jaybird,” I said, turning to Muonchix’s assistant. “Is there any way of getting into the acceleration field of the  RLSTCT-01?” 



“Who knows?” she said, shrugging and raising her eyebrows. 

“It’s a prototype! All I can do is theorize: with the relativity ratio of the time flow within the field and the subjective rate of time of the object trying to get in…” 



“Be  brief!”  Kusalarix  barked.  “The  same  again,  but  in Common!” 



“Briefly, when we were testing we sped up local time…” 



“Even briefer!” 

 

“If  Scyth’s  subjective  time  speeds  up  to  values  even approaching  those  within  the  field,  he’ll  be  able  to  enter!”  Jaybird burst out in a single breath. But if I were you, I wouldn’t risk…” 



Without waiting for her to finish, I left the group, sped myself up and shot toward the temple. At the edge of the field, after making sure the builders inside had already picked the pig bones clean and were  still  flickering,  I  activated   Hurricane  Ferocity   to  double  my speed…



And  there,  within  the  area  of  effect  of  the   RLSTCT-01, everything suddenly changed. I rushed over to the builders — it took a few seconds to overcome the hypercompensation zone, but then I flew out of it like a cork and I had to quickly cancel  Flight,  Clarity and Hurricane Ferocity to avoid hitting my head on the temple walls. But all  the  same,  the  inertia  sent  me  rolling  across  the  ground  and slammed  me  into  a  column.  One  of  the  dwarves  immediately  flew over to it and started hitting it with a hammer, restoring its  durability. 



“Woah!”  one  of  the  builders  shouted.  “Check  it  out,  guys,  he did it!” 



“We’re  saved!”  a  dwarf  with  crazy  eyes  croaked.  “Come  on, buddy, pull us out of this hellhole one at a time!” 



“It’s  Scyth,  just  look  at  his  level!  He  could  pull  us  out  all  at once!” 



Standing, I raised my hands in a calming gesture:



“I’ll get all of you out of here, but business first!” 



I  hurried  over  to  the  altar  inside  the  temple.  The  building’s design was typical. Gyula had used the same one on Kharinza and in the Lakharian Desert, so the architecture was familiar inside and

out. But there were some differences — in erecting this temple, the Green  League  had  used  the  best  possible  materials,  just  like  on Terrastera. The new temple of the Sleepers looked more solid, and it was  beautiful  inside:  the  floor,  walls  and  ceiling  were  as  if  made  of pixels… no, of fragments of a kaleidoscope. The temple seemed to sense  me  as  soon  as  I  walked  in,  and  the  mosaic  shone  with  an even  lilac  light,  fluidly  shifting  from  dark  lavender  to  gentle  pink, making it seem as if the marble columns and the altar were floating in the air. 



The  altar  shone  invitingly,  still  unconsecrated  and  therefore clear,  with  no  bas-reliefs  yet.  I  unwillingly  slowed  my  pace  as  I approached it. The target’s proximity weakened me, as if my entire life for the past few months had been dedicated to this moment, and now, when I was finally at my target, my tense nerves drawn tight as bowstrings finally relaxed. 



A  strange  calm  descended  on  my  soul,  a  peace.  Either because  of  Yary’s  report  that  the  horde  had  been  crushed  and  the united  army  of  allies  alongside  the  demonic  legions  were  marching on  Viderlich,  and  most  of  the  NPCs  had  safely  returned  to Kharinza…  or  just  from  the  simple  desire  to  rest.  Considering  how much I’d been through in the last four months…



Enough  had  happened  since  I  came  back  from  the  Demonic Games for a whole lifetime! The search for Nettle; Crag and Rita and Tissa  moving  to  Cali  Bottom.  Then  the  Inferno,  the  Uzul’Urub instance  and  my  coma,  my  return,  hell  again,  battles  and  great princes, and then an apparently endless marathon from the moment Despot and I appeared in Disgardium… And now, finally, the target was closer than ever. 



The  fate  of  Disgardium,  and  my  own  fate  too,  would  be decided within the next few hours, and then I could finally rest… get some real sleep before the citizenship tests. 



A long and drawn-out yawn echoed beneath the temple dome. 

My  yawn.  I  shook  my  head  and  stretched  my  shoulders,  releasing tension  and  at  the  same  time  shaking  off  my  relaxation.  Stepping sharply forward, I placed a hand on the altar:



 Unconsecrated Temple

  

 Consecration  requires  an  adept  with  a  status  of  at  least

 ‘priest.’

  

 Identified: Initial. 

  

 Requirements met. 

  

…and  fell  into  the  great  nothing.  Since  I’d  already  had  to consecrate temples to Behemoth and Tiamat twice, this was the fifth time I had done this. Maybe I should have been used to it by now, but it was hard not to find it strange when all my senses switched off for a fraction of a second. Sight, sound, touch, smell, even taste — it was  all  cut  off,  and  something  inside  panicked,  feeling  the  earth disappear beneath its feet — here, of course, there was no gravity. 



The  depth  and  blackness  of  the  great  nothing  stretched  out before  my  mental  gaze,  where  instead  of  stars  there  were  five formless mists stretching out across half a galaxy. Just like before, I caught their… no, not their emotions, but their  expectation, a mental reaction to my presence.  Who is next, Sleeping Gods?  I asked them in my mind. 



“You  have  need  of  Kingu,”  Behemoth’s  voice  rang  out  in  my head. 



“Choose me,” another said tonelessly, and I realized it was the voice of Kingu. 



“You  will  need  the  ferocity  of  Kingu,  our  youngest,”  Tiamat whispered.  “He  is  young  by  our  measure,  and  so  uncompromising with those who threaten our dream.” 



 Kingu it is, then, I thought, shrugging non-existent shoulders. 



The  scene  disappeared,  and  reality  formed  again  around  me as if reflected in the eyes of a winking cosmic giant. 



My hand lay on the altar. 



 Scyth,  would  you  like  to  dedicate  this  temple  to  the

 Sleeping Gods? 

  

I confirmed and chose ‘Kingu’ from the list of Sleepers. 



 Third Temple of the Sleeping Gods, dedicated to Kingu

  

 Initial (1 / 1): Scyth. 

  

 Priests  (39  /  507):  Patrick  O’Grady,  Manny,  Tissa,  Dekotra, Ranakotz,  Grog’hyr,  Ryg’har,  Movarak,  Ukavana,  Sithanak,  Yemi, Francesca, Babangida, Sarronos, Kromterokk, Kusalarix, Hinterleaf, Pecheneg,  Horvac,  Yary,  Sayan,  Cannibal,  Hellfish,  Irita,  Crawler, Bomber,  Infect,  Gyula,  Govarla,  Vonprutich,  Steltodak,  Despot, Colonel, Quetzal, Tigressa, Anf, Ripta, Flaygray, Nega. 

  

 Followers: 28,561 / 62,748,517. 

  

 Faith: 4,826,809 / 10,604,499,373. 

  

 Build  a  fourth  temple  and  consecrate  it  to  one  of  the

 Sleeping  Gods  to  support  more  followers  and  increase  your

 maximum Faith. 

  

The amount of accumulated  Faith quickly changed, gaining at least a million per second. A bas-relief in the form of a circle with a chunk  out  of  it…  no,  it  was  probably  Geala,  Disgardium’s  moon, becoming first a half moon and then full. 



The  temple  transformed:  the  flashes  of  color  changed  ever faster,  faster,  faster,  and  a  black  dot  appeared  in  the  center  of  the hall.  The  dot  expanded,  and  I  saw  within  it  the  twisting  arms  of  a stretching black galaxy joining at the center. 



Next I felt the presence of the god himself — the third Sleeper. 

When he had first appeared, Behemoth had emitted an aura of terror that made my heart thump and my hair stand on end, but I had soon felt  his  patience  and  friendly  support.  Tiamat  had  stood  out  for  her gentleness and almost maternal warmth. Kingu was a warrior, fierce and furious, suffering no enemies. He he stood behind me, his gaze so heavy that my legs bent, but I stayed standing and began to turn toward him. 



“Time  flows  differently  here.”  The  voice  didn’t  boom  like Behemoth’s.  On  the  contrary,  it  was  quite,  apparently  calm,  but  I could sense a ringing fury within it. “Playing with time ends badly, but right now it is to our advantage.  Faith is accumulating far quicker in your presence, Initial.” 



The air around me suddenly thickened. I turned with difficulty, as if space itself had rusted together and had to be pushed through. 

When  I  finally  managed  it,  I  saw  the  third  Sleeping  God…  and regretted  hurrying.  To  look  upon  Kingu  was  to  be  bowed,  bent, deprived  of  the  thirst  for  life.  He  looked  as  if  the  silhouette  of  a warrior  in  spiky  armor  had  been  imprinted  in  the  air,  and  through  it the great nothing flooded into our world, absorbing all the very worst. 

Just one look at Kingu made me want to kill myself and never live in any world ever again. 



“Pain, anger, sadness, despair, longing… Yes, Herald, that is what I take from the mortals,” he said in a half whisper. “If we do not do it, then who will?” 



“So  that’s  what  you  feed  on,  Sleeping  God…”  I  said emotionlessly,  although  I  didn’t  want  to  talk.  “How  are  you  different from the New Gods, again?” 



I didn’t want to live. What was the point? I had just summoned something so terrible and unnatural to Disgardium that people would spit on my grave for it. 



“The New Gods feed on those emotions and on the soul along with  them,”  Kingu  answered.  “I,  on  the  other  hand,  rid  mortals  of sadness, of grievous memories. I give them deliverance and restore their desire to live.” 



“I don’t understand…” 



I  couldn’t  pull  my  eyes  away  from  him.  He  seemed  to  be drawing in my emotions… But, strangely, Kingu the cosmic vacuum cleaner  pulled  in  only  the  bad;  all  my  fears,  real  and  imagined,  my worries  for  my  parents  and  my  unborn  sister,  my  until  now suppressed  fear  for  my  friends  that  had  appeared  when  I  realized that  something  bad  had  happened  in  real  life;  my  despair  at  the potential futility of my efforts… It all left me, leaving behind only joy and the drive to live and achieve my goals. 



“Now you should understand,” Kingu’s voice thickened, turned harsher, more demanding. “If mortals remembered all the bad things that  happened  to  them,  then  few  would  live  to  maturity.  Unrequited love, bullying, misunderstandings, parental tyranny… Mortals feel so much  pain  and  grief  from  the  moment  the  spark  of  intelligence awakens within them. If they preserved the memories of the bad as well  as  they  do  the  good,  then…  Life  would  seem  to  them  worse than death.” 

 

I  didn’t  know  what  to  say.  Kingu  didn’t  give  people  earthly happiness like a new-age guru gave them motivation — with uplifting speeches and a dose of narcotics. He just cleansed them of all the bad. And the single drop of joy in the heart became all there was left to feel. 



 Quest of the Sleeping Gods ‘Three Temples’ complete. 

  

 You  built  a  second  and  third  temple  and  consecrated  them to the Sleeping Gods Tiamat and Kingu. 

  

 Rewards:

  

 — divine ability Sleeping Ferocity; 

  

 — divine ability Call of the Sleepers. 

  

 Experience: +120 trillion. 

  

 Experience  points  at  current  level  (1002):  93  trillion  /  207

 trillion. 

  

 You leveled up! Current level: 1002. 

  

 5 free attribute points available! 

  

 Your  reputation  with  the  Sleeping  God  Behemoth  has

 increased: +300. 

  

 Current reputation: respect. 

  

 Your  reputation  with  the  Sleeping  Goddess  Tiamat  has

 increased: +300. 

  

 Current reputation: respect. 

  

 Your  reputation  with  the  Sleeping  God  Kingu  has

 increased: +1000. 

  

 Current reputation: trust. 

  

 Your  reputation  with  the  Sleeping  God  Abzu  has

 increased: +300. 

  

 Current reputation: trust. 

  

 Your  reputation  with  the  Sleeping  God  Leviathan  has

 increased: +300. 

  

 Current reputation: trust. 

  

Both Behemoth and Tiamat had given me time to study their gifts.  Kingu  just  continued  talking  about  how  he  rids  mortals  of suffering,  as  if  not  noticing  that  my  attention  was  locked  on  the descriptions of my new abilities:



 Sleeping Ferocity, level 3

  

 Divine ability. 

  

 This  ability’s  level  is  always  equal  to  the  number  of  active Sleeping God temples. 

  

 A ranged strike dealt with the help of the Sleeping Gods. Has a 20% chance per ability level to destroy any opponent. 

  

 Reduces  all  available  inner  resources  (health,  mana,  spirit, vindication) to 1. 

  

 Requires at least 20% of total vindication. 

  

 Call of the Sleepers, level 3

  

 Divine ability. 

  

 This  ability’s  level  is  always  equal  to  the  number  of  active Sleeping God temples. 

  

 Has  a  20%  chance  per  ability  level  to  summon  one  of  the Sleeping Gods to aid you. If the summoning fails, then each follower is invited to answer the call and is teleported to the Initial if accepted. 

  

 Threat rank increased! Current class: D. 

  

D? If I understood correctly, five temples would only get me to B.  What  did  I  have  to  do  to  level  up  my  Threat  class  to  the maximum? 



The Sleeping God interrupted my thoughts:



“Now hurry to your friends,” Kingu ordered. “But do not make a mistake with your choice.” 



The  third  Sleeper  wasn’t  the  most  tactful.  The  god  used  an invisible hand to throw me out of the temple. As soon as I regained control  of  my  body  and  stopped  myself  with   Flight,  the   RLSTCT-01

switched off. The acceleration field disappeared. I glanced down: the builders  were  all  worshiping  the  ground  before  the  temple. 

Apparently, the new god’s arrival hadn’t escaped their notice. 



“You’re dismissed, builders!” I declared. 



Flying over the crew, I invited Himkosmon to become a priest of  the  Sleepers,  and  he  agreed.  Now  my  gods  had  precisely  forty priests. 



Something I had always liked about Kusalarix was that she got a grasp on things quickly and acted right away. While I flew to her, she was already opening a portal. 



“I’m  going  to  Kharinza,”  she  said.  “We  need  to  convert everyone who wants it to the Sleepers!” 



Hellfish  cast  a  questioning  glance.  I  noticed  that  he’d managed  to  convince  Despot  to  also  give  him  the  strange  wooden branching   Crown  of  Ashertu.  The  werewolf  looked  like  he  had  a small  bush  growing  from  his  head.  Rather  than  the  usual  stat bonuses given by headgear, the item doubled his critical damage. I tsked  mentally:   Damn,  he  was  such  a  cool  guy  at  the  Games,  but really he’s just a beggar!   Wonder how long he kept asking! 



Despot,  normally  so  happy-go-lucky  and  generous,  now looked  serious,  concentrated.  He  kept  his  eyes  trained  on  the temple.  It  was  as  if  he  and  Kingu  were  having  a  wordless conversation. 



“Things  are  bad,”  the  werewolf  said,  and  told  me  what  was happening  at  Viderlich.  “Our  troops  all  respawned  and  returned  to Holdest,  but  they  couldn’t  pass  through  the  dome  Cthulhu  put  up over the battlefield. The demons are dropping like flies too.” 



“We’ll figure it out,” I promised darkly. 



Bringing the two allies into my group, I nodded to Jaybird:



“Thank you, and pass on my gratitude to engineer Muonchix. 

His invention might have saved the world.” 



Without  waiting  for  an  answer,  I  jumped  to  Viderlich  with  my allies. The last thing I noticed before jumping into the Depths was the huge white bear Ursa, walking in measured steps toward the temple accompanied  by  Nge  N’Cullin’s  column-like  legs  disappearing  into

the  sky.  The  Watcher  must  have  felt  the  presence  of  a  new  entity and had come to see it for himself. 



My teleportation had a hiccup — the destination was protected by  something,  and  we  were  thrown  to  the  side,  cast  out  next  to  a sphere  stretching  into  the  sky  and  flowing  with  all  the  colors  of  the rainbow. Raids of players from our allied clans crowded around. 



Despot approached the shimmering veil, but stopped suddenly at a shout from Hinterleaf:



“Don’t touch it! It’s instant death!” 



“Cthulhu’s  Sphere  of  Eternity,”  Hellfish  nodded.  “How  are  we supposed to get in there? Wha-a-a…” 



His voice lost its tone, lowered and stretched out — I went into Clarity and flew up above the sphere to see what was happening on the battlefield. I had to fly longer than I thought — the sphere was so huge  it  would  have  covered  my  district,  even  the  skyscrapers. 

Higher. Still higher. 



If this was happening in real life, I probably would have felt a drop  in  pressure:  I’d  definitely  climbed  at  least  ten  thousand  feet.  I looked down to where six gods stood under the shimmering veil — it seemed  like  the  clump  of  moving  monsters  had  grown  up  from  a single spot. I recognized Baron Samedi right away. He was clicking his  fingers.  His  bony  jaw  moved.  I  was  sure  he  was  saying   Tasty! 

The baron stood surrounded by the sinister and disgusting figures of Cthulhu, Kimi, Ahriman, Ravana and Skadi. Only six? 



NPCs hid among the rock formations in the earth. There were very  few  left,  but  still  more  than  the  demons;  they  were  down  to  a hundred at the most. I hoped the others found their way home. 



I  could  clearly  make  out  the  three  generals  and  Oyama hanging in the air. They looked like they had a plan. Now they split up, froze… and suddenly tore sharply from their positions, shooting toward Cthulhu. A feminine figure flashed at the edge of view, also rushing toward him. Morena was there too? 



I estimated the distance to the New Gods. I could reach one of them with a  Spirit Hammerfist  strengthened with  Sleeping Ferocity. If I managed to kill one,  Assistance of the Sleepers would restore 60%

of my resources, and I could strike again. I could do that again and again and take down all the New Gods protecting the legates of the Destroying  Plague…  If  I  was  lucky.  The  chance  that   Sleeping Ferocity wouldn’t work was still high — 40%. 



 Choose wisely, Kingu said. 



And I did. 



 



Chapter 15. A Word and a Handshake I  CHOSE  WISELY,  but  it  took  so  much  strength  to  keep  my concentration  and  weigh  the  chances  properly!  Especially  when  I suddenly got paranoid. 



Surprised  at  my  own  vague  suspicions,  I  suddenly  felt  sorry that the wiped allied players had come back. Would they be able to resist the temptation of sticking a knife in my chest if the legates or the New Gods killed me? The reward for eliminating a class-A Threat had  to  still  be  on  the  preventers’  minds,  and  the  Excos  never  did swear not to harm me before an Arbiter…



“Fish, fill our group right up!” I shouted into my comm amulet, returning to normal time. “I’ve given you permissions!” 



“Who do I invite?” the werewolf asked. 



“The fattest we have!” 



The sniper worked quickly. The demons and Oyama ran forty yards  away  and  I  went  into   Clarity.  My  raid  group  now  numbered ninety nine players and Despot. Whatever my plan was, I needed as much health as possible — for Path of Sacrifice and  Synergy with its five-times stat multiplier, already constantly growing thanks to  Unity as new followers were made. 



Even  if  I  managed  to  destroy  Cthulhu,  our  losses  would already  be  too  high.  How  many  troops  had  the  Empire  and  the dryads lost? We’d be lucky if it wasn’t all of them. And all the same, not counting Cthulhu, there’d still be five dark New Gods left, which even  the  almighty  generals  of  the  Inferno  and  Legendary  Grand Master Oyama couldn’t deal with. 

 

No.  The  only  ones  able  to  save  my  allies  and  my  plans  to break into the Nucleus’s lair were those whose name made even the rulers  of  the  Inferno  quake  in  fear.  Those  who  the  New  Gods desperately tried to keep weak. The Sleepers. 



While  I  was  thinking,  the  critical  situation  on  the  battlefield went beyond all hope. I just couldn’t believe what I was seeing — I was in  Clarity, but Oyama had used his version of the skill too, and extended it to the demons. Sped up, they struck Cthulhu’s leg all at once, and I recognized  Spirit Shock in Oyama’s desperate roar. 



The strike was so powerful that the god of nightmares reeled, and the veil of the  Sphere of Eternity started to ripple, shake, tremble

— a little more and it seemed like it would break. 



But it didn’t. Cthulhu not only withstood the strike and kept his balance — his struck leg didn’t even lift from the ground. In the same instant, he swept up the attackers in his tentacles and dragged them toward his mouth, so fast that even in  Clarity I only had seconds to act. 



There  was  no  time  for  hesitation.  I  couldn’t  lose  both  my trainer  Oyama  and  my  almost  friend  Abaddon,  let  alone  the  few survivors that had managed to hide away under cover from the eyes of the gods. 



I activated  Call of the Sleepers, rejecting  Ferocity and betting everything on a single chance — that the summon would work, and the god that came (I wondered, who would come exactly?) would be strong  enough  to  deal  with  the  six  New  Gods,  and  have  enough Faith…



I  didn’t  know  if  it  was  just  my  mind  playing  tricks  on  me  or reality,  but  time  stopped.  My  acceleration  already  made  it  look  like everyone  except  Cthulhu  was  barely  moving,  so  I  didn’t  see  it,  but

felt  it:  the  world  suddenly  paused.  All  the  atoms  in  the  universe stopped moving. I was the only thing that could move, except…



…Behemoth, so huge that his face appeared right beside me. 

The Sleeping God, bigger even than Nge N’Cullin, leaned down over the  battlefield  and  inspected  it  carefully.  Then  his  voice  rang  out  in my head:



“There  is  nothing  I  can  do  to  help,  Herald.  The  New  Gods have fed well, and I do not have the strength to banish them. But you know what can be done.” 



The Sleeper disappeared, but I felt that he was still nearby, he had  only  disincarnated  his  avatar  to  save  energy.  Time  restarted, and I shouted into my comm amulet right away:



“Fish,  fly  to  me!”  His  figure  on  his  snake  began  to  rise  from below. “See me above the dome?” 



“I see you,” he answered after a couple of seconds. 



“Leave the group and shoot me with something… ordinary.” 



