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 Disgardium 1: Class-A Threat 
 
      
 
    Earth, 2074. After World War III, a single world government rules the planet — the UN. 
 
      
 
    The planet’s population now exceeds twenty billion, at least a third of which are non-citizens, people declared useless to the community, which means they have no rights to the benefits of civilization. Citizenship is divided into categories; from A with the highest status, the social elite, to L — the lowest. 
 
      
 
    At the recommendation of the UN Department of Education, every teenager between ages fourteen and sixteen must spend at least one hour per day in Disgardium. This is considered an important part of education that gives teenagers the social skills they need and prepares them for adult life. 
 
      
 
    A student, Alex Sheppard, takes the in-game nickname Scyth. After making his character wrong and having trouble leveling up, he quickly loses interest in the game. For over a year, he just spends his mandatory hours in the sandbox, sitting on a bench outside the tavern. 
 
      
 
    His parents are planning to divorce, which will lower their citizenship class and income, and they won’t be able to pay for Alex’s education to fulfill his dream of becoming a space guide. The colonization of Mars has begun, and plans are in the works to correct Venus’ orbit. 
 
      
 
    Half a year before school ends, Alex is forced to start playing Disgardium for real to earn enough for his studies. 
 
      
 
    To maintain balance, the game’s developer company Snowstorm initially introduced the policy of ‘Threats’ to knock out imbalanced players. Any player-threat identified by an artifact of the True Flame can be thrown out of the game permanently with the help of a simple ritual. The eliminator receives rewards based on the Threat’s potential, and the Threat is also rewarded: the higher its level, the greater the compensation, but the harder it is to defeat. If the Threat’s status reaches extreme highs, it can be tough to eliminate. This means that the eliminators (or ‘preventers,’ as they call themselves) gain more by eliminating Threats before they power up. 
 
      
 
    The Threats themselves need to hide and level up. Their reward after elimination comes not from their potential, but from their current status level, where A is the highest and Z is the lowest. 
 
      
 
    Scyth becomes a Threat with potential A after a series of unlikely events converge. The NPC Patrick O’Grady (the first human whose consciousness was successfully transferred to the game) curses him, and another NPC, a lich dungeon boss, turns out to be under the control of the real-life non-citizen player Clayton, who contacts Alex. Clayton was the pilot of an interstellar cargo shuttle before he crashed and lost his citizenship. Seeing Scyth’s stubbornness as he dies over and over without giving up, he surrenders, letting Scyth kill him. 
 
      
 
    Scyth gets Mark of the Destroying Plague from killing the final boss of the instance. The Mark lets him withstand any damage without dying. Alongside Patrick’s curse, this allows Scyth to reach uninhabitable territory in the Mire, slumbering place of the dying avatar of the Sleeping God Behemoth, one of five ancient gods. 
 
      
 
   
 
 

 Disgardium 2: Initial of the Sleeping Gods 
 
      
 
    Scyth makes friends with the ‘Dementors’ — his classmates Ed ‘Crawler’ Rodriguez, Hung ‘Bomber’ Lee, Melissa ‘Tissa’ Schafer and Malik ‘Infect’ Abdualim. Scyth helps them win an argument against Big Po, the leader of Axiom, the top clan in the Tristad sandbox. They create their own clan — the Awoken. 
 
      
 
    The Awoken achieves victory in the yearly Junior Arena. To do that, they have to build a temple dedicated to the Sleeping Gods on the deserted island of Kharinza. They are aided by non-citizens from Cali Bottom, who Scyth met when he stood up for the miner Manny. The builder Gyula is among them. After erecting a temple, he begins to build the Awoken clan fort. 
 
      
 
    Having achieved victory in the Arena, Scyth and his friends draw the attention of recruiters from the Alliance of Preventers, ten of the strongest clans in Disgardium. 
 
      
 
    After their victory in the Arena, the school bans the Awoken from playing for eight weeks, which makes Scyth fail a quest from the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague. In his absence, the Destroying Plague finds a new emissary — Big Po. When Scyth returns to the game, Big Po opens a portal for the Destroying Plague to capture Tristad. With the help of his friends, Scyth fights off the undead assault and eliminates the Threat Big Po. 
 
      
 
    They’re joined by Crag the warrior, aka Tobias Asser, a former unsuccessful ganker turned chosen one of Nergal the Radiant. Crag’s status as a Threat is revealed, and he is forced to hide not only in the game, but in real life too. 
 
      
 
    Tobias asks Scyth for help, and Scyth accepts him into the ranks of the Awoken. 
 
      
 
   
 
 

 Disgardium 3: The Destroying Plague 
 
      
 
    Scyth and Crag leave the sandbox together. In Darant, the preventers check all newcomers that arrive, and Crag is identified as a Threat. Scyth manages to save his clanmate from the Modus clan castle and delivers him to the distant island of Kharinza, where the Awoken have built a fort. 
 
      
 
    Fearing the preventers’ pursuit in the real world, the Awoken discuss a future haven. Manny and Gyula suggest buying three floors of a new apartment building in Cali Bottom and hiding out there. 
 
      
 
    By using the Portal Key he got for eliminating Big Po the Threat, Scyth finds himself in the Treasury of the First Mage. There he acquires allies — the treasury guardians Flaygray the satyr, Nega the succubus, Ripta the raptor and Anf the insectoid. 
 
      
 
    With their help, Scyth, Crag, Crawler and Bomber try to repel an attack from the lich Shazz, an emissary of the Destroying Plague, but in the end are defeated. Behemoth’s temple is destroyed, and Scyth is turned undead. 
 
      
 
    Led by the Shazz the lich, he goes to a dungeon on Holdest, the lair of the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague, and gets a quest: to build a Stronghold of the Destroying Plague in the Lakharian Desert. The Nucleus also asks that he find the cult of Morena, the goddess of death, and recruit her. 
 
      
 
    The Nucleus makes puppets of its legates, but Behemoth, who Scyth took with him, protects his consciousness. The god himself stays behind in the Nucleus’ lair, to study the Destroying Plague’s power source. 
 
      
 
    Using the abilities gifted by the Nucleus, Scyth turns his clanmates and non-citizen friends undead. 
 
      
 
    The undead are immune to weather debuffs, which allows Scyth to quickly level up his character in the desert. There he learns a new ability — Plague Fury. With its help, Scyth reaches a place of power where he can begin to build a temple of the Sleeping Gods. The non-citizen builders help him build a temple in the Lakharian Desert dedicated to Tiamat, one of the five Sleeping Gods. According to Behemoth, she is the only one that can remove Scyth’s curse of the Destroying Plague. 
 
      
 
    A day before the temple is finished, Scyth captures the beast-god Apophis, the White Snake. He does this to keep his promise to the first priest to Apophis, Yemi, leader of the dark African clan Yoruba. They try to kill Scyth, tearing his heart out, but in vain. Scyth kills them all. After reviving, Yemi, who is also a Threat, shouts to him that he and his clan will be ready to fight on Scyth’s side as soon as he says the word. 
 
      
 
    Seeing the incarnation of the Sleeping Gods through Crag’s eyes, Nergal the Radiant, the god of light, declares a holy crusade to destroy Tiamat’s temple. The god promises full immunity from the heat of the Lakharian Desert to all his crusaders. 
 
      
 
   
 
 

 Disgardium 4: Nergal’s Summons 
 
      
 
    Disgardium’s developer company Snowstorm throws its yearly Distival, a kind of Comic Con for all the game’s fans. Anyone can visit it, but there is a separate private event for a chosen few. 
 
      
 
    The Awoken, as winners of the Junior Arena, visit Distival in Dubai. There, Alex walks into his hotel room only to find Kiran Jackson, a director of Snowstorm, already in it. He tries to convince Alex to forget the Sleeping Gods and pursue the storyline of the new game faction — the undead. Kiran suggests involving the cultists of Morena in the event, to scale it up. 
 
      
 
    According to Kiran, all the game gods of Dis are just AIs limited by the Faith resource. The more followers, the more Faith, and this generates competition among the AIs. As for the Sleepers — they’re particularly powerful AIs loaded into the game’s kernel just in a critical mass of errors builds up. Then the Sleeping Gods ‘wake up’ and reload the world, destroying everything within it. 
 
      
 
    At Distival, Alex meets twenty-two-year-old Piper, member of the Modus clan’s junior wing. The girl takes him to seventy-year-old Sergei Polotsky, former oligarch whose money was used to found Modus. His game nickname was Pecheneg. The old man tells his tale, saying that he was the one that financed Modus from his business, but was later kicked out by Otto Hinterleaf, now the clan’s leader. Polotsky also said Scyth was under close observation; Modus was certain he was the Threat. Now the clan is afraid of scaring Alex away and doesn’t want the other preventers to learn of him. Polotsky lost almost all his life savings in Modus. Taipan, Pecheneg’s clan, survives thanks to a captured vein of Corrupted Adamantite. 
 
      
 
    Mogwai, the number one player in the world, declares that he is returning to the game and founding a clan called Elite alongside his friend Criterror. 
 
      
 
    By now, Alex is in need of a lot of money. His parents have failed a project and have to pay a fine, and Hairo Morales, a security services officer from the Excommunicado clan, has been blackmailing him. He needs to buy a game capsule for Gyula so he can build the Stronghold of the Destroying Plague. Big Po has deduced that Scyth is the Threat and demands money and an invitation to the Awoken. 
 
      
 
    After Distival, Alex gives an interview to Ian Mitchell, a journalist in similarly dire straits. In exchange, he gets a large sum of money from Disgardium Daily and agrees to an on-going collaboration with Mitchell. 
 
      
 
    Elizabeth the Ochre Witch, leader of the White Amazons, recruits Tissa. The girl moves to the clan’s private island. 
 
      
 
    Using an achievement reward, Scyth increases his reputation with the Goblin League and gains access to Kinema, the capital of Bakabba. There he puts up for auction two top legendary armor items and sells them for over ten million gold. That means he can solve his parents’ problems and buy the copper bar for a million gold from Hairo Morales, the blackmailer threatening to reveal the identity of the Threat among the Awoken. Scyth leaves a note saying he wants to discuss the possibility of working together with Hairo. 
 
      
 
    In Kinema, Scyth visits the temple of Fortune, Goddess of Luck. She is one of the Old Gods, but has made a place among the New. Fortune wants help to return her former influence. And that means she needs Spheres of Serendipity — orbs containing the unspent luck of sentient beings. After death, the luck goes to the New Gods responsible for death, or to the demons of the Inferno. Fortune considers this unfair. Now Scyth sees Spheres of Serendipity on corpses and can pick them up. 
 
      
 
    In the Lakharian Desert, Scyth encounters Ervigot the Ravager, giving him a chance to level up his resilience and unarmed combat. 
 
      
 
    An explorer, Kitty from the Dangerous Game Hunters faction, shows up in the desert as if from nowhere and tells Scyth where to find the cultists of Morena. 
 
      
 
    On Shad’Erung, continent of the dark ones, Scyth finds the cultists and asks them to set up a meeting with Morena, the goddess of death among the Old Gods. She recognizes the divine marks on him and says she remembers the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague by another name — Reaper, the Old God. In ancient times, Morena and Reaper walked hand-in-hand, but when the New Gods appeared, they lost followers, which meant they lost power too. Morena summons all her adepts to help Scyth. She gives him Reaper’s Scythes, a divine weapon that can level up by devouring the souls of the enemies it kills. 
 
      
 
    Scyth also summons the Yoruba clan, the snake worshipers whose leader, the mage Yemi, promised Scyth that he would answer a call to arms. 
 
      
 
    To use the Yoruba for sabotage, Scyth decides to become a scribe. He learns the craft and quickly levels it up. Now he can create scrolls that unleash the destruction of his Plague Fury spell. 
 
      
 
    Crag leaves the Awoken clan without telling anyone. 
 
      
 
    Scyth and his friends use the Portal Key to Holdest, confident that the mobs there should be higher level than in the Lakharian Desert. But the continent disappoints them: the few mobs that lived there were low level. Moreover, the place of power where they had a chance to build a new temple to the Sleeping Gods was almost at the South Pole, and Storm, Scyth’s dragoness, couldn’t fly the long distance — a frost debuff damaged her. It would take Scyth weeks to get there on foot. He decides to sell the Portal Key at the goblin auction house. 
 
      
 
    Gyula the builder erects the Stronghold of the Destroying Plague just in time for the Nergal’s Summons event to begin. 
 
      
 
    In a conversation with Scyth, Gyula mentions a series of strange deaths in Cali Bottom. Humans are dying from the Doom virus, which causes sudden death from strokes and heart attacks. All the victims had given up mining to work in Dis at one point or another. Hank, Manny’s brother, who Scyth met in the form of a dungeon boss in the instance Tristad City Jail, has gone mad and been taken away by Snowstorm. 
 
      
 
    Scyth hands in his quest to build the Stronghold of the Destroying Plague and gets new abilities; now he can infect players with the Destroying Plague. He picks up Behemoth, who spent all this time in the Nucleus’ lair in the form of protoplasm. The Sleeper, seeing that his Initial is changing, gives him a lesson: Alex temporarily loses control of his character and loses his legendary armor set Cold-Blooded Punisher, thrown off by the AI now in control of Scyth. The Nucleus gives him task of turning the cultists of Morena undead, to use them as vessels for the ‘departed’ legates of the Destroying Plague. They were once nine, but now only the lich Shazz and Scyth the player-legate remain. 
 
      
 
    Shazz’s undead army passes through a Plague Portal and grows in strength as it farms high-level desert mobs. The cultists of Morena appear there too, those that the Nucleus had ordered to be turned undead. Scyth decides not to do it, and sends the cultists to Kharinza. 
 
      
 
    While leveling up Fishing on Kharinza, Hung encounters the huge kraken Orthokon. The warrior throws his catch to the kraken in fear, increasing his reputation with the beast god and becoming a Threat himself. 
 
      
 
    The Montosaurus returns to the island and unwittingly helps Scyth. The beast god deals insane damage, allowing Scyth to quickly refill his plague energy and pour it into Plague Fury scrolls. Later, Scyth gives those scrolls to Yemi as weapons of sabotage. 
 
      
 
    Scyth then goes to meet Pecheneg in his castle. The old man introduces him to Blackberry, an analyst and officer from Modus. She’s working for Polotsky. Summoning an Arbiter to register the trade, Blackberry gives Scyth the right to use her image, which allows him to fool tests with the fire of the True Flame. She also talks about Nergal the Radiant’s Great Portable Altar, which the preventers carry with them to use as a respawn point. 
 
      
 
    Several thousand high-level players invade the Lakharian Desert and move toward the temple. The Alliance of Preventers is in a hurry to get there before the huge mass of ordinary players. It wants to be the first to complete Nergal’s quest. 
 
      
 
    Scyth attacks the altar and destroys it. Immediately afterwards, he infiltrates the preventers’ headquarters under the guise of Blackberry and kills them all. Among them he encounters Crag, now a partner of Modus. As it turns out, the destroyed altar was a fake. 
 
      
 
    Yoruba detonates a series of explosions around the temples of Nergal the Radiant during mass blessings. The high priests survive and ask their god for protection against Plague Fury. 
 
      
 
    Nergal promises to protect all who answer his summons. 
 
      
 
   
 
 

 Disgardium 5: Holy War 
 
      
 
    Excommunicado security officer Hairo Morales and his partner Willy Brizuela, men of the lower rungs of society and former peacekeepers, accept Alex’s offer and join the Awoken. Their decision is influenced not only by the financial benefits of Alex’s offer, but also faith in his ability to change the lives of non-citizens for the better. 
 
      
 
    The army of Light invades the Lakharian Desert. Undead legions with Shazz at their head come out to meet it. Scyth intervenes in the course of the battle and takes control of Hinterleaf, the Modus clan leader, to redirect an Armageddon onto the real Great Portable Altar. The explosion eliminates the haulers provided by the Goblin League. Deznafar, the Battle Avatar of the Departed raised by Shazz, gives the players no chance. The Armageddon explosion awakens Oyama, Supreme Grand Master of Unarmed Combat, from his meditative sleep. 
 
      
 
    He puts an end to the battle with a series of long-range moves, scattering both the remnants of the preventers and the undead army. The master himself is also wounded by Reflection. Scyth brings the old man round and asks him to teach him some new moves. Oyama says he doesn’t work with the undead, but all the same, as he leaves he mentions that he’ll be relaxing in the village of Jiri in southern Latteria. 
 
      
 
    A recovered Shazz returns to the Stronghold of the Destroying Plague to restore his fallen army, promising Scyth that it would be stronger than the last. 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Alex’s parents fly to a prestigious resort on the moon to rebuild their relationship. On the same day, the Awoken rent a new building in Cali Bottom and begin to set up their clan base. 
 
      
 
    Morena’s cultists and a tribe of outcast kobolds join the followers of the Sleepers. Scyth appoints priests who will get Unity bonuses from all the adepts; the kobold chieftain Grog’hyr, their senior shaman Ryg’har and the cultist leaders Dekotra the troll and the half-orc Ranakotz. 
 
      
 
    Scyth and Patrick O’Grady set off to the goblin capital of Kinema to buy building materials for the clan fort and to sell the Portal Key to the unexplored frozen continent of Holdest. Auctioneer Grokuszuid promises to invite the richest buyers of Disgardium to the auction. 
 
      
 
    From there, Scyth and Patrick head to Latteria, to reach Stone Rib and find the sewer troggs that escaped from underneath Darant, to convert them to the ranks of the Sleepers. However, near the city of Nivelle, Scyth witnesses a Nether rift and an encounter between Harnathea the Ravager and Nergal’s priests and players. 
 
      
 
    Scyth sends Patrick to Stone Rib for the troggs, while he himself remains behind to observe the Ravager’s banishing. The high priest summons Nergal the Radiant to help. The divinity appears and draws attention to Scyth: “You are looking in the wrong direction, fools!” The high priest knocks Scyth off his dragon and he falls right onto the Ravager, which then takes him to the beta version of Disgardium, also known as the Nether. 
 
      
 
    Time flows five hundred times faster in the Nether than in real life. Scyth is imprisoned by Nine, Beta #9, one of the first hundred beta testers in the game, whose conscious was trapped in virtual space. 
 
      
 
    Month after month, Nine kills Scyth time and time again to extract useful skills from him. She is a Collector Mage. Scyth cannot leave the Dis beta; his quit button is gone. 
 
      
 
    One night, Nine opens up to Scyth and tells him her real name: June Curtis. Scyth spends the night with her, but the next morning, Nine kills him again and no longer speaks to him. 
 
      
 
    Days later (or a year for Scyth), Alex’s friends rescue him from his capsule using its emergency exit button. The nutrient cartridges are found empty — in the Nether, Alex’s brain was working at a frantic pace. Hairo, also present, tells of how similar technology was used by the military to quickly train soldiers in simulations, and it may be that Snowstorm used it for the beta test of the Dis world. 
 
      
 
    Alex had planned to throw a party at his house that same night and decides not to delay it, wanting to unwind after his nightmarish year in the Nether. 
 
      
 
    Hung’s girlfriend Alison Wu is invited to the party, as is Piper Dandera, who introduced Alex to Sergei ‘Pecheneg’ Polotsky. The girls are members of the youth division of clan Modus. Alex also invites Rita ‘Overweight’ Wood and her girlfriend Karina ‘Goosebumps’ Rasmussen, who has shown interest in Alex for a long time. From the latter he learns that Wesley Cho, previously known as Big Po, wants to meet with him. 
 
      
 
    Tissa, who has flown in to see her dad for the weekend, arrives at the party arm-in-arm with her new boyfriend Liam, friend to Mogwai and nephew to Elizabeth. Tissa breaks up with Alex for good. Liam insults Alex and demands that he stay away from Tissa, who manages to get into a fight with Karina over Alex. In the end, Alex spends the night with Karina. 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Alex calls Kiran Jackson, Snowstorm director, to find out how to get his character out of the Nether. Jackson laughs at him and denies the existence of the beta version, and when Alex threatens to make public what he knows, he gets angry and threatens to take away all his in-game money in response. The director also demands that Alex fulfill his promises: start the scenario of the Destroying Plague, stop defending Tiamat’s temple, and destroy his character. Then, perhaps, Jackson will think of his own promises. 
 
      
 
    Alex asks his house assistant O to send messages to all humans named June Curtis. He wants to find the woman whose consciousness became Nine, to learn the truth about the Disgardium beta test. 
 
      
 
    Returning to the Nether, Alex realizes that his character has continued to live there all this time, with Alex’s consciousness. With the help of an Explosive Lollipop buff, Scyth escapes Nine’s castle to Kharinza. The first mob he kills drops a Smoldering Nether Shard. A million of these shards will open a Rift back to the normal version of Dis for Scyth. 
 
      
 
    For the next eight months, Scyth levels up and farms shards in the Nether. Finally, the emergency exit timer activates. 
 
      
 
    Alex sees in the news that Tiamat’s temple has been nearly destroyed by Mogwai and Criterror from Elites and the solo adventurer Dek. At the same time, the battle between the army of Light and the undead begins. Alex has mere minutes of real time to escape the beta version of Dis and save not only the temple, but also his guardians Flaygray, Nega, Anf and Ripta, who have wound up in control of Shazz the lich. 
 
      
 
    In the Nether, Scyth reaches level 100000 and achieves all ten ranks of Resilience, collecting almost a million shards, but is then imprisoned by Three — another beta tester and friend of Nine. Scyth convinces him that he’ll help him escape the Nether by later making a Rift back to the Nether from the other side; then the stuck beta testers would be able to go through to the normal version of Dis. Three gives Scyth the rest of the Smoldering Nether Shards he needs and lets him go. In parting, he mentions his name: Dennis Kaverin. His friends call him Dek. 
 
      
 
    Scyth returns (a synchronization error means that his character is returned with the same stats it had when it fell into the Nether) and he makes it in time. The temple has a few percentage points of durability left. Mogwai, Criterror and Dek have been joined by two mages from the Elites: Laneiran and Biancanova. Scyth deals with them all except Mogwai. On top of that, he turns Criterror, Laneiran and Biancanova undead, and when the battle ends, he sees a system message saying that those three characters have decided to switch to the Destroying Plague faction. 
 
      
 
    Scyth flies to the battle site to save his guardians. By then, the battle is coming to a close. Deznafar has fallen and Shazz the lich is on his last legs. The appearance of a second legate in the same location removes Shazz’s Immortality and the lich expires, but his death spreads Plague Dust across the battlefield, killing all the surviving players and turning them undead. At the same time, each of them is invited to switch to the side of the Destroying Plague. 
 
      
 
    After collecting the loot and sending his rescued guardians to protect Tiamat’s temple, Scyth peruses the achievements he earned. He becomes Supreme Legate and gets 40% of all the experience from deceased Shazz. He also gets the skill Call of the Supreme Legate, allowing him to summon minions and lesser legates. 
 
      
 
    Scyth uses the Of One Blood scroll obtained in battle against Ervigot the Ravager to raise the levels of all his pets — Iggy the swamp needler, Crash the diamond worm and Storm the storm dragon — to his own level 564. 
 
      
 
    For reaching levels 400 and 500, Scyth is given not only the skills Spirit Shackles and Flight, but also the achievement All Hail the Hero, and unlike with other achievements, the first to reach level 400 and 500 cannot remain anonymous. Scyth’s name, and his class-A Threat status along with it, becomes known to the whole world. 
 
      
 
    Realizing this, Scyth logs out of the game. That same minute, the doorbell rings: it’s Hairo Morales. Now that everyone knows that Alex is the Threat, and his life is in danger, the security officer takes him and the other Awoken, Malik, Hung and Ed, to a secret bunker right away. 
 
      
 
    The next day, they fly to school and apply for a transfer to distance learning. On parting, the class teacher Greg Kovac reminds Alex of the importance of preparing for the upcoming citizenship tests. Alex asks his girlfriend Karina Rasmussen to stay quiet about their relationship, so as not to put her life in danger. According to Hairo, Alex’s head is now the most valuable prize on the planet. 
 
      
 
    Hairo and Willy take the boys to Alaska, picking up Yoshihiru Uematsu on the way (expert in networks, encryption, AIs and digital defense), Sergei Yuferov (master of fortifications and defensive equipment) and two bodyguards for Alex: Maria Saar and Roj van Garderen. 
 
      
 
    The Awoken split up. Alex and Hung, as the two Threats, use the capsules at the base in Alaska; Malik, Ed and his little sister Polyanna go with Willy to another shelter. Alex gives an exclusive interview to Ian Mitchell, for the first time not hiding his identity. Disgardium Daily pays three million dark phoenixes for it. 
 
      
 
    Alex decides that as soon as he sells the Portal Key to Holdest, he will delete his character so that he will no longer be hunted. He fears for his parents stuck on the Moon, for his friends and loved ones. 
 
      
 
    Scyth attends the closed auction in Kinema. The Portal Key is sold to an unknown buyer for a hundred million gold. As soon as the auction ends, someone stops time in the auction house and teleports Scyth to the basement of an unknown castle. Alex tries everything, but realizes that he can’t escape alone. He is in magic shackles and an energy field blocks all his abilities. 
 
      
 
    Scyth’s imprisonment is the work of Eileen, leader of the dark clan Widowmakers, a member of the Alliance of Preventers. This clan is a puppet division of the Children of Kratos, financed by Joshua and Vivian Gallagher, category A citizens. Widowmakers was made to perform operations that might otherwise harm the reputation of the Gallaghers themselves. 
 
      
 
    Eileen gives a press conference in which she reveals the kidnapping of the class-A Threat. 
 
      
 
    Alex has a nightmare: he is kidnapped, all his friends are killed, and he is forced to surrender to save his parents’ lives. In his dream, Scyth goes to a designated spot: Frozen Gorge in the Gnoll Riverlands. There, certain people perform the Threat banishment ritual… and Scyth wakes up. 
 
      
 
    First Priest Yemi from Yoruba asks Apophis, the White Snake who can move wherever he pleases, to save Scyth. Apophis appears and brings Scyth out of the castle. Scyth summons his guardians and Sharkon, Underground Terror. Together, they capture the castle and sell it for forty million gold (not counting the contents of the vault) to the Goblin League, represented by goblin assessor Kusalarix, a leader of the Green League. This last organization not only controls the battles and bets in the Arena, but also runs the criminal world of all Disgardium. 
 
      
 
    Hairo, who has flown to Cali Bottom to put mental blocks on the non-citizen members of the Awoken to ensure their discretion, reports that three non-citizens from Gyula’s building crew have died. All three were undead. Several more are in critical condition; Hairo admits them to hospital using the clan’s funds. 
 
      
 
    Alex contacts Kiran Jackson. He refuses a deal, accusing Alex of failing to meet his obligations: Scyth failed to turn the cultists of Morena undead. Kiran again demands that Alex delete his character, but offers no guarantees in exchange — old agreements are no longer in force. 
 
      
 
    Alex decides to fight the Destroying Plague and Snowstorm, suspecting that the corporation was at fault for the deaths of the non-citizens who had turned undead. In addition, he records a video message, warning that every clan seen at the siege of Tiamat’s temple would lose a castle. Ian Mitchell shares the recording online, but the preventers do not take the warning seriously. The Widowmakers are banished from the Alliance. 
 
      
 
    Movarak, chief of the sewer troggs, tells Scyth the reason his tribe left Darant: due to ‘wicked, nightmarish, frightening’ Knock-Knock. 
 
      
 
    The Old Goddess of Death, Morena, summons Scyth. She is displeased that he made the members of her cult followers of the Sleepers. At that moment, the Destroying Plague appears behind the barrier where Morena hides, and pulls Scyth away to the Nucleus. 
 
      
 
    In the Nucleus’ lair, Scyth sees eight new legates. All of them, with the exception of Biancanova and Laneiran, who were turned undead by Scyth himself, had been hit by the Plague Dust thrown out after Shazz the lich died, and had agreed to change their race. The Nucleus, seeing in them the strongest of the turned sentients, has declared the newly turned players his legates. In addition, the Nucleus has removed the rank of Supreme Legate from Scyth and given it to Mogwai. 
 
      
 
    Seeing his time with the Destroying Plague at an end, Scyth jumps into the plague reservoir into which his out-of-control character once threw the Cold-Blooded Punisher set, and retrieves his lost armor. 
 
      
 
    Leaving the Nucleus’ lair, Scyth finds himself in the Stronghold of the Destroying Plague in the Lakharian Desert. There the legates from the Elites are waiting for him. They attack, but it turns out the undead cannot harm each other. Mogwai demonstrates that he can use the Call of the Supreme Legate ability to drag Scyth from and to anywhere he wishes, and so eliminate him as a Threat. However, Scyth’s pets are alive, and with their help he takes down the legates three times. He kills Mogwai by dropping him from a great height. 
 
      
 
    After his third death in one day, Mogwai is neutralized for twelve hours. In that time, Scyth plans to extract the maximum possible benefit from Destroying Plague Immortality and become human again. 
 
      
 
    At the same time, Patrick O’Grady, honorary citizen of Tristad, veteran of the Swarm War and inveterate drunk, learns with Behemoth’s help that all his memories of life in Dis are false. Patrick learns who he really is: a human and veteran of the Third World War sentenced to death for mass manslaughter, who agreed to take part in a Snowstorm experiment to transfer consciousness to the virtual world. 
 
      
 
    Rita Wood leaves the sandbox and takes a new nickname: Irita. Scyth sends her some unidentified artifacts and money to identify them. The girl lives up to his trust in her and Scyth accepts her into the clan. Irita is a professional trader, and now she has responsibility for all the clan’s commercial activities. 
 
      
 
    Scyth gets an idea: to try to reach Terrastera, where Yemi has already been once. This will be possible if Apophis, the White Snake, can be convinced to take Scyth there. Yemi promises to help, but he has grievances: Scyth lost his status as Supreme Legate; being undead is no longer a privilege; and Yoruba, for allying with the Threat, has ruined its reputation with everyone. Scyth shows his hand, telling Yemi about the Sleeping Gods and demonstrating Unity, which gives +1 to a random stat for each new follower of the Sleeping Gods. Yemi and his officers Francesca and Babangida become priests of the Sleeping Gods. In addition, the mage agrees to bring in the orcs of the Broken Axe clan, who deify him. 
 
      
 
    The Awoken take two First Kills on Holdest and tame the Montosaurus, which loses its divine nature, but becomes a battle avatar of Scyth. 
 
      
 
    Apophis, summoned by Yemi, refuses Scyth outright at first. Then Scyth summons the Montosaurus. The ancient dinosaur serves as proof that the young man is capable of going toe to toe with the ancient snake. Apophis decides not to test this and fulfills the request. 
 
      
 
    Once on Terrastera, Scyth tests out the artifact Isis’ Blessing. For a day, it creates perfect weather conditions within a fifty yard radius, without the acid rain debuffs of the toxic continent. Once certain that his living friends would not die there and could safely level up, Scyth brings in not only the Awoken, but also the three priests from Yoruba. 
 
      
 
    He hands in the quest to build a second temple to Tiamat and earns two new divine abilities: Sleeping Justice, which increases Scyth’s stats if he is attacked first, and Assistance of the Sleepers, which restores health, mana and vindication for killing an enemy. 
 
      
 
    The orc Sarronos, chief of the Broken Axe, is eager to defend Tiamat’s temple. Morena’s cultists and the troggs want to do the same, impressed by the taming of the Montosaurus. The goblin woman Kusalarix responds to Scyth’s request to help move several thousand sentients to Tiamat’s temple and gives him a portal beacon and two coins that activate one-hour portals. Scyth appoints Kusalarix as a priestess of the Sleepers. In response, the goblin agrees to send a thousand of her best mercenaries and Arena gladiators to protect the temple, and to help the Awoken build a castle on Kharinza. 
 
      
 
    Grinding on Terrastera exceeds all expectations: Yemi, Babangida, Francesca, Crawler, Infect and Bomber reach level four hundred and sixty. Gyula gets to level four hundred. Irita, who just emerged from the sandbox, reaches level three hundred along with Patrick. In addition, they make a First Kill and get Dalezma Egg, which Scyth gives to Infect, and he cracks the egg at the place of power. 
 
      
 
    The army of Light begins its attack on Tiamat’s temple, news of which Nega the succubus relays to Scyth. The Awoken teleport to the temple. 
 
      
 
    Tiamat creates an oasis for a mile around, allowing the living to survive in the desert without Nergal’s blessing. She removes the undead curse from Scyth and his friends, along with the guardians and all the non-citizen workers. They are alive again. In addition, Tiamat restores Sharkon, the undead Underground Terror, back to life, along with Crusher, the undead wolf from Gloomwood. The fates of these creatures are inseparably linked to Scyth, and they become his battle pets. 
 
      
 
    The orcs of the Broken Axe, the sewer troggs and Morena’s cultists portal in to protect Tiamat’s temple. They are joined by mercenaries and Arena gladiators from the Green League, sent by the goblin Kusalarix. 
 
      
 
    Apart from a hundred thousand players, the temple is also besieged by King Bastion’s soldiers and Emperor Kragosh’s legions, the high priests of Nergal and Marduk, and the immortal Aspects of Light and Colossi of Darkness. 
 
      
 
    With great losses, Scyth manages to hold the temple. The guardians, the orcs of the Broken Axe, the troggs and Patrick O’Grady all die permanently in the battle. 
 
      
 
    Gyula reports that one of the workers tried to contact him, but the builder couldn’t answer in the heat of battle, and now there is silence from the fort on Kharinza. Feeling that something is amiss, Scyth teleports there and finds the fort destroyed, Behemoth’s temple captured by the Destroying Plague, and the kobolds and non-citizens turned undead. Scyth encounters Mogwai, who is certain that he can now kill the former legate alone and eliminate the Threat. 
 
      
 
    At that moment, the emergency exit procedure from his capsule is activated by an unknown man. Scyth realizes that his nightmare is coming true in real life, but at that moment everything disappears, and he finds himself in the Lakharian Desert again, at the beginning of the battle. Everything that happened over this time was a manifestation of Divine Revelation. 
 
      
 
    Scyth decides to sacrifice the temple so that his allies can stay alive, defend the fort and have time to leave their shelter in Alaska in case Divine Revelation had, through some miracle, shown what would happen even in the real world. The temple is left undefended, but Scyth not only manages to defend the fort — which, as it turns out, Mogwai reached with Tissa’s help, — but also succeeds in taking Mogwai to a magical cell in the basement of the former Widowmakers castle, where Eileen had kept Scyth prisoner. The castle now belongs to the Green League, but Kusalarix has agreed to help. 
 
      
 
    Alex, Hung and the security officers hurry to leave the house in Alaska and fly away to Cali Bottom. Ed, Malik and Willy are headed there too. On the way, they check the news: Tiamat’s temple has been destroyed, Nergal’s event is over, and the Destroying Plague faction, now joined by several dark gods, has become officially available to players. 
 
      
 
    Racking his brains to figure out how Tissa, who was in the sandbox, could have met with Mogwai, Alex remembers another former emissary of the Destroying Plague, Polynucleotide, Big Po, and decides to meet with him. 
 
      
 
   
 
 

 Disgardium 6: Path of Spirit 
 
      
 
    Dark elf Eileen, leader of the Widowmakers, helps Criterror to free Mogwai, leader of the Elites and Supreme Legate of the Destroying Plague. In exchange, Mogwai promises to make her the ninth legate. 
 
      
 
    On the way from Alaska to Cali Bottom, Alex Sheppard meets Wesley Cho, Big Po, former leader of the Axiom clan. Wesley has adopted a new game nickname — Polydeuces. Alex agrees to bring him into the Awoken in exchange for information on how Big Po became a Herald of the Destroying Plague. 
 
      
 
    The clan members settle into the building they bought in Cali Bottom. Hairo Morales, considering himself responsible for Alex’s physical condition and health, insists that the boy start physical training. 
 
      
 
    Returning to Disgardium after the flight, Scyth falls into an ambush by Eileen and Mogwai. He almost manages to escape, but the dark elf girl summons her protector, the dark god Innoruuk, who neutralizes Scyth. Mogwai kills him, but is prevented from dealing the final strike of the banishment ritual by Eileen, who wants to do it herself. This hiccup saves Scyth, who, thanks to Second Life, revives on Kharinza. 
 
      
 
    The followers of the Sleepers seethe after Scyth gives up Tiamat’s temple without a fight, but Behemoth tells them that his Initial made the right decision and saved many lives in so doing. 
 
      
 
    The Sleeping God then gives Scyth a new quest — to destroy the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague. To do this, he must get Concentrated Life Essence, which can be obtained only by becoming champion of the Demonic Games and dedicating another two temples to the Sleepers. With the power of three temples, Scyth will be able to destroy the Nucleus. 
 
      
 
    Until the Games, the life essence is kept in the elvish capital, in the palace of King Eynyon, and it reaches full strength only when the names of all the contestants become known. With its help, a sentient can give a significant boost to certain character stats, but the nature of the essence is such that it loses its properties if obtained dishonestly. 
 
      
 
    But how is Alex to reach the lair of the Nucleus? After all, the weather debuff on Holdest is deadly to anyone without cold resistance. Scyth performs a range of experiments, but they all fail: Second Life doesn’t lift the frost debuff after revival; Jenkins, a Grand Master of Cooking who Scyth contacts for help, is unable to invent a new dish to protect against the weather; and even the giant haulers, who Scyth hires to try to fool the system using Sleeping Invulnerability in a raid group, turn out useless, because the Path of Sacrifice of Resilience transfers all the frost damage to Scyth, protecting the giants. Behemoth recommends that Scyth ask Fortune for help. In ancient times, the Goddess of Luck was friendly with Hodr, the Old God of Winter. 
 
      
 
    An elite crew of dwarven builders sent by Kusalarix arrives on Kharinza. They are there to erect a top-tier castle for the Awoken, but in order to protect their trade secrets, they need everyone to leave the island first. 
 
      
 
    The clan moves to the neighboring isle of Mengoza, where Scyth once spent time grinding in the Nether. There, Infect finds some Ruins of the Departed and begins an excavation. 
 
      
 
    Suspecting that someone in the top clans might have Concentrated Life Essence, Scyth comes up with a plan to attack the castles of the Alliance of Preventers. He invites the Yoruba and Taipan clans to participate in the looting. Yemi gladly agrees, but the Taipan leader Pecheneg, also known as Sergei Polotsky, who Alex met at Distival in Dubai, counsels against haste. He asks Scyth to visit him in castle, and sooner rather than later. 
 
      
 
    There, the secret of Otto Hinterleaf, leader of Modus, is revealed. As it turns out, the real Otto is the leader of Taipan, while Sergei Polotsky rules Modus under the guise of Hinterleaf. This happened because Otto tried to betray the Russian oligarch Polotsky, who (back when this was still possible) took from Otto not only the clan, but even his character. 
 
      
 
    Having opened up to Scyth, both ask for his help. Mogwai, after losing all his money for changing his in-game faction, is blackmailing the Alliance, threatening to take their castles. The Awoken, Taipan and Modus, joined by the Travelers and their leader Horvac, enter into an alliance against the undead. As a gesture of good will, Hinterleaf gives Scyth Heat Resistance Potions recently developed by Modus alchemists for the Lakharian Desert. 
 
      
 
    Scyth learns from Hinterleaf that Concentrated Life Essence cannot be found anywhere. All the essences obtained in the previous Demonic Games have been used. 
 
      
 
    Behemoth demands that the Plague Vector in the instance on Kharinza be cleansed. Trixie the gardener tags along with the group of Awoken officers. The clan kills Uros the lich and gets the Surprise perk for the First Kill. 
 
      
 
    In the meantime, Modus builds a cell that blocks abilities in the basement of their castle. Scyth takes Mogwai there, and then, taking on his form, detonates Plague Fury scrolls to showcase the horrifying power of the Destroying Plague to the people of the Commonwealth and the Empire, and most importantly, to King Bastian the First and Emperor Kragosh. In so doing, he collects enough Spheres of Serendipity to complete his quest from the Goddess of Luck. 
 
      
 
    Fortune names Scyth her chosen one and rewards him with the status of Fortune’s Favorite and the divine ability Wheel of Fortune, which judges the deeds of the target sentient, and, depending on the verdict, either lowers or increases their level by a random number. 
 
      
 
    Remembering Behemoth’s words, Scyth asks how to overcome the frost of Holdest. Fortune remembers that the higher demons of the Inferno possess Coals of Hellflame, which are capable of melting the snows on Holdest. 
 
      
 
    Scyth decides to somehow reach the Inferno. Flaygray the satyr and Nega the succubus are from there, so Alex speaks to them. They try to convince him to change his mind, but he insists, and then the former guards suggest they find someone who has sold his soul to demons, kill him and journey to hell in his place. The guardians disguise themselves as humans and set off in search of such a sentient. 
 
      
 
    Wanting to help Scyth, the Goblin League creates a range of traps for the legates of the Destroying Plague inside mountains, in naturally enclosed caverns in the rock. Scyth, Bomber and Crawler make portal routes to them. 
 
      
 
    With Scyth as mediator, Irita (Rita Wood, who previously played with the nickname Overweight), takes over the Awoken’s trading operations and meets auctioneer Grokuszuid. 
 
      
 
    Kusalarix gives Scyth a Faded Coin for contacting a certain stranger very eager to meet the top Threat. Scyth activates it in the desert and is immediately attacked by someone invisible. Unable to finish Scyth off, the invisible man appears and falls to his knees, begging forgiveness for his ‘audacious demonstration.’ It turns out that Hiros the ninja is also a Threat, and he seeks Scyth’s protection. 
 
      
 
    After this, Crawler takes on Hiros. The clan decides that Hairo will meet the ninja in a private room, talk to him and make his own decision as to whether the man can be trusted. If the answer is yes, then Hiros is to be taken to Cali Bottom and placed under a mental contract, then invited to the Awoken and taken to Kharinza. 
 
      
 
    In the Lakharian Desert, at the place of power, Scyth destroys Nergal’s temple. Kusalarix sends builders there to quickly erect a temple to the Sleepers. 
 
      
 
    In the desert, still disguised as Mogwai, Scyth again meets Kitty Spitfire, the gnome explorer from the Monster Hunters guild. With the help of a special device, she discovers Scyth’s true identity and admits to being a fan. Scyth promises to pay the guild a visit. 
 
      
 
    In real life, local criminal kingpin Diego Aranzabal ‘pays a visit’ to the clan base in Cali Bottom, demanding a bribe. The security officers of the Awoken, recognizing where acquiescence will lead, decide to employ Wild Ones, non-citizens who live in the Zones, to strike back. 
 
      
 
    Scyth sets off in search of Jiri, the village where Supreme Grand Master Oyama rests after his long journey through the astral plane. After finding the master, Scyth asks to become his student, but is refused with the words “You are weak and slow!” Scyth must prove his strength. Oyama shows him a tree covered with Caressing Creeper, and says he will accept Scyth as a student only if he can pull the vines from the trunk. 
 
      
 
    But no matter how hard Scyth tries, he can’t do it. Then he remembers the Grain of Transformation he won for getting the achievement First Ever: Level 400. With its help, Scyth redistributes his excess charisma into strength, agility and endurance. 
 
      
 
    In the meantime, hordes of undead led by legates of the Destroying Plague advance on the castles of the Alliance of Preventers. Criterror, second in command of the Elites, goes to help Mogwai. Scyth teleports him to a goblin trap under Mount Mecharri on Bakabba, and the legate mentions that Eileen Waters has been made the ninth legate to replace Scyth. 
 
      
 
    Trixie the hunchback, who has moved into the clan’s living complex along with his grandpa Harold, tries to steal a flyer so he can fly to the European District and see Jess, a brothel worker in Darant. It turns out that Trixie is in love, and Jess just can’t wait to see him again. It becomes clear that the clan base is under threat. Apparently someone, probably the Cartel, wants to use Trixie to find Alex. Trixie is put in isolation, and the security officers of the Awoken set off for a special operation against Diego Aranzabal. Intel has it that the kingpin plans to meet with the Cartel. 
 
      
 
    In a strange Divine Revelation that takes place in real life, Alex sees the death of Hairo, Willy and the rest. When he awakes, he warns Hairo, who believes him. The special operation is successful — the Cartel’s people and Diego are eliminated. 
 
      
 
    At Snowstorm, a special conference takes place in which Alex is discussed as a threat not only to the corporation’s global plans, but to the government’s. They can’t just kill the boy, because then his character would be taken over by an AI. So the directors come up with a few other ways to solve the problem of Alex Sheppard. 
 
      
 
    The temple in the Lakharian Desert is completed. Scyth consecrates it to Tiamat and turns the leaders of the three allied clans — Modus, Travelers and Taipan — into priests of the Sleepers. Among them is the werewolf sniper Hellfish, who, like Scyth, plans to enter the Demonic Games. 
 
      
 
    Once the castle on Kharinza is finished, Scyth activates Righteous Shield, which he received back in the Treasury of the First Mage. Infect reveals that he has almost fully assembled the design for a Sanctuary of the Departed — he has just one piece left to find. Scyth gives the archaeologist bard a hint as to where it might be. 
 
      
 
    Returning to Jiri, Scyth pulls the Caressing Creeper from the tree. Oyama takes him on as a student and teaches him the Path of Spirit — a special fighting style based on inner strength. This path offers limitless progress, but takes away the ability to choose other Paths in future. Scyth gets the owl as his protector beast and air as his patron element. For allowing the elements to choose for themselves, air rewards him with a special ability — to enter a state of Clarity in which time slows down. 
 
      
 
    Scyth jumps to Terrastera. The divine artifact Isis’ Blessing has cooled down and can be used again to protect the place of power from the acid rains. That will make it possible to start building a third temple of the Sleepers. 
 
      
 
    There, Scyth is intercepted by the Celestial Arbitration. The Arbiters accuse him of aiding the Destroying Plague. They sentence him to Banishment, a punishment equivalent to fully losing one’s character. Scyth flees to Behemoth’s temple, but even the Sleeper is powerless against the Arbiters. Scyth argues and tries to prove that he is partly innocent. The Arbiters declare that the Herald’s fate must be decided by divine court — the Ordeal. 
 
      
 
    Scyth is locked in the Vinculum, a special prison for those sentenced to the Ordeal. Logging out, he tells his friends what happened and wishes Malik good luck before he flies out to the Demonic Games. As for reaching them himself, Alex has little hope. 
 
      
 
    Returning to the Vinculum, Scyth meets Navalik. The obstinate goblin sacrifices himself to give Scyth a level. The Ordeal uses special mechanics — only one can be acquitted, and all the convicts start with nothing. 
 
      
 
    Thanks to the support of the fairy Lil’ Star and the two-headed ogre Mano’Hano, sent by the Green League, Scyth wins. But both the fairy and the ogre die. 
 
      
 
    Alex flies out to the Demonic Games… 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    Prologue: Malik 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    MALIK ALWAYS WAS a joker. He grew up in a large family of immigrants from Marrakesh. His relatives occupied a small living complex in an outer district belonging to a rich countryman of theirs, who gave a discount to his own and didn’t punish them when they needed an extension on the rent. 
 
      
 
    Malik had so many cousins that they could have easily started their own basketball league. 
 
      
 
    The head of the family was Grandpa Yusuf, a retired general and decorated veteran whose citizenship privileges provided sustenance for his many descendants. The one-child limit came along only after the citizenship categories were introduced. This meant that Yusuf not only had many children, but also an army of brothers and sisters and the Creator only knew how many cousins. They all followed Malik’s grandpa to the American continent and put down roots. But even once they all had citizenship, the family was always looking for ways to earn money. 
 
      
 
    While grandpa, in the meantime, was quietly descending into senility. He spent most of the day snoozing in his rocking chair, his legs always cold and covered with a blanket. His memory had started to fail him even before Malik was born — his eldest son’s name was the only one he remembered with surety. At the sight of a descendant, the general rattled off names for a while, swearing and trying to guess right (which, on occasion, he even did), but he never recognized Malik, so at some point he just nicknamed him Saghir — Little One, in Arabic. Grandpa’s love only stretched so far, and none of it reached the youngest grandson. 
 
      
 
    The clan lived poor, but Malik’s parents got it worse than the rest. The table was set at their house only for dinner. Full-fledged breakfasts and lunches were replaced by UNBs, said to contain all the necessary nutrients — synthetic proteins, fats and carbohydrates, vitamins and minerals, supposedly all the body needed, but in reality far from it: Malik grew up sickly. 
 
      
 
    In their small family community where weakness was detested, but bravery and courage lauded (with the proper respect for elders, of course), Malik armed himself with jokes. Dumb ones, it has to be said. Malik played the clown who usually chose himself as the butt of the joke. 
 
      
 
    “A-ha-ha!” his cousins roared as they listened to a story from Malik about yet another scrape he’d gotten into. “What a dumbass!” 
 
      
 
    But then they’d call Saghir over to treat him to some leftover pizza or fries. Malik got so used to the nickname that he thought of it as just a second name. 
 
      
 
    His quick wit worked well on his cousins, but not his classmates. He couldn’t get into any of the school gangs. The cool guys like Hung, Tim and Ed paid him no more mind than they paid the teacher in class. The rest looked down their noses at the hand-me-down clothes he wore to school and felt superior. The smart guys, or the ones who thought of themselves that way, like Alex Sheppard, just didn’t notice him. 
 
      
 
    Malik blamed all this not just on the poverty in his family, but also on his appearance. Truth was, he hated himself. He was short, he slouched, he had a big nose and long eyelashes like a girl, thin arms and legs, a hollow chest with his ribs sticking out. And stupid frizzy hair… He was a real monster. 
 
      
 
    Even his family was ashamed of him and treated him like a doorbell baby. Not his parents, of course, but the others. Sometimes aunts came to visit and disdainfully gave Malik’s mother clothes their own children had grown out of, old gadgets and other garbage, whatever they didn’t have enough room for but couldn’t bear to throw away. 
 
      
 
    Almost four years ago, in the middle of August, Malik entered seventh grade. Mr. Kovac gave the introductory lesson. He decided to raise the subject of social inequality, and to discuss the methods the government used to give everyone a chance. And he spoke of Disgardium. 
 
      
 
    On that day, Malik thought only of one thing: just another year and a half and he would start his own life. His parents, with their lowest of the low citizenship status, could never have afforded to buy him a capsule. But they didn’t need to! At age fourteen, the Department of Education would provide one for him. And then everything will change! Malik swore to himself. I’ll do something there that will make everyone respect me! 
 
      
 
    As for what exactly, he didn’t know yet. But he was sure of one thing: all those who smirked at his hand-me-downs, who looked at him as if at a slug, sometimes even forgetting that Malik Abdualim was their classmate… They would all find out who he really was. And maybe Tissa Schafer would pay him some attention too. Sorry that I didn’t notice you before, Malik, she would say. Would you like to go somewhere with me? Of course, he would agree, but not right away. He had his pride, but he knew how to be generous. He could forgive. And when they went on the date, he would kiss her and admit that he’d loved her for a long time. But not right away. Let her twist a little first. 
 
      
 
    His soaring dreams crashed upon the cliff face of reality. A few days later, Malik was nearly in tears, not because Ed Rodriguez pantsed him in physical education, but because Tissa had seen it. At least she didn’t laugh like the others. 
 
      
 
    Malik filled with resolution and concentrated on his goals. 
 
      
 
    School, family and even Tissa, of whom he dreamed as he drifted off to sleep, disappeared into background. All his plans centered on Disgardium. He spent days and nights studying materials online. He delved into the mythology of the world, tinkered for hours with spreadsheets and damage calculations, dug through stories of success, trying to figure out which playstyle would bring him to victory. 
 
      
 
    In the end, he decided to be a thief. Unlike the adjacent classes — assassin, rogue, bandit, pirate, ninja and so on, — the thief not only dealt great damage, but also helped the group with useful combat techniques. But the most important aspect of the class was in its name — the thief could successfully steal. ‘Successfully’ was the key word; anyone could unlock the skill of Thievery, but only Thieves had the innate talent and the right bonuses to properly use it. Why spend days on end completing routine social quests for a few silver pieces when you can steal whatever you need from a merchant stall? 
 
      
 
    After choosing his class, Malik listened to all the free podcasts by famous thieves of Disgardium (he couldn’t afford the paid ones) to try and figure out the exact playstyle that would get him the right class at level 10. He had to avoid ranged weaponry, or better still, use only knives and daggers; try to attack from behind; run away after losing half health; and, of course, steal at every opportunity, even when the item was unnecessary. 
 
      
 
    He spent more than one day thinking of his game name. Saghir, like he was used to? No! his pride snapped. He was no Little One. In the game, nobody would dare call him that! He spent a long time going through the options, then finally chose. Infect, because he knew that whatever he was going to do, his ideas would be so good, they’d infect others. Malik imagined himself as Infect and smiled. Yes, that’s exactly who he’d be! 
 
      
 
    Soon after, he made friends with — who’d have thought it?! — Hung and Ed. His knowledge of Disgardium helped him. Now under the wing of the two most popular (although the teachers wouldn’t have said so) boys in the class, his spirit soared. Now he could walk to the toilet without lowering his eyes. The kicks to his behind, the legs stuck out to trip him up in the cafeteria, the pranks and bullying, it all stopped. In mere days, it was like Malik had gotten +500 reputation with the entire school. Even the girls started showing interest in him… Well, at least they didn’t turn away when they saw him, and answered when he said hello. 
 
      
 
    It was important to fit in. At home, Malik threw a tantrum over having to sew yet another patch onto his trousers. His howling was so loud that it reached grandpa Yusuf. The old man learned that one of his dozens of grandchildren was getting bullied in school because of hand-me-downs. Blood is thicker than water! Yusuf exploded. Nobody will dare laugh at the Abdualim family! Saghir was bought new clothes. 
 
      
 
    A year later, Malik turned fourteen. Visitors came to offer insincere congratulations and cheap gifts in colorful paper, but the main prize awaited Malik in a corner of the living room separated off by a partition — a standard immersion capsule that had arrived the day before! With a sour smile, Malik sat at the table for the minimum socially acceptable time, then, once the adults had had enough of him and his cousins dispersed, he rushed to the capsule. He had to wait for his heart to settle before the complex device allowed him to finally log into Dis. 
 
      
 
    Infect unlocked the Thievery skill only in his second week of gameplay. Nagvalle and Bomber were already exploring the sandbox, but he spent his first days in the Tristad city jail, imprisoned for an attempt to steal a dagger from watchman Malone. 
 
      
 
    His second try went better. Infect crept behind Nergal’s temple (although there was no point in stealth; the place was empty) and, looking around in fear, picked an unripe Furious Pepper. The system’s cogs turned: on the one hand, the pepper was useful in potion-making; on the other, it was city property, which meant Infect had committed theft. Two notifications came up: the thief took the Thievery ability, but refused Herbalism. It didn’t suit him to go around picking flowers and herbs. Archeology, on the other hand, now that was tempting! 
 
      
 
    Stealing little things — bread from the bakery, candles in the library, mugs in the inn, — allowed Infect to level Thievery up to 10 and gain the Lockpicking skill. He sought out locked boxes and chests, practiced at night on the doors of townspeople and achieved what he wanted, leveling up Lockpicking to 10. Now he could prepare for more serious ventures. 
 
      
 
    It worked on the first try! Infect got a merchant talking, and while he was rooting around for an item beneath the stall, a dagger went missing from his display. The weapon was ordinary, with no bonuses whatsoever, but the boy was happy. 
 
      
 
    He got a taste for it. Leveling up Thievery helped him find gear not only for himself, but for Bomber too. Nagvalle had been missing all this time, and it later turned out that Ed’s character was a Threat! By depriving him of his status, the friends got an unimaginable reward — ten thousand gold! Infect also got a scalable epic dagger, and Dis was like it took on new color — it got easier to kill mobs, and soon they even started doing instances. 
 
      
 
    Summer began, and Tissa joined them. Malik lost his cool; he was one step closer to his dream. They were clanmates now, and naturally, they spoke every day. Now all he had to do was achieve something that would make Tissa leap into his arms all on her own. But what? 
 
      
 
    The girl seemed to like him, but she was just as friendly to Hung and Ed too. Malik had no chance; there was no way he could compete with them. And he never seemed to be able to get her alone. In Dis, in school, even in the flyer — all four of the Dementors always stuck together. Thick as thieves. That was great, Malik knew the value of friendship better than anyone, but his blood rose from the girl’s every accidental touch. Sometimes he barely held back the heartrending urge to embrace her and not let go again. Even if she got angry at him and stopped talking to him… Well, he’d have something to remember. 
 
      
 
    But the problem solved itself. Tissa easily rebuffed both Ed and Hung, although they hadn’t really tried — they got plenty of attention from girls, both in Dis and real life. But Malik, who concentrated on Tissa, got more of her attention. 
 
      
 
    Once, she invited him round to see her. Her father, Mr. Schafer, had just finished another long drinking binge and was now locked in his room with an equally long depressive hangover. Tissa was going mad. She needed someone to talk to. 
 
      
 
    Here it is, this is my chance! Malik realized as he sat down on the sofa with the girl. His heart tried to beat out of his chest, his throat went dry… He was panicking. 
 
      
 
    Tissa brought him some cold beer and sat down next to him, and they started talking about things so familiar and understandable to Malik that his uncertainty evaporated. He listened carefully and sympathized, even sincerely, understanding her perfectly well. 
 
      
 
    As he said good-bye, he even worked up the courage to kiss her, though it was just a peck, their lips just touching. Tissa ran a hand over his neck and smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Message me when you get home.” 
 
      
 
    They say things like that make you grow wings. If that were true, then a whole helicopter rotor would have sprouted from Malik’s back. 
 
      
 
    But the story got no sequel. For a few days, Tissa behaved like she usually did, and Malik lost confidence, got too eager, came on too strong, and then… 
 
      
 
    Then Alex came into their lives. And everything changed. 
 
      
 
    First Sheppard took Tissa from him, then Ed and Hung. And along with them went the hope that one day Malik himself would win the respect of his friends and classmates. 
 
      
 
    You can’t compete with an A-class Threat, even if you’re as smart as Einstein. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Tissa messaged first. She asked how he was doing, how the clan was doing, but the girl’s true motive became clear toward the end of the message. As if in passing, Tissa asked him to help her unlock a route to a zone with level 40 mobs. I think I can handle them. My stats are super high thanks to the Sleepers. Just the few seconds before I die from Exhaustion should be enough, she wrote. Will you help me? 
 
      
 
    Malik thought about it. Alex had mentioned that he himself had given Tissa the idea of how to break the sandbox record, which belonged to some guy from Seoul. To achieve that, the light priestess would have to reach level 31, which she could do very quickly if she could kill mobs over double her level. It was obvious why Tissa wanted that. Unique achievements always came with hefty rewards, and plenty of Fame. Malik wouldn’t mind those bonuses either; it was a shame he hadn’t thought of it when he was stuck in Tristad. But Sheppard made his position clear: Tissa had betrayed the clan, even if not by her own will. Interestingly, Alex hadn’t taken the girl’s departure for the White Amazons as a betrayal, but her relationship with Liam… It was clear that the girl had no fault in Mogwai’s attack on Kharinza — anyone could have been in her place, even Scyth himself! 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take him long to decide. He agreed to help. In principle, not much was being asked of him; he just had to teleport Tissa from Tristad to a zone that suited her aims. She’d do the rest herself — teleport there and try to quickly take out a mob before Exhaustion killed her. Anyway, Infect couldn’t help her even if he wanted to — Tissa wouldn’t get any experience from mobs below the bard’s level, and he wouldn’t be able to deal with any above. His was a support class! He ground his teeth at the thought, angry both at Scyth, who made him change his class, and himself for giving in. 
 
      
 
    Her message had come in the day before, and today was last day before the Demonic Games. Who knew how long they’d last? It might be that Infect would return to ordinary Dis too late, after Tissa was already gone from the sandbox. 
 
      
 
    That meeting when Alex had been eating those strange pastries (blya-shi, Malik remembered) and declared that he had been sentenced to the Ordeal was the last straw for Malik. The signal that it was all going to the Nether. 
 
      
 
    As soon as the Awoken left the sandbox, the clan and its leader had so much to reckon with that every day as he fell asleep, Malik was sincerely grateful that everything still seemed to be going well. The status of class-A ‘subthreat’ had tempting rewards, but getting them was another matter. Developing the maximum possible potential to the limit was impossible. But the penalties if Scyth was eliminated promised to equal the rewards. It might even involve losing characters. And what then? 
 
      
 
    Would the fairytale end? Would Malik have to go back to his parents’ slum and live with his idiot cousins? All of them, even his uncles, aunts and other relatives — they all dreamed of becoming millionaires. Thanks to Malik, of course. Thanks to little Saghir. That’s just what got to him. The contempt in their eyes was real as can be, but when they saw the chance to get rich and escape the slums to a better district, Saghir was suddenly ‘our famous Malik, our pride,’ and even grandpa Yusuf woke up and started taking an interest in life again, spending all day watching important talking heads discussing his grandson and his friends on the holovisor. 
 
      
 
    In any case, Malik started getting his parachute ready early. Especially when he saw how good Tissa was doing. Yes, she’d lost out in Dis, but made gains in real life. Her life was set up, her future guaranteed. But what would be Malik’s fate if something happened to Alex? Ed had scooped up all the financial operations, and Irita had been pulled into them too (How did she earn that? Malik wondered in surprise, but never voiced the thought). Hung himself had become a Threat, and even without Scyth, he would provide for himself — his divine quest chain into an underwater kingdom would ensure that! As for Alex… Well, Malik had no doubt at all that he’d squirreled away plenty for himself. 
 
      
 
    So the bard began to do the same. Scyth’s trust allowed him to set aside a few valuable finds, gear, money. It was all attached to him personally, not his character, so that was at least some insurance. 
 
      
 
    In his heart, Malik hated himself for acting this way. He was behaving like a rat. Grandpa Yusuf would never have approved. He would have beaten Malik with his cane and not only demanded that he give it all back, but that he kneel before his friends and beg them for forgiveness. And he’d be right! Ed, Hung, Alex and Tissa were Malik’s best friends. His only friends! When he was with them, he was truly happy. They had replaced his family. His father had always been overly strict with him for no good reason, as if trying to make up for Malik’s uselessness in the eyes of his relatives. And his mother… She feared to contradict his father, and although she never said it, she seemed to feel shame before her family. They had somehow managed to convince her that her son was the family’s shame, and it was her own fault for spoiling and humoring him. The result was that in public, she was even stricter with him than his father. And they never got to spend much time in private. The door was always wide open, the house more a public thoroughfare than home. No personal space whatsoever. 
 
      
 
    In short, two identities fought constantly within Malik. One, born in his childhood, was full of envy and believed that his friends didn’t value him, that they were tricking him, and their good words were merely a cover for laughter behind his back. The other, which emerged recently and was the more mature, loved his friends and was ready to give up anything for them. There was a third, too, the one in love with Tissa. It seemed that this was the one, combined with the first, that now guided Malik’s steps… 
 
      
 
    Infect checked the clan tab to see who was where. Scyth’s nick was gray, although he was still online. Apparently the Ordeal didn’t count as taking place in the world of Dis. The same had happened when Scyth was stuck in the Nether. Crawler and Irita had gone to Kinema, and Bomber was moving toward the Kharinza coast. Perfect. 
 
      
 
    Infect activated Depths Teleportation to the Mountain Dams, where Bomber had caught his goldfish. The place wasn’t popular and was often deserted. 
 
      
 
    Tissa was waiting for him. As soon as he appeared, she invited him to her group, cast a regeneration spell on him and only then threw herself into his arms. 
 
      
 
    “I missed you so much!” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Likewise,” Malik answered, glancing impatiently at his teleport cooldown timer. “Let’s jump to the Blencatra Foothills, the mobs there start at level forty-five. Does that work? Nether, the junior debuff is killing me!” 
 
      
 
    “How long on the cooldown?” 
 
      
 
    “A minute…” Malik stepped back unwillingly. “We have time to talk. How are you?” 
 
      
 
    “Just great,” she answered, her tone making it clear to Malik that things weren’t going so well. “As soon as we’re done here, I’m flying out to see my dad. Shame you and the boys aren’t in the district, or we could have met up.” 
 
      
 
    “Actually… You must know already — Scyth and I are heading to the Demonic Games.” 
 
      
 
    “I heard about that. I’ve decided to enter too.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Infect smiled in surprise. “Are you serious?” 
 
      
 
    “Why not? I have the right. Elizabeth liked the idea and came to an agreement with school. It’s all arranged, so we’ll see each other there.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you doing this for Scyth?” 
 
      
 
    “What? No! I have a chance, so why not use it?” Suddenly, her face lit up with an idea. “Hey, we could fly there together! Me, you, Scyth…” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure he…” Infect stumbled. “I mean, we’ll be flying separately.” 
 
      
 
    “Has something happened?” 
 
      
 
    “He always has a million things to do. He’s going straight to the Games, but I’m going to stop off at home first. Need to pay my folks a visit.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s great!” the girl said. “When are you flying? Today? Does that mean we can get a drink somewhere?” 
 
      
 
    Infect wanted to answer that he was planning to set off tomorrow, but then thought: What the hell? The thought of seeing Tissa in real life excited him even more than the coming Demonic Games. 
 
      
 
    His vision turned red. The cooldown on Depths Teleportation was down to 2… 1… 
 
      
 
    Infect activated the ability, and a few seconds later they stood in a small grove in the Blencatra Foothills. Snow hid the base of the trees and a cold wind sighed through the air. Tissa shivered in her cloth equipment. 
 
      
 
    A branch snapped under the foot of a level 48 Hill Yeti. The humans caught the mob’s eye, but it was too wary of the bard’s superior level to come closer. 
 
      
 
    “See you tonight,” Infect said quickly, before the Exhaustion debuff killed Tissa. “For a… for a date, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yeah, babe, we’ll have lots of fun!” she growled menacingly and laughed. 
 
      
 
    Then she died, the smile still on her lips. Infect crouched by her corpse, stroked her cheek, leaned down and kissed her. The body disappeared. He pulled out his guitar and ran a finger down the strings. The attacking riff boomed out through the area, blowing the yeti’s head into little pieces. 
 
      
 
    Returning to Mengoza, he messaged his friends to say that he’d decided to go see his parents earlier than planned. He invented a cousin’s birthday as an excuse. 
 
      
 
    While he packed his things, Willy got the flyer ready. He should have told Alex about his altered plans, but that was impossible, so Hairo made the decision himself. 
 
      
 
    Ed and Hung went to say good-bye to their friend. 
 
      
 
    “You have to win,” Ed said. “I’m sure Alex will survive the Ordeal, but I doubt he’ll make it to the Games in time. Sometimes the Ordeal takes two or three days. And latecomers aren’t allowed to enter the Games…” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” Malik answered, deciding in the end not to tell them that Tissa would also be entering. If he told them, he’d have to explain how he found out… “I know. But I hope Alex does make it.” 
 
      
 
    “Shame there’re no depths in real life,” Hung said. “Zip! And you’d be where you need…” 
 
      
 
    The comm vibrated and emitted Willy’s voice: 
 
      
 
    “We’re ready for you, Malik, head upstairs! Don’t forget your camo cap.” 
 
      
 
    All three boys went up to the roof together. They hugged as they parted. 
 
      
 
    As he took off, Malik looked down. Hung and Ed were walking toward the door and discussing something — they’d probably forgotten him and were talking about their very important business in Dis. 
 
      
 
    The flight gave him time both to daydream and to think about the building diagram for the Sanctuary of the Departed. The discovery was awesome, but he hadn’t yet found the last part. Plus, there was no direct benefit from it for Malik. Even Gyula would level up his construction skills by building the sanctuary. 
 
      
 
    Malik set aside two hours for meeting relatives. He was welcomed like a hero, with even grandpa emerging from his own reality and sitting his ‘beloved grandson’ down on his right side. What Malik had dreamed of since childhood had come to pass; his many cousins, who had mocked him only a few months ago, now watched him raptly, hanging on his every word. 
 
      
 
    On any other day, he would have stayed there longer to enjoy his triumph, but he had bigger things to think about that day; his second dream was knocking at the door, one that turned out to be far more significant to him. 
 
      
 
    So Malik waited out the two hours, listened to his relatives shower him with praise as if they’d been saving it up for sixteen years to throw it all at him now. Then he claimed he was pressed for time, hugged everyone who wanted it, shook the hands of even those he only vaguely remembered, then set off to see Tissa, sweating in anticipation. 
 
      
 
    He was five minutes late. The girl was waiting for him on a lively street, leaning with her back to the wall and foot up against it. 
 
      
 
    Tissa’s disguise was traditional: sunglasses, a baseball cap, a baggy hoodie and wide-leg trousers. It was hard to make out her face with the hood up. Malik had activated a camouflage hologram, so the girl didn’t spot him until he spoke to her. She flinched at first, turned her head, then lit up and threw her arms around him, hitting him with the scent of unfamiliar flowers. 
 
      
 
    “Malik, I’ve missed you all so much! Eeee!” 
 
      
 
    He froze like a statue, not knowing where to put his hands. He tentatively patted her on the back. He got angry at himself again; instead of showing the initiative, he was behaving like a jackass again. 
 
      
 
    “Where are we going?” he asked hoarsely. 
 
      
 
    “There’s a cheap restaurant in the next district where we can get a booth and keep a low profile,” the girl whispered, her breath tickling his ear. “We don’t want anyone to recognize us.” 
 
      
 
    They took a community flyer. Willy, assigned to the boy, kept an eye on them unnoticed to Tissa. Say nothing, the security officer whispered as he walked by them into the lounge. Malik nodded and forgot him immediately. 
 
      
 
    The young duo sat down in a reversed booth and ordered a real-meat steak each (Make it bloody! Tissa said as she made her choice on the robot waiter’s menu panel) and some beer. Then Malik finally removed his disguise. 
 
      
 
    Both were awkward at first — their lives had gone in very different directions, and so had their interests. On top of that, Malik was bound by a mental contract, and what did they have to talk about but clan affairs? 
 
      
 
    All the same, he unwittingly forgot everything else and got carried away in the conversation. Tissa told him colorful stories of her life and shared her plans for the future. She planned to break up with Liam, or he with her — Malik didn’t care which. Only the present moment had meaning. 
 
      
 
    “I had a lot of doubts before I accepted the offer from the White Amazons,” Tissa admitted. “I knew why they wanted me. All those tales about how I was a perfect fit for them, how my appearance fit in perfectly with the clan image, how my success story would be an example to millions of girls… I saw Hinterleaf on the island. I don’t know what’s between him and Elizabeth, but they’re clearly friends.” Tissa rubbed her forefingers together. “You get what I’m saying. They needed me because of Scyth. To be honest, I wasn’t sure they’d keep me for long. So I insisted on a clause in the contract which would force the White Amazons to pay for all my university tuition in advance. Then they could throw me out, it didn’t matter.” 
 
      
 
    “What are you going to study?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing has changed, Malik. I love to paint. My dad didn’t even want to hear about it,” Tissa sighed, her voice changing to imitate Mr. Schafer: “Every girl and her cat is an artist now! And only one in a million can afford it!” 
 
      
 
    “What does he want?” 
 
      
 
    “Did want,” the girl corrected him. “Now he supports all my ideas. Of course — what does he have to worry about now? His bank balance is green, he has premium medical insurance, a new flyer as a gift from Elizabeth. Now he’s neck-deep in work, trying to raise his category. But he used to want me to go into world testing. A year of study and a year of unpaid internship and that’s it, you’re a qualified beta tester with guaranteed work. And guaranteed category-G citizenship, the limit of dad’s dreams.” 
 
      
 
    “So I’m eating with a future famous artist?” Malik chuckled. “Well, then we’re almost colleagues!” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah? Why?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to be a rock star.” 
 
      
 
    “Rock?” Tissa laughed. “Who listens to that now? Old farts? If you like music, get into crayjungle!” 
 
      
 
    “Nah…” Malik frowned. “That stuff makes my ears bleed. But rock… It’s real music, you know? The guitar and the strings are alive… I’m a bard after all, remember?” 
 
      
 
    “Haha! So what? I’m a healer in Dis, does that mean I should be a doctor? Come on…” 
 
      
 
    “I can do it,” he said seriously. “I’ve tried. An uncle gave me an old guitar. I had to change the strings, but apart from that, it works fine. And you know what?” He looked around conspiratorially, lowered his voice to a whisper. “I can play all the songs I wrote in Dis in real life! Really!” 
 
      
 
    “Bullshit,” Tissa frowned, sat back in her seat, not moving her eyes from him. Then she leaned back towards him, her eyes wide. “You aren’t joking, are you?” 
 
      
 
    “No jokes,” he said, smiling from ear to ear. “Shame I don’t have a guitar here or I’d show you…” 
 
      
 
    He shared with her his plans to become world-famous, told her how he would win glory by first performing in small taverns in Dis, then getting a band together and playing at the arenas. And the more he spoke, the more he believed his own words, although at first he was just trying to impress her. 
 
      
 
    “Do you remember when the Dragons of Infinity played at the final of the Junior Arena?” Malik asked. “Well, they started in a sandbox tavern too! One day I’ll perform at the Arena final as well. And in real life! Maybe at Wembley Stadium — the whole place will be full, and billions will watch the stream!” 
 
      
 
    “I want to join your band!” Tissa said. “Let me be a backing singer!” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm, but I need someone who can sing for that,” Malik teased. 
 
      
 
    “Huh?! I can’t sing?” Tissa said, playing offended. “I’ll make you sing in a minute, you dumbass!” 
 
      
 
    She started punching him playfully and he fought back. A minute of playful struggle later and Tissa was sitting on top of him, his legs pinned beneath her, but Malik’s brain had switched off completely — all the blood had gone elsewhere. The girl checked herself and sat back down again, tousled and blushing. The moment to grab her and kiss her was gone. 
 
      
 
    “What do the boys think, anyway? About your plans, I mean,” Tissa asked. Malik didn’t hear her right away, but when he did, he sighed in annoyance. “What are Alex’s plans? I mean, apart from all the ‘citizenship’ stuff he has going on…” 
 
      
 
    Tissa had used their old code word for Threat status. Alex’s name rang out unwelcome in the semi-darkness of the cozy booth, destroying the intimacy of the moment and opening up old half-healed wounds. Jealousy reared its ugly head. 
 
      
 
    “The hell with Alex and his secrets,” he said. “Let’s discuss our strategy for the Games!” 
 
      
 
    Tissa’s expression turned serious. She straightened her back and coughed. She leaned closer and whispered: 
 
      
 
    “If Alex isn’t there, then let’s just stick together. Like in the good old days.” 
 
      
 
    “And if he shows up?” 
 
      
 
    “Then…” The girl’s hot breath played across Malik’s ear again. Goosebumps spread over his skin. “Listen carefully, this is very important…” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 1. Registration 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    HAIRO FLEW our unprepossessing flyer to the European district where Snowstorm was hosting the nineteenth Demonic Games. The last few days had left me completely exhausted, and the Ordeal had been emotionally devastating. So I sat down in the passenger seat and spent most of the journey asleep, opening my eyes only when we passed through the border checks at citizen zones. 
 
      
 
    They started checking us particularly often after we crossed the Atlantic and entered European airspace, most of which belonged to high-category citizenship districts. 
 
      
 
    “You are approaching Snowstorm Lakes, a category-A citizen district. Your vehicle will be forcibly stopped at the zone border inspection station.” 
 
      
 
    The flyer slowed and began to follow a guiding beam of light. Hairo, whose status for serving in the peacekeepers was higher even than my parents’, turned to me: 
 
      
 
    “We might have some trouble now. I don’t have access to category-A zones. You did make a request to come in your own flyer, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Well… I just signed it, Maria took the biometrics. You’re down as the pilot, Hairo.” 
 
      
 
    “The confirmation hasn’t arrived,” the security officer shook his head. 
 
      
 
    The scanning rings lit up green and emitted a beep of approval as we flew through. We successfully passed the automated check for banned items and substances. Now we had to go get through identification. In the meantime, Hairo contacted Maria in the hope that the confirmation had gone to her, and I checked my own comm. Nothing. 
 
      
 
    “If they pull me out of the flyer, you go on alone,” the security officer said. “You can fly manual if you have to, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Pfft… Easy.” 
 
      
 
    Something else bothered me. There was less than an hour left. Any unforeseen delay and we might as well go home — latecomers were disqualified. 
 
      
 
    A flyer approached us, still recognizable as a Lamborghini Freccia beneath the black and gold police paint job. In districts like this, even the police zipped around in premium superflyers. 
 
      
 
    “Good evening, gentlemen!” a pleasant female voice greeted us. “What is the purpose of your visit to Snowstorm Lakes?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m entering the Demonic Games,” I answered. 
 
      
 
    “Wow! Another one! And you, pilot?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m a pilot of the Awoken company,” Hairo answered honestly. That was one of the security officer’s official roles. “I’m dropping the kid off and then heading back.” 
 
      
 
    “Please display your left wrists and look this way…” Without a doubt, the police already knew who we were, but protocol was protocol. “Thank you! Alex Kieran Sheppard, dependent category-F citizen, you are on the list. Welcome to Snowstorm Lakes!” A short pause and then the policewoman’s voice again: “Hmm… Mr. Morales, we have some questions for you. Please leave the pilot seat and approach the exit.” 
 
      
 
    The guiding beam landed our flyer on the checkpoint platform. It had checking services, additional inspection zones and even paid parking — far from all flyer models met the high standards of the upper-class district. The passengers and pilots of those were forced to leave their vehicles and continue on a community flyer. 
 
      
 
    Hairo left the cabin, but didn’t close the hatch behind him. He stuck his head back inside: 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think they’ll let me go any further. I’m not good enough for ‘em,” he chuckled. “You fly on, Alex.” 
 
      
 
    Glancing at the clock, I answered: 
 
      
 
    “Alright. Almost out of time… How are you going to get back?” 
 
      
 
    “Willy ain’t far. He brought Malik in this morning, then went to see an old army buddy of ours in the Polish district. He’ll pick me up. Anyway… Good luck, Alex!” 
 
      
 
    The door closed. I switched to the pilot’s seat, fought the urge to switch the flyer to manual for a moment before common sense took hold — I didn’t know this district and could easily get lost. Hairo had set the route back in Cali; all I had to do was press the ‘Continue flight’ button. 
 
      
 
    Europe… I’d been here on vacation after grade six. My parents had just finished a big project and saved enough for a decent getaway. They decided to make the trip both fun and educational by taking a tour round Europe. The vacation ended up mixed — a few days on beaches in Spain and Greece and tours through the historical places of Italy, France and England. My favorite part of that trip was a night in the restored Colosseum, where we went to watch the Global Gladiator League battles. Robots fought against robots and non-citizens against non-citizens — to the death. I remember mom covering my eyes at the worst moments. Why are they doing this? I thought in confusion. Now I know why. They fought for citizenship. The top gladiators joined the elite of society. 
 
      
 
    I looked down on Snowstorm Lakes without much curiosity. The district was in the Bavarian area, with high mountains in the background. Unlike Dubai, there were no skyscrapers, and it was hard even to call the place spread out beneath me a city. A huge zone of untouched nature with dewdrops gleaming on rich greenery — that’s how the lakes looked from above as they reflected the sunset. Luxury villas, mansions and whole castles hid among the trees. 
 
      
 
    One of those was the Ruhm und Ehre hotel, chosen by Snowstorm to host the Demonic Games this year. I’d seen holographs of the interior — only the outer walls of the castle remained, with everything inside done up in a modern style. 
 
      
 
    Ruhm und Ehre wasn’t Snowstorm’s only hotel. The corporation owned dozens of such establishments all over the world, so the Dis developers had never held the Demonic Games in the same place twice. 
 
      
 
    I spotted the castle hotel from afar. It was hard not to notice it. It stood out clearly against the background of the virgin forest, although it somehow didn’t look out of place. It seemed the huge and ancient ten-story structure had stood there untouched since medieval times. A stone arch decorated the brick castle wall, with turrets of rough stone at its corners, and beyond them the castle itself, dotted here and there with more turrets and towers of all sizes, piercing the gray clouds like daggers. The old stone walls were moss-covered and worn by bad weather and the burning sun, or at least they seemed to be. And somewhere down there far below, green firs brushed the stone monolith of the foot of the castle… 
 
      
 
    A couple of minutes later, the flyer slowed and landed softly in a parking lot in front of the castle that fit elegantly into the landscape, hidden behind tall firs and pines and almost invisible from above. The parking lot looked out over a clear view of the mountain gorge and drawbridge. 
 
      
 
    “Destination reached: Ruhm und Ehre hotel, Snowstorm Lakes district,” the on-board AI reported. “Ambient temperature at…” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t bother listening to the weather report, just jumped straight out of the flyer, almost knocking over a bellboy — a real one, not a robot — and running along the path leading to the gates, where a crowd of reporters and herds of camera drones hovered. 
 
      
 
    Sheppard, confirming, came a commanding voice from one of the security guard’s comms. The hotel’s security service encircled me, keeping the journalists, streamers and bloggers back as they rushed to meet me. Paying no attention to the flood of questions and the microphones pointed at me, I walked through the gates into the inner courtyard. There were no reporters here, but there was a whole cordon of police droids. 
 
      
 
    A massive imposing man towered over me: 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Sheppard? Welcome to the Games. We’ll just clarify a few things before you go in. You have been told that throughout the event, all participants are forbidden from any communication with the outside world, apart from accredited journalists?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I have no communication devices with me.” I’d left my comm at the base. 
 
      
 
    “Alright. Raise your arms and pass through the arch.” 
 
      
 
    I did just that, and judging by the lack of an alarm, I passed the check. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Sheppard!” the guard said. “Good luck in the Games!” 
 
      
 
    Thanking him, I entered the castle and stopped to look around. The hotel’s hall was full to bursting and voices filled the air. People were gathered around the carved marble columns and talking excitedly, holding glasses of juice or wine. Human and robot waiters drifted between them. The former carried drinks while the latter offered finger food. 
 
      
 
    My eyes paused on the holographic sign beneath the ceiling. Burning letters triumphantly announced: Welcome to the Demonic Games XIX! Beneath the greeting was an arrow pointing to the right and down: Registration. 
 
      
 
    I started heading that way. I quickly felt eyes on me and heard the even hum of voices switch to whispers. Finally, I was across the hall and at the registration desk. 
 
      
 
    A clerk in medieval clothes sat there as if snoozing, his head bowed over a leather-bound book. A holomask gave him elvish features. His arrow-like brows jutted out to either side like a cat’s whiskers. Next to him stood three shapely women in the leather armor of experienced forest trackers. 
 
      
 
    “Good evening!” the platinum blonde greeted me. “How can I help you?” 
 
      
 
    A holographic label hovered above her: Irime, elf, level 1,000 Assistant. The label above the clerk read Ravencrow, Royal Scribe. 
 
      
 
    “I’m Alex Sheppard. Scyth. I’m here to enter the Demonic Games by invitation from King Eynyon.” 
 
      
 
    Leaning over the scribe, she translated into elvish: 
 
      
 
    “Ha na Scyth…” 
 
      
 
    Only then did Ravencrow raise his head, study me with his gaze and open his book. He leafed through it, ran a finger down the lines and stopped at my name. Our entire conversation from that point went through Irime the translator. 
 
      
 
    “Summoned Scyth, what made you answer the call?” Ravencrow asked. 
 
      
 
    “The path of justice brought me here,” I said, repeating the phrase mentioned in the message from Snowstorm. “I wish to become a Demon Fighter, to rise up to defend Disgardium on Judgment Day.” 
 
      
 
    I sensed a crowd forming behind me. Disapproval and even hatred burned into my back. Someone laughed and commented: 
 
      
 
    “Said the guy who killed thousands of innocents! Defend, my ass…” 
 
      
 
    “He’s a brainless freeloader!” an older grating voice added. 
 
      
 
    “Unworthy!” some girl squawked. “Go back to your hole, Sheppard!” 
 
      
 
    “We demand he be banned from participating!” came from all around. 
 
      
 
    “Go home, kid!” a rough male voice barked. “You don’t have a chance!” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, cheater!” This one shouted right in my ear. Turning my head, I saw the harsh face of a gray-haired man in a dinner jacket with a bow-tie. “Remember Kinema? You answer me!” 
 
      
 
    I’d expected something like this, but I was still shocked. So much concentrated hatred in just a few seconds! With some effort, I straightened my slouching shoulders and back, raised my head and turned around to look at the diverse crowd. Young and old, they all looked amazing. Healthy, fit, flourishing. Each had achieved great success in Dis through hard work and patience. And here I was, a contradiction to everything on which their self-importance was built. An ordinary schoolboy from an ordinary family who happened to be in the right time and place to become a top-tier Threat. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, Malik’s curly head flashed in the crowd, along with… Tissa? She was here too! I felt a little easier and started to look for them again in the crowd, but that man’s face appeared before me again: 
 
      
 
    “Hey, kid! Look me in the eye when I’m speaking to you!” Bow-tie said, turning to the crowd and shouting: “He doesn’t give a damn about us! Throw him out of here and be done with it! Shame I can’t lay a finger on him!” 
 
      
 
    Neither the guards nor the Snowstorm employees paid any attention to what was going on. I rubbed my face, kept my eyes on the furious man, then reached out and adjusted his cockeyed bow-tie: 
 
      
 
    “Easy to be brave here in real life. What did you say your nick was in Dis?” 
 
      
 
    Bow-tie choked, reddened, said nothing. I turned away and didn’t turn back again, ignoring the rising wave of indignation. I pretended like the damage from the words just raised my psychological Resilience. Words can’t hurt you unless you let them. 
 
      
 
    The scribe had been silently watching the exchange and now pinned me with a hazy stare, his eyes as if covered in white film. It looked like he was reading data right on his retina — must be some new technology that hadn’t yet reached the mass market. 
 
      
 
    “Summoned Scyth,” Ravencrow suddenly said. “You have arrived in time. Your entry is confirmed! Welcome to the Demonic Games!” 
 
      
 
    The furious hum of the crowd drowned out his next words. The people split into groups and spread out through the hall, chattering disappointedly. 
 
      
 
    The three ‘elf girls’, their smiles blinding, handed me a backpack branded with the Dis logo and full of souvenirs, a platinum token that would add ten thousand phoenixes to my account (for gifts for relatives after the Games ended, one of the girls said) and several books and booklets: Complete Encyclopedia of Disgardium, The Demonic Games: The Complete Rulebook and a ream of other pamphlets including a map of the hotel. They also gave me a special comm — it wouldn’t contact anyone outside the hotel except Disgardium Daily, and it had a bunch of pre-installed applications to allow the participants to communicate amongst themselves. 
 
      
 
    I turned my head in search of Malik and Tissa, but couldn’t find them. But I did see one interested glance among the sea of despising eyes — a tall and thin man with a big smile winked at me and waved. I nodded and he came closer. His multicolored locks stuck out in all directions. He looked around twenty, but could easily have been forty — if he was a high-category citizen, he could have ‘frozen’ his appearance. 
 
      
 
    “Loran,” he introduced himself, offering a hand. “It’s an honor to meet you, Mr. Sheppard.” 
 
      
 
    “Just Alex,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” he smiled even wider. “Or Scyth. Let’s take a walk? Everyone is watching. And listening, for sure!” 
 
      
 
    We moved off to the side. Loran grabbed a couple of glasses from a waiter’s tray and offered one to me. I sipped it and grimaced: dry white wine. Mom’s favorite. 
 
      
 
    “You kept your cool pretty well, Alex!” Loran said so loudly that many turned around. “I didn’t hear what you said to that man, but it looked like he was having a stroke! Do you know who he is?” 
 
      
 
    “No clue.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s Quetzal. Heard of him? No? Damn, what rock have you been living under? Ah, sorry!” He smiled disarmingly again. “Of course, that makes sense, why would you know them in real life? Quetzal is from the Excos, a top gladiator in the Arena. He started from the very bottom, which is probably why he didn’t like it much when you rolled right over him and his buddies at Kinema. Rumor has it they lost some top PvP gear that cost them years of Honor Badges…” 
 
      
 
    A voice boomed through a loudspeaker in the ceiling: 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Sheppard, please approach the registration desk. Mr. Sheppard…” 
 
      
 
    Loran shrugged: 
 
      
 
    “Snowstorm wants you. Alright, it was nice to meet the legend! Want to team up in the Games?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, I’ll find you. I’ll be a shapeshifter, nick Messiah.” 
 
      
 
    I shook his thin hand and then walked back to the registration desk, still looking around for my friends. When I approached, the ‘elf girls’ took me by the arms and led me through the background hologram of a forest glade behind Ravencrow the scribe’s table. There stood a bald lady around thirty years old, her eyebrows shaved and her face covered in thick gothic makeup. For a moment, I felt like I was looking right into the face of a legate of the Destroying Plague. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, girls, I’ll take him from here!” she said in a singsong voice and offered me a hand: “Hello, Alex. I’m your personal assistant. The name’s Kerry.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 2. A Stab in the Back 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “MISS…” I SAID to her, trying to make out whether she wore a wedding ring. There was a ring, and more than one! Two on each finger. 
 
      
 
    “Pleased to meet you!” she said, chains jangling from her strange black gown covered with cuts. She gave me her arm and said happily: “Just Kerry, Alex. Like I said, I’m your assistant. Let’s hurry, we need to record your video message and get you scanned!” 
 
      
 
    As she said this, Kerry led me toward a silver door behind a column in the corner of the hall. 
 
      
 
    “Quicker this way,” she said. “Your arrival really riled up the people. They signed a petition to have you disqualified, did you know that?” 
 
      
 
    “No, how could I? I only just got through an Ordeal…” 
 
      
 
    “Ah… the Ordeal, yes, of course. That’s why Ravencrow hesitated. Management was uncertain…” 
 
      
 
    “About what?” 
 
      
 
    The door took us into a long service corridor. Kerry sped her pace, not answering. We reached an elevator and she pressed a button. A broad scanning beam passed across her face and the doors opened. Inside, Kerry pressed a button marked DG — Training Grounds on the control panel and only then answered me: 
 
      
 
    “You see… You were added to the list of entrants, but nobody expected you to make it here. So the petition wasn’t taken seriously either: why set a precedent when gameplay would sort things out? You weren’t even assigned an assistant…” 
 
      
 
    “Aren’t you my assistant?” 
 
      
 
    “I am, but I only found out half an hour ago when you arrived at Snowstorm Lakes. I actually work in the PR department. The other contestants have assistants hired on a one-time contract. That means your character and information sheet for the viewers won’t be as flashy as the others’. You shouldn’t have…” Kerry yawned, covering her mouth. “Sorry. Didn’t sleep much. I meant to say, next time don’t be late if you want a proper welcome with fairies and fireworks.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, you’re not much of a fairy…” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly, bro, exactly!” Kerry grinned. 
 
      
 
    Her teeth were painted too. Black. 
 
      
 
    The elevator doors opened. We emerged onto a service floor filled with bustling Snowstorm employees. 
 
      
 
    “The Demonic Games Department works its hardest one month out of the year. The rest of the time it spends getting ready for it,” Kerry said. “But nobody envies them, because… Well, see for yourself…” 
 
      
 
    Waving to a man sitting down and thoughtfully eating a burger, she shouted: 
 
      
 
    “Vel, Sheppard’s here!” 
 
      
 
    “Who? Didn’t you say he’s not coming?” he shouted back angrily. His burger fell from his hands and covered his knees with ketchup. Vel threw the remnants of his food into a wastebasket in annoyance. “Take him to section six first! God, what did I do to deserve all this? We haven’t even compiled the kernel yet!” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Alex! Could I take a selfie with you?” asked a girl with layers of makeup and bronzer on her face and a twinkle in her eye. She clicked her comm into camera mode. “Why the long face, huh?! Say ‘ti-i-itties’!” 
 
      
 
    I smiled automatically, but didn’t even have time to ask the girl’s name before Kerry dragged me along another spacious corridor full of unpacked boxes and heaps of cables. A real two-handed sword leaned against the wall. A corgi ran by us, a projection collar on its neck making its head look like a dragon’s. The little guy barked and flame blew from his dragon mouth. 
 
      
 
    People bustled behind transparent partitions. Finding myself behind the scenes at a global show, I looked around with interest. I felt some envy for these people, so engrossed in their work. 
 
      
 
    In section six, I was asked to undress and climb into a medical capsule. For several seconds in total silence and darkness, the system took my physical readings, then Kerry led me to the testing hall. 
 
      
 
    The testing hall was something like a library that had opened an archery range, and one of its visitors had left behind a barbell. All kinds of devices were built into the walls, one of them a punching bag for measuring strike strength. 
 
      
 
    An analyzer was placed on me. An athletically built girl led me through the hall. I lifted a magnetic barbell, first bench presses, then squats. The girl recorded the data. Then I hit the punching bag, ran on a special panel, jumped up and down, stretched out… 
 
      
 
    After the physical tests followed mental ones. I was asked to solve a range of puzzles designed to test thinking, attentiveness and memory. 
 
      
 
    Then I spoke to a psychologist. He asked tricky questions: 
 
      
 
    “You and a friend kill a local boss. According to the loot distribution rules, he gets the item, but it’s more suitable for you. Your friend decides to sell it at the auction house. What do you do?” 
 
      
 
    The torture lasted almost two hours until Kerry fed me some chili chocolate and led me to a studio. The chocolate burned my tongue, and I guzzled some soda to try to cool down. I started breathing faster, through my mouth. Kerry misunderstood the source of my suffering: 
 
      
 
    “Almost done, Alex. Your fault for being late! We’ll going to record a video message for the contestant sheet…” 
 
      
 
    There were fewer people in the studio, but everyone was still engrossed in their work. Nobody paid us any mind. 
 
      
 
    “Sheppard is here! Hey!” Kerry shouted. “Come in! A-class Threat here!” 
 
      
 
    The reaction to my surname was weak, but the mention of ‘Threat’ perked up some ears. A stylist and makeup artist dragged me off to their lair, escorted by my assistant. They made me try on a few outfits and settled on a ‘School Bully’ look. I didn’t come up with that, that name was just in their system. Knee-high boots, torn black trousers, a gray t-shirt emblazoned with the dumb phrase “Don’t threaten the Threat hiding in Darant”, which changed to animated advertising: “The Undead faction is your path to success!”, “Say no to tiredness! Turn Undead!”, “Turn Undead and join the bloodshed!” featuring a handsome zombie dressed like Elvis. Snowstorm should have fired its whole marketing department. 
 
      
 
    The stylist worked on my hairstyle too, tousling my hair. 
 
      
 
    “A scar, I need a scar on the brow!” the chubby and aging man with rosy cheeks said. He stroked his beard, leaned down, looked at me, then brightened. “No, not a scar… Something else! Earrings! That’s it! Karim, grab some earrings for Alex!” 
 
      
 
    “Stunning!” the stylist’s assistant crowed. 
 
      
 
    “Earrings, Dante, really?” Kerry said in surprise. “Leave the boy his individuality!” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not what they pay me for,” he waved dismissively. 
 
      
 
    “No earrings!” I said and sneezed. The makeup artist had gotten powder in my mouth. 
 
      
 
    “Well, alright, just one! It’ll suit you perfectly, Alex, my dear!” Dante said, clasping his hands together. “The world sees you as a villain! All those people… They must see that you’re an awesome cute guy with a refined aesthetic sense!” 
 
      
 
    “No!” I objected, covering my ears just to make sure. “And no scar either. Hey, what are you doing?” 
 
      
 
    The makeup artist was running a brush across my eyebrows. 
 
      
 
    “Makes them more expressive,” he answered, a bald man literally covered in piercings. He stuck the tip of his tongue out of the corner of his mouth and nodded. “A little more white pomade for flare…” 
 
      
 
    I jumped up from the chair and hid behind Kerry. She looked at me with a raised eyebrow: 
 
      
 
    “Enough. Thank you. Wonderful as always, Dante! You too, Karim.” 
 
      
 
    “Always at your service!” Dante answered. 
 
      
 
    “Say hi to Chloe for me,” Karim answered. 
 
      
 
    Kerry led me to the studio. I was seated on a black chair in the center of a black room, a drone with a microphone hovering next to me. They raced through the talking points I was meant to bring up. It was all in Snowstorm’s email, and I wasn’t surprised. 
 
      
 
    The lights switched on, blinding me. The operator counted down with their fingers — three, two, one, action! 
 
      
 
    “Hi!” I said, seeing nothing at all through the light bearing down on me. I think my eyes started watering. “I’m Alex Sheppard. I responded to a summons from King Eynyon to fight for the rank of Demon Fighter.” 
 
      
 
    “Stop, stop!” 
 
      
 
    The lights shut off. The director, who Kerry called Tim, approached. 
 
      
 
    “Alex, dear boy, are you really the Sheppard we all know? Where is the anger, the expressiveness? You’re the greatest Threat in the history of Dis! The people want to see a cool dude, not some shy schoolkid! Do it again, but with feeling! Remember how you addressed the world in Vermillion! Feel your emotions anew, say it like in your speech above the Widowmakers’ former castle! Go on!” 
 
      
 
    “Alright, Tim.” 
 
      
 
    By the sixth take, I was baking. It was hot in the studio, the air conditioning wasn’t doing enough, and my back wouldn’t stop itching from the sweat. In tandem with Kerry, Tim the director got what he wanted — I got so worked up that I finally lost my temper, and the speech went great: 
 
      
 
    “My name is Alex Sheppard. In Disgardium I am known as Scyth, the class-A Threat! I’m in the Demonic Games to win..!” 
 
      
 
    The formalities were done. Kerry and I went back to the elevator, and there she told me what would happen next: 
 
      
 
    “I’m about to take you on a short tour, and then I’ll show you your room. If we hurry, you’ll have time to give a couple of interviews before the Games begin.” 
 
