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 Chapter 1. Rebirth 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “IT’S TIME TO SETTLE our debts,” I growled. My mouth was dry. “I’m back, and that’s all that matters...” 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, you can’t show yourself right now,” said May’s level-headed voice, ruining the epicness and coolness of the moment of my return. 
 
      
 
    “Why?!” I objected, flying off deeper into the forest. I had to kill this bastard that kept sending vines at me. 
 
      
 
    “Let the heads of the Cities fight it out with the sperm whale. Look for yourself, see what’s happening. I sent it to your Elonka.” 
 
      
 
    I took my smartphone out of my inside pocket. It was bent, covered in patches of soot, with a cracked screen — but it was still working! Now THAT’S quality! 
 
      
 
    “Take out another Elonka, I’ll reconnect.” 
 
      
 
    I threw my smartphone back into my ring and took out a new one. I slowed down. Somewhere up ahead of me, the mysterious beastly bastard was squealing in the underbrush. Somewhere behind me, the battle was still raging, and everything around me was surrounded by crackling red flame. So... 
 
      
 
    I connected to the feed from the drones. 
 
      
 
    “Whoa.” 
 
      
 
    A battle on an unimaginable scale was taking place in the ocean. The sperm whale was truly a sight to behold. It was massive, half again as big as a large cargo airplane, and was surrounded by hundreds of water blades and jets. The front half of its body was lying on the shore, and all hell had broken loose around it. Even the African soldiers’ cars, parked quite a distance away, had taken damage. 
 
      
 
    “What a mess,” I said, shaking my head. 
 
      
 
    A whole torrent of fire was raining down on the sperm whale from above, as various fireflies, gunshots, and elemental arrows flashed out. The marine mutant’s body had been wrapped in black chains, preventing it from moving (insofar as that was possible), while a whole group of African soldiers and Demons was assembling on its back. The biggest of them — the bald mountain of a man — was standing on its head, methodically beating on the “floor” beneath his feet. 
 
      
 
    “If you get involved now, the sperm whale will get away. It’s being held down by Otino and one of the other leaders of the Cities — that guy with the mustache. Otino made some chains out of his black ink, and the guy with the mustache made them as strong as steel and imparted some kind of weakening effect to them. That’s why the whale can’t get away.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, they’re gonna be at it for a while, just trying to beat it to death like this,” I replied skeptically. Something heavy suddenly smacked into my Shield, and burnt up with a scream. I wasn’t paying attention, though; I was more worried about the battle. 
 
      
 
    “The whale’s body seems like it’s barely taken any damage at all, it still looks pretty lively,” I continued. “We can’t kill it; we need it alive to create the Demon. They’re not gonna manage it, May.” 
 
      
 
    “See that big guy?” 
 
      
 
    “The bald one, with the head like an egg?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I see him.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s got a gold class, and his level’s somewhere above 30.” 
 
      
 
    “Whoa,” I said, genuinely impressed. Then I suddenly felt glad — glad that I hadn’t rushed into battle to fight a bunch of low-level soldiers. 
 
      
 
    “As far as we know, he controls vibrations in some way. 
 
      
 
    In the video, the sperm whale suddenly started to shake, and then went into convulsions.” 
 
      
 
    “Look, I sent it to your phone — see that?” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, so how do I kill him?” 
 
      
 
    “Not sure.” 
 
      
 
    Oo-oof... Dammit, the problems were just coming one after the other. 
 
      
 
    “The mutants are winning over on the mainland front. Look.” 
 
      
 
    May switched over my feed to a new video. I could see the whole field burning, as if it had just been showered with napalm. Right now, the only thing keeping the African soldiers alive were the Dark leader with the ability to whip red-hot sand around, and the Demons from the other leader of one of the Cities. The corpses of mutants and humans lay intermingled in piles; the toad-man was screaming something, waving his arms around. 
 
      
 
    “Everybody has sensed that the Stone of Suppression disappeared. But the only one who’s panicking is that guy with the toad’s head, who controls the iron wasps. The others are maintaining. They realize that if they don’t manage to create this Demon, they’re all screwed.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s for sure,” I said, putting my Elonka back in my pocket. “Interesting. We’ll wait it out, for now. Let them take the sperm whale out first, then I can have my fun with them. What’s going on with you guys?” 
 
      
 
    I flew ahead, continuing to spread my Bloody Fog all around myself. 
 
      
 
    “Fen’s unconscious, but alive. In the Cities, the slaves have realized that the brands are gone, and they’ve started a rebellion. They opened the cages with the mutants, and they’ve armed themselves as much as they can. But you know yourself that the fascists have been growing stronger and stronger as these slaves have been working. The rebellion’s already been put down in three of the Cities. Very brutally. Battles are raging in five of the other Cities, but it seems like the end isn’t far off there, either. In two of them, though, the slaves are winning.” 
 
      
 
    “Whoa.” 
 
      
 
    “Those two are closer to the Arena than the others. It was their warriors who were first to respond to our invasion.” 
 
      
 
    I slowed down. My intuition was telling me that it’d be dangerous to fly any farther. 
 
      
 
    “May, what’s going on?” 
 
      
 
    “One sec... Agh, maybe don’t fly over there, okay?” 
 
      
 
    I stopped. 
 
      
 
    “It’s something big and gray, and slimy. It looks nasty. And dangerous. We’re gonna need to land a really powerful attack, like for example Anya’s Sorcerer’s Arrow.” 
 
      
 
    “Heh,” I snickered, creeping a little closer until soon, through a curtain of trees, I could see things for myself. Elongated, ashen-colored, and slippery. From beneath it grew hundreds, maybe thousands, of vines, which were crawling out through the whole forest. I looked closer: 
 
      
 
    Vine Mother: Mutant. 
 
      
 
    Level 30. 
 
      
 
    *Kya-aa-aa-oogh!* 
 
      
 
    The Vine Mother roared, and I saw several dozen disgusting-looking gray clots fly out of her body. 
 
      
 
    I flew away a little further. Level 30. So she’d have a Special Skill. God dammit... 
 
      
 
    Trying not to leave the forest, I flew as far away from the Vine Mother as I could. Along the way, I took out all her slippery airborne clots and vines, which were still constantly trying to hit me. But they didn’t have much to offer in terms of resistance; actually, these plants seemed particularly susceptible to my bloody fire. 
 
      
 
    “What’s going on?” I stopped, looking around for the nearest tree, and then flew over to land at its base. 
 
      
 
    “Our people took out all the African troops who came to the Arena. A lot of them went back to their own Cities because of the rebellions, so it’s quiet there right now. We’re looking for a location for a new City.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” I mumbled, pulling a comfortable armchair out of my ring and plopping down into it with a sigh of relief. “How are things in Sangis?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s all bad, Andrew.” 
 
      
 
    “Go on,” I said, feeling tense. 
 
      
 
    “Well, for one, everybody found out about your disappearance. Two, Doppel killed everybody in one of the cities to the north, on the border with the Tomsk UR. We still haven’t managed to catch him. Three, the Union of Cities, New Russia, and the Jail have all joined forces against us. We’ve reinforced our positions as well as we can, but I don’t think we’re gonna last long against a combined attack. Four, the Rain Lord has betrayed Sangis and let some strangers into Mariapolis. And five, the zombies from China are getting close. Soon, your dad’s City is going to have to fight them.” 
 
      
 
    I was floored, to be honest. So floored that at one point, I suddenly realized my mouth was hanging open in shock. 
 
      
 
    “Uh...” 
 
      
 
    “But there’s some good news, too. Right now, racial conflicts are springing up inside New Russia all the time, such that a full-on civil war could break out there at any moment. Theo’s doing his best to bring that about.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh...” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I forgot. That undead girl, the one you decided not to kill because it would’ve been too costly — she’s founded a new city of zombies to our south.” 
 
      
 
    I cleared my throat. I mean... What the hell?! 
 
      
 
    “Ah, and also.” 
 
      
 
    I froze. Good Lord, there was more?! 
 
      
 
    “The humans and the zombies headed by Lenin in Moscow have concluded a peace treaty.” 
 
      
 
    “Whe-ew...” I sighed. Internally, I sympathized with the girls. I couldn’t even imagine what it must have been like to deal with all that and be looking for me at the same time... 
 
      
 
    “We’ve missed you a lot, Andrew,” added May, as if reading my mind. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said; I could feel a lump rising in my throat. Dammit. I had abandoned them, and meanwhile... 
 
      
 
    “It’s not your fault. Let’s move on. What do we do now?” I heard a palpable note of relief in May’s voice when she asked the question. When thousands — tens of thousands — of people’s lives depend on it, it’s really difficult to take responsibility and lead people. 
 
      
 
    “The idea of founding a City is a good one,” I nodded pensively. “Try to pick a secluded geographical location, one that won’t be very easy to keep tabs on. And the next step — get all the slaves from these Cities and have them join us.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it. And then...” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll rob all these fascist bastards blind,” I smiled. I understood perfectly well that May had already been planning to do these things herself. And she’d have done so, if I hadn’t reappeared or some other complication had come up. But still — it was so nice to be a leader again instead of a slave... 
 
      
 
    *BOOM!* 
 
      
 
    An explosion erupted in the distance. 
 
      
 
    “The zebras have flown in,” said May, her voice sounding strange. Now this, I was curious to see. I reached down for my Elonka and winced; my side hadn’t fully healed yet. I took out my smartphone. So, what was going on... 
 
      
 
    The zebras had indeed flown in. Although these weird, striped monsters with tusks jutting out of their mouths had precious little in common with the familiar, harmless herbivores. But they’d flown in... on pelicans! Huge pelicans! 
 
      
 
    “Zebras,” I muttered. “On pelicans. God, what a bunch of nonsense... 
 
      
 
    “Their Clans are in alliance. Don’t underestimate the mutants’ intelligence, Andrew. What are you going to do?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head vigorously. 
 
      
 
    “We wait. Soon, these leaders are going to stop holding back, and they’re gonna move all their reserves into the game. After that, we’ll get them.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve just got the word that things have finally exploded in New Russia. Theo’s done his work well. He brought his granddaughter Invisible Girl into the operation.” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent,” I said; for the time being, I wasn’t really paying attention to the details of what was going on, so I didn’t quite comprehend the scale of everything that was happening. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure Fen’s okay? What happened to him?” 
 
      
 
    “He overexerted himself. You’ll see yourself.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s up with the Stone?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s been teleported to the roof of the Tower. I made a little space up there to keep it hidden.” 
 
      
 
    “Awesome... How are the squirrels?” 
 
      
 
    “The forest has grown like crazy, part of it has crept up onto the ridge. There are a ton of squirrels — really, a ton. They’re always coming into Sangis, playing with the kids. The walls don’t mess with them.” 
 
      
 
    I listened to May’s report, and recalled my home. Yes, home. My home. I was feeling downright nostalgic. 
 
      
 
    “... Only thing is that your ban on people visiting Sangis has really put a damper on activity inside the City. And also, while you’ve been gone, nobody else has been able to promote people from the Outer Circle of the Clan into the Middle Circle, which has led to a lot of dissatisfaction...” 
 
      
 
    From warm, fuzzy stories about my home, May had now moved on to the problems. And the more she talked, the more my frown deepened. The court system, the economy, the army, intelligence, raid regulation, the water-supply system and plumbing, the problems with food and ammo... 
 
      
 
    “Okay. I can’t handle this right now,” I stopped her. “Whatever we need, we’ll steal from these Cities in Africa. They’ve got a ton of resources. Especially cores. Can you imagine how many cores they must have? There’s nothing but high-level mutants around here. I mean, they’ve had to dedicate whole buildings for use as safes!” 
 
      
 
    “I knew things would resolve easily once you got back...” 
 
      
 
    While May and I were chatting merrily away, the situation on the battlefield began to change. Through my Elonka, I watched attentively as the zebras jumped down onto the battlefield, and things got really bad for the humans. At one point, one of the zebras shot some kind of white-and-black blade out and lopped the head off the toad-man. 
 
      
 
    “One down,” I noted. 
 
      
 
    “It’s interesting to think that if the Stone of Suppression was still in its former place, there’d be only nine owners now. And each of them would have stronger brands.” 
 
      
 
    “Stronger how?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll send you Shooter’s report. Read it. Carefully.” 
 
      
 
    My Elonka pinged — a message. I ran my eyes across the text quickly. Hm... food for thought. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe that’s what they’d been counting on?” I suggested after some thought. “They can’t fight amongst themselves, because then they’d all lose. But like this, in a war with the mutants, why not?” 
 
      
 
    “Law of the jungle.” 
 
      
 
    “Yep. This way, whoever survived would end up getting the Cities of those who died, and there’d be fewer owners of the Stone of Suppression, and all of their brands would get stronger. And that’s not even considering that Leviathan.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. By not fighting against each other, these fascist rulers in Africa would have kept on getting stronger and stronger.” 
 
      
 
    “But we derailed their plans,” I said with a malicious snicker. “Now, they’re just getting weaker and dying. Which is what they deserve. Assholes.” 
 
      
 
    “Hm. What’s that?” 
 
      
 
    We watched on the screen as several of the zebras and pelicans started falling to the ground and going into convulsions. And there were other ones who just dropped dead, blood trickling out of their mouths. 
 
      
 
    “That’s two of the other leaders joining the fight — the girl who poisons things with her invisible poison, and the old lady with the weird threads. They use them to pierce into the body of a victim and destroy vital organs.” 
 
      
 
    I winced. That was dangerous. Very much so, in fact. 
 
      
 
    “They were helping in the battle with the sperm whale. But apparently their powers weren’t too much of a concern for the monster. 
 
      
 
    “Humans are regaining the upper hand here,” I noted. 
 
      
 
    The number of antelope had decreased significantly. And the zebras and pelicans were dropping one after the other. 
 
      
 
    “We need to even the odds here,” I decided. “Could I get close to one of these two women?” 
 
      
 
    “It’d be dangerous. They’re hidden, and they’re moving stealthily, defended by their generals.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m a slave, who’s only needed for creating the Leviathan. They won’t touch me. If they try, I’ll use Leap and get the hell out of there.” 
 
      
 
    “Whatever you say.” She highlighted the position of both women on my map. “I suggest you kill the young woman first; I think that that poison’s probably more dangerous than the threads for you.” 
 
      
 
    I agreed. The blood in my body was totally under my control. And if some kind of foreign body were to enter it, I’d notice immediately. 
 
      
 
    “By the way, they’ve lost less people than anyone else. At first, they were in the vanguard, but when things got hot, they took cover and now they aren’t showing themselves.” Rat bastards. 
 
      
 
    With a sigh, I stood up, put my chair away, and trudged off toward the battle. I sprayed a little bit of blood on myself, and put on a sort of lost, bewildered look. I had to hide my Blood Armor. It was hard to do, since I hated to be unprotected, especially when I’d only just gotten my protection back in the first place. It was with even more reluctance that I put my arm away. Dammit. Well, no pain, no gain, as they say. I tried, for the time being, not to think about getting revenge on the asswipe who’d stabbed me. That could come later. All in good time. I adjusted my helmet so as to hide the fact that my brand had almost vanished. 
 
      
 
    Stumbling along, avoiding the wounded, screaming soldiers on the ground as well as the antelope, zebras, and birds of some sort, I slowly walked over to where the cars were parked. They’d deliberately been parked in a little depression in the ground, so as to avoid any excess attention. And hidden among these cars was my target. 
 
      
 
    Soon, the hottest part of the battle had ended. Mainly, the other humans were protecting the heads of the Cities who were off beating the shit out of the sperm whale. And so, naturally enough, that was also where a lot of mutants were gravitating. The cars, however, were parked off to one side; nobody needed them at the moment. Still, though — there were plenty of corpses here, too, both humans and mutants. I noticed a patrolman. 
 
      
 
    “Water!” I croaked in English, holding my hand out to him. 
 
      
 
    “Wiet!” The surprised guard exclaimed. He was holding a strange-shaped warhammer, one of whose ends was sort of elliptical. 
 
      
 
    “Water!” I repeated in English. 
 
      
 
    The guard sneered disdainfully, then raised his hammer. What an asshole. Shit, I thought — am I going to have to kill him right here and now? 
 
      
 
    “Kobe!” someone shouted from behind the patrolman, causing him to freeze. Another guard ran over to us. He was holding a smartphone in his hands and saying something into it. Then he shouted something at the hammer-wielding guard, and the two men grabbed me and dragged me off into the ring of cars. Excellent. They recognized me. 
 
      
 
    And I found myself “escorted” to their base. Past a few military checkpoints, weaving through the cars. This poison lady had hidden herself away pretty well. She herself had taken shelter in the chassis of a huge transport truck. I glanced in quickly and saw a ton of screens set up inside. 
 
      
 
    “They picked these camera angles well. The whole battlefield is up there,” said May, offering her expert opinion. 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t admitted inside. They just showed me the woman, who, by the way, was really good-looking. Very cute. How had she ended up in the same group as all these old farts? 
 
      
 
    Maybe she was somebody’s daughter, or granddaughter? Everything was so mysterious. 
 
      
 
    This thought almost made me let out a chuckle. 
 
      
 
    Finally, the woman gave some sort of an order and waved her hand. She looked really, really tired. Dark circles under her eyes, pale, skin glistening with sweat. 
 
      
 
    My escorts led me behind the corner of one of the other cars, farther away from the woman. Most likely, they were taking me somewhere safe. Which only made sense — they needed me. But then... One of them pointed his gun at me and pulled the trigger. 
 
      
 
    Leap! 
 
      
 
    I teleported to the side and, using a long, thin line of blood, I sliced both men’s heads off. I mean... What the hell?! 
 
      
 
    “Andrew I get it now,” said May, her voice tense again. “I just heard it while I was eavesdropping on them. They’ve got their own silver Demonologist; they were planning to replace you.” 
 
      
 
    “That bitch...” I was mad. They’d almost killed me! 
 
      
 
    Screams erupted from the direction of the main base. 
 
      
 
    Demonic Armor! Bloody Fog! Bloody Aura! A mental command, and a dozen warriors dropped dead. Nine more were left, the higher-level ones. I took my Blood Revolver out of my ring. I shot. The man nearest to me took a Blood Beam to the forehead, right through one of the cars. I may not have been able to see them, but I could sense them. 
 
      
 
    I was smiling. This was where I felt most at home. 
 
      
 
    Bloody Explosion! 
 
      
 
    Immediately, a trio who’d unwittingly found themselves surrounded by Bloody Fog were killed. Five left. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, there’s a Hearer behind that gray jeep, kill him ASAP. Then there’s a Shooter behind the orange truck.” 
 
      
 
    That was all I needed. The fog crept over to them, and my Blood Greyhounds leapt out of it. How I’d missed them! Two sickening screams erupted, and two more men died. Three left — the poison lady and her generals. And they were all inside the truck. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, they warned their people. One of them is a Scanner, he can see everything around him. They haven’t found you yet, since you haven’t moved. The second one has a “shield” ability. All three of them are inside some weird sphere. It’s glass, and it vibrates.” 
 
      
 
    “How does the Scanner’s ability work?” I asked calmly, not moving from where I was crouching. 
 
      
 
    “Not sure. Definitely through his eyes. Most likely, he can detect life and movement. Maybe he can see things from above, too. Not sure.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe I’ll try to blow them up?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. I’ll get in touch with Anya...” 
 
      
 
    I took a little metal box out of my ring. Inside lay six little, signed cases. These little gifts had been passed along to me by a drone when Eyes had come to visit Otino’s City. 
 
      
 
    I took one of the cases, bearing the number 6, and put the rest back into concealment. Their time still hadn’t come. 
 
      
 
    “I’m here,” Anya chimed in. “Andrew, I’m ready.” 
 
      
 
    I opened the case. Some little cars were inside. Ten, altogether. I sat down carefully and started to take them out, one after the other. Almost without making a sound, the cars started moving forward and driving toward the truck containing the poisonous woman. 
 
      
 
    “They haven’t noticed, for now,” reported May. 
 
      
 
    “Good,” I whispered, taking out a few more cars. When all ten had rolled off, I hid the empty case in my ring and slowly stood up. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you need all ten? You could use less, they’re pretty strong,” May asked, sounding doubtful. 
 
      
 
    “Underestimating them would be dangerous,” I shook my head. 
 
      
 
    “I’m starting to enlarge the tech,” Anya warned. “Andrew, I suggest you get out of the way of these cars. They’re gas vehicles, they might explode.” She didn’t sound too certain as she said that last sentence. 
 
      
 
    “I’m far enough. It’s fine.” 
 
      
 
    Shield! Another Shield! And then time to grow some crystals on my Blood Armor. Okay, I thought — NOW I’m fine. 
 
      
 
    “Ready.” 
 
      
 
    “Go!” 
 
      
 
    *BOOM!* 
 
      
 
    I flew back into a car, smashing almost all the way through it. That was some incredible power! Almost all my Shields had disintegrated. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m fine,” I croaked, using blood tentacles to pull myself out of the newly-made hole. 
 
      
 
    “They’re still alive!” May exclaimed with surprise. “The Scanner got blown to pieces, but the other guy’s shield held up! What kind of toughness does that thing have?!” 
 
      
 
    I flew forward. I hadn’t fully come to my senses after the explosion, but I couldn’t afford to slow down now. All the cars around had been blown to pieces. Fire roared throughout the lines of cars. At the epicenter of the explosion, there was now a big funnel-shaped crater. 
 
      
 
    “What did you put into those cars?” I croaked. 
 
      
 
    “Explosives,” answered Anya sheepishly. “Zlata ran some experiments on them.” 
 
      
 
    Two people were standing at the bottom of the crater. Black with soot, and thoroughly stunned. 
 
      
 
    “Time to say goodbye,” I said, waving my hand and sending a wave of blood into the crater. The poisonous woman and the shield-man didn’t even have time to grasp what was happening before they found themselves immersed in a sea of blood. 
 
      
 
    Bloody Explosion! 
 
      
 
    Level received +1 
 
      
 
    Heh. That was that. The spherical shield didn’t withstand the second explosion. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, the sperm whale has finally been subdued. The heads of the Cities are furious, some of them are running toward you. The mutants are retreating.” 
 
      
 
    “Well,” I said, taking the steel box out of the ring and opening it. Five cases. 
 
      
 
    “Killer cars,” I read off the label, opening the first case and laying all the cars inside onto the ground. “Killer dolls,” read the second case. “These are—“ 
 
      
 
    “Dragoon dolls. They sit in the cars in case #4.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it,” I said, laying everything out. 
 
      
 
    “And the last one is full of killer drones,” I said with a satisfied smile. 
 
      
 
    “All of this has been modified by the Blood Mechanic,” May bragged. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I guess it’s time to have some fun,” I said, hiding the empty box back in my ring with a vicious smile. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 2. Dangerous Toys 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I WATCHED AS ALL THE TECH in front of me sped off in various directions and increased in size right before my eyes. The drones were first to move beyond my field of vision, shooting up into the clouds. The dolls still weren’t reacting in any way. They looked pretty intimidating: humanoid figures, made of iron, with cannons on their hands. There were two types — ones with normal legs, and ones with spiky treads instead of legs. 
 
      
 
    “There’s a delayed-action effect on these toys,” explained Anya. “As soon as you took the cars and toys out of the ring, the time started to count down. In exactly two minutes, the dolls will start to get bigger, and in another minute, they’ll come to life. The fighting tech will keep them safe...” 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, Anya’s voice sounded very far away. I got dizzy. I staggered and almost fell. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew? What’s going on?” 
 
      
 
    My first thought — the asshole had poisoned me. I quickly checked my notifications, which I’d brushed hurriedly to the side when I’d gotten my level. 
 
      
 
    Level received +1 
 
      
 
    Two attribute points received. 
 
      
 
    Skill sphere (exclusive) received. Would you like to use it now? (Yes/No) 
 
      
 
    Attention! Your regeneration has reached 50! Wound-healing effects have increased markedly. 
 
      
 
    You’ve received a Bonus Skill: Healing 
 
      
 
    Healing 
 
      
 
    Passive Skill 
 
      
 
    Once every ten days, your body regenerates completely. 
 
      
 
    Conditions: you must be alive. 
 
      
 
    Dammit. Such bad timing! I’d specifically avoided investing any attribute points - 
 
      
 
    “Andrew!” 
 
      
 
    “My regeneration has hit 50,” I said quickly, sitting down on the ground. And then I realized what was happening: “This is because of my class skill. I leveled up, I’m at 32 now, so my regen, spirit, and endurance all gained a point.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s the effect?” 
 
      
 
    “A passive skill that totally regenerates my body once every ten days...” 
 
      
 
    My head started spinning even faster. I felt a pain in my left shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Why is it passive?” Anya snapped nervously. “That doesn’t make sense.” 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, sit in the car. Some African soldiers are coming toward you!” 
 
      
 
    *Dr-rr!* 
 
      
 
    A metal jeep with a spiky bumper drove up to me. With difficulty, leaning against its shiny side, I stepped up. The door opened on its own, and I plopped down into it. And immediately felt nauseous. At the very edge of my consciousness, I heard shots and screams. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, they’re here, I’m launching the fighting tech at them...” 
 
      
 
    May’s voice sounded warped, somehow compressed. It sounded weird. I mumbled something back. My car moved from where it stood; my head started spinning even more, and I felt nauseous again. Shit... It felt like I’d just taken a bunch of opioids! Although at the same time, my shoulder was on fire. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, the heads of the Cities have joined the battle with the mutants and are forcing them back. I’m gonna try to trick them into running into the Vine Mother.” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t respond. Dammit, this was frustrating. So what now — just abandon everything and leave? The car turned sharply, causing me to smack my head against the front seat. Shit. 
 
      
 
    “The dolls have come to life and enlarged. I’m launching them into the battle on the side of the mutants,” May continued reporting. “You’re hidden from the Africans, so I’m gonna leave the car here. You can relax for now. You’re being protected, don’t be afraid. 
 
      
 
    “Mm...” Darkness settled over my eyes. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    May wiped her eyes, which were red from a serious lack of sleep. 
 
      
 
    “Man, what bad timing for all of this to happen,” she grumbled. She looked at the screen. On it, an unconscious Andrew lay motionless in the back seat of the car. Although if you looked closely, you could see the stump of his left arm moving ever so slightly! 
 
      
 
    “But he’ll wake up fully healed,” smiled Anya, sitting next to May. In front of the girls stood some screens, on which the battlefield was being projected from a whole bunch of different angles. And just then, in what used to be the parking area, a brutal battle between humans and machines was underway. The quality of the cars and dolls that Andrew had been carrying differed completely from that of the ones Sangis had sent out during the war with the zombie horde. The Analytics department had outlined the optimal designs, Mechanic and his team had worked through every detail, and people with special abilities had augmented them. 
 
      
 
    “Right now would be the perfect time to attack the heads of the Cities,” sighed May regretfully. “Look — the big guy with the vibration powers is just resting there after using his Special Skill. Otino’s not going into battle either, and neither is the guy with the mustache. They’re bringing the sperm whale’s body up onto the shore.” 
 
      
 
    The Analyst nodded at the screen. When the poisonous lady’s shelter had been rocked by the explosion, and immediately after that her warriors had started to die rapidly, one after another, the big muscly man suddenly abandoned any idea of moderation. He emitted a flash of yellow light, and his next blow took out the sperm whale. May and Anya figured that he’d hit level 30. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” said Anya with a rueful nod. “If Andrew had attacked in concert with the tech, the Africans would’ve taken a lot more damage...” 
 
      
 
    “They dragged the sperm whale out. Right now, Otino’s gonna be drawing the pentagram,” frowned May. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, the battle continued to rage. Huge fifteen-foot-tall killer dolls were chopping up both people and aggressive mutants with machine-gun fire. The dragoon dolls sat in their cars, roasting everything around them with powerful flamethrowers. Killer drones hung in the air, trying to take out any flying warriors among the Africans. And sure enough, ten of the drones together managed to lure one of the heads of the Cities out to follow them — the fiery old lady. The woman seemed to be in a state of ecstasy as she knocked out the flying machines, and didn’t seem to be aware that she was moving farther and farther into the forest, farther and farther away from her people. And when the last drone exploded, she found herself not far from the Vine Mother. 
 
      
 
    Hundreds of vines and dozens of the strange, disgusting clots roared up into the sky, and May sighed: 
 
      
 
    “It worked.” 
 
      
 
    A message popped up on the screen from the Analytics Department: 
 
      
 
    “50% of tech and dolls destroyed.” 
 
      
 
    “That was fast...” 
 
      
 
    The door slammed open, and Alisa walked into the office. 
 
      
 
    “Ladies, the zombies from China will be at First TOMORROW!” 
 
      
 
    Lera’s voice buzzed into Anya and May’s ears: 
 
      
 
    “The Jail and the Union have moved out. A motorized column is moving toward Red Angel City. Military tech is also there. Begin Operation Shield?” 
 
      
 
    Anya and May exchanged a glance. Fear flashed in their eyes. This was no joke — their neighbors were really intending to annihilate them. 
 
      
 
    “Begin,” said Anya with a murderous tone of voice. “They’ll rue the day.” 
 
      
 
    Another message popped up on screen: 
 
      
 
    “80% of tech and dolls destroyed. Drones gone.” 
 
      
 
    “One god damned attribute point kept us from using these dolls and the tech to their full potential,” concluded May sadly. “They killed a lot of the warriors, but none of the heads of the Cities...” 
 
      
 
    “What’s up with the mutants’ island?” Anya inquired. “Did the gorilla respond?” 
 
      
 
    “Not yet,” May frowned. After several discussions with the talking apes, she’d actually incurred some psychological trauma. Her nights were filled with nightmares, in which she was locked in a room, trying to talk to the gorilla. Year after year after year... 
 
      
 
    “Look!” Alisa yelled. 
 
      
 
    May immediately turned her attention to the screen in front of her friend. On it, the fiery woman was trying to leave the forest. Vines and clots were flying at her from all sides, burning up in the flames. But that wasn’t what had caught Alisa’s eye — the Vine Mother had suddenly flashed yellow. 
 
      
 
    *BOOM!* 
 
      
 
    With a loud squirt, a jet of vile, viscous liquid shot out of the thing’s main body toward the old woman. Her fiery defense was brushed aside as though it hadn’t even existed. The sky was split by a sickening scream, as the fire became unstable, then vanished. The lines immediately wrapped themselves around the burnt woman and pulled her toward the Vine Mother’s main body. Drops began to fall earthward, burning through the leaves with a hiss. 
 
      
 
    The dark old man who controlled the cloud of fireflies had torn off toward the forest, trying to save the woman. 
 
      
 
    “Too late,” said Alisa with feigned sadness. “The Special Skill’s light is still shining. The beast can still attack.” 
 
      
 
    When the old man had moved a little deeper into the forest, the Vine Mother shot out one more disgusting squirt. The old man had to retreat; as he did so, though, the fireflies whirled around in the air in front of him, creating several translucent layers of light as protection. 
 
      
 
    “The old guy’s strong,” said May, pursing her lips. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, those fireflies have a lot of applications...” Anya concurred. 
 
      
 
    “The old lady’s dead,” Alisa noted. 
 
      
 
    “One more down. Seven leaders left. Although that’s a little more than we were planning on...” 
 
      
 
    “Aa-aa-aa-aagh!” 
 
      
 
    A blood-curdling scream suddenly burst out, and all the girls jumped in surprise. As if synchronized, they all turned to look at the screen showing Andrew. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    After waking up, I felt a weird burning sensation in my left arm. I was still lying there, in the back seat of the car. I sat up, looked down at my shoulder, and screamed: 
 
      
 
    “Aa-aa-aa-aagh!” 
 
      
 
    Then I immediately stopped. That wasn’t a leaderlike OR helpful. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew?” May’s voice brought me back to my senses. 
 
      
 
    “My arm grew back!” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. We noticed.” 
 
      
 
    “But why is it so... well, weird?” 
 
      
 
    I wiggled my very little, very thin fingers. The arm itself was also thin, like a little twig; it was also covered in streaks of some sort, and was all wrinkly. And it wasn’t really doing things when I tried to use it. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, you’re growing a new arm. Did you think it’d just instantly grow back and be the same as the right one?” 
 
      
 
    “That makes sense,” I mumbled, activating my class skill. Immediately, I noticed that I felt absolutely wonderful. No pain in my side from the knife wound, the burns were gone, my broken nose had healed, and my knocked-out teeth had grown back. Even the old scars from my childhood, like the one I got from a rabid hedgehog, had healed up. And not only that. Smell, hearing, vision. All were better than before. It had become easier to move, and my head felt clear and... well, free. It was a very unusual feeling. 
 
      
 
    “Situation update,” I ordered, covering my new, weak little extremity with blood and crystallizing it from the outside. I moved it. Seemed fine. 
 
      
 
    “The tech and the dolls are all gone. The enemy’s suffered some considerable losses too: most of their rank-and-file are dead, along with four generals and the head of one of the Cities — that flying woman, the Fire Lord. They took out the sperm whale onto the shore. Right now, Otino’s drawing a pentagram. The big bastard has used his Special Skill, as has the Vine Mother.” 
 
      
 
    “So we lost?” I gritted my teeth. God dammit. What a bunch of bullshit... 
 
      
 
    “We’re waiting to hear back from the mutants’ island. It could all change... In any case, we’ve got the Stone of Suppression and managed to establish an entrance into Africa, with all its resources and mutants. You can’t call that a defeat.” 
 
      
 
    I flew off into the air, and the car in which I’d been sitting took off to take care of some business (important stuff, no doubt). It was starting to get light out. I didn’t know exactly how long I’d been out for, but it had definitely been more than just an hour. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew. You need to go join our group. You have to be the one to found the City. And then you can come back. We need you.” 
 
      
 
    “Mm-hm,” I said, rising higher into the air and looking out toward the ocean. From here, the huge, inert body of the gigantic sperm whale was easily visible. 
 
      
 
    “The forces from the Jail and the Union of Cities have moved out,” May continued. “We’re gonna be able to hold them back for a little while, but when the strongest of their Dark come out... Well, we won’t manage without you and Fen. And we don’t even know about Fen’s condition at this point, he’s still unconscious.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it,” I said, continuing to scan the sky. Could this really be it? Was I just going to have to abandon the huge sperm whale and leave? Was I going to turn something like that over to these psychopaths? Suddenly, a thought flashed through my head: 
 
      
 
    “What’s up with Alayo?” I asked. And suddenly, I felt ashamed. Amidst the return of my skills, killing that poisonous lady, losing consciousness, and regrowing my arm, I’d forgotten all about the girl. The girl who, it might be fair to say, I’d tricked into falling in love with me... 
 
      
 
    “I’ll look for her now,” replied May, also sounding guilty. She’d also forgotten about the girl... “She’s with Otino’s people.” 
 
      
 
    “So what should I do?” I asked, addressing the question more to myself than to our Analyst. 
 
      
 
    “I think she’s being watched,” said May, sounding dubious. “Maybe they’re using her as bait for you?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe...” 
 
      
 
    “They aren’t hurting her, at least for now. They’ve lost a lot of people as it is. Killing people just because would be pretty stupid. The more logical move would be to leave her as bait for you. We can save her later, though, once we’ve secured a foothold in Africa. Fly away, Andrew. There’s no point throwing yourself into battle if you can’t win. The big guy’s Special Skill might have recharged already, and that’s dangerous.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it,” I sighed. 
 
      
 
    Well, what can you do? It was time to get out of here, to find my people. I turned away from the ocean and flew off deeper into the mainland, picking up speed gradually as I did so. I ran into a lot of mutants along the way, but thanks to my powerful aura they opted not to attack; their levels were too low. When the sound of the battle had faded away, and the shore was quite a ways behind me, May suddenly yelled: 
 
      
 
    “They’re in! Andrew, the mutants on the island are with us! Go back!” 
 
      
 
    “Ye-ea-ahh...” I growled, feeling a savage happiness inside. I’d picked up a lot of speed, so I turned around in a wide arc and flew back. 
 
      
 
    “Our squirrels managed to hit level 30. They’ve actually turned into badasses on the island,” said May happily. “And under the influence of the Stone of Reasoning they can now talk and think perfectly clearly.” 
 
      
 
    “So what did you promise the island?” I belatedly remembered to ask. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing. They had a choice: either back us, or back the African fascists. But the fascists are nearby, and the lions are a direct threat to them, as they are to the island. It’s a better move to bring us in on their side.” 
 
      
 
    “Why did you decide to conclude a deal with them anyway?” I sped up. 
 
      
 
    “Not sure. I sent them a video of us in battle, maybe that played a key role.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you have a connection with them right now?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “Have them attack from the ocean side. Don’t have them teleport to the mainland using their portal. The sperm whale has been subdued, and as far as I understood that was the strongest mutant in the waters nearby. And it was also allied to the lions. Yellow Death came riding it that one time when he attacked the island.” 
 
      
 
    “I passed your message along to them. But they already decided to attack from the ocean anyway. They’ve got a huge turtle.” 
 
      
 
    “I remember. Tell them that the first task is to get that sperm whale’s body.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled. So the couple days I spent on that godforsaken island, and the help I’d given to the mutants, had paid off. And Friday and the Flying Squirrel were badasses now. Awesome! 
 
      
 
    I finally made it to the shore, where I found the battle already in full swing. Man, they were fast. So many familiar mutants! The orangutan, the macaque, the snake, the parrot, the mongoose, and the turtle. And Friday. The mutants were fighting the heads of the Cities and their generals, and doing well! 
 
      
 
    “The old lady with the threads is dead,” May joyfully proclaimed. “The Flying Squirrel used her Special Skill.” 
 
      
 
    “Six to go,” I sneered as I raced down to help Friday and the macaque. They were fighting side by side against Otino and his Demons. Other generals were in the fight, too — the stern-looking woman and Elephant. The black, three-tailed squirrel was flying around inside some weird-looking black cloud. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me about their abilities,” I requested as I activated Bloody Fog and sent it flowing in a thin, unnoticeable stream toward my enemies. Inside, I’d hidden some Blood Daggers. 
 
      
 
    “The black squirrel is equivalent to a human Lord of Darkness. Not sure on the Special Skill. Her attacks are connected with shadows and some kind of weird black substance. Not researched yet. And the Flying Squirrel is unbelievably fast, and poisonous. Her Special Skill gives her the ability to do small jumps between points in space, kind of like your Leapexcept without the recharge requirement.” 
 
      
 
    While May was talking, I got spotted. But it was too late. 
 
      
 
    *WHOOSH!* 
 
      
 
    The apparently inoffensive reddish haze erupted into a flurry of red blades that immediately launched themselves at all the Demons and the African soldiers. After that... Bloody Explosion! 
 
      
 
    *BOOM!* 
 
      
 
    A peal of thunder shook the earth. But I didn’t get distracted for a second. Otino was blocking the blades with a black shield, and the strongest of his Demons had managed to dodge my attack. Elephant and the old lady had been killed; my attack had simply been too unexpected. 
 
      
 
    “Ya-aa-aayy...” Otino groaned, looking at me. His eyes were alight with genuine hatred. I winked at him, took my Blood Revolver out, charged it up to the max, and fired it at the scariest-looking of his Demons: a ten-foot-tall giant with a scythe in its hands, dressed in a black, hooded robe. The Demon managed to block the shot with its weapon, and a crack echoed out. My Blood Beam had broken his scythe in half. And the macaque, who’d previously been held off by Elephant and the winged black lynx, now took full advantage. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, they took Alayo hostage and they’re bringing her to Otino!” May informed me anxiously. 
 