Thank  the  Sleepers  that  he  didn’t  ask  why.  He  left  the  group and  a  shot  rang  out  seconds  later.  Sleeping  Justice  activated, multiplying  my  stats  by  a  factor  of  eight,  and  my  health  points, already  five-times  multiplied  by   Synergy,  soared  to  over  one  and  a half billion, and that wasn’t counting the raid group’s health. Hoping that  that  would  be  enough   Faith  for  Behemoth,  I  killed  myself  with Self-Sacrifice. 



 Herald! 

  

 You  have  taken  the  path  of  self-sacrifice  in  the  name  of  the Sleeping Gods. All your health is converted to Faith. 

  

 You are dead. 

  

A  death  like  this,  in  the  name  of  the  Sleepers,  was  special. 

Firstly,  just  like  at  Rion  Staffa’s  manor  before  the  Inferno,  it  didn’t cause  the  death  of  those  in  my  group  (the  flip  side  of  Path  of Sacrifice)  —  they  survived.  Secondly,  it  was  final,  irreversible  —

 Second  Chance  didn’t  proc,  and  the  system  revived  me  at  the Kharinza graveyard without any sign of a timer, next to Behemoth’s temple  in  the  castle’s  inner  courtyard.  I  still  had  all  my  equipment, which  showed  that  death  from   Self-Sacrifice  was  outside  the category of normal deaths in the game mechanics. 



I glanced at the  Call of the Sleepers icon, hoping that the new ability had no cooldown — there was no mention of one in the divine ability’s  description.  It  was  gray,  inactive.  When  on  cooldown,  skills usually had a timer showing when the cooldown would end, but not in this case. Maybe the cooldown wasn’t linked to how often I used it, but to something else. For example, total stored  Faith. I still pressed on  the  ability  again,  but  nothing  happened.  There  was  no explanatory text that I didn’t have enough mana,  Faith or something else. That made sense — what else could I expect from functionality linked to the Sleepers?  Divine Revelation couldn’t be activated at all, it just spontaneously worked on its own. 



Those thoughts flashed by in a couple of seconds, and then I felt  a  divine  presence.  When  I  saw  the  Sleeper,  I  went  through  a range  of  emotions:  from  disappointment  and  despair  —  after  all,  it hadn’t worked, I had killed myself for nothing, — to… a flash of joy when Behemoth nodded:



“There  was  enough  dark   Faith  to  banish  the  New  God protectors  of  the  legates  to  their  own  dimensions.  Hurry,  Initial!  It’s not over yet!” 



What  he  had  done  must  have  taken  all  his  strength  —  after sending me back, the Sleeper disappeared. 

 

However  anxious  I  was  to  hurry  back  to  Viderlich  and  break through to the Nucleus before the legates recovered, first I opened the clan tab, hoping. The officers showed up first, and then I noticed a single name flashing and changing color to green among the gray lines  —  Bomber!  My  friend  did  the  same  thing  I  did  as  soon  as  he logged in — we wrote to each other at the same time: Bomb! 



 Scyth! 



We  both  ran  to  each  other  from  opposite  sides  of  the  castle. 

Only  then  did  I  realize  that  Behemoth’s  temple  was  surrounded  by crowds  of  praying  followers,  and  more  and  more  were  arriving.  It seemed  the  NPC  priests  of  the  Sleepers  had  wasted  no  time  in converting more sentients. 



Going into  Stealth  so  as  not  to  disturb  the  worshipers,  I  shot toward  the  closest  entrance  to  the  castle  while  Bomb  moved  along its corridors toward me. We met outside the officers’ tavern, Olivier’s, and both said at the same time:



“How are you?” Bomber shouted happily, his eyes damp. “We already buried you. I only just found out you’re alive!” 



“Where  are  the  others?  Where’d  Crawler  go?”  I  sighed. 

“Alright, I’ll go first. Hairo made up the story that I didn’t survive the coma so he could find out…” 



“Who the mole was. I only just heard it from him.” He frowned, shook his head and… punched me in the mouth. While I rubbed my face  gingerly,  Bomber  himself  twisted  in  pain  from  my   Reflection. 

Then he explained himself, nearly shouting: “I! Buried! You! What the hell, Scyth?! Did you think I was the damn mole?!” 



“There’s no time, Bomb. Listen, I summoned the demons and all our allies and built a third temple of the Sleepers and consecrated it to Kingu. The legates summoned their dark gods and crushed our forces  at  Viderlich,  so  I  summoned  Behemoth.  He  banished  the gods, but I died, and now I need to get back to Holdest right now and break through to the Nucleus. Are you coming? And where are the rest of us?” 



The  warrior’s  hard  face  frowned  even  deeper,  darkened.  He stooped,  shook  his  head  again  like  a  bull.  Weighing  his  words carefully, he said:



“Scyth, it was a disaster…” He fell silent, dropped his head. 



“Bomb? What was?” 



Rubbing  the  bridge  of  his  nose,  he  locked  eyes  with  me  and forced out:



“Let’s  just  finish  off  the  Nucleus,  then  I’ll  tell  you  what happened.” 



“Where are the others?!” I shouted, feeling my stomach begin to churn. 



“Keep  a  hold  on  yourself,  damn  it!”  he  shouted  in  my  face, grabbing  me  by  the  shoulders.  “You  can’t  fix  this.  It’s  not  in  your power! Got it?! Just accept that the others aren’t coming! I was the only one given network access, to make sure you were okay! Hairo and Willy are still dealing with the others, alright?” 



I stared hard at him for a few seconds, but he didn’t turn away, just looked back unwaveringly, breathing heavily, his eyes flickering with anger and rage, with pain hiding somewhere deep down inside. 

He  was  hiding  something  terrible  from  me,  but  he  was  in  the  right: whatever had happened, I had to fix things that could still be fixed. 

 

“Catch,” I said simply, sending Bomber a group invite. 



Placing a hand on his shoulder, I sent us both to Holdest. 



Cthulhu’s  Sphere of Eternity had disappeared along with him, so   Depths  Teleportation  brought  me  to  where  the  battle  was unfolding.  The  black  tunnel  entrance  leading  down  to  Viderlich yawned a hundred yards wide, but nobody seemed in a rush to enter it. They must have been waiting for me. 



I  don’t  know  how  I  felt  it,  but  an  aura  of  despair  seemed  to descend on me. A dryad screamed resonantly in a single note, her front legs broken. Another sang quietly above her, trying to heal her or lessen her pain. 



“Daaaamn,”  Bomber  breathed,  casting  a  glance  across  the corpse-strewn battlefield. 



The  air  was  thick  and  sticky  with  the  scent  of  blood  and  the sound  of  groans,  cries  for  help,  death  rattles.  The  survivors  flitted between  the  wounded,  searching  for  those  that  could  be  healed, pouring health potions down them. 



A  handful  of  surviving  demons  gathered  around  Abaddon, Moloch  and  Astaroth,  and  they  somehow  healed  their  wounded. 

There was no chao here, so they must have used something else. 



The surviving villagers of Jiri meditated a little off to one side. 

Catching my eye, Oyama nodded and immediately turned away. 



Emperor  Kragosh  and  Lisenta,  First  Among  Dryads,  were dealing with their wounded and fallen. There were so many of them that the leaders had to call for reinforcements to gather the corpses and portal out those who couldn’t move on their own. 



The undying, meaning the players, stood in a separate camp. 

From  there  came  gentle  elvish  laughter  and  orcish  guffaws  that sounded  more  like  growls.  The  atmosphere  was  celebratory;  for them,  there  was  no  death  in  Dis,  and  the  upcoming  battle  was  just an adventure, nothing more. It meant nothing to them that thousands of NPCs had died…



I shouted loudly:



“Healers!  Help  our  allies,  quickly!  You  players,  aren’t  you ashamed? So many losses, and you’re just partying!” Realizing that I was  losing  my  temper  and  watching  as  the  players  begrudgingly started  off  toward  our  allies,  I  added:  “We  need  them.  The  main battle is still ahead!” 



Yary looked at me, nodded and repeated my command, then headed  over  to  me  on  his  unicorn.  While  he  approached,  the shamed preventers rushed to help the NPCs. 



The  clan  leaders  stepped  forward  from  their  numerous  even lines.  They  were  smiling.  Hinterleaf  gave  me  a  thumbs-up  and shouted:



“Scyth! That Sleeping God is something else! Imba! 



Despot  groghrred  behind  my  shoulder.  Hellfish  jumped  from his flying snake and whispered:



“Kick someone out of the raid and invite me.” 



While  I  did  that  and  Hellfish  greeted  Bomber  and  introduced him to Despot, Yary approached and reported:



“We  sent  scouts  in,  but  only  one  paladin  got  further  than  the entrance  gates.  He  got  a  few  districts  in  and  saw  something  like  a temple — a tall ziggurat sending out plague stuff from its peak.” 

 

“Who killed the scouts? The legates?” 



“No,  I  didn’t  see  them,  but  there  are  some  particularly  nasty ziggurats in the city — they have a plague aura, scatter dust and fire strings of some kind of filth. The place is full of undead players, but they won’t be a problem, they’re lowbies.” 



Looking around, I said:



“I don’t see Morena or her cultists. Where are they?” 



“No idea,” Yary answered. “They just all disappeared at once right after Behemoth got rid of the New Gods.” He finally noticed that I  wasn’t  alone.  “Oh,  you  finally  made  it,  Bomber?  Where  are  the other guys? Crag and Crawler sure wouldn’t hurt, and that new guy of  yours,  what’s  his  name..?  Hiros  the  ninja?  He  seemed  pretty strong…” 



I shook my head and my friend answered dully:



“They’re not gonna make it. Emergency in real life.” 



Hearing  that,  Despot  cocked  his  head  as  if  listening  to something, then threw it back and began to howl. A collective howl came in answer from the direction of the demons, but quickly ended, as if they were honoring someone’s memory. That seemed to be how the  demons  sent  off  their  dead  in  the  Inferno,  and  now  they  had plenty  to  cry  over:  today  their  hopes  for  a  triumphant  return  to Disgardium had collapsed; so many soldiers and so much chao had been lost. 



But  my  ally…  He  had  been  reacting  to  something  he  read  in Bomber’s soul! 



Could it be… Who? Please don’t let it be Rita… Or Ed! Or any of them! Each of them was a brother or sister to me. Come on, keep it together! I could cry later. But the pain and despair didn’t go; they became a sucking void, spreading through my soul like a plague and destroying all life. 



Hinterleaf, Horvac and Colonel cast glances at me, but got no explanations. 



“Debriefings  later,”  I  said  and  looked  at  Colonel.  “Don Calderone, the Celestial Arbitration has returned. And Angel…” 



“…has  betrayed  us,”  he  nodded.  “Hard  to  trust  when  trust does  not  pay  off,  right,  Alexandro?  You  have  decided  that  since Angelina  betrayed  Colonel,  what  stops  Colonel  himself  from betraying Scyth, right?” 



“Just hold up your end of the deal. We can talk about motives when we’re done here.” 



The  goliath  shrugged,  gave  an  exaggerated  sigh  and  said monotonously:



“I,  Commander  Colonel,  summon  an  Arbiter  to  register  my oath…”  No  crackle  of  energy.  No  Arbiter.  He  repeated  himself:  “I, Commander Colonel, summon an Arbiter to register my oath.” 



Still no Arbiter came. But the strangeness didn’t end there —

the  sky  reddened,  split  with  scarlet  lightning.  The  scent  of  ozone suddenly  overwhelmed  the  stench  of  rot  for  an  instant…  And  that was it. The sky returned to its previous color and a peal of thunder rolled  over  us…  But  no  Arbiter  came.  I  clenched  my  teeth.  I  hated Snowstorm’s  games,  hated  that  I  had  to  worry  about  my  flank because of my allies. 



“Don’t worry, Alexandro,” Colonel said in a friendly tone. “None of these contracts mean anything. If a man wants to betray you, then no oath will hold him back. Believe me, he’ll find a way. What matters is your word and your handshake. You have my word, and as for the handshake…”  He  stretched  out  a  hand.  “And  let  that  be  that.  We have jobs to do.” 



I shook his hand, then looked into the faces of Yary, Hinterleaf, Horvac and Yemi:



“Any ideas on how to get through those ziggurats?” 



“Yeah, but…” Yary began. 



“Yes!”  Abaddon  rumbled,  appearing  suddenly  nearby. 

“Astaroth,  Moloch  and  I  can  send  this  city  to  elf  on  our  own.”  He turned his massive head to the clan leaders and said strictly: “As for you…  stay  out  of  our  way.”  Then  he  quietly  whispered,  or  maybe conveyed to me mentally: “A word, Scyth.” 



We  walked  away  and  Abaddon  covered  us  with  a  demonic version of a  Dome of Silence. 



“Cthulhu’s   Sphere  of  Eternity  disincarnated  almost  all  the legions.  Permanently.  When  Behemoth  appeared,  I  saw  Morena intercepting not only the souls of the mortals devoured by the New Gods,  but  also  the  essences  of  demons.  She  will  not  return  them, but that is better than Cthulhu.” 



“Maybe she will return them,” I said slowly. “I’ll ask her.” 



The  demon’s  face  didn’t  so  much  as  twitch.  He  just  nodded and struck his fist to his chest. 



“You taught your Flying Squad to hide and survive. They’re all still  living,  even  that  fool  Riddick.  But  don’t  rush  to  celebrate.  You

won’t be reuniting with your old friends, understand?” 



“They  think  the  real  Hakkar  is  feasting  in  Belial’s  palace,  I guess?” 



“Correct. Don’t even think of hinting that you know them, don’t even  look  at  them!  If  the  Inferno  catches  word  that  the  victorious First…” 



“First now?” I interrupted. 



“Yes,” Abaddon answered. “If it becomes widely known in the Inferno that the victorious First Legion of Belial’s Dominion owes its victories to a mortal… Just remember, we can’t allow that to happen. 

The Inferno has already lost its best sons and daughters. 



“There’s  nothing  to  worry  about.  Gather  your  troops.  We’re moving out. Our main task isn’t to destroy the city, but to get through to its center, to the temple of the Nucleus.” 



“Got it.” 



Abaddon removed the dome and walked staunchly over to the demons.  Oyama  intercepted  him  halfway  there  and  asked something, glancing at me. Yary walked over to me. 



“One small question, Scyth. I realize that it’s the last thing on your mind, but it’s bothering the leaders.” 



“What?” 



“The legates,” he answered. “The allies want to be involved in eliminating  them  as  Threats.  Hinter  demands  that  you  reform  the group and include those who…” 



“No.  The  group’s  damage  goes  to  me,  and  I  can’t  die.  My group will be a non-raid group, and Hellfish will be the only player in it.  I  won’t  even  be  taking  Bomber.  More  than  that,  if  we  make  it through, only my group will approach the Nucleus. You’re all weak. A single  Plague Fury will take you down, and if the legates raise you, you’ll stab us in the back.” 



“At least let us eliminate one of them if you take them down!” 



“We’ll  see,”  I  said,  shrugging.  “Don’t  count  your  chickens before they hatch, as my uncle Nick used to say.” 



Yary  had  enough  good  sense  and  restraint  to  accept  my decision, but the looks from the leaders of the allied clans after they heard  about  it  were  disappointed  and  resentful.  Especially  from Colonel  and  Yemi.  The  warlock  obviously  wanted  to  make  a  scene as usual, but held back. Hanging out with serious players seemed to have done him some good. 



While I reformed my group and added the three generals, the werewolf and Despot to it, Bomber stood nearby. Remembering that he  was  a  Threat  too  and  looking  at  Colonel  and  Hinterleaf whispering to each other, I messaged my friend:  Better head back to Kharinza, Bomb.   Our partners are planning something bad. 



He shook his head and answered aloud:



“No dice. I’m staying with you to the end.” 



Chewing  my  lip,  I  invited  him  to  my  group.  In  the  end,  not counting me, he was the highest-level player. 



“Watch where you step,” I warned him. “Plague Aura hits hard, and the damage stacks. It’ll all go to me, but…” 



“You’re  not  allowed  to  die,”  the  warrior  interrupted,  casting  a glance at the allied leaders from beneath his brows. “But if anything happens, leave the group. Don’t let Path of Sacrifice finish you off.” 



 



Chapter 16. Traitor







“DESTROY THE NUCLEUS,” Kragosh said on parting, his voice hoarse with fury. 



“The  Destroying  Plague  has  no  place  in  this  world,”  Lisenta agreed  with  him  in  her  sing-song  voice.  “Even  the  demons  seem better compared with the undead.” 



I  had  to  convince  them  to  leave  the  battlefield  and  return  to their  domain.  The  two  peoples  had  suffered  terrible  losses,  and  I didn’t  want  to  add  more  for  no  reason.  Both  Kragosh  and  Lisenta were weaker than the generals of the Inferno, and those had nearly died. 



The next to leave were the villagers of Jiri when Oyama sent them home. Bakhiro didn’t object, but all his body language showed how  he  thirsted  to  continue  the  battle,  how  he  disapproved  of  his grandfather’s decision. 



“We  don’t  know  what’s  down  there,”  I  said  to  him,  pointing down beneath my feet. “The Destroying Plague is treacherous. We can’t defeat it with brute force, Bakhiro.  Plague Dust kills and turns to undead  even  the  strongest,  and  if  the  legates  summon  the  New Gods again…” 



“I  understand,”  the  boy  answered.  “But  aren’t  you  staying? 

Sure, I know you’re undying, but grandpa isn’t. Which means…” He frowned and demanded: “You have to look after him.” 



He  turned  and  headed  for  the  portal,  but  turned  back  in  a couple of steps, shouted:



“You fight well… for an amateur!” 



I  watched  him  go  and  then  flew  to  the  tunnel  leading  to Viderlich. 



The demons walked in first. The tunnel was spacious enough for  all  three  surviving  generals  to  move  at  full  battle  height.  There were  no  particular  problems  in  this  section,  not  counting  the disgusting growths on the living dead flesh covering all the surfaces of  the  passageway.  The  demons’  spines,  horns  and  bony  growths snagged on the walls, their flesh burning with a hiss and exploding on contact with the deadly aura, but the rot and black slime burned away before it hit the generals’ bodies. 



We  reached  what  passed  for  the  city  gates  of  Viderlich, covered in pulsating apertures. Streams of plague slime shot out at the demons walking ahead, but that was the only defense the gates had. Abaddon took a run up and crashed through the gates. Moloch and Astaroth tore the remnants down into scraps of dead flesh. 



The spacious cave directly beyond the gates was like a town square. Raids of undead players with raised minion mobs gathered there. They threw themselves at the demons, tried to bite them, but burned  and  fell  off  as  blackened  lumps  of  coal.  The  stench  of corpses and burnt flesh made my eyes water. 



Behind  the  generals  walked  the  surviving  demons,  full  of righteous  anger  and  the  desire  to  avenge  their  fallen  brethren.  I couldn’t resist letting them pass me and then taking off into the air to watch  my  Flying  Squad.  I  found  them  easily  by  looking  out  for Karakapanka,  who  was  sending  the  undead  flying  as  a  deadly whirlwind. 



Here  the  main  corridor  expanded.  Smaller  passageways flowed into it, and a spacious hall opened out before us. I identified the dwellings of the undead in the little hills that looked like piles of

dung. Raised players and mobs at various stages of decay emerged from  them.  Those  that  still  had  abilities  immediately  used  magic attacks, but did little damage. The ones that still had some intellect left  tried  to  run,  but  didn’t  get  far.  The  generals  didn’t  bother  with them, but the lower-ranked demons chased them down with a roar to release their rage. 



Rupert  the  imp  threw  fireballs,  leaving  nothing  but  ash  of  his undead  targets.  Lerra  had  armed  herself  with  two  short  sabers  at close  range,  and  her  attacks  were  an  enchanting  dance  of  death. 

Abducius  was  still  taller  than  the  rest,  and  worked  a  two-handed sword, cutting his foes in half with one sweep. Motif seemed to have chosen  the  path  of  a  demonic  rogue  or  something  similar.  Like Despot,  he  could  hide  and  reappear  out  of  nowhere  to  attack  from behind.  Riddick  realized  that  the  minions  weren’t  doing  much damage  and  gathered  them  up  in  groups,  where  they  froze  and began to shake, dropping scraps of flesh as if a shock was passing through  them  —  it  was  probably  laughter,  —  and  demons  attacked them  (both  from  the  Flying  Squad  and  others),  tearing  them  to pieces in a few short seconds. 



Unable to stop myself, I dropped down to them in violation of Abaddon’s command. 



Joker  Riddick  winked  at  me,  turned  away  and  shouted playfully:



“Hey! Ho!” 



“Ah,  renounced  Demon  Fighter!”  the  succubus  greeted  me. 

“Did  you  want  something  or  are  you  just  here  to  stare  at  my charms?” 



There was plenty to stare at, but I’d long since learned not to look at any feminine charms that didn’t belong to Rita. I smiled and gave her a thumbs-up:

 

“I swear on the hardness of all that should be hard, that was a great battle! Hakkar’s Flying Squad, right?” 



“Wow, check it out, an expert in the Great Game!” Motif said, clapping his hands as he approached. “If you like, your soul can stay with me when you come down to us.” 



“Ha-ha-ha!”  Karakapanka  roared.  The  rakshasa  held  a  blade in  each  hand.  He  span  them  threateningly  before  my  nose.  “Motif always has his mind on profit!” 



“Don’t  listen  to  him,  mortal,”  Lerra  said.  “Motif  will  have  your soul as a snack. Better think of the kind of time you could have with me…” She stroked my cheek with the tip of her tail. 



“What do you want, mortal?” Abducius asked, interrupting her seduction. “You should be more careful. We could have hurt you by accident!  Get  out  of  here.  This  place  is  dangerous  to  your  mortal flesh.” 



“I heard that a drop of our ale can burn a mortal alive,” Rupert cackled,  measuring  me  up  with  a  glance  and  nodding  to  his thoughts. “But this one could survive two.” 



“Idiots,”  Joker  Riddick  said,  shaking  his  head.  “If  you  knew what I know, you’d be looking at this mortal boy differently right now.” 