      
 
    The elevator doors opened and she beckoned for me to go first. I stopped, not knowing where to go; before me extended a spacious and bright conservatory filled with plants, palm trees, six-foot-tall grass with meaty stalks, even a bamboo grove. The glut of color made my eyes widen. The high ceiling was hidden behind an imitation blue sky. The wall behind me was made to look like the face of a cliff. 
 
      
 
    “The recreation zone,” Kerry explained. “All the entertainment you need: twelve restaurants, a cinema, pool, petting zoo, gym, spa…” 
 
      
 
    We walked along paths winding like forest trails and covered with soft carpet bearing a three-dimensional pattern that imitated stone. 
 
      
 
    “At night, this whole place changes,” my assistant said. “This level turns into a small resort town, the Boom Boom nightclub opens, along with some bars, a casino and… Uhh… Are you over sixteen?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, great!” she winked. “If you want, there are rooms for intimate relaxation here. Check the catalog, there’s plenty of choice!” 
 
      
 
    “Sexbots?” I clarified, blushing. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… Are you sure you’re sixteen?” Kerry giggled. “See for yourself. I won’t spoil the surprise.” 
 
      
 
    The level was deserted — almost all the entrants to the Games were gathered below. 
 
      
 
    “Meeting, talking,” Kerry explained. “Most of them arrived yesterday, some even the day before. In… yep, in six minutes the hotel will let the journalists in, that’s why the contestants are hanging around down there. They all want their time to shine for the viewers… You know how it is, a lot depends on the sympathy of the public in the Games! The opening stream will start right after the shared meal. At midnight local time.” 
 
      
 
    Midnight seemed to be Snowstorm’s favorite time. The ball at Distival had begun at twelve too. 
 
      
 
    We toured the whole level, but didn’t go inside anywhere. All I could do was look through doors and spin my head. Unfortunately, I saw none of the promised ‘rooms of intimate relaxation.’ But I did manage to stroke a fierce-looking white rabbit in the petting zoo — that took a lot of willpower after the Nether. It was soft as a pillow. 
 
      
 
    “You have five levels in total,” Kerry said between yawns as she stroked a listless lizard. “The two upper floors are living quarters, we’ll get to them soon. The third is the immersion level. Each contestant has their own individual capsule. The settings are taken from your own devices. The fourth is where we are now, the rest and relaxation level. The contestants gather here to talk and share impressions after each day of the Games.” 
 
      
 
    “What about the fifth?” 
 
      
 
    “The fifth floor is the media center. It’s for reporters and official events. After you settle into your room, I’ll take you there. That’s where the shared meal will be, by the way.” 
 
      
 
    We went up one floor from the recreation area. Kerry led me to my room. 
 
      
 
    “Damn, I almost forgot! Chloe asked me to take you to see her before the interview! Do you need a lot of time to get ready?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll just wash off this powder,” I grumbled, although I was dreaming of a shower. 
 
      
 
    “There’s clothes in your size in the wardrobe if you need them! But best you don’t get changed, I think Dante made you look just great!” 
 
      
 
    There were no personal items in my room apart from what I had on me before the visit to the stylists. Hairo had only given me three minutes to pack for Alaska. I only had time to put my hoodie on. 
 
      
 
    Looking around the room quickly, I chuckled — no worse than what I had in Dubai, more spacious if anything. It was all modern, but with retro styling: thronelike chairs, a natural-wood imitation table, a bed with a carved wooden headboard and a cupboard that was simply a work of art, with a carved door and gilded curved handle. I couldn’t help but stroke the back of a chair, and I noticed the material didn’t seem like plastic. It was real wood! 
 
      
 
    Throwing my clothes into the laundry basket, I put the comm the organizers had given me on my arm, went into the bathroom, washed off everything the makeup artist had put on my face, then fixed my hair. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… Pale again,” Kerry shook her head. “Shame you washed it off. Karim made you look healthy, but now you look like a vampire. You should get more sun, Alex! Or isn’t there much sun where you live?” 
 
      
 
    “Very little,” I lied, sending potential pursuers on a false trail. Cali got plenty of sun all year round, I just didn’t have any windows. “It rains all the time…” 
 
      
 
    More running through corridors, an elevator, another of the hotel’s service floors, this time for the managers of the Demonic Games. It was quiet and empty. And, amazingly after what I’d seen in my room and the hall — it was humble. In one of the corridor sections, we stopped at a door labeled ‘Chloe Cliffhanger, Community and Connections Director.’ 
 
      
 
    Kerry knocked, then opened the door a touch. 
 
      
 
    “Miss Cliffhanger, I have Sheppard here.” 
 
      
 
    “Come in,” a sharp woman’s voice answered. 
 
      
 
    Behind the door was a spacious room outfitted as an office. A young-looking woman in a beige pantsuit and golden-rimmed glasses walked over to greet us. 
 
      
 
    Chloe offered me a hand: 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Alex, how was your trip?” The woman gestured to a black sofa, the only dark item in her office. “Take a seat,” she said, turning to Kerry. “You’re dismissed for now, wait outside the door. We won’t be long.” 
 
      
 
    My assistant walked out, leaving me alone with Cliffhanger. I bit my lip, not knowing what to expect. I doubted that high-ranking Snowstorm executives talked to every contestant like this. 
 
      
 
    The woman offered me a drink, but I refused. Then she sat down next to me, looked me hard in the eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Alex, you know how highly we at Snowstorm value gameplay. We know what you’ve been through…” I heard sympathy in her voice. “You’ve become an outcast. Your time in the Nether…” 
 
      
 
    “Hold on! Did you say the Nether? You confirm that it exists, then?” 
 
      
 
    “The Nether?” Chloe asked, her eyes wide and face blank. “What do you mean, Alex? Oh, you mean the mythical game zone? But it’s inaccessible to players! I meant it metaphorically, the abyssal situation you found yourself in…” 
 
      
 
    Sure. She knew, but there was no way she was going to admit it. I’d already guessed what she wanted. 
 
      
 
    “What’s this conversation about, Miss Cliffhanger?” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t beat around the bush…” Chloe said thoughtfully. Sitting back on the sofa, she looked at me again with fresh eyes. “Alright, I’ll be straight with you. Your victory in the games would not be good for us. Nor for anybody else. What would the people say? Even now, they call you a cheater. All the contestants have signed a petition to get you banned…” 
 
      
 
    “I know.” 
 
      
 
    “Then you must know what awaits you. My superiors will reward you generously for your loyalty. Alex, you’re about to meet with the journalists and make a statement.” 
 
      
 
    “A statement?” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll say that you changed your mind, that you’re resigning from the Demonic Games. We’ll make a show of trying to convince you to stay, but you’ll refuse. A mutual acquaintance of ours asked me to convey to you that you will get what was promised if you do this… And what you said you would do before.” 
 
      
 
    “Kiran?” 
 
      
 
    She remained silent, only half-closing her eyes for an instant. I got the picture — that lying son of a bitch wouldn’t lift a finger to do what he promised. So they want to play, huh? Alright, let’s play! 
 
      
 
    “I agree,” I said. 
 
      
 
    Chloe sighed in relief and smiled widely. 
 
      
 
    “Attaboy! My man! Good decision! Best for everyone!” She brought her comm to her lips. “Kerry, we’re done here!” 
 
      
 
    The assistant led me to the press center. Cliffhanger gave her instructions alone, but I figured out what they were later. 
 
      
 
    It was loud in the press center corridor. A multitude of reporters all rushed toward us to ask me questions, but Kerry blocked their path. She raised her hands: 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Sheppard will not be answering any questions before his official statement! Everybody please move to the press conference hall!” 
 
      
 
    The other contestants watched me, frowning after instantly losing all the reporters’ attention when I walked in. Camera drones swarmed around like a cloud of midges, getting shots of me from all angles. Kerry walked along with her head raised proudly; a little of the fame of the class-A Threat bounced off me onto her. The whole world was watching us. 
 
      
 
    The woman led me to a conference table with microphones, sat me down and disappeared behind me. 
 
      
 
    The hall was filled to the brim with hundreds of journalists, buzzing, crowding by the door, rattling chairs as they sat down. The contestants were there too, pressed against the back wall. The chairs next to me were empty. 
 
      
 
    A tired young woman in a Snowstorm t-shirt was seating the journalists. She held a microphone: 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Katz, Disgardium Daily, your seat is there!” She lit up the second row. Mr. Katz asked something and the woman answered: “No, the first row is for accredited streamers. Yes, yours are on the list too! No! I will not change the seating…” 
 
      
 
    Looking around, I foresaw the spectacle that set to unfold. Holographic labels over the chairs showed all the speakers of the conference: Chloe Cliffhanger, Alex Sheppard, Kiran Jackson. It all became clear as day. They had counted on me failing at the Ordeal, but just in case, they had a plan B: Sheppard would resign from the contest, lose his chance to get Concentrated Life Essence and accept Kiran’s offer, which required him to destroy the Sleeping temples and delete his character. Dis would lose its Threat, and the Sleepers their Initial. Everybody would be happy except Behemoth and a few hundred non-citizens. 
 
      
 
    Two people emerging from the crowd caught my eye: Malik and Tissa. My heart quickened and I waved to them: 
 
      
 
    “Malik, Tissa, over here!” 
 
      
 
    Without looking at me, they walked past the journalists, stood before them with their back to me and raised their hands, calling for attention. 
 
      
 
    “We have an announcement to make!” my friends shouted. 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me, please go back to…” the woman organizing the journalists began, but Tissa grabbed her microphone and interrupted her: 
 
      
 
    “Hi! I’m Melissa Schafer, a.k.a. Tissa. My friend and I have an announcement!” 
 
      
 
    Malik stood next to her and leaned into the microphone: 
 
      
 
    “I’m Malik Abdualim. Infect.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re from Sheppard’s clan. From the Awoken,” Tissa said. 
 
      
 
    There was jeering, whistling. The noise rose and Malik raised his voice: 
 
      
 
    “We officially declare that we are leaving the Awoken! We understand what we might be risking; after all, the Threat might not let us go! But in that case we swear that we will harm the clan until Scyth frees us!” 
 
      
 
    “We want nothing to do with Sheppard!” Tissa shouted. 
 
      
 
    It was as if a taut string in my soul had suddenly snapped. What were they saying? What was going on? 
 
      
 
    The noise of the onlookers began to subside, but the journalists all shot to their feet. Questions rained down from all sides. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve suffered Sheppard’s arrogance for too long,” Malik said, his voice ringing. “We’ve had enough!” 
 
      
 
    “Alex Sheppard is a fame-blind piece of shit!” Tissa shouted. “From now on, please remember that we have nothing to do with him! We hate him! He’s our enemy!” 
 
      
 
    “And…” Malik laughed, turning to me. “Melissa and I are together now!” 
 
      
 
    My former friend embraced Tissa and kissed her on the lips. The kiss was long, and the hall erupted in laughing approval. A spatter of applause turned into a thundering ovation. The crowd started chanting: 
 
      
 
    “Class-A Threat, class-A loser!” It sounded so harmonious that it was as if they’d been practicing for days. “Class-A Threat, class-A loser!” 
 
      
 
    I caught a sympathizing glance from Ian Mitchell. Next to him sat a short and balding man in horn-rimmed glasses — Clark Katz, editor-in-chief at Disgardium Daily. He frowned, studying my reaction. 
 
      
 
    Anger bubbled inside me like molten lava, burning with the desire to break free, but I clenched my will in my fist and somehow kept my back straight, my head up and my expression stony. I just ground my teeth. 
 
      
 
    Hairo had said that I might have a hard time with the other contestants. He even predicted Malik’s behavior: You kids are going to be on your own there, he had said. It’s fully possible that the corporation finds a way to get to your friend. My predictions might not come true, but best be prepared for everything. 
 
      
 
    Staring at a single point, I disassociated from the jeers, from the image of Malik and Tissa embracing, from everyone shaking their hands and slapping them on the back. What next? Should I expect betrayal from the other Awoken? A feeling built in my chest that the lava had frozen, had all burnt out and left only ash behind, and now even that was dropping into a cavernous black hole that swallowed up my enthusiasm, my joy at having arrived at the Games in time, my hopes… Trixie, Malik, Tissa… Who next? Hung? Ed? Irita? 
 
      
 
    “Ahem…” Someone coughed into a microphone and knocked on it. “Ladies and gentlemen, a moment of your silence and attention please! Mr. Sheppard, and Snowstorm directors Mr. Jackson and Miss Cliffhanger are about to give a joint statement!” 
 
      
 
    Jolted back to reality, I suddenly realized I was no longer alone. To my left sat Kiran, to my right — Chloe. Smiling, businesslike. Jackson, leaning down beneath the table as if to pick something up, sprayed some Accelerant into his mouth. 
 
      
 
    The room fell silent. The eyes of three hundred contestants and just as many journalists all fell on me. In the sea of faces, I saw only the three I knew well: Malik and Tissa, exulting, triumphant, and Ian Mitchell, sympathetic. The old journalist caught my eye, nodded encouragingly and closed his eyes for a moment. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Sheppard?” The host of the press conference reminded me why I was there. 
 
      
 
    “Hello…” I said, tapping the microphone to make sure it worked before continuing. “As you all know, I nearly didn’t make it to the Games. I arrived in the final hour of registration, so I didn’t get much chance to talk to people. But what I did hear was enough. Nobody here wants me to compete. People think I don’t deserve it, that all my victories were dishonest. I can’t fully agree with that, but I do admit that I owe all my successes in Dis to my unique status…” 
 
      
 
    I paused and Kiran immediately started off his script: 
 
      
 
    “What are you talking about, Alex, buddy? You can’t mean you want to resign?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, God, Alex, don’t do it!” Chloe said, flinging up her hands almost naturally. “The Demonic Games is the perfect place for you to prove that your success is anything but random!” 
 
      
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, we’re here to report an unprecedented event!” Kiran said, smiling and addressing the whole hall. “For the first time since the inception of the Games, a globally renowned Threat has entered! But the opening night may be marred by some sad news…” 
 
      
 
    He turned and looked at Chloe. Cliffhanger picked up the speech like a professional runner in a verbal relay race: 
 
      
 
    “Well, it’s quite understandable. Young Alex has been through so much… Just so much!” She clasped her hands together. “The weight of all that responsibility, the constant challenges from the entire game…” 
 
      
 
    “And global!” Kiran said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, and global community. It’s a terrible shame that the world is going to miss out on Alex in the Games! Snowstorm tried to convince him to change his mind. Heck, we still are trying, right, Kiran?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right,” Kiran shook his head. “I’m sure it’s not over yet and Alex will think again…” 
 
      
 
    “I would like to remind everyone gathered here of the words of founding father Mike Anderson!” Chloe said imploringly. “Mr. Anderson said that Threats are an important part of Disgardium…” 
 
      
 
    She continued her speech, convincing the entire hall with total certainty that Alex Sheppard would no longer be taking part, and that this was a terrible loss for the Demonic Games. My lips smiled on their own — I was imagining their faces when I said what I was about to say. 
 
      
 
    Finishing, Cliffhanger turned to look at me. 
 
      
 
    “What do you say, Alex?” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t disagree with Mr. Anderson,” I said. Chloe nodded approvingly and Kiran clapped me on the shoulder. “And you really make a strong argument…” 
 
      
 
    “Your decision?” 
 
      
 
    “I agree with you, you’re right!” I said, addressing the hall. “Listen, I admit that I leveled up thanks to my status. But the Demonic Games makes us all equal, right? I’m going to try and prove that I can successfully play without the perks of being a Threat. I’m going to take part! I can’t deprive the audience of the sight they’ve been waiting so long to see…” I finished, spreading my arms. 
 
      
 
    Then the real chaos started. Kiran started hyperventilating, Chloe stood opening and closing her mouth and the journalists shouted questions. Somewhere out in the great nothing, the Sleepers stopped tossing and turning. The streamers in the first row shouted as they commentated their feed. 
 
      
 
    Behind them, Ian Mitchell was roaring with laughter and rubbing tears from his eyes. He slapped Katz on the shoulder. Katz gave me a thumbs-up. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 3. Cursed Outcast 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    NO MATTER HOW BRAVE a face I put on when I said I was staying in the Games, no matter how Kiran’s twisted snarl of fury warmed my heart, I still felt mostly dead. 
 
      
 
    My emotions showed only while I spoke, shored up by Ian’s silent support and my own confidence that I was doing the right thing. But then… 
 
      
 
    An icy indifference overtook me, as if I’d brought Cold-Blooded Punisher into the real world with me. The sight of Malik and Tissa embracing didn’t bother me, nor the catcalls from particularly vindictive contestants, nor the falsely sympathetic questions from the journalists. My brain seemed to understand — just a little more and I’d either fall into the despairing dark of depression or I’d go insane. Or maybe it was the Sleepers helping me — they always seemed to be with me, somehow. Whatever the reason, my state didn’t change: I stopped feeling emotions, deciding to do what I must and let be what would be. 
 
      
 
    Ian disappeared into one of the press center’s capsules after whispering to me that my friends (if they even were friends) Edward Rodriguez and Hung Lee had contacted him, wanting to comment on the situation with Tissa and Malik. 
 
      
 
    I stayed sat behind the table, my arms crossed, seeing nothing until I suddenly realized that someone had been shaking me for some time: 
 
      
 
    “Alex! Hey, Alex!” I turned and saw Kerry. “Well, thank Two-horns, you woke up! Come on, the communal meal is about to start! That’s it now, kiddo, you’re officially a contestant in the Demonic Games and obliged to follow the organizers’ rules! You have a contract!” 
 
      
 
    I made myself stand up. Kerry stroked my cheek and said quietly: 
 
      
 
    “Now you’ve done it… Chloe is screaming and crying, Kiran is out of his mind with rage!” 
 
      
 
    “I have to compete. They all think I’m a coward since I didn’t accept the challenge in the desert.” 
 
      
 
    “I know, I know…” She sniffled, hugged me and held me close. I scented sweet perfume that reminded me of rotting flesh. “I know. They all just see your status, but they forget you’re just a kid…” 
 
      
 
    “Ahem,” someone delicately coughed nearby. 
 
      
 
    Pushing myself away awkwardly, I saw a girl on rollerskates, in a tube top and the shortest skirt I’d seen in my life. The girl smiled warmly, but her eyes were serious. One flashed red — she was streaming. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Alex! You’re live on the air! All forty million of my subscribers are watching you and they’re bombarding me with questions. Will you answer some?” 
 
      
 
    “Do it,” Kerry whispered. “Win them over!” 
 
      
 
    Nodding, I forced a smile: 
 
      
 
    “Hey!” It was hard for me to concentrate; the girl’s legs ended at around the level of my stomach. “Hey, uhm…” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, sorry, I thought you know me,” the streamer said, blushing. “I’m Lia Solo, but that doesn’t matter, millions are watching you. I’m not here, I’m just the eyes of the audience!” 
 
      
 
    I got a grip on myself and spoke: 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Lia! Hey, viewers! You probably saw what happened. My friends… former friends, Tissa and Malik… That was sudden. And it hurt. So sorry if I don’t seem too friendly right now… Anyway, ask your questions.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yeah! We’re sooo sorry that happened!” Lia cooed. “What are you feeling right now?” 
 
      
 
    “Sadness. Disappointment.” 
 
      
 
    “Be yourself!” Kerry whispered in my ear. 
 
      
 
    “Hell, I’m having a shit time, guys! I’m used to hate from strangers, but friends… That’s something else.” 
 
      
 
    “We know just how you feel, Alex!” Lia clapped her hands together. Her sympathy even seemed sincere. “Another question. Your class, Herald. Tell us, what’s special about it? There’s nothing about it online or in the game encyclopedia!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m very charismatic,” I laughed. “That’s a decisive stat for the class. I also have a high level of Persuasion and…” 
 
      
 
    “That’s enough, sorry, sorry!” Kerry moved between me and the streamer. “Alex is late for the shared meal!” 
 
      
 
    “Hold on, Alex!” Lia shouted as we left. 
 
      
 
    Kerry walked me out of the press center, looked around and hissed: 
 
      
 
    “Are you out of your mind? Keep your secrets to yourself!” 
 
      
 
    “I know what I’m doing! I didn’t plan to tell them more than they need to know…” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t remember anything about our path to the ceremonial hall, I was so deep in thought. Kerry gave me advice, tried to convince me that I had to be strong, and even explained her own stake: the assistants to the players made bets between themselves with a big prize pool — the longer her ward stayed in the game, the greater her reward. The company bonus system worked the same way. 
 
      
 
    We reached a wooden door with a wrought-iron handle… not a door at all really, but a full-fledged set of gates, and Kerry handed me over to a servant droid. The huge gates opened inwards. 
 
      
 
    Following the droid, I crossed the threshold and looked around. The hall of ceremonies was impressively large. It even made me wonder for a second if Snowstorm had learned how to work with parallel dimensions. How else could such a massive room fit into the hotel? 
 
      
 
    The hall was like a two-tiered amphitheater. At its center was a round stage, not yet lit. Shadows moved there behind holographic stage curtains. Dozens of tables for the contestants were arranged around the stage. Unoccupied tables sank into the floor, and as soon as you approached them, they rose on special pistons. The journalists and VIP guests were seated on the upper level. 
 
      
 
    The droid brought me to a table with one empty chair. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Sheppard, your seat is here. Please sit down.” 
 
      
 
    My neighbors were silent a moment, then just resumed their conversations without greeting me. 
 
      
 
    My comm told me that the white-haired beauty sat to my left was the sculptor Anna, Miss Commonwealth 2074, and the portly old bearded man sat opposite was a grand master of Jewelcrafting and winner of a professional tournament. Next to him sat a brown-haired man with high cheekbones called Frankie, champion of Dis in gryphon racing. The man was flirting with Anna and dropping sarcastic comments. The fifth at our table was bald Theodor Novak, also known as Shemshur, a tamer, and the only one to shake my hand. He sat to my right, and was here as champion of the Pet Battles. 
 
      
 
    A waiter appeared like a shadow behind me and asked what I’d like to eat, rattling off several dishes with unfamiliar names. I chose some strange fish with an odd-sounding side and an unknown sauce. There was also salad, soup, little canapes with black and red caviar, dessert and all kinds of other fancy delicacies. I declined offers of alcohol; I needed a clear head, especially with millions of viewers watching. I could feel hateful stares on me too, like that guy Quetzal’s — the one who’d tried to drill a hole in me with at the registration desk. 
 
      
 
    When I’d finished my soup and was waiting for the waiter to serve the fish, the stage in the center of the hall lit up. Triumphant orchestral music began to play and lasers flashed. The room fell silent and started to watch. 
 
      
 
    Chloe Cliffhanger emerged first, wearing a long silver dress, a glimmering crown atop her head. She effusively welcomed all the contestants on behalf of Snowstorm and then handed over to the presenter of the opening ceremony… Aaron Quan would have fallen off his chair! 
 
      
 
    Slowly, snow-white wings beating behind them, two angels descended to the stage: Denise Le Bon and Brad Pitt-66. Brad Pitt-66 was the most successful reincarnation of a famous actor from the start of the century — an android made to be a perfect copy of the living actor. The synthetic, introduced to the public in 2066, had probably long since overtaken the human original in terms of viewer count and money earned. 
 
      
 
    “The angels greet the chosen ones!” The human and android flew in a circle around the stage. 
 
      
 
    “Well, people!” Denise shouted. “Are you ready to show the world what you can do in the Demonic Games?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” the crowd roared. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t hear you!” Brad cried. 
 
      
 
    Beautiful Anna stood up and shouted: 
 
      
 
    “I love you, Brad Pitt-66!” 
 
      
 
    Frankie frowned, destroying the android with his gaze: 
 
      
 
    “Rustbucket!” 
 
      
 
    The show lasted around an hour. The audience ate, drank and delighted in the stars’ performance. Famous singers and bands took to the stage, stand-up comics and great champions of the Games of the past… 
 
      
 
    I had no appetite, but I had to give the chefs their due — I still ate all the fish. Then I dug around in my desert with my spoon until I felt someone’s eyes on me and looked around. Ian was waving to me from the second tier. He pointed at me, then at the door to the right. Nodding, I headed there and found myself in a smoking room. There was nobody there except a robot cleaner. 
 
      
 
    Ian showed up a minute later. Spreading his arms wide, he hugged me and slapped me on the back: 
 
      
 
    “Finally, Alex! There were too many eyes after the press conference, but here… Glad to meet you in the flesh! You’re a lot more real here, so to speak!” 
 
      
 
    “Likewise, Mr. Mitchell. You’re a little different from the virtual you.” 
 
      
 
    Mitchell let me go, chuckling and rubbing his bare chin. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I’m still getting used to being clean-shaven. Wanna sit down?” He pointed to a leather couch. 
 
      
 
    I sat. Ian sat down next to me and started cutting a cigar. Staring at it, he spoke quietly: 
 
      
 
    “Your friends are not happy. Edward said he’s going to kick those two, and I quote, ‘the fuck out of the clan.’ Hung promised that to ‘strangle that bastard personally.’ I put a hold on the interview. The way Clark and I see it, you’re better off playing like you’re alone in this. You’ll get the sympathy vote that way.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it. Thanks, Mr. Mitchell. One good thing, at least.” 
 
      
 
    “Good luck, Alex!” Ian lit up his cigar and breathed out a cloud of smoke. “Will you give me a quick interview?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure thing.” 
 
      
 
    “Great! Ready?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    Ian’s eye lit up red, showing that he’d started recording. 
 
      
 
    “How are you feeling on the whole? Liking the ceremony?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “It’s all just great. My friend Aaron Quan is a big fan of Denise. In case she’s listening, I want to say a big hello to her from Aaron. Denise, he’s your biggest fan and dreams of meeting you!” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll tell Denise,” Ian smiled. “What about you? Would you like to meet her?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve met, she presented our team an award at the Arena.” 
 
      
 
    “All the same. Do you like her?” 
 
      
 
    “It would be silly to deny her beauty, Mr. Mitchell, but my heart belongs to someone else… No, no, no names.” 
 
      
 
    “At least a hint. Does her name contain the letter ‘I’?” 
 
      
 
    “Uhh… Fine, I can tell you that. Yes. But not a word more!” 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” Ian winked at me, thinking he’d guessed right. “I think your viewers and readers will understand why you’d rather keep the lucky girl’s name secret. Alex, I know that the last half a year has totally transformed your life. When they imagine your huge bank account, people often forget that you’re just a schoolkid. You’ve learned and seen many new things. Tell us, what surprised you most of all? The opportunities you unlocked? The attention from the press?” Ian smiled. “Or from girls?” 
 
      
 
    “The punishments.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “The punishment TV streams. At home, my parents always kept an eye on what I watched, all the channels had a parental lock on them. So I only learned about the online punishments recently.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, I see. And what surprises you about that?” 
 
      
 
    “The injustice.” 
 
      
 
    “But wait, isn’t it a good thing that society delivers the verdict, not some judge who can be bribed or a jury wrapped around a lawyer’s finger?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, it’s probably good that not just one person gets to decide whether the accused lives or dies, or even a few people, but everyone. Well, everyone in theory; in practice, most of them probably don’t vote. But even if they all did, would it be justice? The viewers only know what they’re told. They don’t know the first thing about the accused…” 
 
      
 
    “Alex, I don’t know where you’re going with this…” Ian was floundering. 
 
      
 
    “I just want to say… the majority isn’t always right. Sometimes people are just bored and want entertainment. Blood.” 
 
      
 
    “Bread and circuses…” Ian muttered. 
 
      
 
    The recording eye went out. It looked like I’d touched on something that couldn’t be talked about publicly. Mitchell wanted to ask something else, but suddenly the door opened, several camera drones flew in and Ian gestured to me that it was time to end the interview. 
 
      
 
    Leaving the journalist to finish smoking his cigar, I returned to the hall and immediately fell deaf. An advertisement clip for the Undead was playing, booming out a soundtrack. A holoprojection above us showcased the advantages of the new faction, and on stage, actors performed a theatrical introduction for the Destroying Plague. I swore under my breath. Such bullshit. There were no zombies so beautiful and plastic! 
 
      
 
    When the show ended, Kiran and Chloe reappeared. Jackson shouted: 
 
      
 
    “And now, folks, we’re saying good-bye and handing off the Games to someone who has been hosting them for almost twenty years! His name is…” 
 
      
 
    “Ga-a-a-i-us!” Chloe shouted, and the hall began to erupt with cheers and screams. 
 
      
 
    “Ba-r-r-r-ron!” Kiran continued as if introducing a boxing match. 
 
      
 
    “Octius!” the crowd roared. 
 
      
 
    “Please welcome to the stage Gaius Barron Octius, the irreplaceable master of ceremonies of the Demonic Games!” 
 
      
 
    Rock music roared, pounding so loud that the plates on the tables rattled. Kiran and Chloe pointed to the ceiling where a platform was descending. A fearsome armored man with a gray beard stood upon on it, his arms crossed. The hilts of two swords stuck out above his shoulders. He surveyed the hall with a frown. 
 
      
 
    Chloe and Kiran disappeared in the darkness. Spotlights lit up Octius. Without waiting for the floating platform to finish descending, the steely gamesmaster jumped off it, landing with a crash of platemail. The music stopped. A few seconds’ silence… Then Octius raised his fist into the air, shouting: 
 
      
 
    “I wish all summoned here a night to remember! I declare the nineteenth year of the Demonic Games officially open!” 
 
      
 
    The hall lit up with the flashes of devices recording the official start of the Games. A holocube above the stage showed scenes of this year’s contestants. I saw Tissa there, healing me in the final of the Junior Arena. 
 
      
 
    “Allow me to introduce all the contestants!” Octius said. “This year we have almost four hundred arrivals!” 
 
      
 
    The tables rose one after another on their columns and Guy Barron listed the names of their contestants while the lights moved over them. One of the first tables to rise up was Malik and Tissa’s. My former friends got different welcomes: Malik got scattered clapping, with even a disapproving boo here or there, but Tissa got an ovation. 
 
      
 
    My attention quickly switched to the next contestant: 
 
      
 
    “R-r-renato Loyola, better known as Quetzal the Destroyer!” the gamesmaster announced. “Member of one of the strongest clans in the world, Excommunicado! Champion of the Solo Arena!” 
 
      
 
    It was that same aggressive man with the bow-tie from before. He raised both his arms, his fingers intertwined, and shook them above his head. It turned out Quetzal had tons of fans. I set myself the goal of finding out what the gladiator’s class was. 
 
      
 
    “Mar-rr-rcus Jansson, also known as Marcus the Bru-u-i-serrr! Member of another mighty clan — Warsong! Vice-champion of the Solo Arena, losing only to Quetzal in the final!” 
 
      
 
    A large man in a colorful short-sleeved shirt rose from the table. He raised his strong hairy arms over his head. 
 
      
 
    After introducing both the gladiators, Octius moved to their neighbor: 
 
      
 
    “Youlang Hao, also known as spellcaster Youlang from the Azure Dragons!” Octius said. “One of the greatest mages of modernity!” 
 
      
 
    I looked at her face on the big screen, a thin Asian woman with short faded hair, tightly pursed lips and a frowning stare from beneath her brows. She sat between Quetzal and Marcus. 
 
      
 
    Soon I saw the already familiar rogue Berstan and the ice mage Kara — they had defended the cell where Crag was locked up in the Modus castle. Koba the elvish hunter sat with them — he was the one that carried me on his Golden Gryphon when Crag’s fate was being decided. I wondered what instructions Hinterleaf had given them concerning me. 
 
      
 
    Now the lights were on T-Modus, our opponents in the final of the Junior Arena. For the first time, I saw the entire team in the flesh: their captain, Filex the rogue, Yen the archer, Olaf the warlock, Kart the warrior and Kana the druid. They looked much older than back then — the images then were shot when they were fourteen, and now they were sixteen. 
 
      
 
    And Alison Wu the templar was with them too! She had been in reserve, but had made her contribution a little earlier. I hadn’t seen Alison since that memorable night at my place, when Scyth was stuck in the Nether. I didn’t know if she and Hung still stayed in touch after we went underground… 
 
      
 
    Our table was the last to be shown. 
 
      
 
    “Frankie Pontiac, better known as Frankie the Jockey!” Octius announced to the applause of the hall. “Champion of the Gryphon races! The fastest son of a bitch I’ve ever seen!” 
 
      
 
    Frankie rose, placed his hand on his heart and bowed. 
 
      
 
    “Jewel of the night, the incredible Anastasia Kovalenko, Anna the Sculptor and Miss Disgardium-2074!” 
 
      
 
    The girl stood up and waved to the hall, her smile blinding. Only then did I notice that Anna was taller even than Hung. 
 
      
 
    “Ooh!” the hall sighed in ecstasy. 
 
      
 
    “Joseph Rosenthal, who you all know as Meister the jeweler, winner of the royal and imperial contests for the best jewelry!” Octius paused for everyone to drink in images of the craftsman’s fine necklaces and bracelets. “Just stunning, Joseph! Our viewers will recall that this is the sixth time Meister has entered the Demonic Games!” 
 
      
 
    “Only for this singular wine!” Joseph shouted, raising his glass. 
 
      
 
    “You pay a high price for our wine!” Octius laughed. “For those who don’t know, after each loss, Meister gave up 1% of his total health to the champions of the Games!” 
 
      
 
    “Take it all!” the jeweler waved a hand. “I don’t need it in my workshop anyway!” 
 
      
 
    Everyone laughed and Octius moved to my bald neighbor: 
 
      
 
    “Theodore Novak, better known as Shemshur the Tamer, master of the Pet Battles at the Arena! I remember that final like it was yesterday! Shemshur’s spectral chimera versus Mushekvi’s rhinoceros… A stunning battle, Theodore! Glad to see you among the contestants!” 
 
      
 
    Theodore struck his chest twice with a fist and sat down to roaring applause. 
 
      
 
    Octius saved me for last. 
 
      
 
    “Alex Sheppard!” 
 
      
 
    I rose to a tidal wave of booing and whistling. My heart thumped in my chest and I felt the blood rush to my face. I wanted to hide under the table, but I kept standing there like a tin soldier. I didn’t feel like waving, striking my fist on my chest or smiling. 
 
      
 
    “Also known as Herald Scyth…” Octius fell silent, waiting for the public to calm down, but they had no such plans — the shouts drowned out even the music. “Ladies and gentleman, I demand respect! I swear on my role as master of the Games, if any of you fail to be silent now, they will get a personal penalty from me for the entire first day!” 
 
      
 
    The threat worked and the room fell silent, but then someone figured out a loophole and the rest took it up — they all just started roaring so that it would be impossible to make out individual voices. They all howled. 
 
      
 
    Octius twirled a finger in the air and someone behind the scenes raised the volume on his voice sharply: 
 
      
 
    “Alex Sheppard, the class-A Threat! Scyth the Herald! I have to give credit to this boy’s bravery for accepting the summons! Remember, Scyth has none of the abilities from his Threat status here! So let’s applaud him for not being afraid to be here in the same room with all of you! A welcome this warm will boil the blood in your veins!” 
 
      
 
    Guy Barron Octius smiled and the hall laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Sure, you can’t hit Alex here, but what stops you doing it in the Cursed Chasm? Ha-ha!” 
 
      
 
    The Cursed Chasm was the damned place where they were going to send us all. 
 
      
 
    The master of ceremonies finished laughing, coughed and began speaking again, his voice growing more serious: 
 
      
 
    “Before we finish the opening ceremony, let’s wait for the votes! Our viewers have had the opportunity to meet all the contestants. They have seen not only this ceremony, but also your videos and greeting messages. The vote will determine the best and worst contestant of the Demonic Games on opening day!” 
 
      
 
    The hall froze. I filled with a sense of foreboding. Thinking about it, I had many fans, especially among those sick of the preventers. But votes were easy to manipulate, and the audience bonus could go to anyone. A one-time ability, artifact or enhancement. The debuff, on the other hand, lasted for a full day following the vote. On the first day, a second death meant ejection from the Games, and running around the Cursed Chasm with a debuff… That would mean guaranteed disincarnation for me. 
 
      
 
    “The viewers’ favorite player of the opening day is…” Octius paused as if drinking in the tension in the hall. “Priestess Tissa! My sincerest congratulations, Melissa Schafer! With a slight lead of a fraction of a percent, you overtook unrivaled gladiator Quetzal and queen of beauty Anna! It seems the viewers appreciated your performance earlier on!” 
 
      
 
    All the cameras turned to Tissa, who squealed and jumped into Malik’s arms. I looked at her shining face, recalling the night I’d spent reassuring her after she suddenly turned up on my doorstep. Back then, Tissa had been on the edge — in despair after burying her hopes for a bright future. Now the girl was the total opposite of the Tissa I loved. 
 
      
 
    Octius raised his right hand and snapped his fingers. A hole opened up next to him and a huge boiling cauldron rose up onto the stage, multicolored smoke whirling above it. 
 
      
 
    “The Cauldron! The Measuring Cauldron!” my neighbors all gasped at once. 
 
      
 
    “That’s the good cauldron,” Anna said. 
 
      
 
    “Remember, there are no secrets on opening day!” Octius said with a flourish. “We’re about to find out exactly what Tissa’s reward will be…” 
 
      
 
    Octius stuck an arm into the brew, mixed it and pulled out an orb around the size of an apple. He raised it above his head and it exploded in thousands of colorful sparks. A message flashed above him: 
 
      
 
    Banshee Queen’s Cry 
 
      
 
    One-time ability. 
 
      
 
    On use, makes all enemies within visibility radius freeze in terror for 1 minute. 
 
      
 
    “My congratulations to Tissa! This Cry could save this beautiful young woman’s life! But, Melissa… Are you listening to me? Remember, the ability will disappear after one use!” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind, Mr. Octius!” Tissa answered. 
 
      
 
    “Great, great! It’s always nice when a young lady like yourself doesn’t argue and just takes advice gratefully!” Octius blew her a kiss. “And now we move on to the worst player of the opening day. Unfortunately, that will be… Wow…” 
 
      
 
    As if from nowhere, a glass appeared in Octavius’s hand and he took a big swig. Then he wiped his forehead with his sleeve: 
 
      
 
    “Ahem… It’s never nice to give bad news. The viewers have made their choice almost unanimously. With a huge lead over Meister the Jeweler and Infect the Bard, the unlucky loser of day one is… Herald Scyth!” 
 
      
 
    What a surprise! 
 
      
 
    I knew the voting would be easy to rig, I’d expected those kinds of tricks from Snowstorm, but I’d still hoped for the best until the end. And there was no way to verify the result, no way to argue! If it goes on like this, I’m going to be thrown out of here on day one! 
 
      
 
    The gamesmaster raised his left hand and snapped his fingers. A filthy black cauldron rose from beneath the floor, its brown contents emitting clouds of black smoke. 
 
      
 
    “And that’s the bad cauldron,” Anna noted. 
 
      
 
    Fastidiously dipping his arm in the gloop, Octius pulled out a ball of tar. I watched enchanted as the container exploded into oily smoke and a holographic description of my ‘reward’ appeared above the master of ceremonies: 
 
      
 
    Cursed Cripple 
 
      
 
    Your limbs are broken. They cannot be healed. 
 
      
 
    -75% movement speed. 
 
      
 
    -50% damage dealt. 
 
      
 
    Duration: 24 hours. 
 
      
 
    “Wo-oo-oo!” the whole room roared, all leaping to their feet and shaking their fists. 
 
      
 
    Theodore, master of the Pet Battles at the Arena, squeezed my shoulder. “My sympathies, Alex.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, doesn’t get much worse than that,” Anna said, looking off to the side. “But that’s what you deserve. Success should be earned. You’re just a wannabe who got lucky…” 
 
      
 
    Quetzal the gladiator caught my eye, grinned and ran a finger across his throat. 
 
      
 
    When the founding father of Snowstorm, Mike Anderson, came on-stage to wish us all luck, I saw none of it. I stared straight ahead with my back straight, gazing at the spotlights until my eyes teared up and remembering that it wasn’t just my enemies watching the stream. 
 
      
 
    My parents, Uncle Nick, Ed, Hung, Irita, Gyula, Manny, the people of Cali Bottom and even Aaron Quon could see me then. I couldn’t believe that all the players now hated me for some reason. There were too many on my side. 
 
      
 
    And they had to see that I wasn’t broken. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 4. Let The Demonic Games Begin! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    AFTER THE CEREMONY, everyone relocated to the recreation level to continue the party. I locked myself in my room instead — I needed to read The Demonic Games: The Complete Rulebook. It would be dumb to start my first day at the Games unprepared. 
 
      
 
    The main thing I wanted to find out was which abilities I’d still have in the Cursed Chasm. But I couldn’t find anything specific in the book — it seemed like we would keep our class abilities and everything earned from achievements, but I didn’t know if I’d still have Depths Teleportation. Or Flight. It would be good if I did. But I found no clarity, so I had to come up with separate strategies for the different options. 
 
      
 
    The comm I’d been given distracted me a lot at first with constant notifications of new messages in an app created specially for contestants of the Games. Judging by the photos, the other contestants were having a blast. Nobody was thinking about the hangover to come — everyone had a personal Home Doctor in their room to take care of that. 
 
      
 
    I put the comm into sleep mode so it wouldn’t bother me, read the rest of the rulebook and moved onto History of the Demonic Games, where I learned that Mogwai had managed to triple his health when he became the champion. His strategy was interesting: the druid powered through the first two-hundred levels, tanking all the bosses and kiting the others, and then deliberately left combat with some gate guards so that his raid group fell. He finished off the boss solo, while the others lost levels and fell behind. His advantage growing, Mogwai returned to the upper floors and started killing players this time. 
 
      
 
    In the morning, I woke up to a soft neutral voice: 
 
      
 
    “Wake up, Mr. Sheppard! Wake up!” 
 
      
 
    Rising, I looked around the room. Nobody there. The voice belonged to my AI helper and seemed to be coming from everywhere at once: 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Mr. Sheppard! Would you like breakfast in your room or would you prefer to visit one of our twelve restaurants?” A holographic panel appeared before me with a description of the venues on offer. “If you would like to take a bath, please indicate your preferred temp…” 
 
      
 
    “I’m fine, thanks,” I waved it away. I never had an appetite in the morning, but it was important to eat. I’d need a lot of energy for my first day in the Games. “Breakfast in my room, please.” 
 
      
 
    The AI squawked out the names of dishes, projecting their holograms before me, but I cut it off again and asked for an ordinary omelette with bacon and tomatoes, jam toast, coffee and a glass of orange juice. 
 
      
 
    While breakfast was on the way, I took a shower and read the day’s itinerary. The Games began at midday with an uninterrupted eight-hour session in a capsule. Then dinner and a review of the best moments of the day, plus a mandatory interaction with the media. Then free time and a few activities to choose from, including a couple of concerts, no-rules robot battles and dancing… The organizers approved of any activity that could lead to romantic connection, intrigue and scandal. The real part of the Games was just as entertaining to the viewers as the virtual part. 
 
      
 
    At eleven, when I’d already had breakfast, Kerry called me on the comm. My assistant examined my face closely and seemed pleased. 
 
      
 
    “You look refreshed. Sleep did you good. Get ready; I’ll be coming to get you in an hour. Octius is hosting a briefing to remind you all of the rules, then it’s into the fray!” 
 
      
 
    I spent that half an hour in my room, still reading the stories of the other champions. I had no desire to interact with the other contestants after what happened last night. Then Kerry came in, took me to the immersion level and showed me to the room set aside for me. 
 
      
 
    Each contestant had their own isolated immersion room, and it was three times bigger than any non-citizen cell. Apart from a capsule, it contained a sofa, a chair, a shower room and a closet. The refrigerator brimmed with snacks and drinks. If I wanted to, I could live here without risking any contact with the other contestants. I would have happily done that, but billions were watching. I couldn’t show cowardice. Like Uncle Nick said, you have to look your problems in the eye, not hide from them. 
 
      
 
    Soon a Snowstorm engineer appeared and helped me into the capsule, almost identical to the one I got as a reward for hitting my first maximum Threat level, but it was the newest version: the Altera Vita II. Kerry tactfully left the room and I got undressed and climbed inside. 
 
      
 
    “Ready?” the engineer asked, and I gave him a thumbs-up. “The first immersion for each contestant can only be initiated externally.” He looked at his watch. “To avoid… Three! Two! One! Starting!” 
 
      
 
    Intragel filled the capsule instantly. It just sprayed in from everywhere, there was a click, and suddenly I was in an endless space filled with bright light. Others began to appear in black circles around me — in their Dis bodies, but with ordinary basic clothing with variations for class and gender. 
 
      
 
    “Greetings, contestants!” came a thunderous voice from above. 
 
      
 
    Guy Barron Octius appeared before us, at least eighteen feet tall so that everyone could see him. Waving his hand, he spoke in a relaxed manner: 
 
      
 
    “Alright, folks! You know the most important thing about the Games, and if you don’t, then it sucks to be you! You should have read the materials we handed out instead of partying all night.” 
 
      
 
    “Can’t I just sleep it off in the tavern?” an elf girl whined. I recognized her as Anna. She was even more beautiful here than in real life. “There’s a tavern somewhere, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Do as you wish,” Octius waved a hand amid laughter and complaining from the rest. “But I’m about to hold the traditional briefing before your first immersion into the Cursed Chasm. As you know, we change the mechanics a little each year, so that those who participated before don’t have an advantage over the rest. I don’t mean you, Joseph, although experience doesn’t seem to help you at all.” 
 
      
 
    The little gnome Meister bowed with a grin. 
 
      
 
    Octius unfolded a piece of parchment and read: 
 
      
 
    “The rules of the Demonic Games are unchanged. All begin anew, but they keep their skills and abilities, both from their class and those obtained through other means, with the exception of divine abilities, which are unavailable in the Cursed Chasm. However! With your skills there is one ‘but,’ which I will voice later.” 
 
      
 
    A bird’s-eye view of a village materialized beneath our feet. The camera suddenly dropped down and focused on a crow picking an eye from a corpse. My heart dropped into my heels from the suddenness of it. Many others reeled and some even fell to the floor. 
 
      
 
    Paying no attention to the contestants’ reactions, the gamesmaster continued: 
 
      
 
    “The Cursed Chasm is a place in the northern Commonwealth. Along with its neighboring territories, it is cut off from the rest of the world and from Disgardium. Put simply, it is stuck between Dis and the Underworld. There has been only one way to get there since the days when the fell hooves of demons corrupted the land! Highborn elves keep the demonic knowledge, and once a year, they can send the spirits of the worthiest players to the Cursed Chasm to determine who among them is the best! The one who will join the ranks of the Demon Fighters! The losers will forever lose a portion of their life force to the champion!” 
 
      
 
    I remembered the words I read in History of the Demonic Games — “Champions of the Demonic Games make the best tanks. Mogwai is the most memorable example.” 
 
      
 
    “The Games are not limited by time until Eynyon’s Gong strikes,” Octius continued. “And strike it will not until the final top 10% of surviving contestants has been determined! From that moment, the chance that Eynyon’s Gong will strike will increase significantly and will grow with each passing day.” 
 
      
 
    “I just hope I survive that long!” Meister the gnome whined dreamily. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, getting into the top 10% would be awesome!” someone agreed with him. “And the bonuses…” 
 
      
 
    “There are two main changes!” Octius interrupted him, raising a finger. “The first: you start the Games with the Amnesia debuff. This is the very ‘but’ that I mentioned before. Everyone starts from absolute zero, with no skills whatsoever! Congratulations, you’ve forgotten them!” 
 
      
 
    A buzz spread among the contestants. Guy Barron chuckled, snapped his fingers and a Seal of Silence descended on us. 
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t the one who came up with it! Our marketers are always looking for ways to add some variety to the event, to make it even more fun for the audience. Last year, many complained that the Games were imbalanced; although all were made equal, the combat classes leveled up faster thanks to their skills, which made the game less interesting to watch. Yes, yes, I know. This isn’t what you prepared for… Surprise!” Octius screwed up his face, then smiled. “But there’s good news: your first loot is guaranteed to be a Memory Scroll, which will restore your lost skills. As usual, they will be locked for now.” 
 
      
 
    Thinking for a moment, he clicked his fingers again. The Seal of Silence lifted and Meister was the first to realize it: 
 
      
 
    “What if I can’t kill anyone? What if they kill me?” 
 
      
 
    “Then you will be considered to have touched the astral plane in the space between worlds, and thus returned your memory,” Octius chuckled. “Alright, that’s enough of that. The second innovation concerns the structure of the Pitfall. Though previously the level bosses defended the passageway to the lower tiers, now…” Octius spread his hands. “Our designers have reviewed that situation. And so, ground level is considered level zero. Starting there, the Pitfall is split into 666 levels. Each floor is approximately twenty yards in height. You can go down a spiral staircase all the way to the bottom of the Pitfall if you so desire — there are no mobs on the stairs. The entryway to each floor is blocked by gates protected by a boss sealed within them. As a rule, the boss is of the same kind as the mobs that inhabit that level, but is far stronger than they. Bear in mind that the boss always aggros on the one who removes the seal.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s mob them all together!” someone shouted. 
 
      
 
    Octius shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Not so fast. Don’t forget, the boss scales depending on number of opponents. With diminishing returns, however.” 
 
      
 
    “What does that mean in human speak?” someone shouted. 
 
      
 
    Octius smirked. “One on one with the boss — its strength is equal to X. If two attack the same boss, his strength will be X times two. But if four attack, that number won’t be doubled, but will be somewhere around X times three point nine. And so on.” 
 
      
 
    “Now I get it, thanks,” the same man mumbled. “I need a calculator and a shot of dwarven whiskey for this!” 
 
      
 
    “Just keep in mind that reasonable teamplay will make the bosses easier.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean ‘reasonable’?” Anna asked. 
 
      
 
    “The passageway into the dungeon narrows beyond the gates. And the deeper you go, the narrower it gets. For level one, for example, I would recommend no more than a hundred people. And for level three hundred — a maximum of forty. And only in a balanced group.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey!” a dark-skinned orc next to me suddenly growled. “I like these new rules! Now we don’t have to complete every level, right? We can go straight to level 10, say?” 
 
      
 
    “That I don’t recommend, unless you’re wanting to get out of here soon,” the gamesmaster replied. “Remember, the mobs don’t respawn. If you don’t get experience from mobs at your own level, you’ll be sorry; you need to equip yourself from nothing, and it’s easier to beat gear out of opponents your own size. In addition, the demons’ strength leaps up every ten levels…” 
 
      
 
    Octius spent more time talking about the bosses, then reminded us of the grand prize: not only Concentrated Life Essence, but also the lifelong Demon Fighter perk. The losers would be afflicted with the Hell’s Curse debuff — 1% of the health of each is given to the champion. In addition, he mentioned two ways to win the Games: as part of a raid group that defeats the final boss, or as the sole survivor by the end of the Games. Nobody had yet accomplished the former. 
 
      
 
    “And one last surprise for the newcomers. In the Cursed Chasm, the pain is real! There are no pain filters at all, so keep that in mind.” 
 
      
 
    An unhappy murmur spread through the onlookers, but Octius ignored it and raised his voice: 
 
      
 
    “On that note, the briefing is ended. Let the Demonic Games begin!” 
 
      
 
    And we were taken to an area out of time. We all found ourselves in a forest glade surrounded by burnt tree trunks. The interface didn’t show up in this strange place. I quickly looked myself over and swore under my breath — the Cursed Cripple debuff was active. 
 
      
 
    A tall and stately elf stood before us — Eynyon, king of the elves. 
 
      
 
    “The stars shine on the hour of our meeting, brave ones! You have the hearts of lions! With pain in my heart and hope in my soul, I open the way to the Cursed Chasm!” 
 
      
 
    He spread his arms wide, clapped and pointed to a portal burning amid the trees. 
 
      
 
    “I wish you fair wind and good hunting! And may the leaves of your trees of life never yellow!” 
 
      
 
    The contestants exchanged glances and started running through the portal one after another. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 5. A Herald Summoned 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I WAS THE LAST to pass through the burning portal despite my best efforts. The curse of worst player began its work in the elvish glade: my knees bent, my legs failed beneath me, my arms weakened. 
 
      
 
    Things looked bleak; prizes were given to the worst player every day, and even Trixie could have figured out that the ‘lucky’ recipient of all those rewards would be Scyth. I had to somehow fundamentally change the strategies I’d worked out, although a lot would depend on which abilities I was left with. 
 
      
 
    Dragging myself through the reddish-black veil, I fell into a space between worlds, hung suspended in the great nothing. Fiery text appeared out of thin air: 
 
      
 
    Summoned one! 
 
      
 
    You have been incarnated in the Cursed Chasm with the following characteristics: 
 
      
 
    Scyth, level 1 Summoned Herald 
 
      
 
    Main characteristics: 
 
      
 
    Strength: 3. 
 
      
 
    Perception: 6. 
 
      
 
    Endurance: 5. 
 
      
 
    Charisma: 4. 
 
      
 
    Intellect: 6. 
 
      
 
    Agility: 7. 
 
      
 
    Luck: 51. 
 
      
 
    Not counting the heavy skew toward luck, the situation was awful. My training with Hairo and Roj hadn’t helped — you can’t become an athlete in just a few days. What about the rest? 
 
      
 
    Secondary characteristics: 
 
      
 
    Health: 65. 
 
      
 
    Mana: 78. 
 
      
 
    Spirit: 100. 
 
      
 
    Defense: 1.5. 
 
      
 
    Health restoration rate: 5 per minute. 
 
      
 
    Mana restoration rate: 6 per minute. 
 
      
 
    Spirit restoration rate: 1 per second. 
 
      
 
    Base damage: 6. 
 
      
 
    Spell strength bonus: 6%. 
 
      
 
    Movement speed bonus: 7%. 
 
      
 
    Dodge bonus: 3.5%. 
 
      
 
    Carrying capacity: 70 pounds. 
 
      
 
    Merchant discount: 4%. 
 
      
 
    Critical hit chance: 7%. 
 
      
 
    Skills and abilities: 
 
      
 
    You have forgotten all your skills and abilities. Use a Memory Scroll to recall them. Your character’s death will also return the memories of your lost skills. 
 
      
 
    Judging by my pathetic spirit restoration rate, my beast protector the owl was cut off from the Cursed Chasm. Shame. 
 
      
 
    A mechanical voice spoke in my head, explaining the numbers: 
 
      
 
    “These values have been calculated based on the average metrics of all contestants, where the number ‘5’ indicates the average. The stats strength, perception, endurance and agility have been calculated based on the parameters of your real body. Your charisma is based on an analysis of your personality type. Intellect is based on corresponding testing. Since luck cannot be calculated objectively, it is based on your character’s luck stat in Disgardium. 
 
      
 
    I listened to the monotonous explanations and then tried to skip the intro or look around, but I couldn’t see any control buttons and had no body. Just pure consciousness in a cold and endless vacuum… 
 
      
 
    As if reading my thoughts, the system brought up a message on the edge of view: 
 
      
 
    Demonic Games starting in: 09:14… 09:13… 
 
      
 
    Please be patient! Location generating. 
 
      
 
    That meant it was pointless to hurry for the portal and try to get there before the others. I mentally addressed the system and asked it to tell me what my stats influenced. What was charisma good for, for example? There weren’t even any quests. 
 
      
 
    “Charisma influences discounts offered by the merchants of the Cursed Chasm.” 
 
      
 
    “Strength?” 
 
      
 
    “Strength influences the contestant’s physical base damage, carrying capacity and defense. In addition, special equipment and weaponry requires high strength.” 
 
      
 
    “Makes sense. A weedy mage in plate armor would be kind of unfair,” I said, continuing the inner dialog. “That always bothered me in Dis.” 
 
      
 
    “This limitation existed in the first years,” the system answered, as if it was a sentient creature. “However, over time, even the non-combat classes achieved the required amount of strength. There is no direct block on wearing heavy equipment, but a range of epic and legendary items can be used only by specific classes. Would you like me to describe the other stats?” 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead!” 
 
      
 
    “Perception affects your visual acuity, attentiveness, ability to see hidden things and critical hit chance. Endurance affects your total health, the rate at which you spend vigor and your health restoration rate. Intellect affects your total mana and its regeneration speed, and your spellcasting speed. Agility affects your movement speed, attack speed, dodge and critical damage. And, finally, luck!” the voice declared triumphantly. “I do not know a single property of this characteristic that can affect anything whatsoever!” 
 
      
 
    “Tell that to Fortune…” I thought in annoyance. 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing. So luck doesn’t even change my loot?” 
 
      
 
    “All loot is generated with this version of the Cursed Chasm. It does not matter who picks it up.” 
 
      
 
    At the mention of loot, I remembered the class penalty on my inventory: -90% inventory volume. That could be a problem in the Games… 
 
      
 
    “By the way, which bag do I start with?” 
 
      
 
    “Contestants begin with the standard version, with sixteen slots. However, your Treasure Hunter’s Bag is bound to your soul and will remain with you. 
 
      
 
    “Great!” I sighed in relief. “Back to luck. What’s the stat good for then?” 
 
      
 
    “That is a great mystery,” the mechanical voice answered. “I surmise that this stat may be used when generating rewards for the best and worst contestants of the day.” 
 
      
 
    “Isn’t Octius the one who hands them out? In the real world?” 
 
      
 
    “Only on opening day. All the following rewards will be determined at random and applied to the contestant in the Cursed Chasm.” 
 
      
 
    “How do I raise my stats?” 
 
      
 
    “Each time you level up, your character gets one free point to spend and another one point for class characteristics. For the Herald class, this means charisma and luck. In addition, it is prudent to…” 
 
      
 
    Just great. I could tell I was going to end the Games with a huge imbalance — charming and lucky, but weak, frail and clumsy. 
 
      
 
    The voice, which had almost seemed to be taking on emotion, cut off, then turned wooden again: 
 
      
 
    “Attention! Starting in three… two… one… Good luck and have fun, contestant!” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 6. Against The Rest 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I MATERIALIZED at a great height, standing in place, and then the earth began to rush up to meet me. My heart in my real body skipped a few beats. 
 
      
 
    You’re not supposed to look down at times like those, but I lowered my eyes: below me was an isle of land floating in the impenetrable mist. As the land zoomed up, grew larger, I began to make out a village. To its side lay a massive hole in the land with square edges. The village was surrounded on its other sides by a forest whose edges simply disappeared into the great nothing. I judged the Cursed Chasm to be around six miles wide by nine long. I didn’t know why the Games needed so much space; the whole zone apart from the Pitfall was peaceful and mob-free. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, the interface appeared: bars for my health, mana and spirit (although what good would that be if I didn’t have any skills?) and a half-filled experience bar. That was so my first death wouldn’t be final. The penalties for death here were like in the Nether — die at level zero and you’re out of the running. 
 
      
 
    I looked around and saw the others — almost four hundred contestants in free fall. Like paratroopers over a theater of war! Magic replaced the parachutes — just before I hit the surface, I was suddenly slowed and dropped gently on my feet. 
 
      
 
    The locals stared at us open-mouthed. I saw them not long before I landed, and then I found myself in a crowd — the magical landing had bunched the contestants shoulder to shoulder on a rutted tract of land. An orc standing with his back to me turned, jerking his elbow and hitting me in the nose. He did me no damage, but it hurt. 
 
      
 
    “Hey!” I cried out. Careful!” 
 
      
 
    I blinked away tears, saw that it was a young orc woman. Her eyes were wide. Opening her fang-filled mouth, she shouted and pointed at me: 
 
      
 
    “The Threat! Scyth’s here!” 
 
      
 
    “Scyth’s here! Everyone this way!” came shouts from all around. “The Threat!” 
 
      
 
    I had no chance with the Cursed Cripple debuff. I was surrounded and put down. I resisted, of course, but there was nothing I could do! My hits dealt no damage. They grabbed me by the arms and legs, started carrying me off somewhere. It seemed a raid was forming not against the boss of floor one, but against the Threat. Rare unity… 
 
      
 
    “Throw the bastard into the Pitfall!” 
 
      
 
    The face of a titan loomed over me, a label flashing above him: Quetzal, Titan, level 1 Summoned Destroyer. He laughed and pointed to his name. 
 
      
 
    “You wanted to know my nickname, small fry? You’ll remember it, I promise!” 
 
      
 
    “Of course I will,” I said. “You won’t mind me paying you a visit after the Games, right?” 
 
      
 
    Quetzal spat and disappeared into the crowd. I forgot him about him right away; I had more pressing concerns. It was obvious I was about to die, but what then? Where was the respawn point? Would Cursed Cripple persist through death? Where would I run afterwards? I’d spent a long time lying awake the previous night, thinking about my strategy for the Games, but no matter how you plan, life always has a way of going awry. Sure, I’d expected something like this, but not right away! The village was a peaceful zone! I thought they’d ambush me or gank me inside the Pitfall… 
 
      
 
    I was dragged out of the village, and apart from the ones holding me, all I could see was an eternally dusky sky, empty of sun and stars. I couldn’t tell where the zone’s light came from. 
 
      
 
    Someone spat right in my face. The brown-skinned orc Marcus gripped my arm tightly. 
 
      
 
    “Tail between your legs now, huh?” he laughed. “And you were so brave before, ha-ha! What now, buddy? Out of gas, huh?” 
 
      
 
    “He never had any to begin with!” the spellcaster Youlang answered. “What do you think, Marcus, should we feed him to the boss after all? We can make him break the seal and throw him inside…” 
 
      
 
    “Nah! No need to complicate things, we throw him off and that’s that! He’ll die, no doubt about it!” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure it’ll work?” Tissa said, appearing nearby. “He’ll definitely die?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Meister the gnome answered affably, his quavering voice easily recognizable. “I’ve fallen down before. The pathway down over there is ve-e-ery narrow! Some moron pushed me over the edge once! You fall for a long time and it seems slow, but the end is the same no matter how high your level. Nobody can survive that fall. Game mechanics!” 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t see the jeweler, but I could clearly imagine him raising his index finger. 
 
      
 
    “Can’t we just carry him outside the village and kill him there?” Infect asked. 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t see the bard, which was a shame — I would have tried to stare a hole in him. 
 
      
 
    “C’mon, kid, are you new?” Meister answered. “The whole Cursed Chasm is a peaceful zone on the first day. But the Pitfall is another matter entirely. Like night and day!” 
 
      
 
    “What if you die? Where do we respawn?” 
 
      
 
    Damn, he never shut up! That said, Infect’s questions were to my benefit. 
 
      
 
    “The same place we all end our fleeting journey, kid! The graveyard. But that won’t help Scyth, we’ll just grab him and throw him off again. And then that’s that, the end of our little Threat, hee-hee-hee!” 
 
      
 
    The others added to Joseph’s high-pitched laughter, and judging by the number of voices, at least half the contestants were part of the procession. Maybe all of them — I doubted the mob would let anyone start grinding while the rest were solving a problem for the whole group. 
 
      
 
    I listened to the people and tried to make out the village, but I couldn’t see anything through the mass of players around me. Only once did I see a local through the crowd: Ogden, Tavern Owner. 
 
      
 
    Finally, the procession stopped. The earth turned blackened, ash-covered. I caught the scent of cinders, felt heat rolling over me in waves — the Pitfall was near. 
 
      
 
    “Cast him off! Cast him off!” the crowd started to chant. 
 
      
 
    The noise of the crowd grew, but Quetzal’s roar cut them off: 
 
      
 
    “Hold here! Everyone shut up!” He waited for silence and then spoke again, addressing everyone at once: “Due to the new rules and Amnesia, the old plan won’t work! We need to discuss this.” 
 
      
 
    The titan destroyer and a few other leaders of the conspirators moved off to one side. While they discussed what to do, the rest shared their impressions. Loran, the shapeshifter Messiah, pushed his way through to me. He was in human form and looked similar to his real-world self. After seeming so friendly before, now he leaned over me and whispered: 
 
      
 
    “Sorry in advance, Scyth. Last night’s agreement is canceled. I can’t go against the crowd. No hard feelings, right? Nothing personal, you’re cool. I’ll be happy to hang out after the Games…” 
 
      
 
    “Quiet! Hey!” shouted Frankie the dwarf, one of my neighbors at the opening ceremony. He kept on shouting until he had the crowd’s attention. The cacophony slowly subsided. “You do know that Scyth can fly, right?” the jockey asked. “He’ll just fly away after he resurrects! Have you thought of that?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course!” said a familiar voice from off to the side. 
 
      
 
    Quetzal pushed his way through the crowd, stood next to me and turned to the others. 
 
      
 
    “Here’s how it’s going to go, people! Stay calm, we figured all this out yesterday. All Scyth’s abilities are learned! The only thing we have to worry about is his ability to fly. We don’t know how much mana he’ll need for that, or whether he’ll have enough in the first place, but we’d better make sure.” 
 
      
 
    “What about his teleportation?” 
 
      
 
    “That won’t help him!” Infect shouted. “It’s useless at level one, and has a long cast time…” 
 
      
 
    I ground my teeth. You bastard, Malik. You’ll regret this! 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” Quetzal said, satisfied. “Destiny’s group will throw the Threat…” 
 
      
 
    “With pleasure!” a woman interrupted him, her voice smoky and luxurious. The elf girl’s face appeared before me, Destiny the silver ranger. She pushed her way through to me, leaned down and hissed: “Hello to you from our whole clan, you piece of trash. The Children of Kratos always pay their debts!” Her slap brought tears to my eyes, made my head ring. “That’s for my friends Defiler and Taranis. Remember them?” Another slap and a triumphant smile on the elf girl’s face. 
 
      
 
    Defiler and Taranis? I remembered them both well. The first was the reason for the short life of MonkeyWrench at Kinema, and the second had recorded my message to the world after the destruction of the portal in Vermillion. 
 
      
 
    “I remember them both,” I said, spitting out blood. “And now I’ll remember you too, Destiny, and your pretty little face.” 
 
      
 
    The ranger pulled her arm back for a third slap, but the gladiator caught her hand. 
 
      
 
    “Enough!” Quetzal snapped. “He can’t fight back.” 
 
      
 
    “Since when have you been so noble?” Destiny huffed. “Putting on a nice face for the public, huh? Maybe you need reminding of some things. Joshua…” 
 
      
 
    “Enough bullshit!” Quetzal roared again. I was starting to get the impression that the gladiator didn’t know how to speak calmly. “You can settle scores later, Des! How many in your group, twenty? More than enough. The rest of you surround the graveyard and wait.” 
 
      
 
    “Where are you going?” Tissa asked. 
 
      
 
    “Forty people are going with me to the first boss. We’ll open the gates, get the Memory Scrolls and come back. We need those to remember our crowd-control abilities. Then we’ll surround the graveyard, and…” He turned to the silver ranger: “Throw Scyth off at my signal, no sooner! Or else he’ll fly away and we’ll have to scour the whole Cursed Chasm for him.” 
 
      
 
    Quetzal’s raid moved toward the descent. Destiny’s group stayed with me. From what I could tell, this was an alliance made in advance, consisting of three Children and fifteen representatives of allied clans. Messiah was one of them. The others spread out through the village or headed for the graveyard. 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes passed in complete silence. A shout from Messiah interrupted it: 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Des, look!” 
 
      
 
    “Those sneaky devils!” Destiny laughed. “Blacklist them all! We’ll take them out once we’re rid of Scyth.” 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” Urkish the lopher asked, holding me by a leg. The elephant man spoke little and even asked the question lazily, as if he didn’t care. 
 
      
 
    “Ten players leveled up to two. They broke the seal and went inside,” Destiny answered. “Damn, we had an agreement that there’d be no leveling until the Threat was dealt with!” 
 
      
 
    “Who is it?” 
 
      
 
    “Who do you think? Berstan, Kara, Hellfish… You know, the traitors: Modus, Travelers and some other losers,” the elf girl answered dismissively. “We’ll deal with them later. Oh, Quetzal’s group is out. Messiah, ask how they’re doing.” 
 
      
 
    The shapeshifter came back five minutes later and reported: 
 
      
 
    “All’s well, they’re headed for the graveyard. We wait for the signal.” 
 
      
 
    Even I saw the promised signal — a gnomish rocket launched into the air with a whistle and exploded in a shower of sparks. 
 
      
 
    “Take him to the Pitfall, boys!” Destiny commanded. They pulled me to the edge and then started swinging me back and forth: “On the count of three! One! Two! Three!” 
 
      
 
    For a second I soared, then plummeted into the abyss. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 7. Rindzin’s Ghostly Talon 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I FELL FOR SO LONG that I had time to examine the black walls of the Pitfall, speckled with fiery veins that belched fumes. Enormous gates flashed by like floors behind an elevator’s glass door, their numbers burning above and their seals glimmering. 
 
      
 
    The deeper I fell, the less light there was. Now I could no longer see the walls, but I could tell by the fact that the gate seals were getting further away that the Pitfall was widening like the bottom half of an hourglass. It got hotter with every second, but the heat wasn’t damaging me yet. 
 
      
 
    After a while, I found myself in total darkness that even the shining light of the seals and the burning numbers on the gates couldn’t pierce. When I landed, I felt only a flash of pain and saw a message: 
 
      
 
    You are dead. 
 
      
 
    Remaining time to respawn 9… 8… 7… 
 
      
 
    A timer began to count down in the darkness, and once the time ran out, it was as if I rose from the bottom and soared above the Cursed Chasm. Once again, everything fell into darkness. Letters flashed up in fire: 
 
      
 
    You have touched the astral plane and recalled your lost skills! 
 
      
 
    But your new body is weak, so you will have to train your abilities anew. 
 
      
 
    And I appeared at Cursed Chasm Churchyard. Interesting resurrection process. 
 
      
 
    Freezing, I looked around. 
 
      
 
    The world looked sepia, monotone. The interface was transparent, my experience bar was at zero. Another death would be my last. I couldn’t even see my own body, but I felt it. 
 
      
 
    The graveyard was already surrounded. Quetzal’s raid formed the front line, all of them now at level two. I saw them, but I heard nothing apart from the white noise of the spirit world. The mouths of the challengers opened; the players were probably wondering why it was taking me so long to revive. Never mind. They could wait. The important thing right then was not to hurry, to think things over carefully. 
 
      
 
    Opening my profile, I studied my recovered skills. The first thing I noticed was that I had none of my divine skills or perks, but my learned and class skills remained. Standard weapon abilities and Unarmed Combat, handy Stealth and Night Vision, the currently useless Cartography, Riding, Swimming, Persuasion, and… 
 
      
 
    Meditation, level 1 
 
      
 
    By meditating, you speed up your spirit restoration by 10%. Long hours of meditation lead to strengthening your spirit. 
 
      
 
    Resilience, level 1 
 
      
 
    Resistance to all types of damage increased by 1%. Pain sensation reduced by 1%. 
 
      
 
    Only Hammerfist remained of the battle moves I wanted, and it was the ordinary version. That said, it would be enough. 
 
      
 
    I moved on to my special abilities and swore under my breath. Depths Teleportation was gone. The skill wasn’t divine, but was clearly tailored for the Sleepers. Alright, what did I have..? 
 
      
 
    Spirit Shackles 
 
      
 
    Creates a 30-yard zone in which the souls of defeated players are pulled in and held for an hour. The owner of Spirit Shackles can choose: revive souls in place, send them to their respawn point or hold them in place until the timer runs out. 
 
      
 
    Ghastly Howl, level 1 
 
      
 
    You howl, filling your enemies with fear. The blood turns to ice in their veins, their soul sinks into their boots, their hair stands on end and they run away in panic. 
 
      
 
    Duration: 10 seconds. 
 
      
 
    Range: 10 yards. 
 
      
 
    Flight 
 
      
 
    You can fly without limits! 
 
      
 
    Does not require mana. 
 
      
 
    Clarity 
 
      
 
    A special state within which your speed increases many times, and you can foresee the movements of enemies. Damage dealt with air techniques while in Clarity is doubled. 
 
      
 
    Cost to use: 100 to activate and an additional 100 spirit for every second spent in Clarity. 
 
      
 
    Not bad. Shame they took away teleportation, but the four remaining imba skills left me room to maneuver. 
 
      
 
    Class skills: Imitation, Cloak Essence, Lethargy and Liberation. The first would be useful if I could fully level it up to completely copy someone else’s appearance. I didn’t need the second skill here at all. But crowd-control and anti-crowd-control would definitely come in handy. It was a shame Lethargy had a day-long cooldown. I’d have to use it as often as I could to level it up. It could come in very handy in the late stage of the Games… Although I still had to survive day one first. 
 
      
 
    I moved to the list of perks. They were all still there apart from the divine ones! Obviously Snow Wanderer and Polar Explorer wouldn’t be much good here, but the others… 
 
      
 
    Mightiest Punisher 
 
      
 
    +25% damage against other players. 
 
      
 
    Surprise 
 
      
 
    When you attack first, you’re guaranteed to sweep your opponent off their feet! 
 
      
 
    Second Life 
 
      
 
    After death, you revive in the same spot with full health. 
 
      
 
    Dungeon Hero 
 
      
 
    +25% damage and movement speed in instances. 
 
      
 
    Strong Back 
 
      
 
    +50% carrying capacity. 
 
      
 
    Pioneer 
 
      
 
    +300 feet to view radius, +10% to mounted movement speed. 
 
      
 
    Rindzin’s Ghostly Talon 
 
      
 
    Not a skill, nor an item, but a divine imprint that melds with your essence. When unarmed and surrounded by enemies, you will be given a ghostly talon of Rindzin, Ruler of Dragons. The talon’s base damage is always equal to your enemy’s level. 
 
      
 
    Magnetism 
 
      
 
    Loot from enemies you defeat is automatically sent to your inventory. 
 
      
 
    Junior Gladiator 
 
      
 
    +5% damage in battle against players; +5% to Resilience skill in battle against players; +10% to all main stats. 
 
      
 
    I scrolled the list a few times until I noticed something strange. Rindzin’s Ghostly Talon? What was that? Where did I get that perk? It must have come from the Ordeal. I remembered waving away some message after I came round in Behemoth’s temple. Unfortunately, I couldn’t access the real Scyth’s achievements in the Cursed Chasm. But I could still find out, I just had to wait for the game day to end and then go to my character profile through the communicator… 
 
      
 
    Nether! I was thinking about the wrong thing. I might not even have a second day at the Games. I’d get plenty of chance to practice with the Talon soon; I had no other weapon anyway! 
 
      
 
    The world flickered, dimmed. The edges of my view filled with black: 
 
      
 
    Your soul’s connection to your body is fading! 
 
      
 
    Return to it, otherwise you will be forcibly resurrected with the Despair debuff (-25% health)! 
 
      
 
    Forced resurrection in: 00:59… 00:58… 
 
      
 
    Damn… I could feel myself starting to panic. I got a grip on myself, quickly scrolled further down the list, down to where my achievement rewards were: 
 
      
 
    Passive Aura — Most Magnificent Avenger 
 
      
 
    -25% damage and defense to all nearby opponents. 
 
      
 
    Bonus — Treasury of the First Mage: Path of Courage 
 
      
 
    +5% chance to stun an enemy for 1 second when dealing any damage. 
 
      
 
    Bonus — I’m on Fire! I am the Fire! 
 
      
 
    +100% health. 
 
      
 
    At the end of the list were my crafts. Cooking and Inscription had dropped down to level one, but the hell with them… Although… Wait! A thought came into my head and demanded confirmation. Quickly glancing at my profile, I saw that my stats were up ten points from Junior Gladiator! My health was doubled from I’m on Fire! I am the Fire! This cursed cripple wouldn’t be so weak today after all! 
 
      
 
    I spent my remaining seconds furiously arranging my abilities in the interface. Mental commands worked just fine, but seeing cooldown timers and visible skill icons with my own eyes was always useful. Having a variety of abilities was good, but it was easy to forget about them in a critical moment. 
 
      
 
    If I’d had a body, I would have been able to hear my heart thumping. The fate of the clan and the Sleepers depended on whether I could escape into the sky. Maybe even the fate of millions of non-citizens, if the news of tissue necrosis in the undead faction was true. 
 
      
 
    Two seconds left until my forced resurrection. I took a step, felt my body materializing and sighed in disappointment: Cursed Cripple was still active. Now everything depended on whether this peaceful zone would let me use… 
 
      
 
    Ghastly Howl! The perimeter line broke as people started running this way and that in fear. But some of Quetzal’s fighters ignored the effect and attacked while I began to take off. Something bit into my waist and the Liberation icon turned gray. Lethargy on Quetzal! The titan Destroyer fell into a deep sleep and I rose into the sky. So we couldn’t deal any damage, but everything else worked? 
 
      
 
    Fortunately for me, the debuff didn’t affect my ability to fly. Two mages with Levitation took off in pursuit. I sharply changed direction toward Youlang and flew straight at her. She tried to cast Sheep on me, but I interrupted the cast with a punch. Or at least, I tried to punch her, but something strange happened. A ghostly talon nearly two feet long shot out of my arm. My body flashed with fire that quickly dissipated. 
 
      
 
    You are unarmed! Rindzin’s Ghostly Talon activated! 
 
      
 
    The talon sank into Youlang’s chest. Zero damage, but the spellcaster lost her concentration and fell with a scream from ninety feet in the air. The second mage hesitated after seeing the spellcaster’s sorry end. Levitation was a good spell, but hard to keep active at lower levels if you get hit. While Youlang fell, I took advantage of Imitation to copy her class and level up the skill. 
 
      
 
    Chaos reigned below, with only two bodies standing motionless: Youlang and Quetzal. Fear was still active, and most of the players were running around like headless chickens. Paying them no more mind, I shot toward the Pitfall. 
 
      
 
    In flight, as I examined my surroundings, I finally glanced at the logs — Liberation, Lethargy and Unarmed Combat +1! Irita had said that the Games were fast-paced because skills and levels progressed very quickly. Something similar happened during the Ordeal, so I was used to the fast tempo. 
 
      
 
    I’d come up with my strategy the night before, while tossing and turning in my bed. It all depended on which skills I had left, so I thought of multiple options for different skillsets. I had hoped to have not only Depths Teleportation, but also the mantras I’d learned from Oyama. They weren’t showing in my profile, and nothing happened when I said them aloud. 
 
      
 
    The Nether with it. I could make do without my missing abilities. I had what I needed, and even more — that Talon was incredible! Anyway, I hadn’t even hoped that my +10 to all main stats from Junior Gladiator would still be there. I’d just forgotten all about it; in Dis, the increase was negligible. Here, on the other hand, it was a powerful boost, and I ended up with seventy points in total, equal to twenty levels. 
 
      
 
    Now to test out a theory related to the mechanics of the bosses guarding the gates. I flew into the Pitfall, saw the first and second seals broken, the gates wide open. The corpses of the bosses lay sprawled at the entrance. It seemed the mobs here didn’t disappear after death; there was no point, since they didn’t respawn. 
 
      
 
    The group that threw me into the Pitfall was descending below. Destiny! 
 
      
 
    The staircase built into the wall was around fifteen feet wide. The players walked down it, happily chatting away and discussing the loot that dropped on floor one. They didn’t see me. 
 
      
 
    Flying closer, I smiled and launched myself right at them. The shapeshifter magician was my first target. I caught him unprepared, grabbing him by the collar of his shirt and throwing him over the edge. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, Messiah, nothing personal!” I shouted after him as he fell with a scream. 
 
      
 
    The others froze in confusion. I picked out my next target and flew straight at her at full speed. Destiny took out her bow, but it was no help. The arrow took away six points of my health, and the elf girl had no time to shoot again. Grabbing her by the arm, I soared away. Weak spells showered me and a dart hit me. None of it saved the elf. Holding the screaming Destiny before me as she tried to claw out my eyes, I spoke: 
 
      
 
    “If you come back, I’ll throw you down a second time. And then we’ll be even.” 
 
      
 
    With those words, I dropped her into the abyss. Now that the group leader was dealt with, I looked around. More and more people were arriving from the graveyard and descending into the Pitfall. The others from Destiny’s group were pressed against the wall, their arms locked together. The ones at the ends of the row bristled with weaponry. 
 
      
 
    “After me, slowly,” Urkish the lopher said to the others, keeping his eyes locked on me. “He can’t touch us inside.” 
 
      
 
    I wouldn’t be able to pull their human chain apart. I cast another regretful glance their way, trying to identify a weak link, but found no good targets. 
 
      
 
    “That’s how you’re going to have to move around the Cursed Chasm from now on,” I laughed, cancelling Flight. 
 
      
 
    I fell down a few floors, stopping to hover before the gates at floor ten. The players wouldn’t get here any time soon, and the boss should be around my strength — counting my debuff, of course. But with my perks and rewards… I only had three hundred and ninety health now! And there were no penalties for level differences! 
 
      
 
    I placed my hand on the seal and realized I couldn’t pull it away. Thousands of needles stuck into it, sucking out my blood. The seal filled with red, flashed and receded into the gates, which began to open with a screech. 
 
      
 
    Resilience level increased: +1. Current level: 2. 
 
      
 
    A bloodcurdling roar boomed out from inside. My health dropped by 10%! That was news — did that mean that the deeper you went, the more painful it was to break the seals? Below level 100, it could mean guaranteed death! 
 
      
 
    I jumped back, hovering above the abyss around thirty feet from the gate. 
 
      
 
    A hellish beast stuck its head out of the tunnel leading into the dungeon. It looked like Anubis from Ancient Egypt, a nine-foot humanoid with a dog’s head, long sharp ears, eyes flickering with flame. 
 
      
 
    Alpha Ryukitsu, Demon, level 10 Gate Guardian 
 
      
 
    Dungeon Boss. 
 
      
 
    “Mortal!” the boss growled deeply, but didn’t go beyond the bounds of the gates. 
 
      
 
    Right. So I could forget about just letting all the bosses out. I’d hoped that they’d emerge and block the path down the stairs to the lower levels… But it wasn’t to be. I couldn’t fight Alpha Ryukitsu either, not as a Cursed Cripple… Although… Dungeon boss? Did that mean the levels of the Pitfall were instances of their own? That meant my Dungeon Hero perk would partially compensate for the penalties from the debuff! 
 
      
 
    “Cowardly mortal!” Ryukitsu roared, dripping smoking saliva. He licked the claws of one paw, then the other. “Take the fight or die!” 
 
      
 
    Alpha Ryukitsu’s next roar cut off in a guttural yelp as I barreled into him. Surprise activated, knocking the beast off his feet. I focused in on the enemy’s health bar. Seeing no numbers whatsoever, I couldn’t figure out how much health he had. My first strike with Hammerfist, strengthened with Rindzin’s Ghostly Talon, critted and took away 2% of his health. The second, normal attack took away less than 1%. 
 
      
 
    Unarmed Combat level increased: +1. Current level: 3. 
 
      
 
    Massive paws bristling with monstrous claws raked open my belly. The boss’s spit, which he’d spread all over his claws, turned out to be Fetid Poison. A Poison debuff began to tick, removing three points of my health every second. 
 
      
 
    Resilience level increased: +1. Current level: 3. 
 
      
 
    Once Unarmed Combat reached level seven, my health — along with the boss’s — was down in the yellow. I redoubled my assault, realizing that mathematics was on my side — my Unarmed Combat and Resilience were growing. 
 
      
 
    At 20%, Alpha Ryukitsu howled. A copy of him materialized nearby, which also started howling. The two bosses turned into four, then eight. 
 
      
 
    The copies attacked all at the same time apart from one. The closest suddenly exploded in a flash and melded into the ground, after which a nine-foot spear of light suddenly shot up from beneath my feet, stabbing straight through me. The real Ryukitsu stretched his claws toward me and began to absorb my health and mana. I couldn’t do anything. 
 
      
 
    The spear disappeared when my health was down to just 6%. The boss was now in his enraged phase and healed, and I was right on the brink. Another copy exploded, but this time I managed to fly away at the last second. The spear of light lanced through the earth, found no target and dissipated. 
 
      
 
    “There he is!” I heard from above. 
 
      
 
    A squad was running down the stairs, Quetzal and Marcus at its head. Arrows and spells shot toward me, but I easily dodged them. 
 
      
 
    “Woah! He’s nearly dead!” Marcus shouted gleefully. 
 
      
 
    “Scyth removed the seal!” Quetzal shouted. “Careful, it’s the boss! Prepare for battle! Everyone inside!” 
 
      
 
    I had nothing left to do here. My health would take a while to recover, and my debuff was slowing down my leveling too much. I had to find somewhere to wait out the day. But I couldn’t just waste my time either; I needed to spend it leveling up something that could help me. Shame I couldn’t finish off Ryukitsu — that would have been a lot of experience… 
 
      
 
    Leaving the boss to fight the players, I dropped down like a stone toward the bottom of the Pitfall. Without a healing potion, I would have to wait nearly half an hour to recover my health. 
 
      
 
    Even at full speed, it took a long time to fly to the bottom. My Night Vision leveled up to almost nine! When the number of the second-to-last floor flashed in fiery letters before my eyes, I slowed my speed. When I saw ‘666’ I stopped, felt out the hard ground with my feet, landed and sat down. 
 
      
 
    Sitting in lotus pose, I directed my gaze inwards, concentrating on the bright blue point in my chest and the pale azure lines branching off from it — the channels of my spirit. What was it the description said? Long hours of meditation lead to strengthening your spirit. 
 
      
 
    I was going to need an awful lot of spirit. It was time to add Clarity to my strategy. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 8. Nothingburger 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    FROM BEHIND THE GATES numbered 666 and leading to the final level came a mighty thump once per minute, like someone striking a gigantic anvil with a hammer, accompanied by a hum bordering on the ultrasonic, and a squelching noise. The combination interrupted my concentration and I stopped seeing my spirit channels. 
 
      
 
    The third time my trance-state was interrupted, I fired off Ghastly Howl just to vent my frustration and improve the skill. Night Vision was leveling up with incredible speed. I could already see in the dark as if beneath a starry sky. 
 
      
 
    Everything else had ground to a halt. The first day of the Games was already past its zenith, and I hadn’t achieved anything. The temptation to go up and sow terror by throwing players into the abyss distracted me from meditation. The thought of my unsuccessful attempt to kill Alpha Ryukitsu filled me with the desire to try to finish off one of the bosses and clear a floor, protecting myself from being knocked out of the Games. 
 
      
 
    Constant urges to look around and listen to make sure no contestants had come after me also broke my concentration. It would take a long time to get down here by foot, and I probably didn’t have to worry about any uninvited guests that day, but even knowing that, I found it hard to relax. Then I jumped up, remembering that I’d thrown Messiah and Destiny down here. What about the loot from them? I combed the whole floor of the Pitfall, trying to make out their bodies, but found nothing. 
 
      
 
    Only when I stopped distracting myself and focused on the little grain of spirit within me, on the fine channels of spirit, forgetting the place and time and my fears, did I see any progress: 
 
      
 
    Meditation level increased: +1. Current level: 2. 
 
      
 
    Spirit: +20. Total: 120. 
 
      
 
    Inspired by the level-up, I concentrated my attention again. A few deep breaths took me so deep into the trance that even the interface paled to almost complete transparency. 
 
      
 
    The ‘long hours’ to the next skill level turned into long minutes. It took almost an hour to get it, but it was worth it. 
 
      
 
    Meditation level increased: +1. Current level: 3. 
 
      
 
    Spirit: +30. Total: 150. 
 
      
 
    The bonus to spirit increased with each level of Meditation! That happy discovery nearly broke my trance. 
 
      
 
    Then time started to fly by unnoticed — I saw nothing, not even the logs, just the web of channels and the core of my spirit, which had grown ever so slightly. It was like I dissolved into space, became a part of it, observing the birth of tiny particles of spirit within my core and their calming movement through the channels. I began to see the meaning in the fine threads. I saw that the particles of spirit were crowded. They wanted to break free, but the laws of creation allowed them to move only within this closed chain, and the narrowness of the channels prevented them from picking up speed. Like people clustering in a narrow street where they could only just pass through one at a time. Understanding came — my total spirit was defined by both the size of the core and the width of the channels, and the broader they were, the greater my capabilities… 
 
      
 
    A warning popped up and knocked me out of my trance: 
 
      
 
    Contestant! The first day of the Demonic Games nears its end! 
 
      
 
    To avoid character death, it is recommended that you leave enemy territory. 
 
      
 
    Leaving Cursed Chasm in: 09:59… 09:58… 
 
      
 
    Such bad timing! When my meditation ended, the interface reappeared. The system messages on my progress came up: 
 
      
 
    Meditation level increased: +1. Current level: 4. 
 
      
 
    Spirit: +40. Total: 190. 
 
      
 
    Meditation level increased: +1. Current level: 5. 
 
      
 
    By meditating, you now speed up your spirit restoration by 20%. 
 
      
 
    Spirit: +50. Total: 240. 
 
      
 
    It was pointless meditating further. The interrupted trance had reset the progress bar. That must be why Oyama was so angry when I set off Armageddon in the Lakharian Desert and knocked him out of the astral plane — the higher the skill level, the more time required to level up. 
 
      
 
    Ghastly Howl, my most useful ability for the time being, was leveling up successfully. I’d been using it whenever it came off cooldown: 
 
      
 
    Ghastly Howl level increased: +1. Current level: 18. 
 
      
 
    The quit countdown was coming to an end. There were a few seconds left, in which I tried to test out Clarity. Now I had enough spirit to not only activate the skill, but also to channel it for a second. 
 
      
 
    Entering Clarity, it was as if time itself slowed down. Outside sound stopped coming in and I heard only myself, surrendering to the rush in my ears. My heart thundered, blood rushed through swelling veins, my vision suddenly caught incredible detail. The smoke rising from a red-hot crack in the ground froze. 
 
      
 
    My basic Hammerfist cost no spirit and cooled down instantly. I dealt nine strikes before Clarity faded. Shame I had nobody to hit. I wanted to see what it was like to be able to foresee the enemy’s movements. 
 
      
 
    The strategy I’d thought up the previous night was built on assumptions; I hadn’t yet tested the skills from Oyama, but now I was starting to get some… yep, some clarity. The Hammerfist with Rindzin’s Ghostly Talon took 2% of Alpha Ryukitsu’s health — and it was a good thing the Talon didn’t count as a weapon, but as a part of me, which meant it fit into the mechanics of Unarmed Combat. So I needed an amount of spirit that would let me kill a boss before Clarity ran out. Fifty Hammerfists would take around five to six seconds. I’d have to level up Meditation… 
 
      
 
    The first day of the Demonic Games is over! 
 
      
 
    …a little longer. I finished the thought after I was back in reality. It took a few seconds for my brain to adapt and recognize that I was back. The intragel slid off me and I saw Kerry’s blurry figure through the darkened doors of the pod. 
 
      
 
    She gave me my clothes and turned around. While I got dressed, my assistant started jabbering at the wall: 
 
      
 
    “I watched you every second! That start made the whole internet go crazy! Even the ones who were against you at first started carefully saying that it was unfair of the others to gang up on you and not give you a chance to prove yourself in the games. As one viewer put it, he was discouraged both by the behavior of the other contestants and your own. He feels like he was deprived of a good show!” 
 
      
 
    “Bread and circuses,” I chuckled, remembering Ian’s words. “So I let them down, is that it?” 
 
      
 
    “By spending almost the entire day at the bottom of the Pitfall? Oh, yeah! What were you doing down there anyway? At first I thought you were just recovering your health, but then…” 
 
      
 
    “What, don’t the viewers see the players’ logs?” 
 
      
 
    “Nobody does! All the contestants’ stats and profiles are blocked. There were issues with streaming them. The data always ends up online, then contestants study their opponents’ stats… Basically, no, nobody knows what you were doing down there except Octius and a few of his administrators. Not even I know.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, then I won’t tell you either.” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly right!” Kerry said encouragingly for some reason, then cocked her head to one side and gave me a barely noticeable nod. 
 
      
 
    “Are we live even in here?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yep. And in your room too. Alliances and conspiracies begin in private rooms. So…” 
 
      
 
    “Got it. I’ll get changed in the bathroom.” 
 
      
 
    Kerry waited while I took a shower, then took me to dinner. I ran a thoughtful eye across the snacks on the table as we passed them. I was starving, but decided not to spoil my appetite. 
 
      
 
    While we walked, my assistant told me about the viewers’ reactions: 
 
      
 
    “On average, the public thinks you were boring. Defeating the tenth boss would have won you more fans. 79% of the audience watched the battle…” Kerry sighed. “Shame you didn’t manage it. There were tons of questions about your weapon. Some kind of claw? Is it a skill, or gear?” 
 
      
 
    “Kerry?” I raised an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, right, sorry. Anyway, there were more questions about why you did nothing after that memorable performance at first! The minutes after you revived at the graveyard up to your fight with Alpha Ryukitsu were incredible! And that imba Flight you have…” Kerry laughed unnaturally and the many chains hanging from her clothes rattled. “Um… For me, I’m glad you kept it, but some viewers are upset. They think you should have had all your perks and abilities from achievements taken away, at least the ones you got using your broken Threat abilities.” 
 
      
 
    “Why not just go ahead and give me a totally blank character?” I grumbled. As if Cursed Cripple and the conspiracy against me weren’t enough, they wanted my skills gone too. “I got my Threat status practically at level one in the sandbox…” 
 
      
 
    In the press center hall, we ran into Destiny Windsor. She was attractive in real life too, but not as beautiful as her character. Around thirty, aristocratic like all the Children of Kratos, aloof, her breathtaking eyes a deep icy blue. Long steel-colored hair framed her face, but didn’t hide her thick eyebrows. Noticing me, she clicked her heels across the hall toward me, jabbed me in the chest with a finger and said the obvious: 
 
      
 
    “You!” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right, ma’am. Me.” 
 
      
 
    “You disgusting low-life!” She fastidiously cleaned her finger with a napkin brought by her assistant. “Know that you have one more deadly enemy. Watch your back! And you…” Destiny turned to Kerry. “I’m going to make sure you lose your job!” 
 
      
 
    “For what?” my assistant gasped. 
 
      
 
    “We could see your bitchy smirk a mile away. You were encouraging this loser. Assistants aren’t supposed to pass comment on what their wards do!” 
 
      
 
    Kerry looked around, lost. Everyone around us was watching the embarrassing scene, as were billions of viewers, no doubt. Destiny must not have cared what the masses thought of her. 
 
      
 
    To Quetzal, on the other hand, or Renato Loyola, as it turned out, such things were not unimportant. After so fiercely harassing me during registration, now he waited for Destiny to leave, then approached: 
 
      
 
    “Sorry about yesterday, Alex. I didn’t know you as well as I thought, as it turned out.” 
 
      
 
    “Had to throw me into the Pitfall to get to know me better, huh?” 
 
      
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t respond to him!” Kerry hissed in my ear. “Ignore him!” 
 
      
 
    Renato glanced at her and laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Your helper is right. Lots of people are going to try to provoke you. You’re the center of attention, and that means any conversation with you will have an audience. And conflict always gets on the front page. Destiny Windsor knew what she was doing. Believe me, she and her assistants went over every word.” 
 
      
 
    “Assistants? She has more than one?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course. Anyone can declare up to five people: stylists, cooks, personal trainers and so on. I brought my sparring partner, a couple of friends, my strategist and PR expert. I left my girlfriend at home…” He winked. “There’s a great selection here, if you ask…” 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Loyola!” Kerry gasped. “Alex is only sixteen!” 
 
      
 
    Quetzal raised his arms in an apologetic gesture. I bit my lips — damn, I could have brought Roj and Maria here with me! And Hairo! And my parents, they would have been safe here. 
 
      
 
    “Something wrong?” Renato asked. 
 
      
 
    “If I’d have known I could bring someone with me, Mr. Loyola, I would have brought along my catdog AT,” I said. “He’s great at high-fives and fetching shoes.” 
 
      
 
    Renato turned toward the camera drones filming us: 
 
      
 
    “You all heard that? I’ve discovered a new character in the tale of the top Threat! AT the catdog!” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go, Alex!” Kerry said, pulling at my arm. 
 
      
 
    “What was it you wanted, Mr. Loyola? A fight with me to get you on the front page? Or to learn my pet’s name?” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, I only fight in my own weight class,” Renato smiled and shrugged. “And you’re a hundredweight beneath me. As for pets, I have a real dog, and his name’s Bruno. We even?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded and turned to leave. 
 
      
 
    “One more thing…” Renato continued. “You did well out there in the Cursed Chasm, Alex. Sure, you kicked up a fuss, but you didn’t get hysterical, didn’t start screaming that you’d wipe us all out when you get out of here. You didn’t even insult anyone, and that means a lot. Your parents should be proud of you!” He reached out a hand. “I don’t care what the others say. Let’s shake hands.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t do it!” Kerry stopped me. “That creep is planning something! He’s laying it on too thick…” 
 
      
 
    “Creep, huh…” Renato chuckled, lowering his hand. “Here’s how it is, Alex. You watch your back in the Chasm, but you’re safe from me here. Good night.” 
 
      
 
    Renato left. I watched him go, frowning: 
 
      
 
    “Same to you…” I said. 
 
      
 
    Why was he being so nice? Was it just for the public? Or maybe my threat to pay him a visit worked, and he was afraid to risk his clan castle? Or Colonel, the leader of his clan, got scared and made Quetzal apologize… 
 
      
 
    Kerry fanned the flames by saying that Loyola must be lying. 
 
      
 
    “They’re playing with you! You think he would have said all that if he’d managed to throw you out of the Games? Bullshit! They failed and you’re still in the game, so now they’re just looking for other approaches. Be careful! They’re all like spiders in a jar here! They’ll eat you!” 
 
      
 
    Kerry kept ranting on, reminding me that my friends already stabbed me in the back, and that was nothing compared with what the people who were already my enemies would do. In the end, when Malik shouted my name at the exit from the hall, the hair on the back of my neck stood on end. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t turn around,” Kerry advised. “We have a tight schedule: dinner, interview, then to your room!” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Sheppard!” Malik shouted again. 
 