      
 
    Shit. I turned away, and thereby missed the sight of the macaque ripping the head off the wounded Demon. 
 
      
 
    “Steff!” Otino barked, then whipped his black steel spheres. The macaque didn’t have time to dodge, and I heard a terrifying crunch of bone breaking. One ball had caved in her chest, the second had crushed her head; it looked like the mutant had been hit by a train. The ape flew up into the air, spinning around like a rag doll, and fell to the earth. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t let even this distract me. The macaque would survive; she was practically immortal, the hairy thing. I sent a wave of fog rolling toward Otino, and shot at him a few more times, but his shield held. Hm. I grabbed a Bloody Blade in each hand. In the distance, I noticed some flashes of purple light as the Flying Squirrel let rip with her Special Skill. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, we need a little more time, the mutants are winning. But that big guy is holding off just about everybody single-handedly! Those weird vibrations of his weaken things a lot, and they deal some kind of internal damage. The old man with the light is fighting the mongoose. And the sand guy’s fighting the orangutan.” 
 
      
 
    “Copy.” 
 
      
 
    I rushed toward Otino, not taking my eyes off him. 
 
      
 
    “Di-ii-ie meissie steff!” He roared. “As ek ste-eff.” 
 
      
 
    “What the hell is he saying?” 
 
      
 
    In my peripheral vision, I saw Friday erupt into a flash of yellow light. Beams were shooting in all directions from inside her black cloud, killing a couple soldiers and Demons. She blew one of Otino’s legs and one of his arms off; he screamed, and spat out a pile of blood. 
 
      
 
    Leap! Suddenly, I was behind the old man. I managed to catch the fact that black veins were bulging all over Otino’s body, and that no blood was blowing from his severed limbs. 
 
      
 
    Thwack! 
 
      
 
    The Demonologist’s head flew up off his shoulders. 
 
      
 
    For some reason, amidst all the cacophony around me, my ears were drawn to the sound of a single gunshot and a scream. 
 
      
 
    “He said,” May whispered, her voice weak, “that Alayo would die if he did.” 
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    I RACED TOWARD THE SOUND of the shot, ignoring everything else. I sent a wave of Bloody Fog rippling out in front of me, looking around for Alayo on the ground. There she was. I descended abruptly and threw Blood Daggers out in all directions, slaughtering Otino’s panicked people. Alayo was lying on her back, blood pumping out of her chest like a fountain. Next to her lay the man who’d shot her; he’d been the first person my daggers had cut into. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, they’re retreating,” said May anxiously. “We have the sperm whale’s body.” 
 
      
 
    I got down to the ground, picked up the girl, and flew off toward the shore. 
 
      
 
    “We need a Doctor,” I said, trying to keep calm. “Alayo’s still alive, I can feel it.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s none among these mutants,” said May with regret. “Natalie’s with our people, watching Fen. You dress the wound, I’ll call for a Doctor.” 
 
      
 
    Screams of pain ripped through the air all around me. That was because I’d just let me Demons loose. The Africans were fleeing the field, the surviving heads of the Cities leading the flight. I couldn’t reach them, but I made short work of the rest of their soldiers. 
 
      
 
    Level received +1 
 
      
 
    “Copy. Tell me what to do,” I said, landing on a clear patch of ground. I pulled a bed out of my ring and laid Alayo down onto it. The girl was still conscious, and her eyes were riveted on me. 
 
      
 
    “I... Iaming,” she whispered, and then coughed. 
 
      
 
    “Quiet,” I ordered, taking a first-aid kit out of my ring. 
 
      
 
    May had quickly found a former surgeon, and following his instructions, I proceeded to bandage up Alayo’s wound. 
 
      
 
    “But you’re just prolonging the inevitable,” the Doctor noted gravely. “This girl won’t survive without a Healer. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew. Things are going crazy in the ocean, there’s gonna be a fight for the sperm whale’s body. It’ll be dangerous to fly there while carrying a load.” 
 
      
 
    “Portal?” I asked laconically. “That black-and-red bird?” 
 
      
 
    “He’s deep in the mainland right now, it’d be even more dangerous to bring the sperm whale there.” 
 
      
 
    “Will the mutants in the ocean be alright without me?” 
 
      
 
    “They say they will, yeah. I’ll send a unit to the island under Madame, for backup.” 
 
      
 
    “Then I’ll go fly to join our people,” I said; picking up Alayo in my arms and throwing the bed back in my ring, I took off up into the air. 
 
      
 
    “Copy.” 
 
      
 
    *Whoosh!* 
 
      
 
    The Flying Squirrel came to land on my shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Hi!” She looked up at me with her beady little eyes. “I’ll escort you!” 
 
      
 
    The squirrel’s voice was squeaky and child-like. 
 
      
 
    “Hello,” I said, in a sort of deferential tone, as I picked up speed. To be honest, I was a little bit afraid of this Flying Squirrel. She was fast, and poisonous. Scary. 
 
      
 
    “Did you miss me?” She asked, squeezing her whole body against my shoulder and wrapping her long tail around my neck. I gulped. 
 
      
 
    “Of course. I really would’ve liked to have you and Friday with me.” 
 
      
 
    “Why haven’t you given me a name?” The Flying Squirrel asked, jerking her head up to look at me. “I want one too!” 
 
      
 
    “Very well,” I said amicably. In the distance, I spotted one of the Africans’ cars. I created ten crystalline spears as we flew along and launched them down onto the car. 
 
      
 
    “If Friday’s named... Well, Friday... Then you can be... Hm... Saturday?” 
 
      
 
    *Boom!* 
 
      
 
    My Bloody Explosion did its thing, and the car exploded. 
 
      
 
    “Why Saturday?” The Flying Squirrel asked. 
 
      
 
    “Not sure. Just because, I guess.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, okay. I’ll be Saturday!” 
 
      
 
    I sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, turn to the right a little bit,” said May. 
 
      
 
    I looked down at Alayo. Because of the high speed at which we were moving, I’d had to make a thin shield in front of us to protect us from the wind. The girl was squeezed against my chest; her eyes were starting to glaze over. I sped up. Everything around me turned into a blur, as fields, desert valleys, and the occasional forest quickly passed by. I spotted some kind of blotch ahead and to the side, and slowed down. 
 
      
 
    “That’s a swarm of locusts,” said May. 
 
      
 
    Dammit, I thought — no time. I sent some Bloody Fog out to meet the locusts. A rain of dried-up insects started to pepper the ground, while my fog continued to spread out and suck the life out of the little bastards. I had to slow down even more. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, there are too many locusts. Cover yourself in fog. And you’d better add some kind of solid defense, too — some of them are surviving.” 
 
      
 
    Shit, this was bad timing. The view ahead of me was completely obscured by hundreds of thousands of locusts, like grains of sand in a sandstorm. I followed May’s advice, creating a cocoon of fog around myself. I put some Shields inside, and then ignited the blood on the outside of the cocoon. 
 
      
 
    “There are cameras on your clothes,” warned May. “The drones wouldn’t have been able to survive moving at the speed you’ve been maintaining. But I can’t see anything outside the fog.” 
 
      
 
    “Copy.” 
 
      
 
    I gritted my teeth. It was pretty dark in the cocoon; Saturday’s tail was tickling my neck. I flew, listening to Alayo’s heavy, ragged breathing. The girl had helped me a lot, albeit unwittingly, by telling me all that stuff about Otino’s generals. And also, I can’t even imagine what that whole experience would’ve been like without an interpreter. They might just have killed me, and that would’ve been it. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew,” said May, sounding frightened. “Otino’s alive!” 
 
      
 
    “That can’t be—” I suddenly fell silent. I remembered the black veins, and the absence of any blood flowing out of the stumps of his arm and leg. “That was a Demon? That was a body double?” I mumbled. 
 
      
 
    “What are you talking about?” Saturday asked, puzzled. 
 
      
 
    “Not talking to you,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “The cameras in Otino’s City caught sight of him,” May continued. “He’s inside his Clan Clan Castle. Right now, he’s getting all his remaining generals and soldiers together.” 
 
      
 
    “Dammit.” 
 
      
 
    “Who are you talking to, then?” Saturday persisted. 
 
      
 
    “With May, through my headphones,” I explained, trying not to take out my frustrations on the innocent squirrel. 
 
      
 
    “Can I have some?” 
 
      
 
    *THUMP!* 
 
      
 
    An especially strong locust smashed through all the layers of my defense and into my Shield. I blew up the section where it had landed. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll give you some headphones later. Now’s not a good time.” 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, it’s a good thing you didn’t fly to the island. There’s a hell of a battle going on there right now! The gorilla sent in reinforcements, and our people are there with them.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s going on in Sangis?” 
 
      
 
    “Anya’s working on her cars, and we’re sending waves of tech against the fighters from the Jail and the Union. It’s just too bad they destroy them almost immediately. They remember that we can still use broken-down cars by blowing them up.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s the downside of posting these videos on Youcalypse,” I grumbled. In my arms, Alayo coughed, spitting out some blood; I squeezed her closer to myself. 
 
      
 
    *THUMP!* 
 
      
 
    Another tough locust. Man, I thought, I’m sick of these little shits! 
 
      
 
    “Things are quiet around Mariapolis right now. We’ve beefed up our eastern frontier as best we can. We sent a couple units over to our ag settlement through a portal, and we mined the fields surrounding it. Boris and the Dark from First are ready to come help us at any time. But these are all just temporary measures. It’s just prolonging the inevitable. We’re too hemmed in. And First has more than enough of its own problems, they’re constantly fighting against zombies. And this time, everything is different, Andrew.” 
 
      
 
    *THUMP!* 
 
      
 
    Little assholes. 
 
      
 
    “How so?!” I yelled, and picked up speed. 
 
      
 
    “It’s more complicated. The zombies have their own commanders now. No more uncoordinated masses. They employ tactics now.” 
 
      
 
    I could feel sweat breaking out on my back. Shit. If that was the case, we just didn’t have a prayer... 
 
      
 
    “For now, they’re pretty primitive,” May continued. “At present, they’re just using wave tactics, sending wave after wave of weak zombies in and just overwhelming enemies with the corpses. 
 
      
 
    “And the strong ones?” My throat had suddenly gone dry. 
 
      
 
    *THUMP! THUMP! THUMP!* 
 
      
 
    A series of locusts came at me from the right, and my Shields cracked. Bloody Explosion! Bloody Blade! With sheer willpower, I sent a flurry of swords spinning out in a tornado, using a second stream of consciousness to repair my cocoon. 
 
      
 
    “That’s the main problem,” replied May darkly. “The high-level zombies attack in separate groups. Whereas before they used to disperse themselves among the mass of low-level zombies, and we could kill them pretty easily one by one, that’s not how it’s going to be anymore. They attack in one consolidated strike force.” 
 
      
 
    “Have there been casualties yet?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. One of the cities in the Barnaul UR has been totally annihilated, and people have fled from there, moving north. Actually, the wave of refugees started coming into First about a week ago, but now the flow has really picked up volume. 
 
      
 
    “Hm... What’s up with Samurai? Has he hit level 30 yet?” 
 
      
 
    “Not yet. 29.” 
 
      
 
    “We need to help him.” 
 
      
 
    “He could kill the Vine Mother. We know what her skills are.” 
 
      
 
    “And it’d be good to level up Olivia as well. We really need strong warriors right now.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand. There are a lot of mutants in Africa, they’re much easier to kill than high-level zombies. Because the zombies are usually surrounded by tens of thousands of weaker zombies.” 
 
      
 
    “Pyro and Tornado?” I sensed that the resistance outside the cocoon had disappeared. Had I flown out of the swarm? 
 
      
 
    “They’re at 25. But their synergy is something to behold.” 
 
      
 
    “We need to get them up to 30, as quickly as humanly possible.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I know. But we need somebody strong. We’re waiting for Fen to wake up.” 
 
      
 
    I cracked the cocoon open a tiny bit. Hm, I guess I really had flown out of the swarm after all. I dropped my defense and sped up sharply. I looked down at Alayo. Ragged breathing; her pale lips were whispering something silently. 
 
      
 
    “Much farther?” 
 
      
 
    “If you keep up this speed, you’ll be there by evening.” 
 
      
 
    “Much farther...” I gritted my teeth. Maybe it would’ve been better to fly to the island? Maybe that would’ve helped me get to a Healer faster? Who knows... 
 
      
 
    May signed off; she had more important things to do than chatting to me. Sure, she sometimes signed back on and told me where to turn. Meanwhile, the sun began to sink slowly toward the horizon. I gave it every ounce of strength I had, but I could sense that I wasn’t going to get there in time. 
 
      
 
    Some birds attacked us a few times, but Saturday took care of them quickly; I didn’t even have to slow down. I also encountered a few more cars as they were driving somewhere, but I opted not to blow them up. These definitely weren’t the same fascists; most likely, these were from some other group of humans. 
 
      
 
    After four hours of uninterrupted flying, I descended. I quickly wolfed something down, jabbed a shot into Alayo, and took back off into the air. 
 
      
 
    “You’re almost there, Andrew,” said May toward evening. “Turn to the left a little, toward the mountain. They decided to build the city in a gorge, where there’s an abandoned village.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it,” I sighed. I was so tired. My shoulder suddenly felt lighter — Saturday had jumped off, flying down to kill somebody. 
 
      
 
    I continued flying, and didn’t react in the slightest when I felt a tail wrap itself around my neck once again. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew,” squeaked Saturday. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “The girl.” 
 
      
 
    I looked down at Alayo’s face, then slowed down. I stopped in midair. Alayo wasn’t breathing. I hadn’t even noticed it happening... Okay. There was still a chance! Defibrillators, CPR, and so on. 
 
      
 
    I tore forward, squeezing Alayo tightly to my chest. This was painful. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, to the right. Behind the cliff.” 
 
      
 
    I soared quickly around a huge, gray rock and saw a small village standing on a height at the base of the mountain. From above, a creek flowed down, running right through the village. I sped toward it and noticed some signs of life — smoke, tents, cars. 
 
      
 
    “Natalie’s in the gray tent.” 
 
      
 
    I quickly found the tent in question and descended right down to it. The warriors of my Clan came to meet me in silence. May had already warned her that I’d be arriving soon, with a wounded girl. 
 
      
 
    I ran into the tent and saw a couple beds. Fen’s bald head glinted at me from one of them. 
 
      
 
    “Here!” A silver-haired girl in a robe shouted as she ran out to meet us. “Lay her on the bed, quickly.” 
 
      
 
    I obeyed. I laid Alayo down carefully on an empty, clean cot. Natalie moved me aside, then leaned down above the girl. Her palms lit up with a silvery light. 
 
      
 
    I watched her in silence. I felt like shit inside. Natalie’s hands went dark again, and she turned to me, shaking her head: 
 
      
 
    “We’re too late. She died.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded quickly, then walked out of the tent. Suddenly, the air had become thick and heavy. 
 
      
 
    “Leader,” Pyro and Tornado said as they approached me. Both looking somber, both with fiery red hair, and both wearing similar-looking clothes. There wasn’t so much as a trace of their youthful ardor left in their eyes; now, their expressions showed only determination and a little exhaustion. 
 
      
 
    “Hello,” I greeted them absent-mindedly. 
 
      
 
    “Shall we?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    We set off walking toward the village. 
 
      
 
    “We decided to use the home of the village elders as our Clan Castle. It was built better than the others...” Pyro started to explain. Soon, Axe came to join us. He greeted me with a quick nod. “...The location’s good here, pretty good natural defense on all sides...” 
 
      
 
    I listened to Pyro with one ear as I tried to analyze my feelings. Alayo’s death had made me feel angry and spiteful, mainly toward myself. I couldn’t even keep a little girl safe... 
 
      
 
    “We’re here.” 
 
      
 
    The house of the elders turned out to have been made of clay and wood. It was a square, and pretty solidly-built. 
 
      
 
    “Here,” Tornado said, handing me a silver City token. “You should be the one to name the City.” 
 
      
 
    After I’d gotten that epic skill sphere, Fusion of Yin and Yang, for them, this pair of twins/lovers had started to treat me in a highly respectful manner. And my prolonged absence seemed not to have changed that in the slightest. 
 
      
 
    “Okay...” I wanted to take care of founding our new City as quickly as I could. 
 
      
 
    Would you like to activate a City Token? Attention! The location of your Clan Castle cannot be changed! 
 
      
 
    Yes. The silver token dissipated in my hand, and a pedestal of black crystal rose up out of the floorboards in front of me. 
 
      
 
    The Altar of the Dark Sphere has been activated. 
 
      
 
    I took a knife out of my hand, and pulled it through the flesh of my palm with spiteful pleasure. I splashed fresh blood all over the Altar. The deep wound started to heal immediately. And I’d just become the head of another City. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to name it after you,” I said, smiling sadly at the brother-sister pair. “Fire Tornado City.” 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, uh... That name’s a little bit, uh... Long. And lame,” said May hesitantly. 
 
      
 
    Tornado and Pyro exchanged glances. There was a dubious sort of look in their eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Well, or maybe Yin-Yang City. How’s that?” I offered another suggestion. Even though I liked my original idea better. 
 
      
 
    “Not bad,” May opined. “Although a lot of people might get the wrong idea about that. White folks coming to Africa and establishing a place called Yin-Yang City. Might sound a little racist.” 
 
      
 
    “I like it,” said Tornado warmly. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” agreed Pyro. 
 
      
 
    “They won’t think it’s racist,” I grumbled. I knew that May was trying to lighten the mood with her little jokette, but somehow it wasn’t helping... “Here, I’m making you Mayor. Just hit “accept,”“ I said, glancing up at Pyro. 
 
      
 
    “Accepted.” 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, should I send the Master of Portals? He could send you to the island.” 
 
      
 
    “Not right now,” I said, walking out of the new Clan Castle. “There are still things here that need taking care of.” 
 
      
 
    “Get in touch when you’re done.” 
 
      
 
    “Yep.” 
 
      
 
    I walked back to the tent. Alayo’s body had already been brought out, and the Clan’s warriors had gone through the by-now-familiar ritual of laying branches together for a cremation pyre. I looked down at the girl’s unblemished face. Rage bubbled inside my chest. That asshole Otino, I thought: I’m going to erase you and your City from the face of the earth. That’s a promise. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t be sad.” 
 
      
 
    I was shaking. I hadn’t noticed Natalie walk over to me. 
 
      
 
    “She’s in a better place,” said the girl with a serious look. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I choked. Then, with a quick glance around at the warriors as they proceeded with the cremation, I walked back to the tent. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t believe me,” said Natalie, catching up to me. “It’s true.” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t respond. 
 
      
 
    “We’re living in hell.” 
 
      
 
    Her words made me recoil. I walked into the tent. 
 
      
 
    “And after death, we go to heaven.” 
 
      
 
    I stopped and turned to face Natalie. She looked back at me firmly. I didn’t see a shred of doubt in her expression. 
 
      
 
    “The Light Sphere takes our souls to a better world after death.” 
 
      
 
    “Who told you that?” I frowned. 
 
      
 
    “I saw it on Youcalypse.” 
 
      
 
    I looked closely at Natalie. Silver hair, silver eyes... She was thirteen. After her time with the other Andrew, she’d gotten pretty good with her silver Psychiatrist skill and deleted any superfluous recollections of that time. But apparently, it had nevertheless changed her forever. 
 
      
 
    “What else did you see?” I asked cautiously. “About that?” 
 
      
 
    “The Light Sphere is heaven. The Dark one is hell. But we need to pass through hell and its trials in order to get into heaven.” 
 
      
 
    “Hm.” 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, I heard all that,” said May with an anxious sigh. “Youcalypse is full of this kind of philosophy. Natalie stumbled on one of the most harmless versions. But I’ve been thinking about how we might get control over this kind of thing within the Clan.” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t answer her. People are pretty weak creatures. They need religion, they need to believe that death isn’t the end. 
 
      
 
    I patted Natalie on the head, then walked over to Fen. My bald Chinese buddy was sleeping like Lenin (prior to his recent re-awakening). Peaceful, undisturbed. 
 
      
 
    “What’s up with him?” 
 
      
 
    “Two diametrically opposed energies clashed inside his body, and caused a lot of internal damage,” Natalie began. “There were these weird black veins. They look like the death veins that appear on a body three or four days after it’s died, because of the necrotic blood...” 
 
      
 
    In my head, I cursed this world. The Sphere, its creator (if it had a creator at all), and reality in general. Someone this young shouldn’t know about things like that... 
 
      
 
    “...But this is different,” said Natalie pensively, instinctively shaking her head at her own words. “It’s almost like he was poisoned by darkness. I’ve seen stuff like this on Youcalypse...” 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, find out what she watched,” said May’s worried voice into my ears. “Very little is known about darkness.” 
 
      
 
    “...But with time, the veins went back to normal. The energy stabilized. It all flowed down here,” Natalie said, pointing to the tattoo of the Dharmachakra on Fen’s neck. “And I healed all his internal injuries. I had to spend all my spirit a couple times. I think he’ll be waking up soon—” 
 
      
 
    “Natalie,” I interrupted her. “May’s gonna get in touch with you in a second. She wants to ask you about the video you watched, about the darkness. Talk to her.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” the girl nodded, with a sort of conspiratorial expression on her face. 
 
      
 
    I looked at Fen as he slept, and whispered: 
 
      
 
    “Wake up, buddy. Tough times are coming to our door. We need you.” 
 
      
 
    Hm. Was it just me, or did he twitch his ear back at me? I stood there for a little while, then walked outside. Everything was already ready there; they were just waiting for me. I walked over to Alayo’s body, covered her eyes, and whispered: 
 
      
 
    “Forgive me.” 
 
      
 
    And I turned to walk away. Our Fire Mage lit a flame in his hand, but I suddenly stopped him: 
 
      
 
    “Wait. Let me do it.” 
 
      
 
    He nodded respectfully, and extinguished his flame. Actually, I noticed that everybody was looking at me weirdly. Kind of excited, kind of in awe, maybe. I wondered, just then, what kind of propaganda the girls and Theo had been spreading among the people in my absence. 
 
      
 
    Trying to distract myself with some irrelevant thoughts, I ignited my blood and lit the dry branches. 
 
      
 
    *Cr-rr-rrack* 
 
      
 
    They burst into red flame. I didn’t wait for the fire to burn all the way down; I turned back to the village. 
 
      
 
    “Send for the Portalist,” I commanded. 
 
      
 
    “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    I walked up to the City and saw that it was changing, slowly but surely. The old houses had been joined together and had been fused in with the earth and rocks to form a wall. The houses (which actually looked more like barns) formed layers, which were expanding in width and height. I could feel the ground under my feet growing denser, and rebuilding itself into a flat road. I spotted Shooter sitting next to the creek. I nodded to him. 
 
      
 
    The Clan Castle had undergone the biggest changes — the home had turned into a fortress. I walked in, then waited while the reconstruction finished. A message popped up in front of my eyes: 
 
      
 
    The Master of Portals Alexander Grigoriev has asked for permission to create a temporary portal arch in your castle. Do you consent? 
 
      
 
    I did. While I was in the fortress, any such messages would come to me, as head of the City. But as soon as I left it, all the authority would transfer to the Mayor. 
 
      
 
    Soon, a clatter came from upstairs, and an embarrassed Pyro came down the stairs accompanied by a gray-haired man in glasses. This was the Master of Portals. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. The Altar of the Dark Sphere had been next to him, on the upper floors, and so that was where the portal had opened. I gave the command, and the Altar popped up next to me. 
 
      
 
    “Hello, leader,” the Portalist said with a bow, and gingerly held out his hand. I shook it. I didn’t say anything; May had already told him what he’d need to do. 
 
      
 
    “One moment,” said the Portalist, taking a beat-up old smartphone out of his pocket and adjusting his glasses. He tapped something in on it. As far as I understood, it was way easier to open portals using a gadget like this. Even Alex Krit, the Portal Summoner, always carried the most up-to-date model Elonka on him. 
 
      
 
    Purple light flashed next to us. I felt Saturday’s tail tighten a little bit around my neck. 
 
      
 
    “Please,” said the Portalist, with a courteous gesture toward the arch. 
 
      
 
    I walked into it and found myself in a dark cave. I took a step, and immediately bumped into something solid and hairy. 
 
      
 
    “Paws off me, human.” 
 
      
 
    “Whoa!” I jumped to the side, startled. Right across from the arch stood the gorilla. The portal flickered, then closed with a soft pop. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t touch me, human.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t have to worry about that.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t have to worry about that,” repeated Saturday. 
 
      
 
    “You be quiet, Huryuk,” said the gorilla, with a stern look at the squirrel. 
 
      
 
    “Who’s Huryuk? I’m Saturday now!” 
 
      
 
    “Human, come. You stay silent, Huryuk.” 
 
      
 
    “Who’s Huryuk? I’m Saturday.” 
 
      
 
    Listening to the ape and the squirrel argue, and hoping I hadn’t simply lost my mind, I walked on, following the gorilla. She walked slowly, her muscular backside swaying from side to side. I wanted to kick it so bad... 
 
      
 
    “May, where are we?” I said, through gritted teeth. I was afraid I might lose my mind if I had to keep listening to this crap. 
 
      
 
    “Huryuk, behave yourself,” said the gorilla in a patronizing tone of voice. “Remember, that patience is a virtue—” 
 
      
 
    “I’m never coming back here!” Saturday burst out. “I have my own forest! And we’ll see which one of us is the Huryuk!” 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, the gorilla built her castle on the spot where the Stone of Reasoning was lying. There’s a network of caves and underground passages, and up above there’s a weird city made of trees and some kind of grass...” 
 
      
 
    I stayed totally focused on what May was saying, trying to let everything else just pass me by. Soon, we walked out onto a flat surface. 
 
      
 
    “I know where the shore is from here,” I said, taking off into the air. “I’ll make it from here,” I said, and flew off, followed by the gorilla’s judgemental words: 
 
      
 
    “Well, that’s how the young are. No patience. Especially not Huryuk...” 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, can we kill that gorilla?” Saturday asked hopefully. “Please?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I said sternly. “Not allowed.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a shame...” 
 
      
 
    On the shore I saw some familiar mutants, along with the body of the sperm whale. I descended. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew!” Madame ran up to me. Dammit, all these nicknames were making me forget people’s actual names. 
 
      
 
    “Hello,” I smiled at her. Her real name was Bao, Master of the Whip. She looked pretty imposing — dressed all in leather, from her boots to her jacket, the handle of a whip jutting from her belt, and tons of jewelry. “Aren’t you hot?” 
 
      
 
    I noticed that her jacket and pants were splattered with blood. 
 
      
 
    “Nope,” she said with a happy smile. “I have special clothes, they keep me cold. But I need to clean them.” 
 
      
 
    “Nice...” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve got a lot of them in the Clan. Get yourself some when you get back.” 
 
      
 
    “Hm.” 
 
      
 
    Madame giggled. 
 
      
 
    “What’s going on here?” I walked over and kicked the sperm whale. 
 
      
 
    “He got beat up pretty bad,” said Madame, with a fearful glance over at the sea monster. “His internal organs and brain are pretty damaged. But it was all done very carefully, to avoid killing him.” 
 
      
 
    “Mm,” I said, taking off into the air again. I noticed the macaque sleeping nearby; Otino’s attack hadn’t killed her after all. Well, good. So. We’d need to drag the sperm whale’s body further into the island. Here, we’d be vulnerable to attacks from the ocean. And we’d need to turn it over onto its back. I figured I’d ask the snake to handle that. I did some quick math to figure out what kind of work I had cut out for me. 
 
      
 
    “May. How much time do I have?” 
 
      
 
    “Two days, Andrew. That’s how long we can hold off the zombies at First and our neighbors. And we’ll lose most of that time if Mariapolis turns on us. And that’s all assuming that nothing else happens in the interim.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it,” I said, as ribbons of blood flowed out in all directions around me. “I’ll try to get done in time.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 4. Leviathan 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I WAS SUSPENDED in the air, surrounded by streams of blood, looking down at the body of a huge marine giant. 
 
      
 
    Sperm whale — King of the Seas — level 36. 
 
      
 
    To be honest, I’d expected something more. The mutant’s appearance would instill horror, to be sure — it was massive, with a heavy, powerful head that looked like the striking surface of a big steel sledgehammer. And the color of the sperm whale was the same as that of dark steel. As far as I’d gathered from his battle with the Africans, this thing could control water, and had incredible physical strength and endurance. They only managed to subdue it thanks to that big guy with the vibrations. 
 
      
 
    I descended further, flying right up to the mutant snake: 
 
      
 
    “Could you drag this sperm whale further into the island?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Ts-ss,” she replied (somehow seemingly reluctant), and wrapped her tail around the sperm whale. 
 
      
 
    “Give us a hand?” I flew over to the turtle’s head. 
 
      
 
    “Uu-uu-uuh!” 
 
      
 
    A deep, guttural roar resounded. The turtle crawled noisily out of the water, and in front of her, a translucent shield came into being. These mutants were good creatures. They remembered a good deed. 
 
      
 
    Together, the snake and the turtle hauled the sperm whale deeper into the island, leaving a deep groove that filled up with water immediately. Meanwhile, I found some info on the internet about sperm whales and read it. Interesting. 
 
      
 
    “Now turn it onto its belly... Yeah, like that. Thanks!” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks!” Saturday chirped from where she sat on my shoulder. 
 
      
 
    I lowered myself down onto the sperm whale’s back and took out the original copy of the epic book for creating a Blood Demon. So... Time to get started. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Fen’s awake,” said May through Natalie the Healer’s headphones. 
 
      
 
    “Whew...” The Analyst sighed. She was anxiously following the battles in front of Red Angel City. And... Well, people were fighting there. Fighting other people. As millions of zombies were making their way toward them all. Absurd. 
 
      
 
    With a few clicks, May got in touch with Pyro and gave him a command: 
 
      
 
    “The Portalist will be coming your way soon. Send Fen, Axe, Shooter, and Natalie to Sangis. You stay in Africa, reinforce the City, and get ready — you’re gonna be heading to the mutants’ island soon.” 
 
      
 
    “Copy.” 
 
      
 
    May switched lines over to her right-hand man, Hugo: 
 
      
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
      
 
    “The Jail and the Union of Cities are ignoring our messages and continuing their attack. We still haven’t found out what the Rain Lord let those strangers into Mariapolis for. There’s a schism in New Russia, and some of the people are planning to leave the country, headed by the American President.” 
 
      
 
    “And how are they planning to do that?” 
 
      
 
    “In flying machines of some sort.” 
 
      
 
    “What the hell is happening?!” May growled, massaging her temples. “We’re surrounded by idiots! Millions of zombies are coming at us from China! And instead of joining forces, they’re attacking each other, and also attacking us at the same time?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe they’re just underestimating the threat from the undead?” Hugo suggested. “Or maybe they think that if they don’t destroy us now, it’ll be even more difficult after the wave of zombies. And they’re almost certainly hoping to find a pile of cores, spheres, and Dark Sphere items in Sangis.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe so...” 
 
      
 
    “First is holding out against the zombies for the time being. But it’d be best if we could send some reinforcements.” 
 
      
 
    “If only we had some to send...” 
 
      
 
    “Peter can only help us with food and ammo. Same for the other allies.” 
 
      
 
    “Moscow?” 
 
      
 
    “They’ve got their own problems. After the truce with Lenin, they started jostling for resources with each other. Zombies are coming from Europe, and there’s also a really strong, aggressive mutant which they’re calling the Hellhound. They can sell us the resources we need at cost, but that’s it.” 
 
      
 
    “They don’t want to stir up trouble with the clans of Novosibirsk,” May frowned. “I bet they’ve made similar offers to the Union and the Jail.” 
 
      
 
    “Possibly.” 
 
      
 
    “How about China? Did you manage to find anything out?” 
 
      
 
    “No. Same as before. The main mass of zombies is moving through Mongolia and is going to pass west of us. Most likely, all the human forces in Mongolia will be wiped out. Unless they flee to Russia.” 
 
      
 
    “It’d be worth waiting for the refugees to arrive,” May noted. 
 
      
 
    “The main blow is going to fall on the Irkutsk UR. And I don’t think they’re gonna survive this onslaught of undead. They have some strong warriors, but not THAT strong. I’m guessing that a lot of people are going to be asking us for shelter soon.” 
 
      
 
    “One more reason for the Union and the Jail to attack us. So the strong Dark will join them, instead of us...” 
 
      
 
    Just then, Pyro came in on May’s other line: 
 
      
 
    “Fen’s in Sangis.” 
 
      
 
    “Good.” 
 
      
 
    May immediately got in touch with him: 
 
      
 
    “Fen, can you fight? Our people need help leveling up. Samurai, Olivia, Pyro, and Tornado.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” replied Fen drily. 
 
      
 
    “Then get ready. And send Andrew any resources he needs for the Leviathan...” 
 
      
 
    May started firing off orders one after the other. They needed strength now like never before. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve got some fresh news from First,” said Hugo, reconnecting to May’s line. His voice sounded tense. 
 
      
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
      
 
    “News from refugees who’ve managed to make it to First from one of the destroyed clans in Beijing. The news is that theSpear Summoner from China is dead. And he’s become one of the zombies’ generals.” 
 
      
 
    “Motherf—” 
 
      
 
    “We don’t need to worry about him right now. But when the zombies have finished emptying eastern Russia... I’d say we should get in touch with America. They’ve got a lot of Shamans, who’re especially effective against big masses of zombies.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it. Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    May took a bottle of water off the table, opened it, and took a few sips. 
 
      
 
    “Ugh,” she sighed. She looked at the screen, on which Andrew was totally focused on creating a pentagram on the sperm whale’s back. She clicked her mouse, switching over to Lera, who was standing in for Anya: 
 
      
 
    “Order all the Mayors of the Cities to come to Sangis by lunch tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “Even the Rain Lord?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “Copy.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    On the island of the mutants, in the City of the Apes, in front of a gorilla who was lying there bathing in the sun, a portal opened, and five people stepped out, headed by Fen. Behind him came Samurai, Olivia, Elf, and Alisa. 
 
      
 
    “Greetings,” the gorilla nodded as the portal clapped shut. 
 
      
 
    “Hello,” said Alisa with a wave, as she looked around herself with keen interest. “Where are we?” 
 
      
 
    “The City.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s it called?” 
 
      
 
    Just then, another portal opened, and another five people walked out. Being a bronze Master of Portals, Sangis’ Portalist could only send five people at a time. And it cost resources, in the form of cores. 
 
      
 
    “It’s just a city,” the gorilla shrugged. She didn’t seem at all worried about the possibility that the humans might attack her. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe we could call it Hampy?” Alisa suggested, stepping to one side and looking around some more. They’d walked out into a sort of weird wooden building. From above, through a layer of branches, the sun’s rays were shining through, and beautiful flowers were growing on the walls. There were windows, too — round ones. Otherwise, the space inside turned out to be practically empty. Except for a multitude of butterflies flitting through the air. 
 
      
 
    “Why isn’t there anybody here?” 
 
      
 
    “This place is for guests,” replied the gorilla solemnly. 
 
      
 
    Another portal flashed, and this time Pyro and Tornado walked in with their people. 
 
      
 
    “Is that it?” The gorilla asked, scratching her butt. “Should I escort you?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not necessary,” said Alisa, tapping her foot against the wooden floor. “We’re flying out.” 
 
      
 
    As she said this, several drones suddenly increased in size with a loud buzz off to the side of the group. While the humans (of whom a total of twenty had been sent to the island) were taking their seats in the drone-airplanes, Fen walked over to the gorilla and handed her a bag: 
 
      
 
    “Payment.” 
 
      
 
    The gorilla, who up until then had been looking in bewilderment at the enlarged drones, sniffed the air and then looked up at Fen with a weird expression. Cautiously, she took the bag: 
 
      
 
    “You smell bad. Wash up.” 
 
      
 
    Fen froze. Then he turned and walked back to the drones. 
 
      
 
    “Are you a Demon or something?” The gorilla muttered after sniffing the air a few more times. 
 
      
 
    The four drone-planes ascended up through the roof, then turned, moving toward the shore. 
 
      
 
    “There’s Andrew!” Angel exclaimed, grabbing Elf (who was sitting next to her) by the arm. The latter was also looking ahead with interest, a quiver full of arrows squeezed between her legs. In the distance, they could already see the gigantic body of the sperm whale. 
 
      
 
    “Alisa, don’t distract him,” said May sternly. “He’s really busy right now.” 
 
      
 
    “Ugh, dammi-ii-iitt...” 
 
      
 
    The drones descended next to the group of mutants. All the passengers got out. 
 
      
 
    “Humans,” the macaque mumbled, sounding gloomy. Next to her sat the lemur, who was watching the drones with interest. 
 
      
 
    “Humans,” the orangutan nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Hello!” The black squirrel with three tails jumped up and waved with her little paw. 
 
      
 
    The warriors from the Architects Clan greeted Friday warmly. Many of them had fought side-by-side with the Trees and the Squirrels during the battle with the million-strong horde of zombies. 
 
      
 
    “Ha!” A bird with a black body and red neck soared in from above. “I’m Gizoba!” 
 
      
 
    “Birdie!” Alisa shouted, running up to check out the bird. “Is it you that knows how to open portals?” 
 
      
 
    “Me!” 
 
      
 
    “Will you open one for us?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” 
 
      
 
    The bird opened its beak. 
 
      
 
    *Ptoo!* 
 
      
 
    She spat out a sort of purple clot, which turned into a circle that would take them to the mainland. 
 
      
 
    “Cool!” Angel clapped her hands in glee. Through the portal, she could see a small tree, bending under the pressure of a loud, strong wind. 
 
      
 
    “Squirrel, you coming with us?” She turned to Friday. She glanced quickly back at the sperm whale. Andrew wasn’t visible through all the trees. 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” Friday jumped up onto Alisa’s shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “They’re shrinking!” The lemur’s brassy voice rang out. 
 
      
 
    The mutants turned to the drones and watched as they shrank and turned into tiny little toys. At the same time, Fen handed Saturday an epic Spatial Bag. 
 
      
 
    *Whoosh!* 
 
      
 
    The drones flew into the portal. 
 
      
 
    “Whoa!” The bird exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    The mutants were impressed by the whole show. 
 
      
 
    “What’s going on?” A bewildered Angel asked. She licked her lips, which had become salty with sweat in the heat. “You’ve got a snake who can summon ghosts. An unkillable macaque, a gorilla who can create big stone giants.” 
 
      
 
    “Alisa, come on,” May interjected. 
 
      
 
    “Okay...” Without waiting for an answer to her question, Alisa jumped into the portal, last of the group to do so. 
 
      
 
    On the other side, the drones had already grown large again, and the warriors of the Clan clambered back into them. 
 
      
 
    “The Vine Mother isn’t far off, maybe fifteen minutes’ flight,” May informed them all. “After her, we’ll visit a few more spots. You’re gonna need to increase your strengths as much as you possibly can today.” 
 