“And what is it you know, exactly?” Lerra drawled. 



Riddick  cast  a  glance  at  Abaddon  and  said  nothing,  just grinned  craftily,  winked  at  me  again  and  jumped  back  into  battle, shouting:



“Hey! Ho! Split, Flying Squad!” 



The others ran after him, losing interest in me. I climbed into the  air  again  to  look  for  danger  and  found  none.  Dropping  a  little lower,  I  hovered  above  Despot,  who  was  rounding  up  a  vanguard and  lamenting  that  he  was  getting  only  the  bones  and  no  active enemies. 



I dove down and landed between him and Oyama, fell in next to him. My tutor looked tiny next to the fire-breathing giant. 



“How are you, teacher?” I asked, watching as Despot crushed

‘No Death,’ the undead tavern, as he walked by it. 



“I’ve  never  seen  a  place  so  disgusting  as  this  in  all  my  life,” 

Oyama answered. 



He said nothing else for the rest of the way. 



The players walking behind us split up throughout the hall and started looting the disincarnated minions. Someone shouted that the walls of the houses were reinforced with  Corrupted Adamantite, and the troops started tearing them down — more from boredom than to somehow make back their losses. 



The next hall held no surprising mobs or structures, but I was under no illusion that we would easily make it through to the lair. If we made it through at all! We just hadn’t met the serious obstacles yet. And the now quiet legates raised my hackles, made me expect an attack at any moment. 



As  we  advanced  into  the  depths  of  Viderlich,  the  corridor expanded  and  finally  led  to  a  huge  hall  at  least  a  mile  across.  The demons  hesitated  to  continue,  crowding  by  the  entrance  and blocking my view. I had to take off and fly over them. 



The  vaulted  ceiling  of  the  underground  district  was  three hundred yards above our heads. It looked as if a gigantic worm had

burrowed  through:  the  ceiling  was  pockmarked  and  covered  in channels  as  if  it  had  been  chewed,  and  the  holes  of  passageways yawned  in  the  walls  at  various  levels,  some  with  stairways  leading down,  others  just  breaking  off.  A  stepped  ziggurat  towered  in  the center, surrounded by the already familiar heap-houses. 



The  building’s  label  read   First  Ziggurat  of  the  Destroying Plague.  The  structure  trembled  rhythmically  as  if  a  gigantic  heart was beating beneath it, and waves of vibrations spread beneath the demons’ feet. That made me think — right there beneath them was the lair of the Nucleus. 



The players pressed in on the demons, pushing between them and  then  stopping  themselves,  hesitating  to  attack.  Nobody  knew what to expect, and I didn’t want to take the first hit myself. 



Growling,  the  undead  began  to  stir  in  their  heap-houses.  A barely perceptible ringing began to sound. 



“Full  battle  readiness!”  Yary  thundered,  his  command  setting the gears in motion. 



The first to attack was the reckless gnome Joker in his tank:



“For the Sleepers!” 



Against  my  expectations,  the  homes  weren’t  inhabited  by minions, but something that spat out brown slime that dripped down the  tank’s  hull,  dealing  no  damage.  Every  building  here  seemed  to be offensive! 



Joker stopped, put his tank into siege mode and started firing at the ziggurat. 



 Boom!    Boom!    Bang!   the  charges  rang  out,  but  dealt  little damage. 

 

The gnome engineer’s example inspired the rest. 



“Aiaiai!”  the  generals  roared,  calling  on  the  remnants  of  their legions  to  attack.  My  eardrums  nearly  burst  from  the  shrieking answer. If the demons knew how to do anything, it was soul-tearing shrieks. “Glory to the Inferno!” 



The generals shot toward the ziggurat, sure of their strength. 

The  mortals  ran  after  them,  covering  themselves  against  the  rotten spit with their shields. 



Unsure of the omnipotence of the demonic leaders, I went into Clarity  and  soared  toward  the  ziggurat,  taking  out  a  flask  of  life essence as I flew…



…and slammed into an invisible obstacle that didn’t just knock me back to normal time, but took away 5% of my health too. Paying it no mind, I made another break for the  First Ziggurat, but the closer I got, the worse the  Plague Aura damage became: -10%… -20%…

-40%…



 Resilience (rank IV) level increased: +2. Current level: 90. 

  

I panicked and jumped back. Just in time — another tick and I would have gone back to respawn… if my allies let me. 



“Don’t  approach  the  ziggurat!”  I  shouted  across  the  whole area,  gulping  from  a   Bottomless  Healing  Potion  and  looking  at  the deadly  ziggurat:   Plague  Pylons   swelled  on  it.  I  was  outside  their range, but still flew further away. “Attack from range!” 



One  pylon  burst  and  spat  out  a  worm  the  size  of  an  airtrain, yellow-white and bristling…



 Destroyer Worm, level 998 undead

 

 Elite. 

  

Nether.  Where  the  hell  did  the  Destroying  Plague  get  mobs like that?! 



Slithering  down  the  ziggurat,  the  worm  chose  Astaroth  as  its target,  but  the  general  kicked  the  creature  toward  the  entrance where  the  players  were  preparing  for  battle.  Some  were  crushed right  away,  others  scurried  off  to  the  side,  and  the  worm  started  to feast,  swallowing  down  allies  regardless  of  level  and  rank.  But  the undying got their bearings quickly, split into groups and attacked —

the  Destroyer Worm’s health began to drop slowly. 



A  second  pylon  expanded  and  burst,  freeing  five   Howling Banshee Lieutenants, also at level 998. They jumped to the side and started to howl, bringing skeletons in corroded armor pouring out of the holes in the walls, rusty swords and shields raised before them. 

They were high-level too! 



 Skeleton Plague Warrior, level 998 undead

  

 Elite. 

  

As I saw the defenders that the ziggurat had summoned, I felt certain that the Nucleus was below it! 



In the meantime an entire horde of the skeletons had climbed out  of  the  walls,  and  they  worked  in  unison,  crashing  down  as  a single crowd on the weakest demons while staying within the range of the ziggurat’s  Plague Aura. 



I had to do something…



I  thought  feverishly,  turning  the  flask  of  life  essence  in  my hand, then heard Oyama’s voice by my ear:

 

“Let me try, student.” 



Before I could agree, my teacher disappeared along with the flask,  then  reappeared  next  to  me  and  nodded  at  the  top  of  the ziggurat, where the plague crust was slowly disintegrating. 



Too slowly! The skeletons were still coming. They hung off the generals,  slowing  them  down  while  the   Destroyer  Worm  ripped through most of the players, still with half its health left. 



“I’ll take the banshees,” Oyama said, disappearing. 



Almost immediately, the nearest banshee to me exploded in a cloud of black dust, then the second…



I  went  into   Clarity  as  well  and  shot  toward  the  worm.  The creature was slowly moving toward Horvac, opening a round mouth crowned with three rows of needle-like teeth. The orc was charging straight  at  the  monster,  grinning  and  waving  his  sword.  Flying  past the  Destroyer Worm with a burning imprint of Astaroth’s hoof on its side,  I  pushed  aside  Horvac,  found  the  creature’s  four  faceted  red eyes  set  around  its  mouth  between  the  bristles  and  knocked  each one out with a  Hammerfist. One hit was enough for him to die, and a drawn-out  shout  filled  the  area  —  our  allies  loudly  celebrating  the help. 



 Unarmed  Combat  level  increased:  +1.  Current  level:  365

 (rank II). 

  

 Accuracy  and  damage  of  strikes  dealt  without  a  weapon increased by 1830%. 

  

 Spirit: +100. Total: 36,500. 

  

Oyama, who had regained the first of the eight training points I owed  him,  had  already  dealt  with  all  the   Howling  Banshee Lieutenants.  Without  their  commanders,  the  skeletons  chaotically attacked  whoever  was  closest.  The  generals  and  demons  just trampled them, crushing their bones into the ground. Oyama created and  sent  a  copy  to  finish  off  the  skeletons.  They  were  still  arriving, but in far smaller waves. 



It became clear that it was too soon to relax when the second wave  of  defenders  arrived  —  three  level  998   Cursed  Liches.  They appeared from somewhere above, filled the area with bubbling  Acid Plague  and  soared  up  to  the  ceiling.  I  shot  after  them,  checking  to make sure that the high damage their dead magic dealt to my allies wasn’t deadly. The healers could handle it. 



I  almost  made  it.  The  liches  with  classic  names  for  the Destroying  Plague  —  Khizz,  Jezz  and  Razz  —  joined  their  bony hands and formed a ring beneath the ceiling, connected by flows of plague  energy.  Ragged  mantles  in  the  shape  of  inside-out  tulips fluttered around them as they cast  Grave Storm. Shazz the lich had used  the  same  deadly  magic  when  we  lost  the  battle  —  the deceptively lightweight scraps of the mantles killed instantly. 



A  few   Hammerfists  from   Clarity  disincarnated  the  liches,  and Grave Storm turned into a yellow dust and covered the earth in a fine layer, dealing no damage to the players finishing off the minions. And then the earth shook. Stone crumbs fell down from the ceiling onto our heads. 



I thought the cave had started collapsing after the liches died, and  opened  my  mouth  to  give  the  command  to  retreat  when suddenly  an  unknown  force  pushed  something  out  of  the  ground, sweeping  away  the  heap-houses,  overturning  boulders,  knocking raiders off their feet; first a spine ending in a spiky twin tail appeared, its  smallest  disc  the  size  of  a  flyer.  Then  came  ribs  joined  together with  chitinous  shields.  Bony  wings  flitted  up  to  the  ceiling,  throwing

up tons of dust. When the air cleared, a horned beast stood on six legs, its face like an old iron, but made of bone. Beneath it towered the still whole plague ziggurat, like an egg beneath an alarmed brood hen. 



 Sathrathar,  Battle  Avatar  of  the  Departed,  level  1500

 undead

  

 Minion of the Destroying Plague. 

  

Shimmering,  the  settled  dust  flowed  into  the  skeleton  and  it began to grow flesh all over. 



How  could  I  have  dealt  with  this  without  the  gift  of   Earthly Chao  from  Diablo?  Without  Despot  and  the  demons?  No  player could  have  taken  on  Sathrathar,  because  the  developers  or  the Nucleus itself had done everything to make sure that the Destroying Plague faction was protected against all its foes…



…apart  from  the  foe  with  the  top  clans,  demons  and  a legendary grand master of unarmed combat on his side! 



Actually,  just  that  last  one  was  enough.  Sped-up,  Oyama struck before anyone could get their bearings or get scared — with a single ranged  spirit strike, Sathrathar exploded into shards of bone. 

His flesh never finished growing over. 



Zombies  and  skeletons  crawled  out  from  all  over  the  place, but there were no serious enemies left. Joker alone could have dealt with the remaining undead. 



Looking  around  and  landing,  I  nodded  in  satisfaction  —  it looked  like  we  were  going  to  make  it.  All  that  was  left  was  to  dig down to the Nucleus’s lair and pour  Concentrated Life Essence into its  plague  reservoir.  Everything  seemed  to  be  going  well,  but  I couldn’t seem to shake my doubts. 

 

Oyama  must  have  felt  the  same  way.  He  rose  up  to  me  and spoke quietly:



“I have a bad feeling about this, student. Whatever awaits us there  below,  what  we  just  faced  was  cannon  fodder.  Pawns, sacrificing themselves to lull us into a false sense of security.” 



“I agree. That’s why I’m so glad you’ve joined us, teacher.” 



After a moment’s silence, he answered:



“I am just a man.” 



“But  you  could  have  been  a  demon,”  Abaddon  said.  The general turned out to be standing behind me. 



“I  could  have,”  my  teacher  said,  nodding.  “And  I  would  have kept a friend.” 



Abaddon answered nothing, even turned away. Oyama bowed his  head,  scratched  his  chin.  Realizing  that  some  story  spanning many centuries had taken place between those two, I moved away to the pacified ziggurat. 



Deprived of its connection to the Nether, the living-dead crust expired and fell from the ziggurat like a film, baring the black stone structure beneath. Remembering that I had a mobile drilling tool with increased damage on buildings, I summoned my underground terror and pointed at the temple, shouting feverishly:



“Smash it, Sharkon!” 



My  pet  understood  and  fired  himself  into  the  building,  drilling into  it  with  his  nose  and  sending  debris  flying.  To  speed  up  the

process,  I  dealt  a  couple  of  strikes  to  the  ziggurat  and  it  collapsed into a heap of stone. My pet’s happy face tunneled out of it. 



The plague soil beneath the destroyed building instantly dried out  and  turned  to  dust.  The  remaining  raised  skeletons  collapsed into  bones,  the  zombies  fell  into  heaps  of  rot,  and  above  the  city rolled  the  victorious  cry  of  the  demons,  flowing  together  with  the roars  and  shrieks  of  the  other  players.  But  I  knew  that  the  battle wasn’t won yet, just another small skirmish. The hardest part was yet to come. 



Pointing  below,  to  where  the  rotten  heart  of  the  Destroying Plague now beat a little weaker, I commanded:



“Sharkon,  the  Enemy  is  hiding  there!  Dig  down  to  it!  Straight down!” 



My  pet  bit  into  the  rocky  ground  —  stone  flew  out.  A jackhammer the size of a house would have made the same noise. 



While  Sharkon  drilled  me  a  vertical  path  —  the  shortest possible  —  to  the  Nucleus,  I  looked  over  my  troops.  The  demons didn’t  seem  to  have  lost  anyone,  but  the   Destroyer Worm  had  torn chunks out of the ranks of players. At a guess, the number of players had been cut down to a third, but that didn’t matter. 



The main thing was that Bomber, Hellfish, the generals of the Inferno  and  the  Flying  Squad  were  alive.  Even  Joker  survived  and was  interrogating  Despot,  while  Oyama…  Woah!  My  teacher,  after telling Abaddon to shove his greetings where the sun doesn’t shine, was now hugging the demon and slapping him on the back, and the demon was laughing! Oyama pulled away from the hug and started laughing too! 



Pleasantly surprised, I started to smile too. The general of the Inferno  and  the  legendary  grand  master  walked  off  to  one  side.  I

hovered  above  the  shaft  and  concentrated  on  the  mist  hiding something beneath my pet. 



The  deeper  Sharkon  delved,  the  more  agitated  I  got. 

Everything, absolutely everything now depended on the underground terror.  I  suddenly  felt  sure  that  the  earth  beneath  our  feet  leading right  down  to  the  Nucleus’s  lair  wasn’t  just  ground  saturated  with death, but a space full of secret passageways and tunnels hiding all kinds  of  unknown  beasts,  and  if  Sharkon  died  without  reaching  the target…  Nether,  I  didn’t  even  know  how  deep  the  Nucleus  was hidden! 



My fears worsened when my pet’s health began to drop for no apparent  reason.  The  logs  said  nothing,  there  were  no  debuffs beneath Sharkon’s portrait, but his health was falling! 



Unable  to  resist,  I  jumped  into  the  shaft,  slowing  my  fall  with Flight as I dropped. On the way down, I messaged Bomber and told him to stay on the surface and look out for the other players, and to avoid heroics and escape straight to Kharinza if anything happened. 



I  heard  Despot’s  breath  in  the  gloom  of  the  tunnel;  he  had dived  into  the  shadows  after  me,  and  the  wings  of  Hellfish’s  flying snake beat above me. 



“Abaddon  asks  whether  the  demons  should  descend  too.” 

came a nearby rumble. 



“No, ally. And Hellfish should go back. Who knows, we might have to get out of here fast, and his snake is blocking our retreat.” 



Despot moved back to convey my instructions, and I sped up my  fall,  plummeting  down.  Night  Vision  leveled  up  once  I  had dropped  nearly  a  mile  down,  and  half  a  minute  later  Sharkon  died. 

Instantly, although he’d had at least half his health left. 



After  traveling  another  two  hundred  yards,  I  reached  the bottom of the shaft that my pet had dug and measured it out with my steps: it was small, enough space for only one general in battle form. 

I sighed in disappointment and swore, but then nearly fell into a hole. 

What was that? A tunnel? A dead end? Only one way to find out. 



Imagining  myself  riding  with  my  legs  in  front  of  me,  I whispered:



“Welcome to a deadly ride. No safety belts allowed!” 



I  couldn’t  abandon  my  tradition  of  cracking  bad  jokes  with nobody  around  to  hear  them.  Pushing  myself  forward,  I  slid  down below. 



The  tunnel  walls  weren’t  rough,  but  were  more  like  a  water slide,  dropping  downwards  in  a  spiral.  The  generals  definitely wouldn’t fit inside in battle form, but they could shrink, so they should still be able to get down. 



I  stopped  myself  with   Flight   and  started  to  go  back,  thinking that  going  down  further  alone  was  unsafe;  I  needed  my  tried  and tested backup of the sniper and the shadowy soul devourer. 



Bringing my comm amulet to my mouth, I whispered:



“Fish, grab the demons and Oyama and come down. Tell Yary to keep the raids up there and cover our backs.” 



“Oh, they won’t like that at all,” Hellfish muttered and hung up. 



While  waiting  for  an  answer,  I  returned  to  the  bottom  of  the shaft.  The  sniper  was  probably  silent  for  so  long  because  he  was talking to the other players and trying to figure out how the demons were to descend, but finally, he answered:



“I couldn’t find Oyama. The demons are on the way. Get out of the way if you can. Those hell creatures just jumped straight down. 

And not all of them have wings.” 



They  really  didn’t  all  have  wings,  but  they  did  have  claws. 

Apparently  the  demons  were  dragging  them  along  the  walls  of  the shaft to slow themselves down — earth skittered down from above and I heard growling and the sound of claws on stone. Hellfish had understandably  decided  not  to  risk  going  down  before  the  demons and  went  after  them  instead,  taking  advantage  of  a  gnomish parachute  and   Light  Feather  cast  on  him  by  one  of  the  mages.  I didn’t see him; he felt the need to tell me it himself for some reason. 



“I  wouldn’t  like  to  get  disincarnated  here,”  Despot  growled gloomily,  the  first  to  appear  beside  me.  “I  cannot  see  the  sky  from here.” 



“We  won’t  be  disincarnated,”  I  promised.  “Think  positive, Horns!  You’re  a  priest  of  the  Sleepers  now.  You  have  the  power  of tens of thousands of followers in you!” 



“Alright, let’s move on,” the demon said, smiling and showing his saber-like teeth. “The others will catch us up.” 



Despot  shrank  to  the  height  of  a  titan  and  we  began  to descend.  The  lower  we  went,  the  worse  I  felt.  Pain  pulsed  in  the back of my head, my eyes watered. I felt a wave of hopeless longing. 

I  reeled  as  if  something  had  pushed  me  in  the  shoulder.  Despot swore behind me. 



And suddenly I felt better. Nothing changed — it was the same dark tunnel, with the same acrid, sickening stench and slime on the walls…  but  my  teacher’s  invisible  hand  was  on  my  shoulder.  Even without seeing him, I knew it was Oyama. How did he end up here? 

How did he fit down here? Why couldn’t I see him? 



Realizing what to do, I want into  Clarity and saw my teacher. 

He looked concerned and was a little blurry — his acceleration skill was better than mine… by a lot, because as it turned out, he could regulate  the  speed  —  his  outline  started  to  look  normal,  and  he whispered:



“The enemy is concentrating its forces in the city. I flew around it;  there  are  strong  astral  emanations  all  around.  Those  left  on  the surface  can’t  hold  back  the  enemy,  student.  I  will  return  there  to cover our rear.” 



“Thanks…” I said, but he was already gone. 



As  soon  as  I  went  back  to  normal  speed,  my  comm  amulet squawked:



“We have a problem, Scyth…” Bomber was breathing heavily. 

I  could  hear  shouts,  clanking  metal,  explosions,  shrieks  and  the groans of the undead. “Beasts are advancing on the tunnel from all sides, almost all over level one thousand.” 



“Any chance of holding them back?” 



“I  doubt  it.  Hinter,  Horvac,  Colonel,  Yemi…  All  the  leaders  of the  clans  and  some  of  the  officers  went  into  the  tunnel.  Shit.  A Gigantic  Foul  Quease  just  swallowed  up  Yary!”  Bomb  swore profusely. “I’m going to go help them…” I heard a crack, screaming, crunching bones — my friend forgot to hang up, — then a multitude of player voices shouting at once: “Oyama! Finally!” 



I  switched  off  my  comm  amulet  and  sped  up.  If  my  teacher couldn’t stay standing or hold back the undead horde, the whole lot would break for the tunnel and attack us from behind. We’d be in a vice  grip  that  even  our  portal  scrolls  and   Depths  Teleportation couldn’t  get  us  out  of  —  the  environment  was  aggressive,  and although  it  did  little  damage,  it  did  it  constantly,  interrupting  spells. 

And  the  demons  had  nowhere  to  go  at  all.  They  could  only disincarnate and return to the Inferno. 



The tunnel constantly turned to the left, and after a couple of full  circles  I  realized  it  spiraled  downwards.  Its  surface  emitted  a slight negative aura as it fluttered as if breathing through numerous rotting  nostrils,  but  my  health  restored  quickly  enough  to  balance  it out. 



Despot  went  first,  using  the  shadows,  and  soon  the  demons and Hellfish caught up to us. Abaddon breathed into the back of my neck, then barked:



“Let me pass, Scyth!” 



“Let us go ahead, mortal,” Moloch agreed with him. 



“How?”  I  exploded.  “There  isn’t  enough  room  for  anyone  to pass!” 



“The  tunnel  expands  further  in,  and  in  three  turns  there  is  a spacious cavern,” Despot said from ahead. “I checked.” 



I didn’t bother arguing. As soon as the steep descent ended, we  found  ourselves  in  the  cavern  Despot  had  promised.  I  let  the generals  go  ahead.  They  changed  shape,  stretched  out  like  rubber and flowed downwards, into another steep descent. On contact with their fire aura, the plague ground smoked and hissed and no longer dealt damage. 