      
 
    I never liked his whiny voice, but I could always accept it when I thought I was talking to a friend. Now it grated on my nerves. I stopped sharply, turned, clenched my fists and stared at the smirking traitor: 
 
      
 
    “What?” I said, moving toward him. 
 
      
 
    “Alex!” Kerry hurried after me. “Mr. Sheppard!” 
 
      
 
    She tried unsuccessfully to stop me. I grabbed my former friend by the collar of his stylish shirt and pulled his face close to mine. That wiped the smile off it. Raising a fist, I said again: 
 
      
 
    “What were you going to say?!” 
 
      
 
    “Let go!” Malik said, struggling to free himself. When he failed, he grabbed my own shirt and scowled. “Are you crazy? I was just talking! I just wanted to ask how your first day went!” 
 
      
 
    “Malik!” Tissa shouted, breaking off from talking to someone off to one side. “Get a hold of yourself!” 
 
      
 
    “No fighting, Alex!” Kerry squawked, trying to pull us apart. “They’ll disqualify you! Stop it right now!” 
 
      
 
    But I saw nothing, heard nobody. The hateful face of the jealous crybaby traitor blotted out everything else. 
 
      
 
    “How was my first day?” My blood boiled and all the pain, anger and insult concentrated into my fist. “Here’s how it was!” 
 
      
 
    Crunch! My former friend had no time to dodge. My fist made an imprint in his thin, crooked nose. As if in slow motion, I saw Malik’s head fly back, hitting the wall. My second hit with my left slid across his teeth and pain flared up in my hand. 
 
      
 
    I looked with surprise at the bleeding wound Malik’s teeth had left. Then time sped up and the world crashed down on me: Tissa’s screams as she held the boy up, her hate-filled stare, Kerry’s cries… Under the buzz of camera drones flying in, a security droid shot me with a tranquilizer round. 
 
      
 
    I started to fall backwards, my legs giving out, and someone caught me and slowly lowered me to the floor. 
 
      
 
    “What have you done, Alex?” Kerry said, shaking me by the shoulders. 
 
      
 
    The world blurred as if I’d been wrapped in a semi-transparent cocoon. Colors bled into each other, lost their clarity, but I could make out, or at least surmise, that it was Tissa helping Malik to get up and shouting: 
 
      
 
    “Idiot..!” 
 
      
 
    The adrenaline faded. My shoulders dropped, my eyes closed and I switched off. 
 
      
 
    When I saw the world again, I realized that Kerry and I were walking through the hall. 
 
      
 
    “Alex!” Malik shouted at my back. 
 
      
 
    Kerry took my hand and interlocked our fingers like we were a couple. 
 
      
 
    “Ignore him,” she said quietly. “You’re going to have dinner, answer the journalists’ questions, then go rest in your room! Got it?” 
 
      
 
    I gently freed my hand and looked at my fingers. They were unharmed! Malik was fine too. Smirking, he nodded questioningly: 
 
      
 
    “How was your first day of the Games?” 
 
      
 
    Tissa continued her conversation, glancing sidelong at me, but I already had a grip on myself and just ignored my former friend. My hatred for him had flared up and burned out back in the Divine Revelation, or whatever that prophetic flash was. Obviously something was going wrong with my brain. Unlike in Dis, here the visions weren’t identical to what happened in real life, but the gist… Of course, I could predict the consequences of my actions without any revelations by using my head, but this wasn’t just that — I had lived seconds and minutes of a future that hadn’t happened yet! 
 
      
 
    Kerry brought me back to reality. Stopping, she lifted my chin and looked into my eyes, concerned: 
 
      
 
    “Is everything alright?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know. I have no idea! But one thing I know for sure — I’m starving! Any longer and I’ll eat your brains! Don’t forget, I have a lot of experience with that!” 
 
      
 
    I reached out my arms, groaned and started staggering toward my assistant. Kerry jumped back, making as if afraid, laughed and took me to dinner, which was in the same hall as the opening ceremony the night before. Of course, I could have ordered food in my room or withdrawn to one of the twelve restaurants, but Kerry told me it was better not to hide — the viewers wouldn’t like it. 
 
      
 
    The hall of ceremonies had undergone some changes. The amphitheater had been lowered, combining the two levels and expanding the space. All along the walls stood endless tables of trays, huge pots and casks. Above them span holograms of the delicacies themselves, with their names and helpful information: the dish’s history, ingredients and nutritional values. 
 
      
 
    My comm vibrated and offered to construct a balanced meal for me based on my body’s requirements. Dozens of different dishes beckoned tenderly to my eyes and nose, making my mouth water. I wanted to try it all, but I accepted my comm’s suggestion, not wanting to decide for myself. I was starving and didn’t care; I’d be shoveling it down either way, so why not make it a balanced diet? 
 
      
 
    A tray-carrying droid whirred its way over to me, beeped for me to follow it, then rolled along the walls, filling its tray with food. 
 
      
 
    People noticed me. The hubbub subsided and I heard a whistle, then the whole hall erupted: 
 
      
 
    “Boooooo!” 
 
      
 
    Dozens of spoons clattered against on tables, some contestants started stamping their feet, and soon the noise was so loud that I wanted to cover my ears. I leaned down to Kerry: 
 
      
 
    “Maybe I’d better eat in my room?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Ignore them!” she shouted. “They can’t aggro on you, this is a peaceful zone!” 
 
      
 
    “They said the same about the Cursed Chasm…” 
 
      
 
    The people who came in after me joined in with the racket. I walked behind the droid, focusing on what it was putting on my tray. The noise behind me grew into a roaring thunder, as if the assistants, waiters and cooks had joined in. The tray-bearing droids started rattling with the noise. 
 
      
 
    “Done,” the robot informed me. “Please take a seat. I will follow you.” 
 
      
 
    Kerry and I headed for the only unoccupied table, 
 
      
 
    but we weren’t fast enough. A thin man with the game nickname Evilfort, standing by the entrance, rushed to the table first and sat at a seat. There were four free seats left. 
 
      
 
    The noise in the hall subsided. Everyone looked at me and waited to see what I would do. 
 
      
 
    “This table’s taken!” Evilfort said, his smile wide. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t even have any food,” I said, moving my plates from the tray onto the table. 
 
      
 
    “I said it’s taken!” he shouted, pointing behind me. A group of contestants advanced from the entrance. “The five of us are in the same clan! We’re the Readers! Champions of the team tournament for speed spellreading! Takes place in the Pirate Bay!” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, this is our table,” JustGoofy the mage said. “Gingrin, Levius and Coover are over there. Move!” 
 
      
 
    “Leave it, let him sit,” Coover said as he approached. “Maybe he’ll tell us how to bring him down tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “The hell with that!” Levius argued. “Get gone, Sheppard!” 
 
      
 
    “Screw you guys!” Kerry flared up. “Let’s go, Alex!” 
 
      
 
    My helper exchanged whispers with some waiters and my food was taken to another table. A table with only one chair. 
 
      
 
    “What about you?” I asked in confusion. 
 
      
 
    “These dinners are for contestants only,” Kerry answered. “Don’t worry, I had a bite to eat. Go on, dig in!” 
 
      
 
    Feeling the pressure of angry eyes, I started wolfing down my dinner. The droid served me some roast meat and a heap of vegetables. There were technically several dishes on the table, but it was all vegetables, salad and meat. I ate with my head bowed over the table and no doubt in my mind that I was being discussed, and no doubt abused left and right. But I managed to hold back and not show any concern. And that was easily done, as if I had a skill to place a forcefield around me and cut myself off from the atmosphere of hate. The Nether taught me that. 
 
      
 
    Kerry went away somewhere, so I finished eating alone, then drank some cold fermented tea as I waited for the vote. 
 
      
 
    Finally, Guy Barron Octius appeared. Less dramatically than last time, but still with flair. The light in the hall went out and holographic candles lit up and started floating through the air. A massive holocube flashed into motion beneath the ceiling, projecting a perfect three-dimensional image to all angles of view. 
 
      
 
    “Good evening, contestants!” Octius greeted us. “The first day of the Demonic Games brought us many surprises. Let’s watch the most memorable moments alongside our viewers!” 
 
      
 
    My scenes weren’t the only ones to make the cut. The holocube showed Quetzal and Marcus’s raid easily taking down the first boss. I’d seen the corpse of Cerberus, the huge hellish three-headed dog, in person, but it was fun to see him in battle. The boss regenerated quickly, and at the end it summoned a pack of Hellhounds, nearly wiping the raid. But Quetzal showed the advantage of his Destroyer class, striking the earth with a fist and stunning the pack, then splitting the skull of the nearest hound. At the point of the strike, space twisted and broke and the distortion passed through in a chain to the other hounds. 
 
      
 
    “A deadly ability!” Octius spluttered in amazement. 
 
      
 
    I watched with great interest, studying my foes, demons and players alike. 
 
      
 
    The second boss, Devilment, looked like a stunted Diablo, like a high demon in miniature. Near the end of the battle he transformed, grew into an eighteen-foot monster and would have crushed the raid if it weren’t for the veterans from Modus and Travelers. 
 
      
 
    The tenth boss, Alpha Ryukitsu, fell ingloriously at the hands of Quetzal and Marcus — the champion and the finalist of the Adult Arena apparently had perks stronger than Junior Gladiator. I saw Tissa and Infect in their raid. Maybe they were taken in for their Junior Gladiator bonuses. 
 
      
 
    The titan destroyer, already bound in plate armor, didn’t bother moving in on level ten — he led his group straight down to the eleventh boss instead, Hellbunny. A little joke from the game designers: the tiny rabbit with its huge mouth and burning eyes sighted on dark knight Caville, jumped at him, sank its teethe into his throat and started ragging its prey like a bulldog. That enemy down, the bunny jumped at light priest Inchito, then de-throated a few more. Chaos descended: the rest of the raid tried to beat the rabbit off their allies, but missed the nimble boss, hitting their own and making the monster’s job easier as it worked its jaws through the raid. A sense of deja vu hit me. 
 
      
 
    Then things got even messier; Hellfish’s raid came along and attacked the Quetzal-Marcus raid from behind. Quetzal and his allies fell, and the second group finished off the bunny. 
 
      
 
    “It is clear that Hellfish, right hand of Horvac from the Travelers, has taken a firm grasp on leadership,” Guy Barron said. “Incredibly, although he was the only member of his clan there, he still took the lead of a group formed mainly from Modus! Remember, Modus are the Travelers’ fiercest foes! But back to Quetzal and Marcus’s group…” 
 
      
 
    After returning from the graveyard, Quetzal’s raid skipped floor 11 and broke the seal on the gates of floor 12. Sinner, the floor’s boss, was easy prey — an ordinary skeleton in rags, with twin blades. That floor was the lowest reached that day. 
 
      
 
    After analyzing all the boss fights, Octius started his overview of the main bulk of the contestants, who hadn’t taken part in the top players’ raids. 
 
      
 
    Roman the curser united with Meister the jeweler and other non-combat players. The mighty raid methodically farmed the first floor, rooting out every mob and chest until, by the end of the day, they had heroically cleared the level. Once done, all the survivors headed to the village to divide the loot and prepare for the second floor. 
 
      
 
    But it was something else that really stood out. The singer Michelle, an elegant dryad, played a central role in the group by stunning the world with her altruism. Roman got distracted with a philosophical debate with Meister. The others joined in, and in the end the group accidentally pulled several packs of mobs. Roman’s curse didn’t do the job, and soon the Hellhounds were calling other mobs from all across the floor. Michelle started singing and took aggro, drew them away. She saved the group, but died herself. Unfortunately, for the second time that day. Michelle was knocked out of the Demonic Games. 
 
      
 
    The overview dragged on for an hour. This was peak viewing time for the stream of the Games. The viewers voted for the best and worst players of the day based on what they saw in the highlights. 
 
      
 
    Octius declared the results of the vote. There were no surprises: he called out the best player, Quetzal, and the worst — me. And there was only a two-percent gap between me and Destiny Windsor in the vote. Such a shame that non-citizens had no right to vote; I might have had a chance with them… As for what my reward was exactly, that I would learn tomorrow in the Cursed Chasm. 
 
      
 
    Toward the end there was a minor sensation: the viewers saved Michelle the dryad from ejection, which required over 90% votes in her favor. That happened rarely, as the people liked eliminations and their resulting drama. Few liked the Demonic Games to go on too long, either. Michelle burst into happy tears and her raid flipped their table in joy. 
 
      
 
    Then there was the interview, but almost all the questions were formulations of the same — what was I doing at the bottom of the Pitfall? 
 
      
 
    “I was getting ready to fight the last boss,” I answered. It wasn’t untrue. What was all this for, after all? 
 
      
 
    After the interview, Kerry walked me to my room and asked if I wanted her to keep me company. She seemed to be suffering more from my enforced solitude than I was. 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine, Kerry. Go rest. I need to be alone.” 
 
      
 
    “Think of something, Alex! I wish you heard what they all say to me!” 
 
      
 
    ‘They all’ were the other assistants, taking out their dislike of me on Kerry. 
 
      
 
    I fell asleep in a sea of roiling thoughts. It was hard to plan without knowing what ailment my character would be saddled with next. Keep leveling up Meditation? Develop my spirit? One more day and I might not catch up to anyone. They’d clear all the bosses I might be able to handle, and then there wouldn’t even be any mobs left to scrape any experience from. 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t think of anything. I started leafing through Disgardium Daily to see what they were saying about the Games. 
 
      
 
    Falling short and disowned by his friends 
 
      
 
    Is the Class-A Threat a nothingburger? 
 
      
 
    Several journalists contributed to the main material for Disgardium Daily. Clark Katz himself had taken up the pen. Ian Mitchell and Axel Donovan were among the names I recognized. My answers to Ian’s questions the day before were part of the material in separate blurbs, and without the part about the punishments. At least they left Aaron Quan’s name in. And Denise Le Bon even responded. In a five-second holo video, the famous model said: 
 
      
 
    “I’ll gladly send Aaron Quan a t-shirt from my new clothing line…” 
 
      
 
    Axel Donovan set the Snowstorm-approved tone right from the start of the article: 
 
      
 
    Alex Sheppard’s vain entry into the Demonic Games has lifted the rose-tinted glasses from many of his fans’ eyes. It couldn’t have been any other way in the sterile conditions of the Cursed Chasm. You can’t become a real champion without team spirit, true camaraderie and support in the face of opponents. Sheppard has lost all that, and it’s his own fault… 
 
      
 
    It was pointless reading the top comments. I’d suspected for a long time that Disgardium Daily cleverly manipulated public opinion in favor of the preventers and the corporation. It wasn’t hard to figure out that the comments they liked the most got the most votes. 
 
      
 
    Winwald | +9.62m | 2 hours ago 
 
      
 
    This is exactly what I’ve been waiting for. Seriously, folks, remember that battle that didn’t happen at the temple in the desert. Scyth ran away then, and he ran away today. When he attacked Destiny’s raid, I spat out my beer. I mean, seriously bro? Get a grip! But then what happened? The pathetic loser just sat at the bottom of the Pitfall all day long like a frightened puppy! 
 
      
 
    Sha Nin | +6.35m | 3 hours ago 
 
      
 
    It’s embarrassing! Both for the other contestants and the class-A. There’s nothing happening, it’s boring! BORING! Primitive tactics, predictable maneuvers. Scyth at the bottom of the Pitfall? Haha! Call out some NPCs, send ‘em upstairs! 
 
      
 
    Parturnax | +5.84m | 1 hour ago 
 
      
 
    Remember how I said I was going to send my wife and kids to the in-laws so I could watch the Games in peace? Well, the wife suspected something and came back. Alone. She probably thought she was going to find me with another woman, hahaha! Anyway, she and I have decided to have ourselves another honeymoon while we have the chance, and I missed the first day. Looks like I made the right choice. I watched the highlights and saw enough to know that Scyth is a waste of skin. 
 
      
 
    There were comments of support for me too. I was praised for escaping the graveyard, for catching Destiny’s group unawares, for trying to fight the Alpha. But all those had so many downvotes that they were at the top of a different leaderboard — of the lowest rated comments. 
 
      
 
    As I drifted off, I remembered that I wanted to learn the source of my new perk. I opened Scyth’s profile through my comm and found my assumption was correct. 
 
      
 
    Unlocked achievement Ordeal! 
 
      
 
    It’s not every day you make it through a divine trial by fire. Only the survivor is considered worthy. But the reward is generous too! The gods drew lots for the right to gift you their blessing. Rindzin, Ruler of Dragons, was the winner. 
 
      
 
    Reward: Rindzin’s Ghostly Talon perk. 
 
      
 
    And that’s when it hit me. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 9. Ghastly Howl 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE SECOND DAY of the Demonic Games began for me at the bottom of the Pitfall. I felt better, inspired and ready to level up Meditation and then test out a couple of ideas. Like Uncle Nick would have said, I was full of barely restrained optimism. 
 
      
 
    And here’s why. In greater Dis, Unarmed Combat leveled up in battle against equal or stronger enemies with each successful strike. In the Cursed Chasm, this principle had changed: the combat skill’s progress didn’t depend on landing hits, but on the damage dealt when they landed. This made sense, because there were no penalties for accuracy due to level differences. A level one contestant could theoretically deal damage even to the level 666 final boss, even if only to its armor. Any smart damage-dealer could set up behind, for example, the level 300 boss and keep dealing damage to it while the tank held the aggro. With the mechanics of big Dis, anyone who did that would have leveled up his battle skill by several ranks, considering the difference in levels. 
 
      
 
    That was what I remembered when I read the text of the Ordeal achievement. Rindzin’s Ghostly Talon scaled based on the opponent’s level! I could attack melee bosses under Clarity, then quickly get away with Flight. All I needed now was a training dummy. 
 
      
 
    But all my great ideas, as they seemed to me, collapsed when I saw the new debuff I was getting for the rank of worst player of day one: 
 
      
 
    Paralysis 
 
      
 
    You are paralyzed. 
 
      
 
    The debuff activated as soon as I logged in. As I fell to the floor of the Pitfall like a rag doll, a great many curse words came to mind, but I could say none of them. The Paralysis was total. At least my lungs still worked and my heart was still beating. Thanks, viewers! Thanks, Snowstorm! 
 
      
 
    First, panic overtook me; this meant I was easy prey even for Meister the jeweler! But common sense prevailed. Flight! 
 
      
 
    A bathtub could have flown with more elegance than my limp body. The force of attraction did its magic — I soared upwards, a ragdoll, twisted, my limbs and head hanging. Even my face was slack. I looked like Trixie when he was thinking hard. My tongue hung out and I started drooling — now the resemblance was definitely there. 
 
      
 
    A second disaster followed the first — Meditation wasn’t working! It turned out I couldn’t just up and start training it! I had to be in the right pose! Bastards, I thought. The insult brought scant satisfaction. What now? 
 
      
 
    Fly into the sky and hide there until tomorrow? Or… 
 
      
 
    An idea came to me and demanded testing. All the contestants had left their characters in the tavern yesterday, in their private rooms. You could log out outside, but spending the night in a bed gave you a one-hour buff to experience. Nobody would have neglected that. So by the time I reached floor 50, there wasn’t anyone in the Pitfall yet. 
 
      
 
    I froze before the gates. It took a long time to spin my body just right to touch the seal with my wrist. Once I managed it, my hand arranged itself correctly, my palm placed itself… A piercing pain shot through me, even stronger than yesterday. 
 
      
 
    Resilience level increased: +4. Current level: 7. 
 
      
 
    Glancing at my health bar, I let out a sigh of relief. It worked! The seal didn’t take 50%, but 48%. I still had questions about how the seals’ damage was calculated, but that didn’t dampen my mood. 
 
      
 
    Although I didn’t have long to celebrate; the gates were open, it was time to go. But wait… 
 
      
 
    Peering into the dusky gloom beyond the gates, I saw nothing. Two lanterns burned green on the wall by the entrance. I flew closer, stopping on the threshold. My head fell to my chest and my view dropped to the floor before me, and then something started pulling me inside. Turning my body, I shot away. 
 
      
 
    “Y-o-o-o-u-u-u!” 
 
      
 
    “M-o-o-r-r-r-t-a-a-l! 
 
      
 
    “Mi-i-i-ine!” 
 
      
 
    “O-o-u-u-u-r-r-s!” 
 
      
 
    The three voiced hissed behind me. I couldn’t see a damn thing because my head was lolling like a bobblehead, but the situation was dire: three blades of an unknown weapon pierced into my back at once. Turning, I saw harpoons on green energy chains, their ends held by three bosses: 
 
      
 
    First Companion, Demon, level 50 Gate Guardian 
 
      
 
    Dungeon Boss. 
 
      
 
    Second Companion, Demon, level 50 Gate Guardian 
 
      
 
    Dungeon Boss. 
 
      
 
    Third Companion, Demon, level 50 Gate Guardian 
 
      
 
    Dungeon Boss. 
 
      
 
    “Come he-e-e-e-r-r-e!” all the Companions groaned in unison. 
 
      
 
    This looked bad. My health wasn’t dropping, but it was just a matter of time — until the bosses dragged me in, across the threshold of the gates. 
 
      
 
    “He-er-rre!” 
 
      
 
    “No-o-oow!” 
 
      
 
    “Foo-oo-ood!” 
 
      
 
    The hissing grew louder, the voices got more and more excited… I darted downwards, activating maximum Flight speed. The chains pulled taut like strings, rang out, but held. More than that, the Companions, still hissing, began to pull me back up toward them. I didn’t have enough strength to pull away from the three level 50 bosses. 
 
      
 
    “There he is!” came an echoing cry from above. 
 
      
 
    “We found Scyth!” 
 
      
 
    “Gotcha, bitch!” 
 
      
 
    Turning my body over to look upward, I saw six mages heading down toward me. It looked like they’d reached level 10 and leveled up Levitation to full-fledged flight! Nether. Now I had nowhere to hide! The mages’ hands lit up and crackled with elemental spells: fire, lightning, ice, something else… 
 
      
 
    “Come h-e-e-e-r-r-r-e!” the Companions groaned in unison, redoubling their efforts. 
 
      
 
    My ribs were broken and my spine was split by a harpoon, but thanks to the game mechanics, the damage didn’t count. 
 
      
 
    With a whine and a whistle, a fireball and a huge icicle shot toward me. A charge of forked lightning crackled. I activated Stoneskin. It didn’t save me from the harmful magic; the first wave of spells slashed into my health, bringing it down into the red. 
 
      
 
    The mage who cast the lightning spell shouted victoriously, stretched a hand out toward me, fired an orb crackling with energy. My heart stopped. This was the end, clear as day… Clarity! The ball lightning froze. Its fingers of energy, one of which had almost reached me, stopped, and I flew to the side as far as my chains allowed. 
 
      
 
    Time sped back up. The lightning passed me by and exploded, cutting into the wall. Drooling and somersaulting in the air, I managed to catch a moment when enemies were within my visibility, and activated Ghastly Howl. The spell from Crusher the wolf overcame the paralysis debuff, twisting my mouth and making me howl piercingly! The fear that overtook the mages interrupted their casts of a second wave of spells and broke Levitation! 
 
      
 
    The mages fell down to the gates in terror, screaming piteously, then jumped up and ran inside. 
 
      
 
    “Y-o-o-o-u-u-u! Mmoo-o-orrtals!” 
 
      
 
    “Mi-i-ine!” 
 
      
 
    “Oo-ou-urrrsss!” 
 
      
 
    “Foo-oo-ood!” 
 
      
 
    The harpoons burst out of me and returned to their owners. The Companions forgot all about me as soon as the six mortal morsels ran screaming into their lair. 
 
      
 
    My pathetic 3% health demanded only one thing — to get out of there right now! But what then? The mages would revive and come back! I had to act. 
 
      
 
    Flying up, I went back to floor 50 and approached the threshold of the gates. That’s when I laid eyes on the Companions. Three ashen humanoid figures floated in ragged gowns floated above the ground, with goat skulls instead of heads and nightmarish mouths that a dull green light. They were twice the height of any titan. The Companions held green lanterns hanging from chains in their left hands, harpoons in their right. Their lamps swung, casting light in predatory flashes that tore away layers of flesh like the scorching light of an atom bomb. 
 
      
 
    The Companions were torturing the poor mages like I’d been tortured by the Living Sieve in the Nether. The effect of Ghastly Howl had already ended, but they had no chance to escape. They were bound in the same chains that had been preventing me from flying away only a few moments ago. 
 
      
 
    The mages’ bones were already beginning to shine through, blood fountaining from a multitude of torn capillaries. I finally managed to make out their names: Karlesh, Mario, Shade, Ducknose, Cardinal and Pilgrim. Karlesh’s eyes had fallen out and the pink of his brain shone through his open skull. 
 
      
 
    The next thing I did was highly cynical. I was cold-blooded enough to cast Spirit Shackles at the bosses’ feet, and to borrow Ducknose’s class to level up Imitation. Right after that, I flew down a hundred floors to recover my health in peace. 
 
      
 
    Imitation level increased: +1. Current level: 2. 
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes later, I came back. The gates were wide open, the Companions melding into the shadows, only the two lanterns jaggedly lighting the entrance. Nothing remained of the mages but blackened puddles of blood. The levitating adventurers had apparently agreed to start their first day by hunting me. By their logic, they risked nothing — Scyth was still at level one, languishing at the bottom of the Pitfall, defenseless, weak. Unfortunately for them, even the paralyzed Herald had a couple of tricks up his sleeve. 
 
      
 
    After reviving not in the graveyard, but in the nightmarish spot where they died, the mages were stunned and hesitated. Each had lost a level, and no doubt they all wanted to quickly make up for lost time, but it wasn’t to be. 
 
      
 
    The Companions, hissing gleefully about mortals and food and arguing as to who it belonged to, materialized from the shadows and pulled the mages in with their harpoons. I was feeling sick as it was without watching that again, so I just copied the class and level of Pilgrim, one of the mages, refreshed Spirit Shackles and took off upwards. I flew the same way as before, still limp and Trixie-like, as if an invisible hand was lifting up a cloth voodoo doll. 
 
      
 
    On floor 29 I intercepted another group on its way to ‘deal with Scyth.’ This raid of over thirty contestants was led by Yermak the Paladin. 
 
      
 
    I took his class and level and improved my skill: 
 
      
 
    Imitation level increased: +1. Current level: 3. 
 
      
 
    Now I could copy equipment too. I celebrated this by triumphantly blowing several bubbles of drool from my mouth, then hid in the shadows over the edge, deciding to listen in on the players. Afraid of accidentally falling off, they were pressed against the wall and didn’t see me. 
 
      
 
    “We have to hurry!” Yermak’s voice echoed. “Those mages can only float, they don’t have full control yet. So we might have enough time.” 
 
      
 
    Does he mean my mages? I thought. They have no control at all right now. 
 
      
 
    “I remember once playing Path of Emperors as a hunter. The spellcasters there couldn’t fly at all,” the contestant Perant said. 
 
      
 
    “Wow, yeah, just like Dis!” Enigma the saboteur scoffed sarcastically. 
 
      
 
    “That was a strategy game anyway,” Naiterio the druid agreed. “I remember that game Rakuen, used to be popular way back in 2031, and…” 
 
      
 
    What Naiterio wanted to say next remained a mystery. Flying out, I hovered before the raid and mentally greeted them all amicably: Run and hide! Ghastly Howl! 
 
      
 
    Luckily, none of them had any passive resists to crowd control. The players ran in all directions in Fear, screaming and waving their arms. A fun diversion, but not very effective, I thought… and began to improvise. 
 
      
 
    The mechanics protected the players from falling over the edge, but I corrected that misunderstanding. Floating my listless body through the air, I swung myself at the ones who approached the edge, knocking them into the abyss. There wasn’t enough time to push them all off, but I managed to send around ten down to meet the bottom of the Pitfall. I even scored a strike, knocking three players off at once: Yermak the raid leader, Enigma the saboteur and Naiterio the druid. They had a long time to fall, so after Fear lifted, Naiterio would have plenty of time to finish telling his story. 
 
      
 
    I even followed them for a while in the guise of Yermak, but at floor 50 we parted ways — I had some unfinished business there. 
 
      
 
    The conveyor belt was in motion. I revived the mages again, now down another level, checked that the Companions were still being good hosts, copied a new disguise, flew up, sent the survivors from Yermak’s raid running again, threw the ones I could off the edge and went back to revive the mages on floor 50. 
 
      
 
    After repeating this four times, I suddenly realized I could add removing seals into the routine. Remembering the Companions, I took off again as soon as I broke a seal. I opened six floors in a row, starting at 51, which leveled my Resilience up to 27. 
 
      
 
    Swearing furiously all the way, the squad of mages was eventually knocked out of the Demonic Games to the last man. Yermak’s raid recovered, but now they moved strictly one at a time, and only by running from cover to cover. From their whispers I learned that I’d really rattled them. When I realized what they were talking about, I laughed to myself: it was my lifeless body that scared them, floating around the Pitfall like a corpse in a pond. 
 
      
 
    From the conversations in Roman and Meister’s raid, I heard that Destiny’s group had hidden away sensibly within the instances of floors 19 and 20 along with Quetzal and Marcus. 
 
      
 
    The crafty jeweler, as it turned out, had forged a ring that shows all living creatures nearby, and that helped the raid see that I was close. Roman the troll thoroughly cursed me and I couldn’t use my skills for a minute. As I fell to the deafening laughter of the raid group, I prayed to the Sleepers that I wouldn’t reach the bottom before the troll’s curses lifted. 
 
      
 
    A minute later, with Flight back, I was already shooting upwards to take vengeance. By then I’d learned how to completely disguise myself as anyone. Copying Jeweler Meister’s appearance, I threw my body into the path of Roman’s group, spread out on the staircase. Bloomer the poet was the first to reach me. 
 
      
 
    “Woah, Meister, are you alright?” he asked in concern. “Are you sick?” 
 
      
 
    I had no control of my tongue. I tried to croak: Terribly sick. I want to scream, but emitted only a barely audible groan. Bloomer looked even more worried: 
 
      
 
    “What? Hey, get down here, guys! Meister’s sick! Hey… How did you end up down here anyway?” 
 
      
 
    “What’s up, Bloomer?” the real Meister shouted. 
 
      
 
    Ghastly Howl came in answer. Then came another bowling match with players as the pins and me as the ball, then it was time to fly back down, remove some seals and level up my Resilience. The angriest member of the raid, Roman the curser, I sent to sleep with Lethargy, then waited for the rest to run away and shoved him over the edge. 
 
      
 
    The greatest treat of it all was to run into the Readers clan — those same players who had refused to let me sit down. Or they ran into me, depending on your perspective. The masters of speed spellreading and friends of Evilfort decided to seek me out after learning that their enemy had been paralyzed. 
 
      
 
    They kept Invisibility active as they went, attacked me from behind while I was removing the seal on floor 60. I wouldn’t have had a chance against the expertly skilled mages if it hadn’t been for Liberation. It reflected the Sheep class skill back at Levius, and Ghastly Howl sent them into the instance and straight to the boss — ten horrifying flat slugs around three feet long and one wide: 
 
      
 
    Atling, Demon, level 60 Gate Guardian 
 
      
 
    Dungeon Boss. 
 
      
 
    The transparent Atlings stuck themselves to the Readers from head to toe, digging in with their needle-like appendages, sucking out with a slurp not only their blood, but even their flesh and bones. My stomach turned from the sight of the slugs gorging themselves on the mangled bodies and I flew away, not forgetting to cast Spirit Shackles first. 
 
      
 
    The grinding process repeated itself: a diversion up above, then revive the Readers, remove some seals… 
 
      
 
    By the end of the game day, I would have danced with joy at the sight of my skill levels if only I could: 
 
      
 
    Unarmed Combat: 7. 
 
      
 
    Stoneskin: 6. 
 
      
 
    Meditation: 5. 
 
      
 
    Night Vision: 64. 
 
      
 
    Resilience: 32. 
 
      
 
    Ghastly Howl: 36. 
 
      
 
    Imitation: 9. 
 
      
 
    Lethargy: 3. 
 
      
 
    Liberation: 2. 
 
      
 
    The day, which I’d initially written off as lost, had turned out pretty productive. I had ten disincarnated contestants on my conscience. Thanks to me, many players had lost levels and the top players’ progress was stalled. 
 
      
 
    The second day of the Demonic Games is over! 
 
      
 
    Staring at Kerry as she stood by my capsule laughing, I moved my arms just to make sure I could, then said to my helper: 
 
      
 
    “Ue-ue…” 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “That damn paralysis made me forget how to talk! Hah! Imagine what I could have done if I wasn’t paralyzed!” 
 
      
 
    “I have been imagining it. That’s why…” Two security droids moved out from behind her back. “I don’t know what it is, Alex. Female intuition, sixth sense or second sight… I just have a feeling we’re going to need bodyguards after that performance!” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 10. The Kiran Jackson Way 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I WAS NO EXPERT in security droids, so I asked with sincere interest what Kerry had brought. My assistant happily told me that these ones had been made at Snowstorm, but there were a few big brand names on the market. 
 
      
 
    As they escorted us, the security droids moved soundlessly and seemed nothing like the ones illustrated in the sci-fi films of the start of the century — they were light, but highly durable, flexible and fast. And of course, not at all humanoid. 
 
      
 
    In travel mode, they just rolled along in the shape of a ball, but if the object of their guardianship fell into danger, they instantly transformed into one of their battle forms. These ones weren’t military, so they had no serious weaponry, but they could make a shield around me to hold off fire even from plasma rifles. The droids could neutralize an enemy in various ways depending on the situation, either mechanically or with chemical suppression. They had a wide range of methods, from tranquilizers and paralytics to launchable self-guiding handcuffs and an indestructible sticky net that could pin even a small flyer to the ground. 
 
      
 
    “All the same, not counting military prototypes, our security droids are the best,” Kerry added. “Even Mr. Jackson uses the products of Snowstorm Robotics. And he could afford any kind.” 
 
      
 
    “I doubt that. As the company director, he couldn’t be seen to buy the competition’s products.” 
 
      
 
    “Naw, he has a Rolls-Royce flyer, and we make flyers too! I saw Kiran’s security once. It’s impressive, that’s for sure! His droids are real killing machines. Just one of them could take out a small country’s army from the start of the century. Even take over a country.” 
 
      
 
    “I think you’re exaggerating,” I said doubtfully. 
 
      
 
    “Hah! They’re immune to gunfire, they have a forcefield against kinetic weaponry. What else?” 
 
      
 
    “You could toss them into molten metal,” I said, remembering an ancient film. “How do you know all this anyway?” 
 
      
 
    Kerry blushed, but answered. It turned out she’d been a weaponry nut since childhood. She’d gotten the hobby from her father, a former peacekeeper. I didn’t find out any details, because five players suddenly surrounded us — the Readers clan I knocked out of the game had intercepted us in the elevator area. 
 
      
 
    Evilfort the clan leader stepped forward first, a tall white-haired man of around forty. He spat at my feet, stared at me angrily: 
 
      
 
    “Proud of yourself, are you?” he said. 
 
      
 
    JustGoofy stood next to his leader. “Do you know what you’ve done, Sheppard?” he said, staring hard at me. He began to move toward me. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t, Goof,” Levius blocked him with an arm. “You think he even cares? He’s a selfish asshole! We’re just obstacles in the path to his…” He made air quotes with his fingers. “…great goal!” What is your goal, Sheppard? Want to share it with us, now that you set us up like that? Maybe it was worth it? Huh?” 
 
      
 
    Passing players were drawn to the scene like sharks to blood. Camera drones surrounded us and a bald and disheveled young man in glasses started filming us on his comm, adding his own excited commentary. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to say something that the viewers would like. Enough debuffs already! Kerry pulled me by the arm and I stood my ground. The Readers didn’t give me a chance to open my mouth. 
 
      
 
    “No, I’m going to say my piece!” JustGoofy shouted and surged toward me again. “That was a mean trick, Sheppard!” 
 
      
 
    I was calm, but the viewers might take my silence as indifference. I doubted that would win me any favor. So I exploded, staring him down with righteous indignation: 
 
      
 
    “How’s that?! You were the ones who attacked me from behind! You were the ones who wanted to throw me out of the Games, knowing I had the paralysis debuff! Talk about kicking a guy while he’s down! What, should I have given up like a good boy?” 
 
      
 
    “Go to hell!” JustGoofy roared. “Fighting us and throwing us to the boss is one thing! But then pinning us with that dumb spell of yours and making us revive there over and over!” 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t you hear? You weren’t the only ones,” I answered, but he didn’t hear me, just kept shouting: 
 
      
 
    “You freak, do you have any idea how much that hurt? And not just physically! We bet all our money on getting into the top one hundred in the Games! Almost ten million, you asshole! Who’s going to get that back for us? You?” 
 
      
 
    “Why the hell would I do that? Did all those wipes make you crack?” 
 
      
 
    Gingrin tried to calm his comrade down again: 
 
      
 
    “Don’t give him the satisfaction! It’s not worth it! He doesn’t give a shit what we lost!” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go, Alex!” Kerry said, pulling me toward the elevator. “Ignore them, their accusations are a joke!” 
 
      
 
    “A joke, you say?” Coover snapped, a broad-shouldered man with a shaved head who hadn’t said anything yet. He snarled and rushed straight at me. 
 
      
 
    “Aggression detected! Countermeasure mode! Defense mode!” the security droids began, first trying to intimidate, but active countermeasures soon followed. “Pacification!” 
 
      
 
    One droid formed two shields like those used to hold back protestors, and stood between us. In the next instant, Coover fell down unconscious. The other droid held a shield aloft and bore down on the others like a bulldozer, moving both them and the gathered crowd of onlookers away from Kerry and me. My assistant took advantage of her opportunity to dart into the elevator, pulling me in behind. The first droid curled itself into a ball and rolled toward us, while the second stayed behind to cover our retreat… 
 
      
 
    Back in the hall of ceremonies, where dinner was already underway, I felt the angry stares from the mages who were out of the Games thanks to me. This was their last supper, a tradition: even contestants who were knocked out had to stay until the morning of the next day, to watch the highlights, give interviews, and if they felt like it, say goodbye to the others. On top of that, they were still holding out hope that the audience would save one of them. 
 
      
 
    I chewed my food unhurriedly, keeping my head down and trying to shake the feeling that everyone was staring at me. 
 
      
 
    After dinner, gamesmaster Guy Barron Octius made another appearance to comment on the best moments of the day and declare the results of the viewers’ vote. I raised my head, unsure what to expect. I felt like I gave a good performance. Sure wasn’t boring, at least… But it all depended on how you looked at it. The viewers might see Ghastly Howl and Flight as imba abilities, and the treatment for cheaters was the same in all eras: they were hated and brought low at any opportunity. 
 
      
 
    Octius spent a good portion of his time showing scenes of my limp body. Not a nice sight, that’s for sure! Especially when the camera zoomed in to show my slack jaw, dripping drool… I wanted to hide my face. 
 
      
 
    The gamesmaster feigned grief as he described the debuff I was hit with. Then he delighted in my rise to the 50th floor, and made sure to praise the Companions, giving the game designers their due. The Companions, goat-faced creations of the Inferno with gleaming grinning maws, looked as sinister as ever. 
 
      
 
    “I assure you, the mages Karlesh, Mario, Shade, Ducknose and Pilgrim couldn’t have imagined such a death in their most terrible nightmares! I’m sure they were expecting anything but that when they logged on this morning! 
 
      
 
    Scenes of the Pitfall swapped to the defeated faces of the mages in their interviews after their final death. It was obvious that they’d just climbed out of their capsules and gone into the corridor, where the journalists were lying in wait for them. Unlike the Readers, the mages took the loss gracefully. They were from different factions and clans, but now a shared defeat united them. 
 
      
 
    “The worst thing we expected,” Shade murmured, sighing heavily, “was losing progress from maybe dying at Scyth’s hands. We didn’t know what his debuff was, but we hoped it was something bad. Once we saw him under attack from the bosses, we thought we had him…” 
 
      
 
    “I saw the debuff icon first and read out the description,” Ducknose butted in. “Paralysis! There was no way we were going to fail to knock Scyth out!” 
 
      
 
    “Right,” Cardinal nodded. “Heh… When his health dropped below 3%, I thought that was it, he was a goner! And then disaster!” 
 
      
 
    “Something strange happened,” Pilgrim remembered. “My ball lightning almost reached Scyth. He was done for, barely alive! It was a guaranteed one-shot! But the Threat somehow blinked away and the charge missed him. What was that ability? We went through all Scyth’s skills and there was nothing like that!” 
 
      
 
    Mario and Karlesh declined to comment. The interview cut off and now the mages were shown sitting in the hall. They were seated at a table near Octius and looked gloomier than the clouds over Terrastera. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s take a closer look and figure it out together!” Octius said sympathetically. “Let’s see! We will now show you what may have been the most dangerous moment for Scyth!” 
 
      
 
    The holocube lit up, instantly zooming in on my Trixie expression, the bubbles forming at the corners of my mouth and my dumb stare like a drunken ogre, then the camera retreated. It all slowed right down. My character was frozen, his arms hanging loosely, three taut chains of energy glowing behind his back, the ball of lightning suspended three feet from him and about to explode, emitting a crackling electrical discharge only a couple of inches from Scyth. The playback paused. 
 
      
 
    “Now let’s look very carefully!” Octius shouted. 
 
      
 
    The tongue of lightning stretched out another half inch and I, still the same shapeless doll with my tongue lolling out, suddenly shot around twenty feet off to one side. 
 
      
 
    “No, this was no mage’s Blink! This was something else, but what?” Octius smiled coyly and headed towards me. “We have the unique opportunity to put this question to Scyth himself!” 
 
      
 
    The master of ceremonies moved through the hall on a disc that couldn’t be anti-gravitational — science hadn’t yet reached such heights, — but outwardly it looked close enough; no propellers or jets, just a flat silver disc around three feet across, hovering just above the floor. Another new invention from Snowstorm that hadn’t yet reached the market. 
 
      
 
    The music faded, the voices and whispers of the contestants quietened. They were all waiting for my explanation. Octius flew closer, gave me a high-five, quietly congratulated me on my clever play and then turned back to the hall: 
 
      
 
    “My dear friends, I am pleased to present to you a sensation of the Demonic Games! Herald Scyth, also known as Alex Sheppard! A man twice chosen by the audience as the worst player of the day! By now, anyone else would have been ejected from the Games as if catapulted, but not Scyth! Instead, not only has he sent home ten of his fellow contestants, he did it paralyzed! This boy has really stirred the pot today! Whatever you say about him, you can’t deny he has spirit! You have the floor, Alex! Will you share what you’ve done with your competitors and the audience? Can you stop time? Bend space? What powers do you wield?” 
 
      
 
    “You know the answer, Mr. Octius,” I smiled. I liked the master of the Games, who was the same every year and only got more popular for it. 
 
      
 
    “Oh sure, I know it!” he said, smiling back at the cameras. “But I don’t have the right to reveal your secret. That’s up to you!” 
 
      
 
    “Then I prefer to leave my competitors in the dark. But… Mr. Octius! I want to say something else!” 
 
      
 
    Guy Barron, already turning around to return to the stage, stopped. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Alex?” 
 
      
 
    “Mom, dad!” I blurted out quickly. “I love you lots! I’m doing fine, don’t worry!” 
 
      
 
    “Anything else?” 
 
      
 
    “Ed, Hung, say hi to everyone from me. And especially to Ir…” I closed my mouth quickly, stopping short of naming Irita. “To you know who. Tell her I miss her.” 
 
      
 
    “Aww…” Octius said, touched. “How adorable!” 
 
      
 
    The gamesmaster leaned down and ruffled my hair, then headed back to the stage, but stopped en route: 
 
      
 
    “Wait! ‘Ir’? I remind our viewers that in this hall sits Alex’s ex-girlfriend, Melissa Schafer.” Octius looked her way and spoke to her. “Any comment, Tissa?” 
 
      
 
    A close-up of her face appeared on the holocube. Tissa nodded, smiling. 
 
      
 
    “I think I’ll show my answer instead of tell it, Mr. Octius…” she said, then leaned over and kissed Malik. 
 
      
 
    They’re both losing their Sleeper priest rank! I thought, grinding my teeth, but my comm interrupted my fantasies of vengeance with a message from Kerry — a thumbs-up and a text: Maybe now they’ll see you as a normal teenager, and not a freak and a monster? 
 
      
 
    Next Octius spoke about the groups that had formed and made the most progress. The raid led by titan Quetzal from Excommunicado and orc Marcus from Warsong was in the lead. Both had been gladiators, both in the final of the solo Arena. Quetzal won, but it seemed Marcus never took the defeat personally, and they joined forces for the Demonic Games. Which was perfectly understandable; both clans were in the Alliance of Preventers. 
 
      
 
    This group included my victims Yermak, Naiterio, Perant and Enigma, plus around twenty other strong contestants. 
 
      
 
    The group of the elf woman Destiny was second on the leaderboard. That surprised me. I underestimated the connections and capabilities of the woman from Children of Kratos. The silver ranger had forty people, and they were strong and experienced players. The ones I knew included the shapeshifter magician Messiah and the lopher torturer Urkish. 
 
      
 
    A joint group made up of Modus, the Travelers and the White Amazons numbered only twelve. They had been in second place at the start of the day, but dropped in levels by dying twice at the hands of fighters from Destiny and Quetzal’s groups. 
 
      
 
    Of the bosses and mobs, the ones that surprised me the most were the gwortlings, flying menaces as if woven from writhing darkness, legless, but with two pairs of arms and a horned head crowned with a single gleaming red eye. The level 19 monsters seemed weak to me at first, but later I realized why Quetzal and Marcus’s raid got stuck at that floor. 
 
      
 
    They defeated the boss easily, but the difficulty began when the raid went to clear the instance. The mobs’ aura of terror more than made up for their fragility. One gwortling scared any players nearby for a second, and was then usually killed. But the more mobs gathered together, the more powerful their aura became. They called to their kin with piercing bat-like cries, and at some point, the tide turned on the raid. 
 
      
 
    Under the overwhelming collective aura of terror, Quetzal’s people fell apart, curling up on the floor, covering their faces and screaming. And then it turned out that the gwortlings had bite as well as bark: tooth-filled maws and sharp blades as claws. And they moved so fast they turned into a blur amid spraying fountains of blood and scraps of flesh as the players screamed. A minute and Marcus the orc was torn to shreds, only his skeleton remaining. 
 
      
 
    Quetzal lasted the longest. He recovered from the terror and tried to leave, gwortlings hanging off him. Blood flowed out of him as if from a faucet while he worked his massive arms to try and sweep away the mobs like mosquitos, but there were too many of them. He was like a bear in piranha-infested waters. Right by the exit, he fell to one knee, held himself up with a fist, then… collapsed, crushing dozens of gwortlings with a squelch. The other beasts continued their feast. 
 
      
 
    “And that’s a wipe,” Octius said in satisfaction. “You all just witnessed the death of a titan! But, as we will soon see, Quetzal and Marcus learned from this grievous error…” 
 
      
 
    The raid returned, forced out another group that had begun tentatively probing the floor — and violently at that, sending them to the graveyard, — and started clearing it more carefully. There the raid stayed until the end of the day. 
 
      
 
    “Clearly, Quetzal and Marcus decided not to risk taking their group onto floor 21 after they all lost a level! And remember, beautiful Destiny’s group occupied and conquered floor 20. Miss Windsor, any comments on your success for our viewers?” 
 
      
 
    The woman declined to comment, and Octius moved to the final part of his summary. He told us how Meister and Roman’s raid was doing, suggested we applaud the viewers’ sense of justice in giving another chance to Michelle the dryad after she died on the first day, and showed us the highlight of the day for that group: a curse that the troll Roman inflicted on me. 
 
      
 
    “Hope you die!” the troll shouted as he sent me on my three-minute fall into the abyss. 
 
      
 
    The winner of the Darant Philosophy Tournament was only too pleased to comment on his moment of triumph: 
 
      
 
    “As you know, we cursers can set whichever voice commands we like. ‘Hope you die!’ activates a curse that disables the enemy’s skills.” 
 
      
 
    “Wow!” Octius said, looking impressed. “Roman, your class is rarely encountered and not particularly popular due to its penalty against combat abilities. What you’ve just told us is sure to amuse our viewers. Want to share some other voice commands? Maybe something…” The gamesmaster twirled a finger in the air. “Catchier!” 
 
      
 
    “Of course!” Roman beamed. “I know a curser girl from the Russian district who tells her victims to eat a… um, she refers to a certain human organ.” 
 
      
 
    Octius turned around and looked at his behind, then leaned down, adjusted his trousers and asked in surprise: 
 
      
 
    “Eat a human organ..?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, kind of! She says, ‘go eat a’ — and then names the organ.” 
 
      
 
    “Which organ is it?” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t say,” Roman said, blushing. “There are kids watching.” 
 
      
 
    “Then tell me, which curse are these words linked to? I admit, you’ve intrigued me!” 
 
      
 
    “The curse is called Suicide. The victim starts running at full speed into the nearest wall.” 
 
      
 
    “Whatever for?” the gamesmaster asked in even greater surprise. 
 
      
 
    “So they hit the wall at full speed…” 
 
      
 
    Maybe because of this performance, Roman was named the best player of the day. After studying the results of the viewers’ vote, Octius chuckled and glanced at me. I filled with apprehension. 
 
      
 
    “To be honest, the results of the vote have me at a loss,” Octius said. “No, I’m not referring to Roman. That has happened several times in my memory — unable to choose between leading players, the viewers simply pick someone memorable. Clearly, by almost sending Scyth home, Roman has thus found his way into the viewers’ hearts. But, speaking of Scyth, can we really call his performance boring?” He shook his head. “I do not understand it! Yes, my dear contestants, the worst player of the day, for the third day running, is Herald Scyth!” 
 
      
 
    I expected as much, but I hoped up to the last moment that the audience vote might be legitimate, because otherwise I had no chance to win: the corporation had enough power to twist facts and hide behind their beloved excuse, ‘it’s all part of the gameplay.’ 
 
      
 
    The mages and the Readers who had fallen victim to Spirit Shackles crowed the loudest, even jumping up from their chairs and telling me they hoped I died in various disgusting ways. They made enough noise to put football fans to shame. The holocube showed twisted faces and insulting gestures directed at me. The rest of the hall reacted less loudly than in the first days. 
 
      
 
    While Octius wound things up and wished everyone a nice night, I tried to figure out what was going on. Did the viewers really hate me that much? I didn’t believe that. Sure, maybe my performance wasn’t the most exciting — I hadn’t even killed a single mob so far, — but was there really nobody worse? 
 
      
 
    “At least half the people here had a far less successful day than you,” said a tremulous voice behind me. 
 
      
 
    Turning my head, I saw Joseph Rosenthal, the jeweler Meister. The old man wasn’t looking at me, but was standing nearby and was definitely talking to me. What, was he reading my thoughts? Or was it all clear enough on my face? 
 
      
 
    I answered the same way, raising my head to stare at the holocube as it showed the contestant leaderboard: 
 
      
 
    “Then why am I the worst player again?” 
 
      
 
    “Because you, my young man, made an impression. Dullness isn’t memorable. If you don’t remember someone, you don’t vote for them.” 
 
      
 
    Meister fell silent, and when I glanced over, he had already moved away to embrace a black-haired lady of around eighty, her lips painted brightly. Despite her age, she had a figure fit to compete with young models. The comm gave me a hint: Clarissa Giovanni, also known as Laurie the fairy chef. I remembered her; she’d called me a ‘brainless freeloader’ while I registered with the royal scribe Ravencrow. Now she was gushing with admiration for Meister the ‘white knight.’ Clarissa’s hat was so big that when she turned around, she blocked the jeweler’s head from view. 
 
      
 
    Rising silently, I found Kerry and went with her to the media center. There I answered my share of the journalists’ questions and took part in a couple of streams. The viewers asked my favorite color, what kind of music I listen to, whether I could lend them ‘a little gold…’ 
 
      
 
    The journalists weren’t much more interesting than the viewers, asking what I ate, how I’d slept and whether I was planning to continue the aborted fight against Coover. One flashy-dressed girl even asked me whether I was having an affair with my assistant. I couldn’t resist making fun of her question; I asked her if she wanted to join in and make it a threesome. Why not? Ask dumb questions, get dumb answers. But the trouble was, she agreed and kept following us until the droids ‘neutralized’ her. 
 
      
 
    Once we were rid of the horny reporter, Kerry suggested we unwind — check out the night club, go to the spa or the gym, or even an intimate relaxation chamber. 
 
      
 
    “Or we could go socialize, make some friends,” she added, running out of suggestions. 
 
      
 
    “Are you kidding? Make friends in this viper’s nest? Two guards won’t be enough for that. I’m going to my room.” 
 
      
 
    There was a lot to think about. I had to check the net too, see what people were saying. It was already obvious that I wouldn’t get far without the viewers’ approval. The more fans I had, the less Snowstorm would be believed. Two days had passed, and I was still at level one! And any death would be my last… 
 
      
 
    Kerry walked with me to my room. We stopped outside. The security droids rolled up into orbs, took up their positions and cloaked themselves with a camouflage effect. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry,” my assistant said, forcing a cheerful tone. “You can do it, I believe in you!” 
 
      
 
    “Of course I can!” Even though she was just doing her job, my assistant was the only one keeping me from feeling totally alone. I hugged her and kissed her on the cheek. “Good night, and may they never wake…” 
 
      
 
    I cut off abruptly, realizing what I’d said. Kerry looked at me strangely, nodded: 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, let’s hope some of the contestants oversleep the Games tomorrow!” 
 
      
 
    I ignored her strange reply and went into my room. 
 
      
 
    Opening a bottle of Nuka-Cola, I fell back heavily onto the bed and started to read what people were saying about the Demonic Games online. 
 
      
 
    The internet was buzzing, with most of the action beneath Ian Mitchell’s material: 
 
      
 
    Clean up your act, Snowstorm! 
 
      
 
    How to Lose Trust the Kiran Jackson Way 
 
      
 
    Ian colorfully described my misadventures, analyzed what motivated the viewers to choose the worst players of the day in previous years of the Demonic Games, and summed it all up by pointing out that even an independent survey among Disgardium Daily viewers showed that I should have been the best player of the day, or at least far from the worst. 
 
      
 
    At the end, he addressed Kiran Jackson: 
 
      
 
    Admit it, Mr. Jackson: you messed up. You don’t want the Threat to stay in the Games. That’s obvious. I know from insider sources that Alex Sheppard was sent to the court of the gods a day before the Games started — to an Ordeal! Which, as you know, is usually a one-way ticket to character loss. 
 
      
 
    And what was he being judged for? For bringing the undead to the lands of the living! Good joke, Snowstorm. Why didn’t you judge Mr. Horvac Onegut for his no less reckless actions? After all, he’s the one who started an endless war between the Commonwealth and the Empire! 
 
      
 
    Actually, don’t answer that. I know all your lame excuses: you have no influence on the Celestial Arbitration, you don’t interfere with the gameplay, it was just a coincidence… Blah blah blah… 
 
      
 
    Yesterday, I asked Chloe (Community and Connections Director at Snowstorm) a question: “Why this universal hatred for Scyth?” 
 
      
 
    I told her exactly what I think about recent events at the Games — that all this is an attempt by Snowstorm to give the other contestants an advantage, and that I’d bet my year’s paycheck that these obstructions to Alex Sheppard are from the corporation. 
 
      
 
    Cliffhanger answered, and I quote: “As you know, he’s a cheater! Everything he achieved, he achieved dishonestly, and people suffer because of his actions!” The tone of her words only convinced me that I am right — that Snowstorm is manipulating the voting results. 
 
      
 
    Our provisional estimate and surveys showed us that at least one third of the audience sympathizes with the class-A Threat, and another quarter, although they may not support him, would still rather see him in the Games than out. Two thirds of those surveyed are sure that Scyth will be a centrally important figure in the tournament. 
 
      
 
    In the meantime, what does your so-called viewers’ vote show? That 92.75% voted for him as the worst player? 
 
      
 
    You must know how ridiculous that looks. Not even the dictators of the past massaged the numbers this hard! 
 
      
 
    I felt the same excitement I had felt before the battle for Tiamat’s temple. Only yesterday, I was only just starting to think that Snowstorm was interfering. Now it was obvious not only to me, but to the viewers too. Now that was a damn good feeling! 
 
      
 
    Maybe the people weren’t standing up for me, but for the right not to have their opinions overridden by the corporation, but I still felt the powerful wave not pulling me down, but lifting me up, onto its very crest. 
 
      
 
    Below, it was clear that chief editor Clark Katz had enabled moderator mode, and comments in support of me showed at the top. 
 
      
 
    2kan | +14.11m | 3 hours ago 
 
      
 
    After the first day, I told myself: Scyth is hopeless. Both as a person and a player. He hasn’t done anything special. I don’t know who he is in real life, but it’s obvious he’s an ordinary guy who was just a kid yesterday. Four hundred contestants behaved like morons when they attacked him right out of the gate, and to be honest, I expected the response to be something serious. But nothing happened except poor Messiah and Destiny-Silver-Spoon-Windsor taking a dive. 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t have been more wrong, guys! Today Scyth showed us what we’ve all been waiting for. Amazing plays! Keep it up, Threat! 
 
      
 
    Poppa Scooter (+12.74m | 2 hours ago 
 
      
 
    LOL when those dumbass mages revived back at the Companions! I must have watched the clip 10 times! Their faces would make a great surprise meme lmao! Can’t wait for tomorrow! 
 
      
 
    Bosun | +7.69m | 12 minutes ago 
 
      
 
    Snowstorm, if all your meddling gets Scyth knocked out of the games tomorrow, I swear I’ll unsub from all your services! Who’s with me? 
 
      
 
    Uplifted, I tossed and turned in my bed for a long time. I fell asleep late and not for long enough. In restless dreams I fell victim to the ever ravenous Companions and the Atling slimes, plummeted into the abyss with no way to enable Flight, burned in hellfire and for some reason found myself naked onstage next to Octius, who shouted: 
 
      
 
    “A round of applause for Scyth, who has managed to find no clothes at all in three years in the Cursed Chasm!” 
 
      
 
    My mind accepted these tortures with surprising calm. After the real terrors threatening my friends and family with death, and the events I survived in the Nether, my threshold of perception had changed. That which would have been a nightmare for me a year ago was now just unpleasant. Not once did I wake in a cold sweat. 
 
      
 
    The morning began with an insistent knock at the door. Wiping my eyes, I covered myself with the bedsheet and shuffled over to open it like a sluggish specter. Miss Kalinovich from my health class would have noted with disappointment that my ‘growing body needs lots of sleep!’ But Miss Kalinovich was far away… 
 
      
 
    Kerry stood at the threshold, shifting from one foot to the other. Pushing me aside, she forced her way in. My assistant was breathing heavily as if she’d just run a marathon. I closed the door and followed the girl into the room, yawned widely. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning to you too…” I said. “Has something happened?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure has! I don’t know what, but you’re going to get killed today! You’re getting knocked out!” 
 
      
 
    “There are still three hours left before the Games start, Kerry,” I complained. “I need to sleep! You must know you aren’t telling me anything I don’t already know.” 
 
      
 
    Kerry thought for a moment, then nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, you’re right… Go shower, I’ll make some coffee. I’ll tell you everything after…” 
 
      
 
    I took an ice-cold shower, then sat down in an armchair across from my assistant. She nodded to a cup of coffee. I took a gulp and grimaced — three times stronger than I was used to. 
 
      
 
    “Alright…” the girl began, calmer now. “This morning, when I was having breakfast with the other assistants, I noticed them looking at me and smirking, whispering, giggling…” 
 
      
 
    “Uhm… Maybe because you forgot to wear a…” I shook my head and turned my eyes away from Kerry’s enormous breasts shining through her mesh gown. “A bra, that’s what they’re called, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Pfft…” She waved a hand. “Keirinia, another assistant, doesn’t wear anything at all. Who cares? There are no kids in the hotel.” 
 
      
 
    “Still, though…” I handed her a blanket. “Put this on for me, will you?” 
 
      
 
    Wrapping the blanket around herself, she continued: 
 
      
 
    “I listened in on their conversation, Alex. The other assistants were whispering, discussing some plan. Some idea the players have for taking you out. Nobody wants to wind up like the mages and the Readers. Even old enemies are getting together. Because everyone knows that you won’t have any way to resist them today and you’ll go down easy. You have to be ready..!” 
 
      
 
    “I think you’re exaggerating,” I said, trying to shrug it off. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not! This is very, very serious!” 
 
      
 
    For a second I caught some of her panic, but quickly pushed it down. What could I do right then? Nothing. How could I change anything? I’d only get worked up about it. All I could do was wait. 
 
      
 
    But two and a half hours later, as I logged into the game, I realized Kerry was right. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 11. Abaddon’s Curse 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    MY CHARACTER APPEARED in the Cursed Chasm where I left him, at the bottom of the Pitfall. My ability icons had lost their color, which meant I had no skills. 
 
      
 
    Flight wasn’t working. I tried to take a step, but couldn’t lift my soles from the ground. 
 
      
 
    The reason was a debuff: 
 
      
 
    Abaddon’s Curse 
 
      
 
    You have not killed a single demon. For your cowardice and lack of initiative, Abaddon the Destroyer, general of the demon prince Belial, has inflicted a curse upon you. Due to the weakness of mind it causes, you have none of your learned skills and earn no experience. You have lost your ability to restore health and you are bound to the location of the curse. 
 
      
 
    Nothing in Disgardium has the power to aid you! 
 
      
 
    Cowardice? Lack of initiative? I wished I could visit Abaddon in the Inferno and show him what Reflection and Sleeping Vindication could do! 
 
      
 
    Nether! I couldn’t even sit down properly; the soles of my feet were stuck to the earth. I couldn’t do anything at all, and I tried everything: lying down, jumping, standing on my tiptoes. Meditating didn’t work, and neither did Hammerfist and Ghastly Howl. 
 
      
 
    Toward the end of the first hour of the third day, the space above me began to ripple with a multitude of dots. They came steadily closer, eventually taking on the shape of human beings. Three hundred contestants slowly descended, all carried by Feather. 
 
      
 
    Long ago, long enough to be in a past life, Crawler had cast that spell on us so that we could drop down to the Olton Quarries and complete the Evil from the Depths instance. The memory flashed up with a wave of nostalgia, but retreated when the present turned pressing. 
 
      
 
    As they came within firing range, the contestants attacked, driven on by Destiny’s triumphant shriek: 
 
      
 
    “Eat this, scumbag!” 
 
      
 
    Hundreds of enemy spells, arrows, darts, spears and bolts flew toward me. 
 
      
 
    The bottom of the Pitfall was round like a stadium bowl, yawning with holes and bubbling with tiny valleys and peaks. I stood on one of them, not far from the gates. 
 
      
 
    A desperate thought entered my mind: Abaddon had taken my skills, but did that include perks? Would Second Life work? Or would my death be final? 
 
      
 
    I hated the thought that in his final second in the Cursed Chasm, Scyth would look like a pathetic coward, that people would remember him that way. So I squared my shoulders, straightened my back, looked up at the glimmering mass of arrows, darts, spears and spells shooting through the air toward me. Gritting my teeth, I poured all my strength into holding back the urge to flinch. 
 
      
 
    It all took a fraction of a second that lasted a lifetime. A huge icicle reached me first, hitting me in the chest. My heart skipped a beat, and when it started again, I was still alive, but couldn’t move. A thick layer of ice blocked my view, the frost piercing through to my bones. And still I saw what was happening above me through the distortion of the ice. 
 
      
 
    An explanation appeared beneath my character portrait: 
 
      
 
    Iceblock 
 
      
 
    You are confined within an iceblock that protects you from attacks and damage for 60 seconds, but you cannot attack, move or use items or abilities for the duration. 
 
      
 
    The deadly hailstorm landed on the block of ice. Everything either bounced off or slid to the side. Enemy magic mixed with whirlwinds in a boiling mass of light flowed down the ice and dispersed, dealing no damage. It seemed Iceblock could shake off even an Armageddon. An unknown well-wisher had extended my presence in the Demonic Games by a minute. But what now? 
 
      
 
    In the glow of magical flashes I saw who my help had come from — Modus and the Travelers, who hadn’t showed themselves until now, and now I realized why: they didn’t think it was crunch time yet. I remembered that they’d been at the graveyard, standing behind Quetzal and Marcus’s group, waiting. Maybe they were ready to help me then too. 
 
      
 
    My thoughts cut off. Chaos was breaking out above. Two rogues emerged from Stealth in fountains of blood, stabbing unsuspecting players in the back. The victims fell down, and those beneath didn’t notice right away. Maybe the vanquished had a Seal of Silence placed on them, or something similar. I managed to make out the backstabbing bravehearts through the ice — I recognized both! They were Berstan and Filex, captain of T-Modus in the final of the Junior Arena. My heart skipped a beat — had Modus really decided to help me? 
 
      
 
    Staying shoulder to shoulder, the rogues continued their bloody advance, and at first met no resistance — the contestants had no idea what was happening, and fell in droves. And it wasn’t just dead bodies falling. It seemed a mage had cast Dispel, removing the Feather buff! 
 
      
 
    With a soul-destroying scream, one of the mage’s victims fell right onto me. The ice got covered in blood, but I could make out the dwarf girl Kimberley impaled atop the Iceblock. Her arms and legs twitched. I hoped Bleeding would kill her quickly so I could see properly again. 
 
      
 
    The corpse soon disappeared along with the blood spatters on the icy walls, and I saw not only a floor littered with corpses, but also the ice mage Kara, who had overtaken the others and come to help me. Hovering ten feet away, he fired off a Blizzard and slowing Cones of Cold at the players floating in the air. The meleers like destroyer Quetzal and bruiser Marcus suffered worst: Feather didn’t let them control their motion in flight, just slowed their fall. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly the space around Kara exploded in a rift and a gigantic rhinoceros charged through it! It was Messiah, the shapeshifter magician! The long horn was just about to tear open the mage’s stomach and disembowel him, when suddenly… Splat! The rhinoceros’s head exploded in a spray of blood and skull fragments. The horn flew off and stabbed into the unlucky lopher Urkish’s ear. 
 
      
 
    I looked to the side and saw who had killed Messiah: some ways off from the main group, Hellfish the shapeshifting sniper had taken up a position. He held a gnomish rifle, smoke rising from the end of its barrel. Boom! Even through the ice I saw the recoil push the sniper further back from the main group. 
 
      
 
    His name seemed very familiar to me… Wait… He was a priest of the Sleepers! That day when I’d initiated the Modus and Travelers officers, so much happened that I forgot the werewolf sniper’s name! 
 
      
 
    Next to Hellfish stood Koba the Hunter, Yen the Archer and Olaf the sorcerer. The mage Kara Blinked his way over to them. The warrior Kart, templar Alison and druid Kanu took up a position in the forefront to protect their allies. Now I was seeing our foes in the Arena final all together. If these guys know anything, it’s team PvP! I thought, feeling a rush of pride for my allies once again. 
 
      
 
    Destiny was the first to figure out what was going on. No sound got through to me, but I could tell by the silver ranger’s furious gestures that she had taken command into her own hands. Her people focused their fire on the two rogues cutting their way through the crowd of gormless contestants like foxes in a henhouse. 
 
      
 
    Curser Roman’s figure flashed by, pointing a finger at me. His “Hope you die!” was clearly out of place; I couldn’t use any skills then anyway. The point of the curse became clear when, forming into a wisp of directed smoke, it bounced off the Iceblock, sped up and hit Destiny, seeping into her. The elf girl twitched, widened her eyes, forgot what she was doing and ‘ran’ toward the nearest wall, but since she was ‘running’ in the air, she just continued her slow fall, her arms and legs waving. As soon as her feet touched the ground, Destiny ran as hard as she could for the wall. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t see what happened to her there — my view was blocked by the rogues Berstan and Filex, pushed away by Inchito the priest and barbarian berserker Geyserix… Inchito stood a little off to the side in a white toga, waving his arms, and the wounds on Geyserix’s body closed up before my eyes as he swung his two-handed sword. The healer and damage-dealer made a good team; shame they were on the other side. 
 
      
 
    Berstan nodded to his ally, who rushed off to take out the healer, but his curved dagger collided with a glowing shield. Then lightning struck the rogue, but didn’t kill him. By then the barbarian had sped up, and the sword in his hands flashed like a helicopter blade. 
 
      
 
    Youlang the spellcaster stood out with a sparkling glow as she attacked Filex and Berstan with chain lightning. Help came for the rogues from their allies: an arrow from Yen thrummed into Youlang and a bullet from Hellfish exploded through the side of her head a second later along with brains, blood and bone shards. 
 
      
 
    Five seconds left on the Iceblock. I was frozen with my head thrown back, able to move only my eyes, so all I could do was relax and pray my unexpected allies won. 
 
      
 
    By then, all the contestants had already landed. A chaotic fight continued on the ground and it was hard to say who was fighting for who. Once they felt solid ground beneath their feet, the meleers roared and rushed to take vengeance. 
 
      
 
    Hellfish’s people were forced back toward the wall. The paladin Equilibrium ran to their aid, jumping into an uneven skirmish against Marcus, Caville and Urkish. Equilibrium got help from… I whistled under my breath: Anna the sculptor wielded her long silver spear expertly, wrapping the enemies’ guts around it. Did that mean Miss Commonwealth from the White Amazons was on my side? Elizabeth’s clan was an ally of Modus, after all, so it made sense. But that raised another question — why was Tissa, soon to be another Amazon, not in that group? 
 
      
 
    It was as crowded as a rock concert on the floor, and that saved my allies for some time: they pressed into a crowd and successfully deflected close-range attacks while the mages held back their area spells out of fear of hitting their allies. All the same, the forces were unequal, the ring around us tightening. I couldn’t see Filex or Berstan anymore. Beautiful Anna got her head cut off before my eyes. 
 
      
 
    By the far wall, silver ranger Destiny stopped trying to kill herself, gulped down a potion and rushed to the aid of her comrades. A rider galloped as if out of nowhere to meet her — the hobbit Dave! On a ghostly white horse! He loosed arrows at Destiny as he approached, then pulled out a thin elongated blade and slashed at her. Screaming, the elf girl managed to block the blow with a gauntleted hand, but the blade still slid across her neck. Blood sprayed… She somersaulted backwards and shot a volley of arrows at him, all blending into one. 
 
      
 
    In the first few seconds after Iceblock melted, leaving me in a filthy puddle, I got another four (!) shields — not as strong as the ice, but still effective enough to delay the moment of death. The buffs I got were: Frost Armor, which absorbed a thousand damage; Lightning Shield, the active version, which fired electric charges at anyone who attacked me; Antimagic Shell, which absorbed all magic damage for 30 seconds; and a Small Defensive Dome capable of reflecting another thousand and a half. I’m alive! I thought, trying to figure out who was helping me. There was someone else apart from Modus and the Travelers. 
 
      
 
    But even in the instants between the effect of Iceblock and the new shields, my health fell by half. And help came — this time in an obvious form — from Michelle the dryad. Healing Wave restored my health. Abaddon’s Curse deprived me of my own health regeneration, but nothing stopped others from healing me! To top it off, some shaman stuck a Stoneskin Totem down beside me, lowering my damage taken. 
 
      
 
    I started celebrating too soon. All my allies got pushed back and bogged down in skirmishes, and there was nobody left to help me. And soon, one by one, the shields began to fall. Inspired, my enemies redoubled their efforts, quickly dropping my health into the red. 
 
      
 
    Thirty feet away stood Destiny, still alive and grinning wickedly, her bow aimed right at my face. She smacked her lips as she pulled the string taut: 
 
      
 
    “Take this!” she snarled, releasing the string and showing me her middle finger. 
 
      
 
    I prepared for death once again, staring at the demise flying straight for me. The arrow was tipped with silver. 
 
      
 
    Time as if slowed, the enemy arrow grew before my eyes, and then… 
 
      
 
    Then a miracle happened. The arrow evaporated only a foot from my face, along with all the other enemy shots heading toward me. Their attacks just petered out as if an invisible and all-absorbing shield had appeared around me. No flashy sparks, no light effects, all the attacks just faded soundlessly, as if flying into a whirlpool without so much as a ripple. 
 
      
 
    The wonders didn’t stop when the meleers surrounded me. The invisible barrier gently stopped the weapons aimed at me. Swords, axes and halberds seemed to get stuck as if in thick jelly, stopping an arm’s length away. 
 
      
 
    All that reached me was the players’ astonished curses. Coming to my senses after being unexpectedly saved once again, I studied the interface and saw an icon. The description read: 
 
      
 
    Aegis 
 
      
 
    You are protected by an Aegis, a perfect shield that absorbs all damage. The Aegis does not expire, but the shield will disappear if you move beyond its edge! 
 
      
 
    I read the text over again, unable to believe my eyes, then pinched myself — no, this was no dream. The contestants tried furiously to break through the protective dome. My heart pounded with exhilaration. The Games weren’t over for me just yet! 
 
      
 
    I carefully ran my hands in a circle around me, finding the boundary of the Aegis. In the meantime, the contestants seemed to go into a fury: spells raged in from all around, swords and daggers and speartips flashed against the shield, some players even beat their fists against it, but the Aegis had an endless supply of durability. The important thing was to stay right where I was, and I had no trouble doing that. I wasn’t going anywhere with my feet stuck to the floor. 
 
      
 
    There were actually two benefits to this: a portion of the players were distracted with me, and not attacking my allies. All the same, they had no chance to survive — all they could do was try to get a high price for their lives. In less than a minute, all those who had openly helped me were dead. 
 
      
 
    Once they’d dealt with the ‘traitors,’ as they dubbed Michelle, Dave, Hellfish and the players from Modus, the other contestants focused all their attention on me. They attacked the shield for half an hour, then realized the futility of their efforts and drifted away, scattering throughout the Pitfall. 
 
      
 
    Only the most stubborn remained, still attacking the Aegis. One orc retiarius stood hitting my defenses with a trident that scattered sparks each time it struck. A troll with a crazed face beat against the shield with his fists, swearing so furiously that the fairies pushing their way through the crowd fell down dead, and the elves’ ears rolled up into tubes. 
 
      
 
    Then a gnome called Joker approached me with some engineering contraption, placed it against the Aegis and turned some lever, shrieking excitedly: 
 
      
 
    “It’s gonna blow!” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t hear so much as a thump, although sound got through to me just fine. Once the dust settled, though, I saw that the gnomish engineer had succeeded only in blasting the paladin Blondiecat as she passed by. She survived, and sent the unfortunate experimenter flying with a kick. As he landed, he fell victim to others hit by the explosion. Four players started beating on the gnome, including the world-renowned poet Bloomer, blood flowing from his ears. 
 
      
 
    Roman the troll finished off the scuffle. His curses sounded out in an unfamiliar language, but I understood the meaning. 
 
      
 
    “I hope you get stuck there!” he said to the gnome, pointing at me. “I hope you never grow older! I hope you crap yourself!” 
 
      
 
    Squealing with fury under the effect of the three terrible curses, the gnome threw himself at the shield and slid off it in a bloody smear — apparently, the defenses considered him a weapon. 
 
      
 
    “Why’d you do that to our friend?” Meister asked in a quavering voice, having somehow survived the mayhem. 
 
      
 
    “Might make him wise up,” the troll growled. “He nearly blew up half our raid!” 
 
      
 
    “Young man…” the jeweler began, shaking his head, but didn’t have time to finish the thought. 
 
      
 
    The earth began to move, the air thickened, it got hard to breathe. My hair stood on end in anticipation of something horrible. 
 
      
 
    They all dropped their weapons and froze in limp poses, their heads lowered, shoulders dropped, knees bent… 
 
      
 
    A thunderous boom came from the gates numbered 666, then a chewing sound and a hammering (or steps?) that shook the stone. As suddenly as it had begun, it all stopped. I looked over at the gates, watched as the paladin Kharmo’Lav burst into flames with his hand on the seal, emitting a soulrending and pain-filled scream. His arm burned away in a fraction of a second, then the fire leaped to his torso, then Kharmo’Lav’s entire body collapsed into ash. The charred skeleton twisted like a transformer, took the shape of a compact cube, then rolled its way toward the gap of the opening gates. 
 
      
 
    “Finally!” came an echoing growl from within. 
 
      
 
    Heavy footfalls shook the earth. A rumble rolled through the gates, and in their opening appeared a monstrous eye — black, with veins of fire and a burning pupil, like the mouth of an erupting volcano seen from high up in the sky. 
 
      
 
    “Mor-r-r-r-tals!” the demon rumbled. “Long-ear Eynyon keeeeps his word! New souls! Del-l-lectable!” 
 
      
 
    The beast’s laughter pealed through the Pitfall, vibrating, piercing through to the brain. The walls shook. Stones fell from above. A huge boulder dropped down, crushing an elf standing near me. Nobody moved. The presence of a high demon of the Inferno pinned us like rabbits beneath the hypnotizing stare of a boa constrictor. Weak Will, the debuff icon declared. 
 
      
 
    “Come to me, mor-r-r-tals! Salvation is near! Suffer no longer your earthly tortures and privations. Come to me and find peace!” 
 
      
 
    His words carried the warmth of a morning bed, the scent of baking and fresh coffee, the sensation of a mother’s care and affection. I felt a squeeze in my chest, felt like an injured bird watching the flock fly away. I needed to go there, to join them, whatever the cost! 
 
      
 
    The three contestants standing closest to the gates felt the same. Swaying like zombies, they wandered toward the gates. A few other players took a few hesitant steps that way, but remembered themselves and stopped. Nobody ran away — the debuff must have prevented it. 
 
      
 
    The fate of the three was unenviable. The demon, whose name was still a mystery, didn’t wait for them to reach him. He stuck out a crimson scaled arm tipped with black claws and scooped them all up. I heard cries, the crunch of bone, a wet squelch. 
 
      
 
    The sounds were joined by someone’s careful footsteps, the crack of breaking magma crust. The footsteps accelerated and Meister the jeweler came into view, his little legs carrying him straight past the gates and to the staircase. There he turned around: 
 
      
 
    “Eat the demon gold!” he shouted. “It removes the debuff!” 
 
      
 
    I already knew that there were demonic coins in circulation in the Cursed Chasm, although I hadn’t seen any yet. The gold dropped from the mobs and chests inside the instances. It was the money here. 
 
      
 
    Bogatyr Arioch, frozen nearby, took a glowing ruby coin from his inventory, bit it as if to test it, then straightened and bit right through it. The demonic gold turned out to be brittle. The bogatyr swallowed, waited a moment, then waved his arms and shouted: 
 
      
 
    “Eat the gold! It works!” 
 
      
 
    The next second, they all had their free will back after greedily gulping down their demonic coins. Free from the debuff, the contestants swarmed toward the staircase. Not all made it. 
 
      
 
    “Mor-r-rtal flesh…” I heard from within. “Sweet, but small. Weak souls… Fi-i-ilth! Need more!” 
 
      
 
    An arm stretched through the wide open gates again, this time to the elbow, trying to feel out another victim. However large was this nameless demon, the final boss, his narrow and flexible serpentine arm reached no further than thirty feet. Fifteen players failed to escape, and, gathering up all the ones he caught, the demon crushed them in his colossal fist, then, judging by the sounds and the fiery belch, ate them. 
 
      
 
    Not everyone took the risk of going for the staircase, and there wasn’t enough room for everyone to get past at once anyway. The climb began right next to the gates, and the demon’s hand soon stretched out again. It was six feet shy of me, and my Aegis shield was invulnerable, so I wasn’t worried. 
 
      
 
    Fruitlessly feeling around and finding no food, the arm began to thin, but at the same time grew longer. The clawed hand reached out for me. With shrieks and swears, the players pressed themselves against the wall farthest from the gates. 
 
      
 
    With my head still thrown back, I watched, feeling like a bug about to be squashed as the gigantic hand descended on my dome. The demonic palm covered the dome and clenched. A roar of disappointment boomed out from the gates. The hand lifted and disappeared back through the gap. Apparently, the arm could only get so long. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, I heard a measured trampling, knocking and squelching from within the instance. 
 
      
 
    Those players confined with me at the bottom of the Pitfall didn’t move for another two hours. In the end, deciding not to waste any more time, the remaining contestants — around a hundred souls — headed for the stairs. Ahead of them was a long climb which might take up the rest of their session. 
 
      
 
    I had absolutely nothing to do until the day ended. I couldn’t even go beyond the edge of the Aegis, so when the long-awaited notification arrived, it was a relief: 
 
      
 
    The third day of the Demonic Games is over! 
 
      
 
    I might have called it the worst day of the Games yet, except I was still overjoyed at my surprise rescue. And the feeling that I was no longer alone. My secret allies had revealed themselves and taken a great risk to help me, drawing the ire of their group comrades, but I still didn’t have the slightest idea who had put those shields on me. And who had given me the Aegis? The perfect shield had come at just the right moment. 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t stop thinking about it. I had to find out. Could it have been Tissa and Infect? Or Hellfish’s people? I doubted it — the Aegis was probably a prize for the best player of the day. At the opening ceremony, that had been Tissa, but we’d seen her reward — the Banshee Queen’s Cry. On the second day, the audience chose Quetzal. On the third — Roman. Could it be one of those two? No, no way… Maybe someone got the Aegis as loot. 
 
      
 
    I racked my brains, waiting with impatience for the intragel to drain away. Climbing out of my capsule, I started to get dressed and only then realized with surprise that neither Kerry nor the security droids were there to meet me. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 12. Quod servabit 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    IT WAS LIKE MY ASSISTANT had disappeared. She wasn’t answering her comm, and the other assistants just shook their heads with a frown when I asked them if they’d seen Kerry. Had Destiny Windsor made good on her threat? Had Kerry been fired? 
 
      
 
    In a dampened mood, on guard and expecting unpleasant surprises, I walked to the hall of ceremonies alone. The atmosphere was tense; people were arguing, shouting, throwing accusations back and forth… 
 
      
 
    I carefully caught some eyes at dinner, but noticed nothing suspicious except that it was unusually quiet in the hall. A few of the contestants eaten by the demon were even crying! 
 
      
 
    I saw Alison again, sitting with the other juniors from T-Modus, and nodded to her. The girl answered in kind and then looked to the side. 
 
      
 
    Next to her table sat a group of adult contestants. I aimed my comm at them… And there were my allies! The company was almost completely familiar to me, although only in Dis: Berstan, Koba, Kara and Equilibrium from Modus, sculptor Anna from the White Amazons and Hellfish, aka Vito Painter, the Travelers group leader… 
 
      
 
    Hellfish saw me looking at him, barely noticeably shook his head, turned away. A strange reaction, considering the whole world had watched his group help me. Whatever. We could talk after the show. Anyway, I’d long since learned that words meant nothing, actions were what mattered, and these people had shown me all I needed to see today. It was only thanks to them that I wasn’t going home. 
 
      
 
    Gamesmaster Octius danced his way onto the stage. Greeting us, he got straight down to business: 
 
      
 
    “Two hundred and ninety-eight contestants! That is how many remain after day three of the Demonic Games! But I don’t want to talk about that, I want to talk about how it all started!” 
 
      
 
    The holocube showed a video of me materializing at the floor of the Pitfall, and a description of my curse. 
 
      
 
    “Today we bore witness to a new plot, and, as on the first day, all the contestants took part in it! With the exception of Scyth, of course. But even if he had known what awaited him, I fear it would not have helped him. Fate tossed him one of the worst penalties in my memory — Abaddon’s Curse! And now, let’s…” 
 
      
 
    Some commotion began at the right-hand wall, not far from the stage. Around twenty people had formed a row and joined hands, and were pushing forward toward the stage. Octius made a signal, the music volume lowered and now I could hear what they were shouting! 
 
      
 
    “Snowstorm! Unfair play! Snowstorm! Unfair play!” 
 
      
 
    The music and the talk in the hall faded completely. Everyone turned their attention to the chanters. A short man with a beard down to his waist separated from the group of demonstrators. His eyes looked on the brink of tears. 
 
      
 
    “We demand that the day be replayed!” he shouted, his voice high, but a little tremulous. “Mr. Octius! We demand a rerun!” 
 
      
 
    “Rerun!” the group started chanting again. “Not fair, rerun!” 
 
      
 
    “On what basis?” the presenter asked in astonishment. “Let’s figure this out! Please, all of you, come onstage!” 
 
      
 
    The protesters walked up onto the stage with Octius, shouting and shaking their fists. 
 
      
 
    “Well, do begin,” the gamesmaster said, waving a hand to invite the leader of the protesters to the center of the stage. “The entire world is listening to you carefully, Mr. Yaquint.” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Yaquint, also known as Hifer the artist, stepped forward decisively, wiped away a treacherous tear, cracked his knuckles. 
 
      
 
    “Nobody!” he burst out. Nobody warned us of the new mechanic of the final boss! We should have been warned that death to the demon is final!” 
 
      
 
    Wow! For the millionth time, I mentally thanked whoever had covered me with the Aegis. Nothing else would have saved my virtual body from the fate of being devoured in the high demon’s maw. 
 
      
 
    “Hold on,” Octius interjected. “We aren’t obliged to warn you of anything of the kind! What sort of Demonic Games would that be? Every year our game designers come up with special features, surprises for the contestants, and this year one of them was final disincarnation! It is believed that if you fall into the clutches of the demon whose name I won’t mention, lest I accidentally summon him…” Octius paused to let the hall appreciate the joke and laugh. “If the demon from floor 666 swallows you, you’re done. The Demonic Games ends for you.” 
 
      
 
    “We demand a re-run! Or else… Or else…” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll sue you!” a long-legged woman with a horsey face said, joining Hifer. Yaquint took a step back, giving her the spotlight. 
 
      
 
    “In the names of all those who fell, I declare that we will not leave this alone!” She broke off, took in a lungful of air and continued on the outbreath: “We’ll take you to the UN court! According to the agreement we signed before entering the Games, Snowstorm is…” 
 
      
 
    “Stop!” 
 
      
 
    Octius, who had just been carefully listening to something in his earphone, interrupted the woman and made a gesture with his hand at his throat. The woman’s audio feed was switched off, but she kept shouting ever more forcefully. The gamesmaster tentatively patted her on the shoulder, smiled cordially, then spoke to all those who had become the demon’s lunch: 
 
      
 
    “My friends, we will pass this question to the company’s legal experts for you. They will meet with you after dinner.” 
 
      
 
    “What? What’s he saying?” The holocube showed the plaintiffs looking around in confusion, not knowing whether to celebrate or keep complaining. 
 
      
 
    “My dear Mr. Yaquint and Mrs. Borovski, and all the rest of you who fell victim to an unfortunate fate at the bottom of the Pitfall!” Octius placed a hand at his heart and spoke louder: “I promise you, we will find a compromise!” 
 
      
 
    The protesters roared in enthusiasm, started hugging each other and crying again, this time out of joy. Slapping each other on the back, they returned to their seats. 
 
      
 
    After waiting for them to leave, Octius finished speaking: 
 
      
 
    “That said, no matter what our lawyers decide, it was all part of the gameplay! The disincarnation of the characters whose souls were eaten by the boss on floor 666 is final and not subject to review!” 
 
      
 
    Lifting myself up a little, I saw the path to the stage now blocked by a ring of security droids and guards in black suits. The contestants who had just been celebrating their rescue started piping up again, tried to get back on the stage, but they weren’t just stopped, they were led out of the hall. 
 
      
 
    “Drama…” Octius shook his head and his tone turned tragic: “My heart bleeds every time I witness the like. Every time! But what can you do? It’s part of the game! Today’s surprise from the devs could have ended the Games before time, leaving only a few lucky contestants alive! But I’m getting ahead of myself…” 
 
      
 
    We were shown clips of all the contestants gathered by the Pitfall, the mages casting Feather on them. Some got a Gnomish Parachute from the engineers among them. 
 
      
 
    They jumped into the Pitfall from all sides, taking turns so they didn’t get in each other’s way. After floor 300, Hellfish’s group joined hands, holding themselves together apart from the others. Kart the warrior, as the heaviest, canceled his Feather, which sped up the group’s fall and let them outpace the rest. It went unnoticed because Kara the mage recast Feather on him a couple of seconds later, and they matched speed with the other players again, but now they were around fifteen feet lower. 
 
      
 
    Octius commentated the footage: 
 
      
 
    “Hellfish’s group has been acting aloof since the first day. Strange that the conspirators of this event didn’t take that into account. Or did they? Listen to what Quetzal said.” 
 
      
 
    The holocube brought up Renato Loyola, fresh out of the immersion zone. He exchanged glances with Marcus Jansson and approached the journalists with a frown. 
 
      
 
    “I was against this plot from the beginning!” he barked right away, without waiting for questions. “The kid proved his point, earned his chance!” 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Loyola, did you account for the fact that Modus and the Travelers might stab you in the back?” the familiar Axel Donovan asked. 
 
      
 
    “We accounted for everything! We knew those clans were allies of the Threat. There was a risk, and we were prepared for an attack from them. But what could a handful do against three hundred enemies?” 
 
      
 
    The video swapped to the bottom of the Pitfall. 
 
      
 
    “This, Mr. Loyola,” Octius said, chuckling. “Boom!” 
 
      
 
    There was the sound of a shot, stretched out by the slow-motion footage, which showed the bullet leaving Hellfish’s rifle, tearing space as it went and taking off the rhinoceros head of Messiah the shapeshifter. Then the angle changed to show Filex sticking someone in the back with his daggers, and Kara dispelling Feather from the dwarf girl Kimberley, who fell down and got impaled on the Iceblock. 
 
      
 
    Hellfish, also known as Vito Painter, declined to comment along with the rest of his group. Well… almost. The beautiful Anna couldn’t help but say a few words: 
 
      
 
    “It was just all so awful, you know! That poor boy, getting bullied every day! We decided we were going to fight the injustice!” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, so it’s nothing to do with the fact that the White Amazons are partners of Modus, who, alongside the Travelers, have entered into an alliance with the class-A Threat?” Guy Barron asked innocently, narrowing his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “No, no, of course not! If that were the case, then we would have been helping Scyth from the start!” 
 
      
 
    Octius chuckled, kissed Anna’s hand and returned to the stage: 
 
      
 
    “Well, let’s get back to the game designers’ surprise. I have no doubt that the shapeshifter Messiah was upset when he died. But if it weren’t for that trick with the coins from the great jeweler Meister, our players would have met disaster, and Messiah, Kimberley and the rest who died in the Slaughter at Rock Bottom, as this conflict has already been dubbed online, would have been the sole survivors! Yes, that’s right, the living would have envied the dead. So let’s have a round of applause for Mr. Joseph Rosenthal! A word from you, Meister!” the gamesmaster flew over to the jeweler’s table. “How did you figure it out?” 
 
      
 
    “Quod servabit,” the smiling old man answered mysteriously. Casting a glance over the hall, he smiled even wider, giggled and repeated it: “Quod servabit!” 
 
      
 
    “The inscription on the demonic coins!” someone shouted. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly! It’s Latin. It means ‘that which saves’ or ‘what holds.’ Admittedly, it took me a while to figure out, but it was obvious to me that the new version of game currency, gold in the Demonic Games, was no mere whim of the art director. There was a riddle in the inscription, and when the demon started eating us, I remembered the coins…” Thundering applause washed over Meister and he bowed in all directions. 
 
      
 
    After the jeweler’s minute of fame was done, it was Kharmo’Lav’s turn. The paladin who broke the seal on the gates of floor 666 was practically as hated as I was for it, but he didn’t give a damn, just smiled happily. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going down in history!” he said proudly. “Anyway, I always felt sorry for Scyth. When I decided to break the seal, it was before he had the Aegis…” 
 
      
 
    “Which we will discuss later!” Octius interjected. 
 
      
 
    “So I thought: what if this helps out the Threat?” Kharmo’Lav turned toward me and waved a hand. “Hey, Scyth, hope you remember a good deed!” 
 
      
 
    “Mick!” the gamesmaster addressed the man. “Tell us, do you have no regrets at all for doing what you did, not even a little? You’ve seen the tears of those knocked out of the Games because of you, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I don’t care!” Mick-Kharmo’Lav said, waving a hand. “Firstly, I got knocked out too — the seal swallowed my soul! Secondly, why the hell did they jump to the bottom anyway? They wanted to get ahead by killing the Threat while he was helpless. They got what they deserved!” 
 
      
 
    To round off the evening, Octius finally got to the part that interested me the most. 
 
      
 
    “Another miraculous rescue occurred today, in a moment when even the most desperate player wouldn’t have bet a quarter of a phoenix on Scyth’s survival. Take a look…” 
 
      
 
    The holocube showed Destiny. The elf girl snarled as she pulled her bowstring taut. The silver-tipped arrow she released flew in slow motion through the spray of blood in the air, passed within half an inch of the ear of Enigma the saboteur in stealth, and almost reached my face… 
 
      
 
    But the veil of the Aegis blocked its path. Everyone gasped. 
 
      
 
    “Our viewers do not know who Scyth’s unexpected savior was. And not all the contestants saw it in the heat of the battle…” Octius paused. “Right now, we are performing an online survey of our viewers to find out who, in their opinion, saved Scyth.” 
 
      
 
    The holocube brought up the names of the suggested candidates who might have saved me: 
 
      
 
    Who saved Scyth after he lost all his shields? 
 
      
 
    53% — Scyth saved himself 
 
      
 
    17% — Someone from the Modus+Travelers group 
 
      
 
    11% — Paladin Kharmo’Lav 
 
      
 
    8% — Bard Infect or Priestess Tissa 
 
      
 
    6% — Curser Roman 
 
      
 
    4% — Magician Messiah 
 
      
 
    1% — Someone else 
 
      
 
    “Four percent of our viewers were watching the Games very inattentively,” Octius said, shaking his head. “By that time, Messiah was already in the graveyard. Scyth couldn’t have saved himself; Abaddon’s Curse took away not only all his abilities, but also his perks.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell us who it is!” shouted a contestant by the stage. “Enough suspense, Octius!” 
 
      
 
    The view switched to the part of the hall where Quetzal and Marcus’s group sat. Only now did I notice that the previously inseparable pair were sitting apart from each other. Marcus was staring hard at Quetzal, who made as if he didn’t notice. 
 
      
 
    Next to bruiser Marcus stood berserker Geyserix, dark knight Caville, light priest Inchito, jockey Frankie, spellcaster Youlang, saboteur Enigma and a dozen others. 
 
      
 
    The titan destroyer Quetzal had formed a small group around himself, including tamer Shemshur and rider Dave, paladins Blondiecat and Yermak, druid Naiterio and hunter Perant. Tissa, Infect and the paladin Kharmo’lav were with him too. At least two of that group had helped me. I suddenly figured it out, and once again found myself stunned by how wrong first impressions can be. 
 
      
 
    “One of them!” Octius said, continuing to draw out the intrigue. “By agreement with the company, members of raids cannot reveal information they obtain from raid logs. But they know! Any ideas, Scyth?” 
 
      
 
    Octius looked at me. Still sitting alone at my table, I shook my head. 
 
      
 
    “Very well. Then we will give your savior a chance to talk. Will they reveal their deed, or will they leave it for the judgment of their colleagues?” 
 
      
 
    Sharply pushing back his chair, the one who stood up was… Renato Loyola! Quetzal! I was right! 
 
      
 
    His voice was amplified for the whole hall to hear: 
 
      
 
    “I was the one who did it.” 
 
      
 
    “Idiot!” Marcus spat in fury, until now forced to hold back his emotions. 
 
      
 
    The gamesmaster was already next to Quetzal: 
 
      
 
    “Will you explain what for, Renato? Or rather, why?” 
 
      
 
    “The whole thing was too messed up, Guy,” Quetzal said calmly. “I couldn’t go against the others, but for myself I decided to protect the kid, and let the chips fall where they may. I couldn’t watch a crowd of people who think themselves worthy of imitation act that way — just kill a defenseless kid. Like a pack of jackals! It’s pathetic, dishonorable! The viewers gave him plenty of debuffs as it was, enough that he had no chance at all. How much do we have to humiliate him? Enough is enough!” And the next words he enunciated to hammer the point home: “This. Was. Dishonorable.” 
 
      
 
    Renato looked at me. I nodded my acknowledgment to him and he closed his eyes for an instant. In the meantime, Octius spoke excitedly: 
 
      
 
    “How entertaining! After all your direct conflicts with Alex, including the very first, at registration, the viewers couldn’t possibly have thought it was you, Renato! But all one had to do was think logically! Who could have used an ability like that, and at such low levels, on only the third day of the Games? Only someone with a best player’s reward! It couldn’t have been Tissa — we know what she got — and so, who remains? Roman the troll and Quetzal the titan! All very simple, ladies and gentlemen!” 
 
      
 
    At the end, Octius examined a few other less important events, such as Roman’s reflected curse, for which the troll got it in the neck from Destiny Windsor. Even I didn’t like hearing what she had to say about the curser. Then the gamesmaster reviewed the moment when the hobbit Dave and the dryad Michelle helped me, but it remained unclear who had put up the shields. Nobody made any admissions. 
 
      
 
    “I couldn’t not help,” said the dryad, who had turned out not only to be a singer, but also a healer. “It isn’t about Scyth, I don’t even like him. But I’m a simple girl — I see someone hurt, I heal them. I want to sing, I sing…” 
 
      
 
    “What did your group say?” Octius asked. 
 
      
 
    “The group can shove its opinion up its ass. I saved them and even got knocked out of the Games thanks to those clumsy assholes!” The girl’s gentle voice contrasted sharply with her manner of speech. 
 
      
 
    “I just wanted to fight that awful woman,” Dave said, pointing at Destiny. “I don’t give a damn who I fight, she was just the closest!” 
 
      
 
    Meister was named the best player of the third day, and I had to agree that he deserved it. 
 