      
 
    Alisa watched as the portal clapped shut and turned into a thin line, hanging there in the air. 
 
      
 
    “Angel!” Someone called out to her. 
 
      
 
    “Coming!” And Alisa took off running toward the drones... 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “The last remaining city in India managed to fight off a horde of zombies,” one of the Analysts reported through May’s headphones. “A second city has appeared, which then managed to withstand a wave of a million undead.” 
 
      
 
    “Copy,” said May, and hung up. 
 
      
 
    She couldn’t even think about India right now. Still frowning, she turned to watch the warriors from the Clan make short work of the Vine Mother. Tornado and Pyro burned away all the clots and vines with their fearsome combined attack. And when the Vine Mother flashed yellow, preparing to use her Special Skill, Friday and Fen jumped into action. The squirrel was also using her Special Skill, which was an attack skill, and shot back at the Vine Mother. Fen was standing a little ways back, neutralizing all the splatter from the Vine Mother’s weird squirts with his golden light. 
 
      
 
    May was watching the battle, but her thoughts were occupied by something else entirely. She had no doubt that the crew would manage. 
 
      
 
    “There’s some weird movement in the cities in Africa,” Hugo crackled into her headphones. “Otino drove off somewhere. And that’s weird, since he can’t actually leave the City at the moment. He also took his warriors with him.” 
 
      
 
    May jumped up. 
 
      
 
    “Follow him. Once he’s far enough away, let me know. We’re gonna rob the City.” 
 
      
 
    “Copy.” 
 
      
 
    May took a sip of water. She looked closely at the screen displaying a view of the Fortress City of Mariapolis. She wondered, just then, whether the Rain Lord would obey the summons or not. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I was tracing. Small pentagrams, big ones, the elements that connected them all, geometric shapes... My blood flowed out in a thin stream from my vein and settled into the carved symbols on the sperm whale’s gigantic back. I had to use both streams of consciousness to speed things up as much as possible. I was fairly sure I’d manage. I understood that right now, when Sangis was in such a shitty position, my powers might not be sufficient to take care of everything. But what if I had a massive, level-30-something monster with me? I’d read the book for creating the Leviathan very carefully, and knew approximately what the gist of its abilities would be. 
 
      
 
    First, it would have physical strength and an almost-unbelievable toughness. Such that even without any abilities, it’d be able to smash any of its enemies. Using pure brute force. 
 
      
 
    Second — and to me, most important — was flight. The grimoire stated specifically that the Leviathan was a flying Demon. When I imagined a huge sperm whale, the size of two cargo planes, as it soared through the vastness of the sky... Well, it kind of took my breath away! And my enthusiasm served to spur me on to complete the pentagrams. Speaking of, it suddenly occurred to me — what did all this stuff mean? Could I use these for other, more general applications? As soon as we returned to (relative) normalcy, I’d have to set up a laboratory to study that question. Hm. I also wondered, just then, whether May’s analysts had found some way to make a flying city. Or if maybe they’d forgotten about that? 
 
      
 
    In this sort of contemplative state, I continued to trace, not even realizing that night had already fallen. Drones circled the area, illuminating my workspace. For just a moment, I glanced up and noticed Saturday sitting next to the lemur. In front of them lay an epic Spatial Bag. Apparently, the additional resources for the sperm whale had been sent inside it. 
 
      
 
    Besides the physical strength and the flight, my Demon would also be guaranteed to have three other abilities. The first was Breath. Like a dragon’s breath, except it’d be Leviathan’s breath. The second was an ability that the sperm whale had had even before its transformation. Specifically, control over water. However, since I wasn’t a normal Demonologist but Blood Demonologist, I was betting that this ability would transform into something connected to blood. And third — a skill inherent to one of the Seven Sins. The Leviathan represented the sin of Envy. I couldn’t imagine how this might manifest, but the anticipation was already killing me. 
 
      
 
    The quality of those last three skills, and the likelihood that some new ones would pop up during the process, would depend on the quality of the additional resources I’d be using to create the Demon. And that same quality might help improve the thing’s existing skills, as well. For example, in Sangis, we had rock that had been altered by the Dark Sphere. Some kind of granite. And if I could use that during the creation, then the Leviathan’s skin would definitely become tougher. 
 
      
 
    Finally, of course, I had my own Special Skill. Luck of the Demonologist. What might my little Leviathan end up getting from this? I couldn’t wait to find out. 
 
      
 
    But in any case, the fact was that without this Demon, we simply wouldn’t be able to survive. Millions of zombies, enemy clans coming from all sides, and (inevitably) all sorts of unforeseen complications like monsters and natural disasters. We’d need something powerful. Very powerful. And if the description in the book could be believed, the Leviathan would fit the bill. All the same, if Sangis were to crack and find itself on the verge of catastrophe, I’d have to abandon all this and run back through the portal to help my native City. I could only hope that that wouldn’t happen... 
 
      
 
    Beneath my feet, a shudder ran across the sea monster’s body. Poor thing. Creating a Demon was complicated. And creating one this powerful was exponentially more complicated. You not only had to drag a monster out of the depths of the ocean — you then also had to keep it from dying, and simultaneously get it to lie still, while theDemonologist was tracing their pentagrams. Only a strong team of Dark could accomplish something like this. 
 
      
 
    I wiped the sweat from my forehead and re-focused my concentration. Away with you, thoughts. I couldn’t afford to waste a single minute. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    May leaned against the back of her chair, exhausted. She looked out the window. The sun was rising. 
 
      
 
    The door opened, and a sleepy Zlayta walked in. 
 
      
 
    “Can’t sleep?” She sat down next to May. 
 
      
 
    “No-ope,” said May with an infectious yawn. “I’ve been working with the team all night. If it hadn’t been for your potions, though, I definitely would’ve fallen asleep.” 
 
      
 
    “How are they doing?” Zlata asked, eyes flashing. 
 
      
 
    “Samurai and Olivia hit 30,” May smiled. “And they both got some pretty powerful Special Skills. Pyro and Tornado are at 29, they’re almost there. Elf’s at 28, Alisa’s at 27. The other fighters also leveled up. We don’t have anybody below level 24 anymore.” 
 
      
 
    “Man, that’s not bad at all,” said Zlata with surprise. “All in one night!” 
 
      
 
    “Pyro and Tornado burned up a swarm of locusts on their own. That was where they did most of their leveling up,” said May with another yawn. “And Africa is basically a treasure trove of high-level mutants. We’ll send fighters there to level up from now on.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe you should get some sleep?” Zlata asked, sympathy audible in her voice. 
 
      
 
    “Not yet. A little bit longer. Once Andrew gets his Demon made and gets back, I’ll get some sleep...” 
 
      
 
    “Boss,” announced Hugo triumphantly into May’s headphones, “we hit Otino’s City. We killed almost all the captive mutants and soldiers. Most of the slaves and wechters agreed to join us. We cleared out their Clan storehouse, found a ton of cores, spheres, and books for creating Demons. And also a ton of weird and rare plants, metals, and stones. We’re retreating right now.” 
 
      
 
    “Awesome,” May smiled, feeling relieved. She’d sent Shooter and Axe on that operation, together with their teams, which had weakened Sangis’ fighting strength significantly. “Have Shooter send the resources to the island. We’ll give them to Andrew to make the Leviathan stronger.” 
 
      
 
    “Copy.” 
 
      
 
    May stood up and started to do some light exercises. 
 
      
 
    “Are the Mayors of the Cities coming today?” Zlata folded her arms under her huge boobs and watched May do her exercises; she couldn’t help feeling a little bit envious of May’s long legs and her curvy, athletic figure. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “Boss,” said Hugo; this time, he sounded anxious. “The bugs tracking Otino show him coming to the island at top speed!” 
 
      
 
    “What?!” May froze in mid-turn. “Shit!” She ran immediately over to her laptop. Someone had to warn the mutants! 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I was tired. Extremely tired. I’d been drawing these damned pentagrams all night; the sperm whale’s entire back was covered with them. A few times, I messed them up and had to start over. It was already morning, the sun was shining, but I still had a whole mountain of stuff to do. Maybe 30% of the task was still ahead of me, although fortunately I was getting through things faster than I’d expected to. Prior to starting, I’d put Spirit Rings on every finger, rare or higher. Maybe that had helped. 
 
      
 
    At one point, the wind picked up and threw a bunch of sand at me. I was down by the whale’s butt at the time. Stormclouds started to gather above the island. Looking up for a second, I noticed that all the mutants were standing on the shore, waiting for something. Dammit. Time to hurry. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Agh, shit,” said May, looking fearfully down at the screen, where a big black bird was flying toward the island with six people on its back: Otino, the bald giant, the dark old man, and three more of the African leaders who’d managed to survive. But what scared her more than that was the bird flying alongside the black one — just as massive, this one was carrying the humanoid lion whom the islanders referred to as the Yellow Death, a spotted python, and a white ape. 
 
      
 
    “They’ve joined forces,” said May, her voice shaking. 
 
      
 
    “We’re almost to the portal!” 
 
      
 
    Alisa’s voice caused May to jump. 
 
      
 
    “You can’t let them get to Andrew!” 
 
      
 
    “We know, May. We’ll handle them!” 
 
      
 
    “God...” 
 
      
 
    “The leaders have started to leave the Cities. The Rain Lord left, too,” Hugo informed May. “He’ll be here soon.” 
 
      
 
    “Copy.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I didn’t notice the warriors of Sangis as they took positions around me. Fen, Samurai, Olivia, Pyro and Tornado, Elf, Angel. So many familiar faces. I hadn’t seen them for so long. But I couldn’t stop working now. I had to keep drawing! 
 
      
 
    *BOOM!* 
 
      
 
    A deafening explosion boomed out from the shore. I looked up for a second. Shit! The lion and Otino! 
 
      
 
    A wave of hot air coming from the battle mussed up my hair. Son of a bitch! 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Biting her lip, May watched as the mutants on the island found themselves decidedly on the losing side of the battle. The lion used its Special Skill again, multiplying to become ten separate, equally-powerful warriors. The white ape clashed with the gorilla, the python with the snake and turtle simultaneously. On the other hand, Fen was single-handedly holding back the bald giant, and the other warriors of Sangis were successfully holding off the remaining African leaders, preventing them from messing with Andrew. 
 
      
 
    “Boss, the Mayors are in the City. Something weird is happening in New Russia. Helicopters keep taking off into the air.” 
 
      
 
    “Copy.” A feeling of extreme tension was now palpable in May’s voice. She hadn’t taken her eyes off the battle. At one point, one of the lions tore off toward the mutants’ City, and one of the African leaders — the dark old man — took off after it at unbelievable speed. 
 
      
 
    “They want to take the Stone,” May realized. 
 
      
 
    “Boss! The helicopters are coming to Sangis! It’s the Americans! Some of the flying fighters have left Mariapolis!” 
 
      
 
    “Lock up the Rain Lord. Declare an emergency in the City, all Dark to report to Sangis through portals,” May reacted immediately. 
 
      
 
    Other than Andrew, only May and Anya had authorization to make such a declaration. 
 
      
 
    “Have Theo deal with the traitor. This instant!” 
 
      
 
    “He’s already there.” 
 
      
 
    May’s whole body was tense as she looked at the screen. The battle was raging. Elf had come to help Fen, Samurai was using his Special Skill and now, clad in Japanese armor and whipping a no-dachi around his head, he was fighting off the lion’s spears at incredible speed. Andrew was still tracing... Should she tell him what was happening in the City or not?! Tears started to flow from May’s eyes involuntarily. The consequences of any of these decisions would weigh heavily on her; she couldn’t decide what would be best. Suddenly, however, Andrew stopped tracing. He looked around quickly, hopped to the ground, took out two Spatial Bags full of resources and started laying them on the sperm whale’s body. 
 
      
 
    May bit down on her lip until it bled. Almost there! She had to hang on! 
 
      
 
    “May,” Theo’s icy voice rang into her headphones. “We broke the son of a bitch. He’s the one who brought the Americans here. Why? They promised their Shamans could raise the spirits of his loved ones and put them back into their bodies. But for that, they need the woman who can give life to the unliving.” 
 
      
 
    “Sophia?!” May shouted; the idea this news generated had genuinely scared her. “Are they attacking First, too?!” 
 
      
 
    “No. They think Anya’s the one who brings the dolls to life. The Americans’ other goal is to bring their former President and all his comrades back to their country.” 
 
      
 
    *BOOM!* 
 
      
 
    Something exploded outside the castle; the floor under May’s feet shook. May’s heart sank into her shoes. 
 
      
 
    “Lera,” she switched lines over to Anya’s right-hand woman. “The Stone of Suppression. If you can become its owner...” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” Lera replied immediately. “Should I take anyone with me?” 
 
      
 
    “Take Madame and Invisible Girl.” May’s voice had now lost any trace of emotion. “Be careful. I don’t see any other way out of this.” 
 
      
 
    “Copy.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I quickly laid the required resources at the corners of the pentagrams. My people were champions — they’d done really amazing work, and found a ton of material for me. Almost all of which were things I’d never encountered before. 
 
      
 
    It was genuinely scary for me during the first few minutes of the battle. I saw what the big bald bastard was truly capable of. Actually, forget me — this sperm whale had an even better idea of what the asshole was capable of! But Fen proved that he was strong. Fen had always been strong. I wasn’t sure that I could’ve held my own against the egg-headed asshole as well as Fen did. 
 
      
 
    As soon as I realized that the situation around me was under control, I calmed down quite a bit. Nothing to fear. It’d be over soon. Give me a little more time, and my epic Demon would settle the question of who the hell was strongest here. I hadn’t been showing the world much of my strength lately. It was time to remind them. 
 
      
 
    I took out the book, opened it to the necessary page, and started to read. It was complex, but I dedicated both streams of consciousness to the task, and had absolutely total control over my speech. And so there were no mistakes. When I was halfway through the text, a blinding golden light flashed out to the side. I figured that was Fen, showing them all his Special Skill. Last time, when he’d been fighting the Devourer of Souls, he hadn’t used it. Upon activation of a Special Skill, a Dark person would flash with a particular color of light, and that hadn’t happened with Fen last time. I’d almost finished reading; just a little bit more, and it would be over. The noise around me suddenly went quiet. Had our crew already won? Heh. 
 
      
 
    — ... “Onei a duniaparo, Leviafen!” I shouted out the final words. And I used my Special Skill. My body flashed a bright, deep emerald light. I clapped the book shut and threw it into my ring. I took off into the air. A complex red-and-green pattern flashed across he massive body of the sperm whale below me, heralding the arrival in this world of the Great Leviathan. I was filled with anxiety and excitement. 
 
      
 
    Some messages from the Dark Sphere popped up before my eyes, but I swiped them away. Later. 
 
      
 
    “May.” My voice was hoarse after such a long period of silence. “It worked. I created an epic Demon. A powerful, flying one, with a ton of awesome skills.” 
 
      
 
    “Andrew.” 
 
      
 
    A chill ran up my spine. Why was May’s voice so upset and sad? 
 
      
 
    “The Americans kidnapped Anya and teleported her back to their base. And Otino and the lion took the Stone of Reasoning from the island. If you don’t hurry, we’re gonna lose Sangis, too. Thanks to the Americans, the Union of Cities and the Jail broke through Red Angel City.” 
 
      
 
    I shuddered. Rage and heat filled my body, and my eyes filled with red fog. I’d never been so furious. 
 
      
 
    “Kill them all...” 
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    “ANDREW. I’M BRINGING FEN and the others back to Sangis.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    I watched as my Leviathan slowly started to take on its true form: red, with a big black horn protruding from its head and bony outcrops all along its body. I was watching, but not actually seeing. Because Anya had been kidnapped, and Sangis was in trouble. I had to hurry. And I didn’t even notice it as my clenched fist started to bleed. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew,” said May, her voice trembling. “Try to calm down. Rage isn’t going to help you.” 
 
      
 
    I gritted my teeth and tried to calm my anger and my hate, to get my feelings under control. Being enslaved by the Africans had taught me patience and fortitude. All for the sake of victory. All to ensure that my loved ones would survive. I closed my eyes, purified my mind, and took several deep breaths in and out. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t notice it happening, but soon I was almost alone. Only Saturday stood there watching me anxiously, along with the mutants of the island who were silently observing everything. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, can you hide the Leviathan in your fog? Our Portalist probably won’t be able to transport it,” asked an exhausted May. 
 
      
 
    I jumped out of my stupor, then shook my head vigorously. Okay — first, I needed to check out my new Demon. 
 
      
 
    I started reading through the notifications from the Dark Sphere. 
 
      
 
    Attention! You’ve created an epic Demon: Leviathan. 
 
      
 
    Attention! Special Skill activated: Luck of the Demonologist. Leviathan has received a bonus skill: Fusion. 
 
      
 
    Hm. What could that mean? I focused on the Demon itself, and a list of general info about its abilities popped up: 
 
      
 
    Leviathan: Blood Demon. 
 
      
 
    One of the Demons of the Seven Deadly Sins: Envy. 
 
      
 
    Level: 32 
 
      
 
    Skills: 
 
      
 
    Passive: 
 
      
 
    1. Increased defense, endurance, and regeneration. 
 
      
 
    2. Ability to fly. 
 
      
 
    3. Envy: passive, involuntary ability. Objects of Leviathan’s envy lose some of their abilities. 
 
      
 
    Well, could the Demon’s allies potentially be objects of its envy? This was a weird skill, which I’d need to study. Anyway — moving on. 
 
      
 
    Active: 
 
      
 
    1. Ram: Leviathan can attack with its head. Recharge: 30 minutes. 
 
      
 
    2. Stream: works only under water. Launches a stream of pressurized water from its head. Recharge: 6 hours. 
 
      
 
    3. Roar. Recharge: 6 hours. 
 
      
 
    These three active skills, as far as I understood, had belonged to the original mutant sperm whale, the sea monster. Next came the abilities inherent to the actual Demon: 
 
      
 
    4. Breath of Sin: Leviathan launches a destructive sphere. 
 
      
 
    Recharge: every 12 hours. 
 
      
 
    5. Blood Drops: Leviathan creates drops from its own blood around itself, and can use them to attack or defend. 
 
      
 
    Recharge: every 6 hours. 
 
      
 
    6. Blood Film: Leviathan is able to create an elastic film of blood on its body, which absorbs damage and distributes it evenly across its whole body. 
 
      
 
    Recharge: every 6 hours. 
 
      
 
    7. Blood Meteorite: Leviathan spits a clot of its own blood, which deals increased damage and destruction. 
 
      
 
    Recharge: once per day. After using this attack, the Demon’s regeneration and endurance drop by half. 
 
      
 
    8. Bonus Skill: Fusion. Leviathan and its master can combine and make joint use of a Demonologist or Demon’s skill. Its effectiveness increases by a factor of between 2-10, depending on the skill. Recharge: 6 hours. Cost to Demonologist: 30 EP and SP for activation. 
 
      
 
    So besides the Breath, there were no less than three skills connected with blood. Very powerful. Was that because of the resources, I wondered, or was the sperm whale just that badass? Or was I, as a Blood Demonologist, now capable of this kind of thing? It was too bad that the Leviathan couldn’t merge into my fog like the other Demons. But it was built differently, after all; there was a lot of the original mutant still left in it, unlike the other Demons - 
 
      
 
    “Andrew?” May suddenly interrupted my train of thought. “Fen and the others are already in battle. But they’ve got too many warriors, and their weaponry is better than ours. And your dad needs help, too. There are just too many zombies. I can’t send anyone to help; things here are hanging by a thread. And the assholes from the east have occupied Mariapolis—” 
 
      
 
    “Why did they kidnap Anya?” I interrupted, a little bit coldly. The brief period of distraction was over, and now full realization of the loss hit me like a ton of bricks. 
 
      
 
    “They... They think she’s the one who brings dolls to life. They need that ability, specifically.” 
 
      
 
    “Have you tried to get in touch with them?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. But they’re ignoring me.” 
 
      
 
    “I see.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s up with the whale, Andrew?” 
 
      
 
    I briefly told May about the Leviathan’s skills. Meanwhile, the Demon completed its transformation. Its body had fully transformed; now, it was just the final touches that were still in process. Compared to the original oceanic monster, my Leviathan was smaller. While the original sperm whale had been about 300 feet long, the Demon was now about 250. Although it now had a gnarled black horn on its head, which added about fifteen feet. It looked striking, and extremely powerful. Sperm whales are tough animals. And only the oldest and biggest specimens live on their own. Apparently, this sperm whale had once been such a beast... 
 
      
 
    “Should we ask the Portal Summoner for help? I can see the Leviathan’s measurements from here. A normal portal’s not going to be able to transport that.” 
 
      
 
    “Not for now,” I replied drily. 
 
      
 
    “What are we going to do about the island of mutants?” 
 
      
 
    “Find out what exact powers the Stone of Reasoning has. If the gorilla wants us to help her, she’s gonna have to give us the honest truth about that. Will they get stupider without the Stone? Weaker?” 
 
      
 
    “Copy, Andrew.” 
 
      
 
    *Whoosh!* 
 
      
 
    The Leviathan’s huge body took off into the air; the wind that followed in its wake bent the palm trees down and threw sand everywhere. 
 
      
 
    “Whoa!” Saturday exclaimed, as she was blown into the air as well. 
 
      
 
    I wondered, just then — how was this thing actually able to fly? I was trying to pull any available thought into my head; anything that would help me avoid obsessing about Anya. 
 
      
 
    I flew up to the Demon’s eye. Black, without the gleam of rationality. But alive. I stroked its scarlet eyelid. I felt the connection between us, and I was trying to make it stronger, and to learn more about my Demon and its abilities. A battered and dusty Saturday hopped up onto my shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Stay on the island,” I commanded, without turning to face her. 
 
      
 
    “But—” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll get you to Sangis through a portal. If need be. It’s gonna be dangerous where I’m going.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, fine!” Saturday jumped off. 
 
      
 
    I flew up higher, then lowered myself gently onto my Leviathan’s head. 
 
      
 
    “Human!” 
 
      
 
    I turned toward the voice. It was the gorilla looking up at me. She seemed to have aged; her features were sunken. Her back was bent, and a big wound glistened on her back. 
 
      
 
    “Human, we need help.” 
 
      
 
    “I do, too,” I replied calmly. “My home is being attacked by enemies. Zombies are coming for us. I also need help. Will you help me?” 
 
      
 
    The gorilla stared back blankly. Then she shook her head quickly. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. We’ll help.” 
 
      
 
    “Then talk to May,” I said; I gave a mental command, and my Leviathan took off higher into the air. “Tell her everything. And then we’ll decide together how best to get your Stone back.” 
 
      
 
    The gorilla didn’t respond. The macaque and the orangutan walked up behind her. They stared up at the Leviathan, seemingly a little bit freaked out by it. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, I rose higher and higher. I dedicated one stream of consciousness to studying the Demon’s abilities. With the other, I controlled my body and my speech: 
 
      
 
    “Did you hear all that?” I asked May. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Andrew. A group of mutants at level 30 and above will help us a lot. But you really want to work on getting the Stone of Reasoning back? We’ve got problems up to our eyes as it is, why do you want to take on another one?” 
 
      
 
    “First find out what effects it has. Then we’ll think about whether or not to accept their help,” I said, descending a little bit. I noticed an uninhabited island in the distance and set the Demon on a course toward it. 
 
      
 
    “Okay. What are you going to do now? Use Fusion and check Leap?” As always, May had caught on right away and realized why I hadn’t wanted the Portalist. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. But first — film this. From all the angles you can. Film me and the Leviathan.” 
 
      
 
    “Andrew—” 
 
      
 
    “See that island?” The Leviathan stopped in the air not far from the island and started to descend slowly. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “Get that as well. Ready?” 
 
      
 
    “One sec... Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    I closed my eyes and gave an order. Breath of Sin! A series of extremely loud clicks issued from my Demon. So loud they almost deafened me. I could sense the energy massing in the upper part of the Leviathan’s head. The black horn on its head started to turn red with a demonic light, and a black-and-red sphere of energy appeared in the air in front of it. I gritted my teeth, directing all my fury and hatred through the Leviathan’s horn. And I could feel that these negative emotions were strengthening the attack. When the sphere started to show signs of instability, I gave the order to attack. A crimson streak suddenly connected the Leviathan’s horn with the uninhabited island. 
 
      
 
    *BOOM!* 
 
      
 
    The sphere slammed into the stony surface of the island and exploded, leaving a deep, wide crater in the rock that immediately began to fill with water and turn into a lake. 
 
      
 
    “Got it?” I asked as I began to calm down. I felt better. 
 
      
 
    “Y-yeah,” May hesitated. 
 
      
 
    “Send it to the Americans. Tell them that if so much as a hair on Anya’s head gets hurt, I’ll be sending my friend to see them immediately. Have Angel edit the video and put it in the best possible light.” 
 
      
 
    I tried to conceal the rage and hatred boiling in me. And then all that was left was a sort of cold fury. I couldn’t lose my head now — I just couldn’t. 
 
      
 
    “Got it.” 
 
      
 
    I closed my eyes and directed both streams of consciousness to studying the combination of Leap and Fusion. The Leviathan was eager to share its knowledge with me, and didn’t resist my prying at all. The Demon’s speed was good, and provided there were no obstacles I could make it to Sangis in ten or twelve hours. At its maximum speed, the Leviathan could fly as fast as a plane, about 500 mph. Probably — I wasn’t totally sure. And it was about 5,000 miles from the island to Sangis. But that would take a while. And who could say what obstacles I might run into along the way? Above the ocean, above India, above China. I was certain that there’d be creatures even scarier than my Leviathan somewhere along the route. 
 
      
 
    And there was one other problem, too — I’d simply be blown right off the thing’s back at that speed. Therefore, it was time to try out one more option... 
 
      
 
    I tried to fuse myself with the Leviathan as much as possible, up to the point where we’d become a single, coordinated whole. Applying some mental effort, the bony outcrops on the Demon’s head began to crack and reform into a tall throne. I sat down on it, then adjusted it to myself to make it as comfortable as possible. One more burst of mental effort, and the throne started to sink slowly downward. First, with a cracking sound, the skin split. After that came a layer of blood-filled red muscle, and after that — well, something pretty interesting. 
 
      
 
    Sperm whales are pretty unusual marine animals. Their heads can comprise a full third of their entire body. They’re that big. And they look like the business end of a sledgehammer. From the side, they’re roughly rectangular in shape. And inside that head, there’s a special spot for spermaceti — a type of fat, which upon contact with air turns quickly into a solid, waxy, yellow mass. Centuries ago, people used to make candles and all sorts of creams and ointments out of it. 
 
      
 
    And while I was descending into the thing’s head, this substance hardened and surged to the sides, creating a small room. The micro-drones flew in to join me. Once I’d completely concealed myself inside, the upper layer of spermaceti, muscle, and hide started to regenerate and seal me inside the Leviathan’s head. It was too bad that there wasn’t any glass; I’d have made a window. As it was, I just had to leave a few little openings, so I didn’t suffocate. 
 
      
 
    “Incredible...” May said in amazement through my headphones. “I mean, it’s like... like a ship! It can fly through the air, swim underwater. Unbelievable!” Otino hadn’t chosen the sperm whale just by chance. No way. Too bad it wasn’t going to be possible to make a bigger room; I had to leave room for the nasal passage, that was where the sperm whale shot its fountain. But if the room could be widened a little bit and set up with screens, and we could put some cameras on the Leviathan’s body... 
 
      
 
    “Leap isn’t going to get me across 5,000 miles,” I interrupted her. “But I’ll be able to do about 4,000. I’ll fly toward Sangis and use the skill. Can you hold out for an hour?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Andrew. Things are under control for the moment. We’ve still got a supply of cars,” said May; her voice cracked a little as she spoke. I could hear distinctly as she gulped. Then she quickly changed the subject: “But First needs help, and the sooner the better.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll try,” I mumbled, then closed my eyes and turned all my attention to directing the Leviathan. 
 
      
 
    About five minutes later, the Demon had reached top speed. I could hear a roar, caused by air passing over the air holes. The speed was frightening, and awe-inspiring. 
 
      
 
    I tried to see through the Leviathan’s eyes... and it worked. But very, very dimly. Sperm whales have extremely bad vision, and no sense of smell at all. It seemed like these properties had been transferred to Levi. Yes, I’d decided to nickname him Levi. Sperm whales search for food like bats do, using echolocation. That, of course, was something I couldn’t use. But I could transmit the spatial orientation function to Levi, and then take in the information myself... 
 
      
 
    I sat there, figuring out my Demon. Every time I solved one problem, I found another one waiting for me immediately. At a certain point, I realized that I was intensely hungry. I ate. I didn’t want to think about Anya. Not now. But actually, her face kept coming to the forefront of my mind. She was so beautiful... Why had I not noticed that before? Long, blond hair, pretty green-gray eyes, her eyebrows, her lips... I breathed in, almost feeling like I could smell her. And quickly shook my head to snap out of it. Not now. I had to figure out what role this beast’s tail played in its flight, and how I could use it to control Levi... 
 
      
 
    After all, I’d known Anya since childhood; our parents had lived right near each other. And if you think about it, she’d kind of been with me my whole life. Helping me, supporting me. What if they killed her? 
 
      
 
    I shook my head again — come on, I thought! I knew, at least for now, Sangis and my parents were safe. Maybe they were only safe insofar as that was possible post-apocalypse, but they were safe nonetheless. But Anya... After the Apocalypse, I’d lost my faith in humanity. There was only one hope: maybe the demonstration of my Demon’s power would make the Americans think twice before doing anything stupid. 
 
      
 
    Levi helped distract me from these gloomy thoughts. Through our connection, I sensed a big flock of mutant birds coming toward us, one that we’d soon be running straight into. 
 
      
 
    “Roar,” I said aloud, launching one of the Demon’s skills. I was pissed off, and everybody would be well advised to stay the hell out of my way. 
 
      
 
    I felt the spermaceti surrounding my little room as it filled with energy. I concentrated and felt another, separate energy separate from something deep in the brain, behind the spermaceti-filled cavity. The spermaceti itself seemed to be acting as a conductor for the energy. Interesting... very interesting. 
 
      
 
    An embryonic sound wave passed through. All I felt was the lower part of the animal’s head start to vibrate. Or more accurately, its mellon — a layer of fat of varying density. Then I heard a groan. 
 
      
 
    Sperm whales can basically make three sounds: cracks, clicks, and groans. And right now, Levi was groaning. And the mutant birds were dying. 
 
      
 
    I heard a series of dull thumps as the Demon plowed through the flock. And groaned. Even those birds that weren’t dying were dropping like flies, because they were being concussed. And my Levi’s massive body was just blowing others to pieces like a freight train. 
 
      
 
    I smiled, feeling bloodthirsty. This is what’s awaiting all my enemies. The flock remained behind, and the Demon continued flying. I decided to chat with May, just to pass the time: 
 
      
 
    “What’s happening there?” 
 
      
 
    “Andrew... let’s talk later, please. I’m really busy, I’m still in discussions with the gorilla. Let me take care of it while I’m still sane.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, I’ll leave you alone.” 
 
      
 
    Hm. Maybe now would be a good time to use Fusion and Leap? I was just itching to get home. 
 
      
 
    When I thought about this, Levi started to slow down; I could feel his anxiety. What was going on? 
 
      
 
    Soon, the Demon stopped. I could hear wind whistling through the air holes, but nothing more. Hm... I widened the opening and pulled my throne upwards. As soon as my head was out, I saw what had disturbed Levi: out ahead, stretching from the ocean to the sky, some strange curtain of water and wind was blocking the way. We’d stopped some ways away from it, so all that was reaching us was a strong, noisy wind that whipped my grown-out, dark red hair all over the place. This reminded me that I’d need to shave and cut my hair before I showed myself to too many people. Looking out, I saw three separate, vicious whirlwinds, roaring up out of a number of whirlpools in the ocean. It was a pretty frightening sight. If I were to fly toward that, it would be the end — I’d just get ripped to pieces. 
 
      
 
    With a mental command, I descended. Time to use Leap. Thanks to Fusion, this skill would be pretty different to the version that I had; specifically, it would be quite a bit stronger. I wouldn’t be restricted to places I could see anymore; instead, I could choose a direction, and the maximum distance I could travel in that direction was enormous. I’d just have to pick up enough speed, and then activate the skill. 
 
      
 
    “May, can you hear me?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s staticky, but yeah. Where are you? Why’d you stop... What is THAT?” The Analyst had taken one of the microdrones outside and spotted what was happening in front of me. 
 
      
 
    “Nature’s messing with me now. I’m gonna use Leap in just a second.” 
 
      
 
    “Copy, I’ll track you.” 
 
      
 
    “Help me pick the angle I need here. I need Levi’s nose to be pointed toward Sangis.” 
 
      
 
    “Levi? Oh, got it. One sec... Turn a little bit to the right.” 
 
      
 
    I gave the necessary mental command, and my Demon started slowly picking up speed, adjusting his position at my command. I started thinking about Fusion. This was a very, very powerful skill; it had already more than made up for all the shortcomings of my Special Skill, Luck of the Demonologist. Now, I could either use my massive-augmented skill, or use Levi’s skill once every six hours. It almost took my breath away when I imagined the kinds of combinations this might lead to. 
 
      
 
    The noise of the wind passing over the air holes grew louder, and Levi sent a wave of fear coursing through me, warning me we were in danger. Suddenly, I also felt my Sensing Danger kick in. Through Levi, I sensed that something massive was jumping up out of the ocean. About five times the size of my Demon. 
 
      
 
    Fusion! Leap! 
 
      
 
    A flash burst across my eyes, I suddenly felt extremely nauseous, and my head started spinning. But these unpleasant sensations quickly passed, and then I popped my head out and looked around. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, you’re almost here!” May shouted joyfully into my headphones. “Put on your smart goggles, I’ll show you the route. You’re in the Altai Mountains right now.” 
 
      
 
    I did as she’d asked, then got back inside Levi’s head and directed him to follow the route I could now see in my goggles. 
 
      
 
    When we were getting really close to Sangis, the Demon slowed down. I climbed outside and took a seat on my throne. In the distance, I could see smoke rising. I could see columns of armored cars and tanks. I could see flashes of light from Fen’s attacks, Elf’s arrows, and Pyro and Tornado’s pyrotechnics. 
 
      
 
    But at a certain point, the battle below me started to slacken. People stopped fighting. They all looked up and watched as my Leviathan soared through the sky. My big, red monster with its gnarled black horn. And me, sitting on its head, on a throne of bone. 
 
      
 
    “Weren’t you expecting me?” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 6. Live on Air 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Youcalypse: 
 
    New Stream: 
 
    Guest of the Analyst, Live on Air 
 
      
 
    A HAPPENSTANCE VIEWER hit play. 
 
      
 
    An ebony table appeared on the screen, with a black couch next to it and some black curtains emblazoned with the image of the Milky Way behind it. And behind the table sat... 
 
      
 
    “Greetings, ladies and gentlemen!” A blond man dressed in a light suit, who clapped his hands a few times, and then continued: “Current news, interesting guests, analysis and strategy. With me, your host, the Analyst, this is “Guest of the Analyst.”“ 
 
      
 
    The man pressed a button on the table, and applause rang out. 
 
      
 
    “Today, we’ve got a little bit of a different broadcast for you. The entire show today will be dedicated to discussing a single event: the war in the Novosibirsk UR. The Union of Cities, New Russia, and the Jail, three of the regional hegemons, have entered into an alliance against Sangis, the most famous City on the planet.” The Analyst took a bottle of water out from somewhere and took a sip. 
 
      
 
    “Joining me today, we have the well-known Portal Summoner – Alex Krit! Put your hands together, ladies and gentlemen!” He pressed the button again. 
 
      
 
    The Portalist walked in. He’d decided to get dressed up for the occasion, and was wearing a strange cloak over his usual black bandages. The weird, glittering symbols on the cloak made it obvious to any viewer that the thing was a Dark Sphere item. Alex walked over to the black couch. 
 
      
 
    “So, a quick summary,” said the Analyst, picking up a folder off the table and letting it slam back down again. “The battles have already been raging for over thirty hours at this point.” The camera blinked, and some pictures of armored columns, military tech, and armed warriors popped up on the screen. Shots and explosions burst out in the background. The video of the Analyst and Alex shrank and became a picture-in-a-picture, a little box in the corner of the screen. 
 
      
 
    “At first, Sangis was only sending tech out into the fight,” the presenter continued. 
 
      
 
    The picture changed. Explosions, screams, fire, gunshots. On one side, there were gigantic, reinforced automobiles of all different shapes and sizes, from race cars and other fast vehicles to jeeps with spiky bumpers and blades on their sides. On the other, there were fortified structures, trenches, and embankments, from which an incessant rain of fire roared out into this oncoming force of inanimate objects. Two stone forts in particular stood out. 
 
      
 
    “You can see some shots from the battle on screen. These are events from the conflict on the highway from Red Angel City to Novosibirsk. The Alliance has closed the route to the Architects and built two forts to hold it. This one was built by the Jail,” said the Analyst, pointing to a gloomy-looking building of black stone, which seemed to radiate horror. “And this one, by the Union of Cities.” 
 
      
 
    The second fort looked more ordinary — a big building made of gray stone. 
 
      
 
    “Alex, in your opinion, what’s the reason for this attack on Sangis by its neighbors?” The Analyst turned to face the Portalist. 
 
      
 
    “Fear and greed,” he sneered contemptuously. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t support it, then?” 
 
      
 
    “No. One needs to choose one’s enemies wisely.” 
 
      
 
    “And what do you have to say about the video where Benedict destroys an entire village?” 
 
      
 
    “Come on — hasn’t this been the way of things from the start?” The Portalist looked over at the presenter as though he were a kid. “I watched your earlier broadcast. You yourself presented a ton of proof that that guy wasn’t actually Benedict.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I agree with you on that. But... Well, do you believe Sangis can win here?” The Analyst raised an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    “Of course.” The bandages around Alex’s mouth turned upward into a smile. 
 
      
 
    “Hm. Well, we’ll see. I’ll move on, for now,” said the Analyst, adjusting his tie and looking into the camera. Then he listened in closely to the microphone in his ear and nodded to himself. He continued: “The battle for Sangis has just gotten even hotter. Later on, we’ll certainly have a more detailed analysis of the abilities of the Dark and the tactics that Sangis and the Alliance are employing. Right now, let me give you a rundown on what’s been happening. We’d all like to observe this battle in real-time, wouldn’t we?” The Analyst winked, then cleared his throat. 
 
      
 
    On the screen, clips of various videos started rolling, accompanied by quick and professional commentary from the presenter. 
 
      
 
    “Sangis’ tech has served only one purpose: to delay the attack on Red Angel City. The flow of cars, drones, and trucks filled with explosives has battered Sangis’ neighbors, to be sure, but not to a critical extent. When the Dark entered the mix, things got a lot more interesting.” 
 
      
 
    On screen, a bald man with a scar running down his entire face was standing, arms outstretched, sending a flurry of little metal balls flying from his palms. The angle changed, to show Sangis’ tech as it was being rapidly destroyed. 
 