It had been too easy to get down here. It felt like a trap. If the legates  showed  up  now  and  blocked  the  exit  from  the  tunnel,  they could kill us one at a time even without the New Gods’ help. I really hoped that they were gone for good, not just for the duration of the battle on the surface. 



The  generals  were  apparently  already  far  away  —  the  walls had  had  time  to  cool  down,  but  hadn’t  yet  recovered  their  deadly properties. I dove down into the tunnel. Three minutes later, I heard roaring, screeching, gurgling, clanking — a battle raged below. When I  flew  out  into  a  spacious  corridor  with  sticky  walls  glowing  with  a rotten  green  light,  it  was  all  almost  over:  a  brown  squid-spider bristling  with  sharp  tentacles  threw  itself  at  Moloch.  The  demon raised  his  forearm  and  shot  spikes  at  the  beast,  impaling  it.  The general  picked  up  the  falling  body,  squeezing  it  in  his  fist  and squashing  it  like  a  rotten  tomato.  He  tried  a  tentacle  for  taste  and spat out sticky ashes. 



Abaddon had immobilized a brown undead insectoid the size of a flyer and was now trying to tear it in two. Despot came to help, bringing a halberd-arm down on the creature’s gut and splitting it into two pieces, spraying out rotten innards. 



Those two beasts were almost at level one thousand, making me think that their strength was somehow connected to the legates’

levels, although they didn’t count as minions. 



The  generals  moved  on,  crushing  the  monstrous  defenders. 

The  demons  finished  off  the  smaller  ones,  and  the  corridor  was covered in a layer of rot and burnt scraps of flesh. Hellfish muttered curses as he stepped on squelching pieces of meat. 



Something rumbled behind us and my heart started to gallop

—  it  had  to  be  the  legates.  Clenching  my  fists,  I  shot  toward  them and  sighed  with  relief,  seeing  players  descending  and  immediately forming battle ranks — the leaders of the allies, the officers, only a dozen of them at the most. 



When I appeared before them, Horvac nearly attacked me in shock, but stopped in time, took a step back. 



“I asked you to stay up there and cover our flank!” 

 

“It’s all covered,” he snapped. 



“There  are  enough  players  there,”  Colonel  added.  “Listen, Alexandro, we can’t miss this historical event!” 



Event. Right. As if it wasn’t obvious that they were planning on eliminating  the  Threats.  Well,  if  they  wanted  to  die,  they  could. 

Easier to agree than to boss them around and make them even less happy.  Anyway,  Quetzal  clapped  me  on  the  shoulder  and  said quietly:



“It’ll all be fine, kid. The entrance to the tunnel is covered with ten domes overlaid on top of each other. The ones left up there will fight them off!” 



He didn’t even believe what he was saying. 



“They  won’t  fight  them  off,”  I  said,  shaking  my  head.  “I  think you know that yourselves, which is why you ran down here.” 



The  goliath  and  titan’s  faces  darkened.  Hinterleaf  just  smiled nervously:



“One more wipe and we’d miss all the fun, Scyth! And we do need  to  somehow  make  up  for  the  irretrievable  losses  we’ve suffered…” 



“All  this  is  just  a  business  for  you,  huh?”  I  asked  bitterly. 

“Balancing the books…” 



Saying  nothing  else,  I  flew  back  to  the  demons.  They  stood nervously  twitching  their  tails  at  the  entrance  to  a  new  tunnel  that stretched on for hundreds of yards. There was plenty of space within it,  and  the  demons  returned  to  their  battle  forms,  growing  to  three times the height of a man. 

 

Hovering in the air not far from Abaddon’s head, I asked:



“What’s wrong?” 



The general silently nodded ahead. Semi-gloom reigned here, and  I  could  make  out  blurry  heap-houses.  The  gleaming  slimy  soil looked even deader than usual. There was no movement, no sound but the loud breath of the demons like dozens of engines running. 



My sense of danger rose with every second. To determine its source, I started to feel out every foot of ground with my eyes, and finally  noticed  something  strange:  something  alive  amongst  the death. Or something undead? Something formless, pink and covered in  a  network  of  blue  veins  pressed  its  way  through  the  stones, through the plague soil. It was like a piece of meat, but sickly, as if infected with a cancerous tumor. Then another appeared, then two, then three… There were hundreds of them! 



Strange that the system didn’t identify them as a danger. The labels above their heads showed only:



 Plague Embryo, level 0 undead

  

“What do we do?” Moloch asked. Taught by bitter experience, General Diablo was in no hurry to rush in. “Any ideas, Scyth?” 



The  players  arrived  at  that  moment.  Shouting  a  battle  cry, Yemi  ran  up  to  a   Plague  Embryo,  cleaved  it  with  his  sword  and jumped  back.  Nothing  happened.  The  creature  split  into  two  ichor-leaking  halves  like  a  rotten  cut  of  meat.  Just  in  case,  the  archers shot  at  others  —  no  attacks  came.  The   Plague  Embryo   took  no damage, because it had no health bar. 



“What are you standing there for?” the Yoruba leader shouted to us. “They’re not dangerous!” 

 

Seeing  that  the  mobs  (or  just  parts  of  the  local  landscape?) weren’t attacking, Hinterleaf blinked to Yemi and shouted:



“Hold on!” 



“What?” the spellcaster asked in confusion. 



“You’d  better  get  out  of  here,  Yemi,”  the  gnome  muttered before multiplying himself. All the copies started to shout in unison, looking at us: “Come on, all of you! Get back!” 



The ten high voices were still echoing when Yemi returned to the entrance, and Hinterleaf’s ten illusions split up along the tunnel full  of   Plague  Embryos  and  filled  it  with  flames.  The  passageway turned  into  the  oven  of  a  crematorium.  The  heat  blazing  out  of  it made Despot nod in satisfaction:



“Almost like home. So niiice!” 



Once  the  gnome  was  done  and  the  flames  licked  out,  the tunnel’s  surface  was  covered  in  soot  and  ash.  Black  fumes  poured out of it, trailing along the ground. 



“The  way’s  open,  folks!”  Hinterleaf  shouted.  “There’s  no  way anything survived that heat!” 



“Hah, what does he know?” Rupert the imp chuckled. “But the mortal really does have a good grasp of fire, gotta admit…” 



“Follow me!” Yemi said, collecting himself and dashing further down the tunnel. 



Waving  a  huge  hammer,  Babangida  the  ogre  ran  after  him alongside vampire mage Francesca. The other preventers whispered

to each other and then followed their example, weaving between the suspicious pimples. 



“General  Moloch,  the  mortals  aren’t  afraid,  so  what  are  we standing here for?” some devil asked. 



Moloch  measured  him  up  with  a  frown,  saying  nothing.  He exchanged  glances  with  Abaddon  and  Astaroth,  then  suddenly raised  a  hand  and  charged  forward.  The  demons  howled  and  shot after him. 



“Stop, fool!” Abaddon swore. 



Roaring in displeasure, he stayed standing for a moment. The demons  calmly  moved  forward,  now  mingling  with  the  players. 

Realizing  that  there  was  no  danger  and  he  had  been  left  alone, Abaddon followed after them. 



I  was  in  no  hurry  and  still  waiting  for  some  kind  of  trap,  but didn’t keep waiting; instead, I ignored my instincts and hurried after the others, reaching the middle of the tunnel…



Something was wrong. But what? 



Understanding came when it was already too late. Everything that  Hinterleaf  had  apparently  burned  away  had  just  been  covered by ash, and it suddenly began to shift, baring the scorched but still living  Plague Embryos. 



Before  my  eyes,  Astaroth  stopped  on  an  immobile  chunk  of meat.  His  eyes  and  mouth  opened  wide  as  he  stared  down  at  his hoof.  It  changed  before  his  eyes,  transforming  into  the  same  flesh that the embryos were made of. 



 Plague Embryo, level 0 undead, has found a carrier! 

  

 Transforming the carrier! 

  

My  Path  of  Sacrifice  would  have  absorbed  any  damage  to Astaroth,  but  there  was  no  damage  anyway  —  the  structure  of  the general’s  body  just  changed…  The  creature  was  merging  into  him! 

The  heat  from  Hinterleaf  and  from  the  demons’  fire  aura  sent  the Plague  Embryos’  metabolisms  into  overdrive!  The  other  creatures also quickly bloated up, vibrating gently…



I sped myself up and dashed over to the frozen troll Cannibal from the Travelers, grabbed the full shield from his hands, left  Clarity for an instant and shouted:



“The embryos are deadly! You can’t touch them!” 



But  the  group  had  moved  too  far  down  the  tunnel  and  was surrounded by the deadly  Plague Embryos. At the same time I flew to Despot, who was hurrying to hide from the danger in the shadows, but  too  late,  because  the  beasts  were  already  bursting,  spraying blobs  of  their  predatory  flesh  all  through  the  air.  As  soon  as  they touched the body, it was all over. 



I  flew,  speeding  up  with  both   Clarity  and   Hurricane  Ferocity and weaving between the fleshy blobs hanging in the air. I managed to  cover  Despot,  pushing  back  the  scraps  flying  at  him  with  the shield and soaring up to the ceiling after making sure that the demon had disappeared into the gloom. 



Next I looked around and found Hellfish. Covering myself with my  shield,  which  was  starting  to  melt  where  it  contacted  the  acid flesh,  I  dove  down  to  the  werewolf,  cleared  the  area  around  him, grabbed him by the arms and dragged him out of the danger zone —

forwards, because it would have taken longer to fly back. 



When I left  Clarity, I nearly went deaf from the roaring, wailing and groaning of the infected echoing throughout the tunnel. Unable

to  resist,  I  dove  back  in  to  save  at  least  somebody,  but  it  was  too late. The predatory flesh of the  Plague Embryos  grew rapidly into my allies’  bodies,  reshaping  them.  Like  patients  dying  of  cancer,  the victims suffered horrible pain, demon and mortal alike. They twisted in  agony,  twitched  in  convulsions,  their  misshapen  bodies  doubling over. Some cut off their own limbs, some set fire to themselves, but it didn’t help: once it got into the blood, the predatory flesh grew from within. 



Abaddon, who himself was a master of transforming the body, fought by casting away his infected limbs and growing new ones, but he  wasn’t  quick  enough  —  the  Nucleus’s  new  weapon  was  faster. 

Despot  was  nowhere  to  be  seen,  so  I  tried  to  help  the  general, fought  to  pull  away  by  an  uninfected  horn,  but  I  was  only  able  to carry him a few yards before it tore off. 



Covering myself with  Air Block  threw me back to normal speed

— it seemed the skills didn’t stack, and anyway, I couldn’t move my body once I used the ability. 



Abaddon cast a despairing glance at me, growled:



“Save yourself, don’t touch me, you’re still uninfected! Get out of here, idiot!” 



Feeling my throat close up, I returned to the sniper, took off  Air Block and kicked the generals from our group, supposing that their final  transformation  into  plague  meat  dealt  them  so  much  damage that I wouldn’t survive it. And neither would Despot or Hellfish. 



The werewolf and I stood on the safe stone at the end of the tunnel,  clenching  our  fists  as  we  watched  our  allies  die.  Even  the almighty  generals  Diablo,  Moloch  and  Lucius’s  favorite  Astaroth died, along with my sworn enemy Abaddon, who had nearly become my  friend,  and  the  Flying  Squad.  I  tried  to  console  myself  with  the

hope  that  Despot  had  survived  and  that  the  demons  hadn’t  died permanently, but had just gone home. 



Groans  and  screams  turned  to  squelching  and  sucking,  and then  there  was  only  silence.  All  my  allies  had  been  turned  into Plague Embryos, and the tunnel itself had narrowed and grown over with  meat.  I  looked  in  horror  at  these  creatures  of  the  Destroying Plague. I could understand the New Gods — they were gods, after all! But this? The embryos weren’t even mobs! 



“What the hell?!” Hellfish muttered in disgust. “Let’s get out of here, fast!” 



I went back into  Clarity and flew away, nearly hitting my head on  the  ceiling.  My  heart  was  trying  to  beat  its  way  out  of  my  chest and  sweat  filled  my  eyes  —  I’d  seen  all  kinds  of  things,  but  this…

Only a twisted mind could come up with this! 



Reaching the next corridor, which looked more like a triangular crevice,  I  turned:  predatory  flesh  trembled  behind  me,  almost  fully covering  the  ground.  The  werewolf’s  heart  was  thundering  like  a machine gun turret too — boom-boom-boom — I felt the pulse in the artery beneath his armpit. 



We  landed  on  ordinary  rocky  ground.  Despot  appeared  from the  shadows,  touched  my  shoulder  with  a  halberd  arm  and  said, holding back his emotions:



“None survived. Only us.” 



He  threw  his  head  back  and  howled.  Only  then  did  I  think  to glance  at  the  Awoken  clan  tab  —  Bomber  had  been  killed  and resurrected  on  Kharinza.  He  said  in  the  chat  that  there’d  been  a wipe. It was likely that only Oyama was left up there. At least, I really hoped my teacher was still alive. 



“What about Oyama?” I asked Despot, knowing his talent for sensing souls. 



“I  do  not  sense  his  presence,”  the  demon  answered, interrupting his howl. 



I said nothing, swallowed. My eyes stung. 



“What about the demons?” Hellfish asked. “Are they… I mean, are they gone for good, or..?” 



“They  were  disincarnated,  but  their  essences  returned  to  the Inferno,”  Despot  answered,  looking  at  me.  “That  is  one  weight  you do not have to bear, ally.” 



Hellfish noisily scratched the fur on the back of his neck and growled:



“There  was  no  reason  to  violate  orders.  Even  those  idiots’

gear  collapsed  into  dust  from  that  plague  shit,  you  saw  it  yourself. 

Even indestructible legendaries. I don’t know what the hell that was, but  I  can’t  go  back  without  you,  kid,  all  I  can  do  is  die…”  He shrugged. “But not like them.” 



“So we can only go forward.” 



The three of us moved through the broad gap. I was plagued with doubts; could just the three of us even defeat the Nucleus? We had  lost  everyone,  including  the  almighty  generals  of  the  Inferno, without  even  meeting  the  legates  of  the  Destroying  Plague.  All  we could do now was hope that they were weaker without the support of the New Gods…



Dead  silence  reigned.  The  only  thing  that  was  alive  in  the kingdom  of  the  dead  was  a  warm  wind  blowing  us  in  the  face

intermittently, as if a sleeping giant was breathing ahead. That meant we were going the right way, toward the Nucleus. 



The  darkness  thickened.  Only   Night  Vision  saved  me.  The farther  we  went,  the  creepier  it  got.  We  crept  along  on  our  tiptoes, with Despot melded into the shadows — Horns knew he was mortal now and valued his skin. 



Seeing  movement  ahead,  we  stopped  and  tensed  for  battle, but nobody attacked. 



The  tunnel  expands  ahead,  ally,”  Despot  growled, materializing by my ear. “And… they are there. The legates.” 



“Stay  here,”  I  whispered,  going  into   Stealth  and   Clarity  and flying ahead. 



The  farther  I  went,  the  clearer  the  sinister  greenish  glow became. 



As Despot had promised, the tunnel grew so wide that all the remaining  legates  of  the  Destroying  Plague  fit  into  it  shoulder  to shoulder. 



They stood with their heads dropped to their chests and hands joined:  Laneiran,  Biancanova,  Criterror,  Mogwai,  Ronan,  Cray  and Eileen.  They  seemed  to  be  performing  some  ritual  with  a  single voice,  but  when  I  focused,  I  noticed  pulsating  arteries  connecting them, large and small, short and long, flowing with a dark substance with  greenish  veins.  Each  legate  had   Absolute  Destroying  Plague Immortality. There was no way to pass them. 



They shouldn’t have been able to see or sense me, but they threw  back  their  heads  and  spoke  in  unison,  at  the  same  time opening their mouths wide:



“The  traitor  returns…  Well,  Scyth,  I  admit  you’ve  become stronger.”  Their  voices  melted  together  into  a  low  grating  rumble:

“Stronger  than  all  my  legates.  That  is  commendable.  And  what  a coincidence — I happen to be in need of a new Supreme Legate.” 



 



Chapter 17. Zugzwang







THE  SEVEN  LEGATES  fully  blocked  the  entrance  to  the  tunnel  they emerged from. I was sure that this one led to the lair of the Nucleus. 

The   plague  arteries  connecting  the  legates  led  into  the  floor,  walls and ceiling. 



“Just say the word and I will return you to the embrace of the Destroying  Plague,”  the  Nucleus  whispered  through  the  mouths  of his legates. 



It would have been dumb to refuse right away. Better to get a feel for the lie of the land. 



“Why would I do that?” I asked. 



It seemed that in this critical moment, the Nucleus had taken full  control  of  the  legates:  Eileen,  Mogwai,  Criterror,  Laneiran, Biancanova,  Ronan  and  Cray  opened  their  mouths  in  synchrony, delivering a monotonous and emotionless speech on the greatness of the Nucleus, the might and invincibility of the Destroying Plague, before whom even higher demons were powerless! Let alone those fools  from  the  Empire,  who  were  now  reaping  the  fruits  of  their careless rejection of the generous offer to divide up Shad’Erung. On the  other  hand,  the  Commonwealth,  which  had  wisely  become  an ally, would now flourish on the part of Latteria allotted to it, and the new king Dominic would share Disgardium with the undead. All the rest  would  either  become  part  of  the  Destroying  Plague  or disappear…



I didn’t bother listening too hard to the all the dramatic bullshit. 

Translated  into  Common,  the  bombastic  and  pretentious  words meant that the undead created by the Nucleus and his ziggurats had

a level cap — their level couldn’t exceed that of the Supreme Legate of  the  Destroying  Plague.  That  was  why  the  Nucleus  had  replaced Mogwai with Eileen, and then Eileen had lost her place and returned it to Mogwai, who had been obsessively leveling up after the  Wheel of  Fortune  and  had  overtaken  all  the  other  Elites  again.  I  was needed  for  the  same  reason,  and  for  the  sake  of  my  joining,  the Nucleus was willing to ‘magnanimously forgive my former treachery.’



 Are  you  really  thinking  about  it,  or  just  buying  time?   Hellfish wrote.  Despot,  who  had  disappeared  into  the  shadows  as  soon  as the legates appeared, somehow conveyed his questioning confusion telepathically. He was waiting for the signal to attack. 



It  was  clear  we  had  to  fight,  but  how?  Also,  if  Oyama  had failed  to  hold  back  the  assault  in  Viderlich,  then  the  undead  could strike  from  behind  at  any  moment.  I  wouldn’t  have  bet  a  single centiphoenix on this battle ending well for us. 



“…your decision, Herald Scyth?” the legates asked, still just as emotionlessly,  with  no  questioning  intonation.  “Speak  or  be  silent forever.” 



“My  decision…”  I  said  slowly,  trying  to  figure  out  whether  I could  get  closer  and  pour   Concentrated  Life  Essence  on  each legate. I had few left, but it was worth the risk. Although…



Remembering  how  I  agreed  to  become  a  legate  last  time,  I went  into   Clarity  to  think.  What  if  I  accepted  the  offer  again?  The Nucleus would surely summon me for an audience, and that was just what I wanted! The fact that Behemoth wasn’t with me this time gave me pause. Last time his presence had helped me maintain control of my character, but now my protector gods were always near thanks to the   Ambrosia  of  the  Sleepers   I  drank.  And  they  were  far  stronger now  too  —  they  could  move  islands,  banish  New  Gods…  That settled it. No harm in trying. 



I went back to normal time and nodded:



“Alright. I agree.” 



The legates froze as if the Nucleus had gone to think, leaving his subjects as silent puppets. Turning, I saw Hellfish’s round eyes, his  finger  at  his  temple.  Despot  was  silent,  no  doubt  reading  my plans. 



The legates all started speaking together suddenly, at first as emotionlessly as ever:



“Naive  fool…  You  plan  to  accept  my  offer  only  to  stab  me  in the  back?  You  fear  the  consequences?  You  believe  you  can  hide your thoughts from me?” For the first time, emotion came through in their  voices:  scorn,  anger,  disappointment.  With  each  word  they spoke louder and louder, until the shout turned to a thunder and my hair  stood  on  end  from  the  words  echoing  endlessly,  louder  each time. “Thrice traitor! Again you fear to accept open battle and resort to cunning.” 



So  that  card  was  beaten.  I  sped  myself  up  again  to  think.  I couldn’t fool the Nucleus. I was sure it couldn’t read my mind, but it had somehow learned to identify my intentions. It really had become stronger. But I didn’t have to fight it, did I? My job was simple. Like it said in the quest, I had to  find  Concentrated Life Essence  and pour it into  the  reservoir  of  the  Nucleus  to  cut  it  off  from  the  Nether.   That was all. It said nothing about destroying the Nucleus itself. 



But first I had to take care of the legates. 



Just  take  a  run  at  them  and  crash  into  them?  There  was almost  no  space  between  them  to  fly  through,  and  the  network  of veins stretching from the legates to the tunnel walls was a barrier as well, but what if I could break through it? The question was how: in Clarity  and  Hurricane Ferocity, or with  Air Block protecting me? The

new  unarmed  combat  move  gave  almost  full  invulnerability,  but prevented  me  from  attacking  first  or  using   Clarity.   Nether,  I  didn’t even  need  to  hit  anyone,  it  was  enough  to  just  push  the  legates aside and fly past! 



Activating   Air  Block  removed   Clarity,  and  I  hardened.  It  was like I was wrapped in invisible bandages and turned into a mummy

—  my  arms  were  bound  to  my  sides,  my  lips  frozen  together,  my legs  tied.  This  must  be  what  they  meant  by   prevents  you  from attacking.  A  definitive  solution  in  the  game  mechanics,  something like  the   Ice  Block  that  had  protected  me  on  the  floor  of  the  Pitfall. 

Good thing it didn’t take away my ability to fly though! 



I  shot  headfirst  toward  the  legates,  closing  the  distance  in  a second and preparing to enter the radius of  Plague Aura, my heart thumping…



The  aura’s  effect  was  like  a  sticky  touch  on  my  skin  that  I could feel even though my gear. 