      
 
    “According to our viewers, the worst player of the day is…” Octius smiled, cast a fleeting glance at me. “Joker the engineer! He found himself in the spotlight when he tried to blow up Scyth and succeeded only in detonating his own raid!” 
 
      
 
    Really? Had the viewers finally seen the light, or was Snowstorm afraid of the online uproar? Whatever the case, tomorrow I would have a chance… Although… If the Aegis remained active, I could take the opportunity to level up my spirit as much as I needed! And nobody could hurt me, not even the demon! 
 
      
 
    When the show ended, I stayed at the table instead of hurrying back to my room. The journalists had plenty of victims without me: the players eaten by the demon; Kharmo’Lav; Meister; Quetzal and Marcus, who had fallen out and fractured the leading group in the process; the Modus members with their treacherous betrayal, Anna and Hellfish… Even Kimberley. The dwarf girl who had landed on the tip of my icy shield got her share of attention after the highlights, becoming a hero of memes, and was now happily giving comments. 
 
      
 
    As for me, despite all that had happened, I felt a rush of excitement, albeit restrained. Today, for the first time since I got to the Games, I realized I wasn’t alone. Modus, the Travelers and Anna were on my side. Quetzal’s group weren’t quite allies, but they weren’t quite enemies either. And then Michelle, Dave, the mysterious benefactors who covered me with shields. Maybe it was worth changing my strategy? 
 
      
 
    It was time to socialize. Talk. Find out who I could rely on and who to join forces with. Kerry was right when she gave me that sage advice. Where was she, anyway? 
 
      
 
    Speak of the devil. She showed up as soon as I thought of her. The defense droids rolled in behind her. 
 
      
 
    “Alex!” she said, her face beaming. “Behold! Before you stands a new Kerry Hunter, not the old one you knew. That Kerry was boring and unwealthy…” 
 
      
 
    “Where’ve you been, Hunter?” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, sorry, sorry!” She leaned down and kissed me on the cheek. She smelled of wine. 
 
      
 
    “Been celebrating something?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll say! But ssshhh!” Kerry put a finger to her lips and whispered: “Keep it between us, yeah? This morning I bet my month’s salary that you’d last the day! With things the way they were this morning, literally EVERYONE bet against me! All the assistants! I’m a rich girl now!” 
 
      
 
    Her outlandish gesticulations were starting to draw attention. Some security guards whispered something to each other, then started toward us. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, Kerry, time to go. You can tell me all about it later.” 
 
      
 
    “We goin’ to the media center?” 
 
      
 
    “Uh-huh,” I said, deciding to selfishly take advantage of her condition. “But first, help me contact my friends. You can do that, right? For me.” 
 
      
 
    “Nah, I can’t,” Kerry answered, her voice more sober now. “You can’t talk to the outside world, Alex.” 
 
      
 
    “Damn, shame…” 
 
      
 
    I found Hellfish in the media center. One of the leaders of the Travelers was telling the reporters that the group made their decision to help me the previous day. Supposedly neither Horvac nor Hinterleaf had given any such instructions. After all, despite the alliance of their clans and the Awoken, there could still only be one winner, and helping Scyth could threaten Hellfish’s group. 
 
      
 
    “That’s all for now,” someone said quietly behind me. I turned and saw Kara. The mage who had protected me with Iceblock shrugged: “Sorry, but you’re on your own from here. We have to get as high as we can on the leaderboard, that’s our orders from the top. The Games give a serious boost to the clan rankings. If we babysit you, we’ll be cut out. There are too few of us. Our progress is going to slow down tomorrow as it is. They’re not going to forgive us so easy. No hard feelings, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Every man for himself, and the demon take the hindmost,” I said, repeating something I’d heard Uncle Nick say once. “Thanks for today.” 
 
      
 
    I’d celebrated too soon… Kerry didn’t give me time to finish the thought before dragging me off for question time. That said, the journalists tortured me only for a few minutes, mostly asking what I felt when I was unexpectedly saved. 
 
      
 
    After the interview, we went up to my room. 
 
      
 
    “Can I use your bathroom, Alex?” Kerry asked. “I’m bursting!” 
 
      
 
    “Sure…” 
 
      
 
    Before I knew what was happening, she grabbed me and pulled me after her. 
 
      
 
    “Who do you want to contact? What do you need to know? Need to send a message? Tell me quick!” 
 
      
 
    I gave her the contact details Yoshi had given me. Our techie had made me learn it by heart — an untrackable proxy comm that would redirect the caller to our base. 
 
      
 
    “Talk to Ed Rodriguez and Hung Lee.” 
 
      
 
    “Friends of yours?” Kerry asked. 
 
      
 
    “I really hope so. Best if you talk to Ed, if you can, it’s his subject. We need a list of legendaries and artifacts for jewelers that we have in the clan or the ASS!” 
 
      
 
    “In the ass?” Kerry giggled. “Oh, the goblins, got it. Consider it done. Now step outside, I really do need to pee. Or stay if you want, I don’t care…” 
 
      
 
    I fled the bathroom, spurred on by her laughter. 
 
      
 
    Once my assistant left, I started reading the top comments of the day online. The very first one made me smile: 
 
      
 
    Bosun | +17.32m | 2 hours ago 
 
      
 
    Congratulations to everyone who supported my ultimatum yesterday! We won, guys! Snowstorm backed off! Now is the perfect time to give Scyth a chance. How about we vote him the best player of the day? No matter how he plays tomorrow, let’s vote for him to reward his sick performance so far! Well, who’s with me? 
 
      
 
    Scyth, son, if you’re reading this, mom says hi! 
 
      
 
    The other comments centered more around what Quetzal had done, the split between him and Marcus, the perspectives of Hellfish’s group… But the demon came to dominate all discussions. A multitude of mythology buffs and satanists came to the fore, advancing their opinions on which high demon we were dealing with. Diablo? Lucius? Belial? It definitely wasn’t Azmodan; his arm simply wouldn’t have fit through the gap in the gates. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t waste any time on empty guesswork. I took out a few sheets of paper and a pen and started drawing. The path of the solo player is tortuous, but Behemoth taught me that the best allies are made from old enemies. The kind that know what you’re capable of, and respect you for it. But first of all, I had to figure out who wasn’t my enemy. 
 
      
 
    I opened the day’s highlight reel on Disgardium Daily. It was commentated by Dariush Kovalski, whose voice I remembered from the Arena final. Then I started to match up the shields that had been placed on me with the classes of the contestants, using Occam’s razor to discard the impossible options. 
 
      
 
    An hour later I had a list of potential allies. 
 
      
 
    Once done with that, I started writing down rosters of the groups that had formed. I traced the lines, and if I couldn’t remember something, I checked the holorecordings. In the end, all arrows pointed to five contestants that had influence on the others. Destiny was out. Quetzal and Hellfish weren’t my enemies. The only ones left were Marcus Jansson and Joseph Rosenthal, Marcus and Meister… 
 
      
 
    The hardest thing is to convince enemies that they’re better off being your friends. My persuasion skills might not have been the best in real life, but a certain gangster from the last century used to say that a kind word and a good gun worked better than just a kind word. 
 
      
 
    I could find words, and interesting artifacts, and I already had a ‘gun.’ Several, even: Sharkon, the Montosaurus, Storm and a few powerful abilities like Wheel of Fortune. 
 
      
 
    Incidentally, it seemed the AI who had described the stats to me was right. Luck didn’t seem to do a damn thing here. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 13. Under The Dome 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    IN THE MORNING, I nearly overslept and missed the start of the game session in the Cursed Chasm. And all because I put my hopes in Kerry and didn’t set an alarm in my room. Actually, the alarm was set, but I switched it off because I’d stayed up all night until morning working on my plans. Kerry didn’t come to get me up after I nodded off. 
 
      
 
    The night before, after leaving me in my room, she let slip that she was planning to celebrate her winnings with some girlfriends. Guess she had a good time, I thought, cleaning my teeth furiously. There was no chance of breakfast; I only had just enough time to get ready and run to the immersion zone. My only snack was a Healthy Fuel energy bar I grabbed at the minibar. It was basically just UNB pressed into a bar and covered in chocolate, but a little tastier. Theoretically, it contained everything the body needs. In practice, you’d kick the bucket in a couple of months if you ate nothing else. 
 
      
 
    As I walked quickly down the corridor, I tried to contact Kerry, but her comm was in do-not-disturb mode. Fine. I didn’t need her that much anyway, it was just strange. Wasn’t it her job to be with me at all times? 
 
      
 
    Anyway, I was still angry that she forgot to wake me up! Or didn’t think she had to? Either way, it was unprofessional. I had big plans for the morning! My plans of last night all depended on whether I could… Nether, now I’d have to put it all off until the evening. 
 
      
 
    Today I didn’t drop my eyes — I looked right into the faces of the other contestants, trying to figure out which of them were my secret allies. I even said hello to a few, but abandoned that after nobody answered me back. Michelle, who played a dryad in Dis, just looked away when we met. Only old Joseph nodded when we passed each other in the immersion zone. I wanted to talk to him alone and I headed toward him, but Meister acted as if he didn’t notice, sped his feet and smiled to someone else: 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, my dear! Slept well?” 
 
      
 
    He got a vaguely muttered response. Generally, as I walked through the immersion zone, I felt that something imperceptible had changed. If in the first days everyone was upbeat, joking and talking, now… Most of the players walked in concentrated silence, like our miners on their way to a shift. 
 
      
 
    When I reached my capsule, I tried to call Kerry again. No answer. I shrugged and put her out of my mind — this was the first time in four days that I’d be playing without penalties. I had to get the maximum possible use out of it. 
 
      
 
    I appeared on the floor of the Pitfall and waited for my eyes to adjust to the gloom and for Night Vision to activate, then looked around. 
 
      
 
    My first thought was that I had to get out of there as fast as my Flight could carry me. The viewers had given me a chance to play without penalties, and my most important job for the day was to kill at least one mob, or better yet, get a level or two. I even discarded the idea of leveling up Meditation at the bottom of the Pitfall. No matter how important my max spirit was, I’d disappoint the public if I sat there all day, and then they’d make me the worst player again. Then the debuffs might rip away any chance I had of winning… 
 
      
 
    My thoughts broke off when I felt a sudden heat on my forehead, as if a white-hot tentacle was trying to crawl inside my skull. I looked at the open gates. An eye flashed in the blackness like the mouth of a volcano spewing lava, then a rumble came from within: 
 
      
 
    “The barrier cleansed you of their marks, mortal, but you cannot fool me! Have they returned?” 
 
      
 
    I felt an overwhelming urge to answer, to talk to him. I felt comfortable and cozy, as if I wasn’t on the floor of the Pitfall in the Cursed Chasm, a chunk of land torn off reality itself and demonically melded with a fragment of the Inferno, but sitting in a tavern with my friends at the end of a beautiful day. Talking, joking, sharing in successes and drinking ale. As if it wasn’t a demon, but Bomber or Crawler asking whether the Sleeping Gods had returned. My desire to divulge everything I knew was so strong that I opened my mouth even before I knew exactly what I wanted to say. 
 
      
 
    “They never went anywhere! They exist and always will, unlike us. We’re just their dream, after all!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, my… what a familiar speech!” the demon growled. I couldn’t see his face, but I could hear the grin in his voice. “But that is not what I asked! Have the Sleepers found a new incarnation? Not all at once, certainly, otherwise it would already be known in the Underworld. Just one, then? Leviathan? The sea rovers respected him. I doubt the New Gods have brainwashed them. Or Kingu? That one knew how to hide…” His voice took on an oily tone. “So who is it, mortal?” 
 
      
 
    Everything I knew about demons shouted at me: say nothing! I opened my mouth to answer, but immediately forced my teeth closed again. It was clear what he was trying to do. He wanted to get me talking and then lure me out from beneath the dome. Another idea came to mind: since I had to sit here and not become the hero of the day, I could at least try to give the viewers something new. 
 
      
 
    “First you tell me your name!” 
 
      
 
    In the first instant, I thought an earthquake had begun: the earth beneath my feet trembled and began to move in waves, stones fell from the walls and the gates flew off their hinges. But it turned out it was only the demon’s laughter. 
 
      
 
    “You are either a naive fool or a clever intruder, mortal! A-ha-ha-ha! Tell you my name? Perhaps I should just let you put a slave collar on me? Or draw you a Subjugation Pentagram? A-ha-ha-ha!” 
 
      
 
    Was he screwing around? I could just check it in the interface! As if hearing my thoughts, the demon spoke again: 
 
      
 
    “I will not tell you my real name. The mortals called me Abaddon. Call me that, if you wish to know who will be devouring your soul. Your turn! Which of the Sleeping Gods has returned to Disgardium?” 
 
      
 
    “Kingu,” I lied. 
 
      
 
    “Liar…” the demon grumbled in displeasure. “Behemoth, then? Never mind. I will find out when I taste your flesh. Everything that you know will pass to me… Still, though…” An already familiar squelching noise floated out of the gap. “The Sleepers have marked you! Your soul must not be as weak as it seems from here… Scyth!” 
 
      
 
    The demon of floor 666 had apparently eaten enough souls to become stronger, mightier. The two scaly arms of Abaddon, whose curse I had carried yesterday, shot out of the gate at the same time and covered the Aegis. It was like I was underground, in darkness. Heat emanated from the demon’s hands and they pulsed with a barely visible reddish light. Their monstrous black nails flashed metallically, pressing into the shield and raking across it. 
 
      
 
    Seriously? There was nothing I could do but stay there beneath the dome. Now there was no way I could escape! 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Abaddon! How about you pull your hands away? I’ll take my chance to fly away, and you’ll get yours to eat me!” 
 
      
 
    “The self-confidence of a dung beetle!” the demon laughed. His voice was dulled beneath the dome and the huge hands covering it. “Do you think the Aegis will protect you? Its invincibility is greatly exaggerated, mortal! By those for whom a moment in a thousand years is an eternity!” 
 
      
 
    “Sure…” I murmured. “And you don’t even exist! You’re just the product of the sick imagination of game designers!” 
 
      
 
    This demon was an idiot after all. What was he going to do, argue with the game mechanics? 
 
      
 
    Crack! I suddenly heard above my head. What the..?! A tiny break ran across the surface of the forcefield dome, then closed up again. 
 
      
 
    I read the shield’s description and swore. 
 
      
 
    Aegis 
 
      
 
    You are protected by an Aegis, a perfect shield that absorbs all but demonic damage. The Aegis does not expire, but the shield will disappear if you move beyond its edge! 
 
      
 
    Durability: 99.96%. 
 
      
 
    That part about the demonic damage had only just appeared! It definitely wasn’t there yesterday! Damn… I took a couple of deep breaths in and out, cleared my mind. It was time to start calculating. 
 
      
 
    The durability numbers had changed: 99.95%. It took five to six seconds to drop by one hundredth of a percent. That meant that Abaddon would take the Aegis down to below half health by the end of the day. But what then? 
 
      
 
    Wait! The demon, or rather his arms, were within strike range! The boss was at least level 666! I could level up Unarmed Combat! 
 
      
 
    Smack… My fist got stuck in the thick invisible jelly of the dome. The idea fell flat along with my excitement as soon as I tried to strike with Hammerfist. Apparently, the Aegis worked in both directions. I swore in disappointment, imagining the imba character I could have made if it had worked. 
 
      
 
    I’d have to return to my initial plan: increase my total spirit by leveling up Meditation. The shield would last a day, but tomorrow… There was nothing left to do but level up spirit and try to escape tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    I sat down in lotus pose, half-closed my eyes, listened to myself, took a deep breath in and out, then another, and another, until my inner sight saw the core and channels of my spirit. 
 
      
 
    The scratching claws, the waves of pulsating heat, the fiery shimmer emanating from those demonic hands… I felt like a captive on a prison shuttle with the alarm activated. Not the best environment to meditate in, but the sounds, light and temperature changed rhythmically, and I fell into a trance fairly quickly. The more time I spent in that condition, the less I noticed what was going on around me. My interface paled, then disappeared entirely. My heartbeat slowed even in my real body. At some point, I stopped feeling the heat, seeing the shimmer… it was as if my conscious mind dissolved. 
 
      
 
    For a fraction of a second, one of the demon’s hands disappeared, grabbing a screeching contestant as they fell, then came back to cover up the dome again. For an instant thought I saw fiery lava pouring from the poor soul’s body, but I didn’t get distracted and look closer. 
 
      
 
    That was the only thing that nearly interrupted my trance. The demon no longer spoke to me, and I didn’t object. And that’s how I spent the rest of the day, meditating and watching the flows of spirit along the broadening channels of my soul. The core within me also seemed to have grown. My trance was interrupted when a message popped up that I couldn’t ignore: 
 
      
 
    Contestant! The fourth day of the Demonic Games nears its end! 
 
      
 
    To avoid character death, it is recommended that you leave enemy territory. 
 
      
 
    Leaving Cursed Chasm in: 09:59… 09:58… 
 
      
 
    The first thing I checked was the condition of the Aegis, still pressed beneath the demon’s claws. The shield was holding, but its durability was only a little above 30% — lower than I’d hoped. 
 
      
 
    But the logs had a pleasant surprise for me. It looked like uninterrupted meditation had a compounding effect! 
 
      
 
    The last line of skill logs showed: 
 
      
 
    Meditation level increased: +1. Current level: 15. 
 
      
 
    By meditating, you now speed up your spirit restoration by 40%. 
 
      
 
    Spirit: +150. Total: 1,290. 
 
      
 
    Eleven seconds of Clarity! Another ten points of spirit and it would be twelve! Stay calm, Alex, stay calm… Thrill and excitement surged through me, demanding immediate action. I looked closer at the durability numbers for Aegis — now Abaddon was removing not 0.01%, but twice that. And that begged the question: would the demon continue to break the dome after I logged out? If so, then tomorrow, Scyth would die in the first few seconds. 
 
      
 
    I had just under ten minutes to solve this tortuous dilemma: to do nothing and log out, or to try to escape from beneath the dome. Both options had their risks. But at least today I didn’t have any penalties… 
 
      
 
    Clarity! 
 
      
 
    My vision changed. My heart started thundering like a machine gun, my veins expanded, my lungs couldn’t get enough air… I sped up by a factor of ten, if my calculations were right. 
 
      
 
    Flight! 
 
      
 
    Breaking through the veil of the shield, I rocketed upwards with my arms raised and pushed back the demonic hand covering the dome by a couple of feet. The resistance from the Aegis ended as soon as I crossed its edge. 
 
      
 
    An ordinary thump with my fist activated Surprise — I was counting on that perk to knock the demon off his feet. A following Hammerfist pushed Abaddon’s hand back far enough to open a gap I could escape through. An instant before I collided with the demon’s arm, shimmering Rindzin’s Ghostly Claw extended from my fist. 
 
      
 
    You dealt critical damage to Abaddon the Destroyer: 520 (14,060 absorbed)! 
 
      
 
    Health: 666,666,146 / 666,666,666. 
 
      
 
    Unarmed Combat level increased: +18. Current level: 25. 
 
      
 
    Accuracy and damage of strikes dealt without a weapon increased by 130%. 
 
      
 
    Hammerfist improved: +1. 
 
      
 
    Deals 1,350% of standard damage. Ignores 24% of armor. 
 
      
 
    The demon’s elongated hands began to move back, returning to their master, but even with their lightning-fast speed, they were too slow. I doubted Abaddon was afraid; it was probably the effect of Surprise knocking him off his feet, and right now he was falling to his back. 
 
      
 
    I looked at the logs, reading and analyzing what as happening while my arms worked tirelessly, dealing strike after strike. I even opened my mouth for a moment to emit a preventive Ghastly Howl. Who knew, maybe it would work? 
 
      
 
    Before even a single second passed in Clarity, my Unarmed Combat was already at first rank, although I was still at level 1! A mechanic of the Demonic Games? Either way, the skill’s development path seemed to auto-select, matching the one I’d chosen in greater Dis. Considering the lack of penalties, Path of Justice would be useless here, but the developers had taken that into account and changed the mechanics: 
 
      
 
    Path of Justice 
 
      
 
    Choosing the Path of Justice doubles the effectiveness of all your skill’s combat moves. 
 
      
 
    My Hammerfist was now Crushing, and fully ignored armor, dealing more damage, although it was still mostly cut down by the demon’s defense. His arms, which had previously been glowing red, began to blaze up. 
 
      
 
    To reach the second rank of Unarmed Combat, I had to deal far more blows. The system put me on the Path of Spirit, returning my protectors: my beast protector the owl, and my element — air. I had Stunning Kick, Fast Combo and Storm Fists had back in my arsenal, though I had no time to set them up. All my moves became Spirit moves, and now I could hit at range again, but I had to preserve my precious spirit points. So I redoubled my efforts and tried to stay close to the demon’s arms as they slowly withdrew into the opening. 
 
      
 
    Better and more useful to take no risk at all! When that bright idea dawned on me, I switched to Storm Fists — an aerial move that turned my normal strikes into Hammerfists! And in Clarity, they dealt twice as much damage! 
 
      
 
    By the tenth second of my accelerated movement, I’d used almost ninety Hammerfists strengthened by Rindzin’s Ghostly Talon, and struck thirty times with Storm Fists. In the meantime, Abaddon was still falling somewhere in the depths of his cavern, his arms drawing back in. The demon had lost almost three million health, and I was already halfway to the gates, with one second of superspeed left to make my escape. 
 
      
 
    I glanced at the logs, then at the Clarity timer, which showed… 
 
      
 
    What the..?! 
 
      
 
    I had… 64 seconds left, not one?! 
 
      
 
    Unarmed Combat level increased: +3. Current level: 63 (rank II). 
 
      
 
    Accuracy and damage of strikes dealt without a weapon increased by 820%. 
 
      
 
    Spirit: +300. Total: 7,590. 
 
      
 
    I roared in triumph and changed my mind about leaving, but when I looked back at my target, I went cold — the hands weren’t just shimmering anymore. The demon’s arms had filled with blinding light and seemed about to explode at any moment. As if in slow motion, I was seeing the beginning of a nuclear explosion, the point from which a deathly heat was about to blast out in all directions. 
 
      
 
    After a second’s hesitation — Abaddon made the perfect training dummy and I would have gladly taken advantage of him for longer — I decided not to risk it and to get as far away as I could from the Pitfall. That’s just what I did, tearing off away from the gates and upwards. The walls flashed by, blurring into a single glowing point. 
 
      
 
    I froze high up in the sky and only then slowed back down. I suddenly felt sick, and my head started pounding like it had been broken open by an axe. The effect of long Clarity? The world swam before my eyes, my vision doubled, then tripled and started spinning like a carousel. I barely managed to focus my vision. With a dim eye, I saw a fiery blaze explode upwards from the Pitfall. A moment later, the boom of the explosion hit my ears. 
 
      
 
    Deciding not to leave my character in mid-air, I flew off to find shelter in the forest. Even the Sleeper couldn’t say what tricks Snowstorm would brew up against me next, after seeing my fight with Abaddon. They might remove my skills, and then Scyth would fall without Flight, knocking me out of the Demonic Games. 
 
      
 
    Finding a spot in a forest glade surrounded by dead trees and strange, thorny bushes, where there were no NPCs or players, I calmed down and used the final minutes of the game day to review what I’d achieved: 
 
      
 
    Unarmed Combat (rank II): 63. 
 
      
 
    Stoneskin: 6. 
 
      
 
    Meditation: 15. 
 
      
 
    Night Vision (rank I): 18. 
 
      
 
    Resilience: 42. 
 
      
 
    Ghastly Howl: 37. 
 
      
 
    Imitation: 9. 
 
      
 
    Lethargy: 3. 
 
      
 
    Liberation: 2. 
 
      
 
    Rank one of Night Vision was a nice surprise — I must have missed that during my trance… 
 
      
 
    “Well, well, well… Look who’s here!” 
 
      
 
    The bushes parted and two players walked out: Phobos, a level 21 orc warrior, and Smoothie, a level 19 dark elf mage. 
 
      
 
    I braced myself, preparing for battle. I could take the duo out in a flash with Clarity, but my head was still splitting and I almost had no spirit left. If they’d wanted to attack, they could have caught me unawares. Anyway, what could you do in fifteen seconds before the game ended? 
 
      
 
    “Scyth, wow…” the elf girl said, standing a respectful distance away. “Turns out you don’t look so bad, you know. Handsome!” 
 
      
 
    Her eyes flitted back and forth, she danced impatiently on the spot and kept looking over my shoulder. I suddenly got a bad feeling and took off into the air half an instant before the vampire rogue Riker attacked from behind. Thanks for the bad acting, Smoothie! 
 
      
 
    Flight! I flew up a few feet, but the elf girl had great reaction speed: she waved her arms, spread her fingers and two silvery flashes whipped toward me. Before I could activate Clarity, she unfolded a dome of shimmering transparent netting over me, which instantly stuck to my body, binding my movements. 
 
      
 
    Ephemeral Web of Pacification 
 
      
 
    You are immobilized for 30 seconds or until the web is destroyed, and you lose 14 health per second. Ability cast speed reduced by 50%. 
 
      
 
    Attention — the web is invulnerable to physical damage! 
 
      
 
    Unlike the girl, my reaction speed was terrible; it was like someone had slowed down time specially for me. It was probably a side effect of spending such a long time in Clarity — my perception of space and time was distorted. 
 
      
 
    My Ghastly Howl emitted as a reflex sounded unconvincing and didn’t affect any of them — either because my slowed state corrupted the ability or because the gankers were far above my level. 
 
      
 
    Now falling and covered by the Web, I activated Clarity, but it didn’t even switch on, although my spirit had had time to recover a little. Panicking, I tried to pull away, but I couldn’t even move. Grinning with satisfaction, the orc waved his sword and ran straight at me. 
 
      
 
    How dumb could I be?! To escape from Abaddon himself only to get caught like this! 
 
      
 
    Then, finally, Clarity activated. The orc stopped two paces away. Or rather, he didn’t stop, he slowed. It was as if he was stuck in thickening space, and overcoming the resistance demanded enormous effort. The shield in his offhand slowly melted away, replaced by a trident. 
 
      
 
    The Web began to move, slowly pushing me down, pressing into my body. And that was in Clarity! That meant if time had continued flowing normally, then I would have been turned into mincemeat in a second. I tried to fly away again, saw it was useless and then suddenly remembered my new skills. Maybe I couldn’t wrench myself away or hit the web, but what about this? 
 
      
 
    Spirit-Crushing Hammerfist of Justice! 
 
      
 
    I dealt the blow from inside the web. The ability mechanic worked: a phantom fist imprinted on the Ephemeral Web of Pacification as if forcing its way through a thick film, sending scarlet flashes leaping across the fine threads of the net and taking away half its durability. I had to hit it three times. The spirit-strengthened strikes spent my supply of the resource, and when the Web fell off me, I only had one more second of Clarity left. 
 
      
 
    Windmilling my arms, I ran straight at the most dangerous target, the rogue… And didn’t make it. My acceleration ended and the comedown afterwards slowed my perception of time; I started to slow again as if moving through sludge, my movements turning predictable. 
 
      
 
    Riker dodged the fist aimed at his face, slipped behind me and attacked. My back exploded in pain and I flew through the air, and the orc’s gigantic trident pinned me to the ground face-down. My life fell to half, and the bar kept going down. 
 
      
 
    “Cut his head off, Phobos!” the elf girl shouted. 
 
      
 
    Clenching my teeth, I twisted and pulled the trident from the small of my back, watching with my peripheral vision as the mage girl shot pale white threads toward me. To my right, Riker drew back both his arms, daggers in hand, planning to hit me crosswise, and to my left Phobos waved his sword. 
 
      
 
    Rolling toward the orc, I dodged the vampire’s attack and caught the sword on the trident. The white tentacle launched by the elf girl froze right in front of my face, and at that moment… 
 
      
 
    The fourth day of the Demonic Games is over! 
 
      
 
    The message imprinted on my eyes and was still fading when I found myself back in the real world. The intragel drained away. I expected to see Kerry, rumpled after yesterday’s celebrations, but instead of her, an unfamiliar man around forty stood there. His narrow, elongated face reminded me of a rat. His white hair was slicked back, baring a sloping forehead. 
 
      
 
    “Good evening, Mr. Sheppard. My name is Donald. I am your new temporary assistant. Though not for long.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey… Uhm… Where’s Kerry?” 
 
      
 
    “Miss Hunter no longer works with us. As for you, I will inform you, unofficially for now, that you are to be disqualified for breaking the rules of your contract.” 
 
      
 
    “Breaking the rules?! How?!” 
 
      
 
    Unembarrassed by my nudity, I climbed out of the capsule and advanced on the smug man. Adrenalin still coursed through my blood, both from Abaddon and from my lucky rescue, and now this news! 
 
      
 
    “Did you familiarize yourself carefully with the contract?” Donald asked venomously. “No contact with the outside world is allowed. It is seen as an attempt to gain an advantage in the Demonic Games through non-game methods. Accordingly, that is what Miss Hunter was fired for. After all, it was through her that you tried to contact your friends, yes?” 
 
      
 
    Blood rushed to my face and my dry throat closed up. When I tried to clear it, it felt as if full of sand. The injustice of the accusation made me so angry that I couldn’t help myself; I clenched my fists and raised my arm. All my emotions were aimed right at that self-satisfied rat face. 
 
      
 
    “Calm yourself, Mr. Sheppard, calm yourself. This is not my decision. Please get dressed. Octius will announce your disqualification after dinner.” 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t get enough air. I watched Donald go, waited until I was alone, then slid down the wall of my capsule to the floor. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    Interlude 1. Guy Barron 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    AS A CHILD, Guy Barron Octius had always hated both his first name and his middle name. Both Guy and Barron just rubbed him the wrong way, and he demanded that he be called simply Octi. However, once he grew up, he changed his mind, and Octi became a thing of the past. 
 
      
 
    Half a century had gone by since he became Mr. Octius. His childhood nickname was long forgotten, as nobody used it anymore. Nobody but one person. 
 
      
 
    Mr. Guy Barron Octius was a solid, gray-bearded man who didn’t dye his gray hairs, use rejuvenating face cream or try to hide his huge beer gut… His wife of sixty looked like a thirty-year-old track-and-field champion who could run a two-hundred-yard race at any moment, and her husband’s appearance annoyed her endlessly. At first she tried to make her spouse change his ways, but in the end she got tired of fighting and gave up. This is my image, Sylvia, and it’s the one I’m comfortable with, Octius explained to her, and she accepted it eventually. She could argue with her husband about anything else, but not work. Fearing for his health, Sylvia insisted only that her husband not skip those procedures that purified and rejuvenated the body. 
 
      
 
    Guy Barron ended up at Snowstorm by accident. In his mid-fifties, he produced the Robot Gladiator Superleague, and also commentated its battles. At that time the league was flourishing, but under constant pressure from the community to ban robot duels. The UN had already drawn up laws for robotic rights, and Octius knew it was time to move on. 
 
      
 
    The offer from Snowstorm came at the perfect time. The company’s founding fathers, still not household names back then, invited him to a private island in the North Sea. Truthfully, they should have been called ‘fathers and mother,’ since there was a woman among them. 
 
      
 
    Octius didn’t agree right away. The Snowstorm company of that day wasn’t much like the corporation of today. It was only just starting to pick up speed, although there was already talk of their revolutionary game. After the Third World War, people didn’t have much use for entertainment. Captivating robot gladiator battles were one thing — that was simple and understandable entertainment, fun for the lower and upper classes alike. A virtual world with full immersion was something else entirely. Back then, it was seen as a thing of fantasy, and sounded more like a marketing gimmick than something real. Virtual reality suits were already in use, but nobody forgot for a second that they were in a game. The characters repeated the motions of the real body, and perfectly realistic graphics were still a thing of theory… 
 
      
 
    When he arrived at the island, Guy Barron shivered and regretted turning up. A gust of northern wind hit him in the face, burning his cheeks with frost. Sure, Snowstorm promised mountains of gold, but what were promises worth? The project might take off, or it might die. And if Disgardium didn’t live up to the hopes placed on it, if the game failed, his contract with Snowstorm would be over before it began. And what then? Snowstorm demanded exclusivity — if he signed their contract, Octius would be cut off from all his other projects. 
 
      
 
    In fact, he had agreed to hear out the company’s founders not for the money, but more out of curiosity. 
 
      
 
    A swarthy young man met Octius by the landing pad. He introduced himself as Kiran Jackson. Everyone knows Jackson now, but in those days he was just an assistant to one of the founding fathers. All five were still living, back then. 
 
      
 
    The interested parties met in a humble two-story house. Kiran said he worked for Mr. Anderson. The assistant led Octius to his boss’s office, then quietly left. 
 
      
 
    Four men and a woman sat waiting for their guest in a spacious room. They looked young. Guy Barron would have guessed their age at no older than thirty. 
 
      
 
    The house’s owner, a sturdy man of average height, stood up first to greet him and introduced himself: 
 
      
 
    “Mike Anderson. Thanks for agreeing to meet with us, Mr. Octius.” 
 
      
 
    “Just Octi, Mr. Anderson,” Guy said, smiling and shaking the man’s strong outstretched arm, thinking to himself: how welcoming these people are that I suddenly remembered my childhood nickname… 
 
      
 
    “In that case, go ahead and call me Mike,” Anderson answered. 
 
      
 
    The others rose behind Anderson. They introduced themselves: 
 
      
 
    “Iovana,” the blonde woman said, offering her hand. Octius kissed it with pleasure. 
 
      
 
    “Ola,” the stocky black man nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Manuel,” said a big man of Latin-American origin who looked the oldest in the company. 
 
      
 
    “Vyacheslav,” a gray-haired athletic man with a beard rumbled. “But call me Slava.” 
 
      
 
    Only after the meeting did Octius make inquiries and learn that these people weren’t thirty, they were already past fifty and had achieved recognition, but they stayed in the background, avoided publicity. 
 
      
 
    The house’s owner, Mike Anderson, founded a company specializing in VR games in his twenties. Manuel Fuentes and Vyacheslav Zaitsev joined him a year later, and with their arrival the company’s business started booming. Ola Afelobi, the greatest mathematician of the modern age, solved all six unsolved Millennium Prize Problems and then, with top job offers from the largest corporations, for some reason decided to work at Mike’s humble company. The last in the team of founding fathers was Iovana Savic, who, some time later, had won a Nobel Prize for discovering the ability to transfer human consciousness. But only the ability — its implementation had remained an unsolved problem to that day. 
 
      
 
    They had been working on the project for over twenty years, and had started by founding the Snowstorm company specially for Disgardium in the thirties. They hired the best game designers, programmers, virtual reality capsule engineers… 
 
      
 
    Iovana Savic held a leading role at Snowstorm. It was thanks to her efforts that the latest generation of capsules had begun to interact directly with the brain, with the universal communicator of Intragel, developed by the Savic-Afelobi scientific group — Ola had also had a hand in the breakthrough technology of total immersion. 
 
      
 
    But this was the first time Octius had ever met these people. He knew nothing of those achievements, so he was surprised by their ambitious plans, and even laughed to himself. Their schemes seemed naive and utopian. 
 
      
 
    “The world is on the brink of a collapse, Octi,” Iovana said, once they were seated on the sofas and chairs around snack-laden table. “And not just one.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry?” 
 
      
 
    “Iovana means to say that if nothing changes, civilization will collapse in 2066,” Vyacheslav clarified. “Humanity will be set back not just to the dark ages, but all the way to the stone age.” 
 
      
 
    “Are we to become savages?” Octius imitated an Indian war face and beat his fists against his chest. “Sorry, but that’s nonsense. And why 2066 exactly? Why so precise? Did the Mayan calendar predict it? Those guys already missed their chance in 2012!” 
 
      
 
    Nobody seemed to notice his mocking tone. Calm, serious faces, without a smile in sight. They’re looking at me like I’m a child, Octius thought in annoyance, truly feeling like one. 
 
      
 
    “We have a very serious mathematical model,” Ola said kindly. It was the kind of tone a teacher used when explaining hard truths to a disenchanted schoolchild. “The accuracy of the prediction is nearly one hundred percent. The citizenship category system introduced by the world government is something we developed. It isn’t perfect, but without it, the planet would have been plunged into nuclear winter three years ago. The Disgardium project is the next stage of a plan that pursues one single goal: to prevent irreversible global catastrophe.” 
 
      
 
    “Did I hear you correctly? A computer game is humanity’s only chance of survival?” 
 
      
 
    “Precisely, Octie!” Manuel answered sharply. “And it’s no game, it’s a full-immersion world.” 
 
      
 
    “Some numbers,” Ola interjected smoothly. Octius began to get the impression that this group had all their roles worked out and had already said all this dozens of times to all kinds of people. “A third of the population of the planet are non-citizens. Thanks to the complete robotization of production and services, unemployment among citizens will soon exceed 40%. Where will those people go after they lose their citizenship status? Six to seven billion people will be on the garbage heap of society, alongside their dreams. Do you think they’ll just accept that?” 
 
      
 
    “Why wouldn’t they celebrate being fed and housed?” Octius answered, but it was clear by the reaction from the others that he was mistaken, and he faltered. The people he spoke to now clearly did not share the prevailing feeling of the citizenry, which at that time believed that non-citizens had it quite good, sponging off the taxpayer. “Is that not so? They’re no good to anyone, they’re like parasites. Take them away, send them to some other planet and we’ll have more space here!” 
 
      
 
    “They’re people, Octi,” Mike answered gently. “Not everyone wins the genetic lottery. Some have birth defects, some have insufficient intellectual capability or low attractiveness, but is that really their fault?” 
 
      
 
    “But you must admit, things would be easier without them!” Octius insisted. “They don’t pay taxes, they don’t provide value, they’re always demanding things! Complaining that they don’t have enough!” 
 
      
 
    “They really don’t have enough, especially after the Citizenship Territories Forced Resettlement act was introduced,” Iovana shook her head. “How many hospitals and schools are there in any given non-citizen district? What food is available to them, apart from UNBs? Sure, some non-citizens really are the rejects of society. Criminals, indigents, welfare parasites. Sure. But who can say with total certainty that their children won’t be the next Ola Afelobi? You know, if Ola had been born in our time, he would be living in the Cameroon Cloaca! And then, the best humanity had to offer might still be racking their brains over the unsolved Millennium Prize Problems!” 
 
      
 
    “I would be sitting in Cali Bottom,” Manuel added. 
 
      
 
    “And I’d be in the Kemerovo Zone,” Vyacheslav nodded. “My parents were alcoholics. There’s no way I’d have a chance nowadays.” 
 
      
 
    “Non-citizens have the right to take citizenship tests!” Octius argued. “You and your outstanding minds would surely have made it to polite society!” 
 
      
 
    “How?” Mike spread his hands. “The mind requires training, knowledge, tutors.” 
 
      
 
    “The internet does not limit the studying materials available to non-citizens,” Octius continued to argue. “Anyone with the desire can find a way out!” 
 
      
 
    “The environment forms the man,” Ola answered with the same calmness. “If you are surrounded by angry, uncultured people from birth, then what are the chances that you will be any different? One in a million!” 
 
      
 
    “Let us return to the subject at hand,” Mike suggested. “The Disgardium project will help non-citizens. It will operate like a social elevator, but its main task is to avert an apocalypse for humanity. A full-immersion world will dramatically reduce social tension and has a high probability of saving mankind.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t understand…” Octius said, scratching his beard. 
 
      
 
    He hadn’t been offered a drink, and he really could have used a glass of something strong! These people didn’t look like extremists. Their speech contained no passion, just cold decision. Knowledge, it suddenly hit Octius. It was like they saw the future, saw the world steaming toward the abyss. They were trying to convince the engineer to stop the train, and he was stubbornly throwing on more coal. Those ancient trains were fueled with coal, right? Octius wasn’t too big on history. 
 
      
 
    “In the year 2066, mass disturbances will break out in the largest cities of Europe and North America,” Iovana said. “Radical elements will gain access to biological and nuclear weaponry. The authorities will respond with precision strikes from satellites, which will cause a fresh wave of disturbances that will engulf the entire world. By the end of the century, fewer than a hundred million people will remain, scattered across the globe. Strengthened religious cults will drive the remainder of humanity into the gloom of ignorance, destroying our cultural heritage. Another hundred years and the last remaining products of our technological achievements will fall into disrepair, and humans will finally forget their former magnificence. Humanity’s next war will be fought with sword, bow and arrow.” 
 
      
 
    “And all this can be prevented if you just launch your project?” 
 
      
 
    “Just launching Disgardium won’t be enough, no,” Mike answered. “People must begin to live in it.” 
 
      
 
    “And what do you need me for?” 
 
      
 
    “For the most important project within Disgardium,” Iovana answered. “We need you to present the Demonic Games.” 
 
      
 
    “Why me? And what the hell are the Demonic Games?” 
 
      
 
    “Because you, Guy Barron Octius, are the perfect candidate,” the woman said. “As for what the Games are, that we will explain to you. The main thing you need to know now is that the time will come when the champions of the Demonic Games will determine the…” 
 
      
 
    “Iovana!” Mike interrupted the woman, scowling. 
 
      
 
    All this seemed unreal to Octius, as if he’d found his way into a psychiatric hospital or some science-fiction movie. But at the same time a mystery beckoned from behind this blurry glass, alluring and exciting. 
 
      
 
    The founders of Snowstorm exchanged glances. Iovana turned to Mike: 
 
      
 
    “He fits. I have calculated the probabilities.” 
 
      
 
    “He is not ready,” Mike said, shaking his head and looking back at Octius: “Octi, you will learn all in due time…” 
 
      
 
    Sixteen months later, not long before Disgardium’s official launch, Iovana Savic’s body was found in a Snowstorm laboratory. The official cause of death was never revealed. 
 
      
 
    By the tenth anniversary of Disgardium’s release, Manuel Fuentes departed this world. They say he died of old age. 
 
      
 
    Vyacheslav Zaitsev, who had been actively involved in charity work and personally rendering humanitarian aid in Africa, was one of the first to fall victim to the Doom virus. He rotted away in mere hours. 
 
      
 
    Ola Afelobi went missing in space in the early seventies. 
 
      
 
    Of all the founding fathers, only one remained alive. Mike Anderson. And he was the only one left who Guy allowed to address him as he had introduced himself that day: Octi. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Twenty two years after that memorable introduction, Guy Barron Octius was hosting the nineteenth Demonic Games. As the fourth day came to an end, he received startling news: Alex Sheppard was to be disqualified. 
 
      
 
    Immediately afterwards, Kiran called and summoned Octius to an urgent meeting. The decision on Sheppard had already been made, but the head of Snowstorm still had to correctly convey this news to the public, and they couldn’t do that without Octius. 
 
      
 
    There were already four gathered in Kiran Jackson’s temporary office, where the conference was taking place. At the head of the table sat the office’s owner, with Community and Connections director Chloe Cliffhanger sitting to his right and security officer Donald Garfield to his left. At the other end of the table, her eyes downcast and her hands on her knees, sat Chloe’s department worker Kerry Hunter. Octius sat down between them. 
 
      
 
    Specially for him, Hunter repeated the story of Sheppard’s request to contact his friends in order to obtain — this part was important! — in-game information. The girl had already been fired, but, if she cooperated, Kiran had promised her another position. 
 
      
 
    “By the way, Kerry, did you give Sheppard the data he wanted?” Donald inquired. 
 
      
 
    “How could I have?” The girl’s eyes widened. “He’s in his capsule!” 
 
      
 
    “Will you allow us to check your comm?” Donald asked. Kerry reached for her pocket, but the security officer shook his head. “No, not that one. Your personal comm!” 
 
      
 
    Nodding, the girl unlocked the device, removed it from her wrist and passed it across the table to Donald. The impervious security officer tapped on the screen. 
 
      
 
    “Nobody likes cheaters,” Chloe said, speaking to the air. “The public will accept our decision. But…” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Kiran asked. 
 
      
 
    “The information Sheppard requested, that’s what bothers me. The viewers have seen contestants send coded messages through streams and forums before. That’s okay, within the rules… well, at least the informal rules of the Games. Remember when Mogwai got a leave of absence for his mother’s birthday? The viewers supported him, voted to let him go.” 
 
      
 
    “I remember,” Guy said. “The next day Mogwai knocked Carmichael out of the Games, his single strongest competitor, by taking advantage of a weakness that only viewers of Carmichael’s stream knew about… A strange coincidence, no?” 
 
      
 
    “Stop it,” Chloe grimaced. “Fen Xiaoguang is a good analyst. He studied Carmichael.” 
 
      
 
    Kiran, who had been watching them with a frown, shot some Accelerant into his mouth, sneezed and drummed his fingers on the table. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, it’s decided!” he said, livening up. “Donald!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Kiran?” 
 
      
 
    “You will meet Sheppard at his capsule. Tell him Hunter has been fired, and you’re his assistant now.” 
 
      
 
    “Me?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I can’t do it! Don’t worry, it’s not for long. You’ll accompany him at dinner, and there Guy will explain everything. And you, Hunter, don’t even so much as stick your nose out of your room! If I find out you contacted Sheppard, then my offer will be off the table.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood, Mr. Jackson. Thank you, Mr. Jackson!” 
 
      
 
    “Chloe… You prepare the media. All this must be delivered from the proper perspective, understand? Not like the Disgardium Daily after the second day of the Games!” 
 
      
 
    “That’s my job, Kiran. I’ve spoken to Mr. Katz, reminded him who pays for his publication. Can’t say he was overflowing with joy, but he agreed to follow our recommendations and not do it again.” 
 
      
 
    “And what about that… what was his name..?” 
 
      
 
    “The disgraced one?” Chloe said. “Ian Mitchell. He had an unfortunate incident. He had a brain hemorrhage while in his capsule. The medbots arrived in time to save him, but the bleed was extensive. Mr. Mitchell will have to spend some time in the hospital.” 
 
      
 
    Octius glanced sidelong at Donald. His work? The security officer didn’t so much as twitch an eyelid, just kept studying Hunter’s personal comm. 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” Kiran nodded. “Guy, will you read a press release, or say it in your own words?” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure about this, Kiran?” Guy answered. “Your decision is final?” 
 
      
 
    “It is. What, do you have doubts?” 
 
      
 
    “I do. This will explode online. Chloe’s right, the ratings will go sky high, but only today. Tomorrow we’ll lose a large part of our audience, those who never used to watch the Games and joined the streams only thanks to the top Threat.” 
 
      
 
    “This is not subject to debate, Guy!” Kiran said sharply. “I accept that risk, and will answer to our shareholders personally if I have to.” 
 
      
 
    “Shame Renato Loyola gave in to weakness…” Chloe sighed. “If it weren’t for that shield, Sheppard would be home by now. Why the moronic nobility?” 
 
      
 
    “He explained it himself. The plan was dishonorable,” Octius said. 
 
      
 
    Just then, Donald finished his inspection of Kerry’s communicator. Returning it to its owner, he looked at Kiran and shook his head: 
 
      
 
    “Nothing. Maybe we should put on a show? Let Hunter meet Sheppard by the capsule and give him his friends’ answer in sight of everyone. Hunter, what was it they told you to pass on to him again?” 
 
      
 
    “Uhm…” Kerry looked up, remembering. “Some code phrase. It was like: ‘The greens have a divine for jewelworking. Kusie ready to split for three. Plus two to current craft rank, need two thousand perception. Venus is ready.’” 
 
      
 
    “The greens must be the goblins,” Donald guessed. “Divine must mean an artifact. Kusie… Kusalarix?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Kiran agreed. “One of the leaders of the Green League. Sheppard is in cahoots with the mafia. But ‘for three’? Three million? Cheap for such an artifact. And what’s Venus got to do with it, what’s she ready for?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe a pseudonym of one of Sheppard’s allies,” Chloe suggested. 
 
      
 
    “Or enemies,” Kiran said. “Go through all his contacts both in Dis and real life. Look for living NPCs in the database. Maybe it’s one of Scyth’s mobster friends from the Green League. Hunter, are you sure of every word?” 
 
      
 
    “Not entirely, Mr. Jackson,” Kerry answered guiltily. “The connection was through a proxy comm, there was interference.” 
 
      
 
    “I know what it means!” Chloe said, sitting up suddenly. “The Venus statue with the missing arm! The divine artifact that gives a quest to restore the sculpture! Could Scyth have found it?” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps so…” Kiran muttered. “Could Sheppard really have decided to take over the sex market? With Venus protecting him… No, something doesn’t add up here! Why would he do that? I mean, it’s obvious why, but why so urgently? He knew what he was risking…” 
 
      
 
    “I have another explanation!” Donald butted in. “Remember Sheppard’s first girlfriend? Eve o’Sullivan? The neighbor girl he spent a year and a half with in the sandbox, sitting on the bench outside the tavern?” 
 
      
 
    “Well?” Kiran murmured. “So what?” 
 
      
 
    “Her in-game nick was Aphrodite, the Greek name for the Roman goddess Venus!” Donald said, leaning forward. “I’ve been studying Alex’s profile…” 
 
      
 
    There was a dull knock from behind, but Octius was looking at Donald. 
 
      
 
    “Dig!” the director ordered. “Let Hunter put on a show and convey the message. Do you hear me, Hunter? What’s up with her?” 
 
      
 
    Kiran’s eyes widened. Octius turned and gasped: the girl was face-down on the table, her head on her arm, blood flowing from her nose. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Jackson’s office!” Chloe shouted into her communicator. “Send an autodoc! Now!” 
 
      
 
    Donald jumped up and put a finger to the girl’s neck. 
 
      
 
    “There’s a pulse, but only just.” 
 
      
 
    “Get her cleaned up and send her to Sheppard!” Kiran ordered. 
 
      
 
    “The game day ends in half an hour!” Chloe pointed out. “If she doesn’t wake up, we’ll have to follow our initial plan…” 
 
      
 
    “Whatever. Do as we decided.” The initial wave of adrenaline from the Accelerant had passed, and Kiran was now on the come-down: he relaxed, closing his eyes and sitting back in his chair. “Donald, you will be nanny to Sheppard. Send Hunter somewhere far away. Chloe, prepare the media for a sensation. Octius… Well, you know what to do. You’re all dismissed.” 
 
      
 
    The medbot arrived and started treating the unconscious Kerry. Although only after carrying her out to the corridor — Kiran wanted to be left in peace. Chloe sped off to the media center and Donald went to get changed and get himself a new holo badge as assistant to Alex Sheppard. 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later, when Octius was leaving the immersion level to go down to the media center, Otto Hinterleaf called him: 
 
      
 
    “I value your time, Guy, I’ll be brief. What’s the situation with my kid?” 
 
      
 
    “Sheppard? Disqualified for outside contact, Otto.” 
 
      
 
    “I see…” Hinterleaf sighed heavily. “Proven?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, recorded on an assistant’s badge. The recording is not for the public, but it’s a serious violation, so we’ll show the video.” 
 
      
 
    “What can be done?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing. Kiran made the decision, he won’t be dissuaded.” 
 
      
 
    “The viewers’ vote…” 
 
      
 
    “Won’t help.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it. Thanks, old friend.” 
 
      
 
    Hinterleaf hung up. Octius thought about how quickly things changed: a couple of weeks ago both Hinterleaf and Scyth were sworn enemies, and now the old man was calling in concern his ally. Too late, the horse already bolted! If Modus’s people had helped Scyth on day one, who knew what they might have achieved together? 
 
      
 
    Just before Guy Barron Octius was about to go onstage, his comm bleeped with a short message marked ‘Burn after reading.’ It was from a sender who called himself Scorpio, and it contained just two words: “CoC, Octi.” 
 
      
 
    Octi… There was only one man left alive who still called him that. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 14. Venus Is Ready 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    MY NEW ASSISTANT Donald had left me five minutes ago, and I was already sitting on the floor, leaning against my capsule, trying to think rationally. 
 
      
 
    What would happen if I didn’t complete Behemoth’s quest and destroy the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague? For me personally — nothing. I might even raise my Threat level to the maximum as a result, build all five Sleeping Temples, get a reward from Snowstorm and go on to live a quiet life. I’d go home, finally see my parents after missing them so much, then go to university… 
 
      
 
    From Alex Sheppard’s point of view, whoever he was half a year ago, nothing deadly had happened. So what if I got knocked out of the Demonic Games? You couldn’t win them all, and the prize wasn’t all that important. How much had we prepared for the Holy War, how many hopes had we pinned on our victory, and for what? We gave up the temple without a fight, then easily got it back. There must be a chance that something else could be used in place of Concentrated Life Essence. Although, when I thought about it, I didn’t even have to stress too much over that. I could just let events go where they may, but spread a warning through the internet for all non-citizens: don’t turn undead! And that would be that, the problem of the Destroying Plague solved. As for what the Nucleus would do in the game, that was none of my concern. If it was so important to the Sleeping Gods, they could find themselves a new Initial. 
 
      
 
    A little calmer, I got up and started to get dressed. But all the same, my relief felt petty, pathetic. As if I was walking away from something important. 
 
      
 
    As I headed for the exit from my immersion room, I put my hands in my pockets and felt a crumpled piece of paper. I grew wary; there shouldn’t be anything there. Just in case there were monitoring devices, I climbed back into my capsule, unfolded the note and read the message, hurriedly written on a napkin in a thick and uneven hand: 
 
      
 
    The greens have a divine for jewelworking. Kusie ready to split for three. +2 to current craft rank, need 2,000 perception. Venus is ready. 
 
      
 
    Right. Apparently, Irita or Crawler had gone to Kinema and found some mighty artifact for Meister. Just a shame it was all for nothing now. My ambitious plan had failed before it even started, and all thanks to my own impulsiveness! I could have easily contacted my friends another way! What was stopping me from passing a coded message during an interview, letting my friends know how and where to contact me? Idiot! Halfwit! 
 
      
 
    That rare insult that Navalik the goblin had hurled at me in the Ordeal reminded me that it was time to wise up and not mess things up any more for Kerry, who had already lost her job because of me. I stepped into the bathroom, read the message again, crumpled up the paper and flushed it down the toilet. Thanks, Kerry! It was no help to me anymore, but even if I was thrown out of the Games, I wouldn’t forget the help and I’d try to somehow repay her. 
 
      
 
    I walked over to the door to leave, then stopped with my foot raised. A thought was running around in my head like a nimble little mouse, and I couldn’t seem to catch it by the tail. I went back into the room, took a can of soda out of the fridge, took a sip of the tongue-tingling liquid and started thinking. The first thought was the obvious one. That the note was a set-up by Snowstorm. It was important to them that I got the answer, because just asking to make contact is nothing. Otherwise I should have been disqualified the moment I said hi to my parents. But I’d already gotten rid of the note, and I hadn’t taken it out within sight of the cameras. 
 
      
 
    Now was the perfect time to think about what the message meant, figure it out and make sure I wasn’t missing anything. 
 
      
 
    Alright, the Green League has an artifact for which Meister the jeweler, aka Joseph Rosenthal, theoretically might sell his soul. Kusalarix was willing to exchange the artifact for three… Couldn’t be million. For three priest positions? That must be it. Nothing else came to mind. But what about Venus? 
 
      
 
    Venus is an ancient Roman goddess of beauty and love. In ancient Greek mythology, she was called Aphrodite. My childhood girlfriend and neighbor Eve had that nickname in the sandbox. But what could Eve O’Sullivan have to do with anything? What was she ready for? I might have thought it meant Kusalarix, but the goblin woman had already been mentioned.. What else? I started to think of whether there were any languages in which the ninth legate Eileen’s name could translate to Venus, but changed my mind — Ed would have made a simpler association. Hell, I’m not as smart as the guys sometimes think either. Maybe Ed meant the ninja Hiros? They might have already brought the guy to the base… I wouldn’t be surprised if Bomber gave Hiros a nickname like that. But no, how could I know it even if he had? 
 
      
 
    I had to shift gears. Not the goddess Venus, the planet Venus. The second planet from the Sun… That was it! I remembered the boys and I discussing an astronomy lesson where we learned that the clouds on Venus are made of sulfuric acid, and there’s acid rain there. They were talking about Terrastera! Its atmosphere was like on Venus, and that’s where they were going to build the third temple of the Sleepers while I was gone. Great! Three temples meant I would get new abilities and the ones I had would be stronger… Plus, there should be a whole bunch of new positions for priests and followers of the Sleeping Gods. And the bonuses from Unity would be so high that… Nether! That was it! 
 
      
 
    I drank down the rest of my soda in excitement and opened another can. From the very beginning, Behemoth had taught me that even worst enemies can become allies. That might not apply to evil as absolute as the Destroying Plague, but as for everyone else… 
 
      
 
    Ed, Hung and Malik couldn’t stand me back in the day, and it was mutual. And the two thugs bullied Malik, from what I remembered. But now? The Nether with Malik, he could go through a Living Sieve for all I cared, but those two were my best friends! 
 
      
 
    And Crag the ganker, aka Tobias Asser, had seemed a total moron, but it turned out he was a good guy and a reliable friend. 
 
      
 
    Just like Trixie the idiot, who first attacked me and took away the donuts brought for Andrew Clayton. Not alone, of course, but with other inhabitants of Cali Bottom. 
 
      
 
    Like drunk Patrick O’Grady, who gave me a curse so strong that the game mechanics just gave up. 
 
      
 
    Like the lich Dargo, who killed me hundreds of times before giving me a Threat ability. 
 
      
 
    Like Otto Hinterleaf and Horvac Onegut. They had been the definition of sworn enemy to me! 
 
      
 
    Like Hairo Morales and Wesley Cho, who had both tried to blackmail me. The latter really had been our worst enemy in the sandbox; nobody else played so many mean tricks on us even in big Dis. 
 
      
 
    And now? Now I could call any of them friend, or at least ally. 
 
      
 
    And the more friends I had, the stronger the abilities from the Sleepers. Take Sleeping Invulnerability — the more people in my group, the less damage I take. And Unity — what was that if not a direct indication of what to do? 
 
      
 
    Without temples, I could gather thirteen followers. With one — a hundred and sixty-nine. With two — twenty-eight thousand five hundred and sixty-one. What about three? That depended on what the algorithm was, and I hadn’t figured that out yet. But we were talking about a minimum of almost five million. If we could bring in that many followers, then we won. Nobody would be able to resist us. Every priest would get a million points to every stat they had. With that much stamina, their health would be measured in the billions. And then it was good game, well played, no rematch. Dis would never be the same again. 
 
      
 
    And that meant I should use my final hours in the Demonic Games as fruitfully as possible — both for my future gameplay in terms of my strategy of turning enemies into allies, and as part of my goal of gaining Concentrated Life Essence. Because how could I make a deal with the champion once they were named? I’d be on Kharinza and in Cali Bottom, while the winner would be in the forest palace of elvish king Eynyon, inaccessible to me. And then probably in their own castle. And what would stop them from just drinking the essence right away? No, I had to act now! 
 
      
 
    My doubts and fears disappeared, no trace of my despair remained, it all burned out in the landscape of opportunity opening up before me. My emotions ebbed. I started to think rationally not only about the future, but about my own position in the Games. 
 
      
 
    Formally, the organizers were right, contact with the outside world is forbidden. But even from the few conversations that I couldn’t help but overhear, I learned that this rule was taken with a pinch of salt. Some used an assistant’s comm to call their children or answer business calls, some checked the comments on Disgardium Daily in search of messages from friends or family. Which is why, when I asked Kerry for the favor, I felt sure there was nothing strange about it. I wasn’t trying to get information on the Games or the other contestants, after all. In the end, I’d gotten no in-game advantage from contacting Ed. 
 
      
 
    Could I hope for help from the viewers? I doubted my meditation under the dome was much fun for them, but I gave them a show at the end of the day. After my fight with Abaddon, the viewers might be on my side. If it was aired, of course. 
 
      
 
    I opened my comm and went to Disgardium Daily to read the comments and get a handle on what the viewers thought of my play. I scrolled down the news feed, but couldn’t find anything about my battle, or the demon’s name that I’d revealed. But there was some news that stunned me: “Ian Mitchell, renowned journalist of this publication, has been hospitalized after an aneurysm.” 
 
      
 
    I felt cold sweat run down my spine. Had Snowstorm decided to get rid of the inconvenient journalist? I thought for a moment, then discarded the notion. Ian was too well-known a figure. Anyway, he had a love of alcohol and cigarettes, and he might not have had enough savings for the usual health procedures. 
 
      
 
    With me, on the other hand, the corporation wouldn’t stand on ceremony. But something stopped them from taking extreme action, so they were trying to get by with ‘game methods.’ Like today: Snowstorm saw the chance to get rid of me and took advantage of it. But, knowing them, I could say with certainty: they would be sure to not only turn it into a show, but also make a scathing example of me and try to get the public on their side. And that would give me my chance. Either way, I wasn’t about to give up like a brainless sheep. 
 
      
 
    That was the mood I left my room in, walking down the corridor toward the hall of ceremonies in the media center, toward what might be my final dinner at the Demonic Games. News spread fast among the contestants, and maybe Snowstorm had deliberately released a rumor — judging by the glances, the smirks, the whispers, I knew they knew about my upcoming disqualification. 
 
      
 
    In a group of contestants walking in from another wing of the floor, I noticed my savior of yesterday, the dryad singer Michelle. 
 
      
 
    “A che-e-a-ter is alwa-a-y-ys a che-e-a-ter!” she sang melodically in an angelic voice when she saw me. “Puni-i-ishment wi-i-ll co-o-me!” 
 
      
 
    Her friends laughed. One of them, a golden-eyed beauty with a thick ginger braid, sniffed: 
 
      
 
    “I knew this was going to happen to him. I’m surprised it took so long, actually! I wonder what they caught him doing…” 
 
      
 
    The group passed by as if not noticing me and started whispering, but I still heard them: 
 
      
 
    “It’s obvious what,” a middle-aged woman said conspiratorially. “Quetzal made a mistake when he saved him with that dome of his. The dome is permanent! So Sheppard decided to just sit there until he’s the only one left! Octius won’t have liked that one bit!” 
 
      
 
    This take didn’t hold up to criticism, at least because not only had I already been seen outside the Pitfall, but an attempt had already been made to kill me, although only the three participants and the viewers knew that, it seemed. As I watched Michelle (what a strange girl!) and her friends go, I slowed my pace and looked around in search of the person I needed. 
 
      
 
    I heard a cough behind me and turned. Meister! Speak of the devil! 
 
      
 
    The old man wasn’t alone. Curser Roman and poet Bloomer had probably been waiting for their informal group leader before they went to dinner. All the better for me. 
 
      
 
    Stopping, I turned away and quickly looked them up on my comm, to remind myself of their real names. Some other contestants from Marcus’s group forced their way between me and the three leaders of the non-combat group, pushing me away to the wall. I let them pass, ignoring their sinister chuckles, and walked toward Meister. 
 
      
 
    “Good evening, Mr. Rosenthal!” I said to the jeweler, nodding to the others. “Mr. Romanenko, Mr. Knowles!” 
 
      
 
    The group stopped. Joseph blinked, looking at me in confusion. Bloomer rolled his eyes, Roman measured me up with a frowning glance, his lips twitching in a soundless curse. 
 
      
 
    “To what do we owe the pleasure, young man?” Rosenthal asked. 
 
      
 
    “I’d like a minute of your time. In private. With all of you.” 
 
      
 
    “Fat chance of privacy…” Nico Knowles said, aka Bloomer the poet. “We’re all under a microscope in here.” 
 
      
 
    “I meant away from the other contestants. I think the viewers will be interested to hear what I have to say to you.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s right!” Roman’s face lit up with a smile. “We could go up to my room.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Joseph nodded. 
 
      
 
    “May it be so!” Nico declared triumphantly. “And this is a very good time, if you’ll allow me, to quote a few lines of my sonnet…” 
 
      
 
    The poet recited some decent lines on the way to the elevators, and again in the elevator, and finished only when we reached the door to Roman’s room. 
 
      
 
    “An aperitif before dinner?” the curser offered, and we all entered the room. 
 
      
 
    Nobody refused. On the contrary, Meister and Bloomer perked up at the prospect. Roman took a few bottles of wine out of the minibar. Joseph and Nico occupied the couch, Roman sat cross-legged on the bed, and I stood leaning against the wall. 
 
      
 
    All three looked overjoyed at the outcome of the day. From what they said, I understood that their group had made great strides. I didn’t go into the details — it didn’t concern me anymore anyway. 
 
      
 
    They chatted to each other a little as if I wasn’t even there, and then Roman looked at the ceiling and said loudly: 
 
      
 
    “Stop streaming! Reason: secret negotiations!” 
 
      
 
    “Confirming. Stream stopped, but recording continues,” came a male voice from the speakers. “Paused by: Roman Romanenko.” 
 
      
 
    “Uhm…” I said, a little stunned. I looked at the room’s occupier and asked a dumb question: “What, you can do that?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure! Otherwise there’d be no intrigue for the viewers! All they know is that we spoke about something, but the what will remain a mystery.” 
 
      
 
    “Apart from that, secret alliances and agreements need silence,” the poet noted languidly. “Otherwise the other contestants would find out about it by the end of the day, from the news. What, didn’t you know that, young man?” 
 
      
 
    I looked at Bloomer. It occurred to me that the image he projected, that of a refined and pretentious poet as if from another world, was nothing but a mask. He was just playing a role, like Malik deciding he was a musician. Steel-gray eyes, a powerful neck and broad shoulders… No, this poet only wanted to appear weak… 
 
      
 
    “Well, young man, say what you have to say,” Joseph demanded. “And without too much preamble. Dinner is about to start.” 
 
      
 
    The show of ambivalence did a poor job of hiding their curiosity. There was a five-second pause as I took a deep breath, then I spoke — quickly, persuasively and briefly, like Hairo had taught me: 
 
      
 
    “Once the Games end, you will go back to your ordinary lives. There is a divine quest chain that I need to complete, and it requires the champion’s reward from the Demonic Games — Concentrated Life Essence. Judging by what’s going to happen after dinner, there’s no way I can win now, so there’s only one option left. If anyone from your group wins, I get the essence. Believe me, I have something you want in exchange.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t get it,” Bloomer shook his head. “You think we have a chance? Sure, we didn’t do too badly today, but…” 
 
      
 
    The poet trailed off, and the troll curser picked up the thought: 
 
      
 
    “And even if one of our raid wins, why are you talking to us? Wouldn’t it be easier to make a deal with the winner when you know for sure who it is?” 
 
      
 
    Roman’s question was easy to answer, but I said nothing. It’s easier for people to give up birds in the bush when they have one in the hand. Especially when the one in the hand is bigger. To put it another way, they thought they were selling me thin air; none could be sure they’d win. 
 
      
 
    “Anyway,” Meister said, “I find it hard to imagine what you might be able to offer us of equal value, Alex. Three thousand bonus points to a priority stat… That’s a big boost!” 
 
      
 
    “A shadow of a bonus, Mr. Rosenthal.” 
 
      
 
    They said nothing, each wearing a mask of disinterest like a professional poker player. But even without Persuasion, I could see it. Despite the fact that they knew it all already, each one of them howled in the depths of his soul: Come on, then, surprise us! — After all, they were talking to the most successful Threat ever. 
 
      
 
    I had a surprise for them, but I started elsewhere: 
 
      
 
    “I’ll use a certain artifact as an example. I couldn’t remember what we had specifically for jewelers, so I asked the clan for info. That’s what they’re using as an excuse to disqualify me. Anyway, it’s a divine artifact, and it adds two ranks to Jewelcrafting. What do you think of that, Mr. Rosenthal?” 
 
      
 
    Joseph narrowed his eyes, trying not to give the game away, but I could tell by his quickened breath and the nervous twitch in his Adam’s apple: he was hooked. 
 
      
 
    “What are the requirements?” he asked hoarsely. 
 
      
 
    “Two thousand perception.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I see,” Meister said, relaxing and waving a hand. “One of those artifacts with impossible requirements. Like the Chef’s Frying Pan of the First Titans — plus two ranks to Cooking, but only if you have the three thousand strength to use it. Don’t get it, Alex? Of course, nuances like this escape you.” 
 
      
 
    Coughing, Bloomer spoke up: 
 
      
 
    “As their crafting rank goes up, craftspeople begin to get huge bonuses from their specialist stat. For Meister the jeweler, that’s intellect. For fishing, it’s agility. For mining — strength. That’s why crafters end up with super imbalanced stats; everything gets put into the one stat.” 
 
      
 
    “What about equipment?” I asked. “You can raise the stat you need with items.” 
 
      
 
    “Not by two or three thousand points!” Meister snorted derisively. “You can get high bonuses to physical characteristics from plate armor, for example. Do you think my character can wear plate?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t bother guessing,” Bloomer said. “The answer is no.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is exactly why we, the non-combat classes and crafters, have united together,” Roman sighed. “I don’t think I’m revealing a big secret by telling you that none of us have a large amount of health or strength. Our attacks are weak. We can’t achieve anything in the Cursed Chasm without working together, and even then all we can get is mobs. We can’t take on the bosses.” 
 
      
 
    “So all of you would appreciate three thousand points to a stat, right?” 
 
      
 
    The men smiled, spread their hands. I decided to raise the stakes, leaned forward and said: 
 
      
 
    “What if I ask for the support of your entire raid? Doesn’t matter if any of you win or not. I don’t care who exactly wins — my gratitude will extend to everyone.” 
 
      
 
    Roman’s eyes lit up and he averted his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t forget that you’re about to be disqualified,” Joseph said, now a picture of self-possession again. 
 
      
 
    “Of course. I’m taking that into account. My offer doesn’t depend on whether I get kicked out of the Games today or not. My obligations to you will remain in force, and after the Games, when you’re back in big Dis, I’ll fulfill my promises.” 
 
      
 
    “And if you aren’t kicked out?” Roman asked, frowning with curiosity. 
 
      
 
    “Then I’ll join your raid and be your main damage dealer! And if all goes to plan, we’ll break through to the final boss, whose name, by the way, is Abaddon, and we’ll try to become champions together!” 
 
      
 
    “All of us? Champions? Is that possible?” Bloomer asked skeptically. 
 
      
 
    “Theoretically it is,” Roman answered. “It’s just that nobody has ever killed the boss of floor 666. But if we can take him out with a raid… Well, then all the raid members will be champions!” 
 
      
 
    “Damn tempting, for sure…” Meister interjected. “But Alex hasn’t even told us what he promises yet.” 
 
      
 
    “The grand prize is three thousand to a priority stat, right? I’ll offer you five times that as a minimum. At least fifteen thousand points, distributed equally between all your stats.” 
 
      
 
    Actually, our newly built third temple meant that the limit on followers of the Sleepers would rise to several million, but it would be dumb to throw around numbers like that. They wouldn’t believe me, they’d laugh and tell this kid with an overactive imagination to get lost. I’d decided to tell them what I could realistically give them with just two consecrated temples. 
 
      
 
    “That’s crazy. I don’t believe it,” Bloomer whispered, pursing his lips. “How? Some superstrong Threat ability?” 
 
      
 
    “It has to be true,” Roman said, and the fire in his eyes burned brighter with every word. “Otherwise there’s no way he could promise mountains of gold to the whole raid. He would have stuck to just the leaders. That’s what I would have done.” 
 
      
 
    “How about an insurance policy?” the old jeweler said, leaning forward. “Let’s say if you don’t deliver on your promise to us within… hmm… a month of the end of the Games, then you owe us a million each. And… you give me that silly artifact of yours to me personally.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, so you’re interested in it after all?” I smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Depends whether you deliver on your promises,” the old man growled, smiling. 
 
      
 
    A month should be more than enough time to gather fifteen thousand followers. The artifact… It’d cost us, but having a top jeweler with two bonus ranks on our side… What was there to think about? We couldn’t miss this chance! 
 
      
 
    “No question. You’ll get the artifact no matter what happens. It’s a gift,” I said. 
 
      
 
    Bloomer and Roman whistled, finally letting their poker faces slip. Joseph Rosenthal stared at me hard, as if trying to see something he missed before. He drummed his fingers on the armrests of his chair, then turned to his partners: 
 
      
 
    “This young man isn’t anything like the media painted him, right, guys?” 
 
      
 
    “I watched his interview with Mitchell,” Bloomer answered dryly. “I thought he was giving scripted answers, but now… I admit I was wrong.” 
 
      
 
    “As long as he isn’t trying to pull one over on us,” Roman said, frowning and sipping his drink. 
 
      
 
    “A very good point, Roman,” Joseph said and looked back at me: “Are you willing to repeat the conditions of the deal to an Arbiter?” He saw the look of confusion on my face and explained: “A human one. A real one, not from the Celestial Arbitration. It’ll be one of the three prime notaries employed here.” 
 
      
 
    Prime notaries could formalize any trade with their presence alone. They were also judges when contracts were violated. After earning their rank, every prime notary was given lifetime citizenship of at least category C, and it grew over the years they served. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t be so surprised,” Bloomer said. “Alliances are made in the Games all the time. There are millions at stake. That’s why Snowstorm provides the contestants with Arbiters. And so, Mr. Sheppard, what kind of alliance do you want with us?” 
 
      
 
    I’d been hoping that the negotiations would go well, of course, but I hadn’t expected events to start moving so quickly. All this was so serious that I had to be very careful in formulating what I wanted from my new allies. ‘Give me the essence if you win’ seemed too narrow. With conditions like that, they wouldn’t have to even try. They could just relax and not move — why bother when they’d get theirs anyway? No, I needed something more effective… Unity would make them my allies in greater Dis, since nobody would willingly refuse its power, but here… 
 
      
 
    “In that case, gentlemen, I’ll rephrase my conditions. I require full support from you all, your entire group. You must help me personally and my character in all matters that concern my goal. In particular, Scyth must obtain the Concentrated Life Essence.” 
 
      
 
    They looked at each other for a moment, then exchanged barely perceptible nods. Bloomer half-closed his eyes for a second. 
 
      
 
    “Where?” Roman asked, glancing at his partners. “Maybe…” 
 
      
 
    Bloomer raised a hand to cut him off, then spoke into his comm: 
 
      
 
    “This is Nico Knowles. I’d like to book the bowling alley… All of them! Yes, all the lanes! Yes, all sixteen! The entire hall! For a closed event! Right now! Great.” He hung up, shrugged. “Well, where else would we do it? We need a room big enough for everyone!” 
 
      
 
    Joseph brought the comm to his face and commanded hoarsely: 
 
      
 
    “Announcement to Meister’s raid. General assembly! Everyone to the bowling alley! Urgency: ruby!” 
 
      
 
    I imagined how many people these three must lead for them to book a whole bowling alley to fit them all in, and whistled under my breath. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 15. My Circle 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    MEISTER, ROMAN AND BLOOMER discussed my offer with their partners for a long time. I counted a little over a hundred of them. They hailed from various clans and factions and were all united by the need to stick together, but their views were far from identical. 
 
      
 
    They would have argued until midnight and never come to any conclusion if it weren’t for the urgency. The raid resolved not to leave the bowling alley until a decision was made. In any case, none of them had anything to lose, and judging by the conversations I overheard, they were more concerned that the deal seemed too good to be true, and that meant there was some catch. They were trying to figure out exactly what it was. 
 
      
 
    Everyone except Bloomer and Roman took part in the lively debate. Those two had already made their decision and offloaded the weight of responsibility onto Meister, and now they were actually bowling. The roll of thrown balls and the crash of scattering skittles distracted the others, and Roman’s triumphant shout when he got a strike made my savior, the singer Michelle, gasp. 
 
      
 
    Shooting a disapproving glance at the poet and curser, she headed toward me. Reaching me, she just stared in silence as if waiting, which gave me a chance to look at her: she was short, with olive skin, huge black eyes with thick eyelashes, short blond curls. The girl looked young, as if she’d just finished school yesterday, but I knew she was almost thirty. Now I could clearly hear the French accent in her voice: 
 
      
 
    “Well, Sheppard, tell me, what are you thinking? Have you decided to buy us and scoop up all our fans at the same time?” 
 
      
 
    “Are you serious? In an hour or so, depending on whether Octius announces my disqualification before the highlights or after, I won’t have any need for fans. I’ve been honest with your leaders, Michelle. I need the life essence. And remember, I’m not asking that you give it, but that you sell it. For a reasonable price, of course, based on a valuation from the goblin auctioneers. What I’m offering in exchange is something you just can’t buy with money.” 
 
      
 
    The girl rolled her eyes. Clearly, the financial side bothered her least of all. Judging by what she did in the Pitfall, Michelle was impulsive and thought more with her heart than her head. She seemed curious like a cat, and I could work with that. Surely I had a laser pen… I went through a few options, then whispered conspiratorially: 
 
      
 
    “Can you keep a secret, Michelle? The reason I really need the prize from the champion of the Games…” 
 
      
 
    She glanced to the side where a few miniature camera drones were hovering like dragonflies above a river and filming us. 
 
      
 
    “They’re not streaming right now, but if you tell it to me here, everyone will know it by tomorrow,” the girl said. “But you know what? I’m curious! Truth be told, I want them to keep you in. I’d like to fight on your side and see what you’re made of… And how well you keep your word. Tonight, after the interviews, in your room? You can tell me that secret of yours. Deal?” She stretched out a hand, and I shook it. 
 
      
 
    “Sure thing.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, Alex,” Michelle nodded, her gaze locked on my face. “I’ll be voting to accept your offer. Meister has made it clear: anyone who refuses must leave the raid. Nobody will do that. On the other hand, if we take a risk, we have a chance of winning the Demonic Games, and for that…” 
 
      
 
    Purring something to herself under her breath, the girl smiled and withdrew her hand. Only then did I realize that her palm was sweating; Michelle was nervous to be talking to me. She ran back to her own, knocking into Bloomer on the way as he stepped back for a run-up for his throw, but seemed not to notice him. The poet stumbled after bumping into her and sent the ball into the gutter. Or maybe it was just a curse from Roman working its magic. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know if it was Michelle’s vote that made the difference, but soon they called me forward and announced that everyone agreed to the alliance. And there were no additional conditions or questions. The old man Rosenthal just announced the group’s verdict and asked: 
 
      
 
    “So, do we have a deal?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, and Meister called for an Arbiter. Not five minutes passed before an unassuming man entered in a gray suit, with sleepy eyes and mousy slicked-back hair. 
 
      
 
    “Subject of the agreement? Parties?” he asked flatly. 
 
      
 
    Meister declared the conditions and named the participants: all present and Alex Sheppard. After hearing him out, the prime notary asked: 
 
      
 
    “A term of one month for Alex Sheppard to fulfill his obligations. Are we counting from when the contract is signed or from the end of the Demonic Games?” 
 
      
 
    “Start from today!” Joker the gnomish engineer shouted, the one who blew up his own allies the day before at the Aegis. 
 
      
 
    In life, he was the opposite of his character — a huge, impassive musclehead around six and a half feet tall. People called him by his game nickname in real life so as not to confuse Joker-Joseph with Meister-Joseph. 
 
      
 
    “No,” Joseph argued. “It’s only fair to start it from the day the Games end.” 
 
      
 
    “Has the method for increasing the total stats been discussed?” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t reveal that ahead of time, Sir Arbiter,” I answered. 
 
      
 
    “Very well, we’ll put down that it’s through any means not contradicting gameplay…” 
 
      
 
    The prime notary clarified a few more details, declared the final conditions of the deal and even entered the total of all the characters’ stats as of today into the agreement, then declared the deal done and warned us that violating the conditions would carry a penalty — up to and including a demotion in citizenship status. 
 
      
 
    All this took not much time, fifteen minutes, but still enough that dinner was drawing to a close by the time we made it to the hall of ceremonies. 
 
      
 
    “See you tonight,” Michelle whispered in my ear as she passed. 
 
      
 
    Her hot breath raised the hairs on the back of my neck. I smiled in embarrassment — who knew how the viewers would take her words, that is, of course, if they heard them. I watched her go and then found my table, but didn’t sit down. Now that I had the support of Meister’s people, I decided to push my luck and try to talk to Quetzal. It wasn’t that I was hoping for his help — I just wanted to make my interest known. 
 
      
 
    But Renato didn’t want to talk to me. No sooner did I walk over to his table and open my mouth than he barked: 
 
      
 
    “We have nothing to talk about, Sheppard! Say goodbye and go away, today’s your last day here!” 
 
      
 
    Tissa was sitting next to him. She whispered something into Renato’s ear and he nodded to her. Malik just stared at me, chuckling. 
 
      
 
    “Ask your new girlfriend what I can offer you, Mr. Loyola,” I said before walking away. 
 
      
 
    I spoke calmly, but anger boiled inside me. I didn’t understand why those two couldn’t just chill out. So they betrayed me. Fine, I could accept that — our paths diverged, it happens. But why keep provoking me? For the first time since day one, I started to have doubts about how honest Tissa and Malik were being… 
 
      
 
    Deep in thought, I bumped into the chair of one of the contestants. I apologized, then saw who it was. It turned out that the path to my lonely table had taken me through the area occupied by Destiny’s group. 
 
      
 
    “Looks like you went blind at the bottom of the Pitfall,” a muscle-bound man with a prickly gaze growled. My comm told me this was Ezekiel Crass, better known as Urkish the lopher. Turning to the group leader, he nodded toward me: “You see that, Des? So rude!” 
 
      
 
    Destiny Windsor sipped her champagne, smiled wickedly and whispered something to Loran, aka Messiah the shapeshifter magician, seated next to her. Then, her hateful eyes drilling into me, she spoke loud enough for everyone to hear: 
 
      
 
    “Uncultured child!” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Alex!” Loran said, beckoning me over with a finger. Camera drones buzzed around us. “Come here!” 
 
      
 
    I stayed where I was, not trying to approach, but not leaving either. I just raised an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, Alex, I don’t bite…” Messiah drawled. “Or did all your bravery disappear with your Threat abilities? You know, I really thought you were worth something. No, really, I even felt sorry for you! We didn’t know anything about you, after all. And when I saw how you got attacked at registration, I felt for you. I really did! I thought, look at that poor boy, nobody loves him, aww! I should support him, I thought, let him know that Loran is the only one on his side.” 
 
      
 
    More and more drones had flown in to stream us. They filmed Messiah from all angles, and he basked in the limelight. The whole world was watching him, and he, so brave, so just, so kind, was milking his minute of fame a moment before the disqualification of the world’s bogeyman — Scyth, Class-A Threat. 
 
      
 
    “And now day four has ended,” Messiah continued, not forgetting to look from side to side so that everyone could see his proud profile. “And what have we seen? Pathetic plays, cowardice, and trickery in all its forms! My God, everything you do is just tricks, Alex!” he shook his head and clicked his tongue, sighed heavily and spread his arms. “Such is life! The weak and inept will do anything for a place under the sun. You’re like a cockroach crawling out into the light and suddenly thinking you’re equal to us! To everyone who got high citizenship status, high level and ranks in Disgardium through hard work alone, their own and that of their ancestors! You’re the incarnation of the idiotic dreams of lowly freeloaders everywhere! The kind of people who spend their whole lives lying on the couch and dreaming of waving a magic wand to become rich and famous. They’re the ones that support you, Sheppard…” Loran paused. 
 
      
 
    “Huh. And you’re an aristocrat, I guess?” I asked. Strangely, his words didn’t bother me, just amused me. “Blue blood?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, don’t be envious,” he said. “Maybe you have support from the inwinova and other such undesirables, but you have no business in our circle. Remember that once and for all!” 
 
      
 
    Loran waved vaguely with the back of his hand — as if to say leave, I’m done with you, — and sat back, folding his arms. For my part, although partly accepting his position — it was true, I’d been lucky, — I was more surprised that he was the one saying it and not Destiny. These were basically her words, since, as far as I knew, Loran himself wasn’t from a high-category background. He’d got to the top through Dis. 
 
      
 
    Anger flared up, not at Messiah or Destiny themselves, but at all those who called themselves chosen ones while they ‘grant’ everyone else rest the right to exist. Those who consider themselves better by default, forgetting that not all castes have the luck to be born talented, smart, rich and beautiful. Stunning Destiny had had the luck to be the daughter of the owner of a large corporation, but what good had she herself done for humanity? The best tutors and education, genetic correction, an indulgent youth and Disgardium — that was her life. 
 
      
 
    Messiah had delivered this one-man performance with some goal in mind. But I was no mute actor, no decoration. My mind suppressed the emotions rising up like steam from beneath a kettle lid. I could use the shapeshifter’s words. The main audience of the Games were the very people that Loran had called undesirables. Seeing out of the corner of my eye that the camera drones hadn’t flown away and were waiting for events to develop, I spoke to Messiah: 
 
      
 
    “A man’s in-game name says a lot about him, Loran. Yours doesn’t just talk, it shouts about who you dreamed of becoming when you chose it. Messiah — the Lord’s anointed, right? The second incarnation of Christ? Or just a herald of the new gods? Whatever you had in mind, apparently you wanted to become something bigger than you are, and bring something good into the world. That was your dream, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Where’s the crime in that?” Loran smiled, addressing the cameras. “Teenagers dream of all sorts of things.” 
 
      
 
    The hall froze. There was no sound but the whirr of the mosquito cloud of hovering drones. 
 
      
 
    “The crime is that you betrayed your childhood dreams,” I said. “When you became a great magician, you gained access to the strongest in the world of Dis. Your dream was to enter the Children of Kratos. Yeah, I watched your interview, you kept bringing that up. Even now, by sitting next to Destiny and parroting her thoughts to me, you think you’ve taken one more step toward that dream. Wow, the Children of Kratos! That closed-off clan has the best of the best in the real world, and if they take you, then you’ll be just like them, right? And until then, at least you can make big speeches. Our circle… You make me laugh, Messiah. You’re not in their circle. You’re let close, but not let in. And if they do let you in, then your circle is very small, a chosen few, the elite.” 
 
      
 
    “Pfft…” he scoffed. “That’s the whole point, Sheppard! Only the worthy, and those are one in a million! Who’s in your circle?” 
 
      
 
    “My circle is all the rest. The low-category citizens, the non-citizens — they’re my circle! And I say that proudly!” 
 
      
 
    “Bullshit,” Messiah snorted. “A cheap attempt to win over the public!” 
 
      
 
    “Playing games with the public is your thing, dro…” 
 
      
 
    In total silence, I turned away and walked to my table. I had barely audibly whispered the contemptuous ‘dro,’ a word that non-citizens used for citizens. Those sitting furthest away didn’t get it right away, had to ask each other what I’d said, but then… The noise sure was something! 
 
      
 
    Every table started discussing me, since they were all done with their food already. I wasn’t, though. I sat down and started wolfing down some vegetable and scallop soup, then moved on to a juicy steak. I focused on shoveling food into my mouth. My stroll through the hall had given me time to see who was sitting with whom, and even before the highlights were shown, I knew that the balance of power had changed. 
 
      
 
    Quetzal’s group now numbered only ten, including Infect and Tissa. They had joined forces, moving their two tables together. That was probably why Renato was in a bad mood, but it was still unclear why my former friends had stayed with him. Those two looked for advantage everywhere, and it would make more sense for them to go to Marcus, who had split off from Quetzal and whose group had taken in thirty people, among them not only former members of the Quetzal-Marcus raid, but also a few previously independent groups. 
 
      
 
    Apparently, all the soloers and small parties had come to the conclusion that they could only survive now as part of a strong raid. The fact that Destiny’s group had also grown confirmed that. The silver ranger from the Children of Kratos had ten tables full of people gathered around her, including the gankers Smoothie, Riker and Phobos. After Meister’s numerous, but non-combat group, this raid was the largest. 
 
      
 
    On the other side of the stage was the small group of my allies: Hellfish from the Travelers, Anna the White Amazon and the Modus players. I figured I could come to an agreement with Hinterleaf or Horvac for the essence if one of them won — I doubted they would refuse to take part in a crusade against the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague. 
 
      
 
    All this time, I felt the watchful eyes of Donald, my new assistant. He didn’t approach, but didn’t move his eyes off me for a second either. 
 
      
 
    The contestants lazily drank wine, cocktails or shots. Darkness gradually fell, the stage lit up, and, to the roaring hymn of the Games, Guy Barron Octius descended from the ceiling. 
 
      
 
    “Good evening, contestants!” he said in his thundering announcer’s voice. “The fourth day of the Demonic Games has completely altered the balance of power! Let us watch the highlights of the day!” 
 
      
 
    Judging by its ‘highlights,’ the day was relatively boring. After the meatgrinder on the floor of the Pitfall, it took the contestants a long time to climb back up. Most of yesterday and the better part of today. Along the way there were scandals and exchanged accusations, which continued into the next day. Some of the contestants got sick of walking and killed themselves on the gate seals, then wandered lazily through the Cursed Chasm, gathering resources or drinking in the tavern and planning as they awaited their partners. 
 
      
 
    The buccaneer Dagon, one of the suiciders, had decided that he’d rather not waste another day on the endless climb up the stairs. When he broke the seal on floor 400, he did the others no favors. At first, there was no sign of the danger. Dagon survived opening the gates thanks to an ability that absorbed deadly damage. 
 
      
 
    “My bad,” he said briefly later. “The proc chance is 10%. Lucky me, right?” 
 
      
 
    Next they showed us the boss leaping around on the threshold, Jester Riddick, a three-headed demon with burning eyes and a wide smile. His horns were painted red, blue and yellow and looked like a jester’s cap. Laughing mockingly, he shouted: 
 
      
 
    “Hey hey hey, mortals! Ha! Ha! It’s all upside down! Ha! Ha! It’s all moving around! Come in, let’s have some fun!” 
 
      
 
    Dagon, who still hadn’t solved his problem of quickly getting to the top, attacked the boss. The latter dodged with a giggle and a squeal, still shouting his “Ha! Ha!”, then suddenly appeared behind Dagon and kicked him in the rear, taking away his single point of health. Jester Riddick didn’t deal any serious direct damage. 
 
      
 
    As it turned out, he ‘joked,’ and his jokes were not only not funny, they were also very painful. Riddick magicked up a red-hot horseshoe that looked more like a toilet seat, and stuck it to Dagon’s backside. 
 
      
 
    Shrieking in pain, Dagon ran outside and away from the gates, taking no damage, then started crapping on everyone walking behind him. Lava poured out of the horseshoe! And wherever it flowed, you couldn’t walk for almost an hour. It all ended with Dagon jumping into the chasm, and the others had to wait for the lava to cool. Jester Riddick continued to croon his invite to all, promising ‘unforgettable excitement.’ 
 
      
 
    Then Meister surprised everyone by somehow outfitting his entire raid with jewelry on the way up! That was probably why a few solo players had joined him. His group now included not only contestants famed for their non-combat skills, but also damage-dealers, tanks and healers. They were attracted by the great equipment, potions and food, all made by leading crafters. As I understood it, some of the ingredients came from the forest, some from within the instances, and some could be bought from the merchants in exchange for the demonic gold that fell from the mobs. Thanks to the generous buffs to movement speed from the food and potions, Meister’s raid quickly made its way upwards and partially farmed the not as yet cleared floor 20. These successes explained why Joseph, Roman and Nico had been in such a good mood. 
 
      
 
    But the best player of day four was still declared to be Marcus, but not for his progress — the players never did manage to get all the way up. After falling out with Quetzal over the Aegis, the orc not only turned most of the group to his side, but on the way up the stairs he brought in a few more strong players from smaller groups. 
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow’s going to be even more fun,” Marcus commented on his achievement. “We’re going to skip fifteen floors, even more. Our raid is strong enough to start at floor forty. Enough prancing around the Threat, it’s time to end this game.” 
 
      
 
    Amazingly, I wasn’t even featured in the highlights! Scyth was shown for just two seconds, sitting in lotus pose and meditating. That was it! They didn’t show my conversation with the demon, or the moment when he covered the dome with his hands, or the battle. They’d finally written me off, I realized. To avoiding causing an uproar, they had presented Scyth as a cowardly wimp who was afraid to leave the Aegis even without a worst-player penalty! 
 
      
 
    Before the voting started, when I saw that Octius was finishing up his overview and nobody would see my battle against Abaddon, I waved a hand in despair. I wanted a chance to speak, to talk about the day myself, but the gamesmaster didn’t even seem to notice me. When I tried to get to the stage, security droids moved to block my path and politely asked me to return to my seat. 
 
      
 
    Unsurprisingly, I was named the worst player of the day. As far as the viewers knew, I had spent the whole day beneath the shield. 
 
      
 
    Octius didn’t ask me for comments. Instead, he requested silence and declared sonorously: 
 
      
 
    “Don’t hurry to leave, we aren’t done yet! Before I make an important announcement, allow me to show you a recording that was taken this evening through the badge of former Snowstorm employee Kerry Hunter. For those who do not know her, she is the former assistant to Alex Sheppard, aka Herald Scyth.” 
 
      
 
    The holocube started to show the table where I was sitting. Kerry stood nearby. The viewers saw me asking her to contact my friends, and next came that moment in the bathroom in my room. My assistant asked what exactly I wanted to know and from whom. The recording cut off. 
 
      
 
    “Today, Kerry Hunter was arrested,” Octius said. “Her personal communicator contained two records of contact with Edward Rodriguez, a friend of Sheppard’s. The first was around midnight yesterday, the second — early in the morning. Hunter was unable to pass on the information she received; security intercepted her outside her contestant’s room this morning.” 
 
      
 
    For the contestants, my disqualification wasn’t news, they were just waiting for the official announcement, but the hall still broke out into chatter. The reason was news to them, and a surprise. 
 
      
 
    “According to the contract, players of the Demonic Games cannot make any contact with the outside world,” the presenter continued. “By decision of a specially created ethics commission, Alex Sheppard has been disqualified from the Demonic Games for life!” 
 
      
 
    Octius fell silent, cast a heavy gaze across the hall, found me and continued, his eyes locked on me: 
 
      
 
    “The decision… The decision is final. But before I go on, I suggest we listen to what the accused has to say in his defense. Alex, come up onstage!” 
 
      
 
    In dead silence, staring straight ahead and feeling hundreds of eyes glued to me, I walked up onto the stage and stood next to the gamesmaster. 
 
      
 
    “Speak,” Guy Barron whispered to me. “They’ll hear you.” 
 
      
 
    I took a step forward. The stage was in the center of the hall, and I couldn’t face everyone at once, but anyone looking at the holocube above could see my face. 
 
      
 
    “Good evening! There’s a lot I’ve thought about telling you while I watched the highlights. Like the fact that Snowstorm really didn’t want me to win, and did everything they could from the start to stop me from getting here. Did you know that the day before the Games began, the Celestial Arbitration sentenced me to trial by ordeal? I know you didn’t know, because I’m not Mogwai, I don’t stream. But I passed the gods’ challenge. Have you seen my Ghostly Talon? That’s a reward from the ordeal. And I won it without my Threat abilities, which I didn’t have there. But I didn’t win because I’m special or gifted either. No! I won because I had help from people I would call friends, but who I’d never heard of before the gods’ trial began…” 
 
      
 
    I fell silent, remembering Navalik, Lil’ Star and Mano’Hano. Octius patted me on the shoulder encouragingly and I continued: 
 
      
 
    “That’s always how it is. Most of my achievements are all thanks to the support of my friends. For obvious reasons, I can’t say who they are, apart from the ones you already know. I’m grateful even to Melissa Schafer and Malik Abdualim…” Several camera drones buzzed over to them, and the holocube showed close-ups of their stunned faces. “But as for Snowstorm… We have some serious differences of opinion. Unfortunately, I don’t have the right to reveal what they are, but the fact is that the corporation is actively working against me. It’s no secret to anyone that other contestants have always found ways to exchange information with the outside world. There are plenty of proven examples, and if you want to find out more, you can search online. None of them were disqualified, even those who got intel on their competitors…” 
 
      
 
    “Careful with accusations like that, Alex!” Octius interrupted. “They are mere supposition!” 
 
      
 
    “Fine, anyone interested can find it themselves anyway. The point is, I wasn’t trying to get an advantage through non-game methods. But Snowstorm couldn’t miss their chance to get rid of me…” 
 
      
 
    “Alex!” 
 
      
 
    “Does it not seem strange to you that the recording shows only the request to make contact, and not what exactly I wanted to learn from my friend Ed Rodriguez?” 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Sheppard!” 
 
      
 
    “I was asking about divine artifacts in the clan vault. Yeah, we have so many that I don’t remember them all, and I needed to know. Why do you think that is?” 
 
      
 
    “Why is it?” the gamesmaster asked reflexively. 
 
      
 
    “Because I realized a long time ago that I’m nothing without friends. I ended up at the Games without any. And I really wanted to make some new ones. I hope I succeeded. I realize I’m already out of the Games, but there’s more to life…” 
 
      
 
    “But Alex, you do understand that you broke the rules, whichever way you look at it?” 
 
      
 
    “I know. But what I don’t understand is why you didn’t show my conversation with the demon from floor 666, or my battle with him, or the part where I fought three gankers in the woods. They’re here in the hall. Smoothie, Phobos and Riker. I’m sure they’ll be happy to tell you all about how they decided to attack me three-on-one…” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Octius seemed surprised. “Wait! You mean to tell me you fought the final boss?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. But that doesn’t mean anything now, right, Mr. Octius?” 
 
      
 
    I shook his hand goodbye. The gamesmaster was struck dumb, standing open-mouthed. What, hadn’t he seen? Or was it all so fast in Clarity that he simply missed the battle? 
 
      
 
    As I descended from the stage, Loran stood up and shouted: 
 
      
 
    “Sheppard, what’s your deal with Meister? Did you sell out to him, Joseph?” 
 
      
 
    “Rosenthals do not sell out!” Joseph shouted, standing up. “What did the Children of Kratos promise you, hypocrite?” 
 
      
 
    “Look who’s talkin’, you old fart!” 
 
      
 
    The friends of the arguers joined the fray, there was an uproar, but Octius made a signal and music thundered, drowning out the cries. When it faded, the gamesmaster raised his hand and declared loudly: 
 
      
 
    “Don’t be so quick to say goodbye to Alex!” 
 