      
 
    “A brutal battle has unfolded at the walls of Red Angel City,” the Analyst quickly continued. “The Alliance is afraid of moving deeper into Sangis’ territory. They’re worried about an attack from behind; after all, Sangis’ main warriors have yet to join the battle. The City’s defenders were fighting adeptly, making full use of all their advantages. Masha, of the Clan Core, has put her strongest Monster into battle: the Stone Giant. A cyborg-girl, a Mechanical Golem, and some of Sangis’ allies — Squirrels and Trees — are also taking an active part in defending the City. The Jail has thrown its Metal Giant into the battle...” 
 
      
 
    The Analyst continued speaking, easily and professionally. He couldn’t wait to get to the part about what was happening in Sangis right at this very moment. But he couldn’t do that without first giving at least a brief explanation of how the battle had gone so far. 
 
      
 
    While he was speaking, image after image continued to take its turn on the screen. 
 
      
 
    Along almost the entire length of its perimeter, Red Angel City was surrounded by a red stone wall about thirty feet high. The material was so strong that it was withstanding shells from the tanks. Any damaged parts were re-growing quickly, thanks to the direction of the Altar and the generous supply of cores being poured into it. 
 
      
 
    Weapons emplacements stood out at various points inside the walls, from which machine guns and grenade launchers were firing, along with warriors using their skills. The Altar of the Dark Sphere was under the Mayor’s control, and the emplacements were constantly changing position. And the warriors of the Architects Clan, acting on orders from the Analytics Department, were constantly moving from one emplacement to another. 
 
      
 
    But the battle wasn’t just concentrated at the City walls. Around the City, in areas that were difficult for the tech to move, the Dark of both sides surged into battle. 
 
      
 
    “A critical moment came a few hours ago, when New Russia, which has been largely on the sidelines up till now, sent several helicopters in from the north. At first it seemed to us like Sangis wasn’t worrying them but... According to reports, the Mayor of Mariapolis has betrayed Sangis and admitted some outsiders into the City. We’re unsure exactly where they’re from, but rumor has it they’re from Japan. And now, watch what happened for yourselves.” The Analyst snapped his fingers and quickly reached out for his bottle of water. His throat was getting extremely dry. 
 
      
 
    The screen now shifted to show the eastern side of Red Angel City, the side facing Sangis. There, the walls were a little lower, and made of normal stone instead of red stone. Five people flew up to the walls. The camera was filming them from a distance, so their appearances couldn’t really be discerned too well. The leader of the quintet raised his arms. His body flashed yellow, and a tornado started to form in the sky. 
 
      
 
    “As you can see, one of the strangers has used an attack-oriented Special Skill,” the Analyst continued. “The mysterious quintet then flew off in the same direction as the helicopters, but the tornado has continued to gather strength. We’re unsure at the moment what losses have been like inside Red Angel City. But the City’s infrastructure will need to be completely rebuilt, and that’s a fact. All signs point to this stranger’s skill being silver-level, at least. But it could easily be gold, given the destructive power it’s proving to possess.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s hurry up,” frowned Alex. He wasn’t interested in hearing things he already knew. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, yeah, we’re getting there,” said the Analyst with a forced smile. The video of the tornado continued to roll. It could be seen sucking cars, people, and the roofs of houses up into the air. The elemental force annihilated everything in its path as it moved mercilessly toward the western wall, where the main strike force of warriors from Sangis was assembled. 
 
      
 
    “I should at least quickly inform our viewers about what’s been happening in Sangis itself over the last few days,” the Analyst continued. “Put briefly, the tornado became something of a turning point. The wall crumbled, and the Alliance’s warriors surged in. It seemed things couldn’t get any worse. The Architects lost a strategically-important point, and now their only option is to retreat to Sangis and defend it. There are no more positions in between. But as it turned out, all this was only the beginning,” said the Analyst, snapping his fingers to signal the video to change. 
 
      
 
    Three people were flying toward Sangis at incredible speed. The central City of the Architects was certainly imposing: massive walls, covered in red muscle. On one side, there was a rocky ridge, on which there were fortified buildings and dozens of enlarged RPG installations, and on the other — a forest, now reaching three hundred feet into the air. But the invaders didn’t even slow down as they caught sight of Sangis. They soared rapidly over the walls, protected by some sort of transparent shield. The City’s defenders managed to fire a few bursts of machine-gun fire and RPGs at them, but the shield protected them from these attacks. 
 
      
 
    At the time, the main warriors of the Clan were in Africa protecting Andrew, or at the front. 
 
      
 
    The trio slowed down only upon reaching the Tower. One of them flashed yellow, and some barely-visible waves rippled out toward the Clan Castle of the Architects. 
 
      
 
    *BOOM!* 
 
      
 
    The Tower shook, and cracks appeared in it. And the trio now rushed into one of these cracks. 
 
      
 
    “I’m really curious as to where you got this footage,” said Alex with surprise. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve always been on good terms with the Architects Clan,” replied the Analyst sadly. “While the Alliance was tearing through the defense at Red Angel City, these strangers burst into Sangis. We don’t know what happened inside the Tower. We only have this,” he said, snapping his fingers again. 
 
      
 
    The screen showed the Tower shake again, whole chunks now falling to the ground as the windows broke and the stone crumbled. A few minutes later, two of the trio flew out through one of the cracks. One of them was holding an unconscious Anya in his arms. 
 
      
 
    “So one of the strangers is still inside... What happened then?” The Portalist looked tense. 
 
      
 
    “With the strangers?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “They teleported. We didn’t manage to catch that on film. All we know is that a purple light started to glare from the direction the helicopters flew off in. Our team thinks this was probably a Special Skill for teleportation being used.” 
 
      
 
    Alex’s eyes flashed, betraying his curiosity. 
 
      
 
    “So, that’s the backstory. Now here’s the latest: the entire Core, with the exception of Andrew himself, has joined in the battle,” said the Analyst, clapping his hands. “The Alliance has decided to move straight into an attack on Sangis and has sent its elite Dark ahead for the purpose. But they’ve already been intercepted by the warriors from the Architects. The strongest Dark on both sides are now locked in battle against each other! And we can now see clearly that the power of the Architects Clan has been underestimated! Two or three Dark from the Jail or the Union are being required to contain every one of the Core. But even then, they’re losing!” 
 
      
 
    Accompanied by the presenter’s excited commentary, the Core’s battle was underway in real-time. Fen, bathed in golden light, was fighting singlehandedly against seven other Dark. He stood atop the once-intact highway leading from Sangis to Red Angel City. Now, the only thing left of the road were a few chunks of pavement that had somehow managed to avoid pulverization. 
 
      
 
    To the right of Fen, Samurai was holding off three Dark at once (one of whom was flying). To his left — Olivia. 
 
      
 
    “There are only thirteen of them!” The Analyst exclaimed. “Thirteen against thirty!” 
 
      
 
    Soon, warriors from Sangis arrived to reinforce the Core, and meanwhile the Alliance’s army got bogged down near Red Angel City. The war had grown especially cruel, as people have thrown their fears aside and developed a fierce hatred for each other amidst all the killing. 
 
      
 
    “God... But where’s Benedict in all this? Alex, what do you think about this? Could we really be seeing the end of Sangis here? After all, as far as I know, the Alliance hasn’t yet shown its full hand here. Plus, New Russia could come into the fight at any moment, and then...” 
 
      
 
    Alex giggled, covering his face with his hand. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t understand,” he replied condescendingly, lowering his hand. “Benedict has never considered the Alliance to be any kind of serious enemy. His interests are on a different scale. A much, much bigger scale. Anya was abducted, and that was a mistake on his part. He didn’t see this treason coming. But I don’t think he’s going to allow anyone else to rule from his home City. Just wait, and you’ll see.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you know something we don’t?” The Analyst sat up, and narrowed his eyes. Then he laid his hand against his ear and shouted: “New Russia is making their move! Whole columns of brand-new military tech are moving out of the gates of their City!” 
 
      
 
    A drone transmitted the footage: new tanks, armored transports, and armored fighting vehicles were driving slowly along a badly-battered road toward Red Angel City. 
 
      
 
    “Alex, what do you say to this?” The Analyst glanced impatiently over at his guest. “This will speed up the Alliance’s advance considerably. The Core’s gonna have to retreat to Sangis. And you know what’ll happen in that case: simultaneous attacks on the remaining Cities, surrounding them, and putting pressure on them from all sides. Plus, who knows what other trump cards the Alliance might have up its sleeve? The mysterious leader of the Jail still hasn’t shown themselves, and neither has the Pigeon Summoner, who’s currently the strongest warrior in the Union.” 
 
      
 
    “Heh heh heh,” Alex chuckled, waving his hand airly as if brushing aside all this information. “You still don’t get it. You haven’t seen what I’ve seen. When Benedict arrives, this war will be over. He’s in a different weight category altogether.” 
 
      
 
    “Hm.” The Analyst stroked his chin, watching as Fen created a big golden palm in midair. “Why hasn’t anyone in the Core used any Special Skills? Alex, your connections are impressive; you’re on pretty close terms with Sangis. Maybe you could at least enlighten us on a little detail like that?” 
 
      
 
    Alex snickered. He loved being flattered. For just a second, he hesitated, then answered confidently: 
 
      
 
    “Because they don’t consider it necessary.” 
 
      
 
    “Think so? It seems to me like this would be the ideal time.” 
 
      
 
    “Well,” said Alex, adjusting the bandage beneath his ear, “that, or they’ve already used their Special Skills. In some other place. Somewhere where the air is heavy with danger...” 
 
      
 
    The Analyst stared at Alex in surprise, and had already opened his mouth to ask another question, but suddenly he froze. His eyes widened. 
 
      
 
    “Benedict has returned! Switch to the shot, quick! This is unbelievable...” 
 
      
 
    Alex immediately discarded his attitude of airy indifference and leaned his whole body forward, looking greedily at the display. And there was indeed something to see: a massive, red monster with a black horn, floating across the sky. 
 
      
 
    “A flying, horned whale?” The Analyst whispered. 
 
      
 
    “That’s a mutant sperm whale,” Alex corrected him confidently. “High-level. I can’t even imagine how Benedict tamed the thing.” 
 
      
 
    The picture zoomed in to show the sperm whale’s back. On a throne of bone, surrounded by bloody haze, sat Benedict. 
 
      
 
    The battle below abated. The warriors of the Alliance and Sangis alike quickly jumped behind the nearest available cover and looked up in disbelief at the monster. It was like something from a fairy tale, made real... 
 
      
 
    “What’s he going to do?” The Analyst asked hungrily. 
 
      
 
    Benedict raised his hand, and drops of blood appeared on the sperm whale, covering its body in a thick film. But that wasn’t all. Red droplets started to appear all around him, glimmering under the sun like rubies. At that point, some of the weaponry opened fire on the monster, and a few of the Alliance’s Dark threw themselves at the thing, but the Core prevented them from reaching their leader. The Dark on both sides now rushed back into a new battle, as the sperm whale’s drops collided with explosive shells. 
 
      
 
    *BOOM!* 
 
      
 
    Fireballs exploded into being in the air. The sperm whale flew forward, toward its enemies’ positions, and simultaneously, a huge red cloud made of scarlet droplets formed underneath it. The mutant appeared to be lying in the cloud. When it reached the enemy’s fighting tech, a lethal downpour began. 
 
      
 
    *BA-BA-BOOM!* 
 
      
 
    All the weaponry beneath the beast erupted into a series of explosions. People were fleeing the scene, screaming, trying to save themselves. As flames roared out from the gutted tanks, the Dark used their strongest skills, but to no avail; the sperm whale didn’t suffer so much as a scratch. Several explosions rocked against the body of the mutant, but they did no more than ripple the red film a little. 
 
      
 
    “Amazing,” muttered the Analyst. “Now I understand, Alex. Benedict has a monster like this at his command, so he has no reason to regard the Alliance as a serious opponent.” 
 
      
 
    Alex Krit immediately closed his mouth and tried to pretend like he hadn’t just been staring wide-eyed at the screen a few seconds ago. 
 
      
 
    “I’m aPortal Summoner,” he snorted arrogantly, finally regaining his composure. “Of course I know more than most people.” 
 
      
 
    “You were right, my goodness, you were right...” 
 
      
 
    The sperm whale soared above the positions of Sangis’ enemies, annihilating them one after the other. The mutant only stopped when it reached the Union’s fort. 
 
      
 
    “What’s he gonna do?!” The Analyst looked over at Alex. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want to spoil the surprise. Watch for yourself. All I’ll say is that you won’t soon forget—” 
 
      
 
    “Look! He’s... descending?” 
 
      
 
    The video showed Benedict descending into the sperm whale’s head. And it looked... Well, it was something to see. The explosive cannonade continued to issue forth from the fortress, but they still didn’t manage to do any real damage to the mutant. The cloud of blood billowed and, wrapping itself around the sperm whale, it shot upward in a huge column. 
 
      
 
    “What is he — holy shit!” 
 
      
 
    The sperm whale suddenly lowered its massive head, aiming its horn at the fort, and... Dove ahead! 
 
      
 
    *BOOM!* 
 
      
 
    Speeding up through the air until it was just a blur, the mutant rocketed through the Union’s fort, reducing it to smithereens. Once the sperm whale had slowed down again, the red column settled back into a placid cloud. And then the whale flew up to the Jail’s fort. 
 
      
 
    “Look! All the tech from New Russia is turning around as quickly as it can! They’re fleeing the field!” 
 
      
 
    “Heh heh,” said Alex, clearing his throat. It was taking all his strength to keep himself composed, instead of shouting with excitement. “I can only imagine what’s going on there. Poor President. They don’t even have any decent warriors; they even had to buy their City Token through me. They’re putting all their eggs in the basket of modern tech and old-school firepower. Heh heh.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes... As if the sight of a flying sperm whale wasn’t enough to give Tokar a heart attack,” said the Analyst with feigned sadness. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, in New Russia: 
 
      
 
    “Doctor! We need a Doctor! The President’s fallen!” 
 
      
 
    Vladimir Tokar lay there on his back, staring up at the ceiling with eyes that were swollen and red from a lack of sleep. Nearby hung a screen: Youcalypse — the Analyst’s live broadcast. Barely audibly, Tokar’s pale lips began to mumble: 
 
      
 
    “Why... why... Good God, a giant sperm whale...” 
 
      
 
    Tears were flowing from his eyes. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Levi flew up to the Jail’s fort, while I was standing on his head, looking down at the forbidding structure. 
 
      
 
    “New Russia is retreating. What are you gonna do?” May inquired. 
 
      
 
    “Let them,” I replied, narrowing my eyes. Black smoke was billowing out of the Jail’s fort; through it, I could see a person. A very weird person. Dressed like a prisoner, with black chains all over his body whose ends were floating in the air. 
 
      
 
    “We still need to fight the zombies from China,” I decided to elaborate on my decision. “If I take them all out right now, Sangis will have to take the brunt of the attack alone. I’m still not confident we can do it.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, Sangis’ reputation isn’t what it once was, thanks to the Alliance’s propaganda,” May mused. “If you don’t take them out now, I guess we could turn that into a nice PR move.” 
 
      
 
    “Definitely. But they do need to be punished,” I said with a bloodthirsty smile as I gave a mental order. Blood Meteorite! Immediately, I sensed it as the fat inside Levi’s cranial cavity filled with energy. But I also sensed some serious internal damage and a significant drop in both regeneration and endurance in my Demon. 
 
      
 
    Actually, he was already on the ropes. His Blood Film was holding on by a thread, and that Ram move had eaten up a good chunk of the Demon’s reserve of energy. I have to admit, I hadn’t been expecting that kind of power when I’d launched the attack. The Union’s fort had literally been wiped off the map. I somehow felt unpleasant when it occurred to me that we’d just killed hundreds of people. There were too few of us as it was... But they’d come to my home, with their weapons, ready to do God knows what to us. 
 
      
 
    The strange man standing in the black smoke froze in front of the fort. He was thin, almost skeletal, with pale eyes. Scary looking. 
 
      
 
    “Who’s this?” I asked, feeling blood start to collect in Levi’s mouth. 
 
      
 
    “Dunno,” said May, sounding absent-minded. “But I think it’s the leader of the Jail.” 
 
      
 
    “I see.” 
 
      
 
    I could sense that the Demon was ready for a shot. I looked down into the leader’s eyes and smirked. 
 
      
 
    Levi bent his lower jaw back ninety degrees (again, an ability inherited from the original sperm whale) and spat out a huge, bloody clot. I immediately sensed that this weakened the Demon significantly. The bloody cloud that Levi had created with his Blood Drops skill now sagged a little bit. The Demon had shifted part of his enormous weight onto it. Shit... We’d used almost all our skills by this point. We only had two left: Stream, which only worked underwater, and the mysterious Envy… 
 
      
 
    The clot flew toward the Jail’s fort, picking up speed along the way. The Jail’s leader was frozen right in its path, not betraying a single trace of emotion. And when the clot was already dangerously close, the leader simply dodged it. 
 
      
 
    “Predictable,” I noted arrogantly, loud enough for him to hear me. 
 
      
 
    *BOOM!* 
 
      
 
    As surprising as it was that a skill called Blood Meteorite actually looked awkward and not very cool at all, its destructive power was even more surprising. The fort literally exploded and started to dissolve as if it had been immersed in some powerful acid. 
 
      
 
    I stood on Levi’s back, looking the leader in the eyes and listening to the screams of pain and agony from the people below. 
 
      
 
    “Leave,” I said calmly. “I consider myself avenged.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 7. Terms and Conditions 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    AFTER I’D SPOKEN, the leader of the Jail suddenly leapt up and came flying toward me. Idiot. But then I suppose he was a criminal, wasn’t he? I sighed, then took off toward him. Levi was already tired, and wouldn’t be much more help to me now. But then something unexpected happened. The Demon snorted behind me, and the black fog surrounding the leader of the Jail was blown away. He stopped sharply, and for the first time I saw an emotion flash through his eyes — bewilderment. I slowed down. Without the black fog, the leader didn’t look all that cool — a thin, balding man in prisoners’ clothes, tightly wrapped in black chains. He looked around, then suddenly took off flying in the opposite direction. I followed him with my eyes. Should I kill him? Or maybe not, for now? 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, we don’t know anything about his abilities,” said May, having decided the time had come to voice her doubts. “He should’ve already used his Special Skill. So what if this is a trap? That fog disappeared too quickly. Better let him go.” 
 
      
 
    “Well... Fine,” I said, turning back to Levi. Actually, I was pretty confident I could’ve killed the bastard. But maybe May was right — maybe it’d be best not to take any unnecessary risks. When I sat back down on my throne and checked in with my Demon, I realized how the Jailbird’s fog had been blown away: my Demon had used Envy. It was May who clued me in on this: 
 
      
 
    “Your sperm whale started to envy the Leader because of his fog, and so it disappeared?” She was surprised. 
 
      
 
    “Seems like it. What’s up with Anya?” Even though I managed to keep my voice calm, inside, I was dying of anxiety. 
 
      
 
    “The Americans answered not long ago. Sorry, I’m so strung out. They informed us that Anya’s fine, and that nobody’s going to touch her. They apologized, and said that they urgently needed somebody who could bring things to life, and they just didn’t have time to negotiate. But they’ve already checked Anya, and somehow found out about her real abilities.” 
 
      
 
    “Have they found out about Sophia?” I frowned. We messed up. Right at that very moment, in my dad’s City, Sophia’s living dolls were fighting, and the Americans might easily notice that. 
 
      
 
    “Not for now. But I think it’s just a matter of time. If they knew about your connection with Boris, they’d definitely have put two and two together by now.” 
 
      
 
    “When will they bring Anya back to us?” I lowered myself into Levi’s head, and we headed back to Sangis. 
 
      
 
    “Uh...” 
 
      
 
    “What?” I was trying to speak calmly. 
 
      
 
    “They don’t want to give her back. They say they’ll give her back only when we tell them how we brought those dolls to life. They promised that no harm will come to Anya.” 
 
      
 
    I closed my eyes. I took several deep breaths in and out. Assholes. 
 
      
 
    “They know we don’t have time for them right now,” May continued, sounding as if she felt guilty somehow. “So they’re taking advantage of that to gain some knowledge. But I think they’re afraid of you. Anya’s safe, for now, and they’re even gonna let her talk to us in a few hours.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell them we have plenty of Psychologists, Psychiatrists and Mentalists,” I growled. “And that if they dare to manipulate her, it’s going to mean war with us. Tell them Anya is my girlfriend. Let them know they’re playing with fire.” 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, I don’t think that’s a good idea. If they know about your connection, they’ll try to use it.” 
 
      
 
    “Ag-gg-gghh,” I said, squeezing my fist in frustration. Maybe, I thought, I should just go pay them a visit right now? Assholes. “Then tell them that Anya’s important for the defense of Sangis, and that if a single hair on her head gets hurt, it’s going to mean war with us.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, Andrew.” 
 
      
 
    “Did we lose a lot of people in Angel City?” 
 
      
 
    “Thankfully, no. All the residents hid out in underground shelters before the attack began. The tornado took down a lot of buildings, but didn’t kill many people.” 
 
      
 
    “Whew... That’s awesome,” I said, feeling a weight lifted from my shoulders. After a short pause, I asked: “Is there anywhere else I’m needed?” With that, I slumped down against the seat of my throne. Man, this was exhausting... 
 
      
 
    “Not for now. As soon as those assholes in the east saw you appear, they ran off. Mariapolis is ours again.” 
 
      
 
    I grunted. Man, that eastern front. We’d have to reinforce the City and try to build a wall — to connect all our Cities. It’d be hard, but with the Altars of the Dark Sphere and people with building skills, it was definitely possible. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, I’m gonna send some people from the Core to help your dad.” 
 
      
 
    “How’s the situation there?” I sat up. “Think it’d be good for me to go, too?” 
 
      
 
    “Under control, for now. People are retreating, and there are more refugees by the day, but for now, they’ve managed to slow down the movement of the undead. First is located in the mountains, so only a portion of the overall flow of zombies is making its way there.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it — headed back to Sangis now.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll call the Inner Council together.” 
 
      
 
    I closed my eyes and sighed bitterly. Dammit, I still had so much to take care of... 
 
      
 
    I checked what the Dark Sphere had to say to me: 
 
      
 
    Attention! With your return to the continent, acting responsibility in all your roles has returned to you! 
 
      
 
    Well, excellent. So, I thought — time to check on what’s been going on in my absence... 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I stood on Levi’s back and stared gloomily up at the Tower. May had already managed to fix it, but the hunks of rubble lying at the base of the Clan Castle didn’t exactly inspire a wave of optimism in me. I looked attentively around the City. It was pretty quiet. There were noticeably more Blood Concrete Monsters, who were patrolling the streets and walls together with warriors in uniform — real soldiers. I’d have to come up with a design for these uniforms, and a coat of arms for Sangis also wouldn’t hurt. As far as I knew, all the other Cities had coats of arms. 
 
      
 
    Flying Squirrels were soaring above the forest. One of them flew right up to me; on its back, I spotted Friday. The squirrel squeaked something at me, waving her little paw. 
 
      
 
    “Hello to you too,” I waved back. The Flying Squirrel turned toward the edge of the forest. I assumed that Friday probably had a ton of stuff to take care of at the moment, too, and we’d seen each other pretty recently; no need to catch up just yet. 
 
      
 
    I gave Levi a mental command to go rest somewhere, and flew back to the entrance to the Tower. Ugh... I got the feeling that sleep wasn’t going to be in the cards for me today. 
 
      
 
    “Master,” Theo greeted me with a bow. He was dressed in a weird, gray uniform, with a big letter “A” emblazoned on the chest. A new uniform for the dogs? 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad you’ve returned,” he said, eyes filling with tears. 
 
      
 
    I was taken aback, actually. Theo looked more or less as he had before — wrinkled face, like a weathered piece of paper, tall (just over six feet), with brown stubble on his face, flecked liberally with white. But his eyes... These weren’t the same eyes of the slightly-demented Doctor that I’d met at the hospital. These were the eyes of a fanatic, and a killer. 
 
      
 
    “Theo,” I forced myself to smile. Shit... Had I really made him into this? “How are you?” 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, I felt a gust of wind, and smiled: 
 
      
 
    “Andrew!” Alisa had thrown herself onto me from the side and gripped me in a huge bear hug. I hugged her back. Man, I’d missed her. I looked around and found Lera and May. They were standing at the entrance. I nodded to them. I also noticed Zlata and Alfred there. 
 
      
 
    “I’d call this Service for the Glory of the King,” said Theo, bowing once more. 
 
      
 
    I let Alisa go. She was positively glowing, not taking her eyes off my face for a second. 
 
      
 
    “What’s the situation with the traitor?” I cleared my throat. 
 
      
 
    “He’s in a dungeon. Want to see him?” Theo asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but just wait a little bit.” I said. I walked over to the girls, gave each of them a big hug, nodded to Lera, and shook Alfred by the hand. 
 
      
 
    “What took you so long?” Zlata asked reproachfully, folding her arms and tucking them under her huge boobs. 
 
      
 
    “Just hanging out in Africa,” I chuckled. “Tell me — what happened, how did they kidnap Anya?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe later?” May replied. “First, go with Theo and see the Rain Lord. We can talk after that.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, just wait for me then.” 
 
      
 
    Theo led me into the underground part of the Tower. That was where the dogs had their headquarters. 
 
      
 
    “Did you manage to find out how the Rain Lord got around the Blood Pact?” I asked as we walked down the stairs. That was what worried me more than anything. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. The Americans helped him.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I assumed that much. But how?” 
 
      
 
    “He can’t talk. They put a mental block on him.” 
 
      
 
    I started grinding my teeth in frustration. Those assholes! How had they gotten around my Blood Pact ?! How? I’d already checked the skill; there wasn’t any pact with the Rain Lord. It had disappeared. And also, what would I do from here? Theo himself was bound by a pact. And if he should happen to decide that he wanted to kill me, he now knew who he could turn to. And the other Mayors might also decide to throw off their limitations and betray me, just like the Rain Lord. Dammit. 
 
      
 
    I walked along behind Theo, musing darkly about all these bleak prospects. Finally, we walked into a small, dimly-lit room. The familiar smell of blood immediately hit my nostrils; I could hear ragged breathing and coughing. 
 
      
 
    “Here he is,” spat Theo with audible hatred. 
 
      
 
    And I spotted him. Yeah... TheRain Lord didn’t look much like a human anymore. He was a bloody mess. I shuddered when I noticed the flame-shaped brand above his left eyebrow. This was the same kind of brand the Africans had imposed on me. 
 
      
 
    “Did he tell you everything he knew?” I asked coldly. Hearing my words, the prisoner lifted his head. It was missing eyes, ears, and a nose. If I’d seen something like this before the apocalypse, the horror might’ve killed me on the spot. But now... Well, this wasn’t anything too unusual. 
 
      
 
    “I daresay he did, Master,” said Theo with a bow. “I call this—” 
 
      
 
    “Kill him,” I said, turning toward the exit. 
 
      
 
    “Just like that?” Theo sounded confused. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Just kill him.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe we should hold a public execution?” A predatory flash passed across my executioner’s eyes. “Feed him to the zombies. Pour encourager les autres, as they say...” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I said; my voice had grown even colder. “Just kill him, Theo. We’re not barbarians. We don’t hold public executions. And another thing, Theo.” I looked him squarely in the eyes. “It’s wrong to kill people just because. Remember that. You need to restrain your dogs.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, forgive me,” the old man burbled. 
 
      
 
    Ugh... I didn’t know what I was going to do with him. I walked out of the gloomy room and headed upstairs, back to the girls. Time to find out what they did with the Stone of Suppression... 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, I just talked to Anya,” said May through my headphones. “She called suddenly, they let me talk to her for five minutes, then hung up on me. Anya’s fine. They’re holding her in the room of a former hotel. They aren’t touching her, they’re giving her plenty of food and drink. I decided not to distract you. Sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “No need to apologize,” I nodded absent-mindedly. “My reaction, or Anya’s, might’ve given the bastards a lot more information than we intend...” 
 
      
 
    As I came up from the underground levels of the Tower, the sun hit me in the eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew!” Alisa ran up to me. “Were you really a gladiator? Was it really hot there? Did you see a giraffe?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, you better believe it,” I said with a serious nod as I turned to talk to my enthusiastic friend. “Very hot. My hair actually melted in the heat. I saw a giraffe, of course. I fought one in the arena.” 
 
      
 
    “Wow! Tell me about it!” 
 
      
 
    “The giraffe was fighting with two swords. It was super fast and strong, and it could jump through the air...” 
 
      
 
    Talking to Alisa, I suddenly felt a weird sensation, as if a tightly-wound spring inside me had suddenly and dramatically loosened. After all the trials and tribulations, all the problems and risks, my psyche seemed to have accustomed itself to the assumption that things weren’t going to get better. I’d been tense, constantly expecting an attack, and I hadn’t been able to relax. And it was only at that moment, when I started telling Alisa all about a made-up battle with a giraffe, that it really sunk in for me that I was finally home. My legs felt weak, and I almost tripped. 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong?” Alisa asked. 
 
      
 
    “Ah... nothing...” 
 
      
 
    We walked up onto the roof of the Tower. I noticed a little add-on structure and a small booth nearby, in which May and Lera were sitting. A table laden with food stood beside them. 
 
      
 
    “What did you have to eat in Africa?” Alisa asked. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing,” I replied somberly as we made our way to the little booth. 
 
      
 
    “You didn’t eat anything the whole time?” Alisa sounded skeptical, but her energy didn’t abate for a second. 
 
      
 
    “Nope. I was starving.” 
 
      
 
    As Alisa stared at me skeptically, I sat down at the table, nodded to May and Lera, grabbed a sandwich with fresh cheese, trout, and avocado, and stuffed my face. Seemed like the girls had decided to cheer me up with some tasty treats. 
 
      
 
    “So — tell me all about it,” I said as I continued feasting. I was hungry. 
 
      
 
    “Anya was kidnapped by three people,” May began. “One of them cast some sort of wave. In some ways, it was like that huge African guy’s ability. The waves have a destructive effect on space itself, it’s a really dangerous ability. I’m suspecting he was also a Scanner. Otherwise, I don’t know how they could’ve found Anya so fast. The second one was a black guy, who turned his body into diamond. He was the one we managed to kill. The third was a Shieldbearer. A very powerful Shieldbearer.” 
 
      
 
    “Powerful combo,” I said, chewing on some rabbit meat. “How’d you manage it?” 
 
      
 
    “Only by using the Stone of Suppression,” said May, throwing me a guilty glance. “But I made a mistake there. I sent three people, but they couldn’t get the Stone under control. That gave the Americans time.” 
 
      
 
    “Why couldn’t they get it under control?” 
 
      
 
    “Not sure.” 
 
      
 
    “The Stone looked like a pretty, engraved section of a cliff,” said Lera, biting down hard on her lip. The attack on the Tower had really scared her. After all, her children were there. And if one couldn’t feel safe even in one of the best-defended places on the planet, then what was this world coming to? 
 
      
 
    “But it was only when there were five of us that we got a notification telling us that it was possible to become the owners of the Stone.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe it factors in your combined levels? Or something like that?” I suggested. 
 
      
 
    “I think it most likely has something to do with levels,” May agreed. “Right now, the owners of the Stone are Invisible Girl, Lera, Madame, Zlata, and Alfred.” 
 
      
 
    “Five from the Core. Not bad,” I said, drinking a little compote. “What happened after that?” 
 
      
 
    “The first thing they did was abduct Anya and drug her. She was sitting in her office. Nobody in the Tower got killed, just knocked out. But then they moved onto the roof, toward the Stone.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s bad,” I mumbled. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. The Americans know that we have one of the Stones.” 
 
      
 
    “Is there info about any others like it?” 
 
      
 
    “India,” replied Lera. “There’s a Stone of Protection there. It’s thanks to that that the one remaining City in the subcontinent has managed to survive and fight off the zombies. It only became public knowledge very recently.” 
 
      
 
    “Hm. We could use a rock like that,” I sighed. “What else? What abilities did the owners get?” 
 
      
 
    “Besides one ability, it was just like the Africans had, i.e., the ability to impose one of three types of brands: lesser, middle, and strictest. 
 
      
 
    “What’s the one ability?” 
 
      
 
    “The ability to completely negate any skills within a specific area.” 
 
      
 
    “Whoa.” I stopped eating. “That’s—” 
 
      
 
    “But in order to use that skill, it has to be used by all five of the owners at the same time,” Lera said with a knowing grin. “And it only lasts for three seconds. That’s how we killed the diamond guy. We negated skills in his area, and Invisible Girl chopped his head off. The others got scared and ran off with Anya, and we couldn’t stop them.” 
 
      
 
    “I was the one who ordered them to kill the diamond guy, specifically,” added May, sounding guilty. “I know that ideally, we’d have killed their leader, the guy with the waves, but in the situation at the time the diamond guy was potentially the most dangerous.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand,” I nodded. “What’s up with the Stone of Reasoning?” 
 
      
 
    “The gorilla told me what kind of abilities it has,” said May, tucking her hair back behind one ear. “The Stone of Reasoning is fundamentally different from the Stone of Suppression. It doesn’t have owners; it operates like an aura, which causes mutants to evolve more quickly. And when they’re in its effective radius, they not only get smarter, but they also level up more quickly. The gorilla, who’s always been in close proximity to the Stone, doesn’t actually differ at all from a human in terms of intelligence.” 
 
      
 
    “Do the mutants get dumber without the Stone?” 
 
      
 
    “No. But their descendants won’t be able to possess the same kind of reasoning ability. Our Squirrels, either. In the long term, this Stone is going to be really important for us.” 
 
      
 
    “Write to Otino,” I decided. “Or to the lion directly, if you can. Tell them we’ll trade the Stone of Reasoning for the Stone of Suppression.” 
 
      
 
    “But—” May was surprised. 
 
      
 
    “We can’t give something like that to the lions. Their leader is too strong as it is, and if he gets smarter, too... Anyway — we just can’t. Right now, he probably hasn’t grasped exactly what’s just fallen into his hands. And the Africans won’t be happy with things as they are; the Stone of Reasoning doesn’t help them at all. They’ll be in favor of an exchange.” 
 
      
 
    “You really want to give up the Stone of Suppression?” May looked at me with a frown. 
 
      
 
    “Not sure, for now. Let’s try to think of a trap of some kind. But we definitely can’t leave the Stone of Reasoning with the lions. We definitely can’t.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree with Andrew,” Lera chimed in. “Mutants aren’t humans. They remember a good deed. I think a whole island full of mutants being our allies is a lot more useful than the Stone of Suppression, which is basically ideal for a slave society or a dictatorship.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” May conceded. “I’ll get in touch with them. But Otino...” For the first time that day, she smiled a genuine smile. “Later on, I’ll show you his reaction when he got back to his City and found it destroyed and robbed.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s the situation in Africa?” 
 
      
 
    “Andrew,” May checked the time on her Elonka. “Let’s go downstairs, yeah? The Council’s meeting soon. I’ll tell you on the way.” 
 
      
 
    “Whatever you say,” I said, standing up from the table with a noticeably-bulging stomach. “Council it is.” 
 
      
 
    “Things in Africa couldn’t be better,” said May quickly as we descended the staircase. “Tons of resources, the new people are grateful to us for liberating them, and they’re burning with hatred for the fascists. There are tons of dangerous mutants and altered plants around. Africa’s going to become an excellent place for us to level up our soldiers.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, that’s good news, at least,” I muttered. 
 
      
 
    We walked into the Main Hall, where people had already assembled. May nodded to me, then took her seat as I took mine. I could sense that I was about to be bombarded with more problems that I could imagine... 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I sat in the Main Hall of the City of Sangis and listened to reports. May, Lera, our main Builder, the Judge, and the Architect, the Mayors of the Cities, the heads of the police and the Bank of Sangis, the Economist, the Head of Typography, the Blood Mechanic, a few commanders of some of the larger raid units, officers from the army, our head Artificer and our main Tailor, Scholars, Alchemists , and some other people who were only vaguely familiar to me, were all sitting in their designated seats and listening to each other report, occasionally throwing all sorts of different glances at me. 
 
      
 
    The reports came flowing at me thick and fast, and I came to understand as never before just how much had gone on in Sangis while I’d been gone. There were now streets in every City and between each of the Cities, full electrification, and plumbing. Settling of new people, who’d been arriving from all directions in a small but constant flow, was underway. And all this wasn’t even to mention the creation of the Hall of Missions, tasks for people of various ranks, raids into Novosibirsk and other places (both for cores and to obtain various pieces of pre-apocalypse technology). 
 
      
 
    The amount of work that had been done was simply colossal. Besides the raiders, who would turn over a portion of their haul to their home City and tended to sell the remainder in that same City, there were also soldiers and police now. And while just about anybody — right up to someone who’d previously been a college kid or a stay-at-home mom — could become a raider, the army and police had stricter requirements. Theo’s dogs did thorough investigations on everyone’s background, and then (providing there were no convictions therein) the warrior would be sent to a training compound. If they managed to handle the workload there, they’d become a soldier or police constable. 
 
      
 
    Judges had appeared in all the Cities, and any administering of a Blood Pact would be handled by aJudge. While I’d been gone, a significant number of criminals had piled up, who were all going to need to be branded into the Zero Circle of the Clan. At least as many as would need to be promoted from the Outer Circle into the Middle Circle. And a couple who we were planning to promote right into the Inner Circle. 
 
      
 
    At the moment, my rule that Sangis should only be accessible to those who’d fought to defend it during the war with the horde of zombies was still in effect. May and Anya had decided not to open the City without having the chance to inform me first. As a result, to be perfectly frank, the City was dead. Of course, it was quite safe here, but there wasn’t anybody to sell your goods or offer your services to; there were no people, and the hubbub of activity had moved out to the other four Cities. But this was no big deal — this could be rectified. 
 
      
 
    Especially since I was going to be opening the Class Hall in the Tower. First, I was going to summon Theo’s dogs, then all the soldiers and police (this had been promised to them quite some time ago), and then we’d be able to offer the service to raiders in exchange for a specific sum. 
 
      
 
    But first and foremost, I wanted to raise the level of the City and the Altar of the Dark Sphere. For the time being, it was still at level 2; understandably, they hadn’t invested too many resources in it while I’d been gone. At the moment, after cleaning out Otino’s City, we had an obscene amount of cores. Plus, Alisa was going to be posting videos of the battle against the Alliance. I was pretty sure that this would generate some more donations. Although of course it would generate new waves of immigration at the same time. 
 
      
 
    After the reports, discussions about various separate issues ensued. Defense, armament, road repair, and buildings. All of it would cost money. Or more accurately, cores. 
 
      
 
    “We received some news recently.” said one of the Mayors — theStrategist — from behind the podium. “Specifically, we learned that after reaching level 3, a city acquires the possibility of transforming into a country. I suggest that we invest funds into making this happen. I believe that Sangis should be made accessible to the wider public, and...” 
 
      
 
    I listened to the Strategist in silence, nodding. A lot of the thoughts he was expressing were exactly what I’d been thinking. Some of them even made more sense. That was the great thing about the Council... 
 
      
 
    This thing about turning the City into a country... Well, I liked the idea. Being head of a City and the ruler of a whole country are different things entirely. Plus, it was interesting to think about what I personally might receive along with the level increase. Last time, it was the bio-defense on the walls; what would it be this time? 
 