 All damage blocked by Air Block, actual damage: 0. 

  

It  worked!  I  was  flying  with  my  head  forward,  so  I  clenched internally  before  landing  like  a  cannon  ball  between  Mogwai  and Ronan.  The  strike  was  hideous.  Both  legates  were  thrown  several yards  back,  and  the  crisscrossing   plague  arteries  between  them stretched  out  under  my  pressure  like  taut  ropes.  I  pressed  further, pushing against the spider web, trying with all my might to break it. 

 Come on! 



The veins narrowed to guitar strings, then to fishing wire. They began to ring. A little more, just a little more, and they’d break..! My eyes widened with the strain. I watched as rot began to seep out of the veins, saw them dry out and harden where they touched the  Air Block,  losing  their  elasticity.  Come  on,  Scyth,  harder!    Just  a  little

 more!  I screamed and pushed. I really missed  Reaper’s Scythes, to slice through those corrupt strings! 



As  if  hearing  my  thoughts,  Despot  and  Hellfish  rushed  in  to help:  the  demon  appeared  nearby  and  tried  to  cut  through  the threads joining the legates, and the sniper fired a series of shots. On my right Mogwai snapped his jaws in an attempt to break through my Air  Block,  and  on  my  left  Ronan  leaned  on  his  sword,  its  blade pressing  into  my  armpit,  but  unable  to  break  through  the  thin,  but indestructible  obstacle.  The  veins  connecting  them  with  the  others stretched and thinned…




“Enough,” the legates whispered hoarsely. 



The veins, which seemed so ready to break, suddenly infused with a burst of  plague energy. They regained their firmness and the strength of their pull exceeded overpowered my  Flight. I was thrown back, knocking Hellfish down as I landed. 



We rolled head over heels for twenty yards, then I removed  Air Block,  regained  the  gift  of  speech,  stood  and  kept  backing  off, gasping:



“Well…  Trickery  didn’t  work.  Neither  did  breaking  through. 

We’re going to have to fight.” 



Despot  appeared  out  of  the  shadows,  bared  a  deadly  sharp nail on his little finger:



“I  couldn’t  tear  those  stinking  intestines  even  with  my adamantite cutter.” 



“We  have  to  cut  those  dead  bastards  off  from  mommy Nucleus,” I said. “That’s the only way we can kill them.” 



“I  don’t  mean  to  imply  anything,”  Hellfish  began.  “But  I  have only two rounds of  Belial’s Blood left, and there are seven of those guys.  Maybe  we  should  just  do  what  we  know  works,  what  we  did with  the  temples,  huh,  kid?  We  should  have  enough  essences…

right? How many do you have left?” 



“I  spent  eleven,  counting  the  one  Destiny  gave  to  Crawler. 

That means there are…” Hellfish’s words made something heave in my  soul.  I  opened  my  inventory  and  found   Concentrated  Life Essence. Not believing what I was seeing, I shook my head, blinked, rubbed my eyes. “It can’t be! Just two left! How!?” 



Not  expecting  anyone  to  give  me  a  sensible  answer,  I  went into   Clarity.  Blood  rushed  in  my  ears,  my  gaze  darkened,  cold descended  on  my  chest.  I  had  overcome  so  many  obstacles,  gone through  so  much  loss  to  reach  this  one  corridor  that  separated  me from  my  target,  only  to  find  that  Snowstorm  was  just  flat  out cheating?  The  corporation  had  the  power  to  give  players  items, which  meant  it  could  also  take  its  gifts  away.  It  was  just  numbers sitting in their databases. They were the only ones who could have cut down the number of essences in my inventory! 



But something didn’t add up. Why would they take only some of them away, not all? Why not just take all the flasks? Or could they only take what I’d bought? That would explain it if I had only had one left, even counting that I had poured out my own one, the one I won at the Games, on Eileen in Darant. But I had two. 



When was the last time I checked the number of essences in my  inventory?  Only  when  I  bought  them  at  the  League  auction house, and that was back before the Inferno. All the rest of the time I just knew that one of the cells in my packed  Treasure Hunter’s Bag was occupied by  Concentrated Life Essence, which stacks up to one hundred just like any other unique potion. 



I clapped myself on the forehead — think! I went to the Inferno along  with  the  essences,  came  back  to  Dis  for  a  short  while  as  an instance boss, then served in the legion again, returned to Dis and lived an infinitely long day destroying the temples of the Nucleus and gathering allies. When could I have lost the essences? 



Lost, given away, sold, used, or just removed on death — all that could have happened in the Inferno. I didn’t just die there, I even left  my  character  under  the  control  of  an  AI  in  the  alternative branches  of  reality,  and  a  copy  of  myself  when  I  was  in  the  coma. 

Or…  Or  had  the  Scyth-Alex  who  lived  to  this  moment  only  had thirteen essences to start with? 



That terrible thought demanded immediate investigation. After pulling the werewolf away from the legates in  Clarity, I went back to normal speed and asked:



“Hellfish,  this  question  might  seem  strange,  but  it’s  really important. How many of us were there when we killed the final boss of the Demonic Games?” 



“That really is a strange question,” the sniper muttered. “I’ll just remind  you  of  the  headline  in  the   Disgardium  Daily  that  night:  ‘A devil’s  dozen  of  champions!’  You  don’t  need  me  to  explain  what  a devil’s dozen is, do you?” 



“A devil’s dozen? Meaning thirteen?” 



“Yep,”  Hellfish  said,  shrugging.  “So  what?  Are  you  feeling alright, kid?” 



It matched up: eleven essences spent and two left. 



Everything around me looked wrong, off, unnatural. How was it  thirteen  when  there  had  been  fifteen  champions?  How  could  I forget that? I felt like I was going insane. 

 

“Our ally is tired,” Despot rumbled. He grabbed me under the arms and dragged me back to the exit from the tunnel. The legates walked  after  us,  slowly,  but  getting  ever  closer.  “The  changeling  is right.  Remember?  You  went  to  the  bottom  with  twelve  of  those freeloaders,” he said. “You and I put them down just like you wanted, and then Abaddon put me down, but the details of the battle made it through to the Inferno. You resurrected your allies before killing the general, and you all finished him off together.” 



Why did I think there had been fifteen winners of the Games with  me?  The  number  seemed  off  to  me,  too  high.  Would  I  have carried so many to the final of the Games? 



No  way.  This  must  be  from  the  stress,  the  lack  of  sleep. 

Maybe it was something to do with my brain bleed, too. I was getting delirious! Thank the Sleepers that I thought to count the essences in time,  otherwise  I  would  have  spent  the  last  ones  I  had  on  the legates. That would have been funny! A real comedy! 



 Sorry, Behemoth, but I ran out of life essences on the way to the  Nucleus,  we’ll  have  to  wait  for  the  next  Demonic  Games  to  try again…



I  laughed  nervously.  To  go  through  so  much,  to  get  not  just one, but a devil’s dozen essences and then flush them all down the toilet…



“Alright, kid, time to do something,” Hellfish whispered. He was nervous,  kept  raising  his  rifle  but  not  shooting,  not  wanting  to  give the legates any  plague energy. “Any suggestions?” 



I looked at our enemies again. They walked right next to each other in a row, fully blocking the tunnel with their bodies and the web of  ‘stinking  intestines’  between  them.  I  could  pour  one  essence  on the veins blocking our path, but if it didn’t help, then that was the last

ace  up  my  sleeve  gone.  Maybe  better  to  knock  a  legate  out  of  the row? Then I could try to break through the gap. 



All  that  was  left  was  to  decide  how  to  kill  him  and  and  with what. The first, most obvious thought was to use  Sleeping Ferocity

— one of my new divine abilities from Kingu. It had a 60% chance to eliminate any enemy with three active temples to the Sleeping Gods. 

A high chance, but there were seven legates. That meant less than a 3%  chance  that  I  could  take  them  all  down.  And  any  failure  would take  all  my  resources  including   spirit  down  to  zero.  They  wouldn’t even  need   Plague  Fury  to  kill  me  then  —  the  pathetically  low constant damage from the walls would be enough. There was a less risky way. 



“Let’s thin them out.” Deciding that the undead druid was the most  dangerous  foe  both  for  his  rank  of  Supreme  Legate  and because  of  his  nightmarish  dark  god  Cthulhu,  I  pointed  at  Mogwai. 

“Can you hit him, Fish?” 



“From forty yards?” He chuckled, raising his rifle. “You wound me…” 



The  shot  was  deafening  and  echoed  long  in  my  ears  while  I sped  up  and  shot  toward  Mogwai.  The  second  to  last  bullet  of Belial’s Blood  pierced  the  chest  of  the  reinstated  Supreme  Legate, breaking  his  connection  with  the  Nucleus  and  depriving  him  of Absolute Immortality. 



Despot  reached  him  first,  beginning  to  appear  behind  his back.  I  didn’t  even  make  it  to  him  before  I  hit  the  deadly  collective Plague Aura again, which didn’t just knock me out of  Clarity, but also pushed  me  back.  The  worst  of  all  was  that  the  legates’  aura  broke through  my   Equanimity  again,  like  it  had  at  the  temples  of  the Destroying Plague. 



My  Path  of  Sacrifice  protected  Despot,  allowing  him  to  deal the finishing blow, but the compounding damage of the aura’s ticks on the demon took away a third of my health before he left their area of effect. Mogwai was dead, and now was the perfect time to banish him as a Threat, but… No, it was too risky to approach the corpse, and I couldn’t strike him in the heart from behind  Air Block. 



The  legates  paid  no  mind  to  their  colleague’s  corpse,  but responded  immediately,  flashing  with  a  many-times  strengthened Plague  Fury,  and  again  all  the  damage  went  to  me.  I  had  a  lot  of health, but it was already down to half — the legates had spat out all their  supplies  of   plague energy  in  the  explosion,  emptied  their  now significantly larger reservoirs. If it weren’t for  Sleeping Invulnerability and  the  third  temple,  I’d  already  be  dead;  even  cut  down,  the legates’  damage  measured  in  the  hundreds  of  millions.  It  was  so high by a normal player’s standard that it even raised my skill:



 Resilience (rank IV) level increased: +1. Current level: 91. 

  

While  I  downed  a   Bottomless  Healing  Potion  and  followed  it up with a healing mantra, Hellfish turned into a wolf and fled from the hit  radius.  I  flew  back  to  him.  Behind  us  yawned  the  crack  leading into the corridor with the  Plague Embryos. There was nowhere else to retreat to. 



The  legates,  linked  to  the  living  dead  tunnel  by  their  web  of arteries, or ‘stinking intestines’ as Despot had put it, headed toward us.  The  ends  of  those  lines,  which  seemed  as  if  melted  into  the walls,  somehow  crawled  along  after  them.  Without  Mogwai  there was already more distance between the legates, but still not enough for me to slip through. 



“Minus one,” Despot said. “Let’s do that again.” 



“Agreed,” I nodded. “Cray next.” 



“Good choice,” Hellfish said, loading his rifle. “Baron Samedi’s puppet  is  the  second  most  dangerous  of  the  Destroying  Plague’s legates. And we… Have only one more round of  Blood!” 



The  shot  rang  out  through  the  tunnel,  echoing  off  the  walls. 

The legates continued toward us in silence, marching in unison like robots.  Cray  didn’t  even  twitch.  Despot  appeared  behind  his  back and crushed him practically in half from his neck to his waist, but got a halberd arm stuck in the body. Cray, with a single point of health left,  didn’t  so  much  as  raise  an  eyebrow,  just  stopped.  The  other legates stopped too. 



My  gloomy  suspicion  that  this  was  one  of  Joker’s  inventions failing again was confirmed by a shout from Hellfish:



“Another dud! That’s it, kid, I’m empty! At least the rifle didn’t blow up this time…” 



In  the  meantime,  Cray  turned  his  head  around  one  hundred and  eighty  degrees  and  twitched  once,  then  again,  then  started shaking  and  groaning  as  if  about  to  empty  the  contents  of  his stomach through his mouth. Despot began to growl, trying to free his arm or at least move away, and grabbed the legate, but it was like he was rooted to the ground. 



“Run, Horns!” I shouted, realizing what was about to happen. 



The demon made it. He dissolved into the shadows an instant before a cloud of deadly  Plague Dust burst from Cray’s mouth. 



There  was  only  one  thing  left  to  do,  something  Hellfish  had already suggested.  Air Block would bind my arms, but it would let me get  right  up  close  to  the  legates.  I  could  risk  swapping   Block  for Clarity in the hope of  Diamond Skin of Justice activating. If it worked, I should have time to pour  Concentrated Life Essence on one legate while invulnerable, and break through the opening gap…

 

No. Path of Equanimity in  Resilience didn’t protect me against the collective  Plague Aura, so why would  Diamond Skin work? The risk was too great. The legates would eliminate me as a Threat and Despot  would  die  forever.  I  had  to  keep  that  as  a  last  resort  and come up with something else for now. 



“Retreat,” I said quietly, flying further back. 



“We’ll lose that luxury soon,” the sniper murmured, turning into a wolf and running after me on four legs. 



Despot followed us, keeping a watchful eye on our foes. The legates put one foot forward, then the other, shuddered… and kept following, slowly, unhurriedly, as if they knew we had nowhere to go. 

They were right — the corridor filled with  Plague Embryos had as if inflamed, expanded, crowded with consumed players and demons. I couldn’t  imagine  how  we  could  get  through  it  without  touching  the deadly  flesh.  Time  was  in  the  legates’  favor.  We  had  to  do something. 



“Damn,  those  lines  recharge  their   plague  energy!”  Hellfish shouted. He had only just realized. 



At  full  strength  again,  the  legates  attacked  once  more  in synchrony, but this time with ranged class skills. Spells, arrows and crossbow bolts dripping with  plague energy would have pierced my chest  if  I  hadn’t  reflexively  gone  into   Clarity  and  dodged.  But Biancanova’s  Storm Charge and Criterror’s  White Arrow  hit  Hellfish as he lingered behind me. 



Laneiran  made  a  magic   Blink  to  us  and  knocked  me  back  to normal time with her  Plague Aura. I had enough self-control to grab the  rotting  elf  girl  by  the  throat  and  pour  an  essence  of  life  on  her. 

Laneiran’s  flesh  hissed,  began  to  melt  and  flow.  Despot  added  her damage and we dropped her health to zero, but failed to banish her

as  a  Threat  again  —  the  remaining  Elites  attacked,  their  aura pushing us back from the corpse, and we only just dodged another tick.  All  the  same,  we  were  minus  one  more  legate  and  plus  60%

health and  spirit thanks to  Assistance of the Sleepers.  Try  to  break through?  Or  increase  my  chances  using  another  of  Joker’s inventions?” 



“Use the  Salt, Fish,” I commanded. “Target Cray.” 



The sniper was at the ready, so he shot right away. The fabric of  creation  rippled  as  the  black  droplet  tore  through  it,  and  the protodemon  settled  into  Cray.  It  must  have  been  very  hungry:  the possessed Cray immediately jumped at Criterror, who was closest. 



Hellfish hefted  Tom’s Carpet Bomber  and winked to me:



“Time for some field testing. First trial!” 



The recoil of the divine cannon threw the sniper back a couple of yards and a huge explosion boomed out in front of us. I felt a blast of heat as the legates flew back in the shockwave. They lay in a row, preventing  each  other  from  standing.  Only  Cray  remained  on  his feet, chewing on Criterror. This was my chance! 



“Follow  me,  Horns!  We  have  to  break  through!”  I  shouted, casting  Air Block and shooting forward. 



Despot launched himself after me. My defensive ability didn’t allow me to attack in any way or even use  Clarity, but I didn’t need to. All I had to do was get past our enemies. 



Even as I crashed into the network of arteries, I realized this attempt  wouldn’t  work  either.  The  legates  climbed  to  their  feet  with surprising agility.  Plague  tentacles lanced out of the floor and ceiling and  immobilized  Cray,  and  then  me.  I  was  stuck  like  a  fly  in  a spiderweb! 

 

They couldn’t do me any harm, but they could certainly catch and hold me. Despot managed to hide in the gloom. I canceled  Air Block  and flashed with  Sleeping Vindication, but that did nothing but make the tentacles in the walls shudder and weaken their grip. The network  of  vessels  still  blocked  the  pathway  before  us.  After  a moment’s  hesitation,  I  stopped  pushing  forwards  and  returned  to Hellfish under  Air Block. 



The  legates  stamped  their  feet,  convulsed  and  launched  a new wave of  plague  attacks. Hellfish couldn’t dodge completely; an enemy spear pierced his shoulder. 



“They  can  attack  like  this  forever,  Scyth!”  he  shouted  in  my ear. “It’s a wipe! We have to go!” 



Without  waiting  for  me  to  answer,  Despot  appeared  nearby and rumbled:



“Just five left, changeling! And one of them is possessed by a protodemon!  You  give  in  too  soon!  If  we  don’t  put  an  end  to  the Destroying  Plague,  then  who  will?  This  sickness  must  be  stopped! 

Otherwise… Give it time and there’ll be nothing but the undead left!” 



“Fish  is  right,”  I  said  begrudgingly  and  prepared  to  grab  the sniper and fly away to think of strategy. “We retreat!” 



“The elf with that…” the demon said and dissolved into the air. 



“Where are you going?!” I shouted, seeing what he was doing. 

“Come back, idiot! You’re mortal!” 



But  Despot  didn’t  come  back.  His  skill  to  instantly  move  to wherever  there  was  shadow  allowed  him  to  do  what  he  knew  and loved  to  do  to  mortals.  An  instant  later,  his  huge  body  appeared beneath the ceiling and crashed down on the legates. He worked his

limbs, trampling our enemies, crushing them into piles of bone and flesh, twisting and compressing them. Hellfish and I stood at range, not  knowing  what  to  do.  Approaching  the  legates  was  suicide;  the huge  damage  of  the  collective   Plague Aura  was  already  killing  me through Despot. 



In the meantime, the demon rolled the legates up into compact rotting  meatballs  and  started  tossing  them  down  his  wide  open gullet.  He  swallowed  Biancanova  and  Criterror,  then  Eileen  and Ronan, and finished up with Cray. 



“What  the  hell  is  that  damn  demon  thinking?”  the  sniper asked.  “Aren’t  they  immortal?  They’re  going  to  kill  him  from  the inside!” 



“We’d  better  get  close  to  the  wall,  Fish,”  I  said  dimly,  noting that the arteries leading from the walls into the demon’s mouth were soundlessly tearing. “Get ready to run as fast as you can when the path opens up.” 



Despot  shook  his  head  like  a  dog  trying  to  break  its  prey’s back, then shot into the shadows and shouted:



“Get through to the Nucleus, ally!” Then, echoing through the hallway, his parting growl: “Groghgghr!” 



My  eyes  stung.  What  have  you  done,  Horns?   Forcing  down the lump in my throat, I went into  Clarity and shot forwards. Toward the  Nucleus.  Somewhere  in  the  shadows,  Despot  was  still  taking damage from the legates’  Plague Aura and  Plague Fury.  His marker had disappeared from the minimap. 



I couldn’t hold on any longer; gritting my teeth, I kicked him out of  the  group.  The  blood-red  bar  of  my  health  told  me  clearly  that  I could withstand only one or two more ticks of the deadly aura. 



In a fraction of a second of real time, I traveled the length of the tunnel and reached a turn moving to the left and down. I could somehow feel that the lair of the Nucleus was close, but I didn’t fly far. A huge figure on four legs loomed up in my path as I rounded the corner, and  Plague Aura knocked me back to normal time. Mogwai! 

The  damn  Supreme  Legate  must  have  revived  somewhere  nearby and come back as soon as he could. 



Panicking,  I  instinctively  darted  backwards  in   Flight,  and Hellfish crashed into my back. Pointing behind us, he shouted:



“Look!” 



Turning, my eyes widened: a brown mass of undead flesh was pouring  in  from  the  corridor,  like  the  seething  foam  from  a  huge Plague Embryo.  Now  there  was  no  way  we  could  retreat!  Laneiran could  appear  at  any  moment,  the  legates’  respawn  point  was somewhere nearby… or the Nucleus was summoning them straight here… but no, she wouldn’t come. This was her second death for the day,  which  meant  that  Mogwai  was  the  final  obstacle  before  the Nucleus’s lair. 



Pushing me aside, the sniper ran forward with his rifle at the ready, shouted a curse at Mogwai and yelled:



“Freezing Shot!” 



The  shot  boomed  out,  but  Mogwai  took  no  damage,  just covered over with a rime of frost. Cursing him again, the sniper left the group, put his rifle away, turned into his wolf form and jumped at the legate, biting into his throat, hanging off him and scratching at his eyes,  blocking  his  view…  What  was  he  doing?  After  opening  the bear’s mouth with his paws, Hellfish leaned over him as if he wanted to  kiss  him  and…  spat  something  shiny  into  his  mouth.  Mogwai reflexively  clenched  his  jaws  shut  and  there  was  a  pop  from  inside his mouth. His jaw broke… and a protodemon took control of him! 

 

The huge possessed undead bear span in place, gargling and bubbling, but not firing  Plague Fury. Instead, he collapsed on Hellfish and  started  to  tear  at  him  with  tooth  and  claw,  growling  from  deep within his stomach like a starving bear fresh out of hibernation. This was my chance to break through, maybe even the last one. 



Just  as  I  was  about  to  bind  Mogwai  with   Spirit  Trap,  a  dull murmur came from beneath the undead bear:



“He  has  no   Immortality,  and  his  other  skills  are  disabled because of the demon…” Hellfish gasped out, then stopped resisting and repeated the same in the chat. 



Right. Focus on the enemy! My lips unconsciously widened in a  wicked  grin  as  I  set   Spirit  Shackles  down  on  the  ground  by  my friend, shouted the name of my move strengthened with  vindication:



“Spirit-Crushing Hammerfist of Justice!” 



A  ghostly  outline  of  my  fist  bristling  with   Reaper’s  Scythes drove  into  Mogwai’s  side.  Hellfish  was  already  dead,  but  now  the bear  died  too.  The  protodemon  jumped  out  of  him  as  a  droplet  of mist, but didn’t flee, instead dissolving in the air under pressure from particles of Order. 