      
 
    The hall gasped, broke out in whispers. Some even rose up in their chairs to better see what was happening on the stage. But there was nothing unusual there: Octius paced from edge to edge, his hands crossed behind his back, then suddenly stopped: 
 
      
 
    “Right…” he breathed, listening to someone in his ear piece for a moment, but then shrugged and said quickly: “After hearing what Alex told us, I have changed my opinion. As the master of ceremonies of the Demonic Games, I hereby cancel the decision of the ethics committee and put the matter to a court of contestants! As you know, the court of contestants is applied very rarely. In my memory, only twice in the whole history of the Games have I put the weight of a decision on the shoulders of the participants.” 
 
      
 
    A chorus of surprised gasps fluttered across the hall. I heard whispering from behind me. A court of contestants? Is he out of his mind? Sheppard broke the rules! He has no place in the Games! 
 
      
 
    “Your attention! The court of contestants must decide: should Alex Sheppard, aka Scyth the Herald, be disqualified from the Games? Please check your contestant comms. Answer ‘yes’ if you are in favor of disqualification, and ‘no’ if you are against. Alex, you are not allowed to vote. The voting begins in three… two… one… Please begin! You have one minute.” 
 
      
 
    My eyes were glued to the holocube. Right now it showed two columns: red for votes in favor of disqualification, green against. The timer counted down the seconds: 00:57… 00:56… 
 
      
 
    The red column grew rapidly — forty, forty-nine… no, sixty-four votes against me. Come on, Meister! I thought. This comes under our contract! 
 
      
 
    Boom! Ten votes ‘against’ at once gave shape to the little green column. Shame I didn’t know who was supporting me; the votes were anonymous. 
 
      
 
    As each vote was counted, there was a sound like a splash, as if the contestants were pouring water onto scales. Splash! Another fourteen votes for disqualification. Seventy-eight! 
 
      
 
    Splash! Exchanging glances, the Travelers, Modus and Anna all voted ‘against’ at once. I had expected that and been watching them. Sixty-eight against twenty-two. I wondered, who were the first ten? Surely not Quetzal’s group? 
 
      
 
    “Thirty seconds!” Octius declared. 
 
      
 
    What was the hold-up with Meister? I found him with my eyes and saw that he and the others were in furious debate. Could the old man be upset at the accusation that he sold out? 
 
      
 
    In the meantime, the red column rose to almost a hundred votes. There were just over two hundred participants left. The picture looked bleak. 
 
      
 
    “Fifteen seconds!” 
 
      
 
    I watched as Bloomer rose, started gesturing fluidly as he spoke. What was he doing, reciting poetry? The others listened closely. 
 
      
 
    A few more votes dripped into the disqualify column — already a hundred and eleven in favor! Come on, Meister! 
 
      
 
    “Five seconds!” Guy Barron said urgently. 
 
      
 
    Joseph Rosenthal glanced back and nodded to me. 
 
      
 
    Splash-splash-splash! A waterfall of votes fell into the green column all at once, and it shot up by a hundred and twelve! 
 
      
 
    A siren rang out. Shouts of disappointment carried through the hall… 
 
      
 
    “The court of contestants has spoken!” Octius announced. “A hundred and thirty-four votes ‘against,’ a hundred and eleven ‘for.’ My congratulations, Alex! You are still in the running!” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 16. An Oversight of the Directors 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE FLOOD OF EMOTIONS that had begun during my battle with Abaddon and ended only now had nearly burned all the way down the fuse on the bomb that was my sanity, so I stayed at the table to calm down. I knew I’d be under an avalanche of questions in the media center. I had to figure out what kind of thing they’d ask and how to answer. As I considered that, I studied the faces of the contestants. 
 
      
 
    Octius had already departed the stage, the lights had come on, and Meister’s people were still arguing about something. Accusations and insults flew back and forth — not everyone liked that I’d been saved, and in particular, that they were the ones who’d saved me. Joseph was silent, and Bloomer took on the weight of leadership. He read no poems and made no gestures, just spoke with such hard seriousness that the others fell silent and started listening. In the scattered phrases I managed to hear, he mentioned the prime notary, the contract and the penalties. 
 
      
 
    People from Destiny Windsor and Marcus Jansson’s camps flocked around the stage. The orc bruiser shouted something fiercely and beat his fist into his other hand. Destiny listened thoughtfully, her eyes locked on me. 
 
      
 
    Quetzal’s group left right away, but Hellfish, Anna and the Modus fighters stayed behind, from time to time nodding in my direction. 
 
      
 
    I was watching them, so I didn’t notice when the trio of gankers from the woods walked over. It wasn’t easy to recognize the dark elf Smoothie in the busty woman of around forty before me. Riker the vampire and the orc Phobos were shorter in real life than in the game. 
 
      
 
    “Little early to celebrate,” Smoothie said, smiling sweetly. “You slipped away today, but tomorrow…” 
 
      
 
    “We’re going to…” long-haired Riker ran his thumb along his throat. 
 
      
 
    Phobos just pointed his finger and thumb at me, emulating a gun. 
 
      
 
    “Pow!” he fired. 
 
      
 
    “You can’t imagine how many people like you have told me that,” I said, staring at the ceiling. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm…” Riker slowly licked his lips, then smiled wickedly and glanced at Smoothie. “He’s sweet, ain’t he?” 
 
      
 
    “See you tomorrow,” I quickly said good-bye, realizing that matters were taking an unexpected turn. 
 
      
 
    “Come visit us after the interview, Alex,” Smoothie crooned to my retreating back. “We can talk about your position, maybe make a deal.” 
 
      
 
    “Always more fun with four… making deals, I mean,” Phobos laughed. “Come by, Alex, you won’t regret it!” 
 
      
 
    “Think hard!” Riker shouted. “I promise you’ll have an unforgettable time!” 
 
      
 
    Heading toward Meister’s raid, I studied the ganker trio’s achievements while I walked, to see what had gotten them to the Demonic Games. ‘Champions of the Ditch’? I followed the link and found some information about a tournament. The Ditch was a local competition for the dark races of the Empire. It took place in Shak between teams of three. Bound by magical ties, the teams were thrown fully naked into a trench. They fought up to their chest in mud. The last surviving team was declared winner of the Ditch. The tournament took its roots in an ancient tradition of the ogres to elect their leading triumvirate of chiefs. The forefather of current emperor Kragosh loved the Ditch and ordered it to be made into a yearly tournament across all the races of Shad’Erung. 
 
      
 
    Reaching Joseph, I waited until I had his group’s attention and said: 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for not letting them kick me out! Thanks a lot to all of you.” 
 
      
 
    “You knew something!” Roman accused me. “Pretty big coincidence otherwise, don’t you think? Did you know there’d be a court of contestants?” 
 
      
 
    “No. I’ve never even heard of it before. To be honest, I’d hoped for a viewer’s vote. I was sure they’d show my battle with the final boss in the highlights.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll make like we believe you,” Bloomer said. “At least, some of us will. Personally, I’m convinced that you were honest onstage. Snowstorm wouldn’t have given you the rank of worst player every day if they were in cahoots with you. And that means you couldn’t have known about the court of contestants either. Which is exactly what I’ve been trying to get through to certain individuals!” He glanced back angrily at his group. “Anyway, time for the interviews… Anything else to tell us, Alex?” 
 
      
 
    “Since we’re a team now, we should discuss our strategy for tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “Not today,” Joseph shook his head. “We don’t know what your penalty’s going to be. Once we find out, we’ll go from there. Come on, let’s get to the media center, or they’ll pull us up for not fulfilling our obligations!” 
 
      
 
    Along the way, I noticed that my allies were still trying to keep their distance from me. Even Michelle, with whom I seemed almost able to have a normal conversation, moved away to the side as soon as she saw me next to her. 
 
      
 
    “Reputation, young man,” I heard Joseph breathe nearby. “Don’t be offended, but having you as an ally is a lifelong black mark.” 
 
      
 
    “Hinterleaf and Horvac…” I began to argue, but the old man interrupted me: 
 
      
 
    “Too high up to care what the masses think. Notice how the top clans send their low-ranking troops here. People like Otto don’t need cheap popularity. Him, Horvac, Colonel, Glyph, Joshua and Vivian… None of them have fought in the Battlefields or the Arena for a long time. And the Alliance members who win those tournaments once don’t show up at them again either…” Meister coughed, clearing his throat. “Anyway, where were we?” 
 
      
 
    “Reputation and black marks. Is it my citizenship status?” 
 
      
 
    Bloomer and Roman walked on the jeweler’s other side, but both were silent. 
 
      
 
    “What’s your parents’ category? F? I’d say that’s a pretty low status for many here. It’s not bad of course, a strong middle class, but…” Joseph twirled a finger in the air and Bloomer came to his aid: 
 
      
 
    “It’s common. The contestants think themselves outstanding individuals, and to tell the truth, they’re not wrong. Think about it, young man, being one of three hundred chosen out of twenty billion people, and getting there through hard work, effort and personal sacrifice… That’s worth a lot, isn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly!” Roman said. “Now look at this from our point of view: a schoolkid used imba Threat abilities to dishonestly win the Junior Arena, and then he has the balls to show up at the Games! And, like a nouveau-riche loser, he tells the world that he really wanted to… How was it you put it?” 
 
      
 
    “He really wanted to make some new friends,” Bloomer answered. “Who he decided to buy with artifacts stolen from honest players.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, partners,” Meister said dryly. “You must see how it looks from the outside, young man. It was your naive admissions we were arguing about. I have to admit, even I regretted signing that contract with you. But, as honest people, we will fulfill our obligations to you — we’ll do everything in our power to get you the essence. With that, allow us to part ways. I wouldn’t like to appear before the reporters in your company.” 
 
      
 
    The jeweler, poet and curser sped their pace, leaving me embarrassed. I got the message: they’d help, but not be my friends. That was beneath their status. I didn’t forget that Rosenthal had mentioned the separate gift for him in passing, and the hypocrisy made me smile. The Nether with them. I didn’t care if they helped or not, as long as they didn’t get in the way. 
 
      
 
    I was far more worried about what penalty I might get on my fifth game day, and whether I could handle the three gankers, but as soon as I crossed the threshold of the zone for journalists, streamers and bloggers, I forgot all that. 
 
      
 
    Surprisingly, nobody noticed me arrive. Octius was at the center of attention, surrounded by contestants, and answering questions from the media. 
 
      
 
    “…escaped my attention,” the master of the Games said gravely, his plate armor gone and replaced by an ordinary suit. “An hour before the game session ended, Mr. Jackson called me to a meeting of the ethics committee. Immediately after that, I was prepared to go out on stage, so I didn’t take part in the editing of the highlight reel.” 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Octius, do you believe this was an ordinary oversight of the directors, or was it a deliberate attempt to hide Scyth’s successes?” asked Lia Solo, a streamer girl on roller skates who I’d already met. “Why did Snowstorm go to so much effort to convince Alex to stay in the Games on the first day, but then change its position?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course it was an oversight of the directors!” Octius asked, annoyed. “Believe me, nobody in their right mind would deliberately cut such an event as a battle with the final boss or a skirmish with gankers! We will find whoever was responsible and punish them!” 
 
      
 
    “Uh-huh, sure,” Lia Solo rolled her eyes. “Next you’ll say you ‘accidentally’ made that misleading cut of Alex’s request to his assistant! Everyone knows you wanted to set the audience against the Threat!” 
 
      
 
    “Make no mistake, my dear,” Guy Barron said in reassuring tones, approaching the girl. “We will get to the bottom of this! In the meantime, think about it — if I already knew everything that Alex Sheppard told me onstage, and I wanted to get rid of him at any cost, then why would I let the contestants choose? And let him speak?” he turned his head, found me with his eyes. His face brightened. “Ah, the culprit himself! Talk to him while I get ready for the press conference! Then I will answer all your questions!” 
 
      
 
    Octius pushed his way out of the crowd and disappeared into a service corridor, and the crowd of media representatives rushed toward me, shouting questions as they came. Tough without Kerry, I thought. My former helper would have lined them all up, put me in one of the special interview rooms, pressed a can of soda into my hand and whispered tips in my ear, telling me what to say or whether to open my mouth at all. 
 
      
 
    “What are you feeling right now, Alex?” In the shower of questions, I made out Lia Solo’s familiar voice. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing at all,” I admitted. “But I’m really grateful to everyone who voted against my disqualification, and to my viewers for the support. I promise to keep my play exciting!” 
 
      
 
    “How did you manage to survive in battle against the final boss?” Peter Davis asked as he elbowed his way forward, a very short man with a Disgardium Daily holobadge. 
 
      
 
    “Using the same ability that saved me when the mages attacked on day two, remember?” 
 
      
 
    “That was awesome!” Davis smiled. “Can you explain exactly how that ability works?” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, no. You’re from Disgardium Daily, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” David nodded. 
 
      
 
    “How’s Ian Mitchell doing?” 
 
      
 
    “Uhm… Mr. Mitchell is still in the hospital, sir. But he’s already conscious, the prognosis is good…” 
 
      
 
    “Give him my best regards, Mr. Davis. I hope he gets well and goes on writing good material for us.” 
 
      
 
    Surprise flashed in Peter Davis’s eyes: 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be sure to pass that on. In your speech on the stage, you spoke of a certain conflict with Snowstorm. This statement raised a range of questions at our publication. Didn’t it seem strange to you that the viewers voted you the worst player three days in a row?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not strange!” Axel Donovan, another Disgardium Daily journalist, shouted from the back. “It’s a logical consequence of Scyth’s cowardly playstyle! Mr. Sheppard, how do you excuse your shameful gameplay?” 
 
      
 
    Stunned for a moment, I quickly took hold of myself: 
 
      
 
    “It’s the corporation playing a shameful game. Mr. Davis is right, the results of the viewers’ votes looked very strange to me! It’s obvious that Snowstorm wants to get rid of me, and with time, everyone will find out why.” 
 
      
 
    “How convenient…” Axel said, finally pushing Davis out of the way and forcing his way to the front. “A global giant, a leading corporation and a young schoolkid. Ooh, the fight of the century! More like you’re butthurt at Snowstorm for some reason and that’s why you make these claims. As for them… I don’t believe they have any conflict with you at all. I won’t believe a word you say, Mr. Sheppard, until you reveal the reasons for this so-called conflict!” 
 
      
 
    “That’s up to you, Mr. Donovan,” I said, turning away and looking at the other journalists. “I’d like to address the viewers…” 
 
      
 
    Everyone fell silent and a swarm of microphone drones moved to hover by my mouth. 
 
      
 
    “To everyone who voted for me, who supported me online… Please, speak out! I don’t believe that the majority of you are against me. It’s one thing when the Preventers have a bone to pick with me, when the other contestants think I’m taking up someone else’s spot here… But to believe that nearly every viewer wants me out of the Demonic Games? I just won’t do it. So don’t be silent — if you supported me or at least didn’t vote against me…” 
 
      
 
    “My God, so cliche!” Axel said, facepalming. 
 
      
 
    Paying no attention to his pantomime, I spoke with even more passion in my voice: 
 
      
 
    “You are ordinary people, people like me. There are more of us than them! Let’s prove that we, the unchosen, the non-elites, are together! And together, we are strong..!” 
 
      
 
    After my fiery speech, I answered a bunch of easier questions: What’s going on with you and Michelle Ardi? What did you promise to Joseph Rosenthal? Is it true that Meister’s entire group will get a million each after the Games for supporting you..? 
 
      
 
    I didn’t go to any effort, just answered briefly: 
 
      
 
    “Nothing… No comment… That’s not true…” 
 
      
 
    After the interview, I went to my room to rest, collapsed onto my bed as soon as I walked in. I’d been through a lot in the last year and a half, but the Demonic Games were something else. My body didn’t seem to be able to produce hormones fast enough for me to feel proper emotions, and I’d fallen into dull indifference. I didn’t even have the strength to get up and take a shower. 
 
      
 
    It was all getting to me. I wanted to go back to November last year, when my biggest problem was a talking-to from Mr. Kovac or teasing from the Dementors. Lessons, movies about space, sitting with Eva on the bench outside the Bubbling Flagon… Suddenly I felt an overwhelming desire to see my parents, hug them and hold them. I wanted mom to stroke my head and dad to tell me cheerfully ‘everything will be okay, son.’ 
 
      
 
    I didn’t feel sorry for myself. I chose this path. It would have been very easy to accept Kiran’s offer, or to not resist when the Alliance was harassing all the noobs in the Darant town hall. I’d solved all my financial problems and achieved my initial goal. Only failing my citizenship tests would stop me going to university now, and I wouldn’t fail them. I was sure there was still enough time to make up for what I’d missed out, and there wasn’t even much to make up for — I could cram the material in a month or two. But the ever increasing uncertainty, the feeling of being always suspended above an abyss, the growing dangers — now not only from the Triad, the Cartel and the Preventers, but from Snowstorm itself… It all took its toll. 
 
      
 
    That was the mood I was in when I heard a careful knock at the door. 
 
      
 
    “Contestant Michelle Ardi,” the room’s AI helper reported, projecting a holographic dossier of my guest before me. “Select option: open, report your absence…” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll deal with it,” I answered, rising from the bed. 
 
      
 
    As soon as I opened the door, Michelle slipped inside. Looking around, she opened the minibar, pulled out a bottle of red wine and offered it to me. I stood there dumbly for a few seconds, then realized I was expected to open it. I took the bottle and went to look for a corkscrew. Only now did I pay attention to the clothes and dirty socks strewn around the room. Blushing, I kicked them under the bed as I walked past. 
 
      
 
    “So peaceful and quiet here,” Michelle said. “I flew in with my girlfriends, they put us in three adjoining rooms. Every day’s a party! Why’s it so boring here?” 
 
      
 
    “Well… You usually need friends to have parties. But I’m not bored, you know. I got so carried away last night that I nearly slept through the Games.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yeah? What were you up to?” she drawled playfully. “Watching the adult channel?” 
 
      
 
    “Drawing,” I answered almost honestly, retreating toward the table covered with sketched sheets of paper. 
 
      
 
    I hid my diagrams and strategies in a drawer, found a corkscrew and only then realized my mistake: the bottle cap was a screw-type. 
 
      
 
    Throwing the cap into the trashcan, I held out the bottle to Michelle, saw her amused look of confusion and smiled awkwardly. A glass! I found one, half filled it and handed it to the girl. Then I dug around in the minibar, moved aside a bottle of soda and found a few different beers. And now even my sense of caution didn't resist — I grabbed a can of German lager. 
 
      
 
    “I’m in no hurry,” Michelle reassured me. “Mind if I smoke?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head and she took out a cigarette. They used to kill people at the start of the century, but modern filters made smoking safe, fully absorbing all the tar and toxicity from the smoke. Michelle drew on it with palpable pleasure, breathed out the scent of tobacco mixed with herbs. 
 
      
 
    We talked. The girl spoke of herself — of how she’d always dreamed of singing, but the vocal tutors said her range was too weak, just one octave, her voice and ears weren’t coordinated, the timbre was a little off. She should take up something else, they said. Only in Dis did things start working out for her. And so well that her songs were played on the radio even in real life. A year ago, Sony Music offered Michelle a contract to write an album, and the singer’s career skyrocketed. 
 
      
 
    It took more than half an hour for her to tell me all that. Michelle Ardi bounced from subject to subject, recounting funny anecdotes from her life in detail. I didn’t have anything in particular to brag about: a schoolkid in an ordinary school, average grades, then a Threat and legate of the Destroying Plague, then my departure from the faction. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t tell you anything more,” I sighed. 
 
      
 
    “I get it,” Michelle nodded and got up from her chair. “Would you show me to the washroom?” 
 
      
 
    I led her to the bathroom door and opened it. Michelle stepped inside, then turned around sharply. She stood up on her tiptoes, threw her arms around my neck and kissed me full on the lips. Before I knew what was going on, she shut the door behind me and broke away from me. 
 
      
 
    “What was that for?” I cried. “I have a girlfriend! What will she think? How am I supposed to explain?” 
 
      
 
    “She’ll get it. But let everyone else think there’s something between us,” she smiled. “So why do you need the essence?” 
 
      
 
    I figured I’d have to answer that question sooner or later, and had prepared, thought long about what to say and what not to. I decided to share what I knew: 
 
      
 
    “The Destroying Plague. Do you know how it affects non-citizens?” 
 
      
 
    “You mean the racial bonuses?” 
 
      
 
    “No. More like hardware penalties. Non-citizens who turn undead get sick with something that causes tissue necrosis. They die, Michelle!” 
 
      
 
    “What? How do you know?” 
 
      
 
    “Just believe me. Or don’t, I don’t care, the main thing you have to understand is that the Destroying Plague threatens the lives of real people, not just NPCs.” 
 
      
 
    “And how will the essence help you?” 
 
      
 
    “I have a quest to destroy the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague. I need Concentrated Life Essence to complete it.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait, wait!” Michelle turned on the water and lit another cigarette. “You mean to tell me that you entered the Games just to save some inwinova?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Now it all fits.” She laughed nervously, bit her lip. “We’ve all been wondering: what the hell do you need the Games for? Really, Alex, you’re a star already! With your Threat abilities… Well, what could you get out of winning? Judging by what you offered all of us, you aren’t in dire need of three thousand stat points. Demon Fighter? Well… I don’t know. The rewards are good for us, but for you? The risk of getting Hell’s Curse is high! And you knew what you were getting yourself into! That you wouldn’t have your imba abilities, that people wouldn’t want you here… The whole internet wanted to see you disgraced!” 
 
      
 
    “Believe me, I would have rather not entered. This whole place is a pain in my ass! I have so much to do back in Dis! And the citizenship tests are coming up!” 
 
      
 
    “I believe you.” Her French accent cut through again. “Because your tale of the Destroying Plague is the only explanation. Or are you a masochist, like Mogwai?” 
 
      
 
    “No, I hate pain!” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t mean that exactly, but okay.” Michelle took a long drag, breathed out a cloud of smoke and threw the butt into the toilet. She flushed the filter off on its journey, then washed her hands. “Thanks for sharing. It’s terrible! The inwinova are a burden to us all, of course, but they’re still people! I have relatives in the Marseilles Ghetto, and I really wouldn’t want any of them to get hurt… I have to warn everyone!” 
 
      
 
    The girl’s eyes flashed like those of a soldier ready to attack or a fighter preparing for a match. I mentally rubbed my hands — just what I’d been hoping for. Michelle was impulsive, with an acute sense of justice, and she had a huge audience of fans… 
 
      
 
    “I’ll write a song,” she said, as if that was that solved. “And now, my dear friend, let’s go have some fun!” she began to sing. “You’re only sixteen, time to go dancing in the sun!” Apparently, she liked how it sounded. She repeated the lines of her future song, adding: “Talking! Walking! Singing life’s song! Not worrying about righting society’s wrongs!” 
 
      
 
    Michelle took me by the arm and led me decisively out of the bathroom, then out into the hallway. But I dug my heels in at the door to my room: 
 
      
 
    “No! I don’t wanna! It’s night already, I need to sleep!” 
 
      
 
    “Either you come with me or I’ll tell the whole world that you and I did stuff! Hee-hee! I’ll tell them all that you didn’t know what to do and that you’re… heh heh… too fast!” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 17. Boom Boom! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    MICHELLE’S THREAT worked. I didn’t care about her insults and implications (sure, I was at level one of rank zero in that skill, it would be dumb to deny it), but I really didn’t want to hurt Rita. 
 
      
 
    “At least tell me where you want to take me.” 
 
      
 
    “To the club, of course! Where else? We’re going to drink, dance and cut loose! Maybe we’ll meet one of our allies — you did want to discuss strategy, right? And it’s so loud there that the viewers won’t hear a thing…” 
 
      
 
    It seemed she was no longer worried who thought what. In the corridor, Michelle stopped by one of the camera drones, looked straight into it and waved. 
 
      
 
    “I’m talking to Scyth’s girlfriend now. That kiss in his room, in case you saw it, that was all me. You have a great boyfriend…” She turned to me: “What’s her name?” 
 
      
 
    “Over,” I answered, deciding to use Irita’s old game nick as a codename she would understand. “Just Over.” 
 
      
 
    “What a curious name…” Michelle looked back at the camera. “So anyway, Over, I just had to surprise him, it was for business. Alex will explain when he gets back.” 
 
      
 
    Finished, the girl led me to the elevators. By this time, the corridors of the living quarters had emptied: the contestants were either in their rooms or partying on the recreation level. I couldn’t get those three gankers I’d be meeting tomorrow out of my head. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t happen to know Smoothie, Phobos and Riker, do you?” I asked as we walked into the elevator. 
 
      
 
    “The Ditch champions? I know them, they’re cool. Why? Oh, right! The ones who attacked you in the forest, that was them?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. We were kicked out of Dis in the heat of a battle I was losing. After dinner they came over and invited me to their place. To discuss something, they said.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Alex, who haven’t they invited over?” Michelle took on a mysterious expression and snickered. “Do you like them? You find them attractive? Non? Then you have a problem. You haven’t been farming exp, you’re on your last life. You’re at level one still… Those three are what, level twenty? Can you fly away as soon as you log in tomorrow?” 
 
      
 
    “Only if the penalty allows it…” 
 
      
 
    “Oh Nether, yeah, you’re the worst player of the day too!” Michelle emitted some complex French curse word that the comm immediately translated, toning down the particularly juicy parts. 
 
      
 
    “There’s another problem too.” Smoothie has this Ephemeral Web of Pacification. If she manages to get it over me…” 
 
      
 
    The elevator doors opened and we walked out onto the recreation level, which shattered my concept of the word. The idyllic landscape had changed, transforming the floor into something more reminiscent of a downtown street at night, the lights of animated billboards and holographic adverts gleaming down on swaying crowds of people. The floor shook with bass vibrations. There were fewer than three hundred contestants left, but each of them had flown in with a support group, and they had plenty of time on their hands to kick back. 
 
      
 
    “How about this? If we don’t find our guys in the club, I’ll tell them about you in the morning. When they find out you’re in trouble, they’ll be forced by the contract to help,” Michelle said quietly, smiling to someone. 
 
      
 
    Acquaintances greeted the girl warmly and looked at her companion — me — with surprise. She kept leading me down toward the end of the ‘street,’ exchanging greetings and funny in-jokes as she went. 
 
      
 
    “That’s Boom Boom,” she said, although the club’s name was already lighting up the sky with all the colors of the rainbow. “Anything goes inside except violence, but even that’s allowed if both sides agree first.” 
 
      
 
    “How’s that?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s the only place in the hotel where you can fight without getting thrown out of the Games. Ever been in a club like this? Non? Then stay close to me, or else… Well, if anyone takes a shine to you, don’t agree to a fight, just call a guard…” 
 
      
 
    Michelle pulled me forward, the doors opened and I found myself in some cauldron of hell — a giant room with a rectangular bar at its center, a dance floor and several stages surrounding it, with comfortable tables and sofas by the walls. Deafening music beat against my ears, the bass shaking my teeth and sending shivers down my spine. Bright flashes of light gave way to pitch darkness intersected with laser beams, the people wreathed in clouds of smoke. 
 
      
 
    Strippers danced on special platforms. Waitresses walked through the hall in holographic costumes of various races. Long-legged elves elegantly strolled with trays full of wine glasses. Some goblin girls, fairly attractive for their species, darted around the dance floor with some smokey strange mixtures. Fairies on rollerskates flitted by with cocktails. A cute orc girl danced along, serving tequila and letting contestants lick salt off her; a nymph-like gnome girl invited all comers to drink up, offering a tray of vodka shots and pickles. 
 
      
 
    I decided not to mix my drinks and took a glass of dark dwarven ale from a short and shapely dwarf girl. Michelle opted for red wine. 
 
      
 
    The place teemed with life. Light flashed, transforming human figures into two-dimensional black shadows. Colors changed, beams shot down from all angles. It was hard to make out anyone in the crowd, and I wasn’t really trying. 
 
      
 
    Michelle opened an app on her comm, exchanged messages with someone and asked: 
 
      
 
    “What is your relationship with Hellfish?” she had to shout into my ear. “You’re both partners with the Travelers and Modus, right? You know, even if we’re in time to help you, Smoothie, Phobos and Riker won’t be alone. They’re in Destiny’s group! That old bitch won’t miss her chance to get back at you.” 
 
      
 
    “Hellfish’s group can help… But where do we find them?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re like a little kid, Alex! Come on,” she glanced sideways at a fairy drone offering a ‘wide assortment of relaxing, invigorating and accelerating potions,’ pressed herself against me and spoke into my ear: “Have you even used the demonic comm yet? You see the minimap? There’s Hellfish’s marker, he’s right there, on the second floor. And put your arms around me, damn it! Why are you so stiff?!” 
 
      
 
    I obediently put my hand on her waist and we made like a couple in love, walking past the sofas where contestants smoked shisha pipes, then past the striptease area where girls spun on poles, also dressed as Disgardium characters. 
 
      
 
    The largest audience was gathered around a gigantic orc girl with melon-like — both in color and size — breasts. She was impressively flexible, and the pole impressively strong to hold her weight. It must have been reinforced. Among her fans I noticed the drooling jockey Frankie. He was furiously showering the dancer with phoenixes, waving them onto her from his comm. I nearly tripped — I never would have suspected his tastes! 
 
      
 
    Michelle led me upstairs, and the music grew even louder. Now the bass didn’t just vibrate down my spine, but all through my body, and the melody — it was amazing! It seemed to be at just the right frequency, calming, driving away anxiety and dark thoughts. 
 
      
 
    On the second floor, we reached a table surrounded by sofas and chairs. Hellfish and Anna were seated there, overlooking the dance floor. They were kissing. Filex and Olaf sat on another sofa unmoving, their eyes closed. Koba snored in one chair and Alison Wu slept in another, her feet up on an armrest. Drool trickled from the girl’s open mouth. The other group members were nowhere to be seen. 
 
      
 
    Approaching, I turned my head in confusion: the music suddenly seemed dulled in some mysterious way, as if playing somewhere far off. Some real-life equivalent of a Dome of Silence? 
 
      
 
    “Hey!” Michelle said, getting their attention. “Vito, Alex needs to talk to you.” 
 
      
 
    Hellfish raised his head, casting a dim, uncomprehending gaze my way. He didn’t even look at Michelle. I’m going to walk round the floor, see who else is here, she whispered, disappearing into the darkness. 
 
      
 
    The Traveler finally recognized me. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, you’re here too…” he muttered disappointedly. “Celebratin’ your… your miracle r-rescue, buddy?” 
 
      
 
    He was close to Yary in age, and because he didn’t hide his gray hairs, he looked very old, especially now, drunk and high. And he barely moved his tongue as he spoke. 
 
      
 
    “We need to talk, Vito. I’m going to need your help tomorrow…” 
 
      
 
    “What? “H-h-help?” Hellfish echoed me, tripping over his own tongue. “You gone nuts, kid? Your limit f-f-for h-help is… maxed out!” 
 
      
 
    “My game session ended today in combat against three gankers from Destiny’s group. I might not be able to handle them alone. I need help, especially if Destiny…” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t — hic — give a sh-shit!” Vito snapped. “Leave us alone, pipsqueak. Get outta here!” 
 
      
 
    He turned to Anna and started kissing her again. Huh… Some allies they were. 
 
      
 
    I pushed my way in between the table and sofa, leaned down to Vito: 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Painter, have you forgotten what you… who you became in the desert thanks to me? If you don’t help, then right after the Games, the Sleeping Gods will have one less priest. Maybe your whole clan will lose their ranks. Do you think Horvac Onegut will be happy about that?” 
 
      
 
    Opening the map of Cursed Chasm on my comm, I marked roughly where I’d logged Scyth out in the glade, then sent it to Painter with a wave of my finger. Hellfish just waved me away and kept kissing Anna. I turned away in disgust, started to climb out and bumped into her long leg. 
 
      
 
    “Who’s this, Vito?” Miss Commonwealth 2074 said, pulling away from her lover’s lips and raising her head, staring at me with unseeing eyes and blinking. “I want some champagne!” 
 
      
 
    “Champagne!” Vito shouted into the void. “Champagne for the lady!” 
 
      
 
    Michelle had returned by then. She touched me by the hand and whispered in my ear: 
 
      
 
    “It’s useless. His whole group is like this. Let’s go…” 
 
      
 
    “Waiter!” Vito kept shouting, staring at the ceiling. Roaring, he tore his arm from Anna, got up, staggered over and jabbed a finger at me. “Listen here, Sheppard! L-let me t-tell you how it — hic — how it is! You piss me off! Horvac said help you. So we — hic! — helped! Twice! The g-g-group lost a b-bunch of levels at the b… bottom!” 
 
      
 
    “Your clans get a lot out of their partnership with me, Mr. Painter,” I answered. “And I need your help.” 
 
      
 
    “You hit — hic — the limit!” Vito repeated, then fell down to the glass floor. The floor held, but some glasses shattered. 
 
      
 
    The crash woke up Alison Wu. The girl tried to stand, then fell face-first to the floor and groaned plaintively: 
 
      
 
    “Driink…” 
 
      
 
    Michelle helped her get back to her seat and called a waiter drone to get her some water. After that, she made sure Vito was alright, then turned to me: 
 
      
 
    “These guys sure are talented. Getting this fucked up in three hours is a skill! They do this every night. Can you believe that? Eh bien! Let them sleep it off, talk to them again tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    Taking me by the arm, she led me back to the first level. As we walked down, Michelle and I ran out onto the dance floor. She jumped up and down and started to dance. I stared admiringly. I was sure she would have looked just as good as the professionals if she went up on one of those poles. 
 
      
 
    Even I got into the dancing, forgetting myself, letting the stream of humanity pull me along. The state was trance-like — I felt light, I wanted to embrace the whole world! 
 
      
 
    At some point I realized I’d lost Michelle. I waited for her for around an hour at the bar, watching the revelers and sipping my beer. 
 
      
 
    Flustered by the sight of the debauchery reigning in the club, I started to entertain crazy thoughts. My soul cried out for fun, for easy acquaintances. But morning was approaching, and my drunken mind used the last remnants of its willpower to do the impossible — to convince me that I needed to sleep before an important day. Although every day here seemed more important than the last… All the same, my mind made a deal with my body: sleep today, and if I survived tomorrow, then I’d have the chance to cut loose. 
 
      
 
    Staggering and bumping into half-naked figures, I left the club and made my way down the level’s ‘streets.’ As I walked, I finally noticed one of those ‘intimate relaxation rooms.’ Before my brain could put the brakes on, I broke for the door, feeling like Trixie in Darant’s red light district. Fortunately, Meister burst out of the door with a happy smile on his face: 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Alex, you’re here too? Nico and I were just discussing strategy for tomorrow — Michelle told us all about your predicament…” 
 
      
 
    The old man forgot all about the poet and pulled me away, still talking all the way to the elevator, then went up with me to the residential level. Meister had been drinking too, so I heard nothing sensible from him. 
 
      
 
    “You know what kinda group ours is, Alex? Woah, lemme tell ya! We’ll gallop in to save ya like knights in shining armor! You’re at the bottom of the Pitfall, right? We’ll just jump right down, our whole raid! Ha-ha, like paratroopers! Hic!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m in the woods to the south of the village, Mr. Rosen… Rosen…” I suppressed the rumblings of nausea, coughed, forced out: “…thal!” 
 
      
 
    “What ya lookin’ for in the woods? Don’t go to the woods! Wait at the bottom, we’ll come! I’ll give you rings and earrings, young man… Hic! We’ll kick their asses!” 
 
      
 
    Shaking his fist at an invisible enemy, Meister walked into his room. I headed for my own and then spent some time in the bathroom. Once my stomach had calmed down, I washed, staggered over to my bed and collapsed. 
 
      
 
    Despite my fatigue, I tossed and turned a long time, going over the events of the day, and when I finally fell asleep I felt like it was only for a few minutes. 
 
      
 
    I opened my eyes to someone shaking me by the shoulder and shouting: 
 
      
 
    “Wake up, Alex! The Games are about to begin!” 
 
      
 
    It was like I was falling, but I was really lying face-down in the pillow. There was a thought bouncing around my skull, remnants of a nightmare — that I’d forgotten to set my alarm, overslept the Games and my defenseless character had been killed by the gankers. And Smoothie had arms like Abaddon’s… 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Alex!” Kerry’s shout woke me up. 
 
      
 
    My former assistant stood by the bed, holding out a Home Doctor toward me. Her other hand held a cardboard coffee cup. I rubbed my eyes, then pinched myself, but she didn’t go anywhere — I wasn’t imagining her. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, Alex, the clock’s ticking! You’re late!” 
 
      
 
    “What time is it?” I said, barely managing to push the words through my dry throat. “How am I here? Weren’t you fired?” 
 
      
 
    “The court of contestants let you off, and that means I get another shot too. You’re my responsibility again, kiddo! I heard you went to the club last night. Come on, put the wristbands on, let the doc set you right.” 
 
      
 
    “Hellfish! I need to talk to him before the Games start!” I jumped out of bed. “What time is it?” 
 
      
 
    “Ten minutes to the start…” 
 
      
 
    “I need to talk to Hellfish right now! I need to warn him…” 
 
      
 
    “Tell me what to tell him. I’ll try to catch him and pass it on. In the meantime, hurry up!” 
 
      
 
    “Tell him I’m in the forest south of the village and I’m surrounded by gankers… Oh, and! Destiny's raid will join them and I have a penalty… What else? Bottom line, I! Need! Help!” 
 
      
 
    “Got it, consider it done,” Kerry nodded. “Now get moving!” 
 
      
 
    My helper left me the coffee and ran out of the room. I spent the next five minutes jerkily getting dressed, spraying some tooth elixir into my mouth at the same time. That damn Home Doctor took its time cleansing the alcohol from my blood, so although I managed to freshen up some, I ended up even later than I expected. 
 
      
 
    Gulping down coffee on the way, I ran to the immersion level, burst into my capsule room while pulling my clothes off and climbed into the capsule just seconds before the start. 
 
      
 
    The new day meant that Scyth would appear with full health, mana and spirit. So my plan was simple: try to fly away, and if that didn’t work, then use Clarity to quickly kill the gankers and get away before Destiny’s raid got there. Whether I could do it depended on what the debuff was. 
 
      
 
    The capsule filled with intragel, the world flickered and I woke up in the Cursed Chasm. The figures of Smoothie, Phobos and Riker were already appearing nearby. I activated Flight and started climbing… Very slowly. As if in one of those dreams where you’re running away from danger at a snail’s pace. 
 
      
 
    A debuff icon explained why: 
 
      
 
    Sloth’s Blessing 
 
      
 
    The soul of a sloth has taken a liking to you. Sloths are famous for conserving energy by moving slowly. Your metabolism is slowed and your movement speed, attack speed and cast speed is 75% slower than usual. 
 
      
 
    Duration: 24 hours. 
 
      
 
    Smoothie the mage found me with her eyes and threw her net without hesitation. Riker went into Stealth. Phobos picked up his dropped trident from the ground, drew his sword and bared his teeth, activated Charge… 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 18. Enemy of the Inferno 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I STOOD ALMOST dead center in the wide clearing. The nearest trees were too far away, and my quarter-speed Flight wasn’t enough to get me there in time, but my spirit bar was at 100%, guaranteeing me seventy-four seconds of Clarity, minus whatever I spent on spirit moves. 
 
      
 
    The slow made Ghastly Howl useless — the distorted howl didn’t work on enemies. So, roughly three feet in the air, glancing down at a twisted orc face, I activated Clarity and only then howled — just in case that made it work. 
 
      
 
    “Die-e-e-e-e-e-eee…” the orc shouted, his furious roar stretching out in my slowed perception of time. 
 
      
 
    This activation wasn’t like the other times. Entering this state before had practically stopped time, but now the world kept moving, just slower. But even that was a good thing: Clarity not only fully compensated for the speed loss from Sloth’s Blessing, but it also doubled my speed in comparison to the rest of the world. But that meant that my sped-up howl sounded so high-pitched that the ability was wasted, scaring nobody: 
 
      
 
    “Woo-woo!” 
 
      
 
    Phobos kept gaining on me, sped up in his warrior Charge. The orc, his head down like a charging bull, was a couple of paces away when I decided not to spare the spirit and activated a ranged Hammerfist. The thickening air took on a ghostly impression of my fist, with Rindzin’s Ghostly Talon extending out of it. It smashed into Phobos’s chest with the force of a cargo flyer, throwing him down in Surprise. The warrior’s armor gave way and exploded at the point of contact. Blood slowly fountained out. In my accelerated perception, the warrior’s corpse raised up into the air and fell down like a leaf on a gust of wind. 
 
      
 
    My first kill! Now I didn’t have to worry about dying, because… 
 
      
 
    Wait! Phobos was dead, but where was my experience for killing him? At level 19, the orc should have given me enough for several levels! I checked my exp bar in disbelief — still empty. Still zero points! 
 
      
 
    The orc’s corpse hadn’t yet touched the ground when I noticed the figure of Smoothie in the corner of my eye. The mage girl stood, her arm raised, her fingers spread and emitting a glimmering spectral slime. The substance froze and took on the shape of the Ephemeral Web of Pacification. I flew away from the sinister net, but she ran after me, her speed overtaking mine. 
 
      
 
    Somewhere behind me, Riker was preparing to attack from stealth — the grass behind me crumpled beneath his feet. Instead of dodging, I met him with a strike. Turning sharply, I launched a Combo out in random directions, trying to hit out in as wide an angle as possible where I thought the rogue might be hiding. Riker was knocked out of Stealth and I watched as his body broke beneath each successful strike in the combo. It only took one to bring the vampire down — Rindzin’s Ghostly Talon and rank-two unarmed combat more than made up for my low base damage. 
 
      
 
    “No-o-o-o-o!” Smoothie wailed slowly in despair at the perfect time to remind me of my last foe. 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t stop the Combo after releasing it, so to make the hits land on something, I turned and directed the end of the attack at a new target, like a battle droid with a machine gun. 
 
      
 
    The mage’s web was already hanging above me and beginning to unfold into a dome. I was moving too slowly to escape, so I focused on my final enemy. The first hit on Smoothie broke her Mana Shield, she dodged another three by Blinking toward me, and only the fifth hit at point-blank range, dealing full damage and sending the foe to the graveyard. 
 
      
 
    I was thrown out of Clarity: Combo had eaten through all my spirit reserves. Each hit cost a hundred points and another fifty for every yard of range to the target. In that same moment, the Ephemeral Web of Pacification covered me, pinning me to the ground. Liberation didn’t work against the external crowd-control effect. 
 
      
 
    Thirty seconds immobile, minus fourteen health per second — I had no chance. I dealt massive damage even by the standards of the top players in the Cursed Chasm, but my health was a pitifully low three hundred and ninety. I somehow hadn’t time to train it at level one. 
 
      
 
    The web cut into my body as its timer ticked down. It tightened, tearing into my flesh down to the bone. My health indicator started flashing in the red zone and I mentally tore out my hair. I’d killed the three gankers only to be knocked out of the game by Smoothie’s farewell gift… 
 
      
 
    “Scyth!” 
 
      
 
    I breathed in sharply, twisted around… Michelle! My heart skipped a beat. The dryad leapt out of the bushes, breaking through branches, then cast a Healing Wave as soon as she was within range. A warmth and freshness covered me, smelling of flowers and pine needles, and my health bar began to crawl upwards. 
 
      
 
    “Where are they?” she asked. Then she noticed the corpses. Her eyes went wide. “Did you do that yourself?” Michelle turned as the rest of her group emerged from the woods. “He took them all out! At level 1! With the penalty! Guys, I was right, we can definitely win with him!” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Michelle, you came just in time!” 
 
      
 
    Only then did they all notice there was something wrong with me. My words stretched out into ‘tha-a-a-a-a-n-n-nks” as if I was in a slow-motion video. The raid started talking noisily, discussing my debuff. 
 
      
 
    Then the web disappeared, flashing as it went. I could move again. I activated Flight to get out as fast as I could, before the gankers came back with Destiny’s group in tow. Michelle watched me slowly ascend. 
 
      
 
    “Destiny and her group won’t be here for a while. Roman put a mass slaughter curse on their raid. We have ten minutes.” 
 
      
 
    “Raging Bloodthirst! I had to spend my best-player reward, but it was worth it!” the troll laughed. “They just started attacking each other in the village, trying to kill each other. The NPCs all ran and hid in their houses… Unfortunately, the effect didn’t last long and some survived, but they won’t fight us alone, they’ll wait for the others. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to ask why they didn’t finish them off, but then I understood: my allies were hurrying to me, and I doubted they could have taken out Destiny’s fierce fighters anyway. 
 
      
 
    A flickering glow and a cacophony of sound enveloped me for a few seconds: my allies were raining down regeneration buffs, resistances and stat bonuses on me, even a few magic shields. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, I didn’t get any experience!” I said to my new friend. “But the guide says you should get exp for PvP. And Octius didn’t say anything about…” 
 
      
 
    My voice was slow and elongated, and it must have been hard for the dryad to understand me, but Michelle got the picture. 
 
      
 
    “Octius didn’t say it because the village elder says it when you first meet him. You didn’t get the chance to see him. Anyway, that’s just one of the changes out of a range of surprises,” she answered. “The developers introduced Demonic Brandy this year. It’s sold in the tavern, and it isn’t cheap. It gives a penalty to damage against demons, but allows you to get experience for PvP.” 
 
      
 
    “And when someone drinks it, there’s an announcement in the village chat,” added Olga the dancer, a cute centaur girl. “But nobody drinks it, because it’s easier to kill a mob than a player. And the experience works on the same principle. So what’s the point? One point for killing an equal contestant, nothing for someone weaker. Obviously there’s no sense at all in trying to attack higher-level players. They’ll take it personal and then not let you out of the graveyard until all your lives are gone. 
 
      
 
    In the meantime, Meister had crouched down and started throwing out equipment at his feet: 
 
      
 
    “Come down, young man. We have a thing or two for you.” 
 
      
 
    I landed. Still unloading gear, the gnome continued: 
 
      
 
    “What do we have here… Take your pick: leather trousers, a jacket, boots, armguards and shoulderguards, mail belt and gloves. Rings, bracelets and earrings for strength and endurance…” wheezing, the old man pulled something from his inventory and offered it to me: “This item is dear to me, young man. An epic necklace of my own creation. It has no special effects, but it gives noticeable bonuses to physical characteristics.” 
 
      
 
    “Keep in mind, partner, we have only one of these for the whole raid, and we’re giving it to you,” Roman noted in dissatisfaction. “Meister spent our only Demonic Soulshard on it. It drops only from bosses, and even then it’s a low chance!” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t mention it,” the jeweler said, although it was clear by his voice that he was making a sacrifice. “Do you need any weaponry?” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” I answered, shaking my head and beating my fist into my palm. The gesture took a couple of seconds thanks to Sloth’s Blessing. “No.” 
 
      
 
    I started to stretch out my hand to take the necklace. The idiotic debuff made the motion painfully slow, and Meister, still holding the necklace, urged me on in annoyance: 
 
      
 
    “Come on, Scyth, you can be more decisive than that!” 
 
      
 
    “I think he’s being as decisive as he can be,” Bloomer chuckled. “Don’t forget, Scyth has a new patron saint! The sloth!” 
 
      
 
    I finally took the epic from Meister’s hands and studied its properties. It was called Demonic Necklace of Hatred and it added on average at least fifty points to strength, stamina, agility and perception, and a little to attack speed and critical strike chance. In big Dis, Crawler would have sent a find like this to the auction house or given it to one of the mining foremen, but here and now the necklace really was a treasure. 
 
      
 
    I put it on, noticing with satisfaction that my health tripled, and only then did I see the previously hidden side-effect: 
 
      
 
    Enemy of the Inferno 
 
      
 
    You are wearing a Demonic-class item, created with a soulshard from a higher demon. For all creatures of the Inferno, you will always be the most hated target. Removing this item does not remove the mark. 
 
      
 
    “Now you’re a tank who can hold perfect aggro,” Meister laughed, studying my reaction. 
 
      
 
    “You knew?” I asked, not particularly upset. 
 
      
 
    “This is my sixth time in the Games, young man. I learned the recipe back in the first. Of course I knew. You don’t mind, do you?” 
 
      
 
    Remembering my surprise for Meister, who didn’t yet suspect that he would have to pray to the Sleeping Gods and lose the blessing of the other gods, I laughed: 
 
      
 
    “Not at all…” 
 
      
 
    Equipping the gifted armor, I missed the moment when the sounds from outside began to mix in with the diverse hubbub of the hundred or so voices from my allies: portals snapped open, tearing through space, magical attacks flared up, there were screams and groans. 
 
      
 
    “The Desters are here!” the engineer Joker shouted. It took me a moment to realized he was referring to Destiny’s raid. 
 
      
 
    The gnome, who was set up not far away, started to rotate his turret, but wasn’t fast enough. Riker the rogue appeared behind him and sliced his back into bloody ribbons. Smoothie appeared out of Invisibility in front of me. 
 
      
 
    “Did you think it was all over, boy?” The question came at the same time as a cast web. “We’re only just getting started!” 
 
      
 
    Reflexively flying away, I realized what she meant: Smoothie had left a beacon, and now warriors were coming out of it from three portals, not just Destiny’s, but Marcus’s too. That was what they were talking about yesterday! Our enemies were fewer in number than Meister’s people, but far superior in strength and combat capabilities. 
 
      
 
    The thought flashed up and disappeared, leaving only adrenaline coursing through the veins of my real body. My allies hid me from the main bulk of enemies, but I had to deal with the ones nearby: Smoothie, Riker and four more rogues, attacking us from behind. They hurried to finish off their targets instead of me, and I realized why when one was about to move toward me, and another, the saboteur Enigma, reminded him: 
 
      
 
    “Don’t touch him! Save him for Des!” 
 
      
 
    The damn slow from Sloth’s Blessing made me an easy target, but left an ace up my sleeve. A weak one, but no less unpleasant for Smoothie. In the time since the battle, I had restored enough spirit points for the self-guiding spiderweb to hit me only after I reached the mage girl to deliver a single blow. Thanks to my equipment, my strength was multiplied severalfold, and my Crushing Hammerfist killed Smoothie in one. The mage girl lost her second level that morning. My battle was only just starting. 
 
      
 
    A gap appeared in the crowd of contestants and Marcus the bruiser rolled through it like a huge boulder. Bloomer moved to block his path. The poet waved two curved sabers, but the orc sent him back to the graveyard with one monstrous strike. 
 
      
 
    “Get the net off him!” Roman the troll curser roared, gesturing at me, but his words went unheard. 
 
      
 
    He managed to fire some curse off at Marcus, but the bruiser withstood it, swayed and just waved his huge stone club. That simple movement hammered the troll into the soil like a nail. The minotaur’s hoof finished off the writhing curser. 
 
      
 
    Behind Marcus’s back, his raid, united with Destiny’s players, were crushing the craftspeople and artists of Meister’s group. They were resisting, of course, but they had no chance. 
 
      
 
    “Scyth is mine!” the silver ranger shouted when she saw me. 
 
      
 
    Her arrow pierced Meister’s chest as he bravely attacked one of the rogues. The gnome dropped to his back, but survived. Michelle managed to hit us both with a Healing Wave before two rogues at once tore her to shreds. My view was blocked, but I could make out several of Meister’s people dogging Destiny, raining strikes down on her… 
 
      
 
    Who-oo-osh! Something rustled in my inventory. In the heat of battle, I didn’t notice right away that I’d gotten a curse from who knows where: 
 
      
 
    Overburdened 
 
      
 
    Your bags are filled with enchanted iron ore. It can’t be used or pulled out. The ore will disappear when the curse ends. 
 
      
 
    Duration: 30 minute. 
 
      
 
    “Aiaiaiaaaa!” screamed the fairy chef Laurie as she desperately attacked Marcus. 
 
      
 
    The orc bruiser swung his club like a baseball bat and sent the breathless fairy flying. A bloody cloud hung at the point of contact. 
 
      
 
    Marcus cast a glance at me, saw I was still caught in the web, chuckled and attacked Lordmance. That quiet boy with a permanent sleepy expression on his face had apparently answered Roman’s call and was sat on my back, trying to remove Smoothie’s web. His class of mystic allowed him to summon astral beasts by smoking a magical pipe. He managed to materialize one, weak and too small to tear the web, but it disappeared anyway after a sickening crunch and squelch that left only a wet mark of the mystic. The bruiser hit slowly, but every strike dealt colossal damage! 
 
      
 
    Marcus spat, looked behind him for another target, snarled. Then he walked around me; holding his club to the earth with one hand, he grabbed me from behind by the neck and started tightening his fingers. I struck randomly behind me a few times, but wasn’t fast enough. 
 
      
 
    “This is the end, Threat.” Foul breath drifted down to me. “Des is going to kill you, and I gotta tell ya, the right to do it cost her a lot. But she won’t lose anything, and the Windsors can afford it…” 
 
      
 
    “Quetzal and Hellfish are here!” came a cry from the edge of the clearing. 
 
      
 
    My heart quickened. Was help really here? Hellfish’s appearance cheered me up — Kerry must have gotten my message across, and the Traveler had made a rational decision. But I wasn’t the only one surprised by the arrival of Quetzal’s raid. 
 
      
 
    Marcus looked to the side and frowned. He shouted and swore, giving out commands: 
 
      
 
    “Back in formation! Tanks to the front! Rangers, to me! Des, finish off the kid!” I felt fingers closing around my neck, breathed in brokenly, but the orc wasn’t letting go. 
 
      
 
    “With pleasure,” Destiny wheezed, breathing heavily. 
 
      
 
    The silver ranger headed toward me from twenty paces away, unslinging her bow as she went. Bloody from head to toe, with half her health gone, she smiled. The way killers in films smile when they finally corner their victim. 
 
      
 
    What a shame my four-times slower Ghastly Howl wouldn’t work! I still fired one off all the same — instead of a terrifying howl, what came out of my mouth sounded like a dying cow screaming its last. 
 
      
 
    Destiny deftly drew back her bowstring… 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 19. Escape Pentagram 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    …BUT DIDN’T HAVE TIME to fire before she froze like a stone statue. Only then did I hear the wail. The sound was like fingernails on a chalkboard amplified a thousand times over. My ears blocked up and the hair on the back of my neck stood up. I didn’t bother trying to figure out what it was, just concentrated on my lucky break. 
 
      
 
    The web had already finished by then. Thanks to the new gear from Meister, I was still at over two-thirds health! Marcus still had his hand around my throat, although his grip had weakened. I twisted, failed to get free, but managed to turn round to face him, then fired off Storm Fists. 
 
      
 
    Transformed into an immobile mannequin, the bruiser just bared his teeth and twitched, unable to overcome the paralysis. He had a minute-long Deathly Terror debuff, the cause of the petrification. 
 
      
 
    Boom! Boom! Boom! Marcus withstood a dozen Hammerfists before he finally died. His fingers uncurled. 
 
      
 
    Now I had a chance to look around. I tried to take off, but fell back down again instantly — I could forget about flying with the Overburdened debuff. 
 
      
 
    Slow as a snail, I moved toward Destiny to kill her before the debuff ended. As I walked, I looked across the glade. It was littered with the corpses of Meister’s people. 
 
      
 
    Our enemies were frozen as living statues, becoming defenseless targets for Quetzal and Hellfish’s united group. The two raids of allies numbered a little over twenty, and they feverishly cut down the motionless Markers and Desters, as the players had come to call the members of the two groups. 
 
      
 
    The fact that they had become allies was clear by the titan destroyer, who put down Destiny’s people in droves, the rider Dave, cutting through the battlefield on his ghostly horse — the little hobbit wielded a narrow blade, slicing his enemies into cabbage, — and Tissa and Infect. The priestess of light imprinted Hand of Nergal on the enemies, and the bard inspired his allies and maligned the enemy with guitar riffs. Arioch the bogatyr, around the same height as a titan, broke spellcaster Youlang in half with one mighty blow from above. A careful and tentative, but joyful thought rose up inside me: Tissa had saved me with her reward, Banshee Queen’s Cry! What was this? Help from a friend, or an order from her leader Quetzal after he decided to protect me again? 
 
      
 
    The allies worked as a cohesive group: Berstan and Filex the rogues attacked our enemies in the back; Kara the mage, Olaf the warlock, Yen the archer, and the hunters Koba and Perant shot their targets like fish in a barrel. Shemshur the tamer, aka Theodor Novak, who I shared a table with on day one, was armed with throwing axes. 
 
      
 
    “Thirty seconds!” shouted templar Alison, now nothing like the girl I’d seen drunk to the point of unconsciousness at the Boom Boom club. She fought with focus, her cheekbones scarlet and her eyes burning. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s speed it up, people!” barked Hellfish, who couldn’t have put two words together last night. “Don’t spread your damage, focus fire!” 
 
      
 
    Quetzal gave the same command, and then, noticing that I was approaching Destiny, he shouted to the sniper: 
 
      
 
    “Fish, help the kid with Des, she has shields, I can’t take her alone!” 
 
      
 
    “On my way!” 
 
      
 
    The two leaders launched into Destiny, whose eyes whirled furiously. The werewolf sniper shot the silver ranger in the back. Quetzal immediately put himself between me and the elf girl, then smashed both her legs at the knee with a single ferocious strike. The ranger fell down, but survived and withstood a range of other attacks and hits from Hellfish before she stopped twitching and her eyes glazed over. 
 
      
 
    “Three seconds!” Anna shouted. Miss Commonwealth was furiously jabbing her spear into Geyserix, a henchman of Marcus, but she wasn’t going to finish him off in time. “Help me!” 
 
      
 
    “Step on it, guys!” Hellfish shouted furiously. 
 
      
 
    But they weren’t fast enough. 
 
      
 
    When the Banshee Queen’s Cry effect ended, the remaining Markers and Desters came back to life and returned to the fray with renewed fury. They were clearly in the minority, and leaderless. Expecting no danger, I almost decided to stay and see how it all ended, but my common sense won out — I still only had one life left. Shame I can’t fly off! I thought, stepping back to the edge of the glade and hoping my allies would finish off my enemies so I could wait for Overburdened to end and take off into the sky. 
 
      
 
    The slow pace was infuriating — running, running, but not getting anywhere, like in a dream. I’d managed to walk around fifteen feet when one of the Markers died in the center of the clearing, the light priest Inchito. The instant before his death, he cried out a prayer to Nergal. No god came to his aid, of course, but a shining silhouette split off from Inchito’s corpse, spread huge wings, took off into the air and hovered. 
 
      
 
    Quetzal was the quickest on the uptake: 
 
      
 
    “Scyth, fly away!” 
 
      
 
    “I-I-I-I ca-a-a-a-aan’t…” came my drawn-out answer. The gladiator widened his eyes, looked at my debuffs, saw I couldn’t escape. 
 
      
 
    “All to me! Cover Scyth!” Quetzal shouted. Leaving their unfinished foes, his people began to retreat. “Hellfish, get your guys here!” 
 
      
 
    “Raid, everyone to the Threat!” Hellfish commanded as he ran. “Sixth defensive formation! Rogues into stealth! Focus on the squishies!” 
 
      
 
    Orders streamed in from both leaders. The contestants on the battlefield leaped chaotically into action. Only once I was boxed in by the members of both raids did I understand from their chatter what was about to happen. 
 
      
 
    “Shit! Inch managed to get it after all…” Kara swore in surprise. The ice mage stood before me, her arms cast wide, ready to drop a Snowstorm on the heads of reviving foes. “Mass combat revive. Even more imba than Scyth’s tricks! Where did Inchito get that?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a perk,” Quetzal answered. “He got it not long before the Games.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you expect from the strongest light priest in the world?” Equilibrium muttered. “Look, it’s starting!” 
 
      
 
    Sunlight filled the glade, triumphant organ music began to play as if from the air all around. Columns of light descended, lancing into the bodies of Marcus and Destiny’s people. With the sound of breaking glass, the gleaming columns dispersed and fired down again into the land around Inchito. Disappearing again, this time they left behind players, revived and rising. Marcus stood and shook himself off; Destiny smiled wickedly as she proudly straightened herself. 
 
      
 
    Once they had all revived, the shining winged silhouette of Inchito disappeared into thin air. 
 
      
 
    “That’s it now, Inch won’t revive until tomorrow,” Blondiecat the paladin said, nervously biting her lip. 
 
      
 
    Apart from her and Equilibrium, Quetzal and Hellfish had put another paladin next to me, Yermak, who I’d thrown into the chasm on the second day. Judging by his friendly slap on the back, he didn’t hold grudges. All three of the leaders gave orders to cover me and throw shields on me if necessary. 
 
      
 
    The four strongest raids of the Demonic Games stood opposite each other, each side waiting and sizing up the other. The fifth, and largest in number, was busy reviving at the graveyard. The lull after the shattering sound deepened into dead silence, as if the usual sounds had been sucked out of the world — the birds of the Chasm stopped singing, the grasshoppers paused. The trees emitted a barely audible creak and stretched their branches toward the corpses. The grass around the bodies writhed and filled with red, like a mass of leeches feeding on blood. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, aggressive guitar chords beat against my ears. Infect stood next to Tissa, playing rousing hard rock. The enemies answered with the flash of combat buffs spreading across the raid. 
 
      
 
    “If it gets close, I’ll put you in Iceblock,” Kara whispered to me. “But…” 
 
      
 
    The battle began before he could finish. The air crackled with lightning and fireballs, roots and puddles of acid grew beneath our feet, arrows, bolts and bullets shattered against shields. 
 
      
 
    Twenty of Hellfish and Quetzal’s people stood against almost a hundred of Marcus and Destiny’s. I had enough time to see that we had no chance, and decided not to hide, but instead to try and take at least a couple of them down with me. 
 
      
 
    The enemy melee fighters and a few pets and minions started rushing toward us. Running up and gaining speed, a massive stone golem rammed into our ranks, tossing the tanks in all directions. Behind him came a gigantic praying mantis, its scythe-like arms snapping back and forth. A three-foot-long dragonfly that reminded me a little of Iggy hovered above the glade and began to spit clumps of poison at us. 
 
      
 
    Quetzal took on Marcus, and when those two gladiators collided, the whole clearing shook. I watched as the titan destroyer parried a mighty strike from Marcus’s club on his arm, reeled back, but stayed standing. Then my view was blocked. 
 
      
 
    Destiny came under attack from Naiterio the druid, who had transformed into an invisible panther. I grimaced as he was ground into the dirt, watched in horror as our rogues got waylaid on their way to the healers and mages, dying uselessly. 
 
      
 
    The almost fivefold advantage in numbers of our equal-level enemies reared its ugly head in the first seconds of the battle. A couple of minutes later Equilibrium cast a bubble on me as he tried to fight off three foes, shouted for me to get away. I gladly would have done, but I couldn’t go far at a turtle’s pace. Kara didn’t have time to fulfill his promise of enclosing me in Iceblock; the mage was interrupted, then attacked, pushed away. He tried to Blink to the edge of the battlefield, but didn’t make it. 
 
      
 
    I retreated with painful slowness, knowing that I wouldn’t make it either. A scream of pain pulled at my heartstrings with recognition. Turning, I saw Tissa and Infect dying; they were being mobbed along with Yen the archer standing nearby and Olaf the spellcaster from T-Modus. 
 
      
 
    Hellfish the werewolf was given no chance at all — Marcus himself attacked him after taking out Quetzal with the help of allies. He used one of the latter to put down the rider hobbit Dave, throwing him from his horse. The hobbit had time to shout something spiteful, but then choked on blood and broken teeth. 
 
      
 
    The ring around me closed, but they didn’t attack me even after the paladin’s defensive bubble fell. The barbarian Geyserix and dark knight Caville ran up, grabbed me by the arms and stunned me with Stupefaction. 
 
      
 
    The rest finished off the wounded and just stared at me with hate in their eyes, stunning casts at the ready so that I couldn’t escape with Flight if I suddenly broke free. There was still too much time left on Overburdened, and no matter how hard I looked daggers at the debuff timer, the numbers didn’t change any faster. 
 
      
 
    Marcus whispered something to Destiny behind the players’ backs, then they both walked through the crowd and stood before me. The woman from the Children of Kratos was clearly enjoying the moment, that was plain even by the way she walked — as if to a podium. Destiny knew that all the viewers now had their eyes pinned on her, and the execution of the top Threat would be shown on repeat on all the channels later that night. She bathed in the attention. 
 
      
 
    “Hurry it up, Des,” Marcus growled. 
 
      
 
    The brown-skinned orc stroked the elf girl’s lower back and chuckled. So that was what she’d promised for the right to be the one to put me down? Money I could understand, but that… 
 
      
 
    “Hurry up,” he said more gently. “Finish the kid off before Quetzal and Hellfish get back from the graveyard.” 
 
      
 
    He punctuated his words with a lazy wave of his club at my knee. My bones crunched, my leg bent. I got a five-minute Limping debuff. My health fell into the red. 
 
      
 
    “Oops,” the orc grinned and spread his arms. 
 
      
 
    “Marcus!” Destiny screeched like an angry cat. 
 
      
 
    Marcus’s attack removed Stupefaction! Catching my breath, I waited. I had no doubt they would kill me, but as to how and who… 
 
      
 
    At level 63 Path of Spirit, the resource restored quickly out of combat, and I had enough for a few seconds of Clarity. I just needed Destiny to get closer! Otherwise I might not have enough spirit to pay the range cost, and I didn’t have the strength to pull away and rush my enemy — the pair holding me by the arms were two strong. 
 
      
 
    The elf girl walked right up to me, raised her bow, sharply drew the string tight… She aimed right into my eye… 
 
      
 
    Clarity! Destiny’s beautiful, but rage-twisted face froze, turning into a mask. 
 
      
 
    Activating Storm Fists, I tore my arms from Caville and Geyserix’s grip! And fired a blow at that mask! The double-damage air ability transformed my regular hits into Hammerfists, sweeping away the silver ranger’s health in fractions of a second. I kept hitting her vengefully, wherever I could, breaking her bow, crushing the armor at her breast and crumpling her open-faced helmet into her skull. 
 
      
 
    After the sixth or seventh strike, I stopped hitting her — the next attack pulled the elf girl’s legs from the ground and sent her flying. I couldn’t reach her any more, so I switched to Marcus, whose eyes slowly were widening in shock. The orc had just begun to raise his club when he started to shake beneath my fists. His plate collapsed beneath my strikes like tinfoil, ribs crunching. Another Hammerfist took off his jaw, but… I ran out of time. 
 
      
 
    The bruiser survived, jumping back to a safe distance after I fell back to normal speed. I roared and rushed at him, but he hit me with a stun. 
 
      
 
    Marcus raised a hand and shouted: 
 
      
 
    “Don’t fire! Wait! Resurrect Des!” 
 
      
 
    The players begrudgingly stopped themselves from rushing toward me to tear me to pieces. A shaman healer started crooning dolefully in the crowd. Everyone was looking at the corpse of the silver ranger from Children of Kratos, so they didn’t notice right away when the earth beneath my feet flashed… 
 
      
 
    Escape Pentagram 
 
      
 
    Sends you to a random place in the Cursed Chasm. While preparing to travel, the object is invulnerable. 
 
      
 
    Spitting out curses, Destiny jumped up and started shooting arrow after arrow at me. Feeling a defensive flame enshroud me, I looked through the fire at Destiny’s enraged visage and the broken face of Marcus, who shouted: 
 
      
 
    “Don’t let him get away! Focus Scyth!” 
 
      
 
    Then, above the cries and the sound of attacks bouncing harmlessly off the demonic magic, Meister’s triumphant laughter rang out: 
 
      
 
    “I did all I could, young man! And let the pentagram’s victim be… Destiny!” 
 
      
 
    He pointed a finger at the silver ranger, who began to glow, then flared up with fire and instantly burned to ashes! Meister laughed even louder, like a madman. 
 
      
 
    Marcus spotted the jeweler in a tree and pointed at him. I had time to watch the little gray gnome’s breathless body fall out of the tree, crackling with energy and peppered with arrows and spears. 
 
      
 
    Then the world disappeared and I fell into darkness, Meister’s piercing cackle echoing in my head… 
 
      
 
    And I found myself in a dimly lit cave. Just as I was about to celebrate, I cast a glance at the minimap and saw there was no point: Despot’s Labyrinth, Floor 531. 
 
      
 
    A demon grumbled in the darkness, waking up. The stone beneath my feet shook with its steps. 
 
      
 
    I still had Stun, Limping and Overburdened, and Sloth’s Blessing and Enemy of the Inferno hadn’t gone anywhere either. Right now, nobody would bet a quarter phoenix that I was going to last out the day. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 20. Despot’s Labyrinth 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    APART FROM THE FOOTFALLS of something huge, I heard a measured pulsing like the beating of a gigantic heart throughout the dungeon, the walls and floor vibrating in step with it. Thud-thud! Thud-thud! The sound was deep, resonant, like a heartbeat underwater, when you hear your own pulse in the rush of blood to your ears. It boded nothing good. Especially since I was still stunned. I couldn’t even grit my teeth, let alone move. The first weedy mob that came by would put me down. 
 
      
 
    For the first time, I think, since my last meeting with the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague, I missed Immortality. It was so awesome to not even pay attention to the enemy’s level and damage, just rush headlong into battle waving my arms around and firing off Plague Fury every now and again! 
 
      
 
    As I stood in the center of the spacious cave, I caught the scent of rot, but when I focused on the smell I realized it wasn’t dead flesh, it was the stench of rotten eggs, sulfur and char. Particles of soot floated through the air instead of dust. A barely noticeable light emanated from the flickering red walls. I would have struggled without Night Vision, but even with the skill I could just barely see the space along the walls; most of the cave was immersed in darkness. 
 
      
 
    No fewer than twenty heartbeats fit into the nine seconds before my Stun ended. There were no mobs nearby — thank the Sleepers! — but the one heavily crashing its way toward me, shaking the floor as it went, was one I definitely wanted to avoid. And I couldn’t use Ghastly Howl… 
 
      
 
    The thought suddenly hit me that I’d failed to take something important into account, and my mistake had cost us a lot! Nether, Spirit Shackles! What stopped me from casting it in the center of the glade, preventing the Desters and Markers from reviving? My conscience tore at my soul and I wanted to howl, but then my stun came to an end. 
 
      
 
    I was still alive, and the last thing I needed to do was blame myself for my mistakes. It was time to act, and first of all — to look around and find out where I was and what I was up against. 
 
      
 
    The ceiling was around twenty feet up. Strangely enough, the cave was perfectly rectangular, with even walls. It seemed more likely to be man-made than a work of nature. Four corridors led off in various directions. Looking closer, I saw that the floor was perfectly smooth too, as if cast from volcanic glass. Along the walls ran little insects that looked like woodlice, but burned with fire like hot coals. 
 
      
 
    The footfalls were getting closer. Now that I knew there were no other sounds, I backed off. Primordial instincts told me not to turn my back on the danger. 
 
      
 
    I was retreating now at a little faster than a snail’s pace. I still had Limping, I still had Overburdened and that damn Sloth’s Blessing would be with me until the day ended, but at least I was up to a turtle’s pace. 
 
      
 
    I was just a few steps from a corridor leading into the unknown when the monster appeared. 
 
      
 
    Despot, Demon, level 531 Gate Guardian 
 
      
 
    Dungeon Boss. 
 
      
 
    First a long, low droning joined the crashing footsteps, like the splutter and crackle of flames coupled with the sound of gusty winds beating against the roof of a highrise slum in Cali Bottom, and then… 
 
      
 
    It took me a moment to realize what had happened. Fiery flickers gleamed up near the ceiling. Two burning eyes flashed out in the darkness, filled not with flame, but with lava, and within the lava floated the twin black holes of his pupils. The demon opened his mouth as if flinging open the fanged doors of a furnace. His arms were covered in chitinous spines as long as my forearm. They scraped along the floor along with his claws as the creature walked. Two horns shaped like halberds stuck out from Despot’s skull, their blades meeting in the middle of his face. 
 
      
 
    The demon had emerged from a cramped corridor, doubled over. Now he began to straighten himself, his joints cracking, signaling the full power of his mighty limbs. 
 
      
 
    Sharp spines atop his skull scraped against the top of the cave. The demon loudly inhaled, then again, and I realized why he wasn’t moving — he was pumping the bellows. With each in-breath, a flame in his gut burned brighter and brighter, flashing out between splayed-out ribs, the fire licking out of that furnace mouth. 
 
      
 
    Despot stood immobile as if gaining strength, head cocked to one side. A lick of flame flashed out from between his jaws like a forked tongue. 
 
      
 
    I prepared myself to die in the fire, but still ran away… mentally, at least. Actually, I crawled away from the boss about as fast as a caterpillar. But crawl I did, and Dungeon Hero sure came in handy with its bonus of 25% to attack and movement speed in instances! Maybe that was what saved me, winning me those final few inches. 
 
      
 
    The wave of heat was weak by the time it hit me, dealing no damage — the demon had failed to burn me away, but all the same, he didn’t pick up his pace. The rhythm of his footfalls remained the same, boom! boom! boom! Only his eyes burned brighter — naturally; he saw in me an Enemy of the Inferno! 
 
      
 
    The vibration of the monster’s footfalls shivered through my body, calling forth panicked thoughts. How could I defeat this awe-inspiring hellspawn? I chased the thought away, focused on moving. The distance was closing slowly, but inexorably — by the time I reached the entrance to the corridor, the boss had already crossed half the cave. 
 
      
 
    I needed to buy time, restore my spirit, then try to kill Despot in Clarity. But I went into combat when the boss first showed up, and now the bar was filling up painfully slowly. One step, another. Nether, I was so slow! Angry at myself, I seemed to speed up a little, reached the end, turned and slowly drifted into the corridor. It glowed weakly with dead silver light that seemed to be coming from lichen on the walls. 
 
      
 
    Right away, I braced myself to fight mobs — ghosts, devils, demons, nightmarish creatures of the Inferno, whoever happened to abide here. But nothing attacked; the corridor was empty. 
 
      
 
    Continuing my retreat, I turned my head in search of enemies, listening, but saw nothing further down the corridor or in its side caverns. No rustle, no scrape, no demonic laughter, just the steady approach of the boss, like a sledgehammer striking an anvil, and that strange thud, more like a cracking noise, that came from everywhere at once. 
 
      
 
    I had reached the middle of the corridor when Despot reappeared, still approaching at the same unhurried pace. The boss knew no fatigue, knew that sooner or later he would catch up to his prey. 
 
      
 
    Straining myself to the utmost, covered in sweat, I rushed for a fork at the end of the corridor, but the air was as sticky as before, as if my body was stuck in slowly hardening amber… And then, finally, my kneecap cracked back into place — I had recovered from the wound from Marcus’s club! Minus one Limping, plus one to confidence! 
 
      
 
    The miserly boost to my speed inspired me and I picked up my pace. The air had turned from amber to jelly. Faster! One more step! Another! I drove myself on, listening to the heavy footfalls of Despot approaching. The chitinous spines on his skull left deep gouges in the ceiling, emitting a high-pitched screech like the wail of a banshee. 
 
      
 
    My biggest fear was that the corridor was a dead end, but no! Turning to the right a couple of moments before the boss appeared, I saw I was in luck: there was a turn, and the ceiling was far lower — the boss would have to get on all fours, which I hoped would slow him down. 
 
      
 
    The twenty paces to the end were hell. Despot’s fiery breath burned the back of my neck, my spine baked under his hateful gaze. Unable to resist, I slowly turned in place and saw that Despot had been forced to crouch down. The chitinous spines on his arms scraped against the walls, but he approached me with the same speed as before. Stone hissed and melted into acrid smoke where his body rubbed against it. 
 
      
 
    Anything but a dead end! Please let it not be a dead end… Phew, lucky again — a right turn. I dove into it a second before the demon’s clawed hand covered the spot where I had just been standing, melting the surface of the stone, leaving behind a rapidly cooling crust of glass. I needed to get out of there fast. If I got backed into a corner, I wouldn’t be able to escape even with Clarity — Despot’s colossal figure blocked out the entire passageway. 
 
      
 
    Ten steps and another fork. Left? Straight ahead? Right? I surged to the right, away from a hand trying to squash me like a bug. 
 
      
 
    Cartography skill increased: +1. Current level: 2. 
 
      
 
    Thank the Sleepers, just what I need! The sarcastic thought set the gears of my mind in motion. Why was I panicking when I could be trying to use even this situation to get some advantage, level something up? But what? 
 
      
 
    Quickly going through my skills in my head, I went into Stealth, but the boss was too close. He reached out an arm that blurred the air around it with heat, felt around on the floor, and I was knocked out of stealth right away: 
 
      
 
    Stealth check failed! Despot detected you! 
 
      
 
    I needed to get out of there, and fast. If the boss didn’t catch up to me in that corridor, then he would in the next one. I wasn’t going to give up! I stood up and started staggering away again. 
 
      
 
    Three steps later, something popped in my inventory and I felt a lightness. Overburdened had ended! I could fly again! 
 
      
 
    Taking off from the ground, I turned to the demon crawling through the narrow corridor. I couldn’t resist giving him the finger. 
 
      
 
    I was sure Despot was full of surprises. The damn demon might, for example, spit fire when he realized that his helpless victim was slipping away, so I hurried to get as far away from him as I could. I grinned as I flew — even slowed, the ability let me move faster than the boss. Yes! I felt better than an astronaut overcoming the power of gravity! 
 
      
 
    Flying was so much better than limping! Even with Sloth’s Blessing, I moved at the pace of a run. Please, no dead end! 
 
      
 
    Reaching the end of the corridor, I found myself before another choice, right or left. I turned right; the corridor that way was narrower and the demon might not get through. 
 
      
 
    But I was immediately disappointed: the stone tunnel got narrower and narrower, then finished in a dead end. I rushed back before Despot could block me in. I flew out just before the monster was about to stick its head into the corridor, enabled Clarity for an instant and shot into the left branch. That saved me — the demon’s arm passed dangerously close and I felt a burning heat. With time at normal speed, I wouldn’t have been able to react and dodge. I only just made it. 
 
      
 
    As soon as I turned into the next unexplored corridor, I switched off Clarity to save spirit. 
 
      
 
    Then a notification came: 
 
      
 
    Cartography skill increased: +3. Current level: 5. 
 
      
 
    Now you can create more detailed maps of unexplored lands, automatically entering information on flora and fauna you discover. 
 
      
 
    Unlocked event achievement: Pioneer of Despot’s Labyrinth! 
 
      
 
    You are the first to have explored over 1% of Despot’s Labyrinth. 
 
      
 
    Attention! This achievement is an event achievement, and is active only for the duration of the Demonic Games. 
 
      
 
    Reward: +1 to perception. 
 
      
 
    Woah! In my time in the Cursed Chasm so far, I’d forgotten the taste of achievements, and today, with the day going so wrong from the very beginning, even this miserly reward was a nice surprise. And that brought me back to the thought that I should level up everything I could. 
 
      
 
    Turning, I saw Despot forcing his way into the corridor, chasing after me. Not bending over this time, but down on all fours with his weight on his spiny arms, he was definitely moving faster than before. He had somehow matched my speed so as not to fall behind. Maybe I should fly a little slower, let the boss think he was catching up… 
 
      
 
    The corridor I found myself in stretched out for forty yards ahead. Even from here I could see that it had several branches. And no mobs again! It seemed Despot had eaten all the spawn of the Inferno on this level, maybe out of hunger or boredom. Or maybe they had never been here. 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t risk trying to Meditate, but what stopped me from leveling up something else? Flying to a nearby branch, I hid behind a corner and went into Stealth. 
 
      
 
    Despot soon appeared at the start of the corridor, and a couple of seconds later I got a notification: 
 
      
 
    Stealth level increased: +2. Current level: 3. 
 
      
 
    Fighting my greed, I sat until the boss was ten steps away from me… 
 
      
 
    Stealth level increased: +2. Current level: 5. 
 
      
 
    …and then set off again. However much I wanted to, it was dangerous to hide until he reached me — I needed some spare time to come back, just in case the corridor led me to a dead end again. 
 
      
 
    The labyrinth was like a cheese covered with holes. I careered down the corridors, my sense of direction lost long ago, with no idea where I’d been and where I was yet to be. There was no minimap in the Games. The full three-dimensional map showed only where I was at the scale of the whole Cursed Chasm. Only the logs of my Cartography skill leveling up made it clear that I was in a separate zone. 
 
      
 
    The corridors were divided into several types. Some were huge and artificial, like the one I found myself in after I teleported here. They were around twenty feet tall and the same again wide. I never hit any dead ends flying through those corridors, because they always had offshoots going somewhere. But there was a catch: in the big tunnels, Despot stood all the way up and sped his pace, closing the distance between us. 
 
      
 
    The smaller corridors, around twelve by twelve feet, also almost always had exits. Only once did I hit a dead end in one of them. But often they ended with snaking passages that seemed as if tunneled out by some kind of worm, and those often turned into dead ends. 
 
      
 
    It was hard to say how much time passed. Half an hour, maybe a full hour, but it felt like a lifetime. If all this had been happening in real life, I would have collapsed with exhaustion a while back. Fortunately, Scyth was far stronger than me. At that moment I realized that Hairo and Roj were right every one of the hundred times they told me I should be training. 
 
      
 
    Wandering through the labyrinth had its benefits: my Stealth and Cartography kept leveling up. 
 
      
 
    Cartography skill increased: +1. Current level: 8. 
 
      
 
    You now have access to more options when interacting with zone maps: you can now scale maps and bring up a minimap. Unexplored territory within a hundred yards is automatically revealed. 
 
      
 
    Not only did I now have a minimap, but the big map also began to show all the twists and turns of the corridors and other passageways within a hundred yards! The skill had pleasantly surprised me again. Now I could see dead ends in advance! Good thing it leveled up automatically, or I’d never have remembered it! It seemed like a useless skill, but it made my life a lot easier. 
 
      
 
    Navigating by the minimap, I started flying through the passages at maximum speed to get as big a lead on Despot as I could. Choosing a winding corridor, I stuck myself into a dark crack, went into Stealth and froze… 
 
      
 
    I heard the footsteps through the wall. Damn it. How did that walking tank find me? I’d gotten far away, and gone into Stealth. I got the feeling that the labyrinth was somehow part of the creature, its eyes and sensory organs. Or did the beast have a skill that allowed it to home in on its prey? 
 
      
 
    I waited for the demon, then flew away again, thinking about where Despot’s power lay — he was slow and stupid, he couldn’t even catch up to me with Sloth’s Blessing! What if a full-fledged raid had walked in here instead of me? The boss wouldn’t have had the speed to take them down. They could just kite him until he dropped. And he was at level 531? Had they made this one boss so weak deliberately, and I’d just gotten lucky? No, that didn’t match the strategy of the Games. More likely that Despot just hadn’t shown his true power yet. He might explode with fire, like I did with Vindication when I felt danger. Or maybe he had some tricky and deadly enrage effect… Time would tell. 
 
      
 
    My spirit was recovering, my strength gaining, but it was still too big a risk to turn and fight. I needed to find an exit, to get out of there! 
 
      
 
    Hiding behind a turn, I went into Stealth and finally got what I wanted: 
 
      
 
    Stealth level increased: +1. Current level: 100. 
 
      
 
    Stealth rank I reached! 
 
      
 
    Stealth, level 1 
 
      
 
    Rank: I. 
 
      
 
    Chance to remain unnoticed by enemies at your level or below: 100%. You can move and remain hidden. When you attack an enemy undetected, you always deal double critical damage. You have a 1% chance to remain in Stealth when you go into combat. You have a 1% chance to detect an enemy who is using this ability. 
 
      
 
    I don’t know if the stream viewers liked my jig, but I danced with all my heart! And no wonder — now I could move without leaving Stealth, fly in it and level it up constantly. A hope flashed up — maybe I could get away from Despot for good, maybe he wouldn’t be able to track me now? I hid and was detected maybe half a minute later, barely dodging a deadly swing of his arm. 
 
      
 
    The cat-and-mouse games continued: fly away to what seemed like a good distance, go into Stealth, get detected, flee again, repeat. Although Despot knocked me out of Stealth each time, the skill leveled up successfully — the accelerated leveling in the Games helped, as did the level gap of over five hundred. 
 
      
 
    In my wanderings I explored 19% of the labyrinth, and when I saw a spacious hall on the map, of course I flew that way. My heart beat faster in anticipation of victory. The objects had no labels on my map, but I could already tell — it was the platform by the gates! I’d found the exit! 
 
      
 
    Darting into another narrow corridor, I stopped in the middle of a room with a dome-like ceiling. I looked around out of habit, expecting attacks from mobs, but there was nothing here either. The walls gave off a pulsing reddish light, but the gates were still black. 
 
      
 
    I began to hear Despot’s footsteps again, growing louder each time, and I rushed toward the gates, pushed on them… 
 
      
 
    …but all my efforts failed. 
 
      
 
    You cannot leave the dungeon! The seal has not been removed from the gates of level 531. 
 
      
 
    To leave the dungeon, you must defeat the boss of the floor. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 21. Tenderhearted Demon Fighter 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I’M DONE FOR! was my first thought. Naturally, the seal was outside the gates. With the realization that there was no way to get out without defeating Despot, my scream of frustration echoed through the halls. Sure, I kind of knew it was coming to this, but I still held out hope to the end. 
 
      
 
    Fine. Couldn’t stay lucky all the time. Meister’s Escape Pentagram had saved me from the slaughter in the forest glade, and twice at that, first by pulling me out from beneath Destiny’s killshot and then by throwing me to what might be the only floor without mobs except 666. It seemed likely that my increased luck had something to do with all that. 
 
      
 
    But now I had to save myself. I survived my fight with Abaddon! What was this dumb Despot to me? The poor thing had already been chasing me for two hours, and hadn’t reached me. The trouble was, I could play hide-and-seek until the day ended, but as soon as I showed up tomorrow… I was sure the boss would be right next to me and would drop its halberd-like arms down on me in the very first second. 
 
      
 
    I kept running, constantly glancing at my spirit bar. Only a little left until it was fully restored, and once it filled up, I could take a risk… 
 
      
 
    As I flew into another corridor, I got an achievement before I could hide: 
 
      
 
    Unlocked event achievement: Explorer of Despot’s Labyrinth 
 
      
 
    You are the first to have explored over 25% of Despot’s Labyrinth. 
 
      
 
    Attention! This achievement is an event achievement, and is active only for the duration of the Demonic Games. 
 
      
 
    Reward: +10 perception. 
 
      
 
    I heard Despot’s tread around the corner, close. Still in Stealth, I flew further away and turned down a narrow corridor. There I looked at my battle resource bar again: almost full. Spirit flooded through my channels, demanding release. The moment of truth was here. Now to choose a good spot for the fight. A place where I had enough room to maneuver, and the more corridors, the better, just in case I had to run away. 
 
      
 
    By then, Cartography had leveled up so high that I could see everything on the map within two hundred yards. Glancing at the floor map, I noticed that there were two suitable spots nearby, and I hadn’t visited the second yet. It was closer, so half a minute later I was in a spacious corridor with a round ceiling and walls gleaming with moisture. I flew back and forth, counting four exits, then froze at the center, not far from a small side corridor where the demon would only be able to crawl. 
 
      
 
    Crash-crash, crash-crash, — either my heart was beating hard, or it was the echo of Despot’s approaching steps. Closer, closer… The corridor shook with the giant footfalls. 
 
      
 
    First the demon’s head appeared from behind the turn, then his arm. Pulling against the wall, Despot forced himself out into the spacious corridor, drew himself up. 
 
      
 
    If Mogwai’s strength was in his Resilience and stubbornness, and Destiny’s in money and status, then mine was in seeing a way to get negotiate with any sentient creature. Recalling my adventures in the Treasury, where my communication skills had gotten me loyal allies and guardians, I spoke to the demon as it tramped toward me: 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Despot, aren’t you sick of chasing me by now?” 
 
      
 
    Nothing. Just the dull target fixation of a terminator battle droid. 
 
      
 
    “There’ll be plenty of time to kill me later. Why don’t we just talk first? Must be boring for you, all alone down here.” 
 
      
 
    Either he didn’t hear me, didn’t understand common or just didn’t want to talk to his meals. Or maybe my slowed speech was the problem. 
 
      
 
    Realizing that I couldn’t talk to him, I went into Clarity… 
 
      
 
    Despot slowed, his arm already pulling back to strike, then stopped with fire pulsating in his chest, his clawed fingers spread in the air. 
 
      
 
    For a fraction of a second I hesitated, choosing where to strike. Right in the head, between the eyes! Ready to fire off a Combo, I rushed straight toward the boss… 
 
      
 
    But intuition kicked in just in time, and instead of a series of strikes I hit with one single Hammerfist… And then jumped back, guided by instinct alone. It was like I was hit by a flamethrower. My eyes darkened from the pain and my health fell down to the red zone. 
 
      
 
    Retreating, I only barely made out the combat log through the tears: 
 
      
 
    Despot dealt you damage (Hellflame Aura): 1,763. 
 
      
 
    Resilience level increased: +3. Current level: 45. 
 
      
 
    Nice to level up my ability, but the rest… I was lucky that I only took one tick, and not the strongest, from the boss’s aura while sped up in Clarity. If I’d flown a little closer or waited for a second tick, then I’d already be climbing out of my capsule and saying goodbye to the Games. 
 
      
 
    There was no way I could melee the boss, but that wasn’t the worst part. The logs showed that I’d only dealt a fraction of a point of damage to Despot! 
 
      
 
    You have damaged Despot (Crushing Hammerfist of Justice): 0 (96,229 absorbed). 
 
      
 
    Even Abaddon didn’t have that much defense, so the issue wasn’t Despot specifically. But then what..? Maybe he was immune to physical damage? I had something for that. 
 
      
 
    Using spirit generously, I flew back and fired off a ranged Hammerfist. 
 
      
 
    You dealt critical damage to Despot (Spirit-Crushing Hammerfist of Justice): 0 (138,446 absorbed)! 
 
      
 
    At the sight of my logs, Bomber would have put it short and sweet: “Fuck!” And he’d be right — Despot was invulnerable. 
 
      
 
    Everything I felt — upset, rage, the feeling of injustice, — must be what my opponents felt when I had Destroying Plague Immortality. Life had taken a turn and thrown back the feelings of those I killed like a boomerang. 
 
      
 
    The Nether with philosophy. Time to get out of there before the monster took the rest of my health! 
 
      
 
    Darting into a stone side corridor, I flew away to a safe distance, left Clarity, then started thinking harder about how to go on living. 
 
      
 
    My game experience told me that creatures like this didn’t go down easy. It would take more than just Hammerfist. The chance of a whole raid wiping on their first encounter with a boss like this was a little over a hundred percent, no matter how strong the raid. There was some trick to this; the game designers couldn’t have made an unkillable boss! 
 
      
 
    I even fleetingly thought that Despot might be a special boss variant, an exclusive specimen created specially for Scyth. Watching as the nightmarish beast approached, I spoke: 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for using Meister’s Trinkets, the best teleportation company in town! Hot tours to the Inferno! A 531-star hotel and welcoming staff. Hotel owner Mr. Despot will make your stay in the Inferno unforgettable! Ha-ha!” Great. Now I was laughing at my own jokes. I hoped the viewers enjoyed it. My speech was still stretched out, I sounded like a broken robot, but consoled myself with the thought that a patient fan would hear me out and understand. “Come on, Despot must have some Achilles’ heel. Maybe he can only be killed by a weapon hidden in this maze.” 
 
      
 
    I kept thinking aloud, explaining my reasoning. I really didn’t want to be the worst player of the day again. 
 
      
 
    “Whatever weapon works against the boss, it has to be here, or else it makes no sense,” I said, frowning and rubbing my chin. “It’s not likely to be a reward for a quest chain in some other place. If that’s how it works, viewers, then Snowstorm can go to hell! Either way, I don’t have a choice. I have to start looking and find it before the day is out. If I don’t find it, then tomorrow, Despot will squash me.” 
 
      
 
    Having stated the obvious, I flew off to explore more of the map. 
 
      
 
    Corridor, corridor, corridor. Despot’s footsteps behind me. Stealth, detection, escape. The dance with death turned into a routine that began to bear fruit: 
 
      
 
    Cartography skill increased: +1. Current level: 10. 
 
      
 
    Now you can create even more detailed maps of unexplored lands. You move faster in previously mapped areas. From now on, you can see hidden dungeon entrances, treasure troves and caches. 
 
      
 
    Quality of maps you create: good. 
 
      
 
    Alright… As I flew into another corridor, I opened the dungeon map. Hmm… Judging by the huge dark area in the center, I’d flown all around the edge of the floor in a circle. Now I had to move toward the unexplored center. Shame my ability to navigate dungeons didn’t level up with Cartography. I had to keep checking the map to stay on track. 
 
      
 
    Unlocked event achievement: Tireless Explorer of Despot’s Labyrinth 
 
      
 
    You are the first to have explored over 50% of Despot’s Labyrinth. 
 
      
 
    Attention! This achievement is an event achievement, and is active only for the duration of the Demonic Games. 
 
      
 
    Reward: +25 perception. 
 
      
 
    My persistence kept paying off; the next level-up came quickly. 
 
      
 
    Stealth level increased: +1. Current level: 100. 
 
      
 
    Stealth rank II reached! 
 
      
 
    Stealth, level 1 
 
      
 
    Rank: II. 
 
      
 
    Now, even enemies above your level will have a hard time detecting you. When you attack from Stealth, you remain undetected, but your chance of being detected increases by 10% with each attack. 
 
      
 
    I grinned in awe. I had no idea this skill that was traditionally just for rogues could be so useful to me. It made some sense; the Herald class was designed to be universal, to adapt for different kinds of gameplay and make progress in various directions. Maybe I should try doing magic sometime too? 
 
      
 
    Leaving that idea for later, I continued my exploration of the dungeon. Right behind the very next turn, a yellow circle lit up on the map — a secret entrance? Could this be the reward I was seeking? Could there be a weapon against Despot here? 
 
      
 
    I flew up to the moss-covered wall, ran a hand across it and felt ancient tile. Glancing toward the far end of the corridor where Despot was about to appear, I started pressing on stones one after another until one in the lower row gave way. The entire wall moved aside, revealing a narrow passageway into a round cavern like those I’d seen before. 
 
      
 
    I thought for a moment, then squeezed my way inside, looked around and saw a small rusty chest. I flung it open and saw a pile of coins, dirty and deformed. They glowed purple and were twisted, as if a strongman had held them in his fist and crumpled them like paper. And they were smaller and not as impressively heavy as in big Dis. I swept them all up and the zero in my in-game balance changed to almost a hundred demonic gold. 
 
      
 
    Searching the rest of the room, I cast a glance at the wall. My inner hamster Pepper squeaked with glee for the first time in the Games: 
 
      
 
    Blade of the Bloody Tide 
 
      
 
    Epic sword. 
 
      
 
    Damage: 444-666. 
 
      
 
    Injuries dealt by this blade cause a bleeding effect for 3 minutes, dealing 36 damage per second. 
 
      
 
    +180 strength. 
 
      
 
    +270 endurance. 
 
      
 
    +24% critical hit chance. 
 
      
 
    Only for the Demonic Games! 
 
      
 
    Sell price: 850 demonic gold coins. 
 
      
 
    Chance of loss after death lowered by 90%. 
 
      
 
    The two-handed sword with a worn handle encrusted with red gemstones hung on rusty chains. Its curved, serrated blade flashed crimson. 
 
      
 
    My hand reached out for the sword on its own. It had to be the weapon I needed against the boss! Although… Judging by the stats, the blade would be useless in combat against Despot, but it was still worth a try. 
 
      
 
    After half a minute or so, I came back — the sword was about as useful against the demon as a toothbrush against a mechatank. My life was hanging by a thread again after that experiment, but I had to try! 
 
      
 
    Ignoring Pepper’s shrieks, I left the epic where I’d found it. Once I solved my demon problem, I’d be sure to come back. There was no point in taking the sword just yet; if I stopped using Unarmed Combat, then I wouldn’t have Rindzin’s Ghostly Talon, whose damage was always equal to the opponent’s level. The sword was unlikely to come in handy even later on, but I could sell it or give it to my allies. 
 
      
 
    Crash, crash, crash came Despot’s steps like the swing of a huge metronome. Flying out of the cache, I put a marker on the map so I could come back, then headed for the center of the dungeon again. 
 
      
 
    I studied the labyrinth as I flew, looked closely at the walls — still no mobs of any kind, but something had changed: the closer I got to the dungeon’s heart, the less lichen was on the walls, but now there were shining delicate beetles all over. As soon as I neared them, they scurried away into the cracks in the walls. Apart from them, I saw something like an anemone with phosphorescent tentacles. A beetle glowed weakly in the transparent stomach of the creepy creature. Even here, the game designers had built an ecosystem — just like dad told me about how zones in Dis are made. 
 
      
 
    The corridors on the periphery were more reminiscent of a quarry, but now they were like gigantic intestines covered with channels, pulsating red moss and scuttling insects. The walls seemed alive and ready at any moment to close in. 
 
      
 
    Despot’s trample stopped sounding like the strikes of hammer on anvil. Now it had more of a sucking quality, as if the boss was walking through a shallow marsh. 
 
      
 
    Comparing with the map to keep my direction, I flew on and didn’t stop until I found myself in a spacious corridor. This one bent in a semi-circle around a strange wall, reddish-brown and speckled with channels that oozed slime. Red and blue vessels pulsated beneath the repulsive surface. 
 
      
 
    I focused on the wall, suspecting it was a mob or other NPC, but couldn’t see any stats. On the map, it just showed up as a dark spot of unexplored space. Following the corridor around the wall in the hope of finding an entrance, I saw there was nothing of the kind. The wall was like the trunk of a gigantic tree, seamless all the way around. It was clearly different from everything I’d seen so far. 
 