      
 
    It was already night by the time the Inner Council wrapped up. Lying on the edge of the table in front of me was a pile of documents, which had been growing the whole time. And I’d need to look through all of it in order to get a handle on how things had changed in the Cities, all the suggestions for new improvements, applications for approval, and information on all the people who needed to be promoted or demoted into another Circle of the Clan. 
 
      
 
    There were so many papers that one of Anya’s secretaries soon came up and started organizing them on the floor. Dammit, I thought... Why hadn’t we made the switch to digital documents by now? What sort of stone-age society was this? Although unless I was mistaken, we’d been keeping documents in digital form... Well, some of them, at least. I’d have to ask the girls what the hell was going on there. 
 
      
 
    After the Council, everybody walked out of the Main Hall. Only Lera, May, a pile of papers and I were left. 
 
      
 
    “So what am I going to do with all this?” I said with a sarcastic look at the girls. 
 
      
 
    “The Admin people will help,” said Lera with a serious sort of nod. 
 
      
 
    “Why is it all on paper?” 
 
      
 
    “There was a whole barrage of cyberattacks recently, across several of the Cities. We decided that until we have specialists with the appropriate skills, it’d be best to switch over to paper for now.” 
 
      
 
    “Andrew,” said May, looking over at me as she listened intently to someone on her headphones. “Three bits of news. First, something scary is heading for your dad’s City. Some kind of weird zombie octopus. It took out even Sophia’s strongest dolls like they were nothing, and range attacks don’t do anything to it at all.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll figure it out,” I nodded airily. “That kind of thing has to be burned up.” 
 
      
 
    “Second, Otino responded and said the lion agrees to the exchange. I’ve already assigned people to try to figure out how to trick the lions and get the Stone of Reasoning. But Andrew, in that case, it’s most likely that our City in Africa will end up getting destroyed.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand.” 
 
      
 
    “And finally — the Americans have reached out.” 
 
      
 
    “And what do they want?” My mood immediately soured. 
 
      
 
    “Not the Americans who kidnapped Anya. Other ones. They’re assuring us that they’re enemies of those other Americans, and they want us to help kill other Americans. And actually, they’re not representatives of America per se — they’re part of America’s ethnic Chinese community—” 
 
      
 
    “Stop,” I interrupted her. “I didn’t understand any of that. Try to be clearer here.” 
 
      
 
    “Some Chinese-Americans got in touch with us. They want to attack and destroy the people who kidnapped Anya.” 
 
      
 
    “You should’ve started with that...” I mumbled; I glanced down at the mountain of papers, then over at Lera. “Although you were trying to listen yourself, I know — you have a lot going on. Can you figure this out without me somehow? Maybe just send me a few pages, as condensed as you can?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” nodded Lera. 
 
      
 
    Whew. That was a load off my mind. I’d rather be out fighting the Americans and zombie-octopi than sitting here dealing with all these papers... 
 
      
 
    “Andrew,” said May, when I was already at the exit. Her voice sounded strange to me. 
 
      
 
    “What’s up?” I turned around and saw that she was looking at the screen of an Elonka, and that she’d tensed up. 
 
      
 
    “Stacy’s calling you. She wants to talk.” 
 
      
 
    “What Stacy?” I didn’t understand at first. “Oh, that’s the name of one of the Healers, right?” 
 
      
 
    “No. A different Stacy. Your former classmate.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 8. The Stone of Suppression 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “CLASSMATE...” I muttered. Into my mind crept the image of the girl I’d been drooling over for my entire time at University. Long blond hair, bright blue eyes. Unbelievably beautiful; my dream girl. But of course I was no longer a student, and dreams were no longer what they used to be. 
 
      
 
    “Tell her I’m busy,” I said, then turned to leave. I had no time for any excess bullshit. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew,” May hesitated. “Stacy helped us.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah?” I stopped, turning and looking in surprise at my Analyst. “How so?” 
 
      
 
    “She was the one who let us know that the Union and the Jail wanted to join forces with New Russia to attack us. She passed us a lot of important info and a list of the powers of all the enemy’s Dark. Without her help, we’d have lost a lot more people.” 
 
      
 
    “Hm. Well, then let me hear what she has to say,” I sighed, stretching out my hand. 
 
      
 
    May handed me an Elonka and left. Lera had already done the same. I watched as the door closed, and then turned on the videochat: 
 
      
 
    “Hey.” Stacy was looking at me. A faint smile, a little bit of arrogance and pride in her eyes... Well, in all her features, really. A perfectly symmetrical, unbelievably beautiful face, smooth, clear, pale skin with barely a hint of makeup and mascara — the kind of face that would steal a couple thousand guys’ hearts at first sight, and forever. 
 
      
 
    “Hey.” I wasn’t smiling. Somewhere deep inside, something long forgotten stirred, and then immediately vanished. Stacy had left an imprint on my life, and no matter what she’d done since, and how much pain she might’ve caused me, nothing could erase the fact that once upon a time, I’d been in love with her. Truly. So I just couldn’t maintain my anger at her. 
 
      
 
    “How are things with you?” Stacy’s eyes narrowed, and the right corner of her mouth twitched. 
 
      
 
    “All good,” I said, taking a chair out of my ring, sitting down on it, and then turning back to look at the screen of the Elonka. “Thanks for your help. What do you want in return?” 
 
      
 
    “Why would you assume I want something in return?” Stacy tilted her head to the side in mock bewilderment. “Maybe I just miss you?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t have time for this.” 
 
      
 
    “Nice to talk to you too.” Stacy was upset. Well, more accurately, she was pretending to be upset. “I had to try to so hard to find a way to call you without people noticing, and you—” 
 
      
 
    “Stace, I have no time,” I said, trying to conceal my annoyance. “You helped us. Without your help, we’d have suffered a lot more deaths. I recognize that we owe you one, and I’m willing to pay you back for your help. What do you want? Spheres, cores, artifacts? Or some other kind of help?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re such an idiot.” 
 
      
 
    Surprised at this, I looked at Stacy once again and noticed that her lips were pursed angrily, and that rage seemed to seethe in her beautiful eyes. She was good at playing this little game. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t need anything. I’ve got a husband, who’s the head of a powerful clan. And we’re going to have a baby soon. I’m happy, Andrew,” she said, seeming to spit the last sentence into my face. Then she sighed and closed her eyes. 
 
      
 
    When she mentioned a husband, something deep inside me — in the area of my heart — seemed to flicker. But only very weakly. And I think now that this was me finally letting go of Stacy completely. 
 
      
 
    “I’m happy for you,” I smiled. The first time I’d smiled so far in this conversation. “But why did you call me?” I genuinely didn’t have any idea. Dammit, what the hell did she want?! 
 
      
 
    “I...” Stacy looked at me absent-mindedly. “I called to tell you that...” She’d been spotted. “You owe me one. Remember that.” 
 
      
 
    The screen flashed, and then went dark. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell was that?” I asked aloud into the empty hall. 
 
      
 
    I stood up, put the chair away into my ring, and walked out of the Main Hall. Thoughts of our previous conversation filled my head. Recently, I’d been becoming more and more convinced that every human action has a specific motive of some kind or other. Possibly a subconscious motive... But there’s always a motive. So what was Stacy’s motive? Why had she really called me? To see how I’d react to the news of her pregnancy and her husband? Or to remind me of the debt I now owed her? Either way, it didn’t matter. I could only hope she’d just tell me sooner rather than later what it was that she wanted, so I could shed this unwanted, dubious little connection. 
 
      
 
    Finally, I made it back to my room. God, how I’d missed it! It hadn’t changed at all; it was totally the same. Except that it was a little empty... 
 
      
 
    “Ha!” I tore off my clothes and plopped down happily onto my bed. My cold, empty bed. I missed Anya. But it wouldn’t be long now... I don’t remember when I passed out. 
 
      
 
    *Bzzz* 
 
      
 
    Something was vibrating unpleasantly. 
 
      
 
    “Shi-ii-it,” I said, rubbing my eyes and picking up my Elonka. It was May’s smartphone, which had been with me since my chat with Stacy. 
 
      
 
    “What?” I asked hoarsely, laying the Elonka against my ear. 
 
      
 
    *Bzzz* 
 
      
 
    “God dammit...” 
 
      
 
    I swiped to answer the call, then repeated: 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, get up, it’s already nine. Time to fly off to help your dad. It’s bad there, even Fen is having trouble.” 
 
      
 
    “Whoa,” I said, sitting up and only then noticing that I was holding my Elonka in my left hand, which had grown back and now looked pretty pathetic. I sealed it back up with my film of blood, but it seemed like I somehow must’ve managed to put the blood back into my ring during the night. 
 
      
 
    “Be there soon. First, though, let’s check out the Stone of Suppression.” 
 
      
 
    “Copy. Waiting on the roof. And find some micro-headphones, it’s kind of difficult without them.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah... How’s Anya?” 
 
      
 
    “Fine. We got in touch a little while ago.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it.” 
 
      
 
    I hung up and got out of bed. I turned my left arm back and forth. It was pale and thin, but already looked a bit better than it had the day before. My fingers were all in the appropriate places, and some of the flesh had filled out. It could stay like this; no need for the blood film. 
 
      
 
    I washed up, quickly brushed my teeth, took a sip of water, threw my headphones into my ears (as with the blood film, I couldn’t remember having put them away), and flew out of my room. 
 
      
 
    On the roof, I looked over sadly at the empty booth. 
 
      
 
    “Any food?” 
 
      
 
    “You have food for months stored inside that ring,” said May as she walked over to me. She was dressed in a neat suit with a skirt and high heels, both of which accentuated her long legs. She looked great. She held a tablet in her hands, and was frowning: 
 
      
 
    “Ahem.” She cleared her throat, and I stopped staring at her. 
 
      
 
    “The crew will be up soon, I ordered them to come back from First.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it,” I replied with a knowing nod. “Show me the Stone; I didn’t get a chance to check it out yesterday.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    We walked over to the little structure and May opened the door. Inside, I finally saw it: the Stone of Suppression. It was about seven feet tall, orange, and pocked with red runes. And it was flashing. 
 
      
 
    Stone of Suppression: Legendary Artifact. 
 
      
 
    Short and sweet. I laid a hand on the Stone. It was cold. 
 
      
 
    “Have you thought about what to do with the lions and the Africans?” 
 
      
 
    “We think Otino and company are trying to trick us, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Makes sense.” 
 
      
 
    “But unlike them, we have a weak spot: Yin Yang City in Africa. If they coordinate an attack on the place, we’ll lose it.” 
 
      
 
    “Also makes sense,” I said, taking my hand off the Stone. The sound of steps reached us from outside: 
 
      
 
    “Andrew!” Madame walked over to us. With a big smile, she wrapped her arms around me and gave me a hug. 
 
      
 
    “Bao,” I said, patting her on the head. 
 
      
 
    Behind her came Lera and Alfred. I examined the latter for a second. He was dressed in a neat black suit, like a classic butler, with white gloves and a stern face... He actually looked kind of like a girl cosplaying a butler. I could barely restrain a smile at this thought. 
 
      
 
    “Boss!” Alfred waved to me. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew,” Lera nodded. 
 
      
 
    I could also sense one other person — Invisible Girl. She was standing there somewhere nearby, not showing herself. Zlata was the last to arrive. 
 
      
 
    “I hope you have a good reason to be interrupting my work?” She looked up at me crossly. 
 
      
 
    “This won’t take long,” I smiled back. “Revoke your ownership of the Stone. Maybe we can reduce the number of owners to three or four.” 
 
      
 
    “The big boss’ wish is my command,” Zlata snickered back sarcastically. 
 
      
 
    As she did so, I was examining the Stone. And a few seconds later, the runes on its surface burst into deep red light and the inscription changed: 
 
      
 
    Stone of Suppression: Legendary Artifact. 
 
      
 
    Minimum number of owners: 4. 
 
      
 
    0/4 
 
      
 
    Would you like to become an owner? 
 
      
 
    (Yes/No) 
 
      
 
    I looked up at the girls. 
 
      
 
    “When there were three of us, the Stone didn’t show us anything,” Lera answered for the group. “When there were five, the Stone told us there could be up to five owners.” 
 
      
 
    “Come on, become owners again real quick,” I said pensively. “Everyone except Lera? Maybe the whole thing has to do with there being a crowd of people around the Stone? If so, we’ll get everybody up here, and maybe we’ll get the chance to have only one owner...” 
 
      
 
    The stone flashed, and the number four on it changed into a five. 
 
      
 
    “It says we need one more person,” said Zlata. 
 
      
 
    “So it’s because of me,” I said, frowning with annoyance. “Could’ve predicted that. Okay, everybody revoke ownership again.” 
 
      
 
    The five on the artifact changed back to a four. This time, I agreed to become an owner. 
 
      
 
    Attention! You’ve become an owner of the Stone of Suppression. You’ve received the following skills: 
 
      
 
    Lesser Brand. 
 
      
 
    Middle Brand. 
 
      
 
    Strictest Brand. 
 
      
 
    Zone of Negation. 
 
      
 
    You may empower 20 people and transfer part of your skill set to them. 
 
      
 
    I quickly read through all the skills. Shooter had been largely correct in his report; he was actually quite a good Scanner after all. Lesser Brand only worked on people who hadn’t yet hit level 10. All their Dark Sphere skills could be completely blocked. All this only applied to people: if you tried to turn this skill on a mutant or a zombie, the skill would just manifest as a straight-up attack. Lesser Brand turned out not to need any recharge, and you could use it as much as you wanted. Honestly, it was pretty crappy. Except for the fact that it would work well with criminals in the Zero Circle. But even there, the Clan Skill could be improved to the point where it would do pretty much the same thing. Even more effectively, in fact. 
 
      
 
    Middle Brand looked a little more interesting. This was the one that Elephant had branded me with. Again it could only be used on humans, although this one could be used on anyone as long as their level wasn’t more than ten levels higher than your own. Which meant that at the moment he’d branded me, Elephant would’ve had to be above level 20. And it meant that right now, I could brand anyone whose level was 43 or lower. But it wasn’t quite as simple as that — the higher the level, the more time it would take. And you’d also need to be in direct contact with them. Even for an opponent at one’s same level, you’d have to wait two or three minutes. That is, somebody would have to restrain them for you and hold them while you branded them. Could be tricky. And also, the recharge time for this was six hours. That said, logically, the thing would probably do some pretty good damage to mutants and zombies. 
 
      
 
    Strictest Brand affected one’s powers of reasoning directly, and forced one to obey. Where levels were concerned, things worked the same as they did for Middle Brand. That is, in theory, if some kind of high-level person ran out of luck, found themselves in a sandstorm, and fell half-dead at my feet, I’d be able to force them to submit to my will. All I’d need to do is sit next to them for about twenty minutes. Although no — quite a bit less. Due to the heavy wounds and injuries, their attributes would have fallen, and their body’s defenses would be a lot weaker. I certainly didn’t think Elephant would’ve spent half an hour sitting there and applying a Middle Brand to me. 
 
      
 
    Especially given that that was the only brand you could also use on zombies and mutants. True, there were only five opportunities to use Strictest Brand, and someone who’d been empowered by an owner couldn’t use this brand at all. 
 
      
 
    “Zone of Negation has changed,” said Lera, looking over at me. All my contemplations had taken maybe five seconds or so. 
 
      
 
    Now, I checked out the last skill in a little more detail. 
 
      
 
    “Earlier, if all the owners of the Stone used their skill at the same time, you could deactivate skills in a one-meter radius for three seconds,” Lera continued. “But now each owner of the Stone can do it on their own. And they can make the Zone of Negation more powerful if a couple of them use the skill at the same time.” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled drily as the implications of this sunk in for me. Holy shit! THAT was power! So if all four of us were to use Zone of Negation at the same time, its radius would increase to twelve feet, and it would run for twelve seconds! That was - 
 
      
 
    “And it affects all creatures equally regardless of race — it’s purely an effective radius. True, there’s a minute and a half recharge for it,” Lera frowned. “And if you manage to get out of the effective radius, the skill stops working. We’d have to keep in mind that the Dark would be actively fighting us, and three seconds is about as long as we’d get even if things worked out ideally for us.” 
 
      
 
    “But even so,” I chuckled, a little bit awestruck. “This skill is still unbelievably powerful. Plus, who among them would realize that the Zone of Negation has a limited radius and that all you have to do is get out of it? 
 
      
 
    “By the way, Andrew,” said May, adjusting her hair. “You said that there were some cages in Otino’s City with branded mutants in them. How is that possible? I mean, they couldn’t have branded them all with a Strictest Brand, right?” 
 
      
 
    I froze. Damn, she was right, wasn’t she? 
 
      
 
    “Maybe one of the owners of the Stone was a mutant?” I offered a hesitant suggestion. “Or maybe they empowered one mutant, who then put the brands on other mutants.” 
 
      
 
    “Seems like it must be something like that,” said May with an indecisive shrug. “Although it sounds like nonsense.” 
 
      
 
    “We need to find out,” I decided. “But it’s not that urgent. We’ve gotten a huge advantage for ourselves by stealing this Stone.” 
 
      
 
    “And we also got our hands on a lot of information,” added May. She typed something out quickly on her Elonka, and as she did so she continued: “For Stones like this, what matters is a creature’s race. The Stone of Reasoning works only on mutants, and probably on zombies as well. The Stone of Suppression’s skills only work on creatures of the same race as its owner. And last but not least: the more the group of owners acts as a coordinated whole, the more power the Stone will provide them. The Africans had ten owners, and they got the ability to use Strictest Brand. The difference in terms of the skills’ effectiveness between having five owners and ten owners is less than the difference between having four and having five—” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” I interrupted her. “What now?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll change owners,” said May, raising her head and looking at me. “Fen, Samurai, and Olivia will be here soon, I’ve sent them messages. The highest-level warriors in the Clan. They should be the owners.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s a chance that the number of owners is going to shrink to three,” said Lera, her eyes flashing. 
 
      
 
    “Wait,” I said, raising my hand. A thought was whirling around in my head, but I just couldn’t nail it down. What had I wanted to say...? 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, I heard footsteps. Samurai was the first to walk over to our group. The Japanese schoolboy smiled, squeezing the hilt of the katana on his belt. 
 
      
 
    “Hello,” he said, holding out his hand to me. 
 
      
 
    I squeezed his hand, then looked down at it. It was filthy, covered in blood and dust. Samurai had gotten a really good Special Skill after hitting level 30. It was sort of like Blood Armor, which had become available to me when I’d hit level 30. Except that his (almost certainly) was called Samurai Armor. I’d have to ask him later. 
 
      
 
    “What do we need to do?” Samurai asked, looking at the Stone. 
 
      
 
    “Everybody revoke your ownership of the Stone,” I commanded. 
 
      
 
    Would you like to revoke your ownership of the Stone of Suppression? 
 
      
 
    (Yes/No) 
 
      
 
    Yes. The inscription on the Stone flashed, and now informed us that there could be four owners. And then it hit me: I’d realized how we could trick the Africans! 
 
      
 
    “May,” I turned to her suddenly. “Send me the updated version of Shooter’s report about the Stone.” 
 
      
 
    “One sec... Done.” 
 
      
 
    I opened the file and started reading through the text greedily, hoping I was right. I found the line in questions and sighed with relief. 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” May asked me, her curiosity piqued. 
 
      
 
    “The Stone lost all its owners when it left the continent, right?” I asked, trying to hold back a smile. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah...” May’s eyes suddenly widened. “How did I not think of this earlier?!” 
 
      
 
    “Message Pyro and Tornado. Are they both at 30 by now?” The idea was taking shape quickly in my head. 
 
      
 
    “Not yet, they’re both 29.” 
 
      
 
    “Whatever — have them come here ASAP.” 
 
      
 
    “Copy.” 
 
      
 
    The knocking of heels against the stone resounded as Olivia made her way up onto the roof. Squinting, I looked over at her. 
 
      
 
    “Same as ever,” I laughed as I saw her ultra-short shorts, her tight-fitting top, and the golf club on her shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “You’re not one-armed anymore,” she noted. “And you can control a gigantic flying sperm whale unicorn.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s my Leviathan,” I laughed. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t give a shit,” said Olivia, coming to stand next to me and engulfing me in the acrid smell of her perfume. She was staring right into my eyes, with an insolent look on her face. 
 
      
 
    “Three!” Zlata shouted from behind. 
 
      
 
    I turned right away to face the Stone. Sure enough, the number of owners allowed was now three. 
 
      
 
    “I messaged Fen to tell him there’s no hurry,” said May quickly. “Andrew, it looks like it’s a matter of level. Three people with levels above 30 can become owners of the Stone.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I said, a big smile on my face. “Awesome. This is just awesome!” 
 
      
 
    “As far as I know, there were plenty of people among the Africans who’d hit level 30 already,” noted Lera. “At least three, no question about that.” 
 
      
 
    “They found the Stone very early on,” I shook my head. “I doubt that there was anybody even at 15 when they found it. Maybe not even at 10.” 
 
      
 
    “I see,” Lera nodded. “So they don’t know how the Stone behaves when it doesn’t have any owners. If we take a few precautions, the plan could work.” 
 
      
 
    “But either way, we’re gonna have to change the location of our City in Africa,” said May, looking at me with fire in her eyes. “If we manage to pull all this off, they’ll guess the truth sooner or later.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, have them start looking for a better spot right now,” I agreed. “It’s too bad there’s no Stone of Invisibility or Concealment.” 
 
      
 
    “Even if there was, we wouldn’t be able to find it.” Olivia chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, you and Samurai,” I said with a happy glance at Olivia, “are going to become owners of the Stone. We’ll see what happens when there are three owners.” 
 
      
 
    The crew listened to me, and within a few minutes the three of us were engrossed in studying the Stone’s skills. I quickly read through the changes. To wit — the number of Strictest Brands had increased, the recharge for the Zone of Negation had dropped to 45 seconds, and this skill could now be used for four seconds instead of three by each of the owners, and... There was a new skill! 
 
      
 
    Wave of Suppression: can be used if all owners of the Stone of Suppression are standing within three feet of each other. A wave of Suppression will emanate out from them in all directions. 
 
      
 
    Dammit. No specifics. What was this wave? Did it affect your friends, too? And what would it do to your enemies? We’d have to test this out in real life. 
 
      
 
    “Well?” May was looking at me impatiently. 
 
      
 
    I quickly described what I’d read. 
 
      
 
    “Pretty nice upgrade,” said Olivia, clicking her tongue. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll give Pyro and Tornado the skill when they hit level 30. And I’ll be number three,” I said, smiling warmly at her. Well, at least I was trying with her. Although judging by the weird look I got in response, it hadn’t worked. 
 
      
 
    “Why them?” 
 
      
 
    “They operate in tandem,” I started to explain. “They’ll be able to useZone of Negation in tandem, and it’ll make them stronger. Plus, they’ve decided to stay in Africa, to develop their City.” 
 
      
 
    “What does that matter?” 
 
      
 
    “You can only be an owner of the Stone of Suppression within a certain area. It may be a big area, a whole continent, but it has limits nonetheless. If we give the thing to the Africans and the lions, we’ll cease to be the owners as soon as the Stone changes locations. That’s exactly how I got free from the brand when Alex teleported the artifact to Russia.” 
 
      
 
    “Aa-ah...” Olivia caught on. “So you’re giving the Africans the Stone with owners still attached? But what if they do the same thing?” 
 
      
 
    “The Stone of Reasoning works differently,” I explained with a triumphant smile. “That one works like an aura.” 
 
      
 
    “But wouldn’t you need to be in Africa, too, to keep the Stone in our Clan’s possession?” 
 
      
 
    “No, Pyro and Tornado will be enough,” I shook my head. “Shooter wrote that you need a majority of the owners in the area covered by the Stone. In this case, Africa.” 
 
      
 
    “Man, May had her thinking cap on for this one,” said Olivia, pointing to the Analyst in a gesture of admiration. 
 
      
 
    “This was my idea.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I’m sure it was.” Olivia obviously didn’t believe me, and her thoughts had already moved on. 
 
      
 
    I just responded with an annoyed grunt. 
 
      
 
    “Hold on,” said Olivia, looking at me with a frown. “So you’re shutting Pyro and Tornado away in Africa forever? You have to be next to the Stoen to change ownership, and it’s going to be with the whatchamacallits.” 
 
      
 
    “The Africans?” Lera corrected her. 
 
      
 
    “Not forever,” I shrugged. “Sooner or later, we’ll take the Stone back.” 
 
      
 
    “It could be years,” said Olivia, frown growing. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not forcing anybody to do anything,” I said, a little ice in my voice. The lady was starting to behave a little too insolently. I was the head of the Clan, after all, and she was treating me like some kind of crazy bald old lunatic (no offense to Fen, mind you — bald is beautiful). Totally insubordinate. 
 
      
 
    “Well, fine,” said Olivia with a cute smile; she sure could be cute when she tried. And with that, she walked off into the corner. 
 
      
 
    “What now?” May glanced over at me. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s head off to Boris’ City. If things work out, Pyro and Tornado will be able to finish off this zombie jellyfish thing and hit level 30. We’ll level up Sangis after that. And we can transfer our clanmates into the Middle Circle later on, too.” 
 
      
 
    I activated Blood Armor as I continued: 
 
      
 
    “May, what’s happening with the Americans?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing I can make sense of at the moment. They don’t want to give Anya back. They keep beating around the bush, trying to feel out the limits and see how far they can push things. They even mentioned the Stone recently. It seems like the whole thing is giving them an inflated sense of their own power. The Chinese Americans are still suggesting a coordinated attack. 
 
      
 
    “Hm,” I mused with an evil smile. “If they don’t return Anya to us before I finish the tasks at hand, we’ll attack. Now let’s roll. I’ll fly on Levi. We’ll meet there.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    I took off into the air and headed to meet my Demon. All his skills were once again available, with the exception of Blood Meteorite which would be recharging all day. Levi was lying in a small lake to the south of Sangis. Via my connection with him, I could feel that he was missing the ocean. 
 
      
 
    I landed on his head and descended into my little room. Damn... I was gonna have to find some glass to make a roof. Actually, it would be a good idea in general to upgrade Levi and make him into a sort of big, powerful submarine/flying machine. That would be cool. Hm... He was at level 33 now. Yesterday’s battle had done him good. Still, it was a shame that Demons didn’t preserve the levels of the creatures they’d originally been made out of. The mutant sperm whale had been at level 36; when all was said and done, Levi had come out only at level 32. The Reaper had also lost levels, as had the Greyhounds. 
 
      
 
    Levi took off, and then I dug into a late breakfast, simultaneously thinking about the changes that had come about when I’d leveled up. Some of my skills had seen their recharge times reduced by ten minutes. Not bad. On his own, Leviathan was an extremely powerful creature, one that could take out pretty much anybody using brute force alone. But then there were his skills... Their weak spot was the recharge time. Especially Blood Meteorite. It not only took a day to recharge, but also took a big bite out of Levi’s health. 
 
      
 
    Contemplating these things as I chewed mechanically on my food and sipped my cola, I didn’t even notice that we’d almost arrived already, and that Levi was accordingly starting to slow down. So. I sat down on my throne and rose back up out of Levi’s head. And I didn’t like what I saw. Zombies. Lots of zombies. Black smoke from burning bodies and cars rose into the air. Part of the wall of my dad’s City was missing, and in the distance I could see golden flashes from Fen’s attacks and hear a constant roar of gunshots and explosions. It was somehow a lot worse than I’d been expecting. 
 
      
 
    I winced as the familiar smell of blood, burned flesh, and rotten meat slammed into my nostrils. Ugh. 
 
      
 
    A red flash zipped out toward me from the City: 
 
      
 
    “Andrew!” A blood-soaked and obviously-exhausted Alisa hovered in the air next to me. “Things are bad, some mutated zombies have gotten into the City! And there are a ton of them outside, they’re attacking in whole units!” 
 
      
 
    “Got it,” I said, getting focused immediately. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, I’m online,” said May. “The situation is really bad, there are a lot of strong undead inside above level 20. The zombie octopus and his retinue are outside. I’d suggest heading into the City first and making sure your family’s safe. They’re refusing to retreat via teleport.” 
 
      
 
    I took off, then descended into the City: 
 
      
 
    “I’ll clear out the City from inside, Levi will attack from the outside.” 
 
      
 
    “Copy. I’ll keep you up to speed.” 
 
      
 
    I split my consciousness into two streams, and dedicated one to directing Levi. In the distance, an explosion boomed — another part of the wall crumbled. The closer I flew, the more clearly I could hear screams and groans. I gritted my teeth. These assholes. My sister, mother, and father lived here. 
 
      
 
    Bloody Fog burst out from me, almost resembling an explosion. Okay, dickheads — get ready for some fun. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 9. The Chimera 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Youcalypse, video from Angel 
 
    Posted the day after Benedict’s return 
 
      
 
    “BENEDICT COULD’VE KILLED him easily,” said Alisa anxiously from behind the camera. 
 
      
 
    On screen, atop the head of a gigantic, red, flying sperm whale, stood Andrew, watching as the leader of the Jail flew away. 
 
      
 
    “While he was off fighting against terrifying monsters in the depths of the ocean,” Alisa said, turning the camera onto herself, “our neighbors united and tried to destroy Sangis! You’ve seen what happened to Red Angel City. So many homes destroyed, so many people killed!” Alisa was speaking excitedly and angrily. “This Alliance couldn’t have cared less how many people died! They’re evil! They’ve been spreading all sorts of horrible rumors while Benedict’s been gone! They even went so far as to send some kind of lookalike to another city and have him destroy it! Just so that they could have some mud to sling at Benedict.” 
 
      
 
    Alisa flew off to one side, getting an excellent shot of the majestic sperm whale amid its cloud of blood as it slowly turned around, heading back toward Sangis. 
 
      
 
    “We were able to coordinate a counterattack,” continued Alisa, “and take the offensive against the Union and the Jail! But we decided not to.” 
 
      
 
    The camera turned to an image of Red Angel City and its environs, which had turned into one big battlefield. Half-ruined houses, big columns of black smoke, flickers of flame. 
 
      
 
    “We have cause to seek revenge,” said Alisa darkly. “But we won’t. Benedict has ordered us to prepare for an onslaught of zombies, and tomorrow he himself is heading out to meet the army of the undead.” 
 
      
 
    The camera switched back to Alisa; her expression was pained, and suggested a feeling of deep offense. Her cute, child-like face had streaks of dirt all over her forehead and cheeks. Her dark red hair shone beautifully against the rays of the setting sun, bouncing around in the puffs of air generated by her flapping wings. 
 
      
 
    “People are starting to forget who the real enemy is,” she said loudly. “Living people are fighting each other, as hordes of millions of zombies are moving toward all of them. We can’t go on like this! How are we going to survive like this? I know we’re not the only ones in a situation like this. People around the world are competing with each other, and sometimes even waging war on each other! I’m calling on everybody to please stop!” 
 
      
 
    Alisa pursed her lips, looking determined, as she concluded: 
 
      
 
    “Otherwise, humanity will disappear.” 
 
      
 
    The image flickered, and the video ended. 
 
      
 
    As soon as the video was posted, it garnered tens of thousands of views, and comments came flying in one after the other... 
 
      
 
    [***] — The King is back. And he’s putting everyone in their place. 
 
      
 
    [***] – I love you Alisa! 
 
      
 
    [***] – I donated a few spheres, the Architects are the only decent people left in this shithole of a world. 
 
      
 
    [***] – Marry me Alisa! 
 
      
 
    [***] – She so cool! 
 
      
 
    [***] – she right! this aint the way! people come together! 
 
      
 
    [***] – I want to join Sangis. Get me out of Omsk! 
 
      
 
    [***] – that’s the goddamned truth right there. 
 
      
 
    [***] – Save me! I’ve been enslaved in an underground city somewhere in Vietnam! 
 
      
 
    [***] – Pff, Benedict just took out two of the Alliance’s forts and a ton of their strongest fighters. Not even to mention the tech. The age of the saints is here. 
 
      
 
    [***] – Did Anya really get kidnapped? Tell us, please! 
 
      
 
    [***] – get me out of Omsk too! 
 
      
 
    [***] – post more videos, please. You’re the only thing keeping me from losing my mind in this insane world... 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    My dad’s City was in the middle of the Altai mountains. It looked impressive: stone walls, on which sat military technology that was quite a bit cooler than what we had in our City. The houses were made of stone, too, as were the broad roads. And the City was also clearly prepared for an attack from above: special steel boxes housing machine guns had been installed on the roofs, and in several places there were enlarged RPG installations. 
 
      
 
    A strong, well-fortified City, albeit one better prepared to defend against mutants than against zombies. 
 
      
 
    I glided downward, releasing Bloody Fog in all directions. From above, I could see little, fast-moving dots zipping along the streets. These were fast zombies: Runners, Hunters, and Reapers. 
 
      
 
    Fighters were sitting in the steel boxes on the roods, pouring fire into any Flying Zombies who came to close. And there were a whole lot of them. The goddamned Alliance had forced us to use up a bunch of our drones fighting against other humans, and the ones we’d given to my dad had been destroyed in the first few days of the battle, when the undead had just started their attacks. 
 
      
 
    The first thing I did was to create hundreds of crystalline needles and start them spinning in a big tornado, perforating the wings and bodies of the Flying Zombies. Simultaneously, I unleashed all my Blood Greyhounds and my Reaper, after first giving them a single instruction: kill zombies. I hadn’t yet replenished my supply of hounds, so there were still only four of them. But that said, each of my Demons was now above level 20, and there weren’t likely to be many (if any) enemies among the zombies below who’d be a match for them. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, my Levi covered himself in Blood Film, activated Blood Drops, and began to float across the battlefield like some kind of murderous cloud, wiping out zombies as if they were ants. I couldn’t control him in every sense of the word, but a simple application of his skills — for example, a tornado made of blood droplets or a brute-force ramming movement — would be easy. 
 
      
 
    “May, situation update?” I asked anxiously as I flew over the Clan Castle. It was right at the base of a mountain, and loomed over the whole City — massive, made of gray stone, with high, strong walls. The thickest concentration of zombies was to be found flying around above the Castle, inside of which the entire civilian population of the City was hiding. I spotted Alisa, who was flying cheerfully through the sky, killing Flying Zombies as she did so. Several powerful Shooters were firing in support from the walls as she flew. 
 
      
 
    “Everything’s okay for now,” May replied after a short pause. “Your Leviathan has really eased the burden on the defenders, and there are a lot fewer undead at the City walls now. But the zombie jellyfish is a little more complicated, and it’s getting closer to the City.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell the crew I’ll be there soon and Levi will hit the thing with a Roar. Let them know they should be ready to retreat at any moment, or they could end up in the line of fire.” 
 
      
 
    “Copy.Are you gonna use Fusion, too?” 
 
      
 
    “No. First, let’s check how the skill works against zombies.” 
 
      
 
    I’d already made one big sweep in a circle above the Clan Castle, and cut down almost all the Flying Zombies. There were still plenty of them left above the City, but on the other hand, First’s warriors had been doing alright on their own even before I’d arrived. Apparently this wasn’t the first time they’d fought against the flying bastards. 
 
      
 
    “Sophia and your mom are in the Castle,” May informed me. 
 
      
 
    “Copy,” I said, watching the defenders of the Clan Castle as they confidently held off a charge by some fast zombies. Then I flew down to the area in front of the Clan Castle, which was where all the roads of the City converged. 
 
      
 
    I flew in above the houses, taking out any zombies I spotted below me. It was a good thing they didn’t have any Mages, strong zombies, or armored zombies; they appeared to be relying on fast zombies. My blood needles whistled straight through their heads, and my blades cut them into pieces easily. Yet again, I found myself wishing that Bloody Aura worked on the undead. Agh, it would just solve so many of my problems... 
 
      
 
    After I’d cleared out the zone in front of the Clan Castle, I flew down to the other end of the City, the south end. It was this side that was the focus of the zombies’ most active attacks — the other edges of the City were all fairly well protected by natural obstacles. Which was also why the main problem for First had always been mutants, especially birds. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be there soon,” I warned May. “Let them know to be ready for a Roar.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. I hope it helps...” 
 
      
 
    I stopped for a second near the City walls, helping the defenders cut down the number of strong and armored zombies, then flew off to Levi, who at the moment was hanging out with Fen and the other Dark from the Core. And not just them — my dad was out there, too, along with the strongest warriors from his Clan. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, they’re ready,” May informed me. 
 
      
 
    I flew along, taking out any zombies that managed to dodge Levi’s attacks, and beheld the harvest of the battle: crushed trees, the shredded remains of dolls, burnt-out cars. And still, the zombies were coming. There weren’t as many here as there had been during the siege of Sangis. After all, First was in an elevated area, not on a plain. I could also see all the humans’ fortified positions, from which murderous bursts of machine-gun fire and rockets issued continuously. 
 
      
 
    The smell was getting annoying, and even making me dizzy: the disgusting, heavy stench of blood, rot, and burnt flesh. And the noise — the bursting of shells, the explosions, and the screams all blended into one horrid cacophony that made my head hurt. 
 
      
 
    I flew pretty quickly, straight to the most dangerous area of the front, where our people were fighting the zombie octopus. And even as I was approaching, I realized that things were pretty bad. The beast was about the size of a nine-story building, and only very faintly resembled a zombie. It had a formless, contourless head, from which hundreds of gray-green tentacles protruded. 
 
      
 
    Three warriors were fighting against it at the same time — Fen, Elf, and my dad. The others were keeping other high-level zombies at bay. About three hundred feet back from the zombie octopus, Pyro and Tornado had stopped a three-story-tall Stinking Zombie in its tracks. Elk and Madame were fighting a Hammer Zombie, five of my dad’s strongest warriors were enmeshed in struggles against Mages, and Olivia and Samurai were fighting a whole unit of fast zombies. And those were just the people I managed to spot. 
 
      
 
    “Graa-aa-aahh!” Levi roared, sensing my mental command. He flew a little ways off, and a cloud consisting of thousands of drops of blood formed around him, which proceeded to mow down all the zombies with ease. Well, almost all of them. Suddenly, with terrifying speed, three Flying Zombies appeared next to Levi. They punched through the cloud of drops and attacked Levi’s eyes, after which they flew away immediately. I could feel my Demon’s already-terrible eyesight get even worse, as his wounds began to gush blood. 
 
      
 
    *BOOM!* 
 
      
 
    A blue flash blew the head off one of the Flying Zombies. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, that was Shooter.” 
 
      
 
    I sped up, summoned my Shields and Blood Daggers and began to spin them around furiously, creating a tornado of death. I took out my Blood Revolver. The bastards had fought off my attacks easily, coming away with no more than a few scratches which healed up immediately. But still! I charged my revolver to the max, then... Bloody Explosion! 
 
      
 
    With loud shrieks, two of the Flying Zombies burst into bloody flame, and immediately, I discharged my revolver into the head of the one nearest to me. I launched a strengthened Blood Dagger at the second one. 
 
      
 
    My Blood Beam took the head off of one Flying Zombie almost without a sound, but the blade didn’t manage to kill the second one; it had gotten stuck in the thing’s body. But no problem. Bloody Explosion! The blade exploded with a sickening wet crunch, and the hole in the beast’s body widened. But the thing was still alive! What a bastard. The Flying Zombie turned around sharply and flew away, protecting itself from Levi’s drops and my needles with a translucent shield. Screw you, I thought. Ram! 
 