Kicking  the  bear’s  corpse  off  the  sniper,  I  revived  Hellfish, brought him back into my group and extended a fist:



“You have five seconds to banish the Threat, Mr. Painter.” 



Hellfish,  the  right  hand  of  the  leader  of  the  top  clan  of preventers,  touched  his  fist  to  mine  and  did  it  in  two.  The  class-B

Threat was eliminated. 



After  looting  the  corpse  and  getting  a   Rainbow Crystal  each, we  moved  on,  putting  twenty  yards  between  us  and  the  rapidly growing mass of the mega-embryo. We ran to the end of the sloping tunnel, turned into another and found ourselves before a stone wall. 



“It’s  there,”  I  heard  from  behind  my  back.  “The  almost disincarnated Old God of Death, who fed on the energy of the Nether and turned into the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague. 



“Teacher?”  I  glanced  back,  confirming  that  the  tunnel  was covered by the seething mass of the  Plague Embryo.   “Where were you?  How  did  you  get  through..?”  I  gestured  at  the  undead  flesh behind us. 



“Sorry for the delay, student. I ran into some subtle foes, and didn’t want to expand their ranks. I had to jump through some other dimensions.” Oyama made himself visible, frowned at the wall before us:  “There’s  nothing  we  can  do  to  get  past  it.  It’s  made  of   Inert Reinforcement Stone.” 



“‘If  this  stone  is  used  in  a  structure,  no  mortal  can  tear  it down,’” I quoted. “I ran into some of it in the desert and we used it to build  Behemoth’s  temple…  Can  you  not  get  through  it  either, teacher?  Through  the  other  dimensions?  If  not  break  through  the wall, then at least get inside and pour…” 



“Even I can’t do it,” Oyama interrupted me. “The point of  Inert Stone is that it exists in all planes at once. But I’ll try to find another way.” 



The  master  disappeared,  and  Hellfish,  nervously  glancing  at the approaching mass of the  Plague Embyro, groaned:



“So  it  was  all  for  nothing?  Can’t  we  dig  underneath?  Get around  somehow?  Can  you  resummon  that  digger  pet  of  yours, Scyth? Or use your teleportation? Pull us out of here!” 

 

I tried to activate  Depths Teleportation, but the cast cut off as soon  as  it  started.  The  aggressive  environment  canceled  the  cast even though it dealt no damage.  Sleeping Ferocity could destroy any foe,  but  the  wall  didn’t  count  as  one,  only  living  targets  did.  Call of the Sleepers… was still inactive. 



Oyama returned and shook his head:



“It’s not a wall, it’s an egg. Indestructible. The last barrier the Nucleus is hiding behind…” 



His voice started to fade into the distance, and he and Hellfish disappeared in the darkness, which shattered into a thousand shards before me…



 Spontaneous Divine Revelation activated! 

  

…and  when  my  vision  returned,  the  world  reeled.  I  found myself  in  the  tunnel  before  the  seven  legates  again.  They  were saying something, but I couldn’t make out what. I reeled, losing my balance in surprise, but didn’t fall — Hellfish held onto me. 



“You okay, kid?” The sniper looked worriedly into my eyes. 



I  nodded,  listening  to  what  the  Nucleus  was  saying  through the legates’ mouths:



“…say  the  word  and  I  will  return  you  to  the  embrace  of  the Destroying Plague.” 



“Why  would  I  do  that?”  I  asked,  automatically  repeating  the same question as before while I gathered my thoughts. 



That  meant  that  everything  up  until  now  wasn’t  real!  Oyama was  alive,  just  busy  upstairs.  Despot…  There  he  was,  still  nearby, 

hiding  in  the  shadows.  Hellfish  shifted  from  foot  to  foot  behind  my back, writing me a message in the chat… Uh-huh, the meaning was almost  the  same,  only  the  words  had  changed:   Stalling  for  time? 

 Good move, kid, maybe it’ll work. What’s your plan?  And the  Plague Embyro behind us still hadn’t started to grow, so there was still time. 



First  I  opened  my  inventory,  found  the   Concentrated  Life Essence  there  and  sighed  in  relief.  Here,  back  in  the  real  world, there were just as many as there should be: four. Eleven had been spent,  which  meant  there  had  been  fifteen  champions  of  the Demonic  Games  after  all.  Joy  flooded  through  me  and  a  smile spread across my face. All the same, I couldn’t help wondering: why had  there  been  fewer  essences  in  the  vision?  Maybe  to  teach  me something, to explain that they weren’t the only way to win? 



The  Nucleus  continued  to  pontificate.  I  started  to  slowly  step back and spoke to Despot:



“Despot, can you swallow them all at once?” 



“Of  course,”  the  demon  answered  without  thinking.  “What then? Carry them away from you?” 



“You see those stinking guts leading from them to the walls? 

They’re super-strong, you can’t cut them even with your adamantite cutter.”  The  demon  chuckled  when  he  heard  that,  but  said  nothing. 

“But  if  you  crush  those  bastards  and  swallow  them,  the  ‘guts’  will weaken and dry out, and then you can tear them, and then…” 



“What then?” 



“When you swallow them, come to me and open your mouth as wide as you can.” 



“What should I do?” Hellfish butted in. 



“Save your ammo. You have only two shots of  Belial’s  Blood left, and one is faulty. Save them for the Nucleus…” 



I  fell  silent,  because  Despot  leaped  into  action.  The  scene from  my  vision  in  which  he  compressed  the  five  legates  into meatballs repeated almost like-for-like, only now there were seven of them  and  they  were  resisting.  Hellfish  shifted  nervously  nearby, aiming through his rifle and adjusting his sights, but not shooting. 



After  crumpling  all  the  legates  into  one  big  ball  of  meat  still flashing with  Plague Fury, Despot tossed it into his mouth. My health fell  into  the  red,  but  I  wasn’t  worried  —  I  calmly  drank  down  a Bottomless Healing Potion, then spoke my healing mantra and was almost  good  as  new.  And  then  the  legates’   Plague  Aura  either weakened significantly or completely stopped when Despot tore the veins and rushed toward us. 



I  reached  for   Concentrated  Life  Essence,  but  remembered that  killing  the  legates  wasn’t  enough  —  they  also  had  to  be suspended  in  the  great  nothing  after  death.  Then  I  placed   Spirit Shackles between me and Despot, his mouth open wide. One after another, I threw a couple of flasks of essences down it and got ready to  throw  more.  The  glass  shattered  as  it  fell  into  his  throat.  The demon  snapped  his  mouth  shut,  listening  to  himself.  The  damage stopped,  the  legates  died,  but  had   Spirit  Shackles  captured  them? 

Anything could happen here, near the Nucleus…



“Forward,  quickly,  before  they  revive!”  I  shouted,  entering Clarity. 



Grabbing  Hellfish  by  the  scruff  of  his  neck,  I  quickly  flew through the tunnel and reached the stone wall. The demon appeared first, and I returned to normal time, dropping Hellfish as he threw up the contents of his stomach. I pointed at the obstacle:



“No mortal can break through this wall, Horns.” 

 

“Lucky I’m here, then,” Despot chuckled. “I may have become mortal, but I was born a demon…” 



I  was  putting  my  hopes  more  in  him  being  the  son  of  a  god, even an Old one transformed into a prince of the Inferno. 



The  banished  and  now  mortal  demigod  approached  the  wall, sized it up…



“Groghghr!” 



…and  slammed  a  fist  into  it,  smashing  open  a  huge  hole. 

Despot worked his halberd arms to expand the passageway to a size that he could crawl through. 



The path to the Nucleus was clear. 



 



Chapter 18. For the Sins of Others DESPOT’S LAST BLOW brought the wall crashing down as if made of clay,  revealing  a  narrow  passageway  in  the  gloom.  The  demon chuckled in satisfaction, and the tunnel in which we stood rumbled. 



I looked around, but the echo made it hard to say where the noise  was  coming  from.  It  kept  growing  and  growing,  and  I  nearly missed the moment when dust started sprinkling down from above, and  then  a  shower  of  stones  crashed  down  on  us.  Judging  by  the enormous  weight  of  a  small  chunk,  the  ceiling  here  was  unusual. 

Imagining how many thousands of feet of earth lay above us, I fled into  Clarity in panic. 



It had saved me so many times, which made me realize how important every little decision was — I could have chosen a different patron  element,  and  then  I  wouldn’t  have  been  able  to  slow  down time, and… everything would have been different. 



Weaving between the shards of the collapsing ceiling, I picked up Hellfish and shot toward the only free corridor, the one leading to the lair of the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague. Despot had already moved forward, jumping from shadow to shadow. 



The tunnel first expanded and then narrowed so that I had to lean  down  and  sometimes  even  crawl,  pulling  the  werewolf  behind us. I rushed ahead as fast as I could, feeling that our time to end the Destroying  Plague  was  running  out.  The  last  minutes  were  flowing away, and other challenges awaited me, and today was just the start of something that could bring the whole world crashing down. Both worlds…



The  corridor  spat  me  out  into  a  spacious  dark  cave  where even the air was thick. A lake full of  plague matter gleamed like oil in the middle. Once I got my bearings, I realized I was on the opposite side from the portal which had brought me here the last time. 



Tiny  particles  of  glittering   Plague Dust  hung  in  the  air.  It  was all  over  the  place,  but  some  inner  sense,  maybe  left  from  the  days when I was undead myself, told me that the material was harmless to us: it was inactive, either already activated or yet to be so. But a glow  came  from  the  particles,  and  that  was  what  gave  out  what might  have  passed  for  light  in  the  great  nothing.  Without   Night Vision, I wouldn’t have been able to see my own hands. 



The Nucleus was nowhere to be seen, but the  plague lake into which  I  had  to  pour  a   Concentrated  Life  Essence  was  right  there before  us  —  a  hundred  yards  away,  a  second  in   Clarity.  Could  it really be so easy? 



I tore toward the body of water, then stopped sharply. My heart thumped against my ribcage. I was terrified of making a mistake by believing  I  had  reached  my  goal  so  easily.  I  remembered  a  saying about free cheese. This could be a bespoke Scyth-trap made by the Nucleus. 



I  left   Clarity  and  dropped  Hellfish,  who  immediately  fell  to  all fours and tried to empty his already desolate stomach. 



“Horns,” I shouted to my ally. “Do you sense anything?” 



“Not  a  single  living  soul,”  Despot  rumbled  quietly,  appearing out of the darkness. “But I doubt the Nucleus has a soul, and it could not be called living.” 



I  looked  at  the  sniper,  who  was  already  climbing  to  his  feet, and reminded him:



“Fish, one of your  Blood-infused rounds is a dud. So load two rifles at once and be ready to shoot the Nucleus as soon as you see it, without my command.” 



“Will  do,”  he  nodded  and  immediately  got  ready,  muttering:

“You  know,  after  everything  I’ve  been  through  with  you,  it  wouldn’t hurt to bring me into the…” 



Without letting him finish, I sped up again and shot toward the pool. As I flew into the cave, I could still hear the distant and drawn-out rumble of the rockfall, but now all the sounds just stopped. Our voices gave no echo, and Hellfish soundlessly opened his mouth. 



The  plague  pool,  at  the  bottom  of  which  I  had  once  lost  the Cold-Blooded Punisher, where Behemoth had lived in the form of a droplet  of  protoplasm  and  detected  the  channels  linking  the Destroying Plague to the Nether, gave off heat. And it felt so good, so all-suffusing that I wanted to sink into the pool as if into a hot bath on  a  rainy  autumn  night.  The  pool  was  so  alluring  that  thoughts  of my  goal  paled.  It  felt  as  if  I  could  just  dive  into  that  pool  and  be  at peace, be protected. 



A hundred yards, eighty, sixty…



I  couldn’t  believe  that  I  had  reached  my  goal  so  easily. 

Suppressing the alluring thoughts of the comfort I’d feel in the pool and still expecting a trap, I flew the final yards carefully, feeling the space before me, fearing that I might run into a deadly obstacle like Cthulhu’s   Sphere  of  Eternity,  an  invisible  forcefield  or  a superpowered  Plague Aura that would kill me with one tick. I flew on, taking out a flask of essence…



As I flew, I kept my eyes on the frozen black surface, noticing nothing around me. There were forty yards left when I heard a low, barely  audible  rumble.  The  shimmer  of  the  lake  disappeared  and something  blocked  my  view,  swallowing  up  the  light.  It  took  me  a

second — for me, in my sped-up state, — to recognize what loomed before me, and the next instant I was already flying backwards in a somersault, knocked out of  Clarity. 



The  Plague Aura  took  almost  all  my  health  away  in  a  single tick.  Only   Sleeping  Invulnerability  kept  me  alive.  That  was  why  it made no sense to come here without a third temple: the aura dealt damage  as  a  percent  of  total  health.  My  high  stats  wouldn’t  have helped,  and  neither  would   Resilience  and  its  paths.  Sleeping Invulnerability was the only thing that helped by cutting the damage down  by  60%.  The  rest  would  have  been  split  between  my groupmates, but Path of Sacrifice returned it to me instead, although cut down, and then that damage was dulled by  Resilience. 



Knocked  out  of   Clarity,  I  started  to  hear  sound  undistorted again. The low rumble turned out to be steps. Something huge and sinister  was  moving  through  the  cave.  Boom!    Boom!   Each  step seemed to make the air vibrate. 



First  the  dead-green  gaps  of  eyes  flickered,  and  then  the outline  of  a  black  giant  appeared  in  the  darkness.  My  thoughts scattered in panic. I felt the urge to squint, but I looked straight at it and tried to get a hold of myself. It was hell, but I managed to stand up,  tried  to  take  off…  and  couldn’t.  The  invisible  pressure  of  the Nucleus pushed me down to the earth, as if the gravity in the area had multiplied. 



Then  I  took  a  step  toward  the  lake.  The   Plague Aura  should have killed me long ago, but I was still alive. Alive and walking. One step… another… two more…



My  body  filled  with  lead  and  I  fell,  unable  to  rise.  I  started crawling. Another thirty yards… or could I throw the flask of essence from here? I tried to unstopper it and felt my muscles weakening, my teeth  sliding  uselessly  on  the  cork  in  an  attempt  to  open  the essence, my legs buckling beneath me…

 

Falling onto my stomach, I raised my head. The Nucleus was so  close  that  I  could  make  out  details.  It  was  a  humanoid  body consisting of fluid darkness. Blighted creatures were trying to break through it, but couldn’t penetrate the too-thick film. Now a basilisk’s face appeared on its forehead and disappeared at once, replaced by two hands, which in turn changed to a face twisted with suffering. I writhed on the floor, feeling like a butterfly under a collector’s needle. 



I  felt  the  weight  of  the  Nucleus’s  presence  far  more  strongly than at our last meeting. The giant’s gaze sucked everything out of me, even the will to live, let alone fight. Death seemed like the only way  out;  there  alluring  peace  clearly  beckoned,  the  lightness  of abandoning the weight of responsibility — what could one ask of the dead? 



 Level ??? Nucleus of the Destroying Plague

  

It had changed since we last met. It now had a level, and had gained  not  only  power,  but  new  abilities  like  the  one  allowing  it  to materialize in my path. 



These  thoughts  skittered  across  the  edge  of  my consciousness  in  the  part  of  my  brain  responsible  for  rational thinking. The other part had control over me — the animal part from our  ancient  ancestors  who  knew  nothing  of  speech  or  fire.  It stretched  out  to  the  Nucleus,  which  showed  no  aggression,  just stayed  standing  a  couple  of  paces  away,  taking  mercy  and  not destroying  me  with   Plague  Aura.  How  could  I  doubt  its magnificence? 



My mind wondered why I had heard no shots from Hellfish, but my gut quietly celebrated that my old and still future god was safe. 

The Nucleus would take care of me, solve all my problems. All I had to do was trust it. 



Thoughts  of  my  friends  and  loved  ones  didn’t  touch  me  —  it was  time  for  them  to  live  on  their  own.  They’d  been  riding  my coattails  for  too  long.  The  Nether  with  them.  I’d  have  new  friends. 

Good  ones,  successful,  beautiful,  young  people  who  get  all  they need without help: Eileen, Mogwai, Criterror, Biancanova, Laneiran, Ronan,  Cray  and  Liam.  In  my  world  they  were  the  cream  of  high society,  the  height  of  human  civilization,  and  in  this  world  —  the strongest undying. I had to make friends with them, not with losers like envious Malik and thickheaded Hung. What a shame I eliminated Angel! She was a good-looking girl. Tissa and Rita would look ugly next to her. But maybe the Nucleus would let me make her a legate again? If I gained its trust and got the rank of Supreme Legate, I’d do just that. 



Still,  where  was  the  shot?  I  glanced  involuntarily  at  the  logs and sighed in relief — Hellfish was dead, praise the Nucleus. It was looking after itself. There was no need for me to worry. 



Good thing the sniper and I had come in alone. Now he was gone, and nothing could get in our way. 



The  Nucleus  stood  silently  before  me  for  long  minutes  or hours,  and  I  thought,  looking  for  answers  and  immediately  finding them,  dimly  aware  of  where  they  were  coming  from  —  the magnanimous  ruler  of  the  Destroying  Plague,  mighty  and unbreakable.  Now  that  I  saw  what  was  happening  in  Disgardium from all sides, I understood that the labors of the Sleepers and their Initial,  who  they  had  brainwashed  and  forced  to  act  in  their  selfish interests,  had  been  doomed  to  failure  from  the  start.  Doom…

Something  about  that  word  made  something  shift  in  my  memory…

Right,  the  demon!  My  sidekick  from  hell  had  disappeared somewhere on the way here. Shame. A demon zombie would be a nice minion to have. I’d have to find him later. 



Casting  aside  thoughts  of  the  demon,  whose  fate  was unimportant  for  now,  I  went  back  to  pondering  the  future.  The

Destroying  Plague  allied  with  the  Commonwealth  was  already  a force to be reckoned with, and Nergal the Radiant had blessed the Nucleus,  which  meant  that  Marduk  the  Somber  had  also.  Where those  two  went,  so  did  the  rest  of  the  New  Gods.  So  the  state  of affairs was clear, and the fate of the world was decided. Disgardium would be divided between the living and the dead. 



The living would bow to Nergal-Marduk, a single god with two faces, and the dead… the dead would serve, doing all the dirty work like the robots of my own world. Disgardium would become a heaven on  earth,  where  the  living  didn’t  have  to  do  anything  but  pray  and feel pleasure — both in life and in undeath. 



Nergal’s  plan  was  to  break  the  Demonic  Pact  and  lock  the demons  in  the  Inferno,  then  cut  off  the  supply  of  souls  to  them  in order to weaken the princes. Nergal knew what could be done with souls,  and  believed  that  the  best  place  for  them  was  the  Nether. 

They would do far more good to him there. 



The perfect balance: the living enjoying their days and praying to  Nergal,  the  dead  working  for  them,  and  their  souls  achieving eternal  life  after  death  in  the  Nether,  where  their  deeds  would  be judged  and  they  would  be  rewarded  by  merit:  the  true  believers would be given paradise, the apostates or those who prayed little —

eternal  torture  and  a  thousand  years  in  the  grip  of  a   Living  Sieve, and even worse punishments. 



The  thought  flashed  up  that  Nergal  had  gone  to  the  Nether. 

Did he know… Oh, he had to know about the mortals stuck there. I smiled  and  shook  my  head,  astounded  at  the  Radiant  God’s strategic  maneuvering.  What  was  Behemoth  compared  to  him? 

Nergal had broken through to the Nether via Crag. Amazing! 



Unable to restrain my admiration, I struck my fist on the cave’s stone floor and felt the approval of my ruler. He still said nothing, his

beautiful  face  reflecting  no  emotion,  but  I  could  clearly  hear  his laughter, kind and understanding. 



Poor Crag could say goodbye to his character. Nergal wouldn’t give it back, and who cared? Far more interesting how the Radiant God  had  taken  advantage  of  this  new  dimension  previously inaccessible  to  all  —  he  had  found  himself  his  next  high  priest!  I approved  of  the  choice.  Nine  was  truly  powerful,  and  who  but  she could  lead  the  followers  of  the  greatest  entity  in  all  the  observable universe? Nergal had prepared a channel for her sufficient to cross into Disgardium, and to speed up the process, he had created… I fell into a stupor in rapture. 



My lord laughed inside my skull again:  Now do you see WHO

 you were trying to fight? 



Of  course,  there  was  a  reason  he  was  so  sure  of  his  own superiority  and  the  invincibility  of  his  creator  and  protector  Nergal. 

The all-powerful Diablo, Azmodan and Belial couldn’t go against the Celestial  Arbitration.  Even  Behemoth  couldn’t  stand  up  against  it. 

Nergal  hadn’t  just  subordinated  the  Celestial  Arbitration,  he  had made it his puppet, and while playing on their own field. 



After  taking  over  Crag’s  body  in  the  Nether,  Nergal  had expanded  the  passageway  between  the  worlds  enough  for  the Arbiters to use it, and summoned them to make an agreement with Beta #9. 



A deal between a divine-level undying from the Nether and a New  God  in  the  body  of  a  mortal  undying?  The  scale  and consequences of such an agreement could shake the foundation of the universe. Naturally, the entire Celestial Arbitration answered the summons, or at least the part of it that could take on material form —

a full staff of twelve burning blue Arbiters headed by the Prime Eye. 



 He  locked  them  in  the  Nether!   I  suddenly  realized,  and  the Nucleus confirmed it. Nergal cut off the channel and left only a small passageway behind to maintain a connection to his avatar. 



In  the  Nether,  time  flows  five  hundred  times  faster.  Months passed  there  while  the  Arbiters  searched  for  a  way  out  in  vain. 