      
 
    Despot’s steps approached, but I decided to take the risk of trying to break through the wall. 
 
      
 
    Remembering how my attack on the demon ended, I went into Clarity just in case and delivered a series of strikes. My attacks didn’t meet the resistance of stone; the wall was soft like jelly. My fists plunged in and threw out scraps of flesh and muddy crimson liquid in all directions. The slime stuck to my face, slowed my movements. My fists cracked against the wall like machine guns, and although it took no damage, my arms went in deeper and deeper. 
 
      
 
    A final Hammerfist smashed through the obstacle before me, and part of the wall collapsed with a squelch. The sludge dripped away slowly, revealing a narrow passageway into a small room filled with orange light. 
 
      
 
    Leaving Clarity, I darted inside and stood before one of the weirdest looking altars I’d ever seen… I don’t know what the game designers were smoking, but it was clearly something strong! It looked like a nerve cluster interwoven with pulsating vessels, like the ones they showed us in anatomy class. At its top, fine threads enshrouded a transparent chest. Something alive was struggling to get free inside it, like a chick trying to break out of an egg. 
 
      
 
    Below, the nerves and vessels descended into the floor, which shifted and trembled. Holes opened here and there, shot out streams of foul steam — a creature breathing? Not far from the chest, a mass wrapped in veins opened and an unblinking eye stuck out of it, staring at me. 
 
      
 
    At the same time, Despot squirmed and stamped outside. The boss reached an arm through the hole I’d made, but his chitinous spines got him stuck and he couldn’t get through. 
 
      
 
    I had to hurry. If I could break through the wall, then nothing stopped Despot from doing the same. Flying to the altar, I grabbed the chest and pulled. I recalled the Caressing Creeper — I was putting in the same effort now as then, but the chest seemed to be rooted to the altar. It wasn’t easy to tear from the pedestal. Once the final roots snapped, bleeding out brown blood, my momentum threw me back into the wall. I stuck into it. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t risk dropping down to the living mass, which pulsed and breathed, growing tentacles and eyes that stared with hatred. Hovering not far from the altar, I tried to open the chest, which was filled with a murky yellow liquid. Something splashed inside. Two dark, clawed hands pressed against the glass. I nearly dropped the chest in shock. Turning it in my hands, I regretted leaving the sword behind; I could have used it to just cut the chest open. 
 
      
 
    Now I had to figure out a way to open it. There was only one option: the keyhole, but where was the key? 
 
      
 
    As if sensing something, Despot roared and began to smash himself against the living wall. Woah. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up and I sped up my search for the key, but couldn’t find it even after flying around the room. 
 
      
 
    What next? I stopped to think. I had no lockpicking skill, and I doubted I’d be able to open the chest without lockpicks anyway. That meant I had to think along other lines. Break it? No. That couldn’t be the answer. Hmm… It wasn’t a given that only a rogue could get in here — here I was, and I was no rogue. That meant there was another way… 
 
      
 
    A strike came from outside. The floor vibrated, bristled. Despot no longer roared — he boomed like a rocket taking off, deafening me and causing the living walls to swell as if trying to crush the interloper. 
 
      
 
    Getting as far as I could away from them, I thought for a moment. If the game developers planned for anyone who came in here to be able to open the chest… Then that meant there had to be something that could do it on this floor, and that something must be… The demonic gold! 
 
      
 
    I suddenly remembered how Meister had used it to remove Abaddon’s buff. There was no point in eating the money, I thought, but what if… I pulled out a coin and it fit perfectly into the slot on the chest. 
 
      
 
    Then things got weirder, although I didn’t think they could! 
 
      
 
    The chest burst open and some kind of small imp stuck out a puffy face, spitting sticky acid slime at me. Screaming, I jumped back and my health began to drop — Demonic Poison Spit took away 1% per second. 
 
      
 
    My eyes burned, and while I wiped the slime off my face, the imp jumped out and began to trot along the surface. After brushing away the poisonous spit, I just barely managed to dodge a fireball headed straight for me. Just the edge of the fireball hit me, but took away 13% health! The imp cackled with a baby’s laughter, the outline of a second fireball forming in its chubby hand. Little bastard! 
 
      
 
    Clarity! 
 
      
 
    I dropped down on the imp with all the rage I’d been building up, all my seething indignation. The world froze, as did the sounds coming from outside. I heard only my fists working, boom, boom, boom, like in a nightclub. The monstrous face was thrown from side to side. 
 
      
 
    I kept beating on it, taking a moment to realize that the demon was already dead. I didn’t get any of the experience I so badly needed either. 
 
      
 
    The imp’s body, skull caved in, twitched in agony and wasted away before my eyes, leaving behind a black crystal in a disgusting sticky sludge: 
 
      
 
    Despot’s Heart 
 
      
 
    Unique event item. 
 
      
 
    Destroy the heart to banish Despot from the Cursed Chasm and send him back to the Inferno, but remember — the life of the loser is worth nothing in the eyes of the demon princes. Disincarnation awaits Despot. 
 
      
 
    Health: 10,000,000 / 10,000,000. 
 
      
 
    In shape, the crystal looked more like a cluster of anthracite icicles than a heart. It seemed dead already, cold to the touch. I had already long since come out of Clarity, but the world around me had changed subtly: the substance beneath my feet no longer moved, but seemed to be waiting in tense expectation. Despot no longer stamped either, and the deep pulsing and strange crackle had also silenced. 
 
      
 
    Now I knew why the monster wasn’t tearing down the wall to get to me; he would be tearing his way inside himself. And now I knew the demon’s secret: Despot couldn’t be killed by even the most powerful raid. The only way to destroy him was through cunning. 
 
      
 
    I clenched my fist around the black crystal. A long, drawn-out breath echoed through the corridor. Squeezing the heart in one hand, with the second I began to beat against it, taking away hundreds of thousands of health in damage — it was a fragile thing. 
 
      
 
    The silence exploded with a roar from Despot that seemed more like the screech of a mortally wounded bird scratching its claws on glass. The noise twisted my stomach, but I kept beating on the heart, watching as its health fell into the red. 
 
      
 
    The room’s walls shook and covered over with trickling droplets, as if they were crying. I heard the gigantic boss collapse outside the walls, the scream turning to a wheeze. With my hand held above the heart for the final blow, I stopped. 3.1% — two or three hits. 
 
      
 
    Whether from curiosity or intuition, I felt an urge to fly closer, see what happened to Despot when he was banished to the Inferno. I carefully struck my head out of the room, which seemed to be melting like a snow fort in the spring. The boss was stretched out in the corridor, head back and mouth open, his clawed fingers weakly scratching against the stone floor, but no longer melting it. On the contrary, the claws were snapping. The chitinous spines on his head had also cracked, sticking into the ceiling. 
 
      
 
    The demon was expiring. The fire in his belly dimmed with each breath. As if feeling my eyes, he turned his head, blinked. Tears of magma rolled down from his eyes, hissing. This creature of the land of Disgardium, twisted by chaos and sent to the Demonic Games by the princes of the Inferno, was dying. A little longer and he would return home. 
 
      
 
    Despot lay immobile, not trying to attack. Either it was just my imagination or there really was a glimmer of plea in the depths of his eyes. Suddenly, I didn’t want to kill him anymore. Firstly because there was no pleasure in killing a defenseless foe; on the contrary, it made you feel like a loser. Secondly, if this entire labyrinth was something akin to a part of Despot, then the demon’s death might cause the place to fall down and bury me under the wreckage. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Horns, I did try and solve all this peacefully from the start, you know,” I muttered. 
 
      
 
    The demon kept looking straight at me, frozen, waiting. I froze too, ready to break the heart if Despot tried to attack me, with five seconds of Clarity in supply. But the monster shifted, breathed in and out, kindling his internal flame, then raised himself on his arms, holding onto the wall, and knelt down before me. 
 
      
 
    Despot, Demon, level 531 Gate Guardian, has surrendered. 
 
      
 
    Level 531 dungeon Despot’s Labyrinth completed! 
 
      
 
    Attention! Despot, Demon, level 531 Gate Guardian, wants to become your ally. 
 
      
 
    If you refuse, Despot’s incarnation in the Cursed Chasm will die, and the demon will return to the Inferno. 
 
      
 
    Attention! Pets of the ‘ally’ class make their own decisions. You can give them orders, but you cannot control their actions. 
 
      
 
    Attention! If you accept, Despot will become your ally for the time of the Demonic Games only, at the end of which he will return to his lair and continue to kill contestants in future Games. 
 
      
 
    Accept? Refuse? 
 
      
 
    Yes! The heart in my hands began to pulsate, brightened a little and started restoring. The demon rose from his knee. Fire flickered in his eyes, not out of hatred, but something more friendly, and… mischievous. 
 
      
 
    Unlocked event achievement: Tenderhearted Demon Fighter! 
 
      
 
    Demon Despot, who has defended the interests of the Inferno in the Demonic Games for centuries, lost to you in battle and was ready for death. One hit and you would have absorbed a portion of his power, learned some of his skills and gained his aura of Hellflame, but you showed weakness. You had mercy on the demon, forgetting that these creatures are corrupted by Chaos and are deadly enemies to all sentients of Disgardium! 
 
      
 
    Attention! This achievement is an event achievement, and is active only for the duration of the Demonic Games. 
 
      
 
    Reward: Tenderhearted Demon Fighter perk. 
 
      
 
    Tenderhearted Demon Fighter 
 
      
 
    In battle against demons, you cannot deliver a killing blow on the first attempt. 
 
      
 
    The ‘reward’ was harsh, but didn’t particularly bother me. When trying to deliver a killing blow in Clarity, the second strike would land almost in the same instant as the first. 
 
      
 
    It was a risk to agree to spare Despot; the system might have not given me the victory at all and taken away my experience. Thankfully, the designers had at least some sense of justice. There was no loot, but notifications flooded my logs… 
 
      
 
    Experience: +5,310. 
 
      
 
    You leveled up! Current level: 2. 
 
      
 
    You leveled up! Current level: 3. 
 
      
 
    You leveled up! Current level: 4… 
 
      
 
    …and the last lines showed me where I was now: 
 
      
 
    You leveled up! Current level: 102. 
 
      
 
    101 free attribute points available! 
 
      
 
    Experience at current level (102): 58 / 103. 
 
      
 
    Another hundred and one points automatically poured into charisma and luck — definitely the most important stats when it came to demons. Oh well, I didn’t care. The main thing was that it would take a hundred kills to get me out of the Games now! 
 
      
 
    I split the stat points between strength and stamina out of habit: fifty into one, fifty-one into the other. Then I looked at the frozen figure of Despot again, smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Congratulations, you big mute monster! You made the right choice, and evil uncle Diablo won’t kick your ass! I hope we manage to get off this floor, and then you’re going to have lots to eat, believe me!” 
 
      
 
    The demon’s chest burned even brighter, he even breathed louder. 
 
      
 
    “Patience, Dessspot! Soon I’ll introduce you to Dessstiny! I think you’ll like her — she’s beautiful, delicious, just like you like ‘em!” 
 
      
 
    Imagining Marcus and Destiny’s faces when they saw the level 531 demon fighting on my side, I couldn’t hold back an evil grin. 
 
      
 
    “Well, wanna go upstairs? Spread some chaos in our enemies’ ranks?” 
 
      
 
    A wave of heat washed over me. Who knew what it meant — agreement, or refusal? There was only one way to find out. Mapping out the shortest route to the unexplored part of the dungeon to complete my map and finish my explorer achievement, I turned the demon: 
 
      
 
    “Follow me,” I ordered and started moving. 
 
      
 
    The beast followed! I flew, the demon stomped. All the way, I kept looking back nervously to make sure I wasn’t dreaming it. I was still subconsciously waiting for the catch — what if he was just about to attack?! 
 
      
 
    Despot kept up, and it was strange — sometimes it seemed I’d lost him and his marker was too far away, but then his face with its bony halberd-like growths appeared from around the corner, scraping sparks from the ceiling. The walking forge was following closely. 
 
      
 
    By the end of the day, my goal was achieved: 
 
      
 
    Unlocked event achievement: Conqueror of Despot’s Labyrinth 
 
      
 
    You are the first to have explored 100% of Despot’s Labyrinth and to defeat its boss. 
 
      
 
    Attention! This achievement is an event achievement, and is active only for the duration of the Demonic Games. 
 
      
 
    Reward: +25% to damage against demons. 
 
      
 
    Despot flashed with flame as if he could sense my reward. 
 
      
 
    “Well… I think you get it, Horns,” I said, smiling. “We’re going on a long and tiring journey through the other floors, but hopefully we’ll get some good loot. Perks like this are rare. Let’s grab everything we can! And while we’re at it… we can pay a visit to your fellow demons.” 
 
      
 
    The brazier of his face distorted into something like a smile. I knew it! I’d heard that a demon is another demon’s worst enemy. They hate each other! Despot himself, it seemed, had cleared the whole floor out of boredom… 
 
      
 
    “But first, you’re going to help me deal with some bad mortals. Do you know why they’re bad? They bully people..!” 
 
      
 
    Now that I’d found an understanding and grateful audience, I kept chattering away happily for the rest of our walk. We soon reached the gates. The epic was still sitting there for me when I went back for it, now at level 102 and with a mighty nightmarish demon in tow. And although Stealth had stopped leveling up at level 36 of rank two after I tamed Despot, Cartography had reached level 19! 
 
      
 
    All that was reason to celebrate, but I didn’t get long to enjoy my triumph: 
 
      
 
    The fifth day of the Demonic Games is over! 
 
      
 
    And tomorrow we go to war! I thought as I climbed out of my capsule. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 22. Son of a Bitch 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    IT WAS LIKE the Kerry I was used to had been replaced. My assistant met me, and that was fine. Her behavior wasn’t. A frowning expression on her face, no jokes or teasing, the corners of her mouth drawn down. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for warning Hellfish, Kerry,” I started to gabble, uplifted by my victory over Despot. “You saved my ass…” I stopped when the girl winced at my words and shook her head. I frowned. “What’s wrong?” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t warn him,” she muttered, looking away. “That would be seen as interference in the contestants’ gameplay and a non-game advantage, Mr. Sheppard.” 
 
      
 
    ‘Mr. Sheppard,’ too, instead of the usual ‘Alex.’ My joy blew away like leaves on a breeze. Vito Painter must have remembered my words in Boom Boom after he sobered up, and decided to help. But I didn’t want to discuss that with Kerry while she was being so distant and unfriendly. 
 
      
 
    So I silently walked into the shower and stood for a long time beneath the forceful streams of water. The game day on the whole had been incredibly successful, but at what cost? What happened to Meister, Quetzal, Hellfish and their people? I couldn’t have been much help to them anyway, with Sloth’s Blessing, but I could easily imagine what awaited them after my escape. Destiny Windsor and Marcus Jansson would have searched for me first. They probably combed the forest, the village and the Pitfall, and then, enraged by missing their chance to take out the Threat, they would have gone to get even with the others. 
 
      
 
    A sense of foreboding made me dry myself off hurriedly and run to find out what had happened. Joseph Rosenthal, Nico Knowles and Roman Romanenko met me in the corridor. 
 
      
 
    I opened my mouth to thank them, but hesitated when I saw their heavy gazes. All the same, I asked how they were doing. The old jeweler sighed and answered: 
 
      
 
    “Three quarters of the raid are still in, God willing. The others got zeroed and disincarnated…” 
 
      
 
    “Those bastards didn’t let us out of the graveyard!” Nico-Bloomer growled, grimacing. The poet wasn’t himself. His mask of intellect had fallen and his real face showed through. Now the large man ground his teeth, worked his massive jaws and looked like a caveman in a rage. “We were lucky Roman was with us. He cursed the campers and we managed to break through to the village, hide in our private rooms. But the others…” 
 
      
 
    “How are you doing?” the curser asked, his voice dead. “I hope it was worth it and you managed to save yourself, Threat.” 
 
      
 
    We were walking down a corridor full of people, our helpers following behind, so I waited until we reached the elevator. 
 
      
 
    “I was sent to one of the floors.” Realizing that we were being recorded, I avoided specifics. “Fortunately, there were no mobs, and the boss… He was slow, I spent the whole day running away from him.” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t go into how that run had ended, squashed a strong desire to brag. If Octius showed my triumphs in the highlights… Well, we’d lose the element of surprise, but my allies’ morale would go through the roof. For those who survived, at least. 
 
      
 
    “So no help from you,” Bloomer said grimly. “Well then, tomorrow is the last day in the Games for all of us.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course it is!” Roman said bitterly. “What can he do against them?” 
 
      
 
    A bell rang — we’d arrived at the media center floor. 
 
      
 
    “I can help,” I said quickly before the elevator opened. “Will you wait for me?” 
 
      
 
    “For an hour,” Joseph groaned. “We’re allowed to spend only one hour a day in our private rooms, then we’ll be thrown out.” 
 
      
 
    “The game’s subtle way of taking away hiding places,” Roman explained. “So nobody can sit there and end up at the top of the leaderboard at the end of the Games for doing nothing. That achievement is pretty well rewarded in big Dis, you see. As a cheater, this probably doesn’t matter to you, but…” 
 
      
 
    “Sure it does,” I said, and Roman snorted and continued: 
 
      
 
    “Let’s say you get into the top 25% of the survivors out of all the entrants, you can get a hundred free stat points or a bonus to something else…” 
 
      
 
    Roman loved to explain everything, and usually his information was helpful, but right then it was just annoying. And more for his partners than for me. 
 
      
 
    “Shut up already, Roman!” Bloomer interrupted him angrily. “We aren’t getting any achievements!” 
 
      
 
    “Why not..?” I asked, stopping. I put my arms around Meister and Roman’s necks and waited for the poet to complete our circle, then said quietly: “I defeated the boss. Help will come…” 
 
      
 
    The jeweler, curser and poet walked into the hall of ceremonies inspired. I planned to take my usual seat alone, but before I could choose my food, Michelle came over, leaned on the table and smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Hi! Sorry I left you alone last night. I ran into some girlfriends and just totally forgot…” 
 
      
 
    “Doesn’t matter, I wanted to sleep anyway,” I answered. 
 
      
 
    “Sit with us, Alex,” she said in a singsong voice. “The seniors told us that not all is lost, and tomorrow we can expect pleasant surprises from you. Pleasant for us.” 
 
      
 
    I accepted the invitation and moved to the same table as the trio of leaders and Michelle, then looked across the hall. Hellfish looked a question at me, apparently wanting to know whether Scyth had survived. I nodded. He gave me a thumbs-up. 
 
      
 
    Meister’s people looked downtrodden, frowning. For many, this was their last supper at the Games. Even the jeweler’s toast, in which he said in a suspiciously upbeat tone that “sooner or later we would have been thrown out anyway, believe a six-time contestant at the Games,” failed to uplift them. 
 
      
 
    Bloomer, sitting nearby and also not at his first rodeo, explained: 
 
      
 
    “The fighters give us a week or so to get into the spirit of the Demonic Games, enjoy talking and hanging out. Makes it more fun for them. The craftspeople just stick to the upper floors, who cares? But at a certain point, when people start to talk about the spots in the final leaderboard of contestants, they start killing us and zero us all. This year it happened a little sooner, but what can you do?” 
 
      
 
    “We knew what we were getting into when we made the deal with Mr. Sheppard…” Meister added loudly. 
 
      
 
    At those words, the entire raid turned to look at me. I saw reproach, anger and disappointment in their eyes. I wanted to look away, but I withstood the urge. Although I couldn’t finish off my food: their mood was catching, and I couldn’t force another bite down. 
 
      
 
    The day’s dinner seemed to last longer than usual. Michelle tried to distract me with gossip. I kept turning around, looking off to the side, watching the clock, waiting impatiently for the highlights to start. What if Snowstorm tried to memory-hole my successes again? What if I got another terrible debuff as worst player of the day, and couldn’t help my friends? 
 
      
 
    I just couldn’t get it together and stop worrying. Finally, the gamesmaster’s appearance distracted me from my gloomy thoughts. Octius descended from the ceiling in his already familiar armor, shouting: 
 
      
 
    “Good evening, contestants!” He waited until the hall fell silent in anticipation, then continued: “Day five of the Demonic Games was the most tragic yet! Twenty-nine contestants lost their characters today! Let’s see what happened…” 
 
      
 
    The knocked-out contestants leaned over their hard drinks. Someone shouted: 
 
      
 
    “Not what, who!” He was a thin, stooped man at a table nearby. He stood up and pointed at me. “Damn Sheppard!” His cheeks and nose reddened. “Curse you!” His finger moved from me to Meister. “And you, you greedy old sellout! I hope you die!” 
 
      
 
    “Copycat…” Roman muttered. 
 
      
 
    The scene escaped the viewer’s attention, because Octius was already describing the events in the forest glade: 
 
      
 
    “Scyth, undeservedly declared worst player of the day yesterday, began the day surrounded by enemy contestants and with a debuff, ironically called Sloth’s Blessing by the game designers. Yes, yes, I know. Undeservedly, but to my greatest disappointment, the viewers’ choice cannot be overruled! No, don’t argue with me,” he said, although nobody was planning to. “It is written into the core of the Games! But let us speak of happier things! Let’s see whether Scyth managed to save himself this time..!” 
 
      
 
    The gamesmaster devoted most of his overview to the battle in the clearing, then moved on to what happened next, as if forgetting all about me. When Meister’s pentagram killed Destiny, the girl got camped in at the graveyard. Quetzal took out his anger on her, and Hellfish rabidly pumped her full of bullets with sadistic pleasure. In the end, Des dropped four levels, and the process was bloody and cruel: Hellfish’s bullets turned her face to mush and tore her body to shreds, and Quetzal crushed her skill. 
 
      
 
    Then reinforcements came, and the sides swapped places. Now Destiny, surrounded by powerful allies and her own people, stalked the edge of the graveyard, not letting any of her foes slip by. Everyone got it in the neck, including Meister’s raid. The craftspeople got distracted hunting Destiny, realized too late that they’d been surrounded by Marcus’s people. 
 
      
 
    In the end, Quetzal and Hellfish lost just two. All the other victims were from Meister’s group. The fighters managed to slip out and spread all across the Cursed Chasm. We weren’t shown who went where, but apparently there were contestants hiding even on already cleared floors. 
 
      
 
    Marcus and Destiny didn’t spread out their forces too much. Some of their fighters guarded the graveyard while the rest cleared the village and combed the forest in the hope of finding not only runaways, but also me. They didn’t bother checking through the Pitfall — that would have taken too long. 
 
      
 
    “Today, despite a somewhat botched morning, was a successful day for the groups of silver ranger Destiny and bruiser Marcus,” Octius summed up. “The viewers might be inclined to name one of them the best player of the day, but let’s not jump to conclusions just yet. Aren’t you interested to hear what Scyth was up to while the rest ripped out each other’s throats above?” 
 
      
 
    The master of the Games cast a sly glance across the hall. The holocube above the stage froze at the moment I disappeared in the pentagram. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t care!” the man with the red nose shouted. 
 
      
 
    “It’s boring!” I shouted. 
 
      
 
    “No it isn’t!” others argued. 
 
      
 
    “Then look,” Octius said, laughing. 
 
      
 
    He showed everything, and thank the Sleepers that he limited it to only my long run and the taming of Despot. The improvements to my skills remained behind-the-scenes. 
 
      
 
    The image froze in the moment when the demon knelt before me, holding his halberd-arm to his breast. 
 
      
 
    In dead silence — and Octius was in no hurry to break it, smiling with a twinkle in his eye, — I clearly heard a shout from Bloomer: 
 
      
 
    “That son of a bitch got himself an imba pet even here!” 
 
      
 
    “Our son of a bitch, remember,” Meister corrected him, laughing. 
 
      
 
    I felt the eyes of my enemies on me — thoughtful, stunned, shocked, even angry. But without a trace of their former mockery. 
 
      
 
    The viewers were stoked too. Beating Marcus by 42%, I became the best player of day five. 
 
      
 
    Destiny was declared the worst. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    Interlude 2. Destiny 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    PRIZE TURKEY Guy Barron Octius chuckled in self-satisfaction and declared, with clear pride in his voice, that Sheppard was the best player of day five of the Demonic Games. That was the last straw — the anger in Destiny’s heart exploded, rolling out like a blast wave, her fingers clenching tightly all on their own. The neck of her champagne glass shattered, piercing into her palm. Blood poured from the cut, but the girl didn’t seem to notice. 
 
      
 
    “Bastard!” Destiny hissed, glancing up at Sheppard’s somber face on the holocube. 
 
      
 
    The boy frowned out from beneath his eyebrows, as if he’d never learned to smile. Couldn’t he have forced one out for his profile, at least? Well, what could be expected of a low-class mongrel? He was brought up wrong from the beginning. 
 
      
 
    Two hundred years ago, Alissa Dezire Destiny Sophia Sommerlat-Windsor would have been considered a princess, or at least a lady of royal blood. Even in the first half of the century, she would have been called Her Royal Majesty. 
 
      
 
    But after the Third World War and the formation of the one-world government, purity of blood no longer played any kind of role in citizenship status. On the contrary, a new aristocracy emerged, gaining its rights not through inheritance, but through service to society. But what did the 99% of society represent? That’s right. A gray mob. Cattle. Those who live only for short-term gratification, for pitiful, pathetic dreams. Like those of this boy on the holocube screen. 
 
      
 
    “My God, Des, what a disgrace! Did you hear that? Sheppard? Best player? Whatever for?” 
 
      
 
    Bella, aka Isabella Christina de Paula, went on complaining and kept touching Destiny on the arm: 
 
      
 
    “Tell me, Des, am I wrong? Since when do they reward kiting a boss all day?” Bella rolled her eyes, then looked at her companion and shrieked. “Oh my God, you’re bleeding!” 
 
      
 
    “Shut up!” 
 
      
 
    Destiny loved her childhood friend, but right then, Bella was getting on her nerves. 
 
      
 
    “Calm down, Des,” Ezekiel-Urkish muttered. 
 
      
 
    “Do you really not see Destiny’s condition, Bella?” Messiah snapped. Turning, he called over a waiter droid and asked it to bring an autodoc, a compact version of the Home Doctor. 
 
      
 
    “And now…” Octius said, walking around the stage and pausing for effect. “We will start the viewer’s vote for the title of worst player of the day! Remember, every adult citizen can vote in any of the following ways…” 
 
      
 
    The waiter brought over the autodoc. Destiny reluctantly stuck her cut hand into it. It dripped something burning on the wound and the edges drew together. 
 
      
 
    She thanked Loran, then sighed, got a grip on herself and apologized to Bella: 
 
      
 
    “Listen, sorry. I’m just out of sorts. Everything is getting on my nerves!” 
 
      
 
    “I can see that,” Bella answered. Like any high-status citizen, she maintained her composure, but her displeasure still seeped through. 
 
      
 
    Today Destiny had had two chances to knock Sheppard out of the Games, and, all emotions aside, she only had herself to blame for what had happened. 
 
      
 
    When she was aiming at Scyth’s face the first time, she deliberately drew out the moment, looking into her victim’s eyes and enjoying the panic she saw, the fear, the anger, the resignation. Oh, she understood him perfectly. 
 
      
 
    Put bluntly, the boy had surprised her by showing remarkable tenacity. Even with all the pressure and the hatred against him, he stood strong and fought to the very end. But Destiny’s setback cost dearly: young Melissa Schafer chose that most inconvenient time to use her best player reward from the opening day, and the killshot didn’t land. Destiny called herself every name under the sun for not taking the girl and her boyfriend into her raid, although both had practically begged for it. 
 
      
 
    And then she’d had another chance, practically guaranteed! All she had to do was release her bowstring when Scyth stood opposite her, completely alone, motionless and without allies. In the name of all the gods, why, oh why did she approach him?! Did she want to look him in the eyes again? See the fear, savor the moment of vengeance? An incarnation of the world’s injustice — an upstart who had the luck to become a top Threat, laughable in his desire to seem cool and self-possessed… 
 
      
 
    Destiny wanted to destroy that self-possession, see that pretty-boy face twisted in terror an instant before the long serrated tip of her arrow pierced his bright-blue and helplessly wide open eye. And so she made a mistake — she walked toward Scyth. Who would have thought that even here he had managed to grow his skills to the point that he could kill her in a second? And at level one! Cheater, cheater, bastard cheater! 
 
      
 
    What happened after her death was all the more nightmarish. That disgusting old man Rosenthal also sacrificed his reward to save Scyth. And Destiny herself fell afoul of Quetzal and Hellfish’s furious raids, which Meister’s people had joined like a pack of jackals. Karma, her mother would have said, and she’d be right. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t blue blood that made Destiny’s parents category-B citizens. Her father was one of those peacekeeper generals whose efforts were appreciated even by the losers after the war was done. His actions had saved the lives of millions. Later he created a company that grew into a global giant. Her mother founded a charitable fund to help orphaned children, of which there were a great many after the war, and thousands remained grateful to her to this day. 
 
      
 
    In a word, it was breeding, and there was no getting around it. People in a gene pool polished over centuries will always find a way in life, and Destiny only confirmed the rule. And now a misfit by the name of Alex Sheppard stood in her path, and she seemed unable to remove the obstacle! 
 
      
 
    The music thundered, the spotlights crossed again on the gamesmaster. Destiny raised her head, felt the reporters’ attention, straightened her back, put on a mask of detachment and smoothed her platinum hair. A girl like her had no right to look unattractive, even when everything inside her boiled over in fury. 
 
      
 
    “Your attention, contestants! The viewers have made their choice!” Octius annoyed her with his absurd artificial pauses, apparently intended to be intriguing. “In their opinion, the worst player of the day was… silver ranger Destiny!” 
 
      
 
    And that was the last straw for a camel already overloaded with shame and frustration. Destiny bit her forefinger — a habit from childhood that her elite tutors had never managed to train out of her. Remembering herself, she lowered her hand and smiled widely. Looking at Marcus, she spread her arms: 
 
      
 
    “Nonsense!” 
 
      
 
    Jansson couldn’t hear her, but the point was clear without words — the viewers’ decision was absolutely illogical and unjust. The day ended with a triumph for Destiny after all! Even if she did have to ally with Marcus…” 
 
      
 
    “It’s crap, Des!” Loran said with exaggerated pep. “You’ll survive tomorrow with the debuff, it doesn’t matter!” 
 
      
 
    In the meantime, Octius expounded from the stage: 
 
      
 
    “We can only guess at what the viewers’ choice is based on. By all appearances, the reason is that Destiny Windsor made a range of mistakes and failed to send Scyth home, thereby failing to meet expectations of her…” 
 
      
 
    “The hell with this,” she said sharply, rising and walking away from the table. “I don’t want to listen to any more of this nonsense. I’m going to my room.” 
 
      
 
    “What about the interviews?” Bella asked, looking perplexed. Destiny never missed the chance to be at the center of attention. “What difference does it make, Des? The important thing is getting the viewers’ attention! And you got even more of it today than Sheppard! You said it yourself, there’s no such thing as bad press!” 
 
      
 
    “Remember, Des, your contract obliges you to…” Ezekiel began, but Destiny interrupted him: 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do a stream, that’ll be enough! I’ll answer questions from the viewers.” 
 
      
 
    The contestants’ streams were monitored by the organizers of the Games, to ensure that any communication with the outside world didn’t give the contestant an in-game advantage. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm, that will work,” Ezekiel nodded. “Considering almost all the subscribers are your fans, I doubt you’ll hear anything unpleasant there.” 
 
      
 
    Leaving her friends at the table, Destiny walked to the exit from the hall. There her assistant showered her with platitudes, but she brushed them off and headed for the elevators. Wearing a fake smile and slipping past the journalists, who felt no strong urge to follow her, the girl reached her room. 
 
      
 
    “Gray, I’m resting. Do-not-disturb mode! Sleep mode!” 
 
      
 
    The AI she had called Gray darkened the windows, dimmed the light to the minimum and sent a standard message to her helpers’ comms in her name: “Don’t bother me, I’m resting.” She had five people in her retinue: a stylist, a PR consultant, a makeup artist, a dietologist and a personal trainer. She didn’t want to see any of them, although May, the PR girl, was bursting to talk to her to ‘discuss a communication strategy in light of recent events.’ 
 
      
 
    Destiny began her stream in the half-darkness and answered questions from fans for half an hour, pretending as if everything was fine, that the viewers’ choice hadn’t upset her at all, that… Well, plenty else. All those envious losers that dreamed of living her life for just one day supported their favorite and swore that tomorrow they’d bury ‘that upstart Scyth’ with downvotes. Together they were a force to be reckoned with — her two hundred million subscribers could furnish anyone with a comfortable life through their donations, but not Destiny. Her bar for a comfortable life was somewhere in the clouds. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t despair, dear Des! We all love you so much!” a fangirl connected to the stream prattled on. “When Scyth attacked you, I couldn’t even watch, I had to turn away!” 
 
      
 
    Destiny smiled warmly: 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, sweetie! Your support means so much to me!” 
 
      
 
    When she was finished, she threw her comm away in disgust, dove beneath a blanket and shut her eyes. She didn’t want to sleep, but she didn’t want to do anything else either. Most of all she just wanted to hide away from everyone and somehow survive tomorrow. Who knew what debuff she would get? She hoped it wasn’t as bad as the ones Scyth had gotten. Most of all, Destiny feared winding up in an awkward situation and turning into a laughing stock. Exactly that had happened today, and tomorrow could be worse, given how much stronger Scyth had become. 
 
      
 
    The promise she had given to Marcus deepened her bad mood. That gorilla had been drooling over her since opening day, clumsily offering his help in the Games. Destiny had just wrinkled her nose in disgust and ignored his unsavory compliments, but Marcus was persistent. There were all kinds of rumors about the man, whose name was associated with the United Cartel, but for the world at large, Marcus was first of all an orc bruiser and vice-champion of the Arena. 
 
      
 
    On the second day of the Games, Bella learned from Jansson’s friends that he was simply obsessed with the idea of getting Destiny into bed and ‘breaking in that well-bred mare.’ Apparently the village boy turned social demigod had a particular fetish for Windsor royal blood. Jansson had plenty of ordinary girls, a group which, for Destiny, included film stars, top models and all the other aspirational social climbers. 
 
      
 
    The workings of Marcus’s depraved heart and mind didn’t interest her. A silver ranger by class, in the Games she saw herself as an arrowhead aimed at a singularly important target. Yes, she dreamed of victory in the Games, but she knew it was unlikely — she was the wrong class for it. But the rest of her life depended on whether she would be in the top 10% of the contestants. 
 
      
 
    Ever since her birth, Destiny’s parents hoped that even if their daughter didn’t follow in their footsteps, then she would at least occupy a worthy position in society, enjoying the privileges of high citizenship not by right of birth, but through her own services. And they had given her an incredible start, investing in both gene therapy and the best teachers for their only daughter. Until she went to Cambridge, everyone called her Alissa. Once she broke free of her parents, the first thing the girl did was start to introduce herself as Destiny. She liked this third name and the meaning it held. Destiny… One whose presence changes the fate of everyone she meets. It was poetic. 
 
      
 
    That was when Destiny began to sample the temptations of a life independent from her parents. She had nothing to strive for, because she already had everything she needed and then some. She was, after all, the sole heir to her father’s gigantic corporation. And when you have all you need, the only way not to lose your lust for life is to constantly try out new things. She changed sexual partners like gloves, went wild at lunar resorts, dove in search of lost treasure on the ocean floor, tried every extreme sport she could, anything that got her heart pumping and kept her from getting bored. 
 
      
 
    By her twenty-third year, the girl had sampled all she could on the planet Earth and its satellite. Only Dis remained. Other virtual worlds, most of them small and for specific tastes — nightmarish, erotic, extreme, — she had already explored. She had considered Dis the opiate of the masses. 
 
      
 
    Then she had an affair with Richard, son of Joshua and Vivian Gallagher, founders of the Children of Kratos. The boy got her into Disgardium. 
 
      
 
    She broke up with Richard a year later, but couldn’t say goodbye to Dis. The game gave her purpose, inspired passion within her. Destiny delved only deeper into the fantasy world. Her father tolerated his daughter’s new hobby at first, but each year his view of it darkened further. Things reached a head when she missed Christmas. That was unheard of — to miss a holiday, a time when the family should be together! 
 
      
 
    “You will quit that game,” her father had declared in a tone that brooked no argument, after bursting into her room and pulling off her blanket. “You have a great future, you will be the head of my company, and you must start learning now! Alissa!” 
 
      
 
    She had spent the whole night in her capsule and had been sound asleep, although it was two o’clock in the afternoon. Yawning, the girl wrapped herself up in her sheet and answered: 
 
      
 
    “I’m Destiny. And I won’t quit Disgardium, father.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, you will!” He clenched his jaw and went on dryly: “I spoke to the Gallaghers last week. You can’t even achieve anything in that game on your own! All your successes there are thanks to the Children of Kratos! How am I to look people in the eye? My only daughter, talentless and useless to society! Come to your senses!” 
 
      
 
    “The clan has nothing to do with my victory in the rangers’ tournament! I won that all on my own!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes, of course. Just like those trinkets of yours,” he said, nodding at the several palladium bracelets on his daughter’s arm. “You picked them out and paid for them too, didn’t you? Was it hard for you?” 
 
      
 
    “Sarcasm doesn’t suit you, father,” Destiny answered tiredly. “You’re lagging behind in life. You’re backward. The army and the war calcified your mind. You just want to dump the corporation on me so you can retire. Your whole life was army, then business. I! Don’t! Want! That! I want to live my own life, not your lectures!” 
 
      
 
    “Is that so?” Her father seemed calmly, but there was steel in his voice. “Fine. You can forget about the corporation. You won’t be the heir, all your inheritance will go to charity!” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t care!” 
 
      
 
    “You’re thirty, Alissa,” he sighed. “Live as you wish.” 
 
      
 
    “Hallelujah!” 
 
      
 
    “And live off what you wish. You can forget about any money from me and your mother. As of today, you pay all your bills yourself!” 
 
      
 
    “Ooh, I’m so scared! I’ll get everything I need in Disgardium on my own!” 
 
      
 
    “I can only wish you every success, Alissa. But I very much doubt that you’ll achieve anything at all. I’m going to have a chat with Joshua. I think he will support my disciplinary measures and refuse to help you with the clan. The Children of Kratos have no need for cretins like you.” 
 
      
 
    “No! You can’t do that!” 
 
      
 
    “I can and I will.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s low!” 
 
      
 
    “You know what? Prove to me that you’re worth something. Even if it is in Disgardium, and I’ll keep paying your bills and I won’t talk to Mr. Gallagher.” 
 
      
 
    “And how do I prove that?” Destiny seized the offer like a drowning girl clutching at a straw. “You know nothing about Dis…” 
 
      
 
    “I do know something, as it happens. You’re entering the Demonic Games next year. Your father’s brain isn’t as calcified as you think. Your mom and I will be rooting for you. If you win, then you’ll have proven yourself to us.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s impossible! I have the wrong class to win!” 
 
      
 
    “At least get into the top… let’s say 10%. The Games usually have around four hundred contestants… Let’s say the top 40 will be enough for me.” 
 
      
 
    She could have gotten by without her parents’ money — with her army of fans, easily! But Destiny realized that they were her fans while she was rich and living a lifestyle none of them had ever dreamed of. As soon as her father made good on his threat, many of her fans would turn into haters overnight… 
 
      
 
    She spent the next several months after that conversation training for the Demonic Games, and when she learned that Scyth was entering the Games, she knew — she had to kill that cheater, throw him out of the Games with her own two hands! That would make her a hero in the eyes of the masses! Society would celebrate her service, and her father would have no choice but to accept it! 
 
      
 
    She was the first to arrive at Snowstorm Lakes, and she started to act right away, working on every contestant that flew in and trying to convince them that Scyth had to be punished. Nobody took much convincing; most were already prejudiced against him, to put it mildly. 
 
      
 
    But despite every effort, they had failed to kill him for five days now. Scyth’s only death was when he fell into the Pitfall. 
 
      
 
    Yesterday, when she heard a trio of gankers had cornered the kid in the woods, she knew: now was her chance. His debuff wasn’t yet known, but judging by the first days, the devs would have given the Threat some nasty penalties. This really was her chance. 
 
      
 
    In the morning, Destiny learned that Quetzal and Hellfish, not to mention Meister’s raid of crafters, would be protecting Scyth. So she went to see Marcus. 
 
      
 
    “Not interested,” he chuckled, wincing. “I already lost a bunch of time, I don’t wanna waste another day. My raid is off to conquer the Pitfall.” 
 
      
 
    “It’ll only take half an hour at the most, Marcus. We go, kill Scyth and everyone else, and we’re done. What do you want?” 
 
      
 
    Jansson named his price, and Destiny blushed deep red. Yuck! That creep! How dare he?! Money was one thing, Destiny had plenty in reserve, but this..? All the same, her desire to achieve her goal and surprise her father won out: 
 
      
 
    “Fine. But I get to be the one to finish off Scyth..!” 
 
      
 
    A knock at the door distracted her from the memory. The AI reported in a muted voice: 
 
      
 
    “You have a guest, Miss Windsor. Contestant Marcus Jansson. Select option: open, report your absence, suggest returning at another time… 
 
      
 
    She wished she could hide, pretend to be asleep, wished the ground would swallow her up; she knew why he was here. But sooner or later, she would have to face him. The problem wasn’t going anywhere. Desperately not wanting to, Destiny made herself rise from the bed, rushed to the mirror and examined herself. 
 
      
 
    “Open,” she ordered Gray, then looked at the ceiling: “Stop streaming! Reason: intimate meeting!” 
 
      
 
    “Confirming. Stream stopped, nothing recording,” the AI operator reported. “Paused by: Destiny Windsor.” 
 
      
 
    The door opened. Marcus swaggered in with a bottle of whiskey, grinned and nodded at the bed. 
 
      
 
    “Already warming up the bed, eh?” he said, sitting back in an armchair and patting his knee. “Come here, beautiful, no reason to put off the fun.” 
 
      
 
    His mere presence defiled the luxury armchair. Jansson smiled and Destiny’s stomach turned: his teeth were crooked, and all different sizes! Gods, couldn’t he have fixed himself up? He had the money! Although he’d still be gross even then: he was uncouth, rude, but the worst part was his puffy eyes. Destiny physically felt his gaze crawling over her. The first thought to come to her was how lucky she was that Scyth was still in the Games! Now she had a reason not to fulfill her promise. 
 
      
 
    Raising her head, she looked at Jansson with disgust and spoke: 
 
      
 
    “The deal was that I would kill Scyth, and he’s still alive. So I have every right to dispense with my obligations.” 
 
      
 
    Jansson didn’t jump up, didn’t throw the armchair at her, just widened his piggy eyes, worked his square jaw. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t get it… You’re refusing?” 
 
      
 
    In the depths of her soul, Destiny knew she was wrong, but the price was just too high. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not refusing,” she said coldly. “Scyth is alive. You’ll get yours when he’s dead.” 
 
      
 
    “No way!” Marcus snapped. “The deal was that my raid would help you, and I did everything I promised! You missed your chance to kill the kid yourself, and twice at that! Come on now, babe, time to pay the piper.” He patted his lap again, inviting her to sit down like some street walker. “And save your cheap excuses for someone else. I’m not dumb enough to swallow that crap! I came to help you, my people lost levels, we wasted the day instead of farming in the Pitfall, so be a good girl and make it up to me… What are you waiting for?” 
 
      
 
    Destiny’s heart beat like a drum. She looked at Jansson’s set jaw, at the white knuckles of his clenched fists, felt the strength that might turn to anger at any moment. It would take him only a little effort to snap her neck, and she had paused the stream. She imagined she smelled of fear like a deer before a lion, but she had to keep a grip on herself. 
 
      
 
    “I have no intention of doing that,” Destiny said, her voice cold. “And I won’t let you insult me. Get out.” 
 
      
 
    “You bitch!” He grimaced in anger, stood, took two steps toward her. The girl paled, backed off and was just about to threaten to call security, but Jansson had excellent self-control. He had only wanted to demonstrate his superiority. 
 
      
 
    “Scared? Tomorrow you’ll really start feeling the fear, and despair, and pain. We won’t let you out of the graveyard, you’re gonna get zeroed, and there’ll be nobody to help you, because your rats already jumped off your sinking ship onto my battleship.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re bluffing…” Destiny tried as hard as she could to maintain her equanimity, but she felt as if the ground beneath her feet was shifting and collapsing into an abyss. 
 
      
 
    Jansson smiled in satisfaction, nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Think that if you want. But I’m no monster, you know. I’ll give you until two in the morning to change your mind. Then I’ll be too late, I’ll be asleep.” 
 
      
 
    Marcus brought the bottle up to his lips. His hairy Adam’s apple bobbed up and down with every gulp, making Destiny wretch. Then he clumsily staggered to the door, singing an obscene song to himself under his breath. 
 
      
 
    The door closed behind him, but Destiny stood immobile for a minute, trying to calm her racing heart. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck you, scumbag!” she said to the door, then sat on her bed and rubbed her temples. 
 
      
 
    Casting a glance at the clock, she forbade herself from crying. There was still time. She would think of something. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 23. Scyth’s Raid 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    HAVING ANNOUNCED the viewers’ verdict, Octius said goodbye and disappeared in the dark. When the initial shock passed, everyone burst out in conversation, jumping up from their seats. Not looking at anyone, Destiny Windsor rushed to the exit from the hall. 
 
      
 
    Meister’s thinned raid gathered around my table. As always, Joseph was dressed to the nines. 
 
      
 
    “Our congratulations, young man!” he said, raising a glass of red wine. “I confess, we really thought tomorrow was going to be our last day in the Games.” 
 
      
 
    I wanted alcohol, of course, after everything I’d been through, but I took a glass of juice instead. 
 
      
 
    “What level did you get up to?” Bloomer asked. 
 
      
 
    “A hundred plus,” I smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Now that’s more like it!” Roman shouted, punching the air. 
 
      
 
    I stood up and whispered to the jeweler, told him not to plan anything for that evening, because we needed to discuss strategy for tomorrow. The old man nodded silently and walked away with the poet and curser. 
 
      
 
    Michelle, surrounded by her girlfriends, danced on the spot and squeaked: 
 
      
 
    “Scyth, tell us the details! I’ve been so worried about you!” 
 
      
 
    “You’re not the only one,” a tall brunette cooed. Her holobadge read ‘Trisha,’ and the landscape it sat on swayed invitingly. “We were all so worried about you, sweetie!” 
 
      
 
    She put on a tender face, but I saw the cold calculation in her eyes. ‘Sweetie,’ heh. The false sincerity rubbed me the wrong way, but I kept the idiotic smile on my face. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s drink to kicking their asses tomorrow!” Michelle suggested, raising her cocktail glass. 
 
      
 
    “Great toast!” Trisha supported her, leaning down so that her breasts lightly brushed my shoulder as they nearly spilled out of her dress. 
 
      
 
    Wine glasses, steins and tumblers clattered together. 
 
      
 
    “To Boom Boom?” suggested a brunette with playful green eyes, another of Michelle’s friends. “Let’s go celebrate your victory, Alex!” 
 
      
 
    “We’re still a long way off winning, girls. Which is why I need to get some sleep. You guys have a great time!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, do come with us,” Trisha said, pouting playfully. “Come on, Alex!” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, I can’t, things to do.” 
 
      
 
    Sighing in disappointment, they finally left me in peace. All but Michelle. 
 
      
 
    “I know you want to be alone.” The girl leaned down over my table, her hips curving invitingly. “But maybe I could keep you company in your heroic solitude, Alex?” 
 
      
 
    “Then it wouldn’t be solitude,” I said, shaking my head. “And somehow I doubt I’ll be able to think about strategy for tomorrow in your company, Michelle. I don’t think anyone could.” 
 
      
 
    The compliment had sounded better in my head. I blushed. The girl laughed and went off to catch up to her group — short and shapely as a statue. I caught myself regretting that she was leaving, and felt ashamed. That woman was almost thirty years old! And I already had Irita waiting for me and worrying about me! Like Kusalarix said: “All about the hormones, kid!” — it really wasn’t easy to fight against instincts that made you forget everything and want only one thing. 
 
      
 
    Quetzal’s group passed by my table deep in discussion. They didn’t pay me any mind, as if nothing had happened. Tissa’s face was stony. Only Malik cast a thoughtful glance at me. Judging by his bowed back and lowered head, the guy was back in envy mode. 
 
      
 
    Just as I thought I’d finally been left in peace, someone hugged me from behind. 
 
      
 
    “Alex! You badass!” 
 
      
 
    It was Alison Wu. She clapped me on the shoulder, and at the same time Yen appeared before me, an archer girl from T-Modus who gave me an altogether manly handshake. 
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow we’ll tear ‘em apart like rag dolls!” she gabbled excitedly, her eyes shining. If she could, she would have gone into battle right then. 
 
      
 
    Filex the rogue and Kanu the druid, also competitors against the Awoken in the final of the Junior Arena, stood a little off to the side. The fifth member of their team, the warrior Kart, shook my hand and asked: 
 
      
 
    “What are we doing tomorrow?” 
 
      
 
    “You guys stay inside and wait for me to get out of the Pitfall. Then we have ourselves a bloodbath. I mean, you can fight if you really want to, but I wouldn’t risk it.” 
 
      
 
    “Bloodbaaaath!” Anastasia Kovalenko said thirstily. Miss Commonwealth 2074 pushed aside Alison and Yen and hugged me, kissing me on the cheek and tickling me like a little brother. “Wow, you did great! Now I see how you became a Threat!” 
 
      
 
    That wasn’t how I became a Threat, but I had been acting kind of similarly: I’d offended Patrick, gotten cursed, then stayed with Dargo the lich until he got sick of me. That was how I became a Threat. Even a Sisyphean task could bear fruit… I went on filling my head with whatever I could just to calm my racing heart and quickened breath from being so close to Anna. Reluctantly, I gently pulled away from her, feeling my ears redden. Things were a lot easier and simpler back when people used to just ignore me. 
 
      
 
    “Mess with the bull, get the horns,” knocked-out Olaf said, smiling sadly and looking at the raid leader. 
 
      
 
    If I’d only seen Hellfish that one time last night in the club, I would never have recognized the old stooped alcoholic in this stately man. He reminded me of an army spacetrooper, like the ones in the old sci-fi films: strict, well groomed, confident, with an unblinking and piercing gaze. 
 
      
 
    “And if the horns miss ‘em, they’ll get plenty of lead bullets,” he muttered. “Alright, then we’ll be relying on you tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    The ice mage Kara, who had saved my life at least once, said: 
 
      
 
    “Your help will really come in handy.” 
 
      
 
    “We congratulate you, Alex!” Berstan the rogue said, giving me a friendly clap on the shoulder. “And ourselves, too, of course! If it weren’t for your crazy run through the instance today, this would be the end for us.” 
 
      
 
    Casting a glance across the raid, Hellfish said: 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go. Come along if you want, Alex, we’ll be on the rec level in Boom Boom.” 
 
      
 
    It seemed nobody went anywhere else. The ability to quickly and easily treat alcohol intoxication using a Home Doctor had led to a hundredfold increase in hard alcohol sales across the world. But Vito would have to stay sober today. 
 
      
 
    “Hold on a minute, Mr. Painter…” I said. “Let’s meet in my room at midnight. We need to discuss the plan.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it, I’ll be there,” he answered. 
 
      
 
    “Talk to Quetzal, please. Invite him to join if he wants…” 
 
      
 
    Vito nodded his understanding. After he and his people left, I stayed behind in the hall of ceremonies out of sheer habit, to watch the other contestants. Kerry approached the table and stood a little off to one side with a distant expression on her face, saying nothing. 
 
      
 
    Yesterday’s enthusiasm and desire for a taste of the night life at the Ruhm und Ehre hotel had disappeared. Moreover, I decided not to ‘go out and live it up,’ as Michelle suggested, but instead to fully concentrate on the Games, staying away even from weak alcohol. I needed to focus on my goal, and afterwards, if I had anything to celebrate, I could do it with my real friends. 
 
      
 
    Sitting at the table, I felt the interested eyes of contestants as they moved to the exit. If I’d been an ordinary player, I would have already been surrounded, questioned and quizzed for the details, but they had marked themselves my enemies, so they didn’t approach. As soon as I caught their eye, they looked away and made themselves scarce. 
 
      
 
    I was trying to figure out what was going on among the players. The short time between the end of the highlights and my return to my room was my only chance to study the changes in the groups of contestants. A great deal could be learned simply by noticing who stayed with who, who spoke to who. Even the short nods that Marcus and Urkish the lopher exchanged didn’t escape my eye. 
 
      
 
    Marcus’s group was one of the last to leave the hall. I noticed that some of Destiny’s people walked with them, but some stayed at the table in animated discussion. Was there trouble in Miss Windsor’s royal court now that she had been declared worst player of the day? There was a reason Destiny herself disappeared right after she ‘won’ that nomination. 
 
      
 
    Standing up from the table, I took stock of our situation. At the end of day five, there were roughly two hundred and thirty contestants left. Twenty were Quetzal and Hellfish’s people. Meister had eighty. Together, they just barely had the same numbers as Destiny and Marcus’s raids combined, but were far lower in level. 
 
      
 
    It seemed that after the massacre of my allies, many small groups stopped waiting to pick a side, instead deciding to seek out protectors right away. Judging by what was happening around Marcus, most wanted to join him, but he had become very selective and only took on five players. At least, that was the conclusion I drew from the rejects, who vented their disappointment as they walked by my table. 
 
      
 
    The others panicked — they didn’t want to join my allies, fearing another massacre and zeroing, but they didn’t have the numbers to farm the floors anymore. The first accessible levels had already been cleared, after all, and if they went lower… Well, the gate guardians there would have made a quick meal of them. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know whether they thought that or not, but as I walked past the stage I noticed that all the neutrals who had hesitated and been rejected by the top players were huddled into a circle. Had they decided to make their own raid? It looked like it, but I soon learned I was wrong. 
 
      
 
    When they saw me, they started whispering and sent a delegation of three people to me. Knowing my age (which meant they knew about those damn unruly hormones!), they chose two cute girls and a handsome guy. 
 
      
 
    The trio of strangers caught up to me at the exit from the hall of ceremonies. The short, steely-eyed blonde who looked around twenty-five spoke first: 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Alex! I’m Zara. These are my friends, Jasmine…” The tall ginger girl with her hair tied back into a ponytail nodded. “And her brother, Jean-Jac.” The blue-eyed brown-haired man shook my hand. “Can we talk for a minute?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded and we moved behind a column. Zara bit her lip, exchanged glances with her friends, then blurted out: 
 
      
 
    “Please take us under your protection! We only have twenty-three people. Some are fighters! From level 14 to 17.” 
 
      
 
    I had expected something like this after my adventures in Despot’s Labyrinth were shown in the hall, but I was still taken aback. Yesterday I had to buy allies, today they were begging to join… 
 
      
 
    The guy with the double name, Jean-Jac, took my silence as doubt, and he was right. He decided to play to my compassion: 
 
      
 
    “Marcus is foaming at the mouth. They say he’s going to cut down everyone one by one tomorrow,” the young man said. “His people want to get drunk on Demonic Brandy and spend the whole day on a great cleansing, as they put it.” 
 
      
 
    “Why? They won’t get any exp.” 
 
      
 
    “Their stragglers will,” Jasmine answered. “They want to finish the rest of us fast so they can deal with you.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, will you help us?” Zara asked. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll say it straight: there’s one of me and many of you,” I answered, and their faces tightened. 
 
      
 
    Jasmine cast a glance at Zara as if to say I told you so!, but I went on: 
 
      
 
    “First of all, I try to help those who help me. I just can’t be everywhere at once and protect everyone, especially if they’re spread across the Cursed Chasm. But I’ll give you a tip — ask to join Meister, Quetzal or Hellfish raid. I don’t think Joseph will refuse you. They’re in no condition to be picky with allies…” 
 
      
 
    Leaving them to think, I went to my interview. Kerry walked along beside me. She said nothing, but still helped to organize a press conference in a separate room, to avoid the nightmare of yesterday when I was standing in the corridor and surrounded by journalists trying to tear me apart. 
 
      
 
    On one of the holocubes hanging along the corridor walls, I saw Destiny. She was streaming via the official Snowstorm app installed on all the comms handed out to the contestants. Apparently, contact with the outside world this way, controlled by the corporation’s moderators, fit into the terms of the contract. It was a shame I’d come here unprepared. My friends and I could have discussed using that as a method of contact with a cipher! 
 
      
 
    During the interview, I was asked a bunch of questions. They asked how I had managed to not only clear a floor, but even tame a boss, and about my plans. The streamer girls focused on feelings. 
 
      
 
    The most memorable question was from Peter Davis, a journalist from Disgardium Daily. He made up for his short stature with a booming voice: 
 
      
 
    “First of all, Alex, my colleague Ian Mitchell says hello! The old guy’s on the road to recovery, and he says he’s watching you play with interest, and, I quote, he’s very proud of you!” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Peter! I’m really happy for Ian!” 
 
      
 
    “Incidentally, this question is from him: Alex, do you think that what happened to you today could be ascribed to your good luck? Or did something else play a role?” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t expect a question like that from Mr. Mitchell…” I thought for a moment. I wanted to say that there was a grain of truth to Ian’s words, but that the day’s successes were more down to tenacity and strength of will, but that would have looked like dumb bragging. “He’s right! Pure luck and nothing else! Seriously! Think about it, if I’d landed on another floor, I would have died to the first mob! What is that if not luck? I was lucky that Destiny delayed her killing blow, that Mr. Rosenthal got the Escape Pentagram as a reward, and that it sent me to Despot’s level. You saw the rest for yourselves — I did nothing that any other contestant wouldn’t have done in my place. I just ran away!” 
 
      
 
    They all laughed, Peter loudest of all. 
 
      
 
    First of all I answered the ones who had supported me from the start, but when they ran out of questions, I switched to the rest and announced: 
 
      
 
    “Guys, I’d love to stay and talk more, but I’m really tired. My assistant will pick someone to ask a question and I’ll answer, but only in brief so we have time for everyone.” 
 
      
 
    The questions rained down. Most of them — what level I’d reached, what I planned to do tomorrow, how I got the ability to speed up and move instantly, how it worked exactly, — I answered with either ‘no comment’ or just a shake of my head, leaving the question unanswered. 
 
      
 
    Some of the questions made me smile, like: 
 
      
 
    “You have a lot of experience in taming giant pets. Can you tell Despot to fetch your slippers, Alex?” 
 
      
 
    “Only other people’s,” I answered. “And only with their owners still in them. But I’m afraid they might burn to ash before they get to me.” 
 
      
 
    Some questions were barbed: 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Sheppard, will you admit that you’re in league with Snowstorm?” a woman in glasses from the Musical Disgardium radio station asked. 
 
      
 
    That suggestion was so laughable that I choked. Taking a deep breath in and out, I answered: 
 
      
 
    “You caught me. They could have just set my spawn point at Abaddon on the first day, but they didn’t! That’s rigging the game for me, no doubt about it.” 
 
      
 
    The hall broke out into laughter. The woman smiled and asked another question: 
 
      
 
    “What do you think of your former friend Infect’s music? Mr. Abdualim applied to enter one of our bard contests.” 
 
      
 
    I could have answered that we all started to cover our ears when Infect started wailing, but I didn’t want to seem petty. Instead, I answered as tactfully as I could: 
 
      
 
    “Malik writes good songs. He makes a better musician than a friend.” 
 
      
 
    “Still, which of his songs do you like best?” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, I can never remember songs or music,” I shrugged. “I can carry raids, but not tunes…” 
 
      
 
    After the press conference, Kerry walked me to my room, silently entered behind me and showed me her palm. Something was handwritten in dark red on her hand: Sorry. They’re recording, better not to talk at all. I read it, nodded and my assistant licked her hand. 
 
      
 
    “Ketchup,” she explained, smiling. “Good night. If you need me, call, I’m in the hotel.” 
 
      
 
    Once alone, I sat at the table for almost an hour, watching the expanded highlights. My lists of groups needed updating. 
 
      
 
    I brought up the current contestant leaderboard. All my allies were at the bottom of the table, beneath even the neutrals. Not counting me, Marcus’s people occupied the top spots, with Destiny’s raid following right behind them. Although some of them were probably part of Jansson’s group too. 
 
      
 
    Leaderboard of contestants as of end of day five of Demonic Games XIX 
 
      
 
    1. Scyth, Human, level 102 Herald 
 
      
 
    2. Marcus, Orc, level 36 Bruiser 
 
      
 
    3. Inchito, Human, level 33 Light Priest 
 
      
 
    4. Youlang, Dark Elf, level 33 Spellcaster 
 
      
 
    5. Caville, Orc, level 33 Dark Knight 
 
      
 
    6. Geyserix, Barbarian, level 32 Berserker 
 
      
 
    7. Enigma, Orc, level 31 Saboteur 
 
      
 
    8. Frankie, Dwarf, level 30 Jockey 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    18. Urkish, Lopher, level 27 Torturer 
 
      
 
    19. Messiah, Shapeshifter, level 26 Magician 
 
      
 
    20. Destiny, Elf, level 24 Silver Ranger 
 
      
 
    That first line warmed my heart every time I read it. I was basically set up for a win now, but it was too early to relax. Considering there were no penalties for level differences here, I still couldn’t stand up against a large raid. They’d just keep me stunned. As for picking them out one by one, grabbing them and throwing them into the Pitfall… That could backfire: one particularly long stun and my motionless body would drop into Abaddon’s grasping clutches. I had to seriously examine every possibility; these weren’t noobs from the sandbox I was going up against, but some of the world’s leading players. 
 
      
 
    I needed to come up with multiple plans, just in case. Was it possible that Despot might not be able to leave his floor? Absolutely, like the Companions or Abaddon, who couldn’t cross the threshold of their dungeons even with the gates open. 
 
      
 
    If Despot couldn’t, then what would my strategy be? Going through the options, I sighed in annoyance. I couldn’t come up with a full-fledged plan. There just wasn’t enough information. And I didn’t know what reward I would get for being named best player of the day. 
 
      
 
    And I still had to discuss it all with my allies. Nothing stopped me from just forgetting all about them and heading to, say, floor 200 to grind solo. That would make sense! It might even be the right thing to do for achieving my goal. Spending time on helping my allies was a risky distraction, but… ‘Unity is strength!’ was baked into my consciousness. And I’d promised Meister’s raid that I’d tank for them and we’d get through the Demonic Games together. Like Hinterleaf had told me: ‘In all times, one thing has remained unchanged: the ability to keep your word says more about you than anything else.’ 
 
      
 
    I wanted to call Michelle Ardi over too, but Meister was insistent: 
 
      
 
    “The girl talks too much! I’ll tell her everything she needs to know tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    My allies assembled in my room late that night: Joseph Rosenthal — Meister, Vito Painter — Hellfish, and… Renato Loyola — Quetzal! The titan destroyer accepted the offer after all. 
 
      
 
    “We saw Marcus coming out of Destiny’s room,” Hellfish said. “Like an angry bear.” 
 
      
 
    “No wonder,” Meister chuckled. “Scyth spoiled all their fun!” 
 
      
 
    “No, there’s something else going on there…” Quetzal said thoughtfully. 
 
      
 
    A little later, standing by the wall with an energy drink, I felt out of sorts in that company, to put it mildly. Honestly, it was like I was at an exam. Vito Painter was the youngest among them and he was well over forty. And I was expected to manage these people. Meister, the most senior and experienced member of the council, occupied the single armchair, a glass of red wine in hand as always. He was dressed in a black two-piece suit with a white shirt. Hellfish crouched down opposite. Quetzal preferred to stand, like me. 
 
      
 
    In almost a week at the Games, this was the first time I’d spoken to all my allies at once. And, contrary to my fears, the guests were friendly. They were all in a good mood despite the day’s losses, as if already imagining the mighty Scyth arriving with his invincible tame demon in tow to punish all the bullies of the sandbox. 
 
      
 
    “I remember when the neighborhood MacMillans used to bully me,” Joseph Rosenthal said. “And then one time my aunt and uncle came to visit from Israel, and they had their son Elizar with them. And let me tell you, he was a feisty guy, training for the army, and when he arrived and I complained to him about the MacMillans, he promised to talk to them, take care of it. I stayed awake that whole night in anticipation…” 
 
      
 
    “And..?” Quetzal asked, frowning at the old man. “Your cousin helped, then left and the problem came back?” 
 
      
 
    “No, of course not,” Joseph waved a hand. “The MacMillans beat the hell out of Elizar. Afterwards, he was afraid to poke his nose out of the house until the last day. But what I felt that first night… Right now I’m feeling something similar.” 
 
      
 
    Surprisingly, the difference in age wasn’t noticeable. We spoke as equals. These guys were boys caught up in the excitement of a game, just like me, only they were older. 
 
      
 
    They all seemed to have forgotten what happened in the first days. Now we were real allies. Cold thought told me that anyone would want to play with me now that I was the strongest contestant and had an imba pet, but in my heart I knew: Quetzal had placed the Aegis long before my rise up the leaderboard. Hellfish had organized the back-attack against those who wanted to kill me on the floor of the Pitfall without any requests from me. As for Meister, without his Escape Pentagram, I’d be packing my bags right now. 
 
      
 
    “Our people are hiding in the cleared instances,” Hellfish said. 
 
      
 
    “Mine too,” Quetzal admitted. “I doubt we’ll be much use tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “Ours are spread out,” Meister shrugged. “Some in the woods, some in the tavern. Some got camped into the graveyard, but survived. For now. They’ll probably get zeroed in the morning.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright, that means my first job is to protect the ones at the graveyard,” I said. “I’ll try to chase off the Markers and Desters, then we’ll go to the village and rendezvous with you and your people at the tavern, Joseph. What’s the lowest floor reached so far?” 
 
      
 
    “Marcus was planning to clear forty, but didn’t go, decided to help Destiny instead,” Renato answered. “The seal and boss of level 25 are gone, but the floor isn’t clear. The previous two are still teeming with mobs as well.” 
 
      
 
    “Then we meet on floor 22,” I said. “If my demon can leave his floor, I’ll use him to block the entrance to the Pitfall. If not… Well, then we take our raid to floor 100. I doubt our enemies will follow us…” 
 
      
 
    “100?” Vito whistled. “Don’t you think we should be a little more realistic? Maybe start at 23…” 
 
      
 
    “You can farm 23 if you want, Mr. Painter. But then I can’t guarantee that we’ll reach Abaddon together…” 
 
      
 
    We sat talking until two in the morning. Joseph flexed his phenomenal memory by giving us a breakdown of all his surviving fighters and their skills. Renato and Vito planned the formation of the joint raid and the groups within it, its rotation and tactics, both in PvP and against bosses and mobs. I didn’t let my lack of experience get in the way, just yawned and told them I’d be the tank. 
 
      
 
    As we said goodbye at the threshold, Joseph stopped: 
 
      
 
    “Wait! What’s our group going to be called? The Allied Raid of Meister, Hellfish, Quetzal and Scyth? Too long…” 
 
      
 
    “Scyth’s Raid,” Renato said simply. “What’s there to think about?” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Vito nodded. 
 
      
 
    A strange feeling overtook me. Even if nothing else happened and I got thrown out of the Games, in that moment, victory was already secure. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 24. Food for Abaddon 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    AT PRECISELY MIDDAY, I appeared on level 531 in the middle of a spacious corridor with twenty-foot-high ceilings. And the first thing I saw was a gleaming message: 
 
      
 
    You were named the best player of day five of the Demonic Games! 
 
      
 
    Reward: Tactical Retreat artifact. 
 
      
 
    To someone else, the place I was in might have looked pitch black, but my leveled-up Night Vision allowed me to see even the streaks on the walls and the shining louse-like insects scurrying across them. 
 
      
 
    By the far wall, a pile of bones appeared to smolder. It was suffused with a glow that rose up and turned scarlet, like a tongue of flame. The huge fiery flash formed into a demonic shape. The flame darkened and began to solidify, and Despot appeared in all his glory: burning eyes, halberd arms, smoke billowing from his forge-like mouth. The sight of the demon alone could deprive an enemy of the will to resist. There was nothing left to do but bring Despot out into the light, show him the world and all the tasty enemies in it. 
 
      
 
    Approaching, my ally emitted a questioning sound: 
 
      
 
    “Grorrghr?” 
 
      
 
    “Grorrghr! Hello to you too, Horns! We’re going to go fight, just give me a minute to figure out this reward…” 
 
      
 
    Despot answered with a rasp like an iron bar scraping on asphalt. I opened my inventory. A strange black cube with a single red button had appeared there. I pulled it out, turned it in my hands: small, about the size of a fist, but heavy and somehow pleasantly rough to the touch. 
 
      
 
    Tactical Retreat 
 
      
 
    Engineering artifact. 
 
      
 
    If the fight is turning sour and you’re taking losses, remember ancient wisdom and run away! But reassure yourself and your allies: it isn’t really running away, it’s a tactical retreat! 
 
      
 
    One-time use: instantly moves you and the members of your raid group to the nearest safe location. 
 
      
 
    “Damn…” I muttered. 
 
      
 
    There was nothing about the artifact that would give me an advantage in combat. I got the feeling that the great random function wanted to make sure the best players survived. Tissa had been rewarded with Banshee Queen’s Cry, Quetzal with Aegis, Roman with Raging Bloodthirst and Meister with Escape Pentagram. And now I got Tactical Retreat. All of them were more defensive than offensive or supportive. Did Marcus have something similar too? It was still a mystery to me what the orc bruiser had received as the reward for best player of day four. As long as it didn’t ruin the day’s plans… 
 
      
 
    “Never look a gift horse in the mouth,” I muttered, talking to my pet out of old habit. “That’s what Uncle Nick said when he gave me a horse for my sixth birthday.” 
 
      
 
    “Groghrgh?” the demon flamed. 
 
      
 
    “No, not a live one. It was plushy, didn’t have any teeth to look at. Its mouth didn’t even open. And come to think of it, it was actually a unicorn…” Putting the artifact away, I placed its icon in my quickbar and raised my head. “Let’s get out of here, budd… What the hell?!” 
 
      
 
    I stopped like a deer in the headlights and stared at the gates. They were the same gates as before, nothing new about them, but they weren’t open! Did I have to push them..? I looked to my ally, pointed at the gates and ordered: 
 
      
 
    “Despot, smash!” 
 
      
 
    The demon looked at me like I was an idiot. His forge-mouth chuckled and he didn’t move an inch. Right… This wasn’t Sharkon I was dealing with. Now there’s someone who would happily make Swiss cheese out of the place! 
 
      
 
    “How are we supposed to get out of here then?” 
 
      
 
    “Groghkhr!” Despot pointed a halberd arm at the center of the gates. 
 
      
 
    “Some good you are…” I muttered, walking toward the exit. 
 
      
 
    As I approached, I saw the seal. It wasn’t like the ones on the outside — it was smaller, as if it had melted and seeped through to this side, but not yet fully. It was the second minute of day six of the Games. My allies were dying somewhere up there, and I was stuck down here! 
 
      
 
    Nether! A seal at this level would take off 531% health. Less with my Resilience, but still fatal, certain death. Whatever, I couldn’t lose more than 100% anyway. Unless I put down Spirit Shackles on the off chance that Second Life didn’t proc? A couple of moments of thought and I abandoned that idea — better to save it to catch the souls of fallen enemies later! 
 
      
 
    Touching the seal with my hand, I felt a thousand needles digging into my palm, thirstily sucking out my blood… 
 
      
 
    …and saw a cast bar before me: 
 
      
 
    Removing seal: 0.274%… 0.549%… 0.824%… 
 
      
 
    I lost 1% health with each tick, but the progress was too slow. The seal peeking out from between my fingers began to redden, and the more blood it sucked out, the less health I had left. 
 
      
 
    Resilience level increased: +3. Current level: 48. 
 
      
 
    An instant before death, my arm reflexively twitched, but couldn’t pull away, as if it was bonded to the seal. A wave of hellflame ran from my wrist to my shoulder and my body collapsed into a pile of ash. 
 
      
 
    The world plunged into darkness. 
 
      
 
    You are dead. 
 
      
 
    Remaining time to respawn 9… 8… 7… 
 
      
 
    I saw nothing but the revival timer ticking down, but the cast bar was burned into my consciousness — at the moment of death, the seal removal progress was at 27.22%. How!? Kharmo’Lav the paladin was able to open the gates to floor 666. It had cost him his life, but only once! 
 
      
 
    Second Life! You managed to dodge death! 
 
      
 
    Would you like to revive where you died or go to your linked respawn point at Cursed Chasm Churchyard? 
 
      
 
    Remembering my allies dying above, I wanted with all my heart to revive at the graveyard, but the thought of leaving Despot locked up stopped me. I had to figure this out. I revived where I died. 
 
      
 
    “Groghhr!” the demon greeted me. 
 
      
 
    I was sure he was sentient, but it seemed Despot’s vocal cords needed some work. Or he just didn’t speak common. 
 
      
 
    “Scyth versus gates, round two! Fight!” I announced triumphantly for the viewers as I grabbed the seal… 
 
      
 
    And breathed a sigh of relief — the progress continued, it didn’t start over. 
 
      
 
    Removing seal: 27.495%… 27.77%… 28.045%… 
 
      
 
    Second Life protected me from the penalty for dying, saved my experience, and at this rate, the damn seal would be gone after four tries! 
 
      
 
    The needles bit into my hands and melded with them, sticking into my blood vessels. My health dropped, the seal reddened. I tried to ignore the pain, distracting myself again with the puzzle of Kharmo’Lav. Either the paladin’s class abilities lowered the damage from the ticks, or… Or the gates of floor 666, which definitively killed the one who lifted the seal, had different mechanics. 
 
      
 
    The pain soon pushed all other thoughts from my head. It was comparable to the pain inflicted by a Living Sieve, but this time the tentacles of the seal seemed to stretch through to my very heart, tearing and burning it from the inside. My whole world turned into blinding pain. As Oyama said, it was just weakness leaving my body, but that thought wasn’t much help in the moment. I shouted and twitched in convulsions, my hand stuck to the seal, my legs giving out beneath me. In the end, my usual mantra ‘it’s just a game, my real body is safe!’ was enough to help me grit my teeth through it. 
 
      
 
    Despot shifted from foot to foot nearby, breathing heat on my back and even grunting in what might have been sympathy. My eyes darkened. The pain of that first attempt paled in comparison with this. The lazily shifting numbers of the cast and the boosts to my Resilience were all that kept me sane: 
 
      
 
    Resilience level increased: +4. Current level: 52. 
 
      
 
    Removing seal: 54.165%… 54.44%… 54.715%… 
 
      
 
    Wh-wh-oo-oo-oosh! I collapsed into ashes again. I’d never wished for death so badly! 
 
      
 
    You are dead. 
 
      
 
    Remaining time to respawn 9… 8… 7… 
 
      
 
    My desire to get this over with fought with an urge to delay the torture as I hung patiently in the great nothing of resurrection… 
 
      
 
    But then I hit a snag. The timer counted down to zero, and I was sent to the Cursed Chasm cemetery. 
 
      
 
    Second Life didn’t proc, and I finally realized: the perk must have diminishing returns, dramatically dropping the activation chance after every death in a short time period. 
 
      
 
    The world glowed in monotonous black-and-white through the semitransparent interface. Players breathed life into the Cursed Chasm for only a short time. They would leave, the graveyard would be empty again, grass would grow over the trampled paths, vines would ensnare the leaning old tombstones, but right then… I found myself in a hellscape. 
 
      
 
    Just like after my last death here, I didn’t see my body — I had become a spirit, one of many hovering at the graveyard, fearing to resurrect. The figures of the living stalked the cemetery. Marcus’s raid wreaked havoc, cutting down defenseless contestants from Meister and Destiny’s groups. Somehow, some of Destiny’s people were among the attackers… And they were killing their allies of yesterday! 
 
      
 
    Laurie the level 2 fairy chef resurrected before my eyes, then instantly fell. I was almost right on time! 
 
      
 
    A little off to the side, penpusher Jokemaster and mystic Lordmance were fighting back, but didn’t last long: the first folded up bristling with arrows, the second puffed on a pipe full of mystical herbs and threw himself bare-handed at dark knight Caville, and even managed to cover him in acrid smoke, but fell to a single careless sword-swing. After wrapping the wailing mystic’s guts around his blade, Caville pulled the weapon out, then wiped it fastidiously on his victim’s shirt. 
 
      
 
    The gnomish engineer Joker from Meister’s raid appeared right next to me and started running away, but didn’t get far before an icicle pinned him to the ground. The second spear from the ice mage finished him off. 
 
      
 
    I looked for Destiny, but couldn’t see her anywhere — my spirit was bound to the one spot, and I couldn’t see all those involved in the slaughter from where I was. I decided to take care of the silver ranger later — I had bigger fish to fry for now. I needed to stir up the enemy ranks, buy time for my allies to escape. 
 
      
 
    Your soul’s connection to your body is fading! 
 
      
 
    Return to it, otherwise you will be forcibly resurrected with the Despair debuff (-25% health)! 
 
      
 
    Forced resurrection in: 00:59… 00:58… 
 
      
 
    I’d seen enough. I revived and immediately went into Stealth. At rank two, nobody had a chance to detect me. I might not even need to use Clarity. 
 
      
 
    The main thing was to avoid the random area-of-effect spells firing off all over. All the space around me flared with multicolored flashes of enemy magic, and whirlwinds stormed their way through the churchyard here and there. They juggled deadly sparks of all colors that ground up their almost level-zero victims. The screams and cries of the wounded and the dying, the clank of metal, the whistle of arrows, the hum of roaring magic all melded together into a single deafening song of war. 
 
      
 
    Laurie the fairy chef, for some reason in a hurry, revived again. No sooner did she appear than she tried to fly away, but a dwarven bullet broke her wing. Twitching, Laurie fell at the feet of vampire rogue Riker. He waved a bony hand and the poor fairy threw up her arms to defend herself… But the sadist changed his mind. He took out a blade and quickly flicked his wrist, cutting off both her wings. The fairy flopped on the ground like a fish out of water, blood spurting from the stumps on her back. 
 
      
 
    “Now try with your legs, dumb little fly!” Riker said, grinning and stamping his feet, but the fairy stayed sitting. Tears flowed down her young face, but she was crying soundlessly. “Don’t you want to run away? Too proud, huh?” 
 
      
 
    I remembered that Laurie was Clarissa Giovanni, a friend of Joseph’s. She was an old woman over eighty, and I hated to see how Riker was treating her. It would be wrong to show myself. First I needed to find Marcus, watch and hear what he was planning, and only then methodically pick out and kill the leaders! Then there was a chance that the fighters would concentrate their efforts on me, and the crafters would have time to get away. 
 
      
 
    But my mind gave in, my anger overflowed. Clenching my teeth, I attacked. 
 
      
 
    Less than a second of objective time passed in Clarity. Riker’s body, with a huge hole from my Hammerfist gaping in his chest, flew backwards beyond the edge of the churchyard and collapsed, motionless. By then, I had already picked up the wingless fairy and flown her three hundred yards away from the cemetery. I reappeared for a moment to set down the stunned elderly woman, still reeling from her sudden journey. 
 
      
 
    “Run to your allies, Mrs. Giovanni!” I had to shout for her to come round, then she blinked a few times and ran off for the village. 
 
      
 
    Clarity again for a second to enter Stealth, return to the churchyard and watch what was happening from above. An apocalyptic dusky landscape unfolded beneath me, the strongest players roamed free and scoffed as they ground the weakest beneath their boots. 
 
      
 
    Most of their forces were spread along the collapsing hedgerow. The fighters mostly fired at the crafters from a distance as they resurrected, but the worst sadists among them rampaged through the battlefield. They bolstered their self-esteem by bullying the weak, or maybe they thought they were winning the audience’s favor by taking a head off in one swoop or raising a cute elf girl up on a spear upside down to bare her legs. 
 
      
 
    Around a hundred enemies. Alone, this was enough work to last me until nightfall, considering they could resurrect right here and practically instantaneously. The resurrection process had to be controlled, which meant I’d need Spirit Shackles. Just a shame the thirty-yard radius wouldn’t cover the entire area around the graveyard… 
 
      
 
    Finding Marcus, I targeted a spot close to him and activated the skill. 
 
      
 
    Spirit Shackles failed to activate! 
 
      
 
    Unable to create soulcatcher for dead players near a resurrection point! 
 
      
 
    Fine, I’ll do without, I decided. Then I flew straight at Marcus, pulling back my fist as I went, but stopped the attack when I heard the name of missing Destiny. 
 
      
 
    Apart from his previous allies — Youlang, Inchito, Caville, Geyserix, Frankie and Enigma, — the lopher Urkish, who had sat at Destiny’s table the previous night, stood alongside the huge orc bruiser. They surrounded the magician Messiah, who fell to his knees and begged for mercy: 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do anything, Mr. Jansson! Please invite me to your group! I have… I mean I will have useful buffs, once they level up again! I’m a good support! I know cool tricks! I…” 
 
      
 
    “I! I! I!” Marcus barked angrily. “Go prove your loyalty! Find Destiny and bring her to me! We almost zeroed her, but the damn princess slipped away. She took advantage of my order not to finish her off, and these morons let her go!” The big man nodded toward dark knight Caville and barbarian Geyserix. “Go, find her and bring her to me! I want to give her one last chance…” 
 
      
 
    Messiah nodded, gabbled his thanks, swore his loyalty and rushed away. Had he really betrayed Destiny? That would block his path into the Children of Kratos forever, he must know that! 
 
      
 
    “Pitiful sight,” Urkish commented as Messiah ran. “You sure about him, Marcus?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll take him out whatever happens,” the orc grinned. “But not right away, if he brings us Des. He can hang around a day or so longer then.” 
 
      
 
    “I get it,” the lopher laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure Scyth won’t just kill himself to get here faster, Marcus?” spellcaster Youlang asked. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think the kid will do anything that drastic,” the orc answered. “He won’t wanna lose the exp. Why waste it if he can just fly here?” 
 
      
 
    “As long as he doesn’t bring his pet…” Urkish murmured. 
 
      
 
    Jockey Frankie, surprisingly lean for a dwarf, raised his head and looked back and forth, searching for me in the sky. Inchito stood nearby, listening to the screams. 
 
      
 
    “That’s Riker screaming,” he said thoughtfully. “Somebody must have one-shot him.” 
 
      
 
    “Idiot. His own fault,” Frankie said. “Dumb pervert!” 
 
      
 
    I had heard enough. Going into Clarity, I identified my targets and released all my pent-up anger on them. The first Hammerfist sent Youlang off to resurrect, and the second Spirit-Crushing version smashed through Inchito the priest’s ribcage as he stood scanning the sky. Saboteur Enigma stood frozen, his leg raised, and I couldn’t help but send him flying with a Stunning Kick right in the ass, then crushed Geyserix's skull and broke a few of Caville’s bones. 
 
      
 
    The half-smile ever so slowly fell from the orc bruiser’s face, and I fired off a Combo to wipe it off entirely, windmilling my arms, smashing the armor into his chest, crushing his ribs and sending bloody mist out in all directions. One strike landed higher and the helmet cracked along with the orc’s skull, his neck folding up. Minus one Marcus. 
 
      
 
    Two foes left. Urkish went down after two attacks — he was a strong bastard. My last hit knocked the wind out of Frankie — his spine crunched and burst out of his back in fragments along with his ribs. From an outsider’s perspective, it must have looked like they all exploded from within. 
 
      
 
    Fitting it all into a couple of seconds, I left my accelerated state and Stealth, then took off above the field of death, shouted to my allies: 
 
      
 
    “Meister’s raid: Run to the rendezvous point!” 
 
      
 
    After that, I went back into Clarity and flew in a circle above the graveyard. The hunt was on. 
 
      
 
    I descended on Riker the rogue again as he materialized beneath me. The mage girl Smoothie fell without knowing what hit her when I took off half her head as she stood laughing. Then Rindzin’s Ghostly Talon easily separated the nimble shapeshifter’s head from his shoulders. His dismembered arms flew away along with his grinning head… Blood, scraps of flesh and shards of bone scattered all over in slow motion. A red mist hung over the graveyard. 
 
      
 
    I had never felt such sick satisfaction from ripping through enemies. Leaving a trail of corpses behind me, I soared over the cemetery like a vengeful spirit, invisible and deadly, my fists finding my next victim before the last touched the ground. 
 
      
 
    Exiting Clarity only for a moment, I ordered my own raid to flee again and again, promising cover. Those few seconds were sometimes enough for the enemy mages to locate and attack me. In my sped-up state, their projectiles looked like moving obstacles in a magical kill house. Veering between them, I sent the mages back to respawn, but still managed to run head-first into a paralyzing cast. Liberation neutralized the effect and went on cooldown. 
 
      
 
    A few seconds more and only my allies were left in the graveyard, frozen in place. If it weren’t for me, today would have been their last in the Games. 
 
      
 
    I checked a few bodies, but unfortunately there was almost no loot. The mechanics of the Games meant that the chances of losing something after your first death were close to zero, but the second death raised the chance by a third. Shame. My allies could have used some gear… 
 
      
 
    A roar from Marcus behind me cut off my thoughts: 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Threat! Catch!” 
 
      
 
    And I felt something cold jabbing into my back. I didn’t have time to turn round or activate Clarity. My whole body started to go numb, first my arms, then my legs, then my heart itself seemed to stop and I dropped to the ground like a stone. I tried to activate Flight, but it didn’t work. My body no longer obeyed me, and nor did my voice. 
 
      
 
    An explanation flashed up before my eyes in the form of a notification: 
 
      
 
    Utterly Petrified 
 
      
 
    You have been turned into a statue of solid stone. 
 
      
 
    You take no damage, are immune to all other negative effects and can see and hear what goes on around you, but you cannot move, attack or use items, skills, abilities or perks. 
 
      
 
    You cannot dispel this condition or remove it by any other means. 
 
      
 
    Duration: 00:59:54… 00:59:53… 
 
      
 
    In futile hope I tried Tactical Retreat, but the icon was inactive. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, I realized bitterly what reward Marcus had been given as the best player of the day. That was why his people had been cutting through the churchyard so carelessly even though they knew I was coming for them, that I was stronger than all of them and had a powerful pet. Then another thought came to me, and if I wasn’t made of stone, it would have sent a cold sweat down my spine: all Marcus had to do now was throw me to the bottom of the Pitfall, where the final boss would end my path in the Games. 
 
      
 
    The adrenaline kept pumping, rage and indignation seethed in my immobile body, but there was nothing I could do. One thought gave me hope: my allies had managed to run away and were now hiding in their private rooms, which would keep them safe for an hour. 
 
      
 
    Marcus’s snarling face appeared before me. He loomed over me and said in satisfaction: 
 
      
 
    “That’s it, Sheppard. I thought you’d show up here with your pet demon, but you made it even easier. What, couldn’t get him here? Inchito was right! Ha-ha!” He spat at me, then chuckled and shouted: “Come on, people! Time to feed Scyth to Abaddon!” 
 
      
 
    Marcus grabbed my legs, strained, pulled: veins popped out on his sloping orcish brow, droplets of sweat began to form… But he couldn’t lift me even half an inch! Grunting and swearing profusely, the orc straightened and shouted: 
 
      
 
    “Bastard’s too heavy! Must weigh ten tons. Can’t carry him alone! God dammit! Come on, hurry up! Meister’s people will be kicked out of the tavern soon, we need to make it to them in time!” 
 
      
 
    Torturer Urkish and dark knight Caville came to help their leader. I didn’t feel their touch, but saw that even the three of them failed to shift me. 
 
      
 
    I began to hope that nobody would be able to. Judging by the disappointment on the faces looming before me, my enemies had the same thought. I just prayed they didn’t decide to leave me and go after my allies. 
 
      
 
    Even six of them together couldn’t move me an inch. In the meantime, the petrification timer ticked down. They’d already killed ten minutes for me. All the better for me if they kept straining themselves like this. 
 
      
 
    Marcus’s strongest fighters surrounded me like ants around a caterpillar, straining as hard as they could to move me. Thanks to the fact that they were all distracted, some of my allies managed to slip out of the churchyard unmolested. 
 
      
 
    My enemies grunted and groaned for another five minutes. They managed to move their antique Scyth statue around half an inch. I watched as lopher Urkish sweated, his eyes popping and the tendons in his arms bulging. All in vain: my enemies fell down exhausted. Another eight players replaced them, and they also didn’t achieve much. They might have been able to lift me all together, but there wasn’t enough space for them all to take hold at once. As long as nobody smarter turned up… 
 
      
 
    “Hey, engineers,” someone said in an unfamiliar falsetto. “Fix something up to drag him with!” 
 
      
 
    Nether! I swore internally. Jinxed it! The voice continued: 
 
      
 
    “We can drag old stony here to the Pitfall. There’s no way we’ll do it by hand before the day is out. And look, his petrification ends soon. How much time is left? Three quarters of an hour! Less, even…” 
 
      
 
    “Good idea,” Marcus said thoughtfully, then roared: “Anyone have any ropes and planks? Anything to make something to drag him with?” 
 
      
 
    He went out of my sight and I couldn’t even move my eyes, I could only stare into the sky and try to make out what was going on in my peripheral vision. Thankfully, my enemies were talkative types and kept me in the know. 
 
      
 
    “Have you forgotten about Meister’s raid, Marcus?” Youlang asked. 
 
      
 
    “The hell with them! We’re dealing with the Threat now.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, it’s dumb for us all to hang around here,” the spellcaster argued. “How am I going to help you? Or Frankie? Our strength is below ten, and our carrying capacity is low too.” 
 
      
 
    “Good point… Alright then!” Marcus roared again. Either he always shouted or his character’s voice was set that way. “Mages, healers, take a couple of meleers and head for the village! Youlang takes the lead! Meister is a cunning bastard. He’ll try to get away. They’re about to be thrown out of the tavern, so be on guard! The rest of you — stay here…” 
 
      
 
    My anger at myself boiled up again with renewed strength. By promising to protect Meister’s raid, I might have doomed them. They were sitting there and hoping, but soon they’d be thrown out of their rooms, and then… Damn it! If only they’d hidden in the cleared instances like Modus and the Travelers, they would have had more of a chance. As it was… It would be Joseph’s tale of his cousin Elizar and the MacMillan neighbors all over again. Why the hell had I come out of Clarity?! I should not have done that! 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Marcus, we have some planks, but no ropes. They won’t work anyway, they’ll break. We need chains!” 
 
      
 
    The voice belonged to light priest Inchito. He was the one who had suggested fashioning some kind of sled in the first place. So that was who really ran the show in Marcus’s raid. What was the orc? Just a brainless bruiser. But then Marcus made me doubt my conclusions, growling: 
 
      
 
    “So go to the smithy and get some, Inch, you asshole! Take someone with you! Every second counts! Make sure the chains are thick, and grab spares. And some planks too!” 
 
      
 
    The priest didn’t argue, taking several men and running after Youlang’s group to the village. I sincerely hoped that they fell into a hole, ran into a demon, got hit by a falling meteorite, or at least tripped over. Every minute of petrification that passed increased my chance of rescue. 
 
      
 
    Marcus sprawled out next to me, crossing his hands behind his head and leaning back on my arm. He plucked a blade of grass and tickled my nose — naturally, I felt nothing. 
 
      
 
    “Another ten minutes,” he grinned, “and you’re dead meat. Devoured by a high demon. I’m not like Destiny, this is nothing personal. You get it, right? Games are games. The strongest wins. No hard feelings, Scyth.” 
 
      
 
    This orc was far from simple. He was thinking about the future, worried I might take vengeance in big Dis! I couldn’t answer, so I just waited for him to say something else. It was the perfect time for a classic villainous monologue, but instead, Marcus straightened and started pacing the cemetery, quietly giving orders to his men. I couldn’t hear what he said, so I just watched the petrification timer: 36:31… 36:30… 
 
      
 
    Soon Inchito returned with the others. They had brought chains, and I was surrounded by activity again. I got petrified lying down with my arms close to my body, so the only place the enemies could attach the chains was at my feet. 
 
      
 
    They dragged me like a dead man, legs first. Fifteen people pulled and just as many walked behind, some of them pushing me by the head and shoulders. 
 
      
 
    We moved slowly, but surely, and I thanked every obstacle we got stuck on — each won a little time, and a little hope that the petrification would end before I was dragged to the Pitfall. It was far beyond the bounds of the village, and our path there was far from smooth. That damn timer ticked down too slowly: 24:55… 24:54… 
 
      
 
    “Get a move on!” Marcus boomed. “Time, damn it! We can’t waste a chance like this!” 
 
      
 
    The orc kept on shouting, urging on his comrades. I started to wish my hearing had gone when I got turned to stone. 
 
      
 
    When we passed the village, I heard footfalls and heavy breathing behind us, then Messiah’s excited voice: 
 
      
 
    “I’ve brought her, Marcus! Just like I promised! I’ve proven myself!” 
 
      
 
    “What’s that?” the orc muttered. “What have you proven? To who?” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t see what was happening, just heard their voices. 
 
      
 
    “Here, look. Destiny!” 
 
      
 
    “What? Where? In your pocket?” 
 
      
 
    “Kind of, yeah, in dove form. Careful, she only has ten health…” I heard a squawk, flapping, an angry cooing. “Don’t strangle her!” 
 
      
 
    “Ha-ha! It really is Des!” 
 
      
 
    Marcus and Messiah fell back to the rear, but kept following behind us, so I could still hear their conversation. 
 
      
 
    “Can she understand us?” Marcus asked. 
 
      
 
    “Sure can!” the magician answered proudly. “But if you don’t want her to see or hear, put her away in your inventory.” 
 
      
 
    “How long does it last? I don’t see a timer…” 
 
      
 
    “Half an hour at least. The skill isn’t high level, the reverse transformation is random. We’re lucky she’s small now, or it wouldn’t have worked out.” 
 
      
 
    Marcus was pleased. From what I heard, he hid the dove away in his inventory, ordered Messiah to go to the graveyard and help the ones left there to camp my allies, then caught up to the group dragging me along. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t forget to drink some Demonic Brandy, magician,” he called to Messiah’s retreating back. “Or else they might think you’re one of them and kill you.” 
 
      
 
    We left the village behind us. I couldn’t feel the heat from the Pitfall, but it was clear by the scorched earth that we were getting closer. And still almost twelve minutes of petrification left. 
 
      
 
    Marcus walked alongside me. Pulling out the dove, the orc spoke to it: 
 
      
 
    “You never did show up last night, gorgeous. What do you think, should I break your neck now, or are you going to change your mind and come by tonight? Nobody else is gonna help you, so let me know that you agree.” 
 
      
 
    The dove squawked in displeasure. 
 
      
 
    “What’s that, yes or no? I can’t tell! Wave your wings while you still have feathers! Go on! Right, got it. Then look…” The bruiser held the dove above me, showing me to her: “Here he is, that Scyth of yours. You thought I wouldn’t find out? The kid can’t help you. So either you start…” 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, two things happened at once; I got an invite to Quetzal’s raid, and Marcus’s people came under attack. I accepted the invite and saw the full list of my scant allies — less than twenty in total. 
 
      
 
    The chains dropped to the ground with a crash and the battle began. My allies were cut down mercilessly and without delay. One after another, their portraits in my interface lost their color and were covered up with skulls. Infect started singing a song off to the side, but then sputtered, choked and fell silent. But the bard didn’t die. He must have crawled away and hid with what little health he had left. 
 
      
 
    In less than a minute, Hellfish and Quetzal’s raid was dealt with. Only two remained alive: Infect’s flashing red portrait and Tissa at half health. As for why, that soon became clear: 
 
      
 
    “Marcus! Look who I found!” The hoarse female voice might have belonged to an orc or dwarf girl. “You said not to finish off the girl, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Tissa… Good girl, Michaela, bring her here.” Marcus raised his voice again: “The rest of you, pick up these chains and drag the Threat to the Pitfall! Fast!” 
 
      
 
    They dragged me further, and thank the Sleepers it was at a snail’s pace. Marcus turned to Tissa and continued: 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to give you one chance to stay in the Games, girl, and maybe even get near the top of the leaderboard! You know what I need…” 
 
      
 
    “I already answered you, Marcus!” the priestess snapped. “Didn’t get it the first time? Go to hell, you nasty creep!” 
 
      
 
    The dove, which the orc hadn’t let out of his hands even during the battle against my allies, cooed with something that sounded suspiciously like laughter. Marcus and Tissa fell behind. The girl’s voice barely reached me, but I think the bruiser’s shout carried all the way to the bottom of the Pitfall: 
 
      
 
    “Right! You ice queens are getting on my nerves! I’d love to take you both for a ride, but moderation is important. So here’s how it’s going to be: only one of you will be left in the Games tomorrow! Choose who!” 
 
      
 
    “Definitely not me! Go **** yourself!” Tissa shouted angrily, adding some specific advice that sounded anatomically difficult. 
 
      
 
    The sound of the slap was so loud that even the ones dragging me turned around. Tissa cried out, and apparently Infect chose that moment to come running out of the bushes. “Run!” he shouted, then attacked Marcus and died a moment later. Not for the last time, not yet. 
 
      
 
    Infect’s sacrifice was in vain. The enraged Marcus easily caught up to Tissa and brought his club down on her, smashing her into the ground. The execution took place out of my sight, but the sound was descriptive enough for me to form an image of what had happened. 
 
      
 
    Tissa’s portrait blackened: Contestant knocked out… 
 
      
 
    Twelve minutes remained on the petrification timer when someone else caught up to us. The procession slowed somewhat, turning, but Marcus shouted for them to keep pulling. He moved to the rear, the dove still in his hand. 
 