      
 
    Levi suddenly sped up from where he’d been drifting through the air. The Flying Zombie didn’t even have time to twitch before he’d been blown to smithereens that rained down onto the ground in a bloody torrent. It was like a cargo plane crashing into a pigeon at top speed... 
 
      
 
    “May, what the hell is the thing with the tentacles?” I landed on Levi’s head and sat down on my throne. I took out some Endurance and Spirit Potions; it was time for a little pick-me-up. “It doesn’t look like a zombie,” I said. I looked closer, and only then realized that the surface of the disgusting thing’s head was covered with hundreds of zombie heads. Each of which was howling and shrieking, adding to the general horror. Brr... This was horrific. 
 
      
 
    “Zombie Chimera, level 38,” May replied immediately. “Good regeneration and defense, poisoned tentacles, lightning-fast attack speed. If you cut off a tentacle, another one grows back immediately. The scariest part is that it hasn’t used its Special Skill yet.” 
 
      
 
    “Holy shit,” I said, staring in disbelief at the beast. My dad, Fen, and Elf were working well together. My bald buddy was protecting them from the Chimera’s attacks, while my dad with his brass knuckles was blowing the tentacles into what looked like big sprays of ground beef, as Elf’s arrows provided close-range cover for him. Sometimes, he’d shoot lightning at the thing, and the tentacles would explode into big clouds of spraying ground meat. But he just couldn’t seem to get within range of the thing’s head. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s see how the bastard reacts to a Roar,” I said. I stood up, walked over to the edge of Levi’s head, and issued a warning: “Tell them they have ten seconds to get out of the strike zone.” 
 
      
 
    “Copy. Message sent.” 
 
      
 
    The crew was already prepared to retreat, so once the order had been given, they moved immediately. Right in the heat of battle, they disengaged, rapidly putting some distance between themselves and their enemies as they raced toward Levi. Pyro and Tornado shot up into the air and flew away, acting on orders from the Analytics Department. They were too far from me, so they wouldn’t have managed to make it close enough to Levi; they just needed to get out of the range of the coming sonic attack. 
 
      
 
    I waited for the warriors to get to safety, then let rip with a Roar. Unfortunately, the fast zombies managed to catch up to our fighters (thus escaping the strike zone), although our people gave them an extremely warm welcome. Protected by a golden aura, my frustrated father suddenly slammed into their ranks and began to massacre them. 
 
      
 
    Levi opened his mouth and began to groan. Last time, I was so engrossed in studying the actual process of the skill’s functioning that I hadn’t really noticed how intensely the Demon’s head had been vibrating. It actually made my knees start to hurt. 
 
      
 
    The Zombie Chimera, Stinking Zombie, Hammer Zombie, and all the strong zombies suddenly stopped and began shaking their heads. The weaker ones just fell to the ground. Any of them who were below level 15 just began to drop to the ground in whole crowds. Tens, hundreds, maybe thousands of zombies! 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, the soundwave is whipping their brains into meringue!” Alisa said as she flew over to me. Camera in hand, she was busy filming the battlefield. “Cool!” 
 
      
 
    “She’s right, Andrew,” said May. “The normal zombies are just dying immediately. This attack has a huge range. This skill is going to be really handy against crowds.” 
 
      
 
    “Except it’s not powerful enough to kill them all,” I said, feeling annoyed. 
 
      
 
    *CRACK!* 
 
      
 
    Two tracers — one blue, the other green — burst out and slammed into the zombie chimera’s head. It was Elf and Shooter, using their strongest skills. Meanwhile, the other Dark were also laying out their trump cards, annihilating other high-level zombies. Roar had slowed the undead down significantly, and given our people time to prepare a powerful attack. I suddenly had an idea, and I jumped off of Levi, falling earthward. 
 
      
 
    “Hey!” Alisa yelled from behind me. 
 
      
 
    “May, tell Olivia and Samurai that as soon as Roar is done, we’ll use Zone of Negation and Wave of Suppression.” 
 
      
 
    “Copy.” 
 
      
 
    A golden flash. I looked out and saw an image of the Buddha hovering above Fen, holding a huge golden bow and drawing back an arrow that was several yards long. Holy shit, I thought — had he gotten that skill in Africa? For killing the Devourer of Souls? Or earlier? 
 
      
 
    *Tss-sst!* 
 
      
 
    The arrow flew out of the bow and hissed across the sky, leaving a blinding golden trail in its wake. 
 
      
 
    Another flash! 
 
      
 
    I turned aside and landed; Levi had finished using his attack. I saw that the Zombie Chimera’s head, with its sickening cover of shrieking zombie faces, now had a smoldering golden hole in it, big enough that a semi could easily have driven right into it. From my right and left respectively, Samurai and Olivia jumped to join me, and we ran toward the high-level zombies. Our people hadn’t managed to kill them all; mainly, they’d been focusing on the Mages, so the Hammer Zombies and the armored bastards were largely unharmed. 
 
      
 
    “Dammit, I can’t see any weak spots!” Olivia yelled. “It’s too strong!” 
 
      
 
    “Graa-aa-aagh!” 
 
      
 
    The Zombie Chimera, which had been moving at a snail’s pace during the Roar, now regained its lightning-fast reaction time and began waving its tentacles around crazily. The hole in its head wasn’t even beginning to heal. From up close, I could see that many of the zombie heads which had remained intact were now completely still; they appeared to be dead. Was that just because of the Roar? 
 
      
 
    The Zombie Chimera suddenly flashed a deep red. Special Skill! But I didn’t see anything change — what had that skill done? It definitely wasn’t an attack skill; those seemed to be indicated by yellow light. Red corresponded to regeneration, as in the case of the macaque. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew! It’s eating the corpses!” May screamed in horror. 
 
      
 
    Ugh, shit! Only on hearing that did I notice that all the bodies of the high-level zombies that our people had killed during the Roar seemed to be crawling over to the Chimera. It was bringing them in with its tentacles! And eating them! 
 
      
 
    “Now!” I shouted. 
 
      
 
    And together, the three of us usedZone of Negation on the Zombie Chimera. The idea was that it should’ve deprived the thing of all its skills for twelve seconds, but... Nothing changed! A second later, the Zombie Chimera’s red light faded. It ate all the zombies near it, and started growing rapidly! New heads appeared on the surface of its disgusting cranium, although the hole from Fen’s attack wasn’t healing. 
 
      
 
    “Fall back,” I growled. The beast was getting too close to us. The three of us now attacked usingWave of Suppression. 
 
      
 
    *Whoosh!* 
 
      
 
    A translucent orange wave surged out from us in all directions. Everyone it touched froze. All the surviving high-level zombies around us froze, and orange runes flashed up on their bodies. As the wave rolled over the crazed Zombie Chimera, it slowed down considerably. I could see orange letters flash up on its body, and in the next instant I saw them shatter like thin glass, and then vanish into the air. 
 
      
 
    “It stopped,” said May anxiously. “But I don’t think it’s going to last long. Olivia, try to find a weak spot. Andrew, use Fusion, I don’t see any other option!” 
 
      
 
    Olivia threw herself at the Zombie Chimera. I gritted my teeth. Shit. After using its Special Skill, this bastard had doubled in size. And if we couldn’t kill her before... Anyway — I took off toward Levi as fast as I could. We’d have to hurry. 
 
      
 
    I landed on his head. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, only about half the runes are still on the Chimera’s body, it can already move again.” 
 
      
 
    Fusion! And then... Breath of Sin! 
 
      
 
    Deafening clicks started to resound from deep inside Levi, which drowned out even the roaring of the Zombie Chimera. My Demon’s black horn filled with a sinister-looking red light, and a sphere of black-and-red energy started to accumulate in front of him. But whereas the last time, when I hadn’t used Fusion, I could only control the skill via Levi... Well, this time - 
 
      
 
    “Thirty percent. Andrew, we found the Chimera’s weak spot. Put on your smart goggles, I’ll show you.” 
 
      
 
    I quickly took my goggles out of my ring and put them on. And immediately, I saw a small area on the Chimera’s head, right at the base, which was now helpfully highlighted red. So there it was. The ugly bastard had hidden its core deep. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, ten percent. Chimera’s moving.” 
 
      
 
    I glared at the big beast with hatred, pouring all my emotion into Breath of Sin. And I realized that I was really afraid of this thing. Yes — afraid. If it managed to survive this, my dad’s City was toast — there’d be no way we could stop it. When this thought appeared in my head, the fear suddenly turned into horror, and the sphere — which, thanks to Fusion, had already been twice as big as the original skill would’ve made it — began to burn with black fire. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew!” 
 
      
 
    May’s voice brought me back into the moment. Attack! Everything around me was suddenly bathed in a deep crimson, evil-looking, demonic light. But I wasn’t paying attention to that. Fusion had not only augmented the skill itself, but had also allowed me to control it directly, instead of via Levi. At my direction, the sphere shot forward from the tip of the horn and flew toward the Chimera, rotating furiously in midair. With difficulty, I managed to adjust its trajectory slightly, and the sphere soared forward in an arc. Burning through hundreds of tentacles, it crashed violently into the base of the Chimera’s head. 
 
      
 
    *BOOM!* 
 
      
 
    The wave of power that surged out was so intense that it rocked Levi where he was floating in midair, and threw me back off my feet altogether. The noise had deafened me, and the red flash had blinded me. I was suddenly really glad that I’d had my smart goggles on. 
 
      
 
    “Kh-ha!” I got back onto my feet, coughing. I was dizzy, and my vision was suddenly blurry. Maybe I’d overdone it a little bit. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew,” said May in a strange voice. “The Chimera’s dead.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head, and only then noticed the inscriptions hanging in my field of vision: 
 
      
 
    Level received +1 
 
      
 
    Two attribute points received. 
 
      
 
    Level received +1 
 
      
 
    Two attribute points received. 
 
      
 
    Level received +1 
 
      
 
    Two attribute points received. 
 
      
 
    Skill Sphere (legendary) received, would you like to use it now? (Yes/No) 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 10. Family 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A LEGENDARY SPHERE? No way. I closed the notifications, deciding that I’d handle those later, and looked down at the spot where Breath of Sin had collided with the Zombie Chimera. I froze. 
 
      
 
    “What IS that?” I croaked, my voice totally lost. 
 
      
 
    At the epicenter of the explosion, there was now a massive crater, wreathed in black fire. It was genuinely massive and deep; I couldn’t see the bottom. But that wasn’t what was surprising. The space right above it seemed to have... Well, bent? It looked like a gigantic finger had pressed down hard on this patch of space and warped it. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know, Andrew,” May sighed. “If my understanding is correct here, your attack somehow pressed a hole into space. I guess we’re lucky that most of the energy of the attack happened to be directed downward, into the earth. Judging by what I can see, that crater’s about six hundred feet deep.” 
 
      
 
    I gulped. Before my eyes, the patch of warped space started to slowly disappear, and soon everything was back to the way it had been before. Provided that you didn’t count the huge, black, fiery hole in the earth, of course. 
 
      
 
    “The explosion wounded a lot of people, even people in the Core. Can you keep fighting? There aren’t any zombies at that level left, but there are still lots of normal ones.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I’ll figure it out.” 
 
      
 
    I looked around. Damn, I thought — our people really had been thrown around. Even Fen was all covered in dust, and his bald spot wasn’t shining like usual. Some people were lying on the ground, while others were on all fours, or just sitting on their asses shaking their heads back and forth. I’d been shielded by Levi, but still, the wave had hit us pretty hard as well. I staggered back to my throne and descended into the room inside Levi’s head. Blood Drops were still whirling around the Demon, and the Blood Film hadn’t yet exhausted its potential, so I sent Levi back into battle. We’d need to cover our warriors as they retreated back to the Castle; from there, the Healers could take care of their wounds. 
 
      
 
    I closed my eyes and let out a sigh. Right now, I thought, I need to calm down and quickly arrange all my thoughts on a mental shelf. The thought of glancing at the sphere was tempting, but again, I decided to wait until later. First, I’d need to check my overall status. First of all, my new levels. I still hadn’t distributed the attribute points from the previous level-up. So... I quickly took all my Dark Sphere items off me except for my Spatial Ring, and concentrated on the change in my condition: specifically, the drop in spirit, endurance, strength, and dexterity. I checked in with myself — nothing was critical. So next, I checked my stats: 
 
      
 
    Name: Andrew First 
 
      
 
    Level: 36 
 
      
 
    Class: Blood Summoner 
 
      
 
    Auxiliary class: Demonologist 
 
      
 
    Special Skill: Luck of the Demonologist 
 
      
 
    Owner of the Stone of Suppression. 
 
      
 
    Strength: 17 
 
      
 
    Dexterity: 21 
 
      
 
    Endurance (EP): 7/ 55 
 
      
 
    Spirit (SP): 12/67 
 
      
 
    Regeneration: 52 
 
      
 
    Willpower: 15 
 
      
 
    Intuition: 15 
 
      
 
    Active Skills: 
 
      
 
    Level 5: Blood Control (class, gold), 
 
      
 
    Level 2: Blood Pact (exclusive), Blood Pact (exclusive), 
 
      
 
    Level 1: Leap (exclusive) 
 
      
 
    Passive Skills: 
 
      
 
    Bonus Skills: Cast-iron Stomach, Improved Control, Healing 
 
      
 
    Level 1: Evasion (exclusive), Increased Regeneration (exclusive), Increased Spirit (exclusive), Swordsmanship (epic) 
 
      
 
    Level 2: Intuitive Defense (exclusive, unique) 
 
      
 
    Available skills: 3 active skills, 1 passive skill 
 
      
 
    Skill points: 4 
 
      
 
    Dark Sphere Points (DSP): 6 
 
      
 
    Attribute points: 10 
 
      
 
    Equipment: 
 
      
 
    Legendary: Spatial Ring 
 
      
 
    The first thing I’d noticed was the appearance of the inscription “Owner of the Stone of Suppression.” Interesting. Subtracting the attribute points from the Spatial Ring, it worked out that I had 55 spirit points, and the same number of endurance points. Hm... And I now had ten undistributed attribute points racked up. Where to invest those? Although actually, what was there to discuss? 
 
      
 
    I put four points into dexterity. 
 
      
 
    Attention! Your dexterity has reached 25! The cost of using skills that increase your dexterity has been reduced by 20%. 
 
      
 
    I paced back and forth in the tiny room and moved my arms and legs a few times. Hm. The bonus I’d just gotten in the form of the reduced cost was nice, of course, but that wasn’t all. More importantly, my actual dexterity — and by that I mean the coordination of my movements, my speed, and my reaction time — were now on a whole new level. And that would help me a lot as a swordsman, increasing the effectiveness of my Swordsmanship skill. 25 and 50 — these were the thresholds past which there was a qualitative improvement in the effectiveness of an attribute. And the attributes would alter your body in a very direct way, making it more effective. 
 
      
 
    Earlier, I hadn’t really noticed this very often, but recently I’d begun to realize that endurance, for example, would dull pain and prop up your health. Spirit improved your memory and made it easier to think; if it hadn’t, I don’t know how I’d have been able to control two streams of consciousness at once. No need even to mention regeneration, of course; the effects of that attribute spoke for themselves. 
 
      
 
    So maybe now, I thought, the time had come to raise my strength to 25? That would also help me as a swordsman. Or maybe willpower, or intuition? There were bound to be a lot of powerful Mentalists out there, and if my willpower stayed around level 15, it could spell trouble for me. Shit. I wanted to use all my points right away, to beef up the base attributes for a Blood Summoner — namely, spirit, endurance, and regeneration — while also not neglecting my other, additional attributes. But I just didn’t have the points. I’d have to find elixirs for improving my attributes once and for all. For example, ones that could get my strength up to 25. Okay, I thought — it’s decided! 
 
      
 
    “May,...” I got in touch with our Analyst and briefly explained what I needed. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, elixirs drop only very rarely,” she replied. “We’ve been collecting them, and we have a few in the warehouse that you can take. Zlata’s been trying to find a recipe for this kind of thing, but no luck so far. They say that Potionists in Africa, Shamans in America, Priests in Europe, and a few other classes have managed to make elixirs like that, but that’s all the info I have so far on that.” 
 
      
 
    “Copy.” 
 
      
 
    I found myself distracted by the battle outside. For now, things were going well: my Levi was wiping out zombies by the dozen, and the fighters from First and Sangis weren’t napping either. And the wounded had already made it into the City. Basically, things were going well for the time being. And on that note! I checked Levi’s level. 35. My Demon had gotten two levels, while I’d gotten three. I wondered — why was that? The recharge time for his skills had also dropped by twenty minutes, which was good. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, we’ve studied the video of the Zombie Chimera exploding under your attack and we found something interesting.” 
 
      
 
    “Hm?” I focused my attention back on what May was saying. 
 
      
 
    “Judging by what we’ve found so far, the Leviathan’s attack reacted with Fen’s golden fire, and the energy this released blew the Chimera’s core apart.” 
 
      
 
    “Whoa,” I said, sitting up a little straighter, and suddenly deeply interested. “That’s—” 
 
      
 
    “An alternative source of energy,” sighed an exhausted May. “It’s sort of like thermonuclear fusion, but more powerful. Did you see that crater?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, it was huge.” 
 
      
 
    “150 feet across, and more than a quarter mile deep. The temperature’s too hot at the bottom for drones to fly in, and our other temp-taking resources aren’t working, for some reason.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a problem,” I muttered, mulling over the implications of this new discovery. If cores emit energy, then... “Could they be used as fuel for a rocket?” I asked hopefully, although I was pretty sure I already knew the answer. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know, Andrew. In theory, it’s possible, but in practice it would be really complicated. And it would require years of study. First, at the very least, we’d need to crack open one of the low-level crystals, and we can’t even do that.” 
 
      
 
    “I hear you, May,” I chuckled. Damn. Maybe we actually could fly off, and leave the Solar System behind? Do what people hadn’t been able to do before the apocalypse? I shook my head vigorously. Later. We had more pressing problems at the moment... 
 
      
 
    I ejected any superfluous thoughts from my head, and focused once again on my attributes. So... What next? Four skill points. And six more to go before I could level up my class skill. In other words, I’d need to either make it into the top, or wait until I hit level 40... Bummer. Six Dark Sphere Points. Well, I thought, I’ll save those for a rainy day. I could sense that I’d probably need them later, and things were fine for the time being. 
 
      
 
    I closed my attribute window and put my Dark Sphere items back on. As I did so, I tried to keep track of how my condition changed. But somehow, I wasn’t really able to get a good sense of it. My strength and dexterity seemed to have increased, but at the same time I could immediately sense that it wasn’t because of me. It was as though I’d put on some kind of exoskeleton. 
 
      
 
    But anyway, there was one more item left for consideration: the legendary sphere. To be honest, I was a little nervous. What if it turned out to be something totally useless? Well, whatever, I thought — either way, it was time to see what it was. 
 
      
 
    Skill Sphere (legendary): Transformation (active) 
 
      
 
    What did that mean? I turned the little golden sphere over in my hands a few times. It was pretty. And at the moment, it was one of the most valuable items on the planet. A lot of people would’ve sold their own mother for an item like this. After all, something like this could turn their life around 180 degrees. A legendary skill. 
 
      
 
    I put the sphere away again. I wasn’t going to use this thing without thinking it through first; at very least, I’d need to understand what exactly it was that I had here, this Transformation. What would I transform into? Would I get hundreds of tentacles like that Chimera? The skill would most likely have some kind of connection to the beast I’d killed. It was only when you made some kind of Dark Sphere top list that the skill would be tailored to be useful to you specifically; usually, a fair amount of useless crap was to be expected from random spheres. 
 
      
 
    “May, I got a legendary skill sphere,” I informed our Analyst laconically. “It’s called Transformation. Any way you can find out what that is?” 
 
      
 
    “Nice,” my surprised Analyst replied.. “I’ll try to find out on Youcalypse. You can show it to our Scanners, but I doubt they’ll be able to see anything. The sphere’s rank is too high. Have Shooter check it out later.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I said, turning my attention back to what was happening outside Levi. I’d already flown about a quarter mile away from First; I’d slaughtered the zombies in front of the City, and taken out most of the Flying Zombies (of which there were an absolute shitload here, for some reason). 
 
      
 
    “Any undead left inside First?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Almost all wiped out. There are just a few left, and the Clan’s warriors are catching them now.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, then I’m coming back.” 
 
      
 
    I ascended back onto Levi’s head, told him to find somewhere to relax, and flew off to my dad’s Clan Castle. I didn’t want to just burst onto the Castle grounds without warning, so I landed outside the gates. Few people knew about the real connection between me and my dad, and the more it could stay that way, the better. 
 
      
 
    First’s soldiers opened the gate immediately. I walked along, trying not to step on the pieces of zombies littering the ground; no amount of scrubbing was going to clean people’s shoes after this battle. My dad had already returned, and now came to meet me. Two other Dark stood behind him. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for your help,” he said, shaking me firmly by the hand. “Come inside, eat with us.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good,” I nodded. I was sure that May had probably filmed our handshake. Actually, Alisa was getting ready to post a video, basically portraying us as the good guys and our enemies as the bad guys. That would help restore our reputation, which the Union of Cities and the Jail had tried so hard to ruin while I’d been gone. Given all their efforts, it was especially gratifying to see how things had turned out. 
 
      
 
    We walked into the Castle. Things were calm in here; the zombies hadn’t made it this far. The people working for my dad who we passed by along the way would nod respectfully to him as they moved aside. As for me, they were all staring, looking slightly nervous. I hadn’t removed my armor, and my face was covered by red haze. We walked up to the third floor and then over to a door. 
 
      
 
    “Come in,” said my dad, holding the door for me as I walked into a cozy office with a big table, topped with big steaming plates of food. “Nobody will be able to hear us in here, even the best Scanner-Hearer in the business.” 
 
      
 
    “Andrew!” Sophia ran over to me and hugged me tight. I barely managed to put my Blood Armor away in time. 
 
      
 
    “Ha,” I said, picking her up in my arms and giving her a kiss on the cheek. As ever, the fluffy little squirrel was sitting on her shoulder, not taking its eyes off me. 
 
      
 
    “Where have you been?!” Sophia exclaimed indignantly. The squirrel squeaked something in support. 
 
      
 
    “Andy, let me see your arm,” said my mom as she walked over to me. She examined my regrown limb and then smiled brightly: “I was so hoping I’d be able to restore that arm, but you beat me to it.” 
 
      
 
    “Fifty regeneration points,” I bragged, then gave my mom a big hug, followed by my dad. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s eat,” he said. “For once, we can have a decent meal. And you can tell us what happened, how you ended up getting taking prisoner by those Africans, and maybe how you leveled up your little fish out there so much that it can warp space with its attacks.” 
 
      
 
    My dad looked satisfied and proud, although also extremely tired. I chuckled, kissed Sophia on the cheek once more, and sat down. I almost started drooling as I inhaled the smell of chicken kabobs. 
 
      
 
    A warm, loving family. Not everybody is so lucky. And those who are so lucky often don’t appreciate it. They take it for granted, and only realize their mistake when it’s too late. But of course I, too, used to take it for granted. Only after the apocalypse did I realize how important my family was to me. What would I have done if one of them had become a zombie? I still don’t know. But I’m sure I wouldn’t have had the strength to become a leader and guide people along with me. Maybe I’d have broken completely. Who knows... 
 
      
 
    We sat there till evening. I told them about what had happened during my absence, shared my experience, outlined a few of my suggestions, and shared some plans with them. 
 
      
 
    “Hm...” My dad was deep in thought when I finally finished. Sophia had long ago left the table to do other stuff, so it was just the three of us left. 
 
      
 
    “It’s too bad Arthur hasn’t been able to make it to us,” my mom smiled sadly. 
 
      
 
    “That’s temporary,” I said confidently. “For the time being, we’re concealing the fact that we’re family, but sooner or later he’ll gain some influence and be able to use portals himself. Arthur’s already part of the elite in his Clan. We just need to wait.” 
 
      
 
    This tore my dad out of his contemplations, and he nodded in agreement. We’d long ago decided that under no circumstances would we inform people of our connection. Would we help each other out in difficult situations from time to time? Sure. But if other people should find out that our three Cities were united by family ties, they’d be able to use that against us. 
 
      
 
    “He’s made it into the top thirty in all Russia, according to the “Buffers” list on Youcalypse,” said my mom proudly. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t know that,” I laughed. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t follow the top? You went up the list after that last video too, right now you’re number 11 worldwide and number 2 in Russia,” said my mom with a proud smile. “But I’m sure that if you decide to post a video and show people how you killed that nasty thing with the tentacles,” my mom said with a light shudder and a glint of fear in her eyes, “then you’ll jump up to the top of the list.” 
 
      
 
    “So Destroyer is number 1 in Russia, right?” I asked, remembering the conversation I’d had with May a while back. 
 
      
 
    “Yep,” my mom nodded. “He was last spotted about a week ago, in the Crimea. He was fighting some kind of massive octopus.” 
 
      
 
    ‘It’d be nice to get in touch with him.” 
 
      
 
    “A lot of people have tried. He’s a loner. Actually, that’s basically all that’s known about him.” 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, what’s your next move going to be?” My dad had finally emerged from his contemplations. 
 
      
 
    “Rescuing Anya,” I said confidently, laying my fork down and looking very serious. “For now, May is trying to negotiate a settlement. We don’t want to fight against humans, create new enemies, and take losses for no reason. But if the negotiations haven’t panned out by tomorrow, we’re going to attack. And then we’re also going to get the Stone of Reasoning back from the lions. We can’t let them keep that.” 
 
      
 
    “What are you gonna do about the zombies?” My dad scratched his stubbly cheek. Neither he nor my mom tried to dissuade me from traveling to America, far off as it was. “You realize that only a tiny fraction of them ended up coming to our City? If it hadn’t been for the Chimera, we’d have been able to handle them easily. There might have been 70,000 of them, all told. And a third of those were those damned Flying Zombies.” 
 
      
 
    “Some of those can be pretty dangerous, though,” I said gravely, remembering the three flyers that had attacked Levi. “And some of them even have Special Skills.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s why I can’t help you in America,” my dad frowned. “I’m the only person in First with a Special Skill. The others are all still quite a ways shy of level 30. We have some really inconvenient enemies to fight here, in the mountains. We’re not having any luck leveling people up quickly.” 
 
      
 
    “Send your warriors to Africa,” I said. “Talk to May, have them come with our people. It’d be training and leveling up, all at once.” 
 
      
 
    “Definitely,” my dad agreed. 
 
      
 
    “So what kind of Special Skill do you have?” 
 
      
 
    “Silver,” he replied, without any particular pride in my voice. “A defensive one. Lightning Cover, it’s called.” 
 
      
 
    “Combined with berserker mode, that’s just what you need,” I noted. 
 
      
 
    “Well, it didn’t do anything for me against that Chimera,” he grunted back. 
 
      
 
    “Actually, there wasn’t much that DID help against that thing. That was some beast.” 
 
      
 
    My dad’s spirits seemed to fade. Apparently, his inability to handle the threat to his home on his own was really bothering him. 
 
      
 
    “It was level 38,” I reminded him, mentally contacting Levi and ordering him to start heading toward First. “And you’re only 30.” 
 
      
 
    “How did a beast like that appear in this world?” My mom asked, pursing her lips. 
 
      
 
    “China,” said my dad, standing up with exaggerated effort. “Enough said. That’s where all the biggest zombies are coming from.” 
 
      
 
    “Where’s Sophia?” I asked. “I want to say goodbye before I go. It’s time. I have to level up Sangis, assign some new roles to my clanmates, go through all sorts of papers...” I looked over at my mom with the expression of a man condemned. “Then we have to negotiate with those lions. We somehow have to figure out where we’re gonna make the exchange. Actually, speaking of!” 
 
      
 
    I took some headphones out of my ring. 
 
      
 
    “May, what’s Pyro and Tornado’s staus?” 
 
      
 
    “They hit 30, everything worked out well.” 
 
      
 
    “Awesome,” I sighed with relief. 
 
      
 
    “They have a really weird skill — one skill for both of them. It’s calledYin-Yang Zone.” 
 
      
 
    “Interesting,” I smiled, feeling satisfied. Damn... The Architects really were the strongest Clan out there! 
 
      
 
    “You really haven’t noticed that the Clan has leveled up?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, no,” I said; I checked immediately. Indeed, we’d just moved up to level 4. Cool! 
 
      
 
    “We have a few options for improving the Clan Skill.” 
 
      
 
    “Send them to my Elonka, I’ll check them out later.” 
 
      
 
    I waited for Sophia to come back, said goodbye to her, gave her a few little trinkets as presents from the old stuff I still had in my ring from the Elon Center. Unfortunately, I didn’t have anything else to give her. I said goodbye to my mom, too, and then my dad and I walked out of the Castle. 
 
      
 
    “That’s a nice little beast you got yourself,” my dad noted with a little bit of envy as he watched the eighty-yard-long Levi soar through the sky. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I laughed. “If you hear anything about other epic Demons, please don’t hesitate to get in touch. Levi’s this powerful all on his own — can you imagine what would happen if I had all the Seven Sins?” Even though there was nobody around at the moment, I was playing it safe, speaking formally, as if to a friend instead of a relative. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t even imagine.” 
 
      
 
    “Neither can I.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright, Andrew. Thanks for the help. Our City won’t soon forget it.” We exchanged a warm handshake. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew,” May chirped into my ears. “It’ll look weird if the only City we help out is First. I think we should go help the other Cities, too.” 
 
      
 
    “We have so much stuff to take care of right now,” I said, taking off and racing up toward Levi. “We definitely can’t afford to be doing stuff like that for free. But you could send people from the Core, if they’re willing to go. It’d be best if we could ask for spheres we need in exchange. I definitely can’t go help any time within the next few days, I just don’t have time.” 
 
      
 
    “Copy. Andrew, I sent you a video, check it out.” 
 
      
 
    I landed on Levi’s head, sat down on my throne, and took out my Elonka. And immediately, I heard Alisa’s voice: 
 
      
 
    “Andrew! Watch my video, it’s really popular!” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. I descended into Levi’s head, then replied: 
 
      
 
    “Hang on just a minute.” 
 
      
 
    “Andrew!” Alisa shouted. “What say we tell people how to fight huge hordes of zombies? About effective strategies and stuff?” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” I turned May’s video on. In it, some city was fighting off a horde of zombies. 
 
      
 
    “Guest of the Analyst did a step-by-step breakdown of our fight with the Alliance, they went over all the pluses and minuses of every move. I think they’re gonna dedicate an episode to the zombie siege, too. Maybe we should beat them to it? I mean, we used to help people figure out how to kill individual zombies. Why not help them with this, too?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll think about it,” I replied, not taking my eyes off the screen. The video was really something — right in the midst of a huge crowd of undead, massive spheres started to form, made entirely of zombies. They rolled, collecting zombies and bits of zombies, and grew larger and larger.. And the defenders’ attacks weren’t really doing anything to them, other than knocking a few individual bodies off of the massive spheres. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Andrew!” Alisa shouted, and hung up. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, did you watch it?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I replied, feeling morose. The image of the horrifying balls crashing through that city’s walls and into the city itself was still burned into my retinas. “It seems like the war with the zombies is going to be a lot more complicated than we thought...” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 11. Red Night 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “HAVE YOU FOUND OUT what the mechanisms are behind those spheres?” I asked as I logged on to my channel on Youcalypse in search of Alisa’s most recent video. 
 
      
 
    “No. That was a city not far from the Mongolian border, which has since fallen to the zombies. It was being held by one of the strongest clans in the country. The survivors are fleeing northward, and if some of them manage to make it to other cities, we’ll be able to find out more details of the battle.” 
 
      
 
    “Copy. Give me a minute, I’m gonna watch Angel’s video.” I ordered Levi to fly back to Sangis, then hit play. After watching, I scrolled through the comments. 
 
      
 
    “Our Alisa’s pretty popular,” I chuckled as I put my Elonka away. “Look how many people are professing their love and asking her to marry them!” 
 
      
 
    “And you haven’t even seen her personal feed yet. It’s swamped.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s happening in Omsk? Why are so many people asking us for help?” 
 
      
 
    “Something weird is going on there. Whole clans are going missing at night. And some cameras have recorded footage of some sort of massive rooster. Maybe a monster, maybe a mutant, they’re calling it the Omsk Bird. And zombies are coming at them from Kazakhstan. People are scared to death. Everybody’s abandoning their cities and migrating northward.” 
 
      
 
    “The Omsk Bird?” I began drumming my fingers against the armrest of my throne. “Maybe Levi and I should head to Omsk? Seems like the rooster’s level must be pretty high, probably just the thing for us.” 
 
      
 
    “We don’t have enough info. It could be dangerous even for you. I suggest we wait and learn a little more.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. Then let’s work on the Clan Skill, while I’m flying back.” 
 
      
 
    I closed my eyes and concentrated on our Clan. I immediately sensed thousands of little points — my clanmates. Most of them were near Novosibirsk, which was further away in the same direction I was flying, but there was also another group in Africa. And I also sensed one more point, very, very far away. Anya, in America. My heart ached when I saw this, but through sheer willpower, I set all my anxious thoughts aside and focused on the skill: 
 
      
 
    Blood Tattoo of the Bodhisattva. 
 
      
 
    Clan Skill. 
 
      
 
    Level: 3. 
 
      
 
    Every new member of the clan will be given a tattoo. 
 
      
 
    *Clan Core: individual tattoo, applied and chosen by Clan Leader. Limit: 20 people. 
 
      
 
    Effects: 1) Augmentation of any three chosen attributes +6. 
 
      
 
    2) 2) Bonus effects: Sensing Danger, level . 2, Mental Shield, level 1. 
 
      
 
    *Clan Inner Circle: tattoo consisting of three bars above the left eyebrow. Tattoo appears upon joining the clan. Limit: 500 people. 
 
      
 
    Effects: 1) Augmentation of three chosen attributes +3 
 
      
 
    2) Bonus skill: Sensing Danger, level 1. 
 
      
 
    *Clan Middle Circle: tattoo consisting of two bars above the left eyebrow. Tattoo appears upon joining the clan. Limit: 3,000 people. 
 
      
 
    Effects: 1) Augmentation of two chosen attributes +3 
 
      
 
    2) Bonus skill: Bloody Bow, level 1. 
 
      
 
    *Clan Outer Circle: tattoo consisting of one bar above the left eyebrow. Tattoo appears upon joining the clan. Limit: none. 
 
      
 
    Effects: 1) Augmentation of one chosen attribute +3 
 
      
 
    2) 2) Bonus skill: Boiling Blood, level 1. 
 
      
 
    *Clan Circle Zero: tattooed cross on one’s forehead.. Limit: 3,000 people. 
 
      
 
    Effects: 1) Every member of Circle Zero can only use 50% of each of their attributes. All their skills are listed (Clan leader can change conditions) 
 
      
 
    2) Upon becoming a member of Circle Zero, a person is unable to conceal either skill spheres or item spheres from the clan leader. 
 
      
 
    Clan leader can monitor the approximate location of any clan member via tattoo. 
 
      
 
    I’d added the Zero Circle when the skill had reached level 2. At level 3, I’d increased the number of people who could be in the Zero, Middle, and Inner Circles. So what now — add a fourth circle, or something? 
 
      
 
    I took out my Elonka and read through May’s suggestions. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew. I think Lera’s earned the right to join the Core,” said the Analyst quietly. 
 
      
 
    Hearing this sent a sudden pang of gloom through me. After Igor’s death, there was a vacant spot in the Core, and May’s suggestion was more than fair. But... 
 
      
 
    “Not just her,” I sighed. “What about the Mayor of Red Angel? He deserves it, too, after such a good defense of the City when the Alliance attacked. And what about theStrategist? He’s a Mayor too, and has given us a lot of good advice. And soon, he’s gonna have to defend the City against the zombies coming from China.” 
 
      
 
    “So you want to increase the number of spots in the Core?” May sounded surprised. 
 
      
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
    “So Lera’s gonna be left empty-handed again?” 
 
      
 
    “What level is she at?” 
 
      
 
    “17.” 
 
      
 
    “If she can make it to 30, and give a really good account of herself in the battle against the zombies from China so people know she’s the real deal, then we can proceed.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright, Andrew, I’ll pass it on.” 
 
      
 
    “May, what level are you at?” 
 
      
 
    “I barely make it out to level up, I’m at 15 right now.” 
 
      
 
    “How about Zlata? Alfred?” 
 
      
 
    “Other than me, everybody’s past level 20,” May replied, sounding guilty again. 
 
      
 
    “You know the specialization inherent in your class?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Illusion. It’s useless against zombies, but it works well against people and mutants.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded to myself. Zlata and Alfred could level up just by doing their jobs. The former was a Blood Alchemist, the second aButler Summoner. But even if they were at level 30, they’d be useless in battle. They’d be easy prey even for a level 15 Warrior, because they weren’t fighters. But whatever — Zlata knew how to make attack potions, she could probably cook something deadly up for her enemies. May, on the other hand, with her Watcher class? Well, it was basically a total mystery. At least now, we knew that her class was somehow connected with illusion. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, what did you decide about the Clan Skill? What direction are we going to develop in?” 
 
      
 
    “First, I’m going to try to remove attribute points from the Zero Circle.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    I closed my eyes and focused. If what I had in mind could end up working out, it would make us a lot stronger. The first thing I sensed was that there were way, way more options this time for improving the Clan Skill. Whereas moving from level 1 to level 1 and from 2 to 3 had given me ten or so points to spend on transforming the Clan Skill, this time around I had a full 100. 
 
      
 
    “May...” I quickly laid my plans out for the Analyst. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, it seems to me like level 3 is where things take a big leap in terms of quality. Think about it — we hit level 2 when four people in the Clan leveled up to 20. We got level 3 from the Dark Sphere for the alliance with the Squirrels. But we only hit four when six people in the Clan reached level 30.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah... if it hadn’t been for the Squirrels, we’d be at level 3 right now,” I said; I was pretty sure I was following her logic. “If that’s the case, this will definitely work out for us.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m waiting, Andrew.” 
 
      
 
    I opened the window for transforming the Clan Skill once again. My goal was to give myself the ability to take attributes from the Zero Circle and use them for myself. I immediately sensed that such a thing was possible. When I focused on the Zero Circle, I suddenly sensed that the Stone of Suppression was somehow influencing the Clan Skill. I quickly exited and frowned: 
 
      
 
    “May...” 
 
      
 
    Having heard me out, the Analyst was silent for a time, then she offered a suggestion: 
 
      
 
    “Maybe the Stone of Suppression has an effect on skills that impose limitations? There’s a lot we don’t know about these Stones.” 
 
      
 
    “Seems like it...” I said distractedly as I reimmersed myself in studying the Zero Circle. The Stone of Suppression of suppression was obviously helping, and not in a little way, either. 
 
      
 
    My heart was pounding like crazy as I was altering the skill. I didn’t even notice that Levi had already flown to Sangis and was now just gliding around above its environs. 
 
      
 
    “May,” I said, my voice hoarse with worry. “I-it’s ready.” 
 