Without  their  connection  to  Disgardium,  they  weakened.  They threatened Nergal with punishment, demanded that he free them…



The Nucleus didn’t know at what point they realized that they couldn’t get back without Nergal. The important thing was that they calculated  the  probabilities  and  came  to  a  conclusion:  they  would have  to  agree  to  the  Radiant  God’s  conditions  or  else  be disincarnated, and the Celestial Arbitration without the Arbiters was a mind without a body. They agreed, and Nergal released them. Only the Radiant God knew the conditions of the deal. But they were easy to guess, and they lifted my spirits; I was on the winning team, after all!  Relief  finally  came.  It  was  all  over,  even  if  not  how  I…  no,  not how the Sleepers wanted it. 



“Now  do  you  see  how  foolish  you  were  to  betray  me?”  the Nucleus asked. 



“Yes,  master.  Forgive  me,  master.  It  will  not  happen  again, master.” 



I sincerely believed what I was saying. Most of all I liked that the  Nucleus  didn’t  hate  me  or  the  Sleepers.  The  Nucleus  was rational, a stranger to foolish emotions. The undead, after all, were functional, perfect for performing tasks. Emotions would only hinder execution.  The  Destroying  Plague  and  the  Nucleus,  mighty, powerful,  indestructible…  they  were  for  execution.  And  I  didn’t  see anything shameful about that, because all of them together and each individually were just playing their role. Even Nergal the Radiant. 



Behemoth had suspected that Nergal created an enemy in the form  of  the  Destroying  Plague,  an  enemy  against  whom  all  of Disgardium  would  unite,  but  who  only  the  Radiant  God  and  the adepts  gifted  with  his  power  could  defeat.  The  Sleeping  God  had judged  based  on  himself,  and  was  sorely  mistaken.  Nergal,  whose wisdom was as great as the sun, had created the missing link in the perfect society. A society where there would be no unhappiness —

not only would the living be without complaint and suffering; the dead wouldn’t  feel  anything  either.  I  wanted  to  be  part  of  that  world.  I wanted it badly! My heart bled at the thought that this was impossible in the world I was born in. 



“Stretch  out  your  hand,  Scyth,  and  you  will  become  the mightiest legate of the Destroying Plague that Disgardium has ever seen,” the Nucleus said gently. “All will envy the powers I give you. 

By  your  wish  will  the  dead  become  the  living,  and  the  living  —  the dead.  You  will  possess  all  the  treasuries  of  the  world,  for  every corpse worm will obey you and give you knowledge of what it finds. 

You will rule the world shoulder to shoulder with Nergal in my name, and when the Nether spits out his new high priestess, she will help: you will be able to take on any bodily form, alive, spectral or dead, at your desire. You will even be able to turn into light… or darkness —

and in the end you will gain the power of the gods…” 



“Yes… Yes. Yes!” I said, nodding in wonder at the possibilities. 

“I’ll do it…” 



“I don’t think so,” someone’s voice interrupted me. 



Furious at the interruption, I turned to immediately destroy the interloper,  but  he  struck  first.  Did  he  strike?  The  next  instant  I  was flying head over heels and crashing away at a furious speed until I finally slammed into a wall. So that was what the werewolf felt when I carried him in  Clarity…



Oyama  stood  next  to  me  in  a  combat  stance.  Before  I  could blink, he raised a leg and delivered a sharp kick to the Nucleus. My tutor’s  figure  blurred  in  the  air,  traveled  ten  yards  and  stopped.  A ghostly silhouette then separated from it, closing the gap in a flash of lightning…



I was sure that strike could have taken down Mount Mecharri at Kinema, but the black giant with its burning green eyes withstood it.  His  kindness  and  benevolence  was  gone,  replaced  by  open anger…



Rage  and  fury,  disappointment  and  hatred  lashed  out  at Oyama,  but  hit  me  too,  freeing  me  from  outside  thoughts,  wishes and desires. 



“It is not for you to decide, dead man,” the Nucleus answered. 

Oyama  stood  ten  yards  from  me,  but  even  I  felt  the  sheer  mental pressure  the  Nucleus  was  applying  to  my  teacher.  “Yes,  old  man, you  are  dead,  though  you  know  it  not.  You  are  all  dead!  You,  and Scyth,  who  I  wanted  to  give  the  illusion  of  choice,  and  the  demon hiding  in  the  gloom.  You  will  transform.  You  will  rise  as  the  living dead!” 



“The  illusion  of  choice?”  I  echoed  unwillingly  while  my  mind thought  feverishly  for  a  way  out.  “You  always  knew  my  choice, master  of  rot,  but  you  didn’t  get  it  the  first  time  when  I  completed your quest in Tristad, or the second when…” 



I  talked  on  and  on,  and  while  it  listened  and  didn’t  attack,  I looked  at  my  ability  icons  —   Sleeping  Ferocity,  Clarity,  a  flask  of essence  —  it  was  all  there.  All  I  had  to  do  was  find  a  way  to  get through to the lake without flying into  Plague Aura… Wait, what was that? 



Hellfish’s  corpse  was  already  gone,  but  a  preventer  is  a preventer  —  the  sniper  had  lost  some  of  his  inventory  and

equipment.  Still  reminding  the  Nucleus  of  its  folly,  I  walked  over  to the  loot  and  scooped  it  all  up.  Quickly,  quickly,  hurry!   My  heart pounded while I sent Hellfish his gear, keeping only the rifle loaded with  the   Belial’s  Blood  Explosive  Round.  Would  it  work  against  the Nucleus itself? I doubted it, but it was worth a try. 



“…so,”  I  continued,  coming  closer.  “Now  do  you  understand why I don’t want to be undead? Even your legates can’t wait to get as far away from you as possible and get back their living bodies!” 



After  shouting  that,  I  shot…  and  swore  fiercely  at  Joker  the ham-handed engineer, whose faulty round exploded in the barrel and turned the rifle inside out. I lost all my mana, but still had my  spirit. 

Throwing  aside  the  destroyed  legendary  gun  that  Hellfish  would probably have sold his soul for, I went into  Clarity. The enemy was far away,  Plague Aura wasn’t reaching me, and I needed to think. 



Despot appeared at the edge of view and disappeared again, dissolving in the mist. I was surprised at how the Nucleus had made me  think  that  Hellfish  and  I  had  come  here  without  the  demon.  Or had  my  ally  himself  affected  my  mind  to  hide  his  presence?  It seemed like it. Horns knew what was going on, and had hidden and come back with reinforcements. 



Right…  Balancer was on cooldown, spent on Baron Samedi…

Should  I  risk   Sleeping  Ferocity?  Would  the  strength  of  the  divine ability  be  enough  to  destroy  another  god?  It  wasn’t  even  that important  —  my  goal  was  just  to  reach  the  pool,  after  all.  Could Oyama keep the Nucleus at bay? 



As  soon  as  I  thought  of  that,  my  tutor’s  silhouette  blurred, disappeared and reappeared nearby. 



“We  have  seconds  left,  student,”  he  said,  frowning.  “That’s why it isn’t attacking. It’s waiting for us to turn into its servants. We breathed in the  Plague Dust, after all. 

 

I looked at the icon beneath my portrait, saw that he was right. 

We  were  ‘infected.’  Less  than  a  minute  until  death  and transformation into the undead. 



“Then  we  have  no  other  option,  teacher.”  I  pulled  out  the second flask and offered it to Oyama. “If we fly opposite ways in a circle toward the pool, one of us might make it. We need to pour the life essence into it. When it takes effect, the Nucleus…” 



“I know, you said,” he threw in annoyance, taking the essence. 

“The  enemy’s  aura  strikes  in  all  directions,  so  don’t  think  about slipping by it via the ceiling. Just hope you fall into the water.” 



“The  Plague Aura will knock us out of  Clarity, teacher.” 



“I know, so break through with  Air Block. I’ll try to get past in Crystal Clarity, because I don’t have control of my body in  Air Block, and I can’t fly like you. Ready?” 



“Despot…”  I  said,  nodding  toward  where  the  demon  was hiding. “If…” 



“If we don’t succeed, then we’ll have the whole world to worry about,  not  some  empty-headed  demon!”  Oyama  barked.  “Are  you ready?!” 



I checked my  Bottomless Healing Potion. It had cooled down. 

To avoid putting Despot in danger I left the group, then restored my health with the potion and healing mantra. 



“Like my uncle Nick used to say, a deep breath won’t postpone death. So yeah, teacher. I’m ready.” 



We shot toward the  plague pool. I don’t know what my teacher saw, but for me the Nucleus grew instantly — the giant became so

large  that  its  head  brushed  the  cave  ceiling,  and  its   Plague  Aura expanded, fully covering all possible paths to the lake. 



Oyama almost got there, but he was knocked back to normal speed as if with a baseball bat, thrown backwards. He didn’t reach his target, but at least he survived. 



I  didn’t  even  reach  the  Nucleus;  even  my  elemental  block didn’t  save  me  from  its  aura.  The  first  tick  hit  me  when  I  slammed into it, the second while I was falling. 



That  was  the  one  that  killed  me.  I  was  already  preparing myself  mentally  to  rise  again  as  an  undead,  knowing  that  even  my hundred-percent  chance  to  avoid  death  might  not  work  here  in  the lair of the Nucleus, but Fortune intervened:



 Second Life! You managed to dodge death! 

  

 Would  you  like  to  revive  where  you  died  or  go  to  your

 linked respawn point on the Isle of Kharinza? 

  

Flee  and  leave  my  teacher  and  friend  in  the  enemy’s  lair, losing all chance to return? No way in hell! 



Reviving,  I  got  ‘infected’  again  as  I  breathed  in   Plague  Dust, and  instantly  began  to  act  on  autopilot,  like  whenever  I  was  in danger:  Clarity,  Flight — and away, to…



Tick!  —  the  Nucleus’s  aura  still  reached  me,  but  no  second tick came; I was thrown back to a safe distance again. 



Before I could breathe out, the giant spoke:



“Pathetic fool!” The voice rumbled so loud that it gave both me and Oyama a nosebleed. “You could have had it all, but instead you will lose everything!” 

 

The  Nucleus  pinned  me  with  his  gaze,  ignoring  Oyama,  and two  Plague Beams  shot from its eyes — fat and leaking some green substance,  but  at  the  same  time  still  beams,  like  light  and  liquid blurred  into  one.  At  least  they  were  a  lot  slower  than  the  speed  of light  —  I  managed  to  jump  away.  Wherever  they  hit  the  ground  it bubbled  and  hissed,  the  stone  itself  melting.  The  beams  ran  after me, burning two smoking channels like a laser. 



All I could do was cross my fingers and put my hopes in a last-ditch weapon.  Call or  Ferocity? It would have been a tough choice if there was one, but  Call hadn’t cooled down, and I activated  Sleeping Ferocity…



The  icon  turned  gray.  My  health,  mana,  spirit  and   vindication emptied,  turned  brown-red…  and  nothing  else  happened.  Fortune had turned that part of her body to me that the demons so furiously swore on.  Ferocity had failed its only test. 



Burning across the stone floor, the  Plague Beams reached my feet, and I started to retreat toward the exit. It was like the Nucleus was  playing  cat  and  mouse,  leaving  me  only  a  tiny  chance  to survive, but we both knew this was the finale. I had no  spirit to speed up, nor the will to continue fighting. All I could do was at least barter with the Nucleus for the lives of my teacher and ally. As I accepted defeat, it was like I lost my skeleton. My legs bent beneath me and my body collapsed. 



The beams stopped an inch from my face. I raised an arm and opened  my  mouth  to  accept  the  offer  to  again  become  part  of  the Destroying  Plague  under  any  condition…  and  a  woman’s  frantic voice sounded out from the ceiling:



“Stop, Reaper!” 



All my fears suddenly went away and I felt at ease, blessed. 

 

Lying down spread-eagle on the floor, I involuntarily turned my head and saw Morena, unimaginably beautiful, with snow-white skin and a flowing black gown. 



“Reaper!”  she  shouted  with  such  longing  that  her  pain  cut through to my bones. Morena approached the Nucleus and pulled its head toward her. “Wake up, Reaper! I’m here!” 



For an instant it seemed that the lines of a man’s pain-twisted face  cut  into  the  Nucleus’s  visage.  Something  changed.  Even  the pestilential dust motes froze in the air, stopped glowing. 



As  soon  as  the  Nucleus  turned  away,  its  influence disappeared. The perfect chance to reach the lake! I tried to rise and only fell back: my strength wasn’t returning. It was too far away…



“An ally does no harm to an ally,” my friend rumbled from the darkness beneath the wall. 



The  demon’s  massive  body  separated  from  the  shadows. 

Despot grabbed me in both arms and threw me into his open mouth, snapping  it  shut,  but  not  swallowing  me.  What  went  on  outside passed by my attention. You can’t see much from inside a furnace. 

But  a  couple  of  seconds  later,  I  fell  out  of  my  ally’s  mouth,  a  little cooked but alive… and now at the wall that was right by the edge of the  plague  pool! 



Grabbing  my   Concentrated  Life  Essence,  I  gathered  the remainder  of  my  strength  and  jumped,  spilling  the  bottle.  In  that couple  of  moments  the  Nucleus,  but  not  Reaper,  had  grabbed Morena  by  the  throat  and  lifted  her  up  before  itself,  cast  its   Plague Sight on her, sucking the essence out of the goddess of death. 



Morena hung limp, losing her shape, dissolving in the air, but even as she died she still stroked his inky dead cheek. 

 

The droplets of the essence fell onto the pool’s black surface, and  time  stood  still.  I  opened  my  eyes  wide,  stared  into  the  thick tarry liquid. A bubble was forming. The droplets took on the glow of life and dropped to the bottom. For a few moments that seemed like an eternity, I could see nothing, and heard only my own heartbeat…



…until that stopped too. It struck thrice, pushing plague matter along  my  arteries,  and  then  froze  forever.  So  it  had  all  been  for nothing, then. The Nucleus was too strong. The droplets of essence went out, dissolved in the dead water, their life force not enough to consume it, to break the threads connecting the Destroying Plague to the Nether. 



This was the end. I powerlessly pressed my cheek against the stone  floor,  realizing  that  we’d  done  all  we  could.  Behemoth  had been  mistaken  to  think  he  knew  how  to  defeat  the  Destroying Plague… This was the end, not only of the war, but of Scyth too. 



The  Nucleus  looked  at  me  again  and  shook  a  finger.  My teacher lay somewhere at the creature’s column-like feet, no doubt turned  undead.  Who  knew,  maybe  Oyama  would  become  the  new Supreme Legate? 



Or  Despot.  Sure,  he’d  disappeared  from  view,  but  he  had breathed  in   Plague  Dust,  which  meant  his  transformation  into undead was only a matter of time. 



My gaze dimmed, my eyes shut, my mind emptied…



…but I still heard:



 Glug…



What  was  that?  Had  the  Nucleus  swallowed  up  Oyama,  or was the newly converted demon zombie just blowing bubbles? 

 

 Glug…



And again:  Glug, glug! 



The  rare   glug-glugs   quickened  until  they  turned  into  the bubbling of boiling water. 



I  opened  my  eyes:  rainbow  ripples  ran  across  the  lake,  its surface  agitating  and  exploding  with  multicolored  bubbles  that erupted  with  acrid  black  smoke.  I  willed  myself  to  turn  to  see  the Nucleus… and jumped up when I realized what was happening! 



The  Nucleus  twisted,  waves  passing  across  its  murky  flesh and  bright  slits  opening  up  here  and  there.  Sensing  its  weakness, the  swallowed  spirits  of  sentients  and  non-sentients  within  it  began to squirm, trying to break free. Could I really have done it? 



The material body of the undead ruler expanded, the Nucleus began  to  wheeze.  It  stared  at  me  with  hatred,  but  its  deadly  gaze had no more power. Then it opened its mouth, fired out a stream of dead  light,  and  then,  forcing  the  giant’s  mouth  open  with  its  feet,  a desert  vulture  began  to  climb  out.  It  waved  its  wings,  turned  into  a yellow  beam  of  light  and  shot  toward  the  ceiling.  Next  an  elf  girl crawled  out,  turned  into  a  purple  beam…  So  that  was  where  the souls and spirits of those who rose as the undead went! After being swallowed  up,  now  they  were  tearing  their  way  out  to  find  peace where  they  may.  The  Nucleus’s  corpse  was  as  if  pierced  by  a thousand  needles,  and  the  little  beams  of  souls  shot  through  the blackness.  It  knew  that  its  minutes  were  numbered;  remembering who was killing it, it moved toward me to crush me. 



I spoke a mantra to recover my  spirit reserves and went into Clarity,  activated   Hurricane  Ferocity   and   Lashing  Wind,  giving  me invulnerability  and  slicing  through  any  flesh,  even  the  divine,  and then crashed down on my enemy. 

 

I  had  enough   spirit  for  several  seconds.  I  was  the  wind,  a hurricane, a storm that stripped flesh from bone, and when I became a person again I froze next to the bubbling  plague pool surrounded by wreathing scraps of mist. Through them I saw the remnants of the Nucleus  trying  to  gather  back  together.  A  flash  blinded  me  for  an instant  —  the  freed  souls  turned  into  iridescent  light  and disappeared, and the  Plague Dust that had infected us sparkled and fell into ash. 



Still not believing in success, I feared to move and scare away my luck… Although how could I? Despot flashed like a gigantic torch in the pitch black and belched. Four balls of fire span into life in the air, filling the cave with a warm glow. 



“Let there be light!” the demon rumbled happily. 



Oyama rose from the floor nearby. Both looked terrible. They had almost transformed into undead, but the process was reversing

— before my eyes, my tutor’s cheeks turned rosy pink again, and the gaping holes in his rotten flesh healed. 



 The  Nucleus  of  the  Destroying  Plague  has  been

 eliminated. 

  

 Experience: +3 quadrillion. 

  

 Experience  points  at  current  level  (1014):  27  trillion  /  235

 trillion

  

 You leveled up: +12! Current level: 1014. 

  

 60 free attribute points available! 

  

Eliminated…



Eliminated!  But  was  it  just  the  Nucleus  that  had  been eliminated, while the Destroying Plague faction was still just fine? 



Dragging  my  legs  along,  I  walked  over  to  the  water  and touched it with my hand — it was just water. No infection, no plague. 

Dirty,  cold,  but  normal.  Leaning  down,  I  looked  into  it  and  saw  a crystal  flashing  as  if  giving  off  signals.  It  was  a  many-faceted  orb around the size and color of a cherry. 



Loot from the Nucleus? 



When I looked at the description, I wished there hadn’t been any loot:



 Kernel of the Destroying Plague

  

 Divine artifact. 

  

 Transforms  the  absorber  into  the  Nucleus  of  the  Destroying Plague. 

  

 Requirement: only for classes God, Priest or Herald. 

  

 Chance of loss after death lowered by 100%. 

  

 Durability: indestructible. 

  

So that’s how it worked… There always had to be a Nucleus of the Destroying Plague? 



I picked up the artifact and stared at it long, wondering what to do.  Leave  it  here?  Then  the  threat  would  never  disappear. 

Somebody  would  someday  find  the   Kernel  and  fail  to  resist  the temptation. 



“What are you thinking of doing with it?” Oyama asked. 

 

Despot growled vaguely:



“I’m warning you, if you dare, I’ll take you down even if it kills me.” 



Looking back, I shrugged:



“There’s  good  news  and  bad  news.  The  bad  is  that  it’s indestructible. The good is that it can’t be lost either. So it can take up a slot in my inventory and rot there forever!” 



I did just that — sent the artifact into my inventory. That was the last act of will I was capable of. 



Feeling and thinking nothing more, I dropped to the floor like a deflated  balloon.  And  nearly  covered  a  slate-black  droplet  of protoplasm  with  my  palm.  To  the  side  I  saw  another,  golden-black. 

Like drops of quicksilver, the remnants of the Old Gods shuddered in a futile attempt to approach each other. 



Removing  my  armor  and  weapons,  I  crouched  down  on  my heels next to them and gently touched them with my fingers, hoping they would flow into me like Behemoth once had done. Then I could take  them  to  the  Sleepers  to  decide  what  to  do  with  them.  The droplets remained unmoving. Maybe they were too weak even to do that.  I  tried  to  pick  them  up,  but  just  like  quicksilver  they  slipped away, and when I tried to scoop them up along with the soil they just seeped through it and back to where they lay. 



Oyama sat down nearby. Despot breathed loudly behind him. 

We said nothing, too exhausted to talk. The demon tried to eat the droplets  of  protoplasm  out  of  curiosity,  using  his  lower  jaw  like  an excavator  bucket,  but  all  he  scooped  up  was  earth.  The  droplets stayed  where  they  were.  So  be  it  —  let  this  place  be  a  temporary

abode  for  Reaper  and  Morena  until  I  could  bring  Dekotra  and  the other followers of the goddess of death’s cult. 



The Old Gods would wait, but I needed to get out of there, get Despot  to  Kharinza  and  my  teacher  to  Jiri,  then  log  out  to  real  life right away and figure out what was going on there. 



After  all  this  strife  and  trouble,  all  I  wanted  was  to  just  sit  in silence. If what I learned from the Nucleus was true, then dark days awaited  Disgardium.  Nine  as  a  high  priest  of  Nergal?  The  mere thought made my stomach turn, especially if she kept her levels and abilities.  And  it  wasn’t  good  news  that  the  Celestial  Arbitration  now bowed  to  the  Radiant  One.  I  couldn’t  even  imagine  all  the consequences  of  what  had  happened.  But  right  then  I  didn’t  even want to think about it. I was tired. 



I wasn’t even bothered that the system hadn’t rewarded me for eliminating  the  Nucleus.  An  entire  faction  had  lost  its  leader.  The controlling  AI  was  probably  racking  its  electronic  brain  to  figure  out what to do. 



“Why did you take your gear off, ally?” Despot suddenly asked gently. 



“He did right,” Oyama said. “A true warrior relies not on armor and steel, he is both one and the other.” 



Armor and steel? A weapon? And then it hit me —  Reaper’s Scythes!  I  was  so  used  to  them  that  I  completely  forget  they  had been a gift, and who had created them. It took a second to equip the Scythes.  I  extended  the  blades  to  the  droplets  of  protoplasm,  to Morena  and  Reaper…  and  they  willingly  melted  into  them  and immediately began to talk to me. 