      
 
    “Meister, Roman, Bloomer and the rest have been captured,” Youlang reported. “I sent my group to the graveyard, then came here just in case. If we don’t have time to throw him down, I can stun him or sheep him.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” Marcus answered. “Everything is going to plan, we should have time.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s the deal with the bird?” 
 
      
 
    “Hah! Meet Destiny the dove…” 
 
      
 
    The orc told her about the magician Messiah and what awaited him. Youlang laughed. Then they spoke about something else I didn’t hear, until Marcus shouted: 
 
      
 
    “Damn it, only ten minutes left! Youlang, can you put Feather on the Threat?” 
 
      
 
    “I tried, it’s useless. He’s immune to all buffs.” 
 
      
 
    “Does that mean even hitting the bottom won’t kill him? Oh, the hell with it, Abaddon will one-shot him after the debuff ends! But we still need to hurry!” 
 
      
 
    Marcus kept swearing and even decided to condescend to help with the lifting: he pushed someone away and took up the chains himself, groaning, straining and from time to time shouting: 
 
      
 
    “You realize that if we aren’t fast enough, then we’re all done for? Heave! Ho!” 
 
      
 
    We started to move faster. My mind cast around in its motionless body, unable to do anything. All I could do was wait and pray to the Sleepers and Fortune that my enemies run out of time, and let the ticking timer hypnotize me: 10:11… 10:10… 
 
      
 
    My pall-bearers knew they had it all on the line; they redoubled their efforts and reached their goal with seven minutes left on my debuff. Now their greatest challenge loomed: throwing their cargo over the edge. After all, they couldn’t pull me all the way to it. 
 
      
 
    First they tried to move me with the entire raid pushing against me, but got in each other’s way in panic. Then someone had the bright idea of laying cut planks beneath me, which they then used as levers — that sped them up, and time, on the contrary, slowed down: 06:05… 06:04… 
 
      
 
    My head was already hanging over the edge of the abyss when a plank suddenly broke from the strain. Marcus tripped, losing hold of the dove, and shouted: 
 
      
 
    “God dammit! You’re dead, Sheppard!” Raising his head, he pointed at a finger at the bird as it flew away. “And you, Des, you won’t fly far!” 
 
      
 
    They didn’t do so well with only two levers. Inchito shot off somewhere and came back with a plank. He probably pulled it from the fence around the Pitfall. 
 
      
 
    But even three levers didn’t do the job. The planks cracked, broke, the motionless Scyth statue got stuck on roots, and before the enemies figured out what was in the way, a precious minute had passed, and then another: 03:33… 03:32… 
 
      
 
    When the timer showed 02:45, Marcus drank down a combat potion and ordered the others to do the same. And that bore fruit — a strained screech, a bestial roar, some furious swearing and I toppled over the edge, beginning my long drop down the Pitfall. 
 
      
 
    After me came a chorus of cheers and shouts of joy, a roar from Marcus: 
 
      
 
    “No hard feelings, Sheppa-a-a-ard!” 
 
      
 
    Based on my last experience, I had two or three minutes left to fall. A second of petrification could make the difference between life and death. 
 
      
 
    To put it otherwise, everything depended on how the mechanics of the Cursed Chasm calculated fall speed in this damned chunk of land torn off the rest of the world. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 25. Reckoning 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I DROPPED THROUGH THE AIR as a ten-ton stone, flipping end over end, feeling nothing, marking my passage only by the flashing lights and disappearing sky. The triumphant cries of Marcus and his people quickly fell behind. The whistle as I cut through the air grew louder, and then somehow changed in a strange way. If I hadn’t been made of solid stone, I would probably have caught fire from the friction with the air. 
 
      
 
    At some point, I just closed my eyes and concentrated entirely on the timer of Utterly Petrified. It didn’t matter if the debuff fell before or after I landed, I needed to instantly activate Clarity and Flight right away. If I stayed in stone form, I’d survive, but only to be instantly attacked by Abaddon; if I was lucky, I would just not hit the bottom before I could slow time in mid-air and take control of my fall. That’s what I focused on, hypnotized by the countdown on the debuff. 
 
      
 
    I was still falling, with no sense of space, but every sense of time — the countdown showed: 00:03… 00:02… 00:01… 
 
      
 
    Utterly Petrified effect ended! 
 
      
 
    The notification appeared at the same time as two other skills activated: 
 
      
 
    Clarity activated: your speed increases significantly and you can foresee the movements of enemies. 
 
      
 
    Flight activated: you can fly without limits! 
 
      
 
    A demonic hand extended and froze right beneath me — flexible and incredibly long, but still not fast enough to close its fingers in time. I shot upwards. Abaddon’s furious roar melded with the rush of wind in my ears. 
 
      
 
    I flew for several seconds in Clarity, gaining speed, then switched it off, but my momentum still made me fly far faster than usual. Even as fast as I was, it was a three minute flight to the top. In that time, I figured out my strategy for what came next. 
 
      
 
    I was in two minds about what to spend my precious time on. My heart screamed at me to go to the graveyard to see who I could save — there were around seventy Markers butchering all three of my allied squads, cutting them down to level zero. Rationally I knew that I needed to take out my strongest enemies right away, while they thought I was dead and weren’t hurrying or hiding, confident that the game was done. 
 
      
 
    Spurred on by those thoughts, I made a choice. Marcus, Inchito, Caville, Urkish and the others had to die. With Clarity, it would take me no more than a minute, but I’d be able to rest easy. And as soon as I severed the head of the enemy raids, I could rush to the cemetery. 
 
      
 
    I was in such a hurry that Marcus’s squad nearly escaped my attention. They’d turned off the road into the woods. Catching them in the corner of my eye and throwing on Stealth, I dropped down toward them, aiming to pick up Marcus and throw him into the Pitfall. I realized why they had changed their route only when I got closer. 
 
      
 
    Stopping in place above my enemies, I saw Marcus lifting Destiny up by her throat. 
 
      
 
    “For the last time,” the orc roared. “Yes or no? Your word, princess, is something you have to keep!” 
 
      
 
    “Go… to the Nether…” the elf girl croaked. 
 
      
 
    Now it was my turn to fulfill a promise. I forbade myself from even thinking of what I’d get from Destiny for getting her near the top of the leaderboard, let alone talking about it; I couldn’t show my cards to the corporation, since I was under especially close surveillance. 
 
      
 
    I left Quetzal’s raid, then invited Destiny to my group. 
 
      
 
    Destiny, Elf, level 1 Silver Ranger, has joined your group. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, Des, be reasonable!” Urkish said. “Then we’ll be on the same side again. Marcus is right, you had an agreement. He held up his end of the bargain, but you didn’t do what you promised!” 
 
      
 
    The girl didn’t give away my presence. A shadow of relief flashed on her face, but her inborn gift as an actress helped her play her role properly: 
 
      
 
    “You’re disgusting, Ezekiel!” Destiny’s voice shook. “I can’t believe I thought you were my friend…” 
 
      
 
    “Enough!” Marcus roared, letting go of the elf girl’s throat. He pulled out a huge club and hefted it. “You’ll be out of the Games before you can blink. Three… Two…” 
 
      
 
    One! Ghastly Howl! Two seconds to finish the howl, then — Clarity! They didn’t have time to get properly scared, freezing in various poses, but each had the Fear debuff. Destiny’s eyes were wide, her mouth open in a scream — she was afraid she was about to die, after all. The stone club had just begun to fall from the orc bruiser’s opening fingers, his teeth bared in grimace of shock. 
 
      
 
    I grabbed Marcus and bolted back toward the Pitfall. I felt like I was the one dragging a statue this time. The orc shouted something, but I heard only a low bass rumble. Shame he couldn’t hear my parting words to him: 
 
      
 
    “There’s going to be a lot of food for Abaddon today, Marcus Jansson, and you’re the first bite!” 
 
      
 
    Still ignorant of his fate, he began to fall, his brown face still frozen in fear. Once he got control of his character back, there would be nothing he could do. 
 
      
 
    The people in the clearing were still running around in Fear when I got back… Very slowly, but their poses and positions had definitely changed. The Ghastly Howl didn’t hit Destiny. She had already pulled out her bow and loosed an arrow at Urkish’s face. 
 
      
 
    The arrow swam lazily through the air and had moved only a couple of feet by the time I took off again, this time with a new cargo — Inchito. The lopher was closer to me, but why not let the silver ranger enjoy a little vengeance? I considered the light priest the second most dangerous enemy after Marcus. 
 
      
 
    After the third snack for the high demon — spellcaster Youlang — I only had enough Clarity left for two or three runs, which allowed me to add Urkish and Caville to Abaddon’s diet. 
 
      
 
    Returning to the others, I put them down with ordinary Hammerfists to gather all my enemies in one place — the graveyard, then went back to normal speed to save a few seconds of Clarity just in case. Magnetism pulled in loot. 
 
      
 
    Only then did Destiny see me. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” she said. She wanted to say something else, but stopped herself. 
 
      
 
    Not answering, I grabbed her beneath the arms and carried her to the village with Flight. There was nobody on the street except NPCs — Meister’s people must have already been ejected from their private rooms, and were now being killed at the graveyard. I had to hurry. 
 
      
 
    “What next?” Destiny asked when I dropped her off on the ground. 
 
      
 
    I took out the loot and threw it at her feet so as not to lose my Talon: 
 
      
 
    “Take whatever you want, keep the rest safe. Then go to the tavern and wait there. Don’t stick your nose out until I come get you!” The rest I said while taking off: “The way there is safe, all the enemies are at the graveyard. Run!” 
 
      
 
    There was no time for conversation. Every second could cost someone’s life. I’d done a lot, but there was still plenty of work to do — now I had to save my people, wipe out my enemies, and only then would I be able to think about the rest. Including Destiny… 
 
      
 
    As I flew closer to the churchyard, I left Stealth. I needed to save my spirit. 
 
      
 
    The graveyard blazed with the flashes of cast spells. Metal clanked, the wounded groaned and cursed, the attackers laughed triumphantly. 
 
      
 
    “Hope you die!” I heard a painfully familiar voice say, and rushed to my allies’ aid. 
 
      
 
    I had no time to take a good look around, but it wasn’t hard to tell friend from foe. Almost all my allies were garbed in basic canvas gear, with some missing equipment. The enemies paraded around in full armor or magic cloth gear. 
 
      
 
    Every strike brought death. I went into a battle frenzy, a state in which nothing remained but bloodthirst. Like a furious beast, I hit every enemy I could reach, and when a target was too far away, I destroyed anyone closer and then chased down my enemy, not letting them escape. The headless enemy raid divided into individual groups which then split off in various directions instead of uniting when they sensed danger. Now the fearsome raid was more like a scattering of fleeing roaches, which I kept on crushing, crushing, crushing… 
 
      
 
    My fist broke through the back of a fleeing elf girl and burst out of her chest. A second strike took off the head of a minotaur, who screamed and fell, his hooves twitching. As I looked at my third target, I was surprised at his rare race — a draconid! There was no time to look closer before my Hammerfist caved in his scaled armor and sent the dragon-man flying. 
 
      
 
    I was no longer using Clarity, instead attacking with the usual flow of time, but Flight allowed me to move far faster than on the ground, and my Hammerfists fired from Stealth must have seemed to my enemies some terrible punishment from a fearsome god. Anyone watching the reckoning from the outside would think the bodies were exploding in fountains of blood all on their own, heads smashing like overripe melons. 
 
      
 
    I had learned my lesson from the morning; this time I stayed silent, tried to make no noise. After each attack, I carefully watched to see whether Stealth fell, so that I could go straight into Clarity if it did. After all, Smoothie was still around somewhere with her Ephemeral Web of Pacification, and the other contestants might have another surprise like Overburdened up their sleeve. I had no right to take risks. Any delay meant the downfall of my allies. 
 
      
 
    One of the ones I killed five minutes ago in the forest learned what was happening from the logs and shouted: 
 
      
 
    “It’s Scyth! Use crowd co…” And started choking on his own crushed jaw. 
 
      
 
    It was hard to control or stun an invisible target. And they had about as much chance of detecting me, with three times their level and a highly advanced ability to remain in stealth even in combat, as sandbox noobs had of taking down a Ravager. 
 
      
 
    I cut through them, and even the most desperate enemies stopped rushing to resurrect after their second or third death. The graveyard had already been littered with corpses, but I tripled them. 
 
      
 
    Finishing off an unfamiliar centaur — Rindzin’s Ghostly Talon sliced open his neck and he fell down dead, — I shot toward another reviver, pulled back my arm to strike and… stopped. Before me stood the gawping gnome Hox, a tailor from Meister’s raid. 
 
      
 
    Looking around, I realized there was nobody to attack. Our enemies were huddling in spirit form in the center of the cemetery. Hox saw some other resurrected allies and ran after them. 
 
      
 
    I flew up and saw that all our allies who had realized what was happening had moved out of the graveyard and gathered a hundred paces away. They were hiding, clustering in defensive formations in the bushes, but some kept poking their heads out to call over newly revived allies. 
 
      
 
    The hedge parted before Hox, letting him inside. The role of tank went to destroyer Quetzal, warrior Kart, bogatyr Arioch and three paladins: Blondiecat, Equilibrium and Yermak. Behind them, around twenty yards into the woods, the surviving crafters and clothies hid. 
 
      
 
    I spent another minute looting the fallen until I got overloaded, and only then flew to my allies. I picked it up by hand to avoid filling my bags with garbage. 
 
      
 
    Quetzal and Hellfish watched the space around the now bare graveyard anxiously. The titan still looked powerful, but was clad in rags like a hobo. The werewolf looked no better, and instead of his rifle, he now clutched a gnarled club. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry I’m late,” I said, approaching them and unloading my loot. From outside, it looked as if gear was dropping straight out of thin air from two yards up. “I think there’s a decent rifle here, Hellfish. Take a look, I’m going for another pass.” 
 
      
 
    Stealth meant they only saw me when I was right next to them. Leaving them stunned, I went back to the graveyard, took out a couple of resurrected enemies, picked up the remnants of the loot with Magnetism and returned to my people. This time, the flood of equipment and weaponry was less of a surprise to my allies. 
 
      
 
    “Scyth,” the werewolf sniper nodded impassively. “Stay in stealth, just in case…” 
 
      
 
    The few survivors from his group greeted me too, along with Quetzal’s people. They were already rooting through the gear. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for helping at the Pitfall,” I said to the leaders. “Those seconds might have saved me.” 
 
      
 
    “We weren’t headed there to help you exactly,” Quetzal muttered. He had put on some gear and looked more like a gladiator again. “You didn’t show up, and we realized you were in trouble. There was no point in staying hidden, they would have found us anyway… So we decided to fight.” 
 
      
 
    “And die a worthy death,” Hellfish added. “Not like those other guys.” 
 
      
 
    He cast a glance back. The crafters looked dazed. Meister and Roman sat silently, their faces in their hands. The jeweler’s shoulders shook. Bloomer seemed in better spirits, but even he was deep in thought, pacing back and forth, muttering poetry with his hands behind his back. 
 
      
 
    The crafters couldn’t see me — the system didn’t consider them allies since they weren’t in the raid. The poor guys were exhausted — it had only been two hours since the game day began, but they had all died at least once. Meister and the others who spent an hour in the tavern were lucky, but those that began the morning in the graveyard had a rough time of it. I hoped that at least some of them had gotten out, otherwise my attack and the capture following it were pointless. 
 
      
 
    “They didn’t take it easy on them,” Quetzal said. “We’ve seen it all in the Arena, we’re used to pain, but it’s all a shock to the system for these guys. No pain filters here, after all. It’s no wonder their raid is out of it, to put it mildly.” 
 
      
 
    “All the same, I take back what I said. They aren’t all cowards,” Hellfish said. “We’d almost reached the top when Laurie found us. The fairy told us what happened to you — she hid in the bushes after you freed her to recover and grow back her wings. She saw you getting dragged away and came looking for us…” 
 
      
 
    I looked around, but didn’t see Laurie. Quetzal answered my unvoiced question: 
 
      
 
    “She was with us when we attacked Marcus. On her last life…” 
 
      
 
    Grinding my teeth, I looked over my allies — less had survived than I’d hoped. And almost all were below level four. Some had only one life left. 
 
      
 
    “How many of ours survived?” 
 
      
 
    “Twenty or so,” Quetzal answered. “I’ll add Meister’s people to the raid to count up…” He turned around and shouted: “Meister, Roman, Bloomer, I made you squad leaders. Invite your guys, and hurry up!” 
 
      
 
    “Give Scyth a squad too, so he can invite any of our people he runs into,” Hellfish said. 
 
      
 
    Before answering the invitation, I left my group with Destiny. Her presence would raise questions, and this wasn’t the time. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s wait a couple more minutes,” I suggested. “Someone might be stuck in the graveyard, and if they are, then I need to be close by.” 
 
      
 
    I told them about who I’d thrown into the Pitfall. When he heard Youlang’s name, Hellfish grunted: 
 
      
 
    “She’ll save herself before she hits the bottom! She has Feather and Levitation!” 
 
      
 
    “Marcus will escape too,” Quetzal sighed. “He’s a bruiser, he has Breakthrough. He can use it to move through the air! I doubt he survived, but he could have moved to land on the stairs.” 
 
      
 
    “So he might already be at the graveyard? And Youlang is somewhere in the Pitfall and…” 
 
      
 
    “The others probably weren’t eaten by Abaddon either,” the titan destroyer said, finishing my thought. “Takes a long time to fall down there. They could have thought of something. The lopher has Sail from his elephant ears. Sounds stupid, sure, and he won’t fly like Dumbo, but… Caville has his version of a paladin bubble too, he could use that to survive the fall and escape from Abaddon. So nothing is certain yet.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to go check the graveyard,” I said. 
 
      
 
    Leaving my allies, I returned to the churchyard and hovered, looking for friends and foes and considering what to do next. The optimal decision was to hide my allies somewhere in the Pitfall, then come back and neutralize our enemies. But how? Stay here all day killing each one dozens of times? Or throw them down to Abaddon in the hope that not all of them would survive the fall? 
 
      
 
    No more of our own people had resurrected. On the other hand, I could clearly see the enemy leaders: Marcus, Urkish and Caville. Only Youlang and Inchito were absent. If they survived, then they must have been in the Pitfall still. 
 
      
 
    One after another, the last of the raid’s rank and file appeared and huddled together. 
 
      
 
    “Join arms!” Marcus commanded. “So he can’t carry us off one by one!” 
 
      
 
    Two more contestants joined the ranks of the survivors. Marcus’s raid was now assembled. The strongest were arrayed on the outer edge of the ring, with shields, knives and pikes held before them. The mages and healers hid behind them. They were all joined in a single whole, their arms locked together. 
 
      
 
    “Hunters, launch Signal Flares!” Marcus’s command rang through the graveyard. “Scyth could be in Stealth! Shamans, cast Slow Totems! Mages, cast shields and Tearing Sparks!” 
 
      
 
    Tiny sparks filled the air like a cloud of diamond dust, knocking me out of Stealth. Activating Clarity, I flew upwards and turned invisible again. The perimeter of the graveyard lit up with the hunters’ Signal Flares, which revealed anyone invisible. 
 
      
 
    They saw me, shouted in preparation for battle, but I’d seen enough already. I flew back to my allies. 
 
      
 
    Once we were in the same raid, the crafters finally noticed me. Sighs and shouts of relief came from all over: 
 
      
 
    “Finally! Just in time! Any longer and you’d have nobody left to save!” 
 
      
 
    Bloomer shook my hand, gritting his teeth: 
 
      
 
    “Scyth! I’ve never felt so powerless! Avenge us!” 
 
      
 
    “Bloomer is right,” Meister rasped, casting a rage-filled glance at the graveyard where our enemies huddled. “What are you waiting for, kid? Why are they still alive?” 
 
      
 
    “All in good time,” I answered. “First I’ll take you somewhere safe, then vengeance and all that good stuff. I promise you, they won’t live out the day! Now let’s go!” 
 
      
 
    I hesitated, considering whether to use Tactical Retreat, but chose to save it. There was no direct threat to my allies right then. 
 
      
 
    We decided to leave through the forest. The scouts moved out first: Naiterio the druid and the two rogues Filex and Berstan. Behind them walked the others, staying thirty paces back. I stayed behind to cut off the pursuit. If anyone from Marcus’s raid decided to attack, they’d regret it. 
 
      
 
    Only Quetzal stayed with me, looking from side to side. 
 
      
 
    “Nobody else is coming. Let’s go. Strange. Two of my people aren’t here even though they’re alive.” 
 
      
 
    Yesterday, there had been almost a hundred and forty people across the raids of Meister, Quetzal and Hellfish. Now there were only around thirty. And Infect was still in the group. 
 
      
 
    “Tissa got zeroed in front of me,” I said. “Where’s Infect?” 
 
      
 
    “Hiding somewhere, I think,” Quetzal shrugged. “The map here only shows groupmates in the same zone as you. The raid chat works on the same principle too. Anyway, catch us up…” 
 
      
 
    The enemies in the graveyard were clearly preparing to attack: silhouettes of fighters flashed with raid buffs and elixirs. 
 
      
 
    Even I couldn’t survive against almost a hundred top players ready for battle, and that meant I couldn’t protect my allies. There was just no way. Any control spell, stun, paralysis, and I’d be out of the running for at least a little while. And then the losses would pile up. 
 
      
 
    After checking that nobody was following us, I caught up to my people and landed next to the leaders of the allied raid. Knowing perfectly well that they were all a burden to me in that moment, and I could just leave them and concentrate on my own progress and on completing the games, I used all my willpower to push down a voice inside, one that whispered in silken tones that nobody had hired me to shepherd these people. They were all adults, it said; I didn’t have to fight with Marcus — I could just calmly take Despot and go even deeper… I shook myself, casting off the rotten thoughts pretending to be rational. 
 
      
 
    There was nothing rational about them! Losing the respect and trust of millions of viewers, abandoning my allies who had sacrificed themselves to save me — it would be suicide. I’d get what I wanted faster, but I wouldn’t be able to sleep at night. 
 
      
 
    The destroyer and sniper noticed my internal conflict. They seemed to even understand the reason for the doubts plaguing me, but said nothing. Quetzal just reported: 
 
      
 
    “We’re going to the Pitfall. Or do you have a better idea?” 
 
      
 
    “I do. I can bind our enemies for an hour after death, stop them from resurrecting. Then we’ll be able to head down, get my pet, and, while I deal with the enemy… You’ll be able to go level up. Behemoth couldn’t have sent us a better tank than Despot for floor 100!” 
 
      
 
    “Behemoth?” Quetzal raised a brow. 
 
      
 
    Hellfish, a priest of the Sleepers, caught my eye and gave a slight shake of his head. 
 
      
 
    “A little swamp god I once knew,” I answered. “If this works, our path to the Pitfall will be open, and Marcus will be stuck in the great nothing for an hour.” 
 
      
 
    “What happened with your pet anyway, kid?” Quetzal asked. “Where’d you lose him?” 
 
      
 
    I told them about the gate seal on floor 531 and my futile attempts to remove it. 
 
      
 
    “There’s an easier way,” Hellfish said. “Gate seals below floor 100 are usually removed by the whole raid.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “You join hands,” he shrugged. “The damage gets split between everyone equally, taking away the same percentages. That’s how the lower gates are opened, at least without defensive abilities. But the boss aggro still goes to the one touching the seal.” 
 
      
 
    “The boss won’t touch any of us on floor 531,” I promised. “I have enough strength now to take two people flying with me, but I can’t risk you. Won’t take long for our enemies to figure out that they aren’t about to be attacked, and come looking for us. For you, that is. And I’m no superman here, not even a Threat. I’m vulnerable even with all my skills…” 
 
      
 
    “We noticed,” Quetzal nodded. 
 
      
 
    As one raid, we walked through the village gates, kindly left open by the NPCs, then walked straight through the settlement, sending ducks and geese flying. That was the shortest path to the Pitfall. The locals watched us go curiously, but didn’t risk questioning us. 
 
      
 
    Noticing that my spirit bar was almost full, I stopped. 
 
      
 
    “Wait here. I’m going to pay Marcus a visit.” 
 
      
 
    “Your bar’s refilled?” Hellfish said, chuckling in understanding. 
 
      
 
    “Something like that. Just one little problem left to solve…” 
 
      
 
    Marcus’s hundred-strong raid was unlikely to fit into the thirty-yard radius of the soul trap. I needed to somehow get them to clump together… But how? 
 
      
 
    I wanted to squeeze as much as I could out of the situation. When I attacked Marcus’s squad after the drop into the Pitfall, rage had spurred me on. I was hasty, overconfident. I put all my hopes in Clarity and Abaddon instead of playing to all my strengths. Now I had time to analyze my errors and calculations. 
 
      
 
    Thinking was always useful. And this time my talent for thinking should help me catch them all in Spirit Shackles. 
 
      
 
    Taking on an Imitation of Quetzal’s form, I took off into the air and shot off to intercept our foes. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell?!” I heard behind me. 
 
      
 
    I was just in time: the enemy raid was just getting ready to leave the woods. The Markers didn’t look so good now that they’d lost some of their equipment. Despite the losses, they had recovered and even relaxed a little — they were joking, talking. All the same, their scouts kept their eyes glued to the sky, looking for me. The hunters were still using Signal Flares, but I was outside their range. 
 
      
 
    I breathed to calm myself down, counted each step, then landed in the forest and walked out toward my enemies with my arms raised. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t shoot!” I said, drawing their attention. “I need to talk to you, Marcus…” 
 
      
 
    “Well, look who’s here!” The raid leader gestured a few commands I didn’t understand, stepped forward and stopped. “Is this some trick?” 
 
      
 
    “I know where Destiny is. And I’ll hand her over to you if you take me back.” 
 
      
 
    Turning my head, I realized I was surrounded. All the Markers were ready for a fight. Some were combing the forest nearby, apparently suspecting a trap. Well, they were half right, just wrong on the details. 
 
      
 
    “You almost got zeroed, but for the sake of our old friendship I’m almost willing to forgive you, Renato,” Marcus answered, smiling broadly. “But if you think I give a damn about that bitch, you’re wrong. Make me another offer.” 
 
      
 
    “My people will come with me. You know we need to get on the final leaderboard.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure…” the orc said thoughtfully. “But something doesn’t add up here. You’re the one that said you don’t give a damn about the results of the Games, you just want to have fun. You weren’t even planning to come to the Games, it was a last-minute decision!” 
 
      
 
    “Alright, I admit it. The Threat must be either crazy or a slave to his hormones; he’s taken Destiny under his protection. No matter what she promised him, I don’t like it, Marcus. The kid is getting carried away.” 
 
      
 
    “More news at eleven! The kid took her right out of my hands less than an hour ago! I know she’s with him!” 
 
      
 
    Just then, their scouts returned from combing the forest. The senior among them reported: 
 
      
 
    “Clear, Marcus.” 
 
      
 
    Nodding, the orc turned to me: 
 
      
 
    “Well, I guess you’re telling the truth, Renato. But I still don’t get it… Why show up now? We’ve known since the morning that Destiny is with Scyth now. You decided to jump ship just now? Why?” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t know. She only just showed up. We met her in the village. And you know what? Scyth is ready to split with us just for her! Even though we’ve been helping him all these days!” 
 
      
 
    “Destiny can really get under a guy’s skin,” Messiah said, pushing his way through the formation. “Ain’t that right, Urkish?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure is,” the lopher agreed. 
 
      
 
    More and more people crowded around us, trying to listen in on the conversation. 
 
      
 
    “The kid is rotten inside,” Marcus agreed with me. “I get what you’re saying. I get it, but… I can’t forgive you. I want you to pay for using that Aegis in the Pitfall. Now you know who you sacrificed our friendship for! Sorry, buddy… The Games are over for you!” 
 
      
 
    He gave a signal. But as soon as he started raising his arm and opening his mouth, I fired off Ghastly Howl. The effect hit all of them. I dropped Spirit Shackles at my feet, went into Clarity and sent smirking Marcus into Lethargy. 
 
      
 
    Next I turned into a living meatgrinder and watched my acceleration timer, flying back and forth and killing everyone I crossed paths with. The viewers must have seen only a blurry shadow and bodies exploding in clouds of blood and chunks of bone, brains flying and skulls popping — the side-effect of Hammerfist with a tenfold speed boost. It was beautiful, a real show! More blood and circuses for the people stretched out on the sofa with a bag of chips and a bottle of beer! 
 
      
 
    Although they probably couldn’t even see a shadow… 
 
      
 
    I flew after my enemies, doling out death with grim satisfaction as they ran around in Fear. I had enough time in Clarity to take care of them all. For almost an hour, my enemies would be stuck in the great nothing. Youlang and Inchito may have survived, but it would be a while before they got out of the Pitfall. 
 
      
 
    I found Marcus still frozen in a lethargic sleep beneath a heap of corpses. He should be able to hear me… 
 
      
 
    “You aren’t going to survive this time, bruiser,” I said, returning to my own form, grabbing his body and taking off into the air with it. “Sorry I tricked you with my Quetzal disguise. I’m not as rotten as you think. I’m not undead anymore, you know…” 
 
      
 
    Flying over the village where my allies had spread out, I noticed that Quetzal and Hellfish weren’t letting anyone relax: sentries stood around the perimeter, and a queue of people wanting to repair their gear had formed at the blacksmith. 
 
      
 
    As I approached the Pitfall, I kept talking to the silent Marcus, explaining my actions to the viewers. 
 
      
 
    “Just wait until the end of the Games, and you’ll understand what all this was for…” 
 
      
 
    Hanging above the Pitfall, I dropped the gladiator down to meet Abaddon. The orc bruiser, along with the titan destroyer Quetzal, was probably one of the best players here. But as a man, judging by Renato Loyola and Destiny Windsor’s reviews, he was a total piece of shit. And now, with no control over his body, he fell like one. 
 
      
 
    Done with him, I shot back toward the village. As I got closer, I saw strange activity: people gathered by the well. I wasn’t close enough to see who. Could Inchito or Youlang have gotten out of the Pitfall and attacked my raid? Sensing that something was off, I activated Clarity, got closer and realized I was just in time. 
 
      
 
    Although what was happening wasn’t what I expected. 
 
      
 
    My enemies hadn’t found my allies. Something of the reverse had happened: my friends had found Destiny and still thought her an enemy! And had decided to lynch her, and take out their anger in the process. Bogatyr Arioch and warrior Kart held the girl while the others suggested various methods of mortification, each more terrible than the last. For an instant I thought I was lost, that the civilized people I knew had been replaced by sadistic inquisitors. 
 
      
 
    The tailor Hox, his bloody mouth set in a grin, was trying to cut Destiny’s leg off with a rusty knife. Blood spurted out in a fountain. At the same time, to keep their prisoner from dying, they had three healers focusing her at once, including Michelle. 
 
      
 
    “Hold back, we won’t be able to heal her!” the dryad cried. 
 
      
 
    Holy paladin Blondiecat and templar Alison helped with the healing — that was all our healers except Equilibrium the paladin, who wasn’t there. And they were all girls! Even they didn’t feel any empathy for Destiny! 
 
      
 
    I came out of stealth and dove down to the cobbles between the prisoner and the crowd, pushed away the bloodthirsty craftsman so hard that he fell down onto his back in the queue of others hungry to torture the silver ranger. 
 
      
 
    “Leave her alone!” I turned to Quetzal. “What’s going on here?” 
 
      
 
    Surprise flashed across the titan’s impassive face: 
 
      
 
    “You’re not the only one with a bone to pick with her, kid! We need to blow off steam! You weren’t there yesterday. You didn’t see what she and her lackeys got up to in the graveyard!” 
 
      
 
    “Yesterday was yesterday, Quetzal.” I stood before the silver ranger, shielding her from the others. “She’s with us now! With me!” 
 
      
 
    Meister’s furious face appeared before me. The jeweler raised his finger, jabbed it at Destiny and then at my chest. 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me, young man, but how’s that? She’s an enemy! And if she failed to make good on her deal with Marcus, that’s her problem!” 
 
      
 
    “I said she’s not our enemy anymore!” I snapped back angrily, although mostly because I couldn’t even explain my position. “Not our enemy! Right, Des? And she sincerely wants to apologize!” 
 
      
 
    The elf girl flared her nostrils, but nodded. Someone from the crowd threw a stone at her, hitting her in the face. Her temple turned crimson and tears flowed from her eyes. Holding back the pain, Destiny looked down at the ground. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not your enemy anymore,” she whispered. “I really shouldn’t have caused you all that trouble. I’m really sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry?” Hellfish scoffed. “Scyth, did you know she was supposed to help us since day one? Horvac and Hinter made a deal with Joshua. Destiny and her people were supposed to come over to our side and follow my commands! Whatever she promises you, she won’t make good on it!” 
 
      
 
    “An Arbiter officiated the deal!” 
 
      
 
    “So what? She had a contract with Marcus too! And she weaseled out of it without giving a damn about the penalties!” 
 
      
 
    “Listen to me! She is not our enemy! I promised to protect her and I will keep that promise, just like I’ll keep our agreement!” 
 
      
 
    Meister grabbed the front of my shirt, shook me and shouted, turning red and spraying spittle: 
 
      
 
    “No, you just think she isn’t our enemy! I don’t want anything to do with that… lady!” 
 
      
 
    “Get a grip, kid!” Hellfish shouted. “That bitch deserves punishment!” 
 
      
 
    “We want justiiice!” Michelle sang. 
 
      
 
    “She has to answer for it!” Meister said, still spitting in fury. 
 
      
 
    “I said no!” I barked, putting my arms around Destiny and getting ready to go into Clarity and fly away if necessary. “You won’t just not touch her! She’s coming with us! I’m bringing her into the raid!” 
 
      
 
    I sent her an invitation, which she immediately accepted, but the next second one of the leaders kicked Destiny from the group, then removed my right to invite new members. 
 
      
 
    “Go on, kick me from the raid too!” 
 
      
 
    The snarling crowd surged forward, closing in around us. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Michelle shouted, her voice shaking with outrage. “You’re swapping us for her?” 
 
      
 
    “Scyth, have you forgotten that she tried to shoot you in the face twice only a day ago? That bitch was aiming at your eye,” Bloomer rumbled. “It wasn’t enough for her to kill you, she wanted you to suffer!” The poet was so angry that his had speech lost its usual singsong quality and his face twisted. “The bitch deserves zeroing! And torture!” 
 
      
 
    This was all I needed — a mutiny on the ship! Nether! I told Destiny to stay in the damn tavern! Why did she come out? 
 
      
 
    “Explain yourself, kid,” Quetzal said, putting a hand on my shoulder. 
 
      
 
    I met his eyes, nodded. I had to be tough. The fate of an enemy of yesterday was now more important than my moral obligations to my allies. I went all-in — I left the raid and declared calmly: 
 
      
 
    “Here’s how it is. I can’t explain my decision yet. Yet! I don’t have the right to reveal the details, and neither does Destiny. That’s all I can say right now. So anyone who doesn’t want Destiny to accompany us can stay here. My allies, including her, will go with me.” 
 
      
 
    I walked out of the village holding the elf girl’s hand — not looking back and hoping desperately that rationality would win out, that Destiny wasn’t attacked. 
 
      
 
    We walked thirty yards to the sound of angry cries, then silence fell and I began to hear shuffling footsteps behind me. Looking back, I saw that they were all following in a line. Breathing a sigh of relief, I realized that I’d been more worried then than during my morning drop into the Pitfall. Destiny was a critical part of what I had in mind, and getting her toward the top of the leaderboard was now just as necessary as getting the Concentrated Life Essence… 
 
      
 
    The previous night, when she woke me by ringing the bell to my room, I just swore at her. I was embarrassed to remember some of what she’d offered me for my help, but I refused it all. And then it hit me; I realized what she could do for me. We locked ourselves away in the bathroom and had a long conversation… 
 
      
 
    “That boy never ceases to amaze me!” Meister declared behind me. “Didn’t even explain himself! Who does he think he is?” 
 
      
 
    “He doesn’t have to explain his decisions,” Anna argued. Miss Commonwealth 2074 had survived, which put her in a good mood. “You could have chosen not to go with him, Mr. Rosenthal…” 
 
      
 
    “I beg to differ, Miss Kovalenko!” Roman bristled. 
 
      
 
    The curser and the jeweler went on and on about how I couldn’t trust Destiny, how she would betray us, and how one generally shouldn’t take up with bad people. The discontented muttering of an old man came through in the gnome’s crisp voice. The troll’s bass always sounded displeased, but now his tone took on a fanatic note. 
 
      
 
    I sped my pace to get escape their complaints, making them run the rest of the way to the Pitfall. Along the way Destiny asked where my pet was and I told her about how Despot was trapped down below. 
 
      
 
    As we got closer, I took off into the air to check for nearby enemies. Seeing nobody and certain that we weren’t about to be attacked, we gathered around the head of the staircase. 
 
      
 
    Quetzal and Hellfish approached me and Destiny. Hellfish had chosen his beast form to run faster, a huge wolf standing on its hind legs. 
 
      
 
    “It didn’t go exactly to plan, but the first stage of last night’s scheme is done,” the werewolf said. “What next?” 
 
      
 
    “We need to get Scyth’s pet out,” Quetzal said. “Everyone else should hide for now.” 
 
      
 
    “The seal has around 50% left,” I said. “I need three more volunteers to get it open without anyone dying. But I can only take two with Flight. With three, we’ll just fall all the way to Abaddon. I could make two runs, but we’ll lose time…” 
 
      
 
    “I know how to get there faster,” Destiny mumbled. “Is there a mage in the raid? We can use Feather, then Scyth will easily be able to carry the three of us down and back up again.” 
 
      
 
    Hellfish applauded ironically: 
 
      
 
    “Genius!” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, we would never have thought of that,” Quetzal rolled his eyes. “And there’s no ‘us.’ We’ll get by without you down there, Des.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not staying here!” the elf girl said, and I understood her. 
 
      
 
    “She flies with us,” I nodded. Then I turned to the ice mage: “Do you have Feather, Kara? Great, put it on Quetzal, Destiny and Hellfish. As for the rest… Youlang and Inchito might be around here somewhere. Head down to floor 22 and go inside. If they find you, try to survive until we get back!” 
 
      
 
    Taking off above the Pitfall, I waited until my three helpers had Feather. 
 
      
 
    Destiny, Hellfish and huge Quetzal linked arms and stepped off the edge, but instead of falling, they began to float down gently. I flew closer to Destiny, found and held her wrist, pulling us down to floor 531, where Despot languished in confinement. The demon thirsted for the blood of the dead, and I’d give him plenty. Marcus had died his last death, but there were still almost a hundred of his people in the game. 
 
      
 
    Floors flashed by, the gleaming numbers on the doors melding into a dotted orange line, the wind whistling in my ears. Someone said something, but the wind carried the voice away. Then I saw an invitation — Quetzal brought me back into the raid and invited Destiny too. 
 
      
 
    Soon we were standing by the gates. Our arms still linked, we walked towards them. The seal didn’t look whole, but even half-melted, crimson, filled with blood, it still held the gates closed. From behind the gates came the crashing of bones and huge footfalls — the demon sensed me and came closer to the entrance. 
 
      
 
    I touched the seal. 
 
      
 
    Removing seal: 54.99%… 55.265%… 55.54%… 
 
      
 
    It went four times faster than that morning. We lost 1% health each, the seal — just under 1%. But simple mathematics said that when the gates flew open, we would survive. 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t the only one who gained some Resilience. Destiny, holding onto Quetzal and me, rolled around on the ground and screamed at us to let her go, saying she couldn’t take it anymore. The men were calmer, but the pain still twisted their usually impassive faces. 
 
      
 
    Resilience level increased: +2. Current level: 55. 
 
      
 
    The seal began to glow crimson, then caught fire… and seemed to meld into the metal of the gates. With a rumble, screeching their way across the floor, they began to open. 
 
      
 
    The demonic furnace face stuck out of the opening. 
 
      
 
    “Grogghr!” 
 
      
 
    We stepped back. I let go of Destiny’s arm and the girl collapsed to the floor. Quetzal whistled. Hellfish threw back his head and smiled widely. 
 
      
 
    “Now that’s power! Are you sure he’s on our side, Scyth?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure, Hell…” 
 
      
 
    Without waiting for the gap to widen enough to let his massive body through, Despot crashed his way outside and tore toward us. 
 
      
 
    “…fish,” I finished in confusion. 
 
      
 
    The monster swallowed the werewolf whole and took off Quetzal’s head with a halberd arm. Automatically activating Clarity, I grabbed Destiny by the leg and flew out to the center of the drop. The demon’s fiery aura didn’t touch her, but the silver ranger had lost her arm up to the elbow — Despot seemed to have gained incredible speed outside the dungeon. It was a good thing the damage dealt to the limb hadn’t hit her full on… 
 
      
 
    I carried Destiny up a floor, poured a health potion into her mouth, already open in horror, and went back to Despot. Leaving Clarity, I faced him, ready to slow time again and escape: 
 
      
 
    “What the hell, Horns? You killed my friends!” 
 
      
 
    “Grogkhgr!” he answered, licking his lips. He ground his teeth, belched out flame and then suddenly rumbled in common: “I have a deal with you, mortal. Not with your friends. I have spent centuries in this hole with no way of crossing the threshold! The time of reckoning is here!” 
 
      
 
    “I forbid you from touching my allies! That’s an order!” 
 
      
 
    “I will not touch you, that is sufficient. You saved my life and I will save yours. The souls of the other mortals shall be my food! And only Great Prince Diablo can give me orders.” 
 
      
 
    With those words, he started galloping up the stairs. I opened my inventory to take out the heart and kill the treacherous demon, but I couldn’t see it anywhere. It seemed that when Despot left the instance, the heart returned to its resting place. That must be what made the demon so fast! 
 
      
 
    His words and the death of my allies threw me off my stride. A halberd arm was already raised above the fear-paralyzed elf girl, and it started to drop. 
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    A FRACTION OF A SECOND before the scythe-like demonic limb touched Destiny, I activated Clarity and surged upwards. The ability didn’t put the surrounding world on pause, just slowed it, so Despot’s halberd-arm continued its descent, just starting to slice through the elf girl’s cotton clothing. I couldn’t save her — another instant and the damage would land… 
 
      
 
    I had to spend the ace up my sleep, hoping the cast was instant: 
 
      
 
    Tactical Retreat activated! 
 
      
 
    The world blinked and I suddenly found myself at the top by the Pitfall, in the spot where the four of us had begun our descent. The crafters must have already gone to floor 22. 
 
      
 
    Destiny lay around five yards away, clutching the stump of her arm, her eyes squeezed tightly shut. Despot was nowhere to be seen. 
 
      
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked, approaching the girl. 
 
      
 
    She opened her eyes wide, looking around mistrustfully and shaking with anger. 
 
      
 
    “No, I’m not alright! I couldn’t do anything!” 
 
      
 
    “Nobody could have, that demon is level 531!” 
 
      
 
    “I could have! Covered Withdrawal, Smokescreen, Somersault — there are plenty of ways for a ranger to make distance! But all my skills were disabled by the debuff! I’m the worst player of the day, remember?” she said bitterly, sobbing. “How did we even get here anyway?” 
 
      
 
    “I had to spend my best-player reward.” 
 
      
 
    “What? Your reward?” Destiny blinked in confusion. “For me?” 
 
      
 
    “Well… yeah.” 
 
      
 
    The girl’s jaw dropped. The information didn’t seem to compute, and she did what Destiny Windsor would never have let herself do in public: she burst into tears. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know what to do, so I just held her. I felt the girl trembling, felt her tears dampening my shoulder. I glanced at the raid list. Quetzal and Hellfish’s portraits were covered with black skulls — both were in the game, but they were waiting in spirit form at the graveyard. There was still time. I looked back to Destiny, still not sure what to say. 
 
      
 
    “It’s alright, we made it. We’re safe, but we can’t stay here. Youlang and Inchito are somewhere nearby.” 
 
      
 
    The girl got a grip on herself, bit her lip. 
 
      
 
    “Why did your demon attack us?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know. I had no idea it would just stop following orders like that! You were lucky he went for you last! Hellfish and Quetzal have lives to spare, but you…” 
 
      
 
    “I thought I was a goner,” Destiny whispered. 
 
      
 
    The demon was nightmarish, sure, but I doubted a top player who had seen far worse beasts would have been frightened by the sight of him alone. Something else had put the fear into Destiny Windsor. An instant and the girl would have lost everything. She had told me about her deal with her father the night before. Like Uncle Nick said, some get thin soup and others get small diamonds. I didn’t know what it felt like to get too small a diamond, so I didn’t feel any sympathy. She thought she’d be at rock bottom if she got eliminated. But her idea of rock bottom was a kingdom in the clouds for billions of non-citizens. All the same, seeing the girl’s sobbing face, the horror in her eyes and the shake in her shoulders, I felt sorry for her for the first time. Sure, her problems might not seem real to me, she may have been born with a silver spoon in her mouth, but she was suffering as much as anyone in that moment. 
 
      
 
    Destiny slowly calmed down now that she knew there were no enemies or scary demons nearby. She stood up. Her usual mask of equanimity covered her beautiful face again. 
 
      
 
    “I’m fine,” she said. “Go get Quetzal and Hellfish.” 
 
      
 
    “You sure? Let me take you to the others first, I can go to the graveyard after.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m fine!” she repeated. “Go, I’ll get there on my own.” 
 
      
 
    “You won’t make it! Despot is slow, but he has a strange way of always showing up…” 
 
      
 
    “Scyth!” The princess mask fell from Destiny’s face. She grabbed me by the arm and wailed, pointing behind me and down. 
 
      
 
    Turning, I saw a familiar heap of bones on the opposite side of the Pitfall, with that flaming forge at its center. The damn demon had somehow gotten up already, and was now skittering up the stairs. 
 
      
 
    “Get away! Hide!” I shouted into the girl’s ear. She didn’t seem to hear me, just stared in terror at the rampaging monster. “I’ll hold him off!” I shouted. “Run!” 
 
      
 
    Pushing her away from the Pitfall, I took off and flew toward Despot. I landed next to the edge opposite the staircase, blocking the path up. If the creature hadn’t learned to jump or teleport, he would have to go through me. And I doubted he’d dare attack his ally. 
 
      
 
    Despot stopped midway to the surface. He waved a halberd arm and sparks fell from the air as it seemed to hit something. Stuck on the invisible obstacle, he pressed against it, but it didn’t give. The demon emitted a frustrated roar, loud enough to make my ears ring. Was he really unable to leave the Pitfall? 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong, Horns, you stuck?” I said with a mocking grin. My smile was sincere; I felt a flood of relief. “Can’t get out?” 
 
      
 
    “Groghkhgr!” Despot boomed. “This is the border that separates the Inferno from your world, mortal! Summon me so that I might cross it! I will teach you how to create a Summoning Pentagram…” 
 
      
 
    “No, Horns, you don’t get to eat the mortals of the Cursed Chasm. There are plenty of your kind below, how about you try their souls? I’m planning to go through all the floors and get all the way to Abaddon. You can help me if…” 
 
      
 
    “Demons do not have souls, idiot!” Despot interrupted me. “And I do not touch my own! We may not get along at home, but here we bow to the will of the great princes — we protect the interests of the Underworld! Together! Do you really expect me to help mortals win the Demonic Games?” 
 
      
 
    Some ally Despot was. He would be no help for clearing instances, and my raid would now always be under threat. How could we even move from floor to floor? I still didn’t understand why he refused to carry out my orders… 
 
      
 
    Despot silently awaited my answer, his breath an audible growl, and then I looked at the ‘ally’ description: 
 
      
 
    Despot, level 531 demon 
 
      
 
    Event ally of Scyth. 
 
      
 
    Attention! Pets of the ‘ally’ class make their own decisions; they cannot be controlled. 
 
      
 
    The description yesterday had said that I could give him orders! Now that part was suddenly gone? It started to hit me. This was the same thing that happened with the Aegis, the so-called ‘perfect’ shield that suddenly started cracking beneath Abaddon’s attacks the next day. Considering that the Cursed Chasm and the Pitfall were entirely artificial locations created anew for every iteration of the Games, the developers had full control over the mechanics. 
 
      
 
    Although… it could still be part of the damn gameplay — the demon could have somehow gotten his heart out of my inventory and stopped following orders. Whatever. Time to try something else. 
 
      
 
    “Despot, I order you to stay on floor ten…” 
 
      
 
    “Only Great Prince Diablo can give me orders!” the demon interrupted me, but I finished: 
 
      
 
    “…and wait for the mortals to come. Around a hundred souls will come here. They won’t go down if they see you. Hide in the shadows and wait. They’re undying, so even if you kill them all, they’ll come back. You’ll get to eat your fill!” 
 
      
 
    “I hear pathetic attempts to trick your ally in your words, mortal…” 
 
      
 
    “Allies stick together, but you’re one big problem. I wouldn’t wish an ally like you on my enemy! If I could, I’d give you to them. But since you don’t want to do things the easy way…” I sighed. My idea hadn’t worked, but I suddenly had another. “I’m going to have to kill you.” 
 
      
 
    Repeated echoes of ‘Groghhrr!’ rolled out from the demon — he was laughing. 
 
      
 
    “Delusional mortal! Not only are you weak, you are foolish. The contract between us does not let you do me harm!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, so that means the heart is in you after all? Without it, you’d be invulnerable, but with the heart… I’ll take the risk. I’ll try to send you back to the Inferno, where it’s warm and you’ll be with all your demon buddies. I’m sure Diablo will accept your excuse for failing. He’ll forgive you…” 
 
      
 
    While speaking, I got close enough to make sure I wouldn’t spend too much spirit, then went into Clarity. Keeping my range at a couple of yards away, I dealt a strike, carefully watching the demon’s health bar — it didn’t move at all. We couldn’t deal damage to each other, but that wasn’t what I was looking for. 
 
      
 
    Another strike. Another. Copies of my fists took on a ghostly shape as if woven from the air, and flew into the demon’s side. I punched unhurriedly, methodically, tracking my progress. With each quickened Hammerfist, Despot shifted closer to the edge. With his heart back inside him, he was vulnerable again and shouldn’t survive the fall even if Abaddon ignored his relative. 
 
      
 
    When Despot’s rear was hanging over the edge, I left my quickened state. For the demon, only a second had passed. He must have felt the strikes and the speed with which I pushed him over the edge, because he shook his head in despair and roared something: 
 
      
 
    “…ally!” 
 
      
 
    Oh, now I was ‘ally,’ and not just ‘mortal.’ The demon was really coming along in socialization and effective communication. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t hear you. What?” 
 
      
 
    “You have convinced me, ally!” The demon dropped to one knee. Breaking through the bones of his ribcage, he reached inside his chest and pulled out the anthracite crystal heart, crisscrossed with black veins. “I return to you my heart, and to myself — invulnerability to mortals! I pledge to obey your orders.” 
 
      
 
    “How did you get it back?” I asked, putting the crystal away in my inventory. 
 
      
 
    “You left me inside and took my heart. It is a part of my being, and we cannot be separated by any barrier. The sealed gates were such a barrier. When you disappeared, the heart returned to its place.” 
 
      
 
    “So you’ll fight with me against Abaddon?” 
 
      
 
    “Against the general of Prince Belial himself?” Despot snorted flames. “Ally, I would fight that arrogant mutant of the Inferno without an order from you. I fought against Abaddon’s army in the Dominion Wars. But not here. A demon cannot harm another demon in the Games. Unlike you mortals, we have a shared goal.” 
 
      
 
    So the whole Pitfall was a kind of peaceful zone for demons? Well, that made sense. 
 
      
 
    “Shame,” I said, thinking for a moment and finding only one use for the boss: “Then your job is to guard the entrance to the Pitfall from my enemies and patrol the upper floors. You’ll eat your fill and me and my allies will have an easier time. Uhm… Incidentally, how do you tell friend from foe?” 
 
      
 
    “I can smell it. The souls of mortals hold all their secret thoughts. My task is clear. It will be done, ally.” 
 
      
 
    With those words, Despot darted back down the staircase. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, where are you going?” 
 
      
 
    “I sense an enemy soul!” 
 
      
 
    I flew after him and saw who he meant. Inchito couldn’t have known what hit him, only that something bony and fiery landed on him from above. A wave of a halberd arm and the light priest fell, his legs cut off. Despot gulped down the limbs while Inchito cast a spell, and a column of light lanced down on the demon, but dealt no damage; the golden streams of fire flowed off him like water. Ghogghrr-ing, Despot swiped at Inchito with an arm as he screamed, making him wail ever louder, touching him with the deadly demonic aura. Bones crunched in the demon’s mouth and the priest went back to respawn. At the graveyard… 
 
      
 
    The graveyard! Where Quetzal and Hellfish were! 
 
      
 
    I shot off back there and arrived just in time. My allies had already resurrected and were running away when Inchito appeared behind them and began to give chase. Marcus’s main raid was due to resurrect very soon after its hour stuck in Spirit Shackles, although they would no longer have their leader. My job was to carry my people to the Pitfall in time. 
 
      
 
    In Clarity, I flung myself toward Inchito, who was already preparing to hit them with a spell, a sparkling whirlwind of light spinning above his head. The first strike interrupted the cast, but the priest survived with 1% health, flaring up with some shield of light, and fell only after a second Hammerfist. 
 
      
 
    I dropped down before my sprinting allies, left Clarity. They both stopped suddenly and swore. 
 
      
 
    Hellfish, again in wolf form, growled in surprise, turned to Quetzal: 
 
      
 
    “I don’t even know what to do; thank this asshole or take his skin off. What do you think?” 
 
      
 
    “Something went wrong for him again,” the titan chuckled. Turning, he glanced at the graveyard. “Judging by what I see in the raid list, Destiny survived. Since she’s alive, that means the kid saved her. So the question is, could he have saved us too? Or did he just want to get rid of us?” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t plan for any of that!” I said. “The demon rebelled and almost killed the elf girl. I had to spend my reward on her.” 
 
      
 
    “How the hell did it happen?” Hellfish said, frowning. “I’m not moving until you explain to me what you were up to!” 
 
      
 
    “I really didn’t expect him to aggro. The devs put a trick in the ally mechanics and I lost control of him. I had to show him who’s boss in the Pitfall.” 
 
      
 
    “And what now? Is he obeying you?” the werewolf growled. 
 
      
 
    “Mostly, but he can’t leave the Pitfall. So he won’t be any help to us here. Or against the bosses, for that matter — turns out he can’t hit his own… One sec!” 
 
      
 
    The figure of Inchito had appeared in the churchyard. I shot over there, cut him down another level and came back. 
 
      
 
    Quetzal went on as if nothing had happened: 
 
      
 
    “So the demon won’t help us farm the dungeons? Shame. Your pet turned out useless.” 
 
      
 
    “It is what it is. Come on, let me take you to the others and then I’ll come back. The Markers are about to revive, I need to be ready for them or they’ll get away. I doubt they’ll get to you — the demon should intercept them, — but we need to end them today so we can finally start clearing the Pitfall tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t really want to go where that demon is hanging around,” Quetzal said, shaking his head. 
 
      
 
    “A demon that might go crazy and out of control at any moment,” Hellfish added. 
 
      
 
    I started to get angry. Meister or Destiny were one thing, but listening to whining from these supposedly strong fighters, leaders? Gritting my teeth, I got a grip on myself and spoke as calmly as I could: 
 
      
 
    “Do I really have to talk you into it? Let’s just pretend I tried. Listen, I can’t protect you here — I can’t be in two places at once. Are you coming with me or not?” 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” the titan nodded, exchanging a glance with Hellfish. “Listen, Alex, we’re not trying to act up here. Things just get weirder and weirder around you. You’re sketchy. Plans go wrong, everything’s ass backwards and you don’t seem to give a damn, you always get away with it. It’s hard to know what to expect from you, and that’s…” 
 
      
 
    “Awkward,” the werewolf grumbled. “Sketchy. But there’s no other choice. Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    Quetzal was too heavy, so I had to fly low and slow with the both of them, but it was still faster than walking. On the way there, we noticed Destiny sitting on the ground and drawing something in the dust. Hellfish turned into a huge wolf and ran along the ground while I picked the girl up. She was lucky that Inchito was delayed and Youlang was still wandering around somewhere below… 
 
      
 
    Despot wasn’t by the staircase — either he heard me and was hiding, or… 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Horns, where are you?” I shouted into the Pitfall. My voice echoed back to me over and over. 
 
      
 
    “Useless pet,” Hellfish commented. 
 
      
 
    “Despot!” I shouted. “Horns! Here!” 
 
      
 
    Damn, I should have learned the Summoning Pentagram… No sooner did I think that than a rumble came from below: 
 
      
 
    “I sense an enemy spirit!” Despot growled. “It is close, but I cannot reach it!” 
 
      
 
    “Go down!” I shouted to my allies, then shot downwards myself. 
 
      
 
    “No, we’ll wait here,” Hellfish shouted down as I went. “That damn Godzilla of yours is down there, and we’re on our last lives…” 
 
      
 
    I found Despot before the open gates of floor 22. 
 
      
 
    “There you are! What about the enemy?” 
 
      
 
    The demon pointed into the darkness. Green flashes exploded within and I heard a girl laughing. 
 
      
 
    “I cannot pass the threshold,” the demon said. “Something blocks my way…” 
 
      
 
    “Nether!” I swore and flew into the instance. 
 
      
 
    Only then did I see the updated list of the raid group: a third of my allied portraits were covered with skulls. I hadn’t been keeping track! 
 
      
 
    Flying on in despair, the first one I saw was a motionless centaur girl — she was frozen in mid-gallop, her eyes wide, her arms spread and her front legs raised before her. Next was Meister, motionless in a crouch by the wall, sparks circling above his head. 
 
      
 
    The rest were stopped in various poses around the wide cave. Bloomer had managed to take out his swords, Michelle had begun a cast. It all looked as if I was in Clarity, only I wasn’t, which meant it was a mass stun… 
 
      
 
    …initiated by Youlang. She stood in the middle of the cave with her arm raised as if signaling to someone, holding something else in her other hand. 
 
      
 
    The spellcaster spread her fingers and an expanding figure appeared between them — I went into Clarity and shot toward Youlang, but still wasn’t fast enough. For the first time, I felt like I couldn’t move fast enough — the paladin Equilibrium, frozen opposite her, began to inflate like a balloon. He covered over with cracks and his body exploded, sending guts flying. The spell’s effect was lightning-fast even in my quickened state. Only when they shot into the air did the sprays of blood and scraps of flesh slow and seem to hang there. 
 
      
 
    Looking around, I groaned. A bloody mist filled the entire cave. Equilibrium wasn’t Youlang’s only victim; everyone in the hall died. For some, it was their last death in the Games… 
 
      
 
    Shooting toward motionless Youlang, I grabbed her by the arm, flew out of the dungeon and thought about what to do with her. Just killing her was pointless, as was dropping her down the Pitfall — she had Levitation, after all. That left only one choice — to deliver her personally to Abaddon and make sure the demon ate her. 
 
      
 
    And then I remembered Inchito. His allies in Marcus’s raid were still stuck in Spirit Shackles, but the light priest was at the graveyard! I’d have to fly down, then back to the surface, then to the cemetery… I wouldn’t make it. While I did that, Inchito would have time to kill my surviving allies several times over. Gritting my teeth, I raised Youlang before me with my left hand, looked at her face frozen in an evil, triumphant grin, pulled back my arm for a Hammerfist and… Lowered it again. If I killed the spellcaster, she would only revive at the graveyard and speed up my allies’ disincarnation before I got there. I had to take her out when I was in position. 
 
      
 
    I saw the barely moving figures of Destiny, Hellfish and Quetzal rushing down the stairs, but I didn’t stick around. 
 
      
 
    At that moment, a demonic whisper cut through Clarity and sounded in my head: Wait, ally. I sense that you will need my help above. 
 
      
 
    I stopped before Despot frozen on the second floor, asked him mentally: How can you help me? 
 
      
 
    Try to draw a Summoning Pentagram above. I will teach you quickly, it is not difficult, it is the easiest spell of the warlock. If we can circumvent the barrier, then I will leave the Pitfall and help you. 
 
      
 
    I know how you’ll ‘help’ me, I thought mistrustfully. You’ll eat everyone! 
 
      
 
    Summon me! I promise you I will do no harm to civilians or your friends, only to your enemies! I swear on the Inferno! 
 
      
 
    Despot had already proven to be an unreliable and wayward ally, but with his help, I could solve the problem of my enemies once and for all. I couldn’t afford to make a fatal error… Although it wasn’t like the situation could get worse. 
 
      
 
    Fine, teach me how. 
 
      
 
    In mental images, Despot showed me what to do and which words to say. A Summoning Pentagram appeared before my eyes, and then his quietened voice said in my head: Water it with enemy blood and summon me. 
 
      
 
    Well, there was a use for Youlang… 
 
      
 
    My spirit bar was almost empty when I arrived at the Cursed Chasm churchyard. Before our flight ended, Youlang managed to finish casting Sheep, but the cast did nothing. In response, my Talon burst through the spellcaster’s chest. Youlang’s dead body began to fall slowly, then I rushed to Inchito, who was busy shooting at my allies, and sent him back to respawn with a single hit. 
 
      
 
    In the few seconds left before my quickening ended, I managed to draw the Summoning Pentagram, threw the spellcaster’s corpse onto it to make sure there was plenty of blood, then emerged from Clarity and shouted the curse! 
 
      
 
    Youlang’s body melted like wax, feeding the pentagram. Black beams shot from her corpse into the sky. The body evaporated and a spatial rift appeared in its place. With a thunder and rattle, Despot climbed out of it! 
 
      
 
    “Freedom!” he roared. “Finally!” 
 
      
 
    “There’ll be time to celebrate later, Horns. Get ready, you’re going to need all your speed to catch them all!” 
 
      
 
    I ordered my few surviving allies to make for the Pitfall. Judging by the raid list, we had around twenty people left. A pillar of light flashed up nearby — the gnome tailor Hox reviving. Squinting blindly, he looked at me and suddenly ran over, barreling into me and jabbing at me with a rusty knife. He dealt no damage, but didn’t seem to realize it, just kept stabbing away with the weapon like a needle on a sewing machine. He was looking down at the ground and shouting furiously: 
 
      
 
    “Die! Die! Die!” 
 
      
 
    Despot watched thoughtfully, his head bowed, but made no move to kill without my command. Hox really was bloodthirsty — first he’d been cutting at Destiny’s leg with that knife, and now at me. What a psycho! 
 
      
 
    I grabbed the front of his tunic and lifted him up before my face: 
 
      
 
    “Hox! It’s me, Scyth! Put your knife away before you hurt yourself!” 
 
      
 
    “Scyth?” He threw back his head, blinked, rubbed his eyes and put the knife away. “Didn’t recognize you… Where’re all the others?” 
 
      
 
    I showed him where our allies had gathered. The gnome ran off toward them, his bare feet pattering. 
 
      
 
    I went into Stealth, ordered the demon to hide in the shadows. We were ready to give a warm welcome to everyone stuck in Spirit Shackles. I chose the graveyard as their resurrection point. 
 
      
 
    Around a hundred enemies appeared at once, crowding the cemetery. Urkish’s head span, his elephant ears flapping. Vampire Riker materialized next to him, and a little off to the side — Smoothie. Messiah appeared and immediately got lost among the strong players. 
 
      
 
    In the meantime, dark knight Caville looked around and shouted: 
 
      
 
    “Heads up! Marcus is gone! I’m the leader now! Looks like the Threat threw him down the Pitfall, and now we’re the next target! Get ready for battle!” 
 
      
 
    “Fat chance!” Geyserix argued. The barbarian berserker’s gaze went glassy like he was reading information in the raid interface. “Let’s let all the officers elect a leader!” 
 
      
 
    “Once the Threat is dead, then we can vote!” Caville barked. “In the meantime… Everyone form up! Hunters, launch flares! Casters…” 
 
      
 
    “Sic em, Despot!” I shouted. 
 
      
 
    Groghgrghr-ing in excitement, the hellish tractor rattled off to reap its bloody harvest — materializing behind the back of the astonished barbarian Geyserix, he waved his halberd arms crosswise, slicing the lowlife into three pieces. The twenty-foot demon’s appearance demoralized the enemy. They broke in all directions, shouting in terror, but there was no escape from Horns — that was his talent. Despot cut down my enemies and I helped him, and by the time the Markers realized what was happening, we’d taken down over half of them. The demon’s blink-like movements were invisible to the naked eye and left little chance of escape, and I was hovering above the graveyard watching closely for anyone who might slip through. 
 
      
 
    I nearly took off Caville’s head with a blow, but the dark knight survived and bubbled up. Leaving him for a while, I looked around and found Smoothie — I had a personal dislike for her Ephemeral Web of Pacification. On my way to the mage girl, I sent a dwarf gunner back to the graveyard as he ran off to one side, then smashed through the chest of a troll warlock and took off an orc shaman’s head. Next I took out Smoothie, then Riker as he hid in stealth nearby, and Phobos, who tried to escape. Then I beat Messiah the magician into the ground. He represented no threat, but shrewd types like him had a way of surviving, and I didn’t want the artful dodger to outlast more worthy enemy fighters. After meting out vengeance against another enemy, I returned to Caville, who had lost his invulnerability, finished him off and then… I started to lose count. 
 
      
 
    “You could have left something for me!” the demon roared, breathing steam out through his nostrils and looking around the empty battlefield in disgust. 
 
      
 
    “They’ll all be back in a minute, ally. They’re undying, remember!” 
 
      
 
    I looked across all the loot filling the graveyard and hesitated, thinking about picking it up by hand, but thought better of it. I changed my Magnetism filter to only pick up items at uncommon rarity or above — my allies could use even those. Bam! Suddenly, I was pinned to the ground with Overburdened! 
 
      
 
    I had to throw something out before I could carry it all to my allies. They had gathered in the distance instead of running away, and were actively cheering on Despot, commentating on the battle and helping to spot enemies that tried to escape. Some even got involved — Joker the engineer placed slowing turrets and mines around the edge of the graveyard, and hunter Koba threw out Frost Traps. 
 
      
 
    “Enough souls to make that demon fat!” Meister shouted gleefully, looking into the graveyard where our enemies were beginning to resurrect. 
 
      
 
    “Mor-r-rtal flesh!” came the demon’s roar. 
 
      
 
    Our opponents had no chance. As a dungeon boss, the immortal demon had a wide range of abilities! His fiery aura was as deadly as ever, and his forge mouth easily swallowed enemies whole. 
 
      
 
    “Tasty souls!” the demon said, booming out a satisfied laugh. “But still weak, pathetic…” 
 
      
 
    Soon the trio from the Pitfall joined us — Quetzal, Destiny and Hellfish. They hated just staying there in suspense, so they decided to risk coming to the graveyard. 
 
      
 
    “We didn’t want to miss all the fun,” Hellfish said, smiling widely. 
 
      
 
    “Vengeance is a dish best served cold, of course,” Quetzal added as he watched the slaughter of our enemies, his eyes flashing. “But it tastes just fine hot!” 
 
      
 
    The Markers were starting to resurrect in the cemetery. Thirty columns of light flashed up at once, as if they had all agreed to resurrect at the same time! As soon as they appeared, the Markers dashed off in different directions. I rushed to help Despot — the demon couldn’t get them all. 
 
      
 
    The lower our enemies’ levels went, the easier it was for us. They died in droves to Despot’s flame aura alone. My allies ran to the village to get some Demonic Brandy and joined the hunt. Some of the fighters even gained a few levels from the experience for killing the Markers. 
 
      
 
    After a few rounds of clearing the Markers, I relaxed. I flew calmly around the graveyard, taking out anyone who managed to almost make it to the cemetery’s edge and admiring Despot’s butchery. Then, suddenly, a cry from the silver ranger caught my attention: 
 
      
 
    “Scyth!” Destiny was pointing straight ahead with one hand and upwards with the other. “Youlang and Caville!” 
 
      
 
    Encased in a bubble, dark knight Caville had taken to his heels; Youlang set off into the sky and shot up to the clouds; another mage, Skew, cast three illusions of himself, confusing Despot… Seeing that Caville was rushing toward my allies, I activated Clarity and moved to intercept him. And made a mistake — while I was dealing with the dark knight, the spellcaster activated Invisibility and escaped. Thinking for a moment, I decided not to go looking for her — first I needed to finish crushing the rest of the Markers. They were running in all directions like cockroaches. 
 
      
 
    More might have escaped if it weren’t for ranger Destiny, sniper Hellfish and hunter Koba. They put Hunter’s Marks on the Markers, letting me see even the ones that made it through to the woods. I caught them up and sent them back to the graveyard with a single hit… 
 
      
 
    An hour before we left the Cursed Chasm, the second to last Marker resurrected at the cemetery — dark knight Caville, who was on his last life. Despot swallowed him down along with his bubble. The knight survived for some time in the forge, unable to break out from within the demon, and when he finally died his last death, our raid was the only one left in the Cursed Chasm. Of our enemies, only Youlang was still in the running — the spellcaster was hiding, and Despot couldn’t sense where. 
 
      
 
    The time came to take stock of our own losses: warrior Kart, curser Roman, rider Dave, bogatyr Arioch, rogues Berstan and Filex, tamer Shemshur, druids Naiterio and Kanu, hunter Perant, blacksmith Artemius, dancer Olga and paladins Yermak and Blondiecat. All of them had fallen. Another paladin, Equilibrium, died before my eyes. 
 
      
 
    Five survived in Hellfish’s group: ice mage Kara, archer Yen, templar Alison, hunter Koba and sculptor Anna. 
 
      
 
    Quetzal had nobody left except Infect, but we’d heard no news from the bard. 
 
      
 
    There were another seven crafters left, including Michelle, Bloomer, Meister and Joker. The remaining three were only vaguely familiar to me: gnome tailor Hox, hobbit chef Nobu and ogre alchemist Niceguy. 
 
      
 
    That was our whole team. With Destiny, but not counting Infect, who was still missing, there were sixteen contestants left out of around a hundred and fifty. 
 
      
 
    After the headcount, silence fell. Quetzal’s voice finally broke it: 
 
      
 
    “We honor the memory of the departed. Bogatyr Arioch… Hoped to trade the essence from winning the Games for the Svyatogor set.” 
 
      
 
    “Rogue Filex, our captain at the Arena, he dreamed of winning!” templar Alison blurted out. Archer Yen added: “And druid Kanu got knocked out too… The only ones left from the T-Modus team are Eli and I…” 
 
      
 
    “Tamer Shemshur, aka Theodor Novak,” I said. “He was the only one at my table who showed me any sympathy when the Games first started.” 
 
      
 
    Anna blushed and lowered her eyes. Meister coughed. 
 
      
 
    “We didn’t know you then, young man.” 
 
      
 
    “Water under the bridge…” Hellfish said. “We remember the fallen. Equilibrium must be the best healer I know! We’ve raided together, nobody else comes close!” 
 
      
 
    They named the dead, talked about them. It was like I was being introduced to my knocked-out allies after it was already too late. I felt bad for not protecting them. When they came to the troll curser, Meister nearly wailed: 
 
      
 
    “You know what the worst part is? Roman always had a low opinion of a certain madame here, always considered her an exceedingly egotistical… woman. And now my friend has been knocked out, but that… lady of light virtue is still in the game!” 
 
      
 
    Destiny didn’t so much as twitch an eyebrow. Anyone there might have thought she didn’t give a damn, but having seen her the previous night, honest and vulnerable, I knew it was just a protective mask. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t provoke them, or they’ll throw you down the hole,” I warned the girl. Then, not wanting to interrupt Meister’s eulogy as he listed off each player by name, I whispered to Quetzal: “There’s still time before the day ends. I think I need to go looking for Youlang.” 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t stop wondering how she got past the demon, and how the spellcaster had ended up on floor 22, exactly where my allies had been waiting. If there was an explanation for the first, then the second was unlikely to be a coincidence. 
 
      
 
    “Youlang…” Quetzal said thoughtfully, echoing my thoughts. “It’s weird that out of all the floors she could have gone to, she went to the exact one where our raid was holed up…” 
 
      
 
    “How did she even get past the demon?” 
 
      
 
    “How do you think?” Hellfish chuckled. “With Blink. She jumped from floor to floor until she reached… Oh, shit!” 
 
      
 
    It hit me in the same moment. I stood, raised a hand, shouted: 
 
      
 
    “Hey, everyone!” My allies looked at me. “I’m going to call out some names. If you hear your name, walk over to me…” I went through the raid list, shouting off names: “Anna… Meister… Koba…” 
 
      
 
    Those named moved to stand next to me and the ones who were with me during Youlang’s attack — Quetzal, Hellfish and Destiny. 
 
      
 
    Watching my actions in confusion, they exchanged glances, then figured it out. 
 
      
 
    “You think someone ratted us out?” the titan asked in a whisper. 
 
      
 
    “We have a mole from Marcus in our midst. There’s no other explanation.” 
 
      
 
    “He got knocked out!” Destiny exclaimed. “Didn’t he?” 
 
      
 
    “He did, but one of his people is still with us,” I answered. 
 
      
 
    “Youlang must have been in a raid with the mole and seen their marker on the map!” Hellfish nodded. “It has to be one of Meister’s people! We know all our guys, but he had over a hundred. Some of them must have been outside the group…” 
 
      
 
    A quick headcount and a comparison with the current raid list showed that one of those present wasn’t in our raid. It was the tailor Hox, the one who had tried to stab me with the knife. 
 
      
 
    The gnome rolled up into a ball beneath Quetzal’s harsh gaze. The titan asked in a friendly tone: 
 
      
 
    “Hey, buddy, how is it that you’re not in the group?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, uhh…” the tailor floundered. “Wasn’t invited!” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, sure… And what stopped you piping up to ask for an invite?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t kill me! This is a misunderstanding! Send me an invite! I’ll accept it!” 
 
      
 
    “He’s lying!” Meister said through gritted teeth. “I sent him an invite personally! I just forgot to check the damn list! I’m such an idiot!” 
 
      
 
    “You couldn’t have known,” Bloomer reassured him. 
 
      
 
    Those two had only just finished crying over their friend Roman. The curser had been one of the first to fall at Youlang’s hand after attacking her with his legendary “Hope you die!” curse. Now, having found the one responsible for his death, the jeweler and the poet perked up. Meister jumped up and shook his fists: 
 
      
 
    “Bastard! How could you, Hox?” 
 
      
 
    “Traitor! Scumbag!” The poet shoved Hox away. “Where’s the shame on your face?” 
 
      
 
    The tailor stopped trying to act. Realizing he was caught, he blurted out: 
 
      
 
    “What could I do? Marcus’s clan Warsong is my main customer! They promised not to kill me if I collaborated, they said I’d be at the top of the leaderboard!” 
 
      
 
    “They had over a hundred people themselves, moron!” Hellfish snapped. “They would never have let you into the top 10%! Hey, what’s that you have there?” 
 
      
 
    Hox was spinning his rusty shank in his hands. The sniper grabbed it and looked closer. 
 
      
 
    “This is no simple knife! Now I see why this idiot was trying to cut you, Scyth! Take a look!” 
 
      
 
    Caustic Shank of Confusion 
 
      
 
    Rare dagger. 
 
      
 
    Damage: 1-2. 
 
      
 
    Each hit dealt by this knife has a very low chance of causing the victim to suffer an attack of confusion, making them perceive friends as foes and foes as friends. 
 
      
 
    +1 agility. 
 
      
 
    +1% chance of causing instant death. 
 
      
 
    Attention! Deals no damage to demons. 
 
      
 
    Only for the Demonic Games! 
 
      
 
    Sell price: 75 demonic gold coins. 
 
      
 
    Chance of loss after death lowered by 50%. 
 
      
 
    Hellfish put the knife away in his inventory, but I extended a demanding hand: 
 
      
 
    “Give it to me.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t trust me?” 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead and tell me why you need it. I definitely don’t need it, I can take out anyone without it. It doesn’t work against mobs, so what am I supposed to think?” 
 
      
 
    The werewolf stared at me hard, saying nothing. I tensed, but he flipped the knife over and handed it back to me. I put it straight into my inventory. 
 
      
 
    Quetzal cut the tension: 
 
      
 
    “Now that’d be funny!” The titan broke out in laughter. He slapped himself on the knee, bending double. “Ahaha! Everyone tries to kill him and he survives! Ha-ha! They throw him into the Pitfall — he survives! Ha-ha! They throw him in again as a statue — he survives! Ha-ha! They almost kill him dozens of times, but he slips away every time! Then he nearly died to a level 1 tailor with a rusty knife! Hahaha! The great class-A Threat! Level 101! And he could have fallen down dead… Ahahaha!” 
 
      
 
    The titan was in hysterics, he couldn’t stop. 
 
      
 
    “The chance was only 1%!” 
 
      
 
    “Lucky son of a bitch!” Hellfish shouted, also unable to hold back the laughter. “How much luck you got there, kid?” 
 
      
 
    Listening to them, the others broke out into laughter too. Even Meister cheered up. All at once, they started recalling my apparently random, but suspiciously consistent good luck. There were rational explanations for all the coincidences, but altogether, the only thing that could explain them all was luck! 
 
      
 
    Distracted, I nearly missed the moment when Joker decided to quietly start killing Hox. At first I noticed the tailor twitching unnaturally, then saw his health bar falling and rushed to protect him. 
 
      
 
    “Stop! Don’t kill him!” 
 
      
 
    “Why not?” came the question from several angry voices at once. It turned out there were several in favor of a lynching, including Bloomer. “He’s a traitor! A scumbag!” 
 
      
 
    Quetzal, Hellfish and Kara, who were used to discipline, helped me protect the traitor, who was curled up into a ball on the ground. 
 
      
 
    “Hox will be punished!” I declared. “But first I need to check something.” 
 
      
 
    Grabbing the tailor by the collar, I dragged him to the graveyard. He had less than a quarter health left. The others followed behind. Destiny walked proudly beside me. 
 
      
 
    At the edge of the cemetery, I looked around: 
 
      
 
    “Despot!” 
 
      
 
    My demonic ally separated from the shadows, his bony spines clattering. He came closer. 
 
      
 
    I spoke to the demon: 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Horns, tell me — who is this mortal to me?” 
 
      
 
    “Pff…” the demon snorted out a great gush of steam. “An enemy. Will you give him to me?” 
 
      
 
    “Take him!” I said, pushing Hox toward him. 
 
      
 
    Despot launched the tailor into the air, threw back his head and opened his mouth. The gnome’s body began to char before he even landed. The jaws clamped shut, the demon chewed on Hox a moment, bones crunched, then he swallowed. I could see the flesh melting inside him through his exoskeleton. 
 
      
 
    The people behind me stirred. There were cries of disgust. Close up, the sight was sickening. Destiny gripped my arm hard, driving her nails in and unable to tear her eyes away as the demon licked his lips and belched out flame. 
 
      
 
    I nodded at the girl: 
 
      
 
    “What about her, ally?” 
 
      
 
    “The elf girl? An enemy also,” Despot flamed. Destiny reeled back. “Formerly. Now she considers herself your ally, but she will betray you if the opportunity presents itself.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s a demon, he’s trying to get in your head!” Destiny whispered furiously. “Don’t trust him, Scyth!” 
 
      
 
    “Correction…” Despot continued. “Something is happening in the elf girl’s soul, something is changing. Her old values are reforming, but what it will lead to, I cannot say. There is much murk. After it subsides, then all will be clear.” 
 
      
 
    Meister moved forward and shouted desperately: 
 
      
 
    “Check me! I have nothing to hide!” 
 
      
 
    “Not an enemy,” the demon shook his head. “Shame. But not a friend either. The old gnome has a special interest in you. Financial.” 
 
      
 
    “What about me?” sculptor Anna asked. 
 
      
 
    “You, mortal, are out for yourself. But you will not betray my ally, even if it is in your interests. You are committed!” 
 
      
 
    Far from everyone wanted to be checked. Many moved back as soon as Meister called them for the loyalty test. It was easy to understand them. I was no longer the naive schoolboy from the sandbox. I knew that some had become my allies not out of free will, but out of necessity. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll say it straight, kid — I don’t like you,” Hellfish muttered while Despot was evaluating him. 
 
      
 
    “The changeling isn’t lying, he truly dislikes you,” the demon confirmed. “But he does not see you as an enemy.” 
 
      
 
    “Quetzal?” I pointed at the titan. He reluctantly stepped forward. 
 
      
 
    “This child of Uranus and Gaia is no enemy to you. He will not betray you. He is not a friend, but could become one,” Despot answered. “But you know what? Friendship, love, family… You mortals give too much meaning to that which is worthless. You believe us demons evil. Why? Because we refused to bow to the New Gods? You bowed to them, so why are we evil, we who rejected the enslavement of our souls and lost them up to keep our freedom? And why are you so good, you slaves of Nergal, Marduk and the other New Gods? Who decided it so? There is neither good nor evil…” 
 
      
 
    I tensed — if Abaddon had seen the marks of the Sleepers in my soul, then no doubt Despot had too. 
 
      
 
    “Worry not, ally,” the demon continued. “I will not reveal your secret. But I speak not of you! Mortals believe us evil, but if there is evil in the world, then it is no horned demon, it is the three-headed beast that eats your souls alive. And those heads are cowardice, greed and treachery. If one sinks its teeth into your soul, then the other two will swallow it up.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, we’re onto philosophy now,” Meister said, rolling his eyes. “And no Roman here to debate with.” 
 
      
 
    The demon cast an appraising glance at the jeweler: 
 
      
 
    “Surprise, surprise, the gnome is not hopeless!” He looked at me. “I am sick of this, ally. Weak souls, small spirits. Not to mention those hiding behind your back — pathetic and wretched in their substance. I do not know why you need them. You should give them to me to eat, and be done with them!” 
 
      
 
    The game day would end in a few minutes. Finding Youlang now was a hopeless task. We decided to spend the night in the tavern for the rested buff, which would give us a boost to experience tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    When they saw us, the villagers suddenly screamed in panic and hid in their houses. 
 
      
 
    “What’s up with them?” Meister asked, looking up and down the emptying street. 
 
      
 
    “Something to do with Scyth’s pet, I think,” Hellfish said, chuckling. 
 
      
 
    I ordered Despot to hide in the shadows. Laughing, the demon disappeared from view. 
 
      
 
    We were nearly at the tavern when a familiar face poked out of the blacksmith. Looking this way and that, the man walked out and shouted joyfully: 
 
      
 
    “You’re alive! I’ve been here. The local blacksmith let me hide.” 
 
      
 
    It was Infect, level 1 bard. His reappearance impressed nobody. 
 
      
 
    “Good job… hiding…” Quetzal said dryly. 
 
      
 
    My other allies stared hard at the boy. He looked between them desperately. 
 
      
 
    “Well, what was I supposed to do? I was on my last life, and the Markers were all over…” Suddenly, he saw me standing behind the broad backs of the titan and the werewolf. He perked up. “Scyth!” he shouted. “Is that you? God, how lucky!” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t answer him. I flew over to him, grabbed him by the leg and lifted him into the air. 
 
      
 
    “Despot?” I called to the demon. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell, Alex?!” Infect shouted, twitching like a worm on a hook. “Let me go! What are you doing?” 
 
      
 
    Realizing what I intended, Quetzal shouted: 
 
      
 
    “Leave it, Scyth! Let the kid go! He’s with us! He only just survived!” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, just one sec… Despot!” 
 
      
 
    “More food, ally?” the demon growled, separating from the shadows. 
 
      
 
    “You tell me! Who is he to me?” 
 
      
 
    “Stop messing around, Scyth!” shouted templar Alison, Bomber’s girlfriend. “It’s Malik, he’s one of us! Don’t hold a grudge. Everyone else fought you from the start too, but still ended up your allies!” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t get it, Alex…” Infect muttered. At the sight of the demon, he lost the gift of speech for a moment, then continued: “Come on, buddy, Tissa and I will explain everything!” 
 
      
 
    “Shut up!” I snapped, turning to the others: “Let me deal with this myself!” 
 
      
 
    The demon chuckled, snorted, blasting us with a wave of heat. But he said nothing. 
 
      
 
    “Answer me, Despot!” 
 
      
 
    “This mortal does not himself know who he is,” the demon admitted reluctantly. “Not a friend, not an enemy, but… both. He both loves you and hates you. His soul is filled with black envy, but in his heart of hearts, I see regret for the way he has treated you. He betrayed you, ally, you know that for yourself! His conscience taunts him, but turn back the clock and he would do the same again.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t know shit!” the bard burst out in answer. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe not,” the demon readily agreed. “But I see through you. Well, ally? Will you give him to me? This undying one is out of lives — I will absorb his soul.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s plenty of time to kill me later, Alex,” Infect said quietly. He didn’t beg or whine, just bit his lower lip. “Let me explain, then decide what to do…” 
 
      
 
    I looked down at him. “He’s yours, Despot,” I said, releasing my old friend’s ankle. 
 
      
 
    The bard fell silently into the demon’s open maw. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 27. “It was all for you, Alex…” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    AS USUAL, Kerry met me at my capsule, struggling to hold back a smile. My assistant handed me a towel and turned away. She really was rooting for me, but I didn’t feel like opening up and sharing my joy with her anymore; I had my own team now, united by a shared purpose. 
 
      
 
    By the time Kerry and I set off for the hall of ceremonies, Marcus was standing in the corridor on the immersion level, waiting for me. He’d already had plenty to drink. 
 
      
 
    “I just want you to know,” he said. “I don’t hold grudges. Water under the bridge. Everything that happens in the Demonic Games stays here.” 
 
      
 
    He stretched out a hand, full of alcoholic good cheer, but I still hadn’t forgotten his bullying. There was no need to spit in my face. His hand hung in the air. Barely moving his tongue, he said angrily: 
 
      
 
    “Wow! What are you, butthurt? Come on, man, it’s just a game!” 
 
      
 
    “Just a game? So you won’t mind at all when I tear down your clan castle, right? Why would you? It’s just a game…” I shook my head. “No hard feelings, Mr. Jansson, but this isn’t just a game to me.” 
 
      
 
    “Damn, kid… I thought you were smarter than that.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t look for enemies, Mr. Jansson. Don’t worry about your castle,” I said, walking away. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t think I’m scared, kid!” he shouted at my retreating back. “Don’t get so sharp you cut yourself! You think you can hurt me, punk?! Your days are numbered! We’ll see how you talk after you get eliminated!” 
 
      
 
    Another unpleasant meeting immediately followed that one. Malik and Melissa intercepted me by the elevators. Now there was a couple I absolutely did not want to see. 
 
      
 
    “Alex!” the girl said, walking up to me and grabbing me by the shoulders, shaking me. “You have to let us explain!” 
 
      
 
    “I have to?” I laughed mockingly and calmly continued: “You’re the ones who shouted to the whole world that you didn’t want anything to do with me. Remember what you called me, Melissa: a fame-blind piece of shit. Why the hell should I listen to you?” 
 
      
 
    Kerry pushed herself between me and the girl, turned to me: 
 
      
 
    “Should I call security?” 
 
      
 
    “Alex, I beg you!” Malik said. 
 
      
 
    “Really? I thought you were sick of my arrogance?” 
 
      
 
    “You have it all wrong!” he answered, nearly in tears. 
 
      
 
    “I think I got the message, old friend. You look out for yourself and watch your step. If I see you, I’ll break your guitar. And I will see you, no doubt about it.” 
 
      
 
    “Alex, come on..!” 
 
      
 
    I was sick of listening to his whining, especially now that he’d lost everything. That made him look pathetic. 
 
      
 
    I turned down Kerry’s offer to call security and silently walked into the elevator as soon as the doors opened, away from my former friends. I burned with the desire to speak to them, hear them out and hash it out, but couldn’t shake the fear that my emotions would get the better of me and make me punch Malik in the face. And then I’d be disqualified for sure, with good reason. Anyway, the couple had hardly chosen the best place to confess something. And what could they even have to tell me? 
 
      
 
    Already in the elevator, I turned around before the doors slid closed. Malik opened his mouth. Tears welled up in his eyes, but he said nothing. Melissa shouted with passion: 
 
      
 
    “It was all for you, Alex! For you…” 
 
      
 
    The doors closed, blocking out the sound. Sure, all for me, I thought, grinding my teeth. The Nether with them. I already knew how they would try to talk their way out of it. Sorry, Scyth, we thought you’d get killed right away, so we decided to distance ourselves from you to try and get the essence! Melissa would have said. And Malik would have added: We put on that show in full view of everyone just to win their trust… 
 
      
 
    Even if that was true, I didn’t plan to forgive them. They had every opportunity to include me in their plans! Why didn’t they? Why rip a hole in my soul and let all my strength, joy and faith in humanity pour away? I nearly gave up, nearly went mad! Their betrayal cut so deeply that I’d sooner forgive Marcus for spitting in my face than those two..! 
 
      
 
    In the hall of ceremonies, a fight had broken out at the tables by the wall — the Markers were shouting at each other, knocking over tables and breaking chairs. Women screamed. Security droids rushed in to separate the brawlers and bring order. 
 
      
 
    “Fresh departures,” Koba smiled. “Nice to see the Markers in ruins!” 
 
      
 
    Alison Wu swooped in behind me, her eyes lit up. Taking me by the arm, she pulled me away to the other end of the hall. 
 
      
 
    My team was assembled behind some tables pushed together. Nobody was eating and everyone was talking loudly, sharing stories. The craftsmen seemed particularly inspired. Their faces beamed, and I felt uncomfortable for thinking of getting rid of them. 
 
      
 
    Among us were some who had already been zeroed. At least half the hall was full of my supporters. Many of my knocked-out allies were still happy about the raid’s success, but the ones that fell to Youlang’s spells when they thought they were already safe felt particularly bitter. Roman had already taken out his anger on the man who played Hox, thinking him the main culprit of the catastrophe. If he hadn’t been a scrawny little man with an emaciated face, Roman would have hit him. As it was, he just tore him down verbally instead. 
 
      
 
    Right after dinner, Guy Barron Octius came onto the stage. Greeting us without his usual enthusiasm and zeal, he sat down with his legs dangling off the stage, then spoke tiredly, without emotion: 
 
      
 
    “That was a hard day… Very hard. The bloodbath that began yesterday took a real turn for the worse today. But I want to start with something else. Put aside Scyth’s incredible victory on floor 531 for now, since that was a freak event, outside of the usual logic of progression. Where does that leave us? After almost a week, the deepest progress was floor 22. Four percent of the content explored! In a week!” The gamesmaster raised a finger and jabbed it toward the holocube above the stage. “These are the worst Demonic Games in history! Remember, last year the participants had already reached floor 240 by the end of the week!” 
 
      
 
    In his joyless speech, Octius declared that the nineteenth Games were not only the worst, but also the bloodiest: 
 
      
 
    “By the fourth day, around a hundred contestants had already headed home. By the fifth — nearly half! And now here we are, saying goodbye to almost two hundred contestants who are leaving the Games..! Truly, these are the worst Games in history,” Octius said, sighing sadly. “So far. I say ‘so far’ because there is still the hope that in the end, they will surpass all the rest! But all in good time!” 
 
      
 
    The Demonic Games title screen played on the holocube with a headline of the day’s highlights: the words ‘Day Six’ imprinted in red-hot metal to the sound of a hammer. Octius started commentating: 
 
      
 
    “Today, the hunters became the hunted! But against all expectations, the beginning of the day boded nothing of the sort. Yes, ladies and gentlemen! Much persecuted Scyth, after a stunning performance in Despot’s Labyrinth, was set to begin his sixth day with a triumphant return to the surface to help his allies. But the young man overestimated his abilities and fell into Marcus’s clutches..!” 
 
      
 
    Much was shown in the highlights, including my dialog with Despot after he killed Quetzal and Hellfish. Despot’s friend-or-foe decisions didn’t make the cut. Then it turned out that the viewers didn’t hear what the contestants heard in the scenes with the demon. 
 
      
 
    When I asked Despot who Infect was, he answered in his usual manner: 
 
      
 
    “Groghhr! Groghhr! Groghhr!” 
 
      
 
    Another mystery, of which Snowstorm and Dis already had plenty. 
 
      
 
    Actually, considering the tradition of giving some limelight to everyone who got knocked out, the review of the day took quite some time. We were shown the faces of all those who had left the Games, with cuts of the flashiest moments they were involved in, short interviews taken as soon as they came out of their capsules. 
 
      
 
    “Melissa Schafer, aka light priestess Tissa, died at the hands of Marcus the orc bruiser…” Octius commentated in tragic tones as the orc’s gigantic club drove the girl’s body into the ground. “Marcus Jansson himself fell victim to the final boss, the demon Abaddon the Destroyer, but what was the cause of the orc’s drop into the abyss? Or rather, who? Again and again I find myself saying the same name — Herald Scyth!” 
 
      
 
    Jansson, drinking along with some other eliminated players in the far corner of the hall, declined to comment. I don’t think he could have even if he wanted to — he could barely string a sentence together before dinner, and now he was struggling to sit in his chair. 
 
      
 
    Having covered every contestant leaving the Games, the gamesmaster climbed on his silver disc hovering above the floor, then flew his way over to me. 
 
      
 
    “And now I wouldn’t mind asking the hero of the day a couple of questions!” he said to the cameras, then turned to me. “Alex, exactly one week ago you sat in this hall at the opening ceremony. The editor tells me that you were sat with Anna Kovalenko — sculptor Anna, Frankie Pontiac — jockey Frankie, Joseph Rosenthal — jeweler Meister, and Theodore Novak — tamer Shemshur.” 
 
      
 
    “I remember.” 
 
      
 
    “I specially rewatched the footage of that night from the cameras focused on your table. Back then, your neighbors were, to put it mildly, not particularly friendly to you. Hell, all four hundred contestants couldn’t wait to tear you apart. But what do I see now? You’re sitting… oh-ho-ho!” Octius looked to the camera and smiled widely, spreading his arms. “Do you see that? Who would have thought that one week later, Anna would be your ally and would be sitting on one side of you while Destiny Windsor sits on the other! We’ll come back to her later…” He chuckled. “Meister has become one of your most loyal comrades! Shemshur fell today in efforts to save you, — again as your ally! Of the four with whom you found yourself sitting on opening day, only one fought on the other side today, but Frankie was knocked out of the games, felled at your hands! Do you feel proud of yourself and the strategy you chose? Today showed it was the right one!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m angry at myself, Octius, not proud. I made mistakes that led to many of my allies being eliminated. I lost 80% of my people. There’s nothing to be proud of.” 
 
      
 
    “Yesterday you might have lost them all, Alex,” the gamesmaster argued. “And even today, you could have twice lost your people, and been eliminated yourself. But in the end, you made it. Believe me, you have reason to be proud!” 
 
      
 
    He clapped me on the shoulder and returned to the stage. I breathed out and sipped from a glass of non-alcoholic beer — I’d rather be ground down by a Living Sieve than be at the center of attention. 
 
      
 
    But the torture didn’t end there. Octius moved on to what he called the main sensation of the day: 
 
      
 
    “Alex Sheppard…” He paused. “And Destiny Windsor… Allies! Who could have predicted that? Truly, characters don’t just level up faster in the Games, apparently alliances change faster than this girl’s mood! Yesterday’s teammates become today’s deadly enemies while the fiercest foes create alliances…” 
 
      
 
    He flew over to our table, looked at Destiny and me, continued: 
 
      
 
    “We have reliable information that Miss Windsor visited Alex last night. The young duo spent quite a lot of time together, but as for what happened between them or what they talked about, that remains under the veil of mystery. Let’s ask if they would like to lift it for us!” 
 
      
 
    We refused, of course, although even our allies were shouting for us to tell them. To the sound of booing from the audience, along with insults from Marcus, Urkish and Messiah, Octius returned to the stage in disappointment. 
 
      
 
    “We traditionally round out the overview of the best moments of the day with the results of the viewers’ vote!” the gamesmaster declared. “The viewers have declared the best player of the day to be…” 
 
      
 
    I waited for him to call my name, then opened my eyes wide when Octius shouted: 
 
      
 
    “…Yu-uu-uu-lan! No doubt about it, our viewers were impressed by the spellcaster’s impressive maneuver to the enemy flank. She cut down half her enemies and then successfully escaped from Scyth and his immortal demon!” 
 
      
 
    Youlang sat surrounded by Marcus’s officers, and seemed to be the only one among them who wasn’t drunk. A thin middle-aged Asian woman with short faded hair, a fine line of thin lips and a frowning gaze from beneath her brows. 
 
      
 
    Commenting on her reward, she said: 
 
      
 
    “Those who think the Games are over are mistaken. They’re only just beginning!” 
 
      
 
    Catching my eye, she smiled widely and mouthed something silently. Something short, two or three words. 
 
      
 
    The viewers’ decision didn’t bother me. Whatever awesome reward she got, the level 16 spellcaster couldn’t go up against us. Tomorrow would be her last day at the Games. 
 
      
 
    In the absence of others, the worst player of the day was declared to be Bloomer, leaving him extremely unhappy. He took to writing an angry poem about ‘unworthy fools hungry for circuses.’ 
 
      
 
    Midnight approached when Octius finally said goodbye to us, wishing all the eliminated a good time on their last night in the Games. 
 
      
 
    In the media center, I was immediately at the center of the journalists’ attention. They crowded round me, and Kerry had to organize a press conference in the biggest conference room. 
 
      
 
    There were so many questions that the interview took nearly two hours. My throat kept drying up, but I put up with it, knowing how important it was to explain the logic of what I’d done. All the same, I thought for a long time when Axel Donovan asked me directly: 
 
      
 
    “What’s between you and Destiny Windsor, Mr. Sheppard? Business in common or something… more romantic?” 
 
      
 
    “Do you like Miss Windsor, Mr. Donovan?” I asked the journalist. 
 
      
 
    “Uhm… To be honest, I’ve never looked at her that way before…” Axel said, at a loss. “But of course, Miss Windsor is renowned for her practically perfect beauty…” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve answered your own question,” I said, muddying the waters. I answered all further questions about Destiny and me the same way. 
 