      
 
    “It worked?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?! Holy shit! And how many attribute points do we get?” 
 
      
 
    “Ten for each of the main ones — strength, dexterity, endurance, and spirit.” 
 
      
 
    “Whoa...” 
 
      
 
    “The skill will block half the attribute values of every member of the Zero Circle. And the Core will be able to use those blocked attribute points, albeit only at a rate of ten to one.” 
 
      
 
    “I see. So for example, we’d have to block a hundred points of strength to give somebody from the Core an additional ten?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. But that’s not all,” I said, squeezing the armrests of my throne anxiously. 
 
      
 
    “Can we receive more than just base attributes?” 
 
      
 
    “Not that. Something else. We can take skill points and Dark Sphere Points from members of the Zero Circle, too. At the same rate — ten to one.’ 
 
      
 
    May fell silent, digesting this new information. 
 
      
 
    “But there are more limitations on this. Only two Dark Sphere Points and two skill points are allowed for each member of the Core.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s...” May seemed to be at a loss for words. “So we take them forever?” 
 
      
 
    “Yep,” I smiled. 
 
      
 
    “But that’s pretty cruel. Skill points are really important, for anyone.” 
 
      
 
    “First of all, let’s remember that these are criminals, May. And second, we can only take one skill point and Dark Sphere Point from each person.” 
 
      
 
    “I see. But Andrew, once we level the Clan up—” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be able to take more,” I nodded with satisfaction. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t think something like that was possible. It seems inhumane.” 
 
      
 
    I grunted, and got back to work on the Clan Skill. Despite the changes I’d already made, I still had the opportunity to continue transforming my skill. Where the Zero Circle was concerned, all I could do was increase the limitation to 3,500. Same with the Middle Circle. I was able to add another hundred to the Inner Circle, so it was now at 600. I didn’t touch the Core. Now that it was possible to get attribute points and skill points, a place in the Core had become a lot more valuable. I told May about all the changes I’d made to the skill. 
 
      
 
    “Excellent. I’ll add some more names to the lists. We chose a good time to improve the Clan Skill. By the way — you can come down now, they’re waiting for you in the Main Hall.” 
 
      
 
    Levi was already drifting around near Sangis. I got out of his head, took off, and looked around. The Squirrels’ forest had grown truly massive. It was a good ten times bigger than it had been before. Some Flying Squirrels were soaring above it, and Trees were moving around below. 
 
      
 
    “May, what’s the situation with the Squirrels?” 
 
      
 
    “Friday and Saturday are there, they’re putting things in order. While they were gone, another squirrel managed to appropriate authority within the forest, and our friends had to make a show of strength.” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. Intrigues, plots, conspiracies. All in the Squirrels’ forest. Hm... 
 
      
 
    “How about the lemur?” 
 
      
 
    “She’s staying on the island for the time being, but she’s already come to visit. She really liked the forest.” 
 
      
 
    “It’d be good if they moved here to join us.” 
 
      
 
    “The lemur has a lot of connections to other mutants on the island. It’d be hard for her to come join us.” 
 
      
 
    “I get it...” 
 
      
 
    “But Saturday’s taken a shine to her, he wants to marry her,” said May, unable to hold back a laugh. 
 
      
 
    “Is Saturday really a guy?” I was surprised. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell them I’ll be the best man.” 
 
      
 
    May burst out laughing. 
 
      
 
    I flew around a little bit more, taking in all the changes. I noticed a few radio towers — big contraptions with antennae and moving dishes. After the Americans had attacked and kidnapped Anya, Lera and May had completely re-worked the City’s security system. Now, unless our enemy happened to be some kind of Invisibility Summoner or Shadow,, Concealment, or Teleportation Summoner, we’d immediately be notified if they appeared. 
 
      
 
    Thermal-vision drones, signal mines, radar, big searchlights — the girls had taken a very serious approach to the City’s safety. They’d had to work with our allies in Moscow in order to get all the necessities for this. And it had all cost a pretty penny in cores, but our timing had been so good in robbing Otino’s City and getting donations from Alisa’s videos that we barely felt the financial blow at all. 
 
      
 
    I paid special attention to the agricultural city. It was located on an old settlement — a place called Bortsovo — where, prior to my little outing to Africa, I’d ordered that a city dedicated to agriculture be founded. And the girls had risen to the challenge — there were fields full of barley, corn, wheat, and other crops, which stood out in neat rectangles on the surface of the rich, black earth. The City didn’t stand out too much — two-story houses made of wood, and no wall. Just like any other village. All they had for defense were patrol drones, plus a reserve battalion of fighters. I imagined that there had probably been quite a number of people interested in settling in this little town, tucked safely near Sangis and surrounded on all sides by the Fortress Cities. Well, prior to Mariapolis’ betrayal, that is. 
 
      
 
    “MAy, how many residents do we have at this point?” I asked, changing course to head back to the Tower. 
 
      
 
    “More than 72,000.” 
 
      
 
    “Not bad,” I said, pleasantly surprised. “That’s actually quite a bit.” 
 
      
 
    “We don’t have enough food for them all,” May complained. “Maybe we could come up with something involving Africa. There’s an interesting City there, growing on huge, gray vines. And those vines have fruit on them. We aren’t 100% sure yet, but it seems like the fruits are edible.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s good...” I muttered as I descended. “What should I do with Levi?” 
 
      
 
    “Have him land on the mountain. Mechanic and his people will check him out and throw out some ideas for improvements, and then they can get to work tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “Copy,” I said; I gave the order to Levi, then descended myself, landing at the entrance to the Tower, where Lera was already waiting for me. The sun was dipping down toward the horizon, its light glinting prettily off the scarlet surface of the Tower. 
 
      
 
    “Has May given you my conditions?” I asked when we’d walked inside. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Lera nodded. Through the red haze of my mask, I looked into her stern face for just a moment. She was such a beautiful woman. 
 
      
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re right. If you bring me into the Core right now, there’ll be a lot of grumbling. I need to prove — publicly — that I deserve it.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad you understand.” 
 
      
 
    We walked into the Main Hall, where I took my seat. It was too bad that I didn’t have my Demon Mask and King’s Crown with me; Otino still had them. As far as I knew, the bastard was still carrying them around in a Spatial Bag. Neither the Crown nor the Mask had been in the warehouse. Without my charisma, I wasn’t as cool as before. Or at least it seemed likely that such was the case. 
 
      
 
    We soon got down to business. Lera read off the names of those who’d raised — and less frequently, those who’d lowered — their standing within the Clan, and I ordered the suggested changes to be made. For all the world like some kind of Tsar... heh. Only the Inner Circle had assembled in the Main Hall. The members of the Middle and Outer Circles had been notified about what was happening, so they were prepared for the possibility of receiving new tattoos. Or having old ones removed. I wondered, just then — were people worried? 
 
      
 
    When Lera read off a person’s name, I’d quickly page through the info about the person in question: their past, the service they’d rendered to the Clan or their home City. If there’d been a candidate that I hadn’t liked, I’d have crossed them off the list. But there weren’t any such candidates. To be honest, the reason this whole farcical reading of the list was needed was to give me a chance to learn a little bit about these people, because I hadn’t had time up to now. I hadn’t forgotten about the Zero Circle, but that was a little bit of a different matter — I couldn’t in good conscience just do that here, from a distance. I’d have to visit the jails in all the Cities and brand these criminals myself. But that could wait till tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    After the list, we moved on to a discussion of potential improvements for Sangis. We’d have to raise its level to 3 if we wanted to become a country. And for that, we’d need to spend a lot of cores. How many, I had no idea. 
 
      
 
    By the time we wrapped everything up, it was late at night. Alfred’s people escorted the guests out into the City; there was nothing for them to do in the Tower. For my part, I headed to bed. My head was buzzing. It’d be best to get some sleep, and wait till morning to think about what to do with Sangis. As soon as my head hit the pillow, I was out. But in the night, disturbing dreams kept coming to me: I dreamt that I failed to save Anya, that the lions annihilated our City in Africa and killed Pyro and Tornado, that the big rooster from Omsk attacked us and pecked me to pieces—” 
 
      
 
    “Andrew!” 
 
      
 
    A loud noise made me jump up out of bed. I looked around frantically. Darkness — I couldn’t see a thing. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, we spotted some intruders! They’ll be here soon!” 
 
      
 
    I quickly leapt onto my feet, sending Levi a mental command. I grabbed my clothes in my arms and flew out the window, over to the Demon who was rising to meet me. Once on his back, I quickly got dressed and activated my Blood Armor. 
 
      
 
    “They’re coming from the direction of Novosibirsk, Andrew,” May reported nervously. 
 
      
 
    I sent Levi off in the direction indicated, but I didn’t fly too far myself. My trump card was the Altar of the Dark Sphere on the Tower. I could draw EP and SP from it. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, should I call Fen and the others? They’re not in the Tower right now.” 
 
      
 
    “No need, there’s no danger at the moment. But definitely wake them up and warn them. Is the Altar filled up?” I asked, tense, as I looked out into the darkness and thought through the details of my plan. 
 
      
 
    “Yep.” 
 
      
 
    20,000 SP and EP provided a simply staggering amount of potential power. But that was all conditional on me remaining within fifteen yards of the Altar, which could move around only within the confines of the Clan Castle — the Tower. So I couldn’t fly too far. 
 
      
 
    Soon, I spotted the invaders and recognized them immediately — six people, sitting atop a white albatross. Three Africans — the muscly giant, Otino, and the dark old man — and three mutants — the humanoid lion, the spotted python, and the white ape. Naturally, they’d spotted me first, thanks to Levi. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, I’m turning on the light,” May warned. Illumination clicked on from all directions, and suddenly it was almost as bright as day outside. 
 
      
 
    The albatross slowed down, and flew over to Levi and me. 
 
      
 
    “Give us the Stone, and we’ll leave,” said Otino calmly. He hadn’t reacted to the searchlights and drones in the slightest. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think you really understand where you are right now,” I sneered as I launched Fusion. “You’re in my home. And I’m God here!” I folded my hands together and used Bloody Fog. 
 
      
 
    *Whoosh!* 
 
      
 
    Otino and the mutants were ready for my attack. They’d been ready for a while. But they hadn’t counted on Levi and I shooting out the deep-red smoke at such incredible speed, or using it to fill the sky and thereby lowering visibility to zero, deadening their sensations, and burning into their eyes and mouths. The fog crawled into my enemies’ ears and noses, and began sucking their blood. It wasn’t dealing them any critical wounds (they were too high-level for that), but it was definitely causing them some discomfort. 
 
      
 
    I looked back at the Tower. Leap! Simultaneously, Levi activated his Blood Film, Blood Drops, and Ram. Suddenly, I was next to the Tower, and once there I pulled attribute points out of the Altar; in the distance, the albatross shrieked. The bird was dead. 
 
      
 
    “So, anyway,” I said, raising my right hand as I tried to extend my control across all the fog. The synergy of Fusion and Bloody Fog had turned out to be a lot more powerful than I’d been expecting. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Alisa flying toward me, camera in hand. 
 
      
 
    Bloody Explosion! 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, everything around us was bathed in a scarlet glow. Now it really was as bright as day outside. 
 
      
 
    “And the heavens burst into flame,” whispered Alisa, looking up at the sky in awe. “This will be something people tell their grandchildren about.” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t answer. All my concentration was directed at not wounding either Alisa or Levi. And I was also using my Bloody Aura to find my opponents and keep an eye on the Stone of Suppression. Nevertheless, of course, I did manage to check out the burning sky. It was a weird scene: instead of a blue sky, a scarlet fire burned silently all across the heavens above us. It stretched out from Sangis far into the distance, out to where I couldn’t even feel my fog anymore. That was how much I’d managed to produce. 
 
      
 
    “Pretty,” said May into my ears. “But could you warn me next time? You just damaged so many drones. And also, the sonar doesn’t work in that kind of fire. I don’t know where the Africans are.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re gone,” I replied calmly. “Badly wounded, but still alive, I think. They’ve got someone with power over space. But they definitely didn’t come here on their own. Someone let them in. Try to find out who. Prime suspects are the Union, the Jail, and New Russia.” 
 
      
 
    “Already on it, Andrew.” 
 
      
 
    “I wounded the old guy particularly badly just now. Maybe we could rob his City? And at the same time, give Pyro and Tornado a chance to practice their Special Skill?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll get in touch with them now,” May sighed. “But then we’re definitely going to have to change the location of our base in Africa. We’ve found a couple suitable locations, but without you we won’t be able to build a city.” 
 
      
 
    “Copy,” I said, landing on the Tower. I took a rocking chair out of my ring and sat down in it. I took out a can of cola. I spotted Alisa, slowly gliding around in the distance. My scarlet-winged Angel, against a ruby-red sky... It was pretty. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe you should get some sleep?” May suggested. “There’s gonna be a lot of work to do tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “I can always sleep later,” I noted philosophically, opening my can with a hiss. “But watching a burning sky... You don’t get a chance to do that every day.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you’re right about that...” 
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    I DIDN’T SPEND TOO MUCH TIME checking out the flames. As soon as I finished my cola, I went downstairs to sleep. May was right — there’d be a lot to do in the morning. 
 
      
 
    I woke up on my own, without an alarm. Considering the hours I tended to keep, this was surprising. And I didn’t even feel particularly tired; it really felt like I’d caught up on sleep. Maybe, I thought, I just need to chase the Africans around the sky every night? I washed up, brushed my teeth, and trudged off to breakfast. 
 
      
 
    “May, what are our plans for the day? What’s first?” I asked, full of energy, as I slid a plate full of plov into the microwave. 
 
      
 
    “Lots of plans... A ton, actually. The Africans wrote to us. They said they’re still willing to make the exchange.” 
 
      
 
    I snickered. Asswipes. I was sure they’d probably watched the video of the Americans kidnapping Anya and decided to attack Sangis themselves. And why not, right? It never hurts to try. 
 
      
 
    “We need to choose somebody strong to go make the exchange. Anybody specific in mind?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve already got a plan. The Portalist is looking for an uninhabited island. He’s gonna open a portal there for us and the Africans both. Each side is going to send three people. We’ll quickly exchange Stones, then each party will go home.” 
 
      
 
    “Interesting,” I nodded. “But we’re gonna need to know the exact location of the island in advance, right? If it’s too far away, the Stone will throw off its owners.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. But that’s the problem — the Portalist doesn’t want anybody to get doubts about his reputation.” 
 
      
 
    “Hm, yeah, that’s a problem,” I said, taking out the plate full of plov, slathering it with ketchup, grabbing a piece of bread and chowing down. 
 
      
 
    “Has Alisa posted a video of the fiery sky? It’s not a secret anyway. There are tons of videos on Youcalypse anyway, a lot of people managed to film it.” 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead,” I assented. 
 
      
 
    “Mechanic sent a plan for your approval on how to augment Levi. If it works, he can get to work today.” 
 
      
 
    “Send it to me,” I said, taking out a tablet, setting it on the table and propping it up on its stand. 
 
      
 
    “As regards America. I think it’s time to take the Chinese Americans up on their suggestion.” 
 
      
 
    “Will do,” I said, scrolling through diagrams for augmenting Levi. Cameras, a small base for drones, a nice, comfortable room with a bed and monitors. Not bad. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe we could put some armor on Levi? Or weapons of some kind?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “We don’t have any material tough enough yet. The first time he uses Ram, it’ll destroy anything we could put on it right now. And there’s no way we could create any weapon better than his horn.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand,” I said, still eating. I took a can of iced coffee out of my ring, then suddenly froze. I heard a siren outside. 
 
      
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
      
 
    “Warning. Everybody has to get to their houses or some other kind of shelter ASAP. Otherwise they could get hurt during Sangis’ modification. It’s not just for people, either — Squirrels and Trees, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, I see. Do you have all the materials ready to go?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve been working all night, bringing all the stone and metal up from the warehouses.” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent,” I said, opening my can with a click. 
 
      
 
    “So should I write to the Chinese Americans?” 
 
      
 
    “Do it.” 
 
      
 
    “This is another war, Andrew.” 
 
      
 
    “I know.” 
 
      
 
    “And the zombies from China are on their way as we speak.” 
 
      
 
    “I know.” 
 
      
 
    “Whatever you said,” May sighed. “We robbed that old guy’s City in Africa blind, by the way — all his soldiers are dead, and the slaves have been freed. Tech, weapons, cores, spheres — we got it all. The warriors from the Clan are currently on their way back to Yin-Yang City.” 
 
      
 
    “When is the move gonna happen?” 
 
      
 
    “They’re already preparing. We’ve mined the City, and if they attack it, we’ll detonate. Some of Sophia’s dolls will be there, as bait.” 
 
      
 
    “Not bad,” I smiled, and walked away from my plate. I took one of those little paper cups full of ice cream out of my ring; it’d been years since I’d had one of these. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, share the wealth?” May asked hopefully. “I’d love some ice cream.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. So we’re losing a silver City Token? I mean, we can’t change the location of a Clan Castle.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. But those can now be bought from loners, for spheres. And we have enough of them as it is.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s the deal with Transformation?” I took a bite of my ice cream. 
 
      
 
    “There are a ton of spheres like that. But they’re all different. Transformation... I mean, it can refer to changes to your body, or something else entirely. We just don’t know. When you get to Africa, show the sphere to Shooter. Theoretically, at least, he should be able to see something.” 
 
      
 
    “Copy,” I said, finishing my coffee, and then thinking for a second before continuing: “So right now, let’s get to work on upgrading Sangis — get it up to level 3. I don’t think it’ll take long. Then, elixirs. I’ll drink some, then go visit the Squirrels. I’m gonna show everybody there that Friday and Saturday are my friends.” 
 
      
 
    “After yesterday’s little light show, the Squirrels and the Trees are even more in awe of you,” May chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “That’s good to hear. After that: Africa. I’ll move the City. After that — America. I think by evening, I’ll be able to head out to visit them. For now, drag out the negotiations. They’ll be even less likely to mess with Anya after Alisa’s latest video. And we need to think about how to resolve this issue with the Portalist.” 
 
      
 
    “We could give him something he wants.” 
 
      
 
    “Look for some spheres with space-related skills in them. Right now, because of the Chinese zombies, a lot of cities are happy to exchange spheres for cores.” I stood up from the table and walked out of the room. Enough relaxation. Time to get down to business. 
 
      
 
    “Already on it. But no luck so far. Andrew, don’t forget to head down to the warehouse for cores.” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t. Actually, speaking of warehouses: we got a lot of books for creating Demons out of Otino’s stash, didn’t we?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Andrew. But they’re exclusive, at most, like your Reaper. And mainly, they require mutants — rhinos, apes, parrots, snakes, and spiders.” 
 
      
 
    “Then we’ll wait on that for now. Actually,” I said as an idea came to me, “try to talk to Necromancer. Hint that we might have a legendary sphere that we’d be willing to trade for another legendary one, one meant for a Demonologist.” 
 
      
 
    “Andrew...” May hesitated. 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Necromancer’s mad at you. He’s not answering our messages.” 
 
      
 
    I stumbled and almost fell, I was so surprised. 
 
      
 
    “Why?!” 
 
      
 
    “You passed him in the list of the top Dark in Russia. He used to be number 2, now it’s you.” 
 
      
 
    “Because of THAT?!” I asked indignantly. 
 
      
 
    “Yep.” 
 
      
 
    “Ugh, dammit,” I said; I felt like slapping my forehead. 
 
      
 
    I walked into the warehouse, to which we’d had to dedicate the entire second floor of the Tower. It was divided into several rooms, and its doors could only be opened by the owner of the Tower or whoever the owner had put in charge while they were away. All the riches of the Architects were in this warehouse — from spheres and cores to Elonkas, laptops, and removables hard drives with loads of valuable information stored on them. The raiding groups were constantly dropping into Novosibirsk and looting all sorts of centers of science and research. Here in Sangis, that loot was valuable, and they often sold it to us for good money. And for our part, we just hung onto all these fancy contraptions — who knows, maybe they’d come in handy later on. 
 
      
 
    “Go to the third room. The cores are in bags, the number and level is written on each bag,” said May. 
 
      
 
    I walked into the room as instructed and looked around. We Architects were a very wealthy Clan. Bags of all shapes and sizes were stuffed onto iron shelving units. The bags varied in size from enormous ones, easily half as tall as me, down to tiny ones holding no more than three or four cores. The cores had all been sorted out according to the level and race of the creatures they’d come from. 
 
      
 
    “That’s enough for now, Andrew,” my Analyst stopped me as I was throwing a thirtieth bag into my ring. That wasn’t even a third of what we had stored here. And after all, there were more cores in circulation in banks and in the other Cities. 
 
      
 
    “Whatever you say.” 
 
      
 
    “You wanted some elixirs? Room two.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Perfect.” 
 
      
 
    I walked happily into the second room, which actually resembled a refrigerator. In it were stored our potions, fruits, plants, minerals, and several Dark Sphere items. Following May’s instructions, I walked over to a small chest and typed in a password. The cover hissed, emitting a cold mist, and opened. Inside were ten vials. I checked them: four commons, three uncommons, and three rares. 
 
      
 
    “Why so few of these?” I asked, disappointed, as I grabbed one of the vials. 
 
      
 
    Strength Elixir (rare) 
 
      
 
    Increases strength by 4. 
 
      
 
    Strength Elixir (rare) does not increase your attributes if consumed more than once. 
 
      
 
    “Zlata took a couple, for experiments,” replied May. 
 
      
 
    “Bastards,” I grumbled. And I started drinking elixirs. All in all, I’d drunk three of these in my life so far: an uncommon one for dexterity and two rares, for strength and dexterity. Elixirs worked only once, so I was only drinking those that I hadn’t drunk before: the four commons, which gave +1 strength, dexterity, endurance, and spirit respectively. Then one uncommon — +2 strength — and two rares — +4 spirit and endurance respectively. 
 
      
 
    “Whew,” I said, laying the empty vials back in the chest and closing it. I patted my stomach. “So it really works if you drink that much all at once?” I asked belatedly, listening to the rumbling in my stomach. 
 
      
 
    “Yep, we checked.” 
 
      
 
    “Man, all you people do is check, check, check,” I moaned, stomach gurgling. “Make sure you take care of our most valuable resources — yourselves — as well.” 
 
      
 
    I walked out of the warehouse and made my way to the control room, where May and our head Architect were waiting for me. 
 
      
 
    “Hello,” he nodded, stretching out his hand to me. 
 
      
 
    I shook it, then (accompanied by his hungry gaze) took out a cup of ice cream and handed it to May. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s begin,” I said, summoning the Altar of the Dark Sphere to appear before us. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, let’s wait another minute,” said May, holding her headphone close to her ear. “Not everybody has managed to hide yet.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah,” I said, patting the cold stone Altar. “By the way,” I said with a glance at May, “have your people managed to think of a way to create a flying city?” 
 
      
 
    “There are a few ideas,” May nodded calmly as she opened her ice cream. “We could make a building in the sky with sluices and oxygen tanks. Or reinforce the sides of some balloons and then enlarge them — use them as accelerators for flying Dark or machines. Another option would be to use a City Token, and then use the Altar that would be created to make artifacts that could then support the building in the air. But all of these would require Anya’s skills, and there’s a problem with all of them: how would we fix the city in space? Until we think of a way to fix the object at a specific point in the sky, we won’t be able to create a flying city. The most we could do would be to make some kind of airship with sails, or something like a plane.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, deep in thought. May’s words had redirected me to a new train of thought. What if we were to gather epic Demons — maybe a turtle and a few other cetaceous ones like Levi? And then put the turtle on top of the three whales, and build a city on that... No, I thought. This is just turning into absolute nonsense. I must not have slept very well after all. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, we can get started, “ said May, turning my thoughts away from all these particularly important subjects. 
 
      
 
    “Excellent,” I said, laying my hand on the Altar and closing my eyes. A map of the settlement appeared in my field of vision, with the territory of the City of Sangis outlined in translucent green. And what could I say? I was struck by how much the City had expanded during my absence. And also, the Squirrels’ forest had been annexed to the City; actually, it was bigger than all of Sangis by quite a bit. I immediately sensed the metal and stone that had been loaded onto the City’s roads and outside its perimeters; actually, I could sense pretty much all the available material in the area. This was the raw material that would be used to help the City grow. Of course, there wasn’t a whole lot of it, but what there was was very high quality. The Dark Sphere-modified stone had come from a strip mine. And the metal had been brought out from within the City. 
 
      
 
    “For starters, let’s push out the City limits,” said the Architect with a wise expression on his face. “As you planned, Sangis won’t grow outward — it’ll grow taller and deeper. Look, check out the underground building project.” 
 
      
 
    He handed me a tablet and I looked through the plan carefully.” The assumption was that in case of an absolutely existential threat, when all four Fortress Cities had fallen, Sangis itself would be the last line of defense. So it should be protected as much as possible, and have warehouses full of provisions and weapons, underground shelters, and a system of secret underground passages. 
 
      
 
    “Who else has seen this project?” I asked in a calm tone of voice as I continued to study the plan. 
 
      
 
    “Besides Lera, May, and me? Nobody.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you prepared to sign a Blood Pact and confirm your loyalty to the Architects?” I looked up at him. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been with you since the very beginning,” he smiled sadly. “Of course I’m willing.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. TheArchitect had indeed been one of our very first supporters: we’d saved him in the dorms. The guy looked to be about thirty; he was totally decent, a nice guy, and he’d never once given us reason to doubt his competence. 
 
      
 
    “Then hit accept,” I looked at him as I activated myBlood Pact skill. After the Architect had accepted the conditions, I asked again: 
 
      
 
    “So nobody besides me, May, Lera, and you has seen this project?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” he said, shaking his head, and I could sense that he was telling me the truth. 
 
      
 
    The Blood Pactmay have had its loopholes, but here and now, it was working just fine. And anyway, I had a suspicion that the Americans knew of some way to neutralize it. At the moment, the Blood Pact was just a level 2 exclusive skill, nothing more.. I think an epic skill — or especially a legendary one — would be able to break it easily. Now, if I’d managed to fuse it with our Class Skill? Then it’d be a different story. I don’t think anybody would have been able to break the contract very easily in that case. But I didn’t want to spend one of the integration slots on that; it would be better to use Leap there, or maybe Boiling Blood, worst-case scenario. 
 
      
 
    “So, let’s get started.” I gave a mental command, and a projection of the City appeared in front of us all as a hologram. I took out the first bag full of cores and fed them to the Altar. 
 
      
 
    From there, a monotonous restructuring of Sangis began under the careful hand of the Architect. And the more I continued working on it, the more I was struck by the scale of the project. We were building a real underground city! Complete with lightning, plumbing, and water. Any excess rock was moved up to the surface and dumped outside the exterior walls, forming small hills. 
 
      
 
    Last time we were restructuring Sangis, I learned how we could create energy batteries that could be charged by the combustion of biomass. At that time, I’d made the discovery that each such battery would require a core at level 18 or higher. In the end, it turned out that we couldn’t tie the value of cores directly to currency — that is, to units. Or rather, we could, but the formula was a lot more complicated than the simple linear equation we’d used at the beginning of the apocalypse. Anyway — that’s not the point. 
 
      
 
    The point is that while I was gone, control over the Altar had transferred to Fen, and he’d passed it back to May or Anya once every twelve hours. And during that time, the girls had managed to create several dozen more batteries and distribute them throughout all the Cities. Plus, they’d done some nice leveling-up on shops for Smiths, Tailors, Alchemists, and other tradespeoples’ professions. 
 
      
 
    I not only created an underground City; I also created a multitude of secret passages leading to all sorts of places. But I didn’t actually build any of them out to the end, because the endpoints of these underground hallways were way, way out past the limits of Sangis. I figured I’d come back to them later, once I’d raised the level of the City to that of a Country. 
 
      
 
    “Ready,” I exhaled. We’d been working on the project for about forty minutes. 
 
      
 
    TheArchitect wiped his sweaty forehead with his sleeve and shot May a quick glance as she was finishing her ice cream. 
 
      
 
    I pretended not to notice the hint; I didn’t have much ice cream left. 
 
      
 
    “What say we bulk up the outer wall?” I suggested. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. We’ll make it higher and stronger. And ideally, we could find a way to hide the bio-armor. It looks imposing, of course, but it scares a lot of people away. Especially kids.” 
 
      
 
    I snickered. Yeah right — as if anybody would get scared by THAT, living in the zombie apocalypse. But all the same, the Architect was right — it’d be best to hide the muscles. 
 
      
 
    I focused, and began the transformation. First, I reinforced all the buildings in the City and changed their color. The City would be red, but its streets and squares could be white. I increased the toughness of the roads, buildings, the inner walls, and the lines of wall that led out to the outer wall. Then I got to work on the bio-armor. I added some camouflage properties and increased hardness. Now, it looked less like a series of living, moving strips, and more like a pretty, slightly-bulging decoration on the walls. 
 
      
 
    After that, it was time to work on the next part: I began to raise the height of the outer wall. At first, it had consisted of multistory residential buildings that had been fused together, which was also true of the lines of wall connecting the inner and outer rings. So it was easy to increase the height; the main thing was just to make sure there was enough material to do so. The cores melted away one after the other, and the pile of metal and altered stone grew smaller and smaller. Only when the wall had reached a height of about two hundred feet did I finally stop. 
 
      
 
    “The bio-armor needs food in order to grow — it’s barely changed in size at all so far.” 
 
      
 
    “Shouldn’t be any problem there,” said May, making a note of something on her Elonka. 
 
      
 
    “The next step is to make platforms for the Clan’s warriors along the wall,” said the Architect as he pointed to the projection. 
 
      
 
    I took care of that pretty quickly. 
 
      
 
    “Now on to the connecting walls and the inner walls,” said the Architect as he began to leaf through something on his tablet. “I think we’re going to need to increase the number of floors in all the buildings. To build not only downward, but upward as well. And also — it’d be a good idea to make some kind of defense that could cover the entire City in case of danger. Any ideas?” 
 
      
 
    “Bio-armor?” I suggested. 
 
      
 
    “I had the same idea. We’d need to stretch it across the connecting walls and the inner wall in that case. Can you do it?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, but we’ll have to have a ton of zombies to feed it,” I said after checking quickly. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got an idea,” said May, adjusting her hair. “We’ll ask First to collect all the bodies there into a pile, and then you can use Levi to transport them.” 
 
      
 
    I cleared my throat. Considering the part I’d have to play, it wasn’t the most appealing plan. But I had to admit, it would probably work. We weren’t going to be able to bring all the corpses through a portal or throw them into a spatial bag of any kind. And my ring wouldn’t hold that many. 
 
      
 
    “That’s what we’ll do,” I nodded, then continued modifying Sangis. Last time, we’d made typical-looking nine-story apartment buildings. Now I doubled the number of floors, and as the residential buildings grew taller, so did the connecting walls which they comprised. A solar battery gleamed on the roof of every building; you could never have too much energy, after all. In case of danger, these could easily be moved down a floor via a command from the Altar, and the roofs of the buildings would immediately turn into convenient defensive positions. Damn... What was my City turning into? 
 
      
 
    “I think that’s it,” I said hesitantly. “Now the connecting walls can also create bio-armor. On command, it’ll either attack anybody who’s flying above the City, or just cover the City and harden.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” the Architect nodded solemnly. “Now, enlarge the inner wall and add some bio-armor onto it.” 
 
      
 
    I did so. The inner wall surrounded the mountain, on which the Tower and the grounds of the Clan Castle were both located. The latter, actually, had its own walls — this would truly be the last line of defense. 
 
      
 
    I enlarged it all, and reinforced it, adding a layer of muscle to the walls. The cores melted away, one after the other, but the City’s level didn’t appear to be any closer to changing. That was a little worrying. 
 
      
 
    “We can’t do anything more with the City itself,” nodded the Architect. “It’s only the grounds of the Clan Castle left. But first, I suggest we turn to the Range.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
      
 
    The Range was the long, mountainous rock formation that covered Sangis from the northwest. At the moment, there were a few artisanal shop floors on it, along with a drone base. The Range was surrounded along its perimeter with enlarged RPG installations and other heavy weaponry. And it also housed the main positions for Snipers. 
 
      
 
    The plan the Architect had come up with involved putting bio-armor on the far side of the Range, and what he called “meat grinders” at its base. These were cylinders with blades that ran on energy from the batteries; if we were ever to find ourselves extremely strapped for resources, we could harness the Blood Concrete Monsters to provide power to them. Actually, speaking of: for the time being, they were all still subject to a strict area restriction, and could only move within the territory of the City. I’d been hoping that with the leveling-up of Sangis they’d be able to roam the entire country, at a minimum, because at the moment they just weren’t all that useful. 
 
      
 
    A pile of metal had been brought up and laid down at the foot of the Range to create the meat grinders, and now I was working on creating these killing machines. We could’ve put these at the outer gates, too, but we had something else in mind for that. The first thing we’d need to do would be to find out where the zombies would strike. And in general, the main fight would be outside Sangis, so that was mainly where we’d want to prepare fortifications and traps. But I didn’t want to spend cores on that, especially knowing that everything would be wiped away by millions of zombies anyway. 
 
      
 
    When the modifications to the Range were almost complete, and the level of the City hadn’t increased, I started to worry. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew,” said May, waving the Elonka in her hand. 
 
      
 
    At first, I didn’t understand what she wanted, but then I caught on. I took out my smartphone and read her message: 
 
      
 
    “The Portalist has gotten in touch with us. He’s asking for a meeting with you today. And he’s hopeful that nobody will ever learn about the conversation.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll talk to him,” I typed back, barely able to hold back a smile. 
 
      
 
    “So, on to the Tower,” I said, glancing over at the Architect. He nodded. 
 
      
 
    First, we doubled its size — from five floors to ten. And this cost us a veritable ocean of cores, including several above level 25. My heart ached when I spent them. Of the original thirty bags, I’d already spent at least twenty. And Sangis’ level was still firmly at 2! So unfair... 
 
      
 
    I altered the apartments for the Core, structuring them as we’d planned in what was probably the coolest of all these projects. There would now be five of them on each floor. I had to dedicate floors seven through ten to these living quarters. But even with that, there was more space than I knew what to do with. The Analytics Department, Administration, the Class Hall, the Bank, the Court — everything was on the grounds of the Clan Castle, but outside the Tower. They were all located in the adjoining structure and a couple other complexes of buildings. I also improved, strengthened, and increased the size of all these. 
 
      
 
    “We need to move the Class Hall,” said theArchitect. “If we’re gonna send warriors through it on a regular basis, it’d be best to move it out of the Tower.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” I said, and I added more adjoining structures onto the Tower and moved the Class Hall into it. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe the Hall of Glory, too?” TheArchitect suggested. 
 
      
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “Let that stay in the Tower. So — what next?” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s try to improve your Shop.” 
 
      
 
    “One sec,” I said, focusing on the massive artifact, which used blood and corpses to create blood bricks and Blood Concrete Monsters. So... In the end, I invested two bags of cores and improved the thing: now, the Shop could create Blood Concrete Monsters both of the standard type, and ones specialized for specific functions and having specific attributes, which would depend on the bodies that were consumed in order to create them. Interesting. Maybe I could make flying ones, I thought. I’d have to check. I quickly told May and theArchitect about the improvement. 
 
      
 
    “So what now?” I checked — we had three bags of cores left. It seemed like May might’ve underestimated just how gluttonous Sangis could be. 
 
      
 
    “We still have the Squirrels’ forest,” our Analyst said, typing something on her Elonka. “They’re building a wall there themselves, at the edge of the forest. But I don’t think they’d be at all upset if we lent them a hand.” 
 
      
 
    “Let me check it out.” 
 
      
 
    I walked back to the Altar and focused on the Squirrels’ forest. They really were building a wall. Made of trees that they were weaving together. More accurately, it was the walking Trees that were using their strange powers to cause the trees to grow; all the Squirrels were doing was jumping around along the Trees’ heads and stealing acorns. So... Using the Altar, I accelerated the growth rate for these trees, and made them bigger and stronger. The forest was huge, and the Trees had only managed to grow out part of the wall, so I helped them speed the process along. 
 
      
 
    I focused on the process and didn’t notice anything around to get in the way. I only got distracted when a message popped up in front of me: 
 
      
 
    The City of Sangis has leveled up! 
 
      
 
    The Altar of the Dark Sphere has leveled up! 
 
      
 
    Attention! You’ve become one of the first 10 leaders to become leader of a country. 
 
      
 
    Two attribute points received. 
 
      
 
    Two skill points received. 
 
      
 
    Two Dark Sphere Points received. 
 
      
 
    Yes! I clapped my hands in excitement Awesome! Damn, I’d have to let my dad know about this ASAP and have him invest cores in improving his City! I didn’t have a chance to tell May and the Architectthe good news before another message floated up before my eyes: 
 
      
 
    Attention! The Stone of Suppression is located on the grounds of your Castle. Would you like to integrate it with the Altar of the City of Sangis? 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 13. I was the ruler of a country! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “ANDREW?” 
 
      
 
    May’s question snapped me out of being lost in my thoughts. 
 
      
 
    “Ready,” I said, glancing over at her. “Sangis is now a country. And we made the list of the first ten to do it,” I said; for the time being, I wasn’t going to tell her about the possibility of integrating the Stone. I’d tell her later, when we were alone. 
 
      
 
    “Awesome,” she smiled with relief. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s see what’s changed,” said the Architect, looking impatiently at the Altar. 
 
      
 
    I nodded and brought the hologram back up. It displayed a much wider area — from Red Angel City to Mariapolis along an east-west axis, and from Fortress Igor Hammerman to Olivia City from north to south. 
 
      
 
    I was filled with emotion as I looked at it. Worry, a little fear, excitement, and joy. I mean, I was the ruler of a whole country! Cool! 
 
      
 
    “So can you work directly on every City now?” The Architect asked. He seemed to be impatient to learn what changes had been made to the Altar. 
 
      
 
    “Yep,” I said, concentrating and issuing a mental command; the hologram zoomed in on Red Angel City. Building was progressing there at a furious pace — they were rebuilding all the houses and walls that the Americans had destroyed. I was able to watch it all happen, right from the Altar. I watched theBuilders, excavators, and trucks. I watched Earth Mages, I watched the Sad Stone Monster and Masha — she was sitting on her friend’s head, pointing out the biggest hunks of rubble, which it was the Monster’s job to move from place to place. Next to Masha sat the cyborg-girl, the sister of ourBlood Mechanic. I watched them for a little while. 
 
      
 
    “It’s like being God,” theArchitect gulped. “Power like this is dangerous.” 
 
      
 
    “All I can do is watch. Changing something inside the City has to be done through the Altar.” 
 
      
 
    TheArchitect sighed with relief. And I could understand where he was coming from. Putting so much power into the hands of one person... Well, it was frightening. What if the ruler went insane and decided to level their City? Thousands of people would be snuffed out in an instant. 
 
      
 
    “What about the name?” May frowned. “So the City and the Country are both called Sangis?” 
 
      
 
    Damn — somehow, I hadn’t even thought of that. 
 
      
 
    “Since you decided to name the Cities after people in the Core, maybe the capital of the new country could be named after you?” May suggested. “Or maybe like Pyro and Tornado — something connected.” 
 
      
 
    “Hm,” I said, scratching my eyebrow. “Blood City?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe we should talk to people?” 
 
      
 
    “Nah,” I declined. “Blood City sounds fine. Sounds tough.” 
 
      
 
    May looked up at me skeptically, but didn’t say anything. TheArchitect turned away. 
 
      
 
    “Let it be done!” I said, and changed the name of the capital. 
 
      
 
    “What other possibilities appeared?” May asked. 
 
      
 
    “Not much, really,” I frowned, continuing to scan the list in search of anything that was super cool. “First, let’s finish those underground passages. We’re almost out of cores.” 
 
      
 
    “We don’t have enough. I’ll go get some more,” said May, looking up at me as if waiting for approval. 
 
      
 
    “Alright.” 
 
      
 
    I focused on the underground passages. At the moment, I could extend them to the borders of my country, and that was quite far away. I’d have to visit these places later on and work a bit on digging out the exits and camouflaging them, but that could come later. In some ways it would’ve been a good idea to use some common-rank City Tokens at these points, but I decided not to; they could be used to pinpoint the endpoints of the underground passages. It’d be stupid. I ended up only completing five of the passages before I ran out of cores. But then May came back, and I finished off the remaining four. 
 
      
 
    “What’s the deal with the Blood Concrete Monsters?” She asked when I’d finished. 
 
      
 
    “One sec,” I said, focusing on the Shop. I guess I could’ve worked on improving the Shop at that point, but dammit, I’d already spent an absolute fortune in Cores. I decided it’d be better to wait until we’d replenished our reserves. 
 
      
 
    “They can move through the whole territory of the country,” I said, concealing my glee. 
 
      
 
    “Awesome,” said May, pumping her fists. “That’ll really help us in the fight against the zombies. How about the bio-armor? Did it get improved?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I said, frowning as I checked the information. “So it can excrete symbiotic organisms?” I asked, talking to myself. “Or are those parasites?” 
 
      
 
    “What’s that?” TheArchitect didn’t understand. 
 
      
 
    “The bio-armor can separate and settle onto another organism. I don’t know what kind of benefits this brings to the wearer, but it looks cool.” 
 
      
 
    “Another living organism? Concrete Monsters wouldn’t work?” May asked, sounding very businesslike. 
 
      
 
    “Dunno, we’d have to try it. But each symbiote will cost us a core, level 15 at a minimum.” 
 
      
 
    “What say we do the experiment right now? Why wait?” May suggested. 
 
      
 
    “Sure.” 
 
      
 
    I turned the hologram back to Sangis and found one of the Blood Concrete Monsters. I got in touch with it and ordered it to move toward the wall. Once it was there, I laid a level 15 core onto the Altar and launched the symbiosis process. 
 
      
 
    The three of us stood there and watched as the layer of muscle excreted a grayish-reddish mass, which pulled itself into the Concrete Monster. Nothing happened for a minute, but then the Monster’s body became covered in pink muscle, and several red outgrowths emerged from its back. 
 
      
 
    “The Blood Monster,” I said, “is no longer a Concrete one. Its level is the same, 17, but its defense and attack are better now. And there are also some new weapons to attack with — it’s got some nice new tentacles.” 
 
      
 
    “It’ll make mincemeat of the zombies, no problem,” May smiled happily. “We just need to make an army of them and send it off to fight.” 
 
      
 
    “I wonder what happens to them when they level up a little more?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll find out soon enough.” 
 
      
 
    “So is that it?” I stepped back from the Altar and (finally) had a look at it: 
 
      
 
    Golden Altar of the Dark Sphere 
 
      
 
    Level: 3 
 
      
 
    Effects: 
 
      
 
    1) Allows the head of the City to work on their Clan Castle and observe events in their country in real time; 
 
      
 
    2) Allows the City Leader to exchange cores for SP and EP. Reserve: 7,330 EP out of 20,000 allowable, 8,505 SP out of 20,000 allowable. Effective radius: within 100 feet of the Altar; 
 
      
 
    3) Allows the City Leader to buy Territorial Expansion Tokens; 
 
      
 
    4) The Altar is capable of empowering its owner to absorb the Altars of other cities, as well as certain types of artifacts. Which in this case meant the Stone of Suppression. 
 
      
 
    So the effective radius had basically doubled from fifty feet to a hundred. And this ability to absorb artifacts and other Altars was interesting. 
 
      
 
    “Class Hall,” the Architect reminded me. 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” I said, walking up to the Altar, checking its info, and then reporting back: “There’s been improvement. Now you can receive and change a secondary class.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s what I expected,” nodded May with satisfaction. “That’s just awesome.” 
 
      
 
    “So is that everything?” 
 
      
 
    “I think so, yeah,” replied May. “It’s not feasible for us to spend more cores at this point. Other departments might not have enough if we keep going.” 
 
      
 
    “I was thinking the same thing,” I nodded, thinking regretfully about how much we’d had to spend that day. 
 
      
 
    “So — off to the Squirrels?” May suggested. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    We said goodbye to the Architect and walked out of the Hall together. 
 
      
 
    “Message my brother and my dad about the list of the first ten rulers to create a country,” I requested. 
 
      
 
    “Already did,” she smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Wow,” I cast her a sidelong glance. “You’re so wise — always planning everything out ten steps ahead.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s true,” said May, trying not to laugh. “To be honest, anybody who knows you would know that the first thing you’d do in a situation like this is tell your family everything.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m so predictable,” I smiled sadly. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, you are.” 
 
      
 
    “You could be a little more supportive.” 
 
      
 
    “How many skill points did you get for making it into the top?” 
 
      
 
    “Two.” 
 
      
 
    “So that means you can improve your class skill?” 
 
      
 
    “Yep,” I said with a happy smile. “I just have to think about which skill to integrate.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think you should rush that decision. Let’s analyze everything thoroughly first, then decide. The next class skill improvement might require nine or ten points.” 
 
      
 
    “Most likely.” 
 
      
 
    “Where are you gonna invest your attribute points?” 
 
      
 
    “No idea,” I said, looking at my attributes. “After those elixirs, I have 20 strength. Maybe I should throw five into that? Or would it be better to concentrate on willpower?” 
 
      
 
    “What about spirit and endurance?” 
 
      
 
    “60 apiece. Have you found anything about whether the next big boost comes at 75?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing yet. I think your best move would be to invest your attribute points in willpower. You could use an exclusive elixir to raise your strength to 25. Even though they’re extremely rare, they are out there. But there aren’t any for willpower. The only kind of elixirs that drop are ones for the four base attributes.” 
 
      
 
    “I have eight points available right now,” I said. “I won’t make it to 25.” 
 
      
 
    May shot me a sarcastic look. 
 
      
 
    “Well, fine,” I sighed. “I’ll still improve my mental fortitude, I know that. So be it.” 
 
      
 
    I put all eight into my willpower, and then... I didn’t feel anything. 
 
      
 
    “Two points short,” I frowned, feeling annoyed. We walked outside, and immediately I felt the sun’s warmth on me. Birds chirped back and forth in the woods, and the air smelled fresh. Or was that chirping coming from the Squirrels? In either case, there was no sign at all of the fact that the sky had been on fire the previous night. 
 
      
 
    “Well, you shouldn’t have put so much into dexterity, then you’d have enough,” May said, taking a deep breath. 
 
      
 
    “Heh heh. After being branded, when all my classes and skills were of no use to me anymore, I realized how important it was to be personally strong.” 
 
      
 
    “It still won’t help you against strong opponents, though.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, whatever. Actually, hold on!” Suddenly, I remembered that I’d forgotten to tell May about integrating the Stone of Suppression with the Altar. 
 
      
 
    Once she’d heard me out, May thought for a second, then responded: 
 
      
 
    “This is valuable information. But we can’t keep the Stone of Suppression here.” 
 
      
 
    “I know. But later, once we’re stronger and we’ve defeated the Africans, I’m definitely going to integrate the Stone into the Altar. I think the effects will be really interesting.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m more worried about the idea that it’s possible to absorb other Altars...” 
 
      
 
    We walked out to the Squirrels’ forest on foot, continuing our slow discussion and enjoying the freshness of the morning. It was almost like there’d never been an apocalypse, and things were back to how they’d been before. 
 
      
 
    Once in the forest, we were immediately met by two enormous Trees, each about three hundred feet tall, along with a couple dozen squirrels. 
 
      
 
    “Hi!” Friday and Saturday immediately leapt up onto my shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “How are things out here?” I patted Friday on the head. I was a little bit nervous about Saturday, the scary bastard. 
 
      
 
    “Great!” Friday nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Boring!” Saturday grumbled. “If you’re going off to fight, bring me with you.” 
 
      
 
    “Definitely,” I nodded. The lightning-quick squirrel would be extremely useful in America, given his ability to kill with a single bite. 
 
      
 
    One of the Trees waved its branches at us, and a drawling bass sound boomed out of its cavity. 
 
      
 
    “He’s thanking you for your help today,” Friday interpreted. “And asking if you could do it one more time to speed up the growth of the trees at the border of the forest.” 
 
      
 
    “We’d need cores,” I shrugged. “We don’t have too many left.” 
 
      
 
    “We can give you explosive pinecones, we have a lot of those,” Friday suggested. 
 
      
 
    I glanced at May. Thinking about it for a second, she nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Okay. Talk about it with me people later on.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” 
 
      
 
    We chatted with the Squirrels for a little bit longer, then headed back. 
 
      
 
    “Should I call the Portalist?” May asked as she tapped something into her Elonka. “Our people in Africa are in the process of moving right now.” 
 
      
 
    “And they’re sure they’re not being watched?” 
 
      
 
    “Shooter’s tracking any birds that come by and shooting them down. The other Scanners are also busy patrolling the territory. We’ll erase any tracks after we move out. The only problem is that there aren’t that many of Sophia’s dolls. The Africans might suspect a trick.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll have to buy some Teleportation Amulets from the Portalist and connect them to the new African City’s Altar.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, try to bargain with him. Amulets are expensive.” 
 
      
 
    We walked back into the Tower and up onto the roof. The Portalist had agreed to meet us as soon as he’d received May’s message. 
 
      
 
    After preemptively activating my Blood Armor and covering my face with red haze, I sat down in the covered booth, where Alfred had laid out some tea and sweets on the table.. I looked over at our Butler and thought for a second: had I made the right decision, giving him a spot in the Core? Or Zlata, for example? Or even May? They were no use in battle; they didn’t really have a ton of use for these additional skills and attributes. Don’t get me wrong, I wasn’t going to take away their positions. I was just thinking of taking their places in the Core and transferring them to some of the warriors... But almost immediately, I forcefully ejected these thoughts from my head. Doing that would’ve been the beginning of the end. The personalized tattoo had already been applied, and I couldn’t go back on my word and revoke their status. These were the people I’d been with from the start, and I wasn’t going to exchange their loyalty just for a small increase in the Clan’s power. And anyway, it was far from easy for someone to leave the Core. I didn’t know for sure, but the penalty was bound to be significant. Otherwise, I’d be able to just stuff people into the Core, give them skill points from the prisoners in the Zero Circle, and then kick them back out. 
 
      
 
    “Benedict.” I hadn’t noticed as the bandaged Portal SummonerAlex Krit had appeared in the booth. 
 
      
 
    “Greetings,” I said, shaking his hand and gesturing invitingly at the spot opposite me. 
 
      
 
    “I’m impressed by both your strength and your far-sightedness,” said Alex, tilting his head ever so slightly. “I’m confident that a little miscalculation where the Americans are concerned won’t be a major disruption to your plans.” 
 
      
 
    Uh... What was he talking about? I didn’t really know what he meant by that, but I decided to pretend I did. I mean, the higher his opinion of me was, the easier it would be to negotiate. 
 
      
 
    “What makes you think that was a miscalculation?” I said with a little note of mockery in my voice as I picked my cup of tea up off the table. Mm, it smelled so good — bergamot with lime, unless I was mistaken. 
 
      
 
    “But... Anya’s...” Alex’s eyes suddenly widened, and his mouth opened slightly in surprise. He snapped his fingers, as if suddenly realizing something. “So you did it on purpose...” He tilted his head again. “Well, then I’m impressed with the depth of your wisdom!” 
 
      
 
    I was barely managing to hold back a smile, even though it didn’t matter, since my face was concealed. This guy really thought that I’d given Anya over to the Americans just to further my own goals? Wow. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s get down to business,” I said, taking another sip of tea. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course.” Alex folded his bandage-covered fingers in front of himself. I wondered, just then — how old was this guy? Judging by his voice, he couldn’t have been very old at all. 
 
      
 
    “As you know, Portal Summoner isn’t a fighting class, unlike Space Summoner or even Teleporter,” he began. “And in order to keep developing, I need to build portals. I won’t give too much away concerning the specifics of my class; suffice it to say that leveling up is not at all easy.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. 
 
      
 
    “So. For portals, I need ingredients. I’m willing to entertain the idea of a less-than-fully-honest exchange of artifacts with Africa if you, in turn, will agree to help me obtain a certain ingredient.” 
 
      
 
    The Portalist snapped his fingers, and a circle appeared in midair, inside of which shone an image of a massive lizard sleeping in a cave. 
 
      
 
    “I need to distract the attention of this mutant for long enough to allow me to dig around in its cave a little bit. A few minutes, no more.” 
 
      
 
    I stared at the little screen — I mean the screen itself — with interest. I wondered — what kind of skill was that? And the lizard. It looked imposing enough, although its dimensions weren’t exactly clear from this angle. 
 
      
 
    “Just distract it?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” said Alex, then gritted his teeth. “It’s not as easy as it seems. The bastard is always, ALWAYS hanging around the place!” 
 
      
 
    “What’s its level?” 
 
      
 
    “Not sure. But I’ve been observing it for a long time, and I’ve seen its Special Skill. It’s at least 30.” 
 
      
 
    “After this, tell May everything you know about the lizard.” 
 
      
 
    “Easy.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s hidden under the lizard?” I couldn’t resist asking. 
 
      
 
    “A stone,” said the Portalist, sounding a little cagey. 
 
      
 
    I raised an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    “Not like the one you have,” he said with a gesture of reassurance. “A different one. A little, black stone. But it’s really useful for creating portals. A Seer clued me in on this, and even then it was hard to find the thing.” 
 
      
 
    I found myself appreciating Alex’s forthrightness. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll help you,” I agreed. “Our request in return is that you choose an island not far off the coast of Africa. Or, if it is far — that you warn us in advance.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood,” said Alex, rising to his feet. “Deadline?” 
 
      
 
    “Definitely not today. May will message you ahead of time, okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure.” 
 
      
 
    “And also. Could you sell us some Teleportation Amulets?” 
 
      
 
    “Quantity?” The Portalist sounded very businesslike. 
 
      
 
    “Well...” I did a quick calculation of how many people would have to stay in Africa if we were going to manage to keep the African fascists from realizing that we were preparing a trap for them. 
 
      
 
    “A hundred? Two hundred? How many can you make?” 
 
      
 
    The Portalist scratched the bandage covering his cheek as he thought about something. 
 
      
 
    “I can do it, but I’ll need cores,” he finally replied. 
 
      
 
    “Talk to May,” I said, shaking him firmly by the hand. He was a good guy — always getting us out of tough situations. We’d have to get ourselves together quickly and make a priority of helping him with this stone. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, I’ll look for Demonological books that require a lizard as a base,” said May through my headphones. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, that’d be great. So — what now?” 
 
      
 
    “Africa. Create a new city there. Just don’t forget to go get the silver City Token from the warehouse. Room four.” 
 
      
 
    “On it.” 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, you mentioned that we should have a coat of arms. We have a few designs — check them out when you get a chance.” 
 
      
 
    I immediately took out my Elonka and opened the file with the designs. All of the designs incorporated blood in one way or another. And they were all well-drawn: a scarlet Tower, two drops of blood, a squirrel on a bloody throne... 
 
      
 
    “Let’s do this one,” I said, pointing at a picture where a squirrel that looked a lot like Saturday was sitting on a throne made of blood crystal, holding a pinecone in one hand and a pistol in the other. It was a fabulous piece of work — I’d have to reward the artist somehow. 
 
      
 
    “Good choice. Also, check out the uniforms for the soldiers and police.” 
 
      
 
    A new message popped up. By the time I got it, I was already walking toward the warehouse. I grabbed the token from room four and walked back to the Portal Hall, leafing through the options for uniforms as I did so. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go with these,” I said, choosing black uniforms for the soldiers. In the parade-ground version, the uniforms were decorated with red cords across the chest. For the police uniform, I went with a blue version. I thought it looked pretty good. If any problems came up, we could always change them later. 
 
      
 
    “Got it.” 
 
      
 
    I walked into the Portal Hall, where the Portalist was waiting for us. He bowed his head slightly, then opened a portal arch. I frowned. Dammit, I didn’t want to go back to Africa. I had a phobia of the place now. But there was nothing else to be done — there was no way out of it at this point. I stepped forward... 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 14. Back to Africa 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE PORTAL CLAPPED SHUT behind me. I stretched my shoulders a little bit, trying to release the nervous tension in my body, and looked around. A small, dark, empty hall. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew,” Tornado greeted me. She was dressed from head to toe in rare and exclusive clothing, specifically meant for Mages. Her arms were covered by white gloves, and a short scepter was tucked up under her belt. 
 
      
 
    “Hello, Bella,” I smiled. She no longer bore any resemblance to the scared little redhead I remembered from before. She was proud and beautiful now. There was a cutaway in the right shoulder of her tunic that displayed her personalized Architects Clan Core tattoo: a red tornado that stretched all the way up to her temple. 
 
      
 
    “We found a spot,” she said, seemingly not at all uncomfortable maintaining eye contact with me. “We just need to found the city.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright then, lead on. I’ve got a lot of things going on, I’ve got to take care of things in Africa as quickly as possible.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, actually — first thing’s first, can you bring me to Shooter?” 
 
      
 
    Tornado nodded. We walked out of the Clan Castle — the building that had once been the residence of the village elders. Yin-Yang bore little resemblance now to the impoverished village that had once occupied the site. Fortified stone houses, walls, and straight roads. It was clear that a lot of labor had been expended here. Agh... it suddenly seemed like a shame to abandon it. But there was no way around it. Our enemies already knew about it, and sooner or later they’d annihilate it. 
 
      
 
    Tornado continued leading me somewhere, as I winced unhappily under the sun. It was driving me nuts. We walked, and everybody moved out of the way to let us pass. It was easy to tell the former slaves apart from people who’d come from Sangis: the former would back away from the road with a palpable nervousness and a bow of the head, while the latter would just move aside respectfully, and with a smile. 
 
      
 
    True, the slaves had other telltale signs about them, most notably the brands on their foreheads. Even though the Stone of Suppression was no longer affecting them, there were few people out there who had regeneration that worked as quickly as mine did. 
 
      
 
    Tornado led me to a stone tower standing near the entrance to the City. 
 
      
 
    “He’s up top,” she explained. “He’s shooting down any birds who fly nearby, or even past the outskirts. I’ll wait for you here.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, then took off into the air. I spotted Shooter right away: he was sitting in an armchair, under an awning, and holding a rifle in his hands. Runes glinted off it; obviously, it had come from a sphere. 
 
      
 
    “Captain,” Shooter said, standing up and saluting me with his prosthetic left arm. His artificial left eye was blinking green. Apparently, he was scanning the area. 
 
      
 
    “Since when am I captain?” I grumbled as I made the golden legendary sphere appear. “Check this. See anything?” 
 
      
 
    Shooter stared down at the sphere, and his eye flashed yellow. Wow, I thought — up until that point, I’d only seen red and green. 
 
      
 
    “Body transformation,” he said, raising his head to look at me. “This is from a Zombie Chimera?” 
 
      
 
    “Yep.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, then it’ll be something similar. You’ll be able to change the shape of your body somehow. I can’t say anything more at the moment, I’m still a little weak.” 
 
      
 
    “No big deal — you’ll keep growing, and eventually you’ll be strong,” I said reassuringly. 
 
      
 
    Alex (which after all was Shooter’s real name) chuckled: 
 
      
 
    “Uncle Andrew gets it,” he nodded, wiggling his metal fingers. “So how will I know when I’m all grown up?” 
 
      
 
    “Once you finish playing transformers. Then you’ll be all grown up,” I answered, a little bit awkwardly. My thoughts were all occupied with the legendary sphere and the fact that I had enough skill points to improve my class skill. When I did, I’d have another slot for integration. 
 
      
 
    “Transformers?” Shooter raised an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I said, glancing down demonstratively at his metal arm. 
 
      
 
    He finally got it, and roared with laughter. Like a hyena. It seemed like Shooter had finally moved past his trauma. I remembered, just then, how he’d walked around like a man condemned after losing his arm. And now? Just listen to that laugh. Or maybe he’d found himself a girl? 
 
      
 
    “Alright, I’m out,” I said, grabbing the sphere. “No time to play soldiers with you, unfortunately. Planes to catch, bills to pay.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t be a stranger, captain,” he said, shaking my hand, still smiling. 
 
      
 
    I flew off the roof of the tower and descended back to Tornado. 
 
      
 
    “Lead on,” was all I said. 
 
      
 
    She nodded, then activated some kind of skill — wind began to stream around her body, and she soared up into the air. 
 
      
 
    We flew out of the City and headed along the edge of the mountain, at whose base Yin-Yang City was located. 
 
      
 
    I got in touch with May and passed along what Shooter had told me. 
 
      
 
    “Body transformation? You thinking you might take that skill and fuse it with your Class Skill?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. I’d be really curious to see how that would turn out.” 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, a bird screeched out from off to the side, and we spotted three smooth, shiny, black vultures heading toward us, silhouetted against the sun. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take care of it,” Tornado said, slowing down and aiming her palms at the birds. 
 
      
 
    *THUMP!* 
 
      
 
    A muffled blow echoed out, and an invisible ram made of air slammed into the birds and blew them to smithereens. Tornado waved a hand, sending a dozen razor-sharp air blades out to finish the job. Not bad — she was pretty strong, easily able to maintain her flight and attack at the same time without feeling any obvious discomfort. Her experience and mastery were immediately evident. We continued on our way. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, maybe you should wait until you hit level 40?” May suggested. 
 
      
 
    “You think I’ll get something special at that point?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “If we had the time, I would... But we don’t. This sphere will make me stronger. I’m not going to wait,” I shook my head. Anya’s face appeared in my mind. Just hang on, I thought — just hang on a little bit longer. I’ll be there soon. 
 
      
 
    “I understand.” 
 
      
 
    “Bella,” I looked over at Tornado, who was flying next to me and scanning the area with close attention. “Do we still have a long way to go?” 
 
      
 
    “Ten minutes or so,” she estimated. 
 
      
 
    “Got it. I’m gonna work on my skills for a second. If anything comes up, cover me.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it,” Tornado said with a serious nod. 
 
      
 
    “Whew,” I said, focusing one stream of consciousness on controlling my body and the other on my attributes and skills. So. 
 
      
 
    Blood Control (class, gold) 
 
      
 
    Active Skill 
 
      
 
    Level: 5 
 
      
 
    Allows you to control your blood both inside and outside your body, to regenerate your blood, and to remove blood infected by poisons or disease. 
 
      
 
    Additional Ability: Blood Beam 
 
      
 
    Additional Ability: Bloody Aura 
 
      
 
    Absorbed: 4/4 
 
      
 
    1: Blood Monster 
 
      
 
    2: Blood Armor 
 
      
 
    3: Bloody Fog 
 
      
 
    4: Bloody Explosion 
 
      
 
    Maximum control radius: varies. 
 
      
 
    Cost: varies. 
 
      
 
    Last time I’d raised my Class Skill’s level,Bloody Aura underwent some serious changes, but didn’t give me any new skills. Maybe this time, it would? 
 
      
 
    Would you like to raise the level of the skill Blood Control (class skill, gold) to level 6? 
 
      
 
    Cost: 6 skill points. 
 
      
 
    Once I’d managed to stifle my greediness just a little bit, I chose “yes.” Whew. So, what had happened? 
 
      
 
    I quickly ran my eyes across the altered skill. Bloody Aura had improved again; the radius was now 100 feet. And the cost was still the same: 5 EP and 5 SP per minute. So... One more slot for absorption, which was awesome. And... A new skill! 
 
      
 
    Ability: Blood Creation. 
 
      
 
    Passive Skill. Your blood regenerates 10 times more quickly than usual. 
 
      
 
    This was... I mean, it was awesome! Now I’d be able to create attacks that were much larger in scale than they used to be. Especially if I used Fusion with Levi and - 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, what happened?” May just couldn’t wait to find out. 
 
      
 
    I quickly told her what I’d gotten. 
 
      
 
    Why didn’t you improve your Class Skill earlier? Were you feeling dubious about it?” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know what to say. Damn, I guess I had been feeling that way a little bit. 
 
      
 
    “I guess I was just putting it off. Anyway — let’s move on.” 
 
      
 
    The golden sphere appeared in my palm, and with a racing heart, I crushed it. 
 
      
 
    Transformation (legendary). 
 
      
 
    Active skill. 
 
      
 
    Allows you to manipulate the shape of your body. 
 
      
 
    Time limit: 30 minutes. 
 
      
 
    Cost: 20 EP and SP upon activation.. 
 
      
 
    Recharge: 6 hours. 
 
      
 
    Hm... Somehow, not that impressive. I sent the description to May. 
 
      
 
    “Doesn’t seem like a fighting skill,” she responded after thinking for a little bit. “Try to activate it before you merge it with your Class Skill. And try to describe what you feel — how it seems to work, and what sensations it gives you.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it... Bella, let’s stop for a minute,” I said, turning to my companion. 
 
      
 
    Tornado nodded and began to slow down. 
 
      
 
    I landed on the nearest convenient spot, which was a little plateau of rock jutting out from a cliff. 
 
      
 
    “I’m gonna test out a legendary skill,” I explained to Tornado, who’d landed next to me. She nodded, then backed up a little bit. 
 
      
 
    I put away my Blood Armor, took a deep breath, and activated Transformation. Twenty SP and EP vanished, and I felt them transform into a strange sort of energy and sink into my body. 
 
      
 
    So. I felt tensed up, and with a sort of squelching sound, whips of muscle shot out of my back, each one of them tipped with a bone point. The weird energy inside me felt reduced. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew?” 
 
      
 
    I told May about everything as I continued to experiment. Bone plates appeared like armor on my hands; spikes rose up out of my knees. 
 
      
 
    “Can you change your overall size?” 
 
      
 
    I tried, and it worked. My height increased to about ten feet, and I felt like a giant. As I underwent bigger metamorphoses like this, I could feel the weird energy draining away at a correspondingly higher rate. 
 
      
 
    “Check your regeneration.” 
 
      
 
    I gritted my teeth and sunk one of the sharp-tipped whips into my thigh. 
 
      
 
    “Agh!” I couldn’t resist shouting as the bone point sunk into my leg. Agh... it was just like sticking a warm knife into butter! 
 
      
 
    I tore it out, and blood gurgled up out of my thigh. But immediately, the weird energy redirected itself to the wound, and in a few seconds, it closed up completely. 
 
      
 
    “So it’s changes to your body and regeneration,” said May, deep in thought. “For an epic skill, it’d be pretty good, but for a legendary one it’s still a little underwhelming...” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll try to shrink.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yeah, do it. Also, try to take on someone else’s appearance.” 
 
      
 
    I started to shrink. When I continued shrinking below my original size, the expenditure rate of this weird energy increased markedly. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, make sure you leave enough energy to transform back. What if you can’t resume your original shape after turning off the skill?” 
 
      
 
    She said this when I’d shrunk myself to about four feet tall. 
 
      
 
    “Shit,” I said, my voice sounding like a child’s, as I began the transformation back into my original self. 
 
      
 
    “I think I could probably shrink myself down to about three feet,” I said as soon as I was once again back to my original 5’ 11”. After a little more thought, I added a few inches to my height, just to check whether or not I’d return to my original size when the energy ran out. I pulled the whips of muscle back into my back and removed the bone plates from my hands. 
 
      
 
    “10% left,” I warned her. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t spend it all. Try to determine where the energy goes after the skill runs out.” 
 
      
 
    “You got it, boss,” I chuckled. And then I tried to change my face. I removed my hair, changed the shape of my eyes, made my skin a little darker... 
 
      
 
    “Amazing!” May shouted as she watched my transformation through a drone’s camera. “Now THIS makes it a decent legendary skill.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m Fen,” I said, thumping myself on the chest. Then I turned to the camera and said: “Arigato!” 
 
      
 
    “That’s Japanese, you idiot,” May laughed. “Alright, you’ve got five minutes left. Transform back into yourself. Unless you prefer being Fen?” 
 
      
 
    “No-oo way,” I laughed as I began transforming back. 
 
      
 
    “Actually, you didn’t really nail his appearance,” May voiced her doubts about my photographic memory. “The bald spot was too smooth. Did you excrete some kind of oil or something? And I could hardly see your eyes at all. And why were your ears so big? They took up half your head.” 
 
      
 
    “I feel like I did pretty well,” I objected, activating my Blood Armor. 
 
      
 
    “How much energy is left?” 
 
      
 
    “3%.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go,” I waved to Tornado, who’d been watching me with a wry smile. 
 
      
 
    “Not a bad skill,” she said as we took off. Trees now started to pass by beneath us, and mountains loomed all around us; the sun was still as hot as ever. At least there were no mutants coming at us, though. They were too scared. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Only it isn’t really cut out for me personally...” 
 
      
 
    When the Transformation had run out of time, I felt the remaining 3% of the energy slip away. Or, more precisely... 
 
      
 
    “It turned into air and dissipated out of my pores,” I said, somewhat hesitantly. “But I think,” I added, now sounding a little more upbeat, “that the changesTransformation made are still there. I’m a little bit taller.” 
 
      
 
    “Then that is really a legendary-level skill. You could potentially change your appearance and live as somebody else for years if you wanted to. As for the energy... You say it dissipated through your pores?” May fell silent for a little while. “Too bad we can’t do a few more experiments. What if there were some way to harness that energy?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe there is,” I agreed cheerfully, and then turned to fusing the skills: 
 
      
 
    Would you like to integrate the skill Transformation with your Class Skill? Percentage chance of successful fusion: 71%. 
 
      
 
    Damn, I thought — why so low?! But it was too late. I’d made my choice when I crushed the golden sphere. 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” I growled aloud. 
 
      
 
    Whereas on previous occasions, I’d never felt anything when skills fused, this time I felt it very distinctly:Transformation slowly began to integrate itself into Blood Control. And that wasn’t exactly a smooth process; I mean, after all, it was a legendary skill. The struggle between the two skills didn’t seem to be manifesting in any way: I checked my body and didn’t feel any specific changes. There was only one place where this process could’ve been going on — the core in my brain! After all, all creatures who’d hit level 5, be they monsters or humans, had a core inside them. And I was no exception. 
 
      
 
    “Well?” I heard May crackle into my headphones. 
 
      
 
    “Descending,” Tornado commented at the same time. 
 
      
 
    “Not sure yet,” I replied as I followed Tornado into a cave in the middle of the mountains. We were fairly high up. Only now did it occur to me that we were quite a ways away from the site of Yin-Yang City. But where was everybody? I didn’t see any signs of human activity anywhere. So I asked Tornado. 
 
      
 
    “They’re below,” she answered. The echo of our footsteps bounced softly off the walls of the cave; it smelled damp. “We want to build a city inside the mountain. It’ll be harder to get to us that way. And we’ll build a tunnel underneath, for cars.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it,” I nodded. “We’ll have to spend quite a bit to build houses and tunnels and all that.” 
 
      
 
    “We don’t have any other choice,” May interjected. “If we want to leave a base in Africa, it’s gonna cost us” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I know...” I grumbled. 
 
      
 
    We walked for about ten minutes, deeper and deeper into the mountain. When it finally grew completely dark, Tornado took out some kind of light-producing artifact. It flew in front of us, lighting our way. Quite a handy little thing. 
 
      
 
    I activated Bloody Aura and sensed other living things: rodents, snakes, beetles, worms, and other insects and stuff. Nothing dangerous. 
 
      
 
    The passage suddenly dipped sharply downwards, and it grew even darker. It was nice, though, that it wasn’t as hot here as it was outside. Seeing this made me wonder — what had been here before the apocalypse? Some kind of tourist trap? After all, there was more than just one passage in here; I’d spotted several branch-offs. 
 
      
 
    *Zz-zh!* 
 
      
 
    An unpleasant buzzing sound split the air, and a whole swarm of weird-looking emerald-green beetles came flying at us. 
 
      
 
    *Pssh!* 
 
      
 
    They suddenly hissed, releasing an acid-green gas. But Tornado had already sprung into action — she held out her right hand, palm facing the beetles, and shot out a wall of wind that blew the beetles away. 
 
      
 
    I checked my Class Skill; the fusion hadn’t finished yet. But I could sense that it was almost done. 
 
      
 
    Finally, we made it to our destination: the passage through which we’d been walking opened out into a small cave. As I walked into it, I felt the integration finish. I was impatient to try out my new skill, but first I was going to have to use the City Token. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, I wrote to the Chinese Americans to tell them you’ll be there in two hours. And the exchange with Otino and the lions is in thirty minutes. They should be there in time.” 
 
      
 
    “Copy. Maybe after the meeting with the Africans I could zip over to First as well, to get the zombies.” 
 
      
 
    “No, Levi’s upgrade isn’t finished yet. Plus, First hasn’t finished collecting the corpses of the zombies yet. It’s not a quick process.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t think about that...” 
 
      
 
    “What are you gonna name the City?” 
 
      
 
    “Yin-Yang,” I answered without any trace of a doubt as I noticed Tornado shoot me a surprised look. 
 
      
 
    “Well, we’re gonna have to abandon the old one,” I shrugged. “And we’re gonna blow it up, too. So we need a new one.” 
 
      
 
    Tornado nodded. 
 
      
 
    Would you like to activate your City Token? Attention! The location of your Clan Clan Castle cannot be changed! 
 
      
 
    I hit “yes,” and the silver token in my hand disappeared. A black crystal pedestal emerged from the ground. 
 
      
 
    Altar of the Dark Sphere has been activated. 
 
      
 
    Focusing all my thought energy, I cut my hand and then sprinkled the Altar with blood. 
 
      
 
    “That’s that,” I smiled; I gave the City its name, and then ran my eyes lazily over the mountain on which it was located. I wanted to get out of there as soon as I could; I still had to check out Transformation, and it was high time I rescued Anya. I could only hope the Chinese-American wouldn’t let me down, and... 
 
      
 
    I froze, my eyes wide. My mouth had gone dry. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew?” Tornado frowned. 
 
      
 
    “W-we...” I turned my head slowly to face her and whispered: “We screwed up!” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, what happened? Did you see something through the Altar?” May crackled into my headphones. 
 
      
 
    “Did Shooter check this mountain?” I asked, still whispering. 
 
      
 
    “No,” said Tornado with surprise. “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “Because,” I hissed, “there’s some sort of freaky thing sleeping underneath it!” 
 
      
 
    I felt cold sweat running down my back. My palms were sweaty with fear. The dumbasses hadn’t checked the mountain! 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, what is it?” May asked nervously. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” I said with a big sigh. I didn’t want to lose my temper here. I was the head of the Clan, after all; I should’ve taken everything into account. “Snake. A massive one. I can’t even see the whole thing, just part of its body.” 
 
      
 
    Tornado went pale, and looked down in fear at the ground under her feet. 
 
      
 
    “I’m afraid to even think about what level it might be,” I said, shaking my head. “Find another spot. I mean, we’re not going to live on top of this thing, you guys.” 
 
      
 
    “Another City Token,” said May sadly. 
 
      
 
    “Is the snake moving?” Tornado looked up at me. 
 
      
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
    “How deep is it?” 
 
      
 
    I thought for a second, then said hesitantly: 
 
      
 
    “About a quarter mile under ground level.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s pretty deep,” Tornado mumbled. “Maybe we could stay here? We’d just have to seal ourselves off with some super-effective sound dampening barriers and keep an eye on it at all times. To be honest, I don’t think it’s that big a threat to us.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re a brave one,” I said, looking at her with genuine admiration. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, from what I understand, this is an underground mutant,” suggested May as she thought things through. “It seems to me like it probably isn’t going to crawl up to the surface. Unless it gets extremely hungry, but I really doubt that.” 
 
      
 
    “Well it’s probably already eaten all the other underground mutants in the area by now!” I exclaimed, freaked out as I looked at the thing’s huge body once again. “How can we live next to something like this?!” 
 
      
 
    “Andrew,” Tornado sighed tiredly, “no matter what happens, we’re gonna need to settle here. At least temporarily. We’re just not going to have time to find another place to live that’s far enough away to be out of the snake’s range. And even if we did, who knows what we might find in the new spot? I mean, we’re in Africa!” 
 
      
 
    I thought hard for a second. On the one hand, May and Tornado were right: if we were to prepare well and spend the cores, then we could get set up here pretty nicely. On the other hand, if the mutant ever did decide to crawl outside, we were all screwed. The leadership would be able to teleport out, but the others would be doomed. These were my people, and I didn’t want to lose them. It was my responsibility... 
 
      
 
    “May, is the Portal Summoner able to create a permanent, stable portal that would connect our two Cities?” 
 
      
 
    “Not sure. But I doubt it. Unless that’s his Special Skill.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll need to find out.” 
 
      
 
    “Well?” Tornado looked at me expectantly. 
 
      
 
    “Settle here for now,” I said, giving her my reluctant approval. “The Africans will be coming for Yin-Yang in the next few days, and we don’t have time to move again. But send people out immediately — I mean today — and have them look for a new spot.” 
 
      
 
    “Will do,” said Tornado with a ready nod. 
 
      
 
    “May. Have your department come up with plans for keeping this City safe from the snake. List the materials we’ll need, how many feet down our downward limit is, and all that. Ask the Architect to help.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it, and already on it.” 
 
      
 
    “And have the Analytics Department draft some safety protocols: for example, Scanners will have to avoid scanning downward so as not to disturb the snake, and we won’t be able to dig...” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t think of that. But I just gave the order.” 
 
      
 
    “But leave open the possibility of deliberately luring the snake out onto the surface. Ideally, using a very light touch...” I decided. 
 
      
 
    “O-okay...” 
 
      
 
    I sighed. If we ended up suddenly needing to set a trap, this mountain would be the best possible place to do it. Wake the snake up, jump through a teleport, and watch through the drones’ cameras as the Africans and/or mutants get devoured... 
 
      
 
    “Okay, send the Portalist here.” I’d been there for a total of one hour, but I was as tired as if I’d been busting my ass all day. 
 
      
 
    “Already did.” 
 
      
 
    A request to open a portal popped up before my eyes, and I approved. As the purple arch appeared next to me, I appointed Tornado the Mayor of the City. By the way — even though I’d been the owner of this City, Yin-Yang somehow didn’t belong to the nation of Sangis. Unfortunately. When our in-house Portalist walked out through the arch, I walked over to Tornado and laid a hand on her shoulder. I squeezed. 
 
      
 
    “Be careful,” I said somberly, looking her in the eyes. “If that snake so much as twitches, grab Pyro and the rest of the Core by the neck and get them to Sangis. Your lives mean more to me than this scheme does. And if we’re faced with