Their  voices  felt  like  my  own  thoughts,  but  with  a  different tone:

 

 Thank you, Morena said with relief. 



 Thank you, Reaper whispered tiredly.  Morena was right about you. 



They  fell  silent,  apparently  having  spent  their  last  drops  of Faith  on  those  words.  I  hoped  that  even  in  this  form  Morena  had retained  the  entities  and  souls  of  those  who  died  above  Viderlich. 

She and I had still had more to talk about. 



In the ten minutes it took for Oyama and me to pick ourselves up, Despot disappeared and came back, reporting that he had found a  secret  cache  that  only  the  undead  could  access.  Hellfish’s  eyes would have lit up at the prospect, but I just shrugged. If I had time, I’d have to come back here through the depths and try to open it. 



Oyama sat in silence all the while. Even after reading mantras, his health had recovered to less than half. No matter all his energy, age  still  had  the  upper  hand,  and  now  I  could  see  clearly  how exhausted he was. He had been badly hurt holding back the undead hordes  in  Viderlich,  and  before  that  he  had  fought  the  New  Gods, and now — the Nucleus. All the same, I resolved to disturb him and tell him what I’d learned from the Nucleus. He had to know that this wasn’t the end of the war. 



“We’ll think about that tomorrow,” he said, yawning widely. “For now, it’s time to go home! Time to rest!” 



We stood up. I wanted to take us back to Kharinza first, where I hoped to introduce my teacher to Behemoth…



And then it landed:



 Unlocked  divine  achievement  First  Kill:  Nucleus  of  the

 Destroying Plague! 

  

 You are the first in the world to kill the global boss Nucleus of

 the  Destroying  Plague!  The  leader  of  the  Destroying  Plague  was the  Destroying  Plague  itself,  transforming  ordinary  undead  to perform  its  tasks.  By  destroying  the  Nucleus,  you  destroyed  the entire faction, performing a feat that will be remembered through the ages. 

  

 Reward: perk Saintly (-100% damage from undead; +1000%

 damage to undead). 

  

 Unlocked divine achievement Godslayer! 

  

 The entity that transformed into the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague  was  an  Old  God  whose  name  remains  a  mystery.  By disincarnating  the  Nucleus,  you  have  written  your  name  into  the annals  of  Disgardium’s  history  and  will  always  be  remembered  by sentients as he who destroyed a divine entity. 

  

 Reward: active skill Divine Disappearance. 

  

 Divine Disappearance

  

 When you use this skill, your being disappears from this realm, leaving  not  even  an  astral  trace.  You  will  not  be  invisible  to  those looking at you, but will be able to hide your presence in Disgardium from  anyone.  Search  and  notification  artifacts,  sniffer  dogs,  oracles and even gods will be unable to determine your location. 

  

 Cost  to  use:  1%  of  any  resource  (health,  mana,  class, combat) of your choice per hour. 

  

 All hail the hero! 

  

 Would you like to make your name public? Doing so will give

 +10000  reputation  with  all  the  main  global  factions  and  +50000

 fame. 

  

 Attention!  The  achievement  First  Kill:  Nucleus  of  the

 Destroying  Plague  is  of  great  significance  to  all  Disgardium.  All sentients  must  know  the  hero’s  name.  You  cannot  refuse  to  make your name public. 

  

 Global notification in: 00:00:09… 00:00:08… 00:00:07…

  

A  second   Glory  popped  up  for   Godslayer,  and  I  didn’t  turn  it down — dumb to think people wouldn’t link it to the  First Kill. And my intuition  told  me  that  high   reputation  and   fame  might  be  very important to my future. 



In  the  next  few  seconds,  the  world  learned  the  name  of  the one  who  had  killed  the  Nucleus.  Waving  the  notifications  away,  I moved on to the next ones — the flood of experience filling up Scyth was still flowing, because Behemoth’s quest was now done too, the one I got right after the Holy War. That was just over a month ago, but it felt like a past life; so much had happened since then. 



I  must  have  looked  like  a  Christmas  tree  in  the  gloom  of  the cave, flashing with each new level. 



 Quest  of  the  Sleeping  Gods  “Death  to  the  Destroying

 Plague!” completed. 

  

 You killed the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague. 

  

 Report your success to the Sleeping Gods to get a reward. 

  

 Experience: +6 quadrillion. 

  

 Experience  points  at  current  level  (1036):  14  trillion  /  293

 trillion

  

 You leveled up! Current level: 1036. 

  

 170 free attribute points available! 

  

 Your  reputation  with  the  Sleeping  God  Behemoth  has

 increased: +3000. 

  

 Current reputation: adoration. 

  

 Your  reputation  with  the  Sleeping  Goddess  Tiamat  has

 increased: +3000. 

  

 Current reputation: adoration. 

  

 Your  reputation  with  the  Sleeping  God  Kingu  has

 increased: +3000. 

  

 Current reputation: respect. 

  

 Your  reputation  with  the  Sleeping  God  Abzu  has

 increased: +3000. 

  

 Current reputation: respect. 

  

 Your  reputation  with  the  Sleeping  God  Leviathan  has

 increased: +3000. 

  

 Current reputation: respect. 

  

And the final chord boomed out across all Disgardium:



 Global  notification!  The  Destroying  Plague  faction  has

 been eliminated! 

  

 Player characters of the undead race lose all abilities related to the destroyed faction, and relevant items also lose their power. 

  

 Attention! The undead penalty to reputation with other factions has been canceled. 

  

 Attention! Player characters of the undead race are now able to change their race or join any other faction. 

  

Victory could now officially be celebrated. The thought flashed up that the good news didn’t end there: we were going to finish the fourth  temple  soon,  and  it  would  be  good  to  consecrate  it  to  the Sleepers myself, but…



I tossed a  Worn Coin to open a portal. My goblin friend stuck her rumpled head through it, looked around and smiled. 



“Lady Kusalarix, the Nucleus is destroyed.” I raised a hand to stop her before she could climb through to me. “Let’s celebrate later. 

I  have  a  favor  to  ask  —  could  you  consecrate  the  temple  in  the desert without me?” 



I  got  a  stunned  silence  in  answer.  Widening  her  eyes,  she gulped and nodded rapidly:



“It will be done! What an honor! What a…” 



I waved a hand and smiled:



“Come on, get going.” It was hard for me to talk even of good things. I could barely lift my tongue. 



The  goblin  woman  disappeared  and  the  portal  closed.  Next  I sent the leaders of the allies a message to tell them it was all done. 

Smiling, I imagined how crazy the world must be going…



…and,  grabbing  Despot  and  Oyama,  I  jumped  to  Kharinza, realizing  too  late  that  I  would  have  seen  Kusalarix  there  anyway, 

without using the  Worn Coin. 



My brain clearly needed rest, otherwise I was bound to fail the citizenship tests. 



* * *



As soon as he saw me appear in the castle, Bomber rushed over to meet  me.  He  must  have  seen  the  global  notifications  about  the Nucleus’s demise, but he looked distraught. 



We hugged. He responded to my news with a frowning nod:



“Well  done,  well  done…  Tell  me  about  it  on  the  way,  alright? 

Right now we have to hurry, it’s time to fly out for the tests. May the Sleepers let us make it on time! Anything you need to stay here for?” 



It was true, we couldn’t be late. That was as good as not even showing at all and becoming a non-citizen. I guessed I could hand in Behemoth’s  quest  after  I  got  my  citizenship.  Anyway,  I  didn’t  really want to see him after the thoughts the Nucleus had put in my head. 



“Nothing really, but I still need five minutes…” I looked around, but couldn’t see Despot. 



The demon was already feasting in the castle’s central square where  everyone  was  assembled.  Crawler’s  teacher  Vert  the  mage was lighting up the sky with fireworks. The troggs, kobolds, trolls and other  non-humans  danced  wildly,  and  Despot  was  there  in  the crowd,  waving  his  halberd  arms  and  growling  in  satisfaction, accepted  as  family.  He  was  already  a  legend  to  the  people  of  the island,  although  he  had  been  in  Disgardium  for  less  than  a  day.  I would have been more careful in their shoes: the demon looked like he was barely holding back from throwing his own feast. 



Once sure that Despot wasn’t about to go missing, I returned to  Oyama.  I  grabbed  Patrick  on  the  way  so  he  could  introduce  my teacher  to  Behemoth.  Oyama  refused  the  honor  —  he  was  always very careful with any gods. All the same, after a moment’s hesitation he decided to stay for a day or three after all. 



Although I had to resort to cunning:



“I won’t be in Disgardium for a few days, teacher. My friends too. Lady Kusalarix is busy in the desert. There’ll be nobody to look after  the  island,  and  my  clan  won’t  have  anyone  to  manage  it,  but they will have a hungry demon…” 



“Think  you’ve  found  a  babysitter,  do  you?”  Oyama  asked, frowning…  and  then  smiled  tiredly.  “I’ll  get  some  rest  and  then handle  it,  bring  some  order.  You  rest  too,  student.  Is  that  clear? 

Otherwise I’ll never teach you anything else again!” 



I  promised  I  would  rest,  but  judging  by  his  squint,  he  didn’t believe me. And I didn’t believe it myself when I climbed out of my capsule at the same time as Bomber. 



There was still a smile on my face from talking to my teacher, but as soon as the intragel slid off me, all my mirth evaporated. 



Chaos  reigned  in  the  bedroom.  There  were  brown  stains  on the floor, the bed was overturned with its feet broken off, and Hairo Morales sat by the wall with his head down. He looked like he had one foot in the grave: bags under his eyes, armored vest scorched, hair burnt on one side, face angry red with a burn. An empty bottle of rum sat next to him. Judging by the puddle and the stench of alcohol, he had spilled more than he drank. The room was smoky and stank of burnt hair and melted plastic. 



Hearing the noise of the capsule, Hairo started up. I gave him a thumbs-up from behind the glass:

 

“We killed the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague…” 



It was like he didn’t hear me. He rose, shook, leaned against the  wall  and  sighed  heavily,  started  talking  slowly,  tripping  over  his own tongue:



“I  know…  you’re  tired…  but  we  have…  bad…  very  bad…

news.” 



“Yeah, Hung said, but didn’t tell me any…” 



I cut off, staring at the dried blotches on the floor and turning cold: it was blood! 



“I  didn’t  tell  you  any  details  because  I  didn’t  want  to  distract you,”  Hung  explained  as  he  walked  into  the  bedroom.  “Especially since only Hairo knows the big picture.” 



I moved my gaze to the security officer with a dying heart: he was blinking, trying to focus. He waved a hand:



“Let’s go down to medical and talk…” 



I  trudged  after  him,  trying  to  drag  out  time,  to  delay  the inevitable,  but  the  image  of  the  dried  blood  wouldn’t  go  from  my mind, and I didn’t want to think about whose it was. 



* * *



Ed  was  in  an  intensive  care  capsule  in  a  coma.  Rita,  who  had performed a real act of heroism to save me, lay next to him barely alive. I held her by the hand as I listened to Hairo. 



Holding back anger and fear, the security officer told me dully what  had  happened.  My  hair  stood  up  on  end  and  my  heart  raced and  bled.  Tissa  who  wasn’t  Tissa  had  killed  Malik  and  Roj!  Maria was dead! Trixie and his grandpa were dead… And we didn’t know what had happened to the real Tissa, and I had that contract to set up a meeting with her and Liam…



“I don’t believe it…” I said, forcing the words out with difficulty, my voice shaking and tears rolling down my face. “I don’t believe it! 

People can’t just die like that! Over a game! This is all my fault, it’s all because of my damn Threat status! It’s me! I did this!” 



My fury gathered into a huge wave and crashed down on the rocks,  pulling  me  away  from  the  shore  before  I  could  get  a  grip  on myself. I jumped up and started punching the wall. Hairo and Hung dragged me away. 



“Calm down, Alex,” my friend asked. “The Home Doctors are busy enough as it is, and you need to get to the tests! What will the commission say when they see your hands?” 



Hung  himself  didn’t  look  any  better,  his  face  bruised  and  his temple  red,  but  I  said  nothing,  especially  since  the  security  officer was now shaking me by the shoulders and shouting in my face:



“Don’t take the guilt for other people’s sins! You got that?!” 



“What… What am I supposed to do then?!” I shouted, pushing his arms off. “Who’s going to bring Malik back? Maria? Roj? Trixie? 

What about Tissa? It’s all my fault! Mine! They trusted me and they died for it!” 



Hairo  held  me  close  and  stroked  my  head  like  a  little  boy, calming me down:



“We can’t get them back, Alex. They’re not coming back…” He failed  to  hold  back  his  own  tears.  “But  think  of  the  people  you  still have to live and fight for!” 



“Did  you  find  Tissa?”  I  really  hoped  that  the  list  of  the  dead would be reduced by at least one name. “Did you learn anything at all?” 



“We had more pressing matters, and I… I kinda lost it…” Hairo admitted. “This was my failing! If there’s anyone to blame, Alex, it’s me!” 



“No,”  Hung  muttered.  “They’re  the  ones  at  fault.  Them  and nobody else!” 



“Hung is right,” I breathed. 



“So  many  people  died,”  Hairo  muttered.  “We  need  to  give them  all  a  good  send-off!  We  have  to  send  Malik’s  body  to  his parents,  help  organize  the  funeral…  And  I  don’t  have  enough people! Roj and Maria are dead, Yoshi is badly wounded. Sergei is holding on, but he had a rough time too. We need to bury our own too,  the  locals,  and  not  burn  them  in  a  crematorium,  but  Willy  is taking  care  of  that…  In  the  meantime,  I  need  to  take  you  to  the tests.”  He  looked  at  Ed  and  Rita.  “Tomorrow,  when  they’re  better, we’ll  contact  a  clinic  to  postpone  their  tests.  Only  licensed  doctors can do that…” 



“Yeah, yeah, of course…” I muttered, gulping and wiping away tears with a bloodied fist. 



“Tomoshi  is  at  Eniko’s  now,”  Hung  felt  it  necessary  to  say.  “I don’t know which of them is more scared and who is reassuring who. 

Toby  is  locked  away  in  his  room  and  praying  to  who  knows  what gods, probably all of them at once…” 



He was hiding pain behind his usual jibes, but I suddenly felt how  much  I  loved  Hung.  He  was  like  the  brother  I  never  had.  I hugged him, said quietly:



“Thanks for saving yourself and Ed.” 



Hung muttered that he would have done the same for any of us,  and  I  bitterly  thought  that  the  universe  was  laughing  at  me, enchanting me with success and then grabbing me by the hair and slamming me face-first into the ground…



I longingly remembered the feeling of peace and harmony that the Nucleus had offered. 



Then I angrily spat out blood and snarled:



“So it was the Children of Kratos?” 



Hairo  nodded.  I  looked  at  Rita’s  calm  and  beautiful  face  and suddenly relaxed. It was a terrible thing to think, but I felt glad that Malik  had  died  instead  of  her  or  Ed,  then  felt  horrified  at  my  own thought. 



Fate had dealt me a blow that I would probably never recover from. The losses were too great…



But  I  wasn’t  about  to  give  up.  The  elf  with  that!  They  could choke on Belial’s member! 



I  wouldn’t  rest  until  I’d  taken  vengeance  against  those  for whom power, top citizenship privileges and all the riches of the world weren’t  enough.  Those   non-people  like  cancer  cells  corrupting healthy  tissue.  No  matter  how  much  they  had,  they  always  wanted more.  They  wanted  to  take  away  other  people’s  last,  trample  on them just to enrich their own coffers. Were other lives at stake? They

didn’t  give  a  damn.  They  didn’t  think  of  anyone  but  themselves  as people. To them, we were biomass. Consumable resources. 



Well, let them think that. The biomass was about to fight back. 



“They’ll answer for this,” I said without feeling, coldly stating a fact. 



Hairo and Hung nodded. 



“They sure will.” 



It  sounded  like  a  sentence.  We  all  said  nothing  for  a  minute, then Hairo rose from his chair. He worked his jaws and ordered:



“Quickly sort yourselves out and get ready for the tests. Maria bought some suits and ties for you…” His face twisted with pain, but he took hold of himself. “Look in the wardrobe. You can sleep on the way. By the way, Tobias is flying with you.” 



Rising,  I  unwillingly  dropped  Rita’s  hand  and  walked  after Hung, but stopped and shook my head:



“First I need to see Malik, Maria, Roj, Trixie… I have a promise to make to them.” 



 



Epilogue: Kusalarix







BARELY  TWO  HOURS  after  Scyth  and  his  friend  Bomber  left Disgardium,  Kusalarix  already  had  the  signal  from  foreman Shoncher:  Work complete, boss!  The message arrived on her comm amulet,  but,  always  smelling  something  amiss,  the  goblin  woman demanded that he put down a portal beacon — she had to be sure that  the  temple  was  built  and  that  nothing  threatened  it  or  the builders. 



Opening a portal to the beacon, the priestess of the Sleepers hurried  through.  She  was  very  tired,  not  physically,  but  mentally  —

from  loss.  She  had  cried  out  all  her  tears  for  her  friends,  relatives and loved ones who died in the war with the Destroying Plague, but she never thought for a moment that her partnership with Scyth had been a mistake. Not when he was undead, and not now, when the undead  had  taken  over  the  most  sacred  place  for  any  goblin  —

Kinema. 



The  temples  of  Bargrivyek  and  Maglubiyet  were  occupied  by the  dead,  the  altars  corrupted  and  filled  with   plague,  but  Kusalarix never would have got where she had in the Green League and the Goblin League if she didn’t know how to weigh the odds and make moves at the right time, without influence from her emotions. 



A  fourth  temple  of  the  Sleepers  immediately  after  the destruction  of  the  Destroying  Plague  —  that  was  why  she  wasn’t sleeping,  why  she  was  using  all  her  influence  and  pulling  all  her threads, cajoling and threatening and ruining relationships. The high council  were  up  in  arms  against  her  after  the  death  of  Vonprutich, honored council member and informal leader of all the goblins. But Kusalarix  not  only  withstood  it,  she  even  convinced  the  council  to evacuate  to  Kharinza,  and  not  to  Shak  or  Darant.  She  also  bluffed

her  way  to  squeezing  all  the  resources  out  of  the  Leagues  —  both Green and Goblin — for the sake of this victory. 



Scyth’s  request  for  her  to  consecrate  the  temple  in  the Lakharian Desert to the Sleepers was the greatest reward she could have  asked  for.  Even  the  boy  himself  might  not  have  realized  the honor he was bestowing on her. Consecration wasn’t just something that  happened  every  day.  It  was  touching  the  gods,  choosing  to which  of  the  remaining  Sleepers  to  consecrate  the  temple,  which would bring both the gratitude of the chosen one and the blessing of the others. 



She  saw  the  possibilities,  clearly  understanding  what  would happen when all the Sleepers entered the world. There would be no room  for  the  other  gods,  and  those  close  to  the  sources  of   Unity would rule the world and lead it to a bright future. Then there would be  no  wars,  no  dead  innocents,  because  followers  of  one  and  the same  gods  had  nothing  to  argue  over,  and  even  the  laziest  loser would find a way to feed himself without stealing…



Foreman  Shoncher  tore  her  from  her  daydreams.  Pulling  her by the sleeve, he bowed to her and pointed to the temple:



“The project is complete, madame. Please accept the works.” 



She rushed to the altar, her legs working so fast that the dwarf couldn’t keep up with her. 



 Unconsecrated Temple

  

 Consecration  requires  an  adept  with  the  status  of  at  least

 ‘priest.’

  

 Identified: Priestess. 

  

 Requirements met. 

  

Rising on her tiptoes, she placed a hand on the altar and felt her  consciousness  being  pulled  into  the  great  nothing,  where  the voices  of  the  Sleepers  echoed  with  friendly  attention,  emboldening her. She felt like a child with her kind mother’s eyes on her…



Something  prevented  her  from  dissolving  into  the  warmth, pulled  her  backwards.  She  had  to  come  back  to  the  surface,  wipe the smile off her face. 



Shoncher was pulling insistently at her sleeve again. 



“Well, mistress? You gonna accept the work?” He spread his hands guiltily. “Sorry. Our families are waiting.” 



“I  accept  it,”  the  goblin  woman  said,  shaking  his  hand. 

“Payment will be sent today.” 



After escorting him to the exit from the temple, she made sure nobody else would bother her — the four guardians, who Scyth had assigned  to  protect  the  structure,  were  drinking  in  the  shade  of  a dune. Ugh. She would have to tell their ‘boss’ that those monsters of his  were  really  letting  themselves  go!  The  kid  really  had  a  way  of choosing company. There was that ‘ally’ of his, and then that horrible satyr,  the  shameless  succubus  and  that  huge  insect  thing  that always hung out with the dinosaur! She had seen that reptile looking at her — he would have eaten her if he could, she was sure…



For a moment the goblin woman wanted to go down to them right then to give them a piece of her mind, but thought better of it. 

That could wait. 



Turning away, Kusalarix walked to the altar… and stopped, all sensation  in  her  body  disappearing.  She  collapsed,  painfully  hitting her fangs on the stone floor. 



“No, no, little green girl,” came a woman’s ringing voice from behind  her.  “You’re  not  one  of  us,  so  you  can’t  consecrate  the temple. Lay there. I’ll deal with you later…” 



The  temple  filled  with  blinding  light  and  the  same  voice triumphantly announced:



“Beta  Number  Nine  consecrates  this  temple  to  Nergal  the Radiant, in the name of his light, sun and rays!” 



The  world  stopped  for  long  minutes.  The  light,  which  at  first had  seemed  just  a  tolerable  heat,  seemed  to  take  on  shape  and pinned Kusalarix to the floor. Cloth fluttered above her head. There was a laugh, and then that voice again, from the one calling herself Beta Number Nine:



“Huh, something new… Hmm… Alright, let’s try it out on you.” 



Light lanced through Kusalarix to her bones, and by the time it went out, she was already dead. 



 End of Book Ten
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