      
 
    My conversation with Despot caused the most confusion. Little Peter Davis from Disgardium Daily, friend of Ian Mitchell, even voiced his own suspicions: 
 
      
 
    “We analyzed the live stream, and in the part where you take Hox to the cemetery, you’re clearly talking to Despot about something. The structure of the conversation and the involvement of the other contestants creates the impression that you understand what the demon is saying, as do the others, but all the viewers heard from Despot was ‘Groghghr!’” 
 
      
 
    “What’s the question, Mr. Davis?” 
 
      
 
    “Did you understand what Despot was saying?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I learned demonic,” I joked. 
 
      
 
    But I made a mental note — Snowstorm wanted to hide my ally’s suddenly revealed talent of seeing into people’s souls. Only I didn’t understand why. They themselves had asked me in their first email to keep my Threat status secret, and warned me that if I opened up to anyone, even outside Dis, they’d know about it. In other words, it wasn’t news that they could read thoughts through the capsules… So then what was the corporation trying to hide? 
 
      
 
    Towards the end, as usual, they asked me stupid questions. The streamers even wanted to know what Michelle thought of my — ha-ha! — already clear link to Destiny. But even that torture eventually ended. 
 
      
 
    As Kerry and I walked out of the media center, I ran into my allies. Vito Painter suggested we celebrate the day’s success at Boom Boom and discuss the next day’s strategy. I was already yawning. I hadn’t even slept the night before! First I was discussing plans, then talking to Destiny. So we agreed only to discuss strategy, not to celebrate. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t see a reason yet,” I said in answer to attempts from the girls to change my mind. I looked for Destiny, but she’d already gone to her room. 
 
      
 
    Over the day, our list of officers had been decided: Quetzal from Excommunicado, Hellfish from Travelers, clanless Meister, and ice mage Kara, a top representative from Modus. 
 
      
 
    Getting closer to Renato Loyola bothered me. Hairo and Willy had warned me that the Exco leader Colonel had a grudge against me. Moreover, the South American clan rubbed shoulders with the United Cartel, who were watching and waiting for a chance to catch me. Memories of Diego Aranzabal, when only Divine Revelation had saved the clan from certain death, were still fresh in my mind. But I was safe at the Games, and I had to concentrate on them. So I squashed my doubts and went to Boom Boom with a crowd of allies, all talking and laughing. 
 
      
 
    They all started drinking right away at the club, wanting to put the day’s stress behind them. The raid officers knew the place like the back of their hand. They led me to a private room. 
 
      
 
    The men placed an order and uncorked a couple of bottles of the strong stuff. While they were doing that, I checked a forum to see what was being written about me. 
 
      
 
    KeepCalm | +4.62m | 2 hours ago 
 
      
 
    That was one of the best days in the history of the Games! Drama in every fight, every word! Scyth’s monologue when he was carrying Marcus to the Pitfall made me look at the kid differently. You have to admit, he’s not the soulless and stuck-up chump we thought he was! And the part where he went against his own for sexy Des? Has to be love, boys! Ooooo! 
 
      
 
    Depressd | +3.27m | 6 hours ago 
 
      
 
    It’s all over, folks, let’s go home. I kept hoping Marcus would find a way to escape and not get eaten by Abaddon, but the Threat used yet another imba ability to stun the bruiser for a whole hour! And then he summoned a demon and zeroed the top one hundred… I predict that tomorrow is going to be boring as hell. Screenshot this! 
 
      
 
    By the way, Scyth’s pet is so joke. Bad enough it can’t go in instances, he has to feed it all the time too. You saw Scyth feeding his own to it, right? 
 
      
 
    Gottem | +2.64m | 4 hours ago 
 
      
 
    Replying to Depressd: You’re wrong about who Scyth fed to the pet — they were traitors. And it’s too early to count out Youlang! 
 
      
 
    We drew up a general plan: grind exp in the morning, starting with floor 23, to level up those who risked getting zeroed. Instead of going after Youlang, I would fully concentrate on leveling up the raid — it had to be quickly brought up to level 100. Nobody could say what would happen after that. 
 
      
 
    “There’s no point in planning too carefully when you’re around, Alex,” Quetzal said. 
 
      
 
    “True,” Hellfish agreed. “It’ll all go to hell anyway.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 28. Freedom Day 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    WE REAPPEARED where we’d left our characters the night before — in the tavern. We wasted no time, just went straight to the Pitfall. To avoid risking my allies, I stayed close to them, keeping an eye out for Youlang. But the group moved fast enough — potions, food and buffs to movement speed helped. Apart from Bloomer lagging behind from his debuff, at least. He had Wobbly Legs. 
 
      
 
    Despot was waiting for us in the Pitfall — I sent him back there last night to keep him from terrorizing the villagers. Sensing us, he roared below, then materialized next to us an instant later. 
 
      
 
    The demon growled a greeting. Destiny moved behind me, shuddering, and I bristled too. Who knew what the devs might have come up with for today? But Despot had no plans to fight, just groghrred and grinned: 
 
      
 
    “Incredible! You undying simply disappear from the world, leaving no astral trace. Then you return just as suddenly! Prince Diablo would be interested to study this phenomenon…” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t bother explaining immersion to the demon. And not just because I didn’t have the time, but out of superstition too. That was all we needed, a demon learning about the real world! Instead, I took him off to one side and asked him to destroy Hox’s dagger, so I could keep Rindzin’s Ghostly Talon. The rusty knife disappeared down Despot’s throat, starting to melt as soon as it entered his mouth. 
 
      
 
    Remembering the epic sword I left in his lair, I decided to make my ally useful: 
 
      
 
    “You have nothing to do, Despot. Why don’t you go get that Blade of Bloody Tide from your dungeon? You know where it’s hidden?” 
 
      
 
    “Do I know? I hung it there! It will be done,” the demon rumbled. 
 
      
 
    Despot disappeared and reappeared several floors below, disappeared again… So that was how he moved? Something like my Depths Teleportation, only in shorter jumps. But fast! 
 
      
 
    “Well, folks, are we following the plan?” Hellfish asked after I got back. “Time to head down and start this marathon grind?” 
 
      
 
    “Wait!” Destiny shouted. The raid, already unsheathing their weapons in anticipation of loot, froze and all cast unhappy glances at the troublemaker. But the girl went on: “I know how you all feel about me…” 
 
      
 
    “Uh-huh,” Bloomer nodded. “We don’t feel anything about you, lady!” 
 
      
 
    Meister just turned his back as if she wasn’t there. 
 
      
 
    Destiny spoke louder: 
 
      
 
    “You can’t leave an enemy behind you! I suggest we go up a few floors, and then go find Youlang. After all, if…” 
 
      
 
    “Dumb idea!” Hellfish interrupted. “Anyway… Ganging up on people is for degenerates. Or does that not bother you, Des?” 
 
      
 
    “What about Eynyon’s Gong?” Kara said. “It could strike any time now! We can’t waste time on Youlang, we have to hurry and level up.” 
 
      
 
    True. I’d forgotten about that. Eynyon’s Gong was something like Sudden Death in the Arena. A way of making sure the Games didn’t drag on too long. When there were plenty of contestants, it didn’t sound, but now that there were fewer than 10% of us left, the gong could strike at any moment. 
 
      
 
    Destiny moved her helpless gaze to me: 
 
      
 
    “Better to waste an hour today than regret not doing it later… Scyth, surely you get it! If Eynyon’s Gong strikes and something happens to us, Youlang will be the champion as the only survivor!” 
 
      
 
    “I get it. But now — we descend!” I commanded. “You all need to level up right now! Otherwise you’ll be out of the Games with or without the gong if something happens.” 
 
      
 
    “Good plan,” Quetzal nodded. “But we need to clarify something else. Crafters! Your main task is not to die, so don’t get into combat, stand close by and run if you get aggro!” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go through the trash loot and see what ranged weapons we have,” Hellfish suggested. “If the crafters get within melee range of the bosses, we won’t have the healing for them. Better for them to stay at range and shoot, they can level up their combat skills that way too!” 
 
      
 
    “My Sabers skill is high!” Bloomer whined. “I won’t change weapons!” 
 
      
 
    “Neither will I,” Meister sniffed. “I like how daggers work!” 
 
      
 
    “It’s bombs and turrets for me!” the gnome engineer Joker said, squeaking with bloodlust. 
 
      
 
    Quetzal sighed: 
 
      
 
    “Sabers and daggers… Bombs and turrets… Fine, you three use what you’re used to, the others can train in ranged weapons. Come on, toss out your loot, let’s share what we have.” 
 
      
 
    It took twenty minutes to equip everyone with the most effective weapons. It would have taken even more time for the non-combat players to sort through it on their own; even Anna, who had at least seen some combat, was choosing gear by color before stats. 
 
      
 
    Apart from our usual fighters, our team now had a ranged platoon, albeit with a squint debuff that I hoped was temporary. We also had the Wild Division, as Hellfish called Joker, Bloomer and Meister: a bomber gnome, a poet waving saber swords and a jeweler wielding daggers, sowing fear and horror wherever they went. 
 
      
 
    “That’s it, enough messing around!” 
 
      
 
    The gladiator’s commanding roar made even the crafters stand to attention. The raid began to descend down the stairs to floor 23. I flew first, to make sure my allies didn’t fall into an ambush by Youlang. 
 
      
 
    Despot sat by the gates of the ninth floor, his head thrown back. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Horns!” I shouted. “What are you doing here? Waiting for some contestants to fall into your mouth from above?” 
 
      
 
    “Fresh meat and mortal souls are good,” the demon answered. “But we demons are sentient. More than mere food interests us! I am admiring the view. My labyrinth is monotonous, joyless. The sky is beautiful here! It is different in the Underworld…” 
 
      
 
    It was a stretch to call the grim sky above the Cursed Chasm beautiful, but the last thing I expected from a walking furnace was any affinity for beauty. 
 
      
 
    “The sky’s nice,” I said, nodding to the demon. “But weren’t you going to fetch that sword for me?” 
 
      
 
    The demon blew steam out his nostrils, annoyed at the interruption. Something whistled by my head, and the epic sword thrummed into the wall behind me. Despot looked backed to the sky. 
 
      
 
    I looked at the descending raid and waved: 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Quetzal! Look what I have here for you!” 
 
      
 
    Taking the Blade of the Bloody Tide in hand, the titan whistled. 
 
      
 
    “For me?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. There are no other strong meleers, so you should have it.” 
 
      
 
    “What about you?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m better off without weapons,” I said, firing off a Hammerfist into the air. Rindzin’s Ghostly Talon extended from my arm at the peak of my strike, leaving an impression in the air. “Only activates when I’m unarmed.” 
 
      
 
    “Impressive,” Quetzal nodded. “Good sword! Thanks!” 
 
      
 
    We continued the descent. The raid was full of happy chatter in anticipation of a fun farming session and fast progress. We’d almost reached the platform at the gates of floor 21 when the Pitfall shook. The ground disappeared from beneath our feet. Everyone fell except me — I took off reflexively. 
 
      
 
    The walls of the pit glowed, thick black smoke began pouring out of cracks and it got noticeably hot. More shaking, this time stronger. My allies toppled over. Nobody could stay on their feet. Someone rolled off the stairs and dropped over the edge. 
 
      
 
    “He-e-e-lp!” they cried desperately. 
 
      
 
    I went into Clarity, took off downwards after the faller. Niceguy the orc alchemist was hanging three floors below, his arms and legs in mid-wave. Grabbing him by a meaty leg, I returned him to the others and went back to normal speed. 
 
      
 
    Only then did I see the notification: 
 
      
 
    Global event in the Cursed Chasm: Freedom Day! 
 
      
 
    Youlang, level 16 Spellcaster, has activated the Pentagram of Freedom. 
 
      
 
    The seals of all the gates in the Pitfall have been removed and all the beasts of the Inferno are allowed to leave confinement. For the safety of the Cursed Chasm, the Pitfall has been covered with an impenetrable barrier that blocks entry and exit for all demons, contestants and contestant souls. The resurrection point for contestants who die in the Pitfall for the duration of this event is set at the bottom of the Pitfall. 
 
      
 
    At the end of the event, the demons will return to their assigned locations in the Demonic Games. 
 
      
 
    Duration: 05:59:59… 05:59:58… 05:59:57… 
 
      
 
    A howling of many voices began to echo up from below… then a rumble, the trampling of feet. Abaddon roared triumphantly from the Pitfall’s bowels: 
 
      
 
    “For the Inferno, demons!” 
 
      
 
    Quetzal was the first to get his bearings: 
 
      
 
    “Everyone group up!” he shouted, retreating to the wall. “Gather around me!” 
 
      
 
    The roar of thousands of demonic throats drowned out his commands. Joker glanced over the edge, jumped back: 
 
      
 
    “They’re flying this way!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes,” my ally boomed. “Soon this place will be packed with my brethren, hunting for your souls.” 
 
      
 
    I flew out to the center of the drop, looked down. The smoke began to disperse, but there was still too much of it to see what was happening in detail — bosses and mobs flooded out of all the floors I could see like a raging river. Most of them were running up the staircase, but the ones that could fly shot up toward us. 
 
      
 
    “Into the instance!” I shouted, pointing at the open gates. “It’ll be easier to defend ourselves, like the three hundred Spartans!” 
 
      
 
    “Three hundred what?” Anna asked in confusion. 
 
      
 
    “We block them in the narrow pass!” Hellfish said, getting the idea. 
 
      
 
    To reach us, the nearest mobs rushing up from below still had roughly half a circle to go. Urging on the crafters, Quetzal and Hellfish sent everyone down the stairs, but I could already tell they wouldn’t make it. Vermos was already approaching, boss of floor 31, a thirty-foot ball with burning eyes either side of a vertical maw. He had no wings, but floated, moving faster than the other demons. His eyes began to burn… 
 
      
 
    “Despot, cover them!” I shouted to my ally, then rushed down to meet the boss. 
 
      
 
    Just below Vermos, another boss was ascending, steadily flapping huge wings — level 38 Fallen Angel with horns, already casting a huge fireball between his hands. 
 
      
 
    Vermos’s eyes flashed. Two dozen red beams shot out of them, but in the same moment, I activated Clarity and put myself between the beams and my allies. All the lights shot into me, my flesh hissed… I struck three times with the Talon, killing the demonic monster. 
 
      
 
    Once sure that Vermos was dead, and his deadly rays hadn’t reached my allies, I flew to Fallen Angel, whose fireball was now nine feet across. After putting the boss down with a couple of Hammerfists, I waited for the hellish magic to dissipate, and only then left Clarity. 
 
      
 
    I rose up, stood on the staircase beneath floor 21 to face the motley mass of mobs from levels 23 and 24. They had around a hundred yards left to reach me. 
 
      
 
    I went to make sure my allies were alright and had managed to get inside, and warned them: 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to fly up and check whether that barrier is definitely impassable.” I looked for my demon ally, didn’t find him. “Despot!” 
 
      
 
    The demon appeared and looked at me expectantly. 
 
      
 
    “You said demons don’t touch demons, right?” 
 
      
 
    “So it is, ally. I fear your final hour is at hand.” 
 
      
 
    “Then block the passageway through the gates with your body. Otherwise you…” I pulled out his black heart. “Will disincarnate with the rest of us!” 
 
      
 
    “Blackmail and threats, how original. I will do as you ask, ally. And pray to your gods that General Abaddon has not emerged from his lair. 
 
      
 
    The demon stood in the passageway and sat down, spreading his halberd arms to block as much space in the gateway as possible. Quetzal stood behind him. Joker started putting up turrets and mining the area in case any smaller demons got past Despot. The ranged took up positions and aimed into the gateway. 
 
      
 
    I went back into Clarity. I realized I was probably wasting my spirit reserves, but I had to check whether the barrier was really impenetrable. Flying there and back took a couple of seconds of real time. Slowing a little, I felt for an invisible obstacle with outstretched arms and found it. I struck it twice with Hammerfist and realized that all my efforts were in vain: it was like an invisible lid had been placed over the Pitfall, impenetrable, invulnerable. 
 
      
 
    Dropping down, I cut into the bestial mass of fangs, claws and horns already running for the gates. I loosed a meatgrinding Combo, hoping that at least some of the experience would go to my allies. Damn it — I killed around three hundred low-level demons and five bosses, but nobody in the raid leveled up. It occurred to me that I should have put Despot on the narrow five-yard-across staircase, but casting a glance down, I realized the idea was foolish. A sea roiled before me — thousands of winged and floating demons soared upwards. 
 
      
 
    Still in my sped-up state, I went up to my people, squeezed between the ceiling and Despot and emerged from Clarity: 
 
      
 
    “This is a disaster…” I said. “All Youlang has to do now is wait for us all to get eaten.” 
 
      
 
    “What about the barrier?” Quetzal asked. 
 
      
 
    “Useless. We’re trapped here!” 
 
      
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” Hellfish chuckled. “I got enough rounds for all of ‘em!” 
 
      
 
    Boom! The sniper fired, and a small imp flew from Despot’s shoulder and plummeted over the edge, screeching wildly. 
 
      
 
    “Groghghr!” my ally roared in displeasure. “Only my weaker brethren are here for now. Best not to clear them. They block the way for the stronger demons that come later.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t think we could clear them if we wanted to,” Hellfish muttered, contradicting his enthusiasm of a moment ago. “Guys, doesn’t it feel like Snowstorm really doesn’t want us to win?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, it’s like Youlang’s reward was tailor-made for this exact situation…” Quetzal noted, looking at me. “But I don’t think it’s all of us they want to stop from winning. It’s one person in particular.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right,” I said. “My participation in the Games is a pain in Snowstorm’s ass. You’ll find out why soon.” 
 
      
 
    “Never mind,” Meister sighed. “I never dreamed of getting this far in the Games anyway. Thank you, Scyth!” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks from all of us!” the crafters shouted over the noise of shots and the roar of demons from outside. 
 
      
 
    Destiny caught my eyes, nodded. No matter how the day turned out, I had fulfilled my obligations to her — she was in the final leaderboard. The silver ranger would hold up her end of the bargain after the Games. 
 
      
 
    In the meantime, all the ranged fighters hid behind mobile barricades erected by Joker. The engineer turned out to be a true master of fortifications. 
 
      
 
    The next wave of mobs rolled onto the floor, these higher in level than the ones I threw back. They charged into Despot, and my ally barely withstood against their mass by driving his halberd arms into the floor behind him. An endless cannonade of shots rang out from the sniper and hunter. Destiny’s arrows whistled. 
 
      
 
    Quetzal, stabbing his sword mercilessly into an open space between Despot and the wall, turned around and said quickly: 
 
      
 
    “We need to find a narrow passageway inside the instance.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll fly around and look,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “No. You’re needed here! If any small ones get through, everyone will die.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take care of it,” Destiny volunteered, firing off a Volley of arrows that left a blue trail. “The floor is clear, I shouldn’t run into any problems. Rangers have a big movement speed bonus. 
 
      
 
    “All of you go then,” I said. “Despot and I will hold them back. If you find a good position, speak up in chat and we’ll come to you.” 
 
      
 
    “Hold on here,” Destiny whispered, kissing me on the cheek. 
 
      
 
    “We only have to hold for a little under six hours! Go!” 
 
      
 
    My allies disappeared down the tunnel. For me and Despot, the fight had only just begun… 
 
      
 
    I spent a quarter of an hour careering back and forth in the cave before the entrance, intercepting demons that got through in my quickened state. In that time, my knowledge of the types of demons that existed expanded by a dozen species. Helpfully for me, the first ones to reach us were weak (and for me, that was any beneath level one hundred), and the strong demons were too large to fit through the gaps left by Despot’s frame. They couldn’t touch my comrade, so they tried constantly to convince him to open the way to the mortals for them. 
 
      
 
    A sweet-voiced demongirl boss, level 78 Virgo, appeared before Despot and spoke to me. Her seduction aura didn’t work on my ally, but me… I ran toward her, trying to move Despot aside. I saw the most beautiful woman in the world: a waterfall of chestnut hair, cherry lips, naked firm breasts, curved hips. If the pinnacle of creation existed, she was it. A thought knocked from outside my consciousness, trying to tell me it wasn’t normal that she had eight legs that looked more crustacean than human, but the demoness emitted a dizzying aroma. I would have sold my soul for the right to touch her. 
 
      
 
    “Wake up!” Despot pushed me hard with a halberd and I flew back several yards. “Get out of here, ally! None can withstand her charms!” 
 
      
 
    The haze lifted and Virgo howled in anger and disappointment. I moved back, just in case. The demon woman couldn’t get inside, but her smaller progeny could — the cave filled with forty or so spiders, all different sizes and all with women’s torsos. Before they ran through the dungeon in search of my allies, I used Clarity and brought them all down. With each death, Virgo howled beyond the threshold of the gates. 
 
      
 
    We found a good spot, Quetzal wrote in a message. A narrow tunnel leading to a wide dead end. We see your marker on the minimap, so you must see ours too. Come to us with your pet. 
 
      
 
    “Follow me, Despot,” I commanded the demon, then flew off toward our people. 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t worried about my ally — not with his talent of always catching up. Quetzal got in touch just in time — right after my command, I heard a deafening crash like a celestial hammer striking the anvil of hell. With a loud crack, Despot’s body crashed into the wall opposite the gates. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell?!” I asked aloud, turning round. When I saw what it was, I flew away at full speed without looking back. 
 
      
 
    Even Behemoth in his most terrible incarnation looked like a cute puppy in comparison to the boss of floor 594, Multifacet. He seemed to consist of a pair of massive leathery wings with a formless mass of monstrous faces between them. 
 
      
 
    I flew on, trying to forget the sight. Despot kept up, mentally commenting: 
 
      
 
    “Multifacet can adopt the form of his enemy, gaining all their strength! You can’t let him get within nine paces, or else…” 
 
      
 
    Winding through the corridors, we reached a spacious cave with several passageways leading off it. Destiny appeared in the furthest and narrowest: 
 
      
 
    “Over here!” 
 
      
 
    I flew in and saw a sixty-foot-long straight tunnel, around nine feet across and twelve high. Despot had crawled after me through passageways like this in his labyrinth, although those might have been a touch wider. Stopping halfway in, I turned. Despot had completely covered up the entrance from the other side of the tunnel with his body. Almost — his angular frame still left small gaps here and there. 
 
      
 
    “Hold on, ally,” I said, trying to support Despot. 
 
      
 
    All my allies bristled with weaponry. Anna gripped a silver spear, Meister — his sabers. The ogre Niceguy held a javelin, and hobbit Nobu wielded a slingshot. Hellfish fashioned something of a barricade out of a couple of boulders and took up position behind it, his eyes narrowed. Destiny focused, released her bowstring. 
 
      
 
    “They’re coming!” 
 
      
 
    That got the others going — like it or not, everyone was ranged now. Even Quetzal had to get the hang of a crossbow taken from one of the Markers. I checked my spirit bar — enough for ten ranged hits at this distance. But if I got a little closer… 
 
      
 
    I returned to the tunnel. 
 
      
 
    “Keep left, Scyth!” Hellfish shouted behind me. “Don’t block the view!” 
 
      
 
    Flying along the left side and reaching Despot, with his halberd arms stuck into the stone to keep himself grounded, I looked into the boiling mass behind him. The system labels shifted constantly, but the most frequent one was: 
 
      
 
    Multifacet, Demon, level 594 Gate Guardian 
 
      
 
    Dungeon Boss. 
 
      
 
    “Despot…” I shouted. “On my command, move your right arm out of the way!” 
 
      
 
    “It will be done…” the demon growled. His body twitched and slowly shifted towards me under the pressure of the demonic mass. 
 
      
 
    Three… Two… 
 
      
 
    “Now!” I shouted, and as soon as I saw a gap wide enough for me, I went into Clarity. 
 
      
 
    I had to stretch myself tall and breathe in to fit between my ally and the wall. Feeling Despot’s chitinous spines scratching my body, I went through with my arms raised before me, came out head first and face to face with a disgusting visage — one of many. Multifacet’s long neck stretched out, and the head was just at the stage of transforming into Despot. 
 
      
 
    Crunch! echoed out fifty-four times — that was how many moves my Fast Combo included, strengthened by the Talon. Next, while the combo was on cooldown, I fired off Storm Fists at the boss. The game mechanics allowed me to deal damage without missing. 
 
      
 
    Unarmed Combat level increased: +12. Current level: 75 (rank II). 
 
      
 
    Accuracy and damage of strikes dealt without a weapon increased by 1320%. 
 
      
 
    Spirit: +1,200. Total: 9,790. 
 
      
 
    The fact that Multifacet was one of the first strong bosses to arrive was a gift of fate! Thanks to the huge level difference, Unarmed Combat leveled up rapidly, and my supply of spirit along with it! Almost every hit extended my Clarity! 
 
      
 
    Strangely enough, I felt even happier that I was dealing barely any damage. In a few sped-up seconds, I had taken down the demon’s health by only… 1%! It was clear why: I was in a raid, and the boss scaled to our numbers! 
 
      
 
    The burst of joy was soon replaced by boredom from the monotonous rotation of abilities: Combo, Storm Fists, Combo, Storm Fists again. Multifacet’s life fell steadily. At 54%, the boss stopped transforming into Despot and began turning into me instead. He didn’t have time to finish. As Unarmed Combat grew, so did the levels of my combat abilities and the damage from every strike. 
 
      
 
    I reached only level 135, but my raid gained a few dozen levels at once! Magnetism pulled in the self-loading epic Five-Barreled Hellrifle with a sniper scope and infinite ammunition. 
 
      
 
    Seeing the loot in the logs, Hellfish cried out, but Clarity just turned the noise into an unintelligible roar. After finishing off a few dozen mobs, I flew out from the gap between the wall and Despot, went back to normal speed. I needed to get rid of my loot to get my Talon back. 
 
      
 
    “Despot, block the passage!” I shouted, darting over to the contestants. 
 
      
 
    Quetzal checked to make sure Despot’s roadblock was impassable, then stood behind him and tirelessly stabbed with his epic blade at monsters trying to squeeze through. 
 
      
 
    “Can I have that rifle, Scyth?” the sniper repeated his question. 
 
      
 
    I gave him the loot from Multifacet and sat down to catch my breath. While Hellfish span the high-level epic in his hands and whistled, Nobu the chef and Niceguy the alchemist poured me some invigorating drinks and potions. I unloaded all the loot and went straight back into battle. 
 
      
 
    “Despot, raise your left arm!” 
 
      
 
    Unarmed Combat had technically reached rank three, but since Path of Spirit had no limits on progress, it showed up differently in my profile: 
 
      
 
    Unarmed Combat (rank II): 143. 
 
      
 
    Only then did I realize the true power of Path of Spirit. Oyama had spoken of it, but back then I could barely imagine the potential of the path I’d chosen. The illusory eternal rank two of the skill implied that my abilities could now progress beyond a hundred levels! After level 100, Spirit-Crushing Hammerfist of Justice just moved straight to 101 and got a corresponding boost. 
 
      
 
    Inspired by the possibilities, I looked at the targets flashing before me and fired off a full Combo, not in Clarity, but in Stealth. I decided to save my spirit and slow time only when I met a strong mob. 
 
      
 
    After so many ordinary demons that I lost count of the strikes I delivered to the endless mass of flesh, a new boss hoved into view — Tital, level 372 Fallen Minotaur. The fifteen-foot-tall demon with burning scarlet eyes bellowed, blowing a stream of smoke and fire from its nostrils, its head turning, wide-eyed, with long adamantite blades gleaming in place of horns atop it. The skull was also partially adamantite, and plates of the same protected his powerful torso. 
 
      
 
    Sensing me, he stirred, sniffed and leaned down, his face looming over me. I went into Clarity and fired Hammerfists into the minotaur’s head between his horns — sparks flew. The boss was thick-skinned; Rindzin’s Ghostly Talon didn’t pierce the skull. The third strike hit an adamantite plate, and all the damage reflected back at me! The force of it threw me out of the gap. I regained control of my body with Flight and came back, armed with the knowledge that I had to avoid the plates. A few Combos later, the boss was defeated, but an instant before that I saw what his enraged mode looked like: the horns split off from the skull, turned into a gigantic boomerang with razor-sharp edges, and zoomed toward me. Only my superspeed saved me. 
 
      
 
    I had reached level 156. The rest of the raid were all over 80. For the first time since Youlang activated the pentagram, I felt hope that we had a chance to survive the day. Our key to that was now emitting his ‘groghkhr’ noises unceasingly. Despot groaned and strained, but stayed whole — the demons couldn’t deal damage to him, and his bony spines and halberd arms stuck into the stone helped him stay in place. We just needed the tunnel itself to withstand the onslaught of the monsters. 
 
      
 
    The loot from Tital was an epic boomerang which nobody wanted except the hobbit chef Nobu. 
 
      
 
    “Better than my slingshot,” he said, inspecting the weapon. “Those stones weren’t even doing any damage…” 
 
      
 
    The next big target was the boss of floor 289, an ordinary two-headed demon called Seimur. The creature cast Dance of Death, spinning around and striking simultaneously with lashes, hooves and tail. He presented no problems. 
 
      
 
    The thing that was supposed to kill us and make Youlang a champion as she hid somewhere up in the chasm had become a gift of fate. The most powerful bosses apparently couldn’t fit through the dungeon gates. Huge mobs also couldn’t get through the narrow corridors of floor 21. After all, the upper levels had weaker bosses and smaller mobs. The space in the instances matched the mobs’ size. 
 
      
 
    After Seimur the demon was down, I met the three Companions, the already familiar bosses from floor 50. A few days prior, those three goat-faced bosses had nearly killed me, and then helped me take out a group of mages. 
 
      
 
    “Y-o-o-o-u-u-u! M-o-o-o-r-r-r-t-a-al! M-i-i-i-i-ne!” came their hissing from behind Despot. 
 
      
 
    “O-u-u-u-ur-rs!” 
 
      
 
    “Foo-oo-ood!” they cried over and over, trying to pull me through with their harpoons. 
 
      
 
    They were unsuccessful, of course. I was over four times their level and took them down easily, one Hammerfist for each. 
 
      
 
    I’d been constantly tense so far, but now I started to realize that the demons’ bite wasn’t as bad as their bark, and I relaxed. That was a mistake. The nightmare came from the apparently weak bosses of floor 60. The Atlings, the two-foot-long worm-like leeches that had helped me knock the Readers out of the Games on two day, easily slid through the gaps between Despot and the walls. 
 
      
 
    There were precisely as many Atlings as there were members of our raid, and I couldn’t hold their aggro — each slimy leech chose a target and tried to stick to it. The instance filled with wild screams — Destiny shrieked as she trampled one of the disgusting creatures. Nobu’s epic boomerang flew this way and that with a whistle above the battlefield. Quetzal wiped one of them across the floor, but two appeared in place of the one, and while Quetzal killed the first, the second stuck to him. The titan’s health bar began to drop. Each slime we took down split into two smaller ones, which caused even more problems. 
 
      
 
    Clarity was essential. I sped myself up and rushed to help my allies. Everything slowed for me, and I had time to assess the situation. Kara, covered in the creatures, tried to cast a spell, but couldn’t: the slimes must have been interrupting it. I flew to Alison, who was desperately trying to heal both herself and the others, pulled back my arm to strike, but lowered it again. The Talon would pierce through not only the leech, but the girl’s skull too. 
 
      
 
    I had to work by hand: I started pulling the creatures off one by one, and only then killed them. Then I saw how fast they split into two. Now there were even more Atlings! Good thing their health dropped proportionally… 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, the floor was teeming with rapidly darting leeches jumping at us. Once they stuck to a body, they immediately began sucking up blood. My spirit was going down too, and I hadn’t even killed a single one to the very end. We were all covered in low-level slimes, which didn’t seem to care that I was almost double their level! The creatures sucked out health in percentage values, which meant even I was in danger, especially since I still had to be the first obstacle in the path of the other demons who broke through. 
 
      
 
    “Kara!” I shouted, pushing a pig-like monster back from the raid. “Hit the bastards!” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t!” Kara shouted. “The damn toxin! The DOT breaks the cast!” 
 
      
 
    While Michelle and Alison healed the raid with instantaneous, but weak casts, Quetzal used area abilities to crush the leeches on the floor. Koba, Yen, Hellfish and Destiny loosed volleys of arrows. Joker’s bombs were the biggest help of all. Shame they blew up friend and foe alike. 
 
      
 
    Fortunately, after their sixth split, the Atlings finally died. In the end, we lost four: Niceguy, Hellfish, Bloomer and Meister. The poet nearly cut his own leg off while slicing through the worms. But we did it. I had placed Spirit Shackles to revive the dead in place, which saved them from getting zeroed by Abaddon at the bottom of the Pitfall. 
 
      
 
    Right after the battle, Hellfish accused Nobu of not helping him pull off the Atlings stuck to his back, although he was the nearest. The werewolf lost a level from that, but he could have been knocked out of the Games entirely! 
 
      
 
    “What could I do, with my boomerang?” the crafter asked, shrugging. “It got stuck into the floor and I had to pull it back out…” 
 
      
 
    “You could have stamped on them,” Anna said dryly. “Or used another weapon!” 
 
      
 
    “He knows that, he was just looking out for his own skin,” Hellfish muttered. “Right, half-pint?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t argue,” I said, heading back into battle. 
 
      
 
    After that, it all blurred into an endless stream of battles and breaks behind Despot’s back while the crafters filled me with elixirs, buffed me and sent me back into battle to level up the raid. 
 
      
 
    It reminded me of farming the Lakharian Desert, but it was far superior to that experience. There were so many demons that they filled the cave outside the tunnel to the ceiling, unable to resist the call of our mortal souls. 
 
      
 
    I turned into a machine of mayhem, striking every second into the shifting mass of flesh, scales, claws, fangs, horns, bones and rough goat’s fur. I backed off only to avoid dying. I didn’t bother entering Clarity except to get out of combat in time… 
 
      
 
    We didn’t just survive the demons’ Freedom Day; in six hours, we gained enough levels to be ready to face Abaddon himself. 
 
      
 
    The raid was around two hundred levels below me. I was at 636. Now I was higher-level than my character in big Dis, but not stronger, because the levels here gave only one free point for main stats instead of five. And the same for class stats — charisma and luck. Unity didn’t apply here either, of course. 
 
      
 
    Scyth, level 636 Summoned Herald 
 
      
 
    Main characteristics: 
 
      
 
    Strength: 270. 
 
      
 
    Perception: 146. 
 
      
 
    Endurance: 166. 
 
      
 
    Charisma: 649. 
 
      
 
    Intellect: 16. 
 
      
 
    Agility: 117. 
 
      
 
    Luck: 696. 
 
      
 
    Secondary characteristics: 
 
      
 
    Health: 2,744,976. 
 
      
 
    Mana: 132,288. 
 
      
 
    Spirit: 26,530. 
 
      
 
    Defense: 85,860. 
 
      
 
    Health restoration rate: 105,576 per minute. 
 
      
 
    Mana restoration rate: 10,176 per minute. 
 
      
 
    Spirit restoration rate: 498 per second. 
 
      
 
    Base damage: 34,344. 
 
      
 
    Spell strength bonus: 16%. 
 
      
 
    Movement speed bonus: 50%. 
 
      
 
    Dodge bonus: 50%. 
 
      
 
    Carrying capacity: 2,700 kg. 
 
      
 
    Merchant discount: 50%. 
 
      
 
    Critical hit chance: 50%. 
 
      
 
    With the increase in levels, I reached the cap on movement speed, dodge and critical hit chance. In spending points on my main stats, I focused on strength, knowing the importance of base damage. 
 
      
 
    Along with the bonuses from Unarmed Combat, Hammerfist and Rindzin’s Ghostly Talon, each of my strikes now dealt around ten million damage, although some was reduced by the defense and armor of the bosses, and some from their innate abilities. 
 
      
 
    All my key skills had shot up: 
 
      
 
    Unarmed Combat (rank II): 249. 
 
      
 
    Ghastly Howl: 84. 
 
      
 
    Imitation: 13. 
 
      
 
    Cartography (rank I): 57. 
 
      
 
    Lethargy: 6. 
 
      
 
    Meditation: 16. 
 
      
 
    Night Vision (rank II): 78. 
 
      
 
    Liberation: 8. 
 
      
 
    Stealth (rank II): 81. 
 
      
 
    Resilience (rank III): 32. 
 
      
 
    I could now spend over four minutes in Clarity. Every new level of Path of Spirit added a hundred extra spirit to my reservoir. 
 
      
 
    Night Vision didn’t offer any development paths, but at rank two it took on an additional property, apparently raising damage in the dark, in which I now could see clear as day. 
 
      
 
    The mechanics of Resilience’s Path of Justice in the Cursed Chasm differed from those in greater Dis. There were no penalties for level differences here, so the Path just cut away half the damage from enemies of a higher level before any other damage-reduction mechanics kicked in. 
 
      
 
    As for Ghastly Howl, it had a strange effect on demons. Firstly, it didn’t scare the bosses at all. Secondly, instead of running around in Fear, normal demons started howling. Good thing they did at least that instead of just continuing to fight… 
 
      
 
    As soon as the Freedom Day event ended, the surviving demons instantly teleported to their dungeons. Only in the descending silence did I realize how nightmarish was the sound the roaring brotherhood made in its thirst for mortal souls and flesh. I sighed in relief. 
 
      
 
    Despot crawled into our dead-end corridor, groaning and swearing. The demons had almost pushed him all the way back, so he didn’t have far to go. Deep gouges and holes from the demon’s horns, arms and bony armor yawned all along the tunnel. 
 
      
 
    “Holy shit…” Quetzal chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Michelle asked. “Is it all over?” 
 
      
 
    The titan exchanged glances with the werewolf. Both smiled, and Hellfish shouted: 
 
      
 
    “Go Scyth! We! Survived!” 
 
      
 
    Joyful shouts and girlish giggles of celebration bounced off the walls in an echo of many voices. When they started lifting me up on their shoulders, I made out Destiny’s grubby face among the others, saw her smiling. 
 
      
 
    Then, ten minutes before the game day ended, Eynyon’s Gong rang. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Good evening, contestants!” Octius pronounced grandly. “The seventh day of the Demonic Games is over, and I can confidently say that tomorrow will be the last! Eynyon’s Gong has already sounded!” 
 
      
 
    The gamesmaster descended to the stage, looked at our faces, shook his head: 
 
      
 
    “Scyth’s fifteen contestants and Youlang… Almost twenty times fewer than the number that came here, but still more than necessary to declare a winner without victory over Abaddon! I remind our viewers that in the Demonic Games, when the final boss remains undefeated, the victor can only be the final survivor when the portal closes!” 
 
      
 
    We hadn’t foreseen this at all. After going through so much together, now we were expected to fight each other on the last day? No way. Better to try our luck with the boss! 
 
      
 
    Guy Barron Octius shot me a strange look, then continued in his booming announcer’s voice: 
 
      
 
    “Considering the circumstances, we will not limit ourselves to the highlights of today, but will instead show you all the key moments of the nineteenth Demonic Games! Let our viewers take stock of the path to the final that all of the surviving contestants have walked!” 
 
      
 
    The show began with opening day, when almost four hundred contestants glowed with anticipation while I was declared the worst player of the day and rewarded with Cursed Cripple. 
 
      
 
    On day one, everything could have ended for me before it began. Octius reminded us of when Hellfish’s strong group, which, apart from Modus and T-Modus, apparently included Anna from the Damsels, showed for the first time that they planned to at least not harm me while the crowd of players dragged me to the abyss so they could finish me off when I respawned at the graveyard. 
 
      
 
    As the holocube showed me sitting motionlessly on the Pitfall floor and meditating, the presenter noted: 
 
      
 
    “When Scyth was declared worst player of day one for his ‘inaction,’ none could have imagined that it was these very hours spent meditating on the Pitfall floor that formed the foundation for Scyth’s future victories!” 
 
      
 
    Then they showed that bizarre second day when I flew around with the Paralysis debuff, using my own ragdoll body as a bowling ball and the other contestants as skittles. 
 
      
 
    I spent day three in stasis with Abaddon’s Curse, but a real slaughter unfolded above me and around me. That was when the paladin Kharmo’Lav broke the seal on floor 666, and Quetzal covered me with the Aegis, saving me from getting zeroed. 
 
      
 
    On day four, Abaddon managed to damage the Aegis, and his tentacle-like arms allowed me to level up Unarmed Combat and increase my total spirit. Octius replayed the moment when the trio of gankers attacked me in the woods in the very same forest glade where a battle unfolded the next day between almost all the contestants. 
 
      
 
    On that day, the fifth day, Destiny could have taken me out twice, and both times I was saved by rewards given to the best player: first Tissa with her Banshee Queen’s Cry, then Meister with Escape Pentagram. While the enraged Markers and Desters annihilated the crafters and the members of Quetzal and Hellfish’s groups who couldn’t get away, I ran through Despot’s Labyrinth. That night, I was so pleased to have tamed the demon that I couldn’t imagine the problems he would cause later. 
 
      
 
    “Truly, the sixth day of the Games was critical!” Octius shouted. “Scyth broke Marcus’s raid, but nearly lost all his allies to Youlang’s trickery! If it weren’t for his demonic ally, that day could have been the last for many of Scyth’s friends!” 
 
      
 
    Octius dedicated even more time to the seventh day. As it turned out, yesterday Youlang had hidden inside the Pitfall, which was why she couldn’t activate the Pentagram of Freedom any sooner. Climbing out in Invisibility, she waited for us to go down deeper, and only then sacrificed one of the village NPCs to use her reward. 
 
      
 
    Thank the Inferno for Despot. Without him, Youlang would already have been crowned champion of the Games. 
 
      
 
    “Miss Hao,” Octius spoke to her. “Are you disappointed that Mr. Sheppard’s raid was able not only to survive the day, but also to profit from it?” 
 
      
 
    “Only the weak feel disappointment, Mr. Octius,” Youlang answered disdainfully. She sat in proud solitude on the other side of the stage. “I remind you that Scyth must fight Abaddon tomorrow… Or try to find and kill not only me, but his allies too. Alex Sheppard will not choose the latter. His spirit is too weak. So what remains? The final boss will crush them, and I will be champion. I am patient, Mr. Octius. I know how to wait. And I will not have to wait much longer.” 
 
      
 
    She smiled and laughed happily, clapping her hands. 
 
      
 
    Listening to her, Quetzal screwed up his face, nodded to something and drained his glass to the bottom. 
 
      
 
    “Great speech, Miss Hao!” Octius said, encouraging this new intrigue. “Well, let’s see who the best player of the day was according to our viewers! Opinions are split between Youlang and Scyth, but with a small lead, the winner is… Scyth!” 
 
      
 
    The viewers’ selection for worst player was Bloomer again. The poet just grimaced and waved a hand: 
 
      
 
    “Give me any debuff you want as long as it doesn’t tie me to one spot! I can’t miss the fight with the final boss! 
 
      
 
    After declaring the results of the viewers’ vote, Octius finished the recap: 
 
      
 
    “And so, tomorrow the portal to the Cursed Chasm opened by the elf king Eynyon will close, and the spirits of the surviving contestants will be pulled back to Disgardium. How many souls will return is an open question…” 
 
      
 
    Guy Barron’s gaze stopped on me and he continued, looking into my eyes: 
 
      
 
    “Will Scyth’s raid enter into final battle against Abaddon? Or will they negotiate and choose the strongest among them? Remember, in that case they’ll need to find Youlang too! The question remains open! Tomorrow we will find out the answer!” 
 
      
 
    With the excuse that we needed to prepare for the final day of the Games, we quickly ended our interviews and headed to club Boom Boom. It was as if the place had died — only my group and their retinues were there. The whole Ruhm und Ehre hotel had emptied, actually. 
 
      
 
    The day had been tough, and tomorrow would be even tougher. We started discussing our plans right away, so we could go back to our rooms and rest sooner. 
 
      
 
    “There’s just one question,” Quetzal said. “Do we look for Youlang, or head straight for the final boss?” 
 
      
 
    “Can’t the demon find her?” Hellfish asked. 
 
      
 
    “I need enemy blood to release Despot from the Pitfall to search for Youlang. There’s nowhere to get any, so there’s no point wasting time looking for her,” I answered. 
 
      
 
    “But if we lose to Abaddon, she’ll be the champion!” Destiny burst out. “That’s not fair!” 
 
      
 
    “One hour to get to the bottom, another hour for the battle. We can spend the first half of the day looking for her. If we don’t find her, then we head for the boss,” I suggested. 
 
      
 
    We settled on that, then went through our plan for the fight with Abaddon in detail. Finally, we parted ways. 
 
      
 
    Only back in my room did I let my true feelings come to the surface. There was a reason Octius had looked at me so piercingly at the start of the night, when he had spoken of the two ways to win the Games. 
 
      
 
    The collaborative path to victory was harder, and the gamesmaster’s reminders of the previous days made that crystal clear to me. A wretched voice within me whispered insinuatingly that there were millions of non-citizen lives on the line, and that damn Abaddon, whose base health was already six hundred and sixty million, would meet our raid tomorrow with almost fifteen times his current strength. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 29. General Abaddon 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE LAST DAY OF THE GAMES began for me with a gleaming notification: 
 
      
 
    You were named the best player of day seven of the Demonic Games! 
 
      
 
    Reward: one-time boost Infernal Tenacity (+90% fire resistance for 1 hour). 
 
      
 
    We spent the following four hours in a fruitless search for Youlang. My allies combed through the whole zone while I flew all over, but the farther we searched, the more convinced we became that the spellcaster must be hiding in Invisibility. She had plenty of opportunity to level it up yesterday. 
 
      
 
    Flying above the Cursed Chasm, I kept thinking of how to end the Games. All last night I couldn’t fall asleep. I kept racking my brains: betray my allies to save the world, or save my soul and, if we lost, watch millions of non-citizens die? Not an easy choice. And what if my calculations were wrong? What if my plans wouldn’t work for some reason? 
 
      
 
    Whatever I decided, for now it was all just thoughts — the choice wasn’t made yet. 
 
      
 
    I returned to the raid toward midday. When Quetzal saw me, he shook his head: 
 
      
 
    “We didn’t find her. We questioned the NPCs, but nobody’s seen her. Time to head down.” 
 
      
 
    “Not good. Well, you guys start heading down. I’m going to pay Abaddon a visit, I need to check something.” 
 
      
 
    My allies ran to the Pitfall. Flying past them, I dropped like a stone down the abyss. 
 
      
 
    As soon as one of Abaddon’s tentacle-like arms shot out of the gates of floor 666, I went into Clarity and slipped into the instance. There I saw the final boss in all his horror. The sight made my breath catch. 
 
      
 
    Abaddon was almost as large as the Montosaurus — his frame loomed from at least fifty yards up. Anthracite black, with leathery torn wings shimmering with purple. At the top of his muscular torso was a triangular head ending in two pairs of horns: the outer set long and thin, the inner pair short, as if decorative. His forearms were clad with spiked armguards, his legs with a skirt of chainmail hanging from a broad belt. Abaddon’s huge hooves could have easily crushed the Bubbling Flagon in Tristad. 
 
      
 
    He was frozen by the entrance to a huge cave, its roof supported by columns placed every thirty feet. The entire floor was an oval grotto around the size of three football stadiums. I saw no side corridors. Nether, the instance was too big — my initial plan wouldn’t work. I had to resort to the most extreme option, the one I didn’t even want to think about… 
 
      
 
    I focused on the boss’s profile: 
 
      
 
    Abaddon the Destroyer, Higher Demon, level 666 Gate Guardian 
 
      
 
    Final boss of the Demonic Games. 
 
      
 
    Health: 9.3 bil / 9.3 bil. 
 
      
 
    How much? Nine billion! There was no way we could get all that health down… 
 
      
 
    My worst fears had come true. To the very end, I had hoped that the boss’s scaling would be more forgiving. Even with all my special abilities, I would have to deliver at least a thousand Hammerfists to take down all that health! And that was if every hit dealt full damage, without resists! 
 
      
 
    There seemed to be no other way. I had to get rid of my allies. It was the only way I could win the Demonic Games. I had to stab them in the back… 
 
      
 
    Ascending, I landed by the open gates of floor 531. Behind him I saw the walls of Despot’s Labyrinth, where I’d roamed while trying to lose my indefatigable future ally. Back then I entered at level 1 and left at 102. It wasn’t long ago, but it felt like a lifetime. 
 
      
 
    Despot soon materialized nearby. Stepped out of nowhere, as usual. 
 
      
 
    “I’m asking you again. Are you sure you won’t help against Abaddon?” 
 
      
 
    “And again, my answer is no,” the demon answered. 
 
      
 
    “Then do something else for me…” 
 
      
 
    Despot listened to me, cocked his head, grinned and breathed out smoke: 
 
      
 
    “You never cease to surprise, ally! Shame that the worn mark of the sleepers covers your soul, but I see the Inferno has touched it all the same. Chaos has much influence here… And the three-headed beast has reached you! Good. I will fulfill your wish.” 
 
      
 
    My allies… although how could I call them that after what I was going to do? They were all falling already, with Feather, arms interlinked. I caught up to them around floor 300 and pulled them like a string of balloons to the gates of floor 655. 
 
      
 
    “What’s up, is the final boss set up?” Quetzal asked jovially. He nodded toward Bloomer. “Aren’t you scared of our Wild Division?” 
 
      
 
    The poet was soundlessly mouthing something, his eyes lowered. He wasn’t upset by being named the worst player in the day for the second day in a row — his debuff today only lowered his critical hit chance by 25%. Boomer was apparently leveling Poetry up to rank two to strengthen the inspiring power of his craft. Unlike the songs of bards, poems didn’t make a big difference, but in our case every little helped. Even the few fractions of a percent to attack speed and damage from Bloomer’s sonnets. Or rather, would have helped… 
 
      
 
    “He’s set up,” I answered. 
 
      
 
    The titan nodded in satisfaction. I waited for all of them to land, then left them to prepare for the fight. Myself, I took off upwards again to use the time to level up Meditation. And to think it all over one more time. 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t level up the skill. Concentration wouldn’t come. After half an hour, I came back to the raid. 
 
      
 
    They were all ready, just waiting for me. Off to one side, Hellfish raised his head: 
 
      
 
    “How about that food, chef?” 
 
      
 
    “On the way, another couple of minutes,” Nobu called back. 
 
      
 
    The hobbit was bustling around a campfire, cooking a raid breakfast: Cursed Chasm Omelette. The dish couldn’t be made in advance — all demonic food went bad overnight. 
 
      
 
    Done with the cooking, Nobu came closer to me, offered me a bowl of the raid food and a cup of Hell Brew — something like coffee. It bubbled and spat fire. 
 
      
 
    “Eat up, boss.” 
 
      
 
    Niceguy the alchemist walked over and gave me a few battle potions: 
 
      
 
    “New ones, I only just invented them. They don’t stack with the old ones, so drink these.” 
 
      
 
    While I gulped down the potions, Bloomer read me some inspiring poetry, Michelle and Alison gave me a couple of regen buffs and Kara cast a Frost Shield on me. 
 
      
 
    I looked at their decisive faces: 
 
      
 
    “Are we all ready?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” the raid roared. 
 
      
 
    “Ready!” the girls shrieked. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go and kick some demonic ass!” Meister the gray-haired gnome shouted, shaking his fists. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah!” Destiny said, catching the group’s mood. “Let’s end the Games as heroes!” 
 
      
 
    We headed downstairs on foot, laughing and hyping each other up. We stopped at floor 660. There was an invisible border there beyond which the final boss’s arms couldn’t reach. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, let’s run through the plan again!” Quetzal said. 
 
      
 
    He quickly repeated the strategy we’d come up with. My task was to distract Abaddon and take his aggro so that the others could drop down with Gnomish Parachutes created by Joker the engineer, and get inside. At the same time as them, I was supposed to fly into the demon’s lair, keeping the demonic limbs on me, and inside… Inside, we’d see how it went. We didn’t know the boss’s abilities — we had to expect anything. Although that was the last thing my allies would be worried about by then. 
 
      
 
    “Godspeed, Scyth,” Quetzal said. 
 
      
 
    “Nergal bless you!” Alison cried. 
 
      
 
    “May they never wake…” Hellfish said. Quietly, but I heard him. 
 
      
 
    Wishes of good luck poured in. The girls nearly broke down crying, hugged me as if sending me off to war, but really I was the one sending them to their deaths. I wanted to admit it all, to explain! But I held back. 
 
      
 
    Nodding, I took a deep breath as if about to dive into deep water, and jumped off the edge. Turning, I saw everyone else jumping behind me, their parachutes opening. 
 
      
 
    My conscience twisted in the depths of my soul, took hold of my throat with a death grip. To see my teammates heading into their final battle… People who had helped me when everyone else was against me, knowing they were headed straight for death… 
 
      
 
    I put aside my cowardly doubts, concentrated on the current moment. 
 
      
 
    The air whistled in my ears. The numbers of the final floors flashed by, blending into a blurry strip of fire. Abaddon’s arms shot up toward me. I went into Clarity to dodge, came out of it… Another fall, another speed-up and dodge… 
 
      
 
    A couple of yards before I hit the ground, I activated Flight and shot toward the gates. Abaddon struck right away with Weak Will, just like when everyone first went down to the Pitfall’s floor. I crashed down, losing control of my character and rolling away. As I tumbled, I still managed to bite into the demonic gold coin already clenched between my teeth, to get rid of the debuff. Then I took off again, darting for the gates. 
 
      
 
    I had hoped to deal some damage to the boss while invulnerable with Equanimity, but for some reason it didn’t activate, and then I entered Clarity. After taking a full Combo to his outstretched arms, the boss fell down in Surprise. Now that the demon’s hands weren’t reaching for me, I burst into the instance, threw down Spirit Shackles and attacked, noting with satisfaction that Abaddon’s limbs were shortening, which meant the raid would get in without issue. 
 
      
 
    After taking around thirty million health from the frozen, barely moving boss, I left Clarity. 
 
      
 
    “…Inferno!” Abaddon boomed, his voice now audible instead of slowed. “Finally!” 
 
      
 
    The demon jumped up sharply. His colossal figure blurred, and then he was in front of me. As he stretched out an arm to grab me, I sped up, dodged and darted to the other side of the vast cave. 
 
      
 
    Abaddon shot after me. I answered with attacks, dodged his grip, moving and keeping an eye on what was happening beyond the gates. Finally, I saw the outlines of my allies across the threshold — this was the moment of truth, the perfect time for the dirty trick I had planned. 
 
      
 
    I entered Clarity, fired toward them, leaving the raid as I went. That was it. Now I was alone, out for myself only. 
 
      
 
    I stopped for a moment at the threshold, and could clearly see my allies’ animated faces, their eyes gleaming with anticipation, their mouths open in battle cries. Quetzal was in the lead, with the meleers behind him and the mages and healers in the rear. 
 
      
 
    They were rushing to my aid, but they got stabbed in the back. Koba survived when Despot’s halberd arm cleaved into him, but burned up as soon as the demon began to swallow him. 
 
      
 
    I attacked Quetzal, who had already crossed the threshold of the dungeon — Despot wouldn’t have killed him in time. It took three hits to finish off the titan destroyer. Then I killed Anna, Meister and Bloomer. My ally should easily be able to deal with the others. He was far superior to them, around a hundred levels higher. 
 
      
 
    To speed up the slaughter, I exited Clarity, my eyes glued to the boss. 
 
      
 
    “Traitor!” I heard from behind. 
 
      
 
    Unable to resist, I turned. 
 
      
 
    “Burn in hell!” Hellfish gurgled, impaled on the end of one of Despot’s halberd arms, blood bubbling from his mouth. 
 
      
 
    I lost focus, missed Abaddon’s first strike. Equanimity didn’t activate and I lost 16% health, even with Resilience at rank three! 
 
      
 
    But something else came as an even worse surprise — Reflection wasn’t working either! The boss’s defenses somehow absorbed all the reflected damage! Did that mean that none of the Paths of Resilience would work? 
 
      
 
    I cussed out the developers profusely, slipped into Clarity and burst out of the cave, flying past frozen Despot and soaring upwards. By floor 660, my character was out of combat and I could start over again. As long as it worked! 
 
      
 
    Quickly recovering my health, I flew back down, catching a glimpse of Despot blinking between the floors. 
 
      
 
    As I flew to the bottom of the Pitfall, the demonic hand reached out for me again, slowed when I went into Clarity and looked closer at the numbers… 
 
      
 
    My heart was thumping, my conscience screamed, but I’d gotten what I wanted: the raid was destroyed, and the boss’s health was back at six hundred and sixty-six million. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The battle with the final boss of the Demonic Games began anew, the fourth in total and the third that day, but now sure to be the last. 
 
      
 
    As soon as I flew into the gates, Weak Will hit me. I fell out of Clarity and tumbled along the floor. When I stopped, I started chewing a coin to get rid of the debuff. The demonic gold crunched between my teeth. Then I activated Infernal Tenacity, giving me almost full immunity to hellfire for one hour. 
 
      
 
    Abaddon headed toward me, his every step shaking the cave to the ceiling. Stopping thirty yards away, the demon roared: 
 
      
 
    “Enemy of the Inferno! Finally!” 
 
      
 
    With a squelch and a slurp, fountains of a bubbling bluish substance started shooting out from the floor and began to spread mist all over the cave. Suddenly I was hit with Dazed, and even Liberation was powerless to stop it. 
 
      
 
    But the boss didn’t attack. A monstrous full-length shield appeared in Abaddon’s arm, a slit in the middle revealing his face. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean ‘finally’?” I asked. Apparently, there was no avoiding talking to the boss. “You’re finally going to get your ass kicked?” 
 
      
 
    “Bravery is honorable, mortal, when there is strength behind it. Behind yours lies only foolishness, since you came here alone. Although I do sense another, hiding somewhere above… Weak, but treacherous, as my prince Belial likes them…” 
 
      
 
    “Youlang? She’s hoping I lose. Then she’ll be the champion without a fight.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Eynyon’s Gong has sounded!” the demon roared. “I cannot reach her! The final survivor will be named ‘champion’ over the other mortals, but her title will be false! The true champion, acknowledged even in the Underworld, can only be the one who defeats me! That is not possible, and so… Youlang is far smarter than you, Enemy of the Inferno!” 
 
      
 
    Leaving me to consider his words, Abaddon turned to the gates: 
 
      
 
    “What are you hiding there for, old rival? Enter. I give you my permission.” 
 
      
 
    Shriveling Despot crossed the threshold, looking more like a puppy in trouble than a fearsome labyrinth guardian. The shield in Abaddon’s hands melted away. The demon rumbled enticingly: 
 
      
 
    “Closer, minion of Diablo, closer…” 
 
      
 
    Opening his furnace mouth wide, my ally spoke so timidly and nervously that I was amazed: 
 
      
 
    “Don’t be angry, General…” 
 
      
 
    “Shut your trap, traitor!” Abaddon stretched out a hand and grabbed Despot by the throat, brought him up to his own face. My ally’s arms hung helplessly like the legs of a kitten being held by the scruff of the neck. “I will give you one chance and ask you — will you fight with me or against me?” 
 
      
 
    “I can do neither one, nor the other…” Despot croaked, his voice shaking. “I cannot go against you, you know that. And if I betray an ally who I swore to serve, I will lose honor…” 
 
      
 
    “You? Honor? What nonsense do you speak, worm? Diablo, whose treachery is the envy even of my prince Belial, would spread your parts across the Inferno for such words! I see the pestilential influence of the mortals has changed you! Fool! The Underworld has no place for insects like you!” 
 
      
 
    The crimson scaled hand with black fingernails clenched into a fist — my ally’s bones and chitin cracked and screeched. Twenty-foot-high Despot went limp, cracked like clay, then caught fire and dissolved in a stream of liquid flame into Abaddon’s colossal palm. 
 
      
 
    Your ally Despot, level 531 demon, has been disincarnated. 
 
      
 
    “Death and dust…” Abaddon said, thoughtfully inspecting his hand. He looked at me. “Today I will bring the Inferno it’s six hundred and sixty-sixth Demonic Games, mortal. I will return a champion! I will have my own dominion, like Lucius!” 
 
      
 
    “Learn to count, demon! This is only the nineteenth Games!” 
 
      
 
    “For you undying, yes! But counting from our Exodus…” 
 
      
 
    “And what happens if you win?” I ask. 
 
      
 
    “The demons will return home!” Abaddon declared triumphantly. “And none of your weak little gods have the power to stop it! The Celestial Arbitrage itself must obey the Demonic Pact and open the passageway between the worlds!” 
 
      
 
    It all clicked. As it turned out, the developers’ next expansion of the world was on my shoulders. A passageway would open, and the demonic races would become playable: satyrs, imps, succubi, tieflings and all kinds of other devils… Interest in the game would skyrocket; for the first time, a whole new world would be unlocked to the players. The balance of power would change completely, and conflict would be sure to arise around the entrances of the interdimensional passageway. Dis would become even more fun… No, not on my watch. 
 
      
 
    “Are you planning to fight, Abaddon?” I asked, hoping that combat would remove Dazed from me. The demon’s chatter was to my benefit — my spirit had fully recovered, and my health potion cooldown had ended. “Or do you only know how to talk?” 
 
      
 
    “Is your soul so eager to be devoured, Enemy?” 
 
      
 
    Abaddon spread his arms, then joined them. A wave of flame ran down them, materializing into a huge fiery poleaxe. 
 
      
 
    The mist in the air dispersed, the geysers emitting the strange substance calmed down, but I still couldn’t move. 
 
      
 
    “For the Inferno!” Abaddon roared and started running toward me. 
 
      
 
    The fight began. At that same moment, Dazed lifted and I shot straight at him. An instant before the boss’s poleaxe descended, I entered Clarity, flew straight to his red-hot face and launched a full Combo. 
 
      
 
    Flying away and hovering in the air, I went back to normal speed, took a breather to let my spirit recover, dodging the charging boss’s horns and counterattacking. 
 
      
 
    In the first minutes of the battle, there didn’t seem anything supernatural about Abaddon, fearsome general of hell. He just attacked with his hooves, his horns, the fiery poleaxe that suddenly appeared in his hands. 
 
      
 
    I saved my spirit for dodging the boss’s physical attacks and for launching counterstrikes. Abaddon burned with an Infernal Aura like Despot’s, so I could only attack up close in short bursts, delivering a few strikes with Storm Fists. 
 
      
 
    After taking critical damage from a Hammerfist to the face, Abaddon flew into a rage, clapped his hands and knocked me out of Clarity! Echo of Purgatory, it turned out, deprived me of all my skills for three seconds. I crashed to the ground, rolled into a wall. 
 
      
 
    “Well now, time to lose!” the boss roared. 
 
      
 
    Covering himself with his shield to block my path to him, Abaddon struck the ground with his arms. The floor went out from under me, began to shift, then bubbled up in huge boils that popped like cysts, divulging fifteen-foot copies of the demon’s tentacle-like arms. They all turned their palms toward me, each with an eye at its center, then lunged like attacking snakes. There was no way I could dodge them at normal speed, but luckily, I got Clarity back just in time. The hands covered the spot where I had just been lying, the fingers crooking and scrabbling across the stone. Finding nothing, they pulled their way back into the floor, which evened out again. The main thing was to stay calm when the boss knocked me out of Clarity with his Echo of Purgatory. 
 
      
 
    Soon Abaddon showed me another ability — Diabolical Flame — when he leaned back and then breathed out lime-green acid steam. I nearly died when the cloud first hit me. Then I realized that the boss’s pose predicted what he was about to do, and I had around a second to get safe and attack back. But there was another problem — the cloud of deadly gas birthed thirteen tiny imps that got stronger with every second. They mobs went down to a couple of Hammerfists, but I had to kill them while they were still small. 
 
      
 
    Abaddon also fired off Strings of Chaos. I veered between them in Clarity. The blistering air emanating from them dealt me only a little damage thanks to my Infernal Tenacity buff. After Resilience, the damage from Strings of Chaos was pitiful. 
 
      
 
    When the boss’s health was down to 75%, he filled with blinding light and flared up in bright white flames. Breath of the Underworld (-9% health every second for 10 seconds) turned the entire cave into a blast furnace. The heat burned away my gear, but I survived, again thanks to Infernal Tenacity, which reduced the damage to tolerable levels. 
 
      
 
    I was blinded, couldn’t fight. Flames seemed to materialize all around me, pressing in from all sides. Powerless to withstand it, I fell and curled up in a fetal position. That was when I realized that there was no way my allies could have survived ten seconds at the center of that nuclear explosion without Infernal Tenacity. That calmed my conscience while the boss was casting. 
 
      
 
    I held on only thanks to Combo. The Lifesteal property the move gained way back in the sandbox turned a portion of the damage dealt into health, which saved me. 
 
      
 
    It took me around ten minutes to get the boss’s health down to 50%, but it felt like half a day! And all because I was saving my spirit, letting it fill up a little between counterattacks. Toward the end of the second phase of the battle, Abaddon cast Weak Will again, and I had to chew up another coin to lift the debuff. 
 
      
 
    “I never thought this would come into play…” the boss said thoughtfully as he turned into another form. 
 
      
 
    It was still Abaddon, but more of the demonic broke through to his humanoid surface: his nostrils flared, his head seemed to split into two pieces and a second mouth yawned through the gap, the first row of teeth now like a palisade of fangs, the second a chain of fine needles. The body grew larger, wider, and plates of Corrupted Adamantite grew all over it. 
 
      
 
    “Within my veins flows the blood of devils, mortal. Let’s see what you say to this!” 
 
      
 
    After flaming me with Breath of the Underworld to keep me on my toes, Abaddon spat out liquid Flame of Cathexis. It covered the area around me with blue fire. I jumped away, but still got a debuff: 
 
      
 
    Level 1 Cathexis 
 
      
 
    You take 15% more demonic damage. 
 
      
 
    Already exhausted by the fight, I nearly gave up. Any mistake now could mean total defeat! I flew around and dodged Abaddon’s attacks, now coming at me several times faster. I stayed ready to activate Clarity at any second, so I could jump away from Flame of Cathexis if the boss suddenly decided to spit more of it. The debuff had a number on it, which made me think that the stuff might stack every time I touched the flames. 
 
      
 
    But Flame of Cathexis was just the warm-up. Abaddon had other new abilities in his new form. Stopping and stretching out his arms, he began to form a solid orb of black magic, a Chaotic Rift, and a shimmering black hole formed beneath me, started slowly pulling me in. The damage grew as I got closer to the rift, and for a time I forgot about attacking, just strove with all my energy to get out. It was a good thing the boss was standing still with his arms outstretched, casting, not attacking, and I had Flight. 
 
      
 
    Redoubling his efforts, Abaddon struck me with Spirit Evulsion — a beam of light that I couldn’t dodge even in my quickened state. The light turned out to be a soul once absorbed by the demon. Angry and twisted, the entity sank into me in a battle for my body, dragged me to the great nothing. 
 
      
 
    There, left without my abilities, I screamed inwardly. What could I do? Nothing beneath my feet, nothing around me, I hung in a shapeless form of light, and the shining, black-veined soul, now forming into the shape of a reptiloid, started tearing into me. A bar appeared before my eyes: 
 
      
 
    A sinner’s soul is capturing your body: 4%… 5%… 
 
      
 
    Realizing that I might lose my body, I roared and threw myself at the foe. I tore, scratched, bit, punched, and soon got what I wanted: the percentages stopped increasing at first, then started to drop. 
 
      
 
    I fought myself free. The spirit of the sinner reptiloid floated away and I was returned to my own body. Before I could even get my bearings, the poleaxe came flying at my head. Just in time, I went into Clarity and the strike just slipped by me. In anger and fear, I shot toward the frozen demon’s monstrous face, fired a full Combo into him. 
 
      
 
    And then from all sides came the Crying of the Damned: groans, screams of pain, gasps for breath. Liberation freed me from Despair, and I continued the fight. 
 
      
 
    Now I fought with even more care — my spirit reserves were down by three quarters, and Flame of Cathexis had reached six stacks, increasing the boss’s damage against me by 90%. 
 
      
 
    With a quarter of his health left, my enemy covered himself with his shield and changed again, and in a way that made me want to give up. The shield disappeared, but I saw nothing behind it. Demonic flesh began to grow from all the surfaces — jelly-like, it moved, quickly engulfing the cave walls and hardening, growing defensive plates, spikes and horns. Hundreds of eyes burned into me, a multitude of maws cruelly grinning. The cave grew demonic arms all around me, stretching out for me, writhing, but Clarity let me escape them. 
 
      
 
    “The most nimble mortal of all I have seen!” Abaddon said in surprise, speaking through his many mouths all at the same time, making his voice seem to vibrate and permeate every cell of my body. “The Sleepers must have a hand in this!” 
 
      
 
    “Legendary Grand Master Oyama would give you a smack for those words!” I argued. 
 
      
 
    “So you are his student? I see… The style does seem familiar…” the demon chuckled. “The old man is still alive?” 
 
      
 
    Expecting to hear something interesting about my tutor, I started attacking less furiously, but Abaddon said nothing. His cunning at work. After getting me talking, he attacked: a tentacle arm caught me unawares, shooting out like back on the Pitfall floor, grabbing me and tightening its grip. I lacked the strength to free myself. My bones cracked, my health started falling rapidly. 
 
      
 
    “You bore me,” Abaddon’s mouths rumbled. “I should have killed you right away, but I wanted to stretch my legs.” 
 
      
 
    Abaddon the Destroyer dealt you damage (Death Grip): 173,405. 
 
      
 
    Abaddon the Destroyer dealt you damage (Death Grip): 198,864. 
 
      
 
    Ghastly Howl didn’t work, nor did Lethargy, and the massive damage grew with every second. Without my high-level Resilience and other defensive perks and rewards, I would have died right away, but with them, my torture only dragged out. It was so painful that I screamed, seeing nothing, not hearing the demon’s growl as he continued his monologue. The pain forced out all thoughts, made me want only one thing — for it all to end. In those seconds, I celebrated only that Diamond Skin of Justice hadn’t activated. I wouldn’t have gotten out anyway. 
 
      
 
    Death brought relief. My eyes had already burst by then, pressed out of my crushed skull. The world plunged into darkness even before then, but now I was at ease. It’s finally all over, I thought, not feeling the hellish pain any longer. 
 
      
 
    You are dead. 
 
      
 
    Remaining time to respawn 9… 8… 
 
      
 
    Inside me was an ember of hope that I might survive, but it was dying. There was no way Second Life could trump the mechanics of a final boss who delivered only ultimate death when he killed. 
 
      
 
    Remaining time to respawn 5… 4… 
 
      
 
    All the same, the timer gave me hope. Surely only those still in the game would see it! Everyone killed by Abaddon had said that they just got thrown straight back to real life! 
 
      
 
    Remaining time to respawn 2… 1… 
 
      
 
    Second Life! You managed to dodge death! 
 
      
 
    Would you like to revive where you died or go to your linked respawn point at Cursed Chasm Churchyard? 
 
      
 
    “Stubborn soul!” I heard as I came alive. “It does not want to leave its body!” 
 
      
 
    The demon raged. The flesh covering the walls, floor and ceiling swelled and shook. 
 
      
 
    “What?!” he screamed in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “Here’s what!” 
 
      
 
    Snarling, I went into Clarity and launched a full-fledged Combo! Like a machine gun, I fired off Hammerfists and Kicks, strengthened with Rindzin’s Ghostly Talon, the flesh shaking beneath my strikes, slowly trying to crawl away from me. The hands with their crooked fingers shooting toward me seemed as if frozen in flight, too slow, unable to stop me. 
 
      
 
    The air vibrated, buzzed, but in Clarity I couldn’t hear the demon’s howls of agony. I kept striking at the slimy demonic flesh beneath my feet until the boss had less than 0.1% health left — around half a million. 
 
      
 
    Without slowing down, I shot to the gate and made my allies resurrect. 
 
      
 
    Hellfish was the first to speak: 
 
      
 
    “Holy shit, Scyth!” 
 
      
 
    “The boss is all around us!” I shouted. “Less than one percent! Get that bastard!” 
 
      
 
    The people around me started making noise, talking in surprise — not everyone figured out what was happening. 
 
      
 
    “Get the boss!” Quetzal shouted, getting his bearings. “Scyth, here!” 
 
      
 
    A raid invite popped up in my interface. I joined the group and the boss’s health rose proportionally to seven million — a piece of cake! 
 
      
 
    “What are you waiting for?!” I shouted. “Abaddon isn’t going to kill himself!” 
 
      
 
    The fighters didn’t waste any time, but the crafters just looked around wide-eyed. Hellfish roared out commands and physically pushed them to action. The crafters started to get the picture, attacked the demonic flesh. Bloomer and his sabers tore toward a growing arm of Abaddon and broke into a battle dance, not forgetting to recite his morale-boosting poems. 
 
      
 
    “Where’s the boss?” Meister squeaked. 
 
      
 
    “Everywhere!” Quetzal barked. 
 
      
 
    Grinning, the jeweler sat down and started hacking away at the demonic flesh beneath his feet. It sprayed out fountains of smoking red-brown blood. Nobu the chef fired his boomerang into the wall, caught it on the return and threw it again. The ranged attackers fired wildly in all directions, dealing noticeable damage to the boss. The meleers worked their blades, sending scraps of slimy flesh flying. Kara’s ice magic crackled in the air. My ears rang to the explosions of Joker’s bombs. With a piercing cry, Anna threw her spears at the living wall. Even the healers Michelle and Alison abandoned their normal responsibilities and did all they could to add to the damage. 
 
      
 
    I waited a second for everyone to hit at least once, then fired off a full Combo, but the boss survived with three hundred thousand health and even managed to grab Niceguy the ogre in two hands and take away a quarter of his life. Another hand strangled Destiny. Then I swung my arm back and launched a Talon-strengthened Hammerfist with all my might into the swelling, burning flesh. The Tenderhearted Demon Fighter buff canceled out the damage, I struck again and… 
 
      
 
    Hundreds of demonic mouths emitted a wailing scream, deafening at first, then steadily fading. In the dead silence left behind, the only sound was Meister’s daggers clanking against the floor. Then the boss’s lair erupted with triumphant cries of joy! 
 
      
 
    Abaddon the Destroyer, level 666 Gate Guardian, is dead. 
 
      
 
    Victory! You are the champion of Demonic Games XIX! 
 
      
 
    Contestant Herald Scyth! You and your allied contestants — silver ranger Destiny, destroyer Quetzal, sniper Hellfish, sculptor Anna, singer Michelle, jeweler Meister, poet Bloomer, templar Alison, mage Kara, archer Yen, hunter Koba, alchemist Niceguy, chef Nobu and engineer Joker — have protected Disgardium from a demonic invasion by winning the Demonic Games! 
 
      
 
    The boss’s flesh collapsed from the walls into ash, liberated souls and spirits shot into the ceiling in multicolored lances of light, and a warming, calming music of the heavens rained down on us. Sinful souls flowed downwards in black veins, seeping into the floor, which then cleared up, transforming into colorful patterned tile. 
 
      
 
    Dropping to one knee and lowering my head, I felt my heart trying to beat its way out of my chest. I wanted to jump and scream: We did it! It worked! We won! — but I was too exhausted. 
 
      
 
    All the same, I wasn’t allowed to rest. My allies, realizing that I hadn’t betrayed them, threw their arms around me. Quetzal tried to lift me up, but couldn’t, and then everyone just jumped on me and nearly crushed me. I even thought for a moment that they were trying to get rid of me! 
 
      
 
    “He’s still a son of a bitch!” Bloomer shouted, grinning and mussing my hair. 
 
      
 
    “Our son of a bitch!” Meister piped up. 
 
      
 
    Once they all calmed down, we had time to go through the flood of notifications: 
 
      
 
    Unlocked legendary achievement First Kill: Abaddon the Destroyer! 
 
      
 
    You are the first in the world to kill the final boss of the Demonic Games! You faced Abaddon the Destroyer, higher demon and general in the army of Belial, Prince of the Inferno. You destroyed the general’s incarnation in the Cursed Chasm, and Abaddon has been cast back to the Inferno. 
 
      
 
    Reward: to be determined when you leave the Cursed Chasm and return to your real body. 
 
      
 
    Unlocked legendary achievement True Champion of the Demonic Games! 
 
      
 
    You defeated Abaddon, level 666 Gate Guardian and final boss of the Demonic Games. 
 
      
 
    Reward: to be determined when you leave the Cursed Chasm and return to your real body. 
 
      
 
    Unlocked legendary achievement First Ever: True Champion of the Demonic Games! 
 
      
 
    You have earned the True Champion of the Demonic Games achievement for the first time in the history of Disgardium! 
 
      
 
    Reward: to be determined when you leave the Cursed Chasm and return to your real body. 
 
      
 
    A burning portal opened in the center of the cage. The stately elf king Eynyon stepped out of it, accompanied by his retinue and children. The monarch smiled: 
 
      
 
    “Lionhearts! Champions! Truly, on this bright day for all Disgardium, you great heroes are worthy of the entire royal family bringing you home! Please…” 
 
      
 
    He took Destiny by the arms, the elf queen took me and Quetzal, their many children took the rest, and we walked through the portal… 
 
      
 
    But instead of the elven kingdom in big Dis, we were thrown out to real life. 
 
      
 
    “What about the reward?” I shouted, thinking I was being taken for a ride. 
 
      
 
    But when I ran out into the corridor in my birthday suit and a fury, Hellfish explained that all of us would get the grand prize, Concentrated Life Essence, but back on our real characters. 
 
      
 
    “When you log into Dis, you’ll have an audience with Eynyon,” Quetzal confirmed. “The main thing is not to be late.” 
 
      
 
    “Here, Alex,” Kerry said, turning away and handing me a towel. I waved it away. 
 
      
 
    “What if I am late?” 
 
      
 
    Hellfish tore himself away from the mouth of an already half-empty champagne bottle. 
 
      
 
    “Then they send it in the mail.” Holding his celebratory drink out to one side, he took me by the head, touched his forehead to mine and shouted happily in my face: “WE DID IT!” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 30. What The Sleeper Said 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I SLEPT UNTIL LUNCHTIME, broken and in my clothes. The Home Doctor helped clear the hangover, and a contrast shower woke me up. Memories started to drift back, first flashing up vividly, then slipping away. 
 
      
 
    All I remembered clearly was that we had defeated Abaddon yesterday and then started celebrating practically right away. Everything up to dinnertime came back easily, but beyond that I only had scraps of recollection. 
 
      
 
    We pushed our way through crowds of the media to get to the elevators, and by then my allies’ tongues were already flapping. Even I couldn’t help but drain a bottle of ludicrously expensive champagne, Meister’s treat. 
 
      
 
    “Cristal Brut,” he said, and added something else I didn’t understand. 
 
      
 
    The scent of expensive wine wafted through all the corridors of the hotel. The walls flashed with holographic fireworks, the air crackled with the noise of celebration. People kept coming up to me, the men shaking my hand, the women hugging and kissing me… 
 
      
 
    All in a babbling crowd, we reached the hall of ceremonies. There was seated Youlang Hao, alone, hiding in a far corner and lamenting her lost victory. Nobody gave a damn about her, really, but I still dragged my retinue that way. 
 
      
 
    “Good game, Youlang,” I said, stretching out a hand. 
 
      
 
    Slowly, the spellcaster reached out, shook my hand. She closed her eyes and nodded. 
 
      
 
    “After you abandoned your search, I was sure I’d win. I must admit, your victory over the final boss was… incredible! Congratulations!” Youlang smiled. 
 
      
 
    Instead of the usual dinner, there was a cocktail party — with no tables and no stage, but with one Octius, who seemed to be already downwind of a few drinks. He conducted the closing ceremony of the Games with his customary pomp and triumph. I remember well how he started arguing with Bloomer in front of millions of viewers, then started fighting him. Hand to hand. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take the winner!” Joker shouted, jumping up and down with excitement. 
 
      
 
    After a lively commentary of the highlights from the battle with Abaddon, Octius actually asked the question on all the viewers’ minds: 
 
      
 
    “Alex, why did you not inform the raid of what you planned to do?” 
 
      
 
    My allies all started shouting over each other drunkenly, offering up their own answers. I smiled, shook my head at them. 
 
      
 
    “That’s why. We would have argued till nightfall and there’d have been no battle.” 
 
      
 
    “You do know it was a risk, right?” Guy Barron said, pressing me. “What if you didn’t make it within the hour window of your ability to resurrect the fallen? Or if you had the mechanics wrong and had to start the fight over?” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” I answered seriously. “It wasn’t an easy decision to make. After all, if it didn’t work, nobody would have believed that I hadn’t just sold them down the river.” 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, Chloe Cliffhanger appeared, frowning, her lips set in a thin smile. Stepping forward, she invited us to applaud for Kiran Jackson. Nobody so much as twitched a finger. The director spoke first to us and the viewers, and then to the journalists, celebrating our success so enthusiastically that it was impossible to believe he might be sincere. 
 
      
 
    I just surrendered to the atmosphere of celebration in the room. Even Kiran’s sour face couldn’t spoil the party. We would get fifteen essences! My allies assured me that they wouldn’t use them, just in case Snowstorm decided to screw me over and take my reward away. 
 
      
 
    Then, alongside the entire team of organizers including Octius, we headed for club Boom Boom. From that point on, it all got foggy. All I remember is that the girls really let their hair down. When I woke up, my whole face and neck were covered in lipstick and love bites. 
 
      
 
    The doorbell rang as I was leaving the bathroom. I asked the AI helper to switch on the intercom. Hairo Morales’s voice came through the speakers: 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Alex! Congratulations on your big win and all that, but come on, time to pack! We’ve been waiting for you all morning! Black Toyota Ramesses on the southwestern side. We’re in the parking lot.” 
 
      
 
    Thank the Sleepers! I was afraid the security officers might not be allowed in to the category-A citizenship zone, that I might have to take a flyer to the edge of the Snowstorm Lakes district. The one I flew in on went straight back to Hairo on autopilot as soon as I left it. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t have much with me, so I got packed up fast. They were already taking down the decorations downstairs. Camera operators, stylists, technicians and all the other staff who had made Demonic Games XIX a reality walked around like the dead. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly remembering about souvenirs, I stopped in at the stall and filled my backpack with all sorts of garbage with the logo of the Games on it — for friends. For myself, I took a holographic poster showing an image of our entire team of champions — depending on the viewing angle, the picture changed from our real bodies to our characters, — then went down to the lobby. 
 
      
 
    All my allies but Renato were already gathered there. They were sat on their suitcases, continuing the fun — worn out, but happy. 
 
      
 
    “Here’s Alex!” Vito Painter, aka Hellfish, shouted. “Hey, champ!” 
 
      
 
    It turned out they were all waiting to say goodbye to me. We hugged, exchanged what was probably our hundredth handshake in twenty-four hours. I couldn’t promise my allies that I’d stay in touch in real life, but in Dis I’d be happy to. That notion seemed to hook Joker. Without letting go of my hand, he jabbered: 
 
      
 
    “You, uhm… If there’s any fun to be had, give us a call, will ya? In big Dis, I mean…” 
 
      
 
    “Call us all!” Michelle agreed, and the others nodded. 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t promise that, but I decided to keep these people in mind. I felt an attachment to them. Even though we hadn’t been allies for long, every day with them was worth a year. 
 
      
 
    All of them signed my poster as a keepsake, each adding a couple of words to their autograph. Joker wrote “It’s gonna blow!”, Hellfish: “You hit the limit!”, and Meister: “Quod servabit.” 
 
      
 
    Finally, my face covered in kisses and my shoulders wet with tears — thanks to Anna, Alison, Yen and Michelle, — I walked to the exit. Destiny caught my eye, nodded and headed for the elevators. Now it was her turn to hold up her end of the deal. 
 
      
 
    Kerry, who had been by my side all this time, gave me a hug at the main door of the hotel: 
 
      
 
    “Alex…” she blurted out after we’d already said goodbye. “A media service offered to publish a book and make a movie about me… Well, about you, really, but through my eyes. They want to call it something like ‘Ten Days as Assistant to the Top Threat.’ Would you mind..?” 
 
      
 
    “How much are they offering?” 
 
      
 
    “Two million phoenixes, plus royalties. What do you think?” 
 
      
 
    “What’s there to think about? Take it!” 
 
      
 
    Yet again, I got showered with kisses and lipstick. Black, this time. Kerry Hunter wiped my cheek with her sleeve and smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Good luck, Alex!” 
 
      
 
    As soon as I crossed the threshold of the hotel, three security droids joined me. 
 
      
 
    At the parking lot, I caught up to Renato Loyola, aka Quetzal. His friends were hanging around a little off to the side. The gladiator himself walked over to me, pulled me in and patted me on the back. 
 
      
 
    “Best of luck, kid! I don’t care if you’re a Threat or not. If you need me, get in touch! Thanks for everything!” 
 
      
 
    “You too!” I said, then pulled the rolled-up holoposter out of my bag. “Will you sign this? Everyone else has except you, Mr. Loyola…” 
 
      
 
    “To you, I’m just Renato…” he said, laughing and signing the poster with a flourish. “Didn’t know you were the sentimental type, kid! That’s good. Means you’re not too jaded… By the way, I’ll talk to Colonel about allying with the Awoken. The old man said, since it turns out you’re not such an asshole after all, he’s willing to review the question of compensation for the damage you dealt, and…” Renato snapped his mouth shut. “Bottom line, he’s still angry at you. But the fact he brought it up at all means he’s thinking about making friends with you. Vito promised to talk to Horvac about bringing our clan into your alliance too. Hinterleaf’s guys will mention it to him also. But in any case, the decision is yours. See ya, Alex!” 
 
      
 
    Moving off, Renato headed for his red Ferrari Falco, reminding me that he was a multimillionaire from Excommunicado, a top preventer clan. Apparently, Willy and Hairo had decided to stay in their flyer so that their old Exco acquaintance wouldn’t see them. 
 
      
 
    I walked across the parking lot to our flyer with my backpack on my back and in the same clothes I wore when I arrived at the Games, when the hatred of the other contestants crashed down on me, including Quetzal’s. Behind me, the security droids rumbled across the asphalt. 
 
      
 
    Our flyer stood out — it was the least presentable one there, like a chicken among swans. The doors flew open and I climbed in. Hairo and Willy shook my hand, and we took off right away. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, tell us all about it,” Willy said, staring at me. 
 
      
 
    “Give me some time first, guys,” I said. “I need to watch something. You have my comm?” 
 
      
 
    Willy pulled out my communicator. I went online and found Destiny Windsor’s profile. She had already started streaming straight from the media center in the Ruhm und Ehre hotel, judging by the background. 
 
      
 
    “…I can’t say, but the source is reliable. Also, I checked the information I received through my own channels, went through some friends to contact the clinic treating the unfortunate non-citizens… It’s all been confirmed!” Destiny’s voice shook. She wiped away a tear. “I say again! The non-citizen capsules are defective! Every non-citizen playing for the Undead faction must change their race immediately! The Destroying Plague kills people for real! In real life! It happens because of a defect in the Snowstorm capsules for non-citizens! Tissue necrosis and damage to internal organs threaten every non-citizen who…” 
 
      
 
    I switched off my comm. Destiny Windsor had done what she promised, announced to the whole world that the Destroying Plague is dangerous to non-citizens. I doubted Disgardium Daily would have the balls to publish it themselves, but Destiny’s two hundred million loyal followers would spread the information even better than the media company could. 
 
      
 
    “How are our builders doing?” I asked, remembering our people in the hospital. 
 
      
 
    “They pulled through,” Willy answered. “They’re already home.” 
 
      
 
    Another mountain off my shoulders. I sighed in relief. 
 
      
 
    “How do I contact the boys?” 
 
      
 
    Willy handed me his own comm: 
 
      
 
    “Here. Tell it to call Macho.” 
 
      
 
    “Macho?” I asked in confusion. 
 
      
 
    “That’s Edward’s name in my phone,” Willy smiled. “Just don’t talk too long. Yoshi encrypted the line well, but you never know…” 
 
      
 
    ‘Macho’ answered right away: 
 
      
 
    “Willy?” The comm brought up a holoprojection of Ed’s face, and he shouted: “Alex! Hung, get over here! It’s Alex!” 
 
      
 
    “Sheppard!” Hung’s big head appeared in the frame. “You did it! Way to go!” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t know how glad I am to see your faces!” I chuckled. “Big bad Brizuela won’t let me talk for long, so give me the quick rundown on the most important news!” 
 
      
 
    Ed started: 
 
      
 
    “Big Po joined the clan!” 
 
      
 
    “Hiros the ninja joined us!” Hung interrupted him. “He’s such a nerd, Alex!” 
 
      
 
    “And a weirdo!” 
 
      
 
    “There’s more to Hiros than meets the eye,” Hairo interjected. 
 
      
 
    “Woah, the clan account just got a fifty million deposit!” Ed said, his eyes widening. “Where from?” 
 
      
 
    “From my new princess girlfriend,” I answered, chuckling. 
 
      
 
    “My kraken is about to take me to the nagas!” Hung suddenly remembered. “It’s been a damn long road, I’ll tell you when you get back!” 
 
      
 
    “Irita got rank two trading, and Patrick got together with Stephanie!” 
 
      
 
    “He knows already,” Hung said, elbowing Ed away. “Oh, yeah! Your demons came back! Flay and Nega found who they were looking for! Some dude who sold his soul to demons!” 
 
      
 
    “Behemoth covered Kharinza with a Veil of Distortion! Nobody can find us now!” 
 
      
 
    “The temple! The temple!” both shouted at once. “It’s built!” 
 
      
 
    “Venus is ready!” I smiled, remembering my friends’ coded message sent through Kerry. 
 
      
 
    “Ready is right,” Hung laughed. “But we didn’t have time to consecrate it, the shield fell!” 
 
      
 
    “And there’s bad news, Alex…” Ed said, frowning. “All the legates escaped from their traps and disappeared. I checked personally. Looks like they were waiting for the end of the Games…” 
 
      
 
    “In other words, get back here as soon as you can,” Hung said. “We need to talk about Malik…” 
 
      
 
    Stunned by the avalanche of news, I didn’t notice right away that the line cut off. 
 
      
 
    “Someone intercepted the signal,” Willy explained. 
 
      
 
    For ten minutes, I silently thought over what I’d heard. Out of the frying pan and into the fryer, as Uncle Nick used to say. Now that I’d solved one problem, I already had a queue of others, and I hadn’t even landed yet! 
 
      
 
    After racking my brains a while, I decided that this wasn’t the time. Right now, I needed to just tune out and enjoy my win at the Games, then concentrate on my studies; the citizenship tests were right around the corner! And talk to my parents, too, still at the lunar resort. 
 
      
 
    I called them to make sure they were alright. Dad had been glued to the holovisor, cheering me on. 
 
      
 
    “What’s going on with you and Destiny, son?” he asked, chuckling, but mom pushed him aside. 
 
      
 
    “Alex…” she started hesitatingly, then blurted out: “You’re going to have a brother or sister!” 
 
      
 
    The news blocked out everything else and finally finished me off. The one-child-per-family rule could be gotten around in two ways: with money, or with an age difference. After the citizenship tests, I would no longer be dependent on my parents, which would let them have a second child, born just at the right time… 
 
      
 
    Above the Atlantic Ocean, Hairo put the flyer in autopilot and climbed back to join us. We started talking and tucked in to some fast food the security officers had grabbed on the way. 
 
      
 
    “How are things with Renato Loyola?” Willy asked. “We saw you saying goodbye. Are you guys buddies now?” 
 
      
 
    “I remember that he’s from the Excos.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not what he means,” Hairo interjected. “Renato is a good guy, he’ll work with you. All the same, be careful. Colonel considers him unruly and too independent, but values him. That’s why he listens to him. If you can make friends with Excommunicado, then our Cartel problem will be a thing of the past.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” I answered. “How are things at home?” 
 
      
 
    “Not perfect, but nothing you need to know urgently,” Willy answered. “I met Malik and took him to Cali Bottom…” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “Because he has clan secrets!” Hairo barked. “We’ve cut him off from Dis for now. He’s in isolation. Alongside Trixie.” 
 
      
 
    “Best place for him!” I said, scowling. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t jump to conclusions…” Willy said, shaking his head and jabbing at his comm. “Listen…” 
 
      
 
    The cabin suddenly filled with sound from the speakers. Rustling, footsteps, the ring of crockery, voices. It sounded like a recording made in a restaurant. 
 
      
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
      
 
    “The night before the day I took Malik to the Games. He met with Melissa Schafer. Listen.” 
 
      
 
    Tissa spoke clearly: 
 
      
 
    “What do the boys think? About your plans, I mean. What are Alex’s plans? I mean, apart from all the ‘citizenship’ stuff he has going on…” 
 
      
 
    “The hell with Alex and his secrets. Let’s discuss our strategy for the Games!” 
 
      
 
    A rustle, then a barely audible whisper from Melissa: 
 
      
 
    “If Alex isn’t there, then let’s just stick together. Like in the good old days.” 
 
      
 
    “And if he shows up?” 
 
      
 
    “Then… Listen carefully, this is very important. Something happened after our meeting in the morning.” 
 
      
 
    “When I took you to big Dis?” Malik answered. “To the Blencatra Foothills?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Exhaustion killed me, but I didn’t resurrect in the Tristad graveyard…” Tissa’s voice got even quieter, and Willy turned the volume up to maximum. “…in the Mire!” 
 
      
 
    “In the Mire?” Malik echoed her. “Some kind of bug?” 
 
      
 
    “I thought so too, at first. But then I saw him…” 
 
      
 
    “The Sleeper…” Malik whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, it was Behemoth. He said that he’d chosen me out of the other priests, because only I could change… uh… long story short, the Sleeper saw all the possible timelines of the future, and in every one of them, Scyth loses the Demonic Games.” 
 
      
 
    “What about us?” 
 
      
 
    “We lose along with him…” the girl sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Bullshit. Are you sure you weren’t just imagining it?” 
 
      
 
    I was in agreement with Malik about that. Why would Behemoth meet with Tissa? As soon as I thought that, the girl answered: 
 
      
 
    “Behemoth told me you wouldn’t believe me. So he asked me to say this to you: Rapier of the Agile Duellist, Stealth Shank of Vitsichopotli…” 
 
      
 
    “Stealth Shank of Huitzilopochtli,” Malik answered her, his eyes widening. 
 
      
 
    “You know these names? The Sleeper said that in your heart of hearts, you still think of yourself as a thief, so you collect epic and legendary daggers, stealing them from the clan.” Tissa’s voice sounded harsh. Disdainful. “Here’s how it is, Malik. If you don’t do what Behemoth wants, then I’ll hand you over to the boys personally.” 
 
      
 
    After a long silence, my former friend asked in a shaky voice: 
 
      
 
    “What do I have to do?” 
 
      
 
    “There’s only one option that lets Alex win. The only way he has a chance is if we betray him…” 
 
      
 
    “What?!” Malik interrupted. 
 
      
 
    “We have to betray him. Believe me, I don’t like it one bit either!” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean betray him?” 
 
      
 
    “From the very first minute at the Games, we have to show that we’re out for ourselves. That we fell out with him, stopped talking to him, that we hate him — whatever it takes, they can think whatever they want as long as they believe us. There’ll be journalists there. We’ll tell them that Sheppard is a fame-blind piece of shit. That he abandoned us. That we dream about ways to get back at him at night.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know…” Malik said doubtfully. “It’s going to be a big shock for Alex to hear all that. He’s always helped us. Risked his status. Remember when he gave up his only legendary for that bet with Big Po? In the sandbox!” 
 
      
 
    “I do remember, but do you? Listen, whatever happens, we need to make it so that Alex believes. That’s why…” Tissa sighed heavily. “The whole way here, I thought about how to convince him… We’re going to announce that you and I are together! A couple!” 
 
      
 
    “Listen, that sounds great to me, of course…” the boy babbled. “But… Can you imagine what that’ll do to him? After all he’s done for us…” 
 
      
 
    “Without Alex, the Dementors would be nothing!” Melissa hissed. “You don’t have to tell me that! We would have hung around our district our whole lives, happy for any epic. By age twenty we might have hit level one hundred, and kept our low citizenship status by the skin of our teeth. That would be our whole lives.” 
 
      
 
    “We have to warn him. Or he’ll hate us forever… He’ll throw us out of the clan, out of the followers of the Sleeping Gods…” 
 
      
 
    “We can’t! Alex can’t know anything! It’ll change the future!” 
 
      
 
    “Why? How the hell does the Sleeper know all this?” 
 
      
 
    “The betrayal has to be real. I don’t know what this means, but Behemoth said that only then would someone called Quetzal feel sympathy and use something called an aegis.” 
 
      
 
    “No waaay… The Sleeper’s AI has gone mad. Well, whatever. I just hope Alex doesn’t kill us right away, hope he gets why we did it when we tell him…” 
 
      
 
    Tissa said nothing. I heard her take a sip, then she said sadly: 
 
      
 
    “Honestly, I didn’t really believe Behemoth myself. But you just repeated everything the Sleeper said you’d say. Word for word. That means the rest is true too.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Alex will never forgive us…” 
 
      
 
    Willy stopped the recording. 
 
      
 
    “That’s all the interesting parts,” he said, sitting back and studying my reaction carefully. 
 
      
 
    I sat with a stony face. If Tissa and Malik had started making excuses after the Demonic Games, I would have only laughed at them, but this… 
 
      
 
    “This recording was definitely made before the Games, not after?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right. You know, Alex, I wanted to show it to you before the Games, but it was like something stopped me. I didn’t even show it to Hairo… But when I saw Quetzal cast that Aegis on you with my own eyes…” Willy’s voice shook. “Alex… What in the hell is that Behemoth of yours?” 
 
      
 
    End of Book 7 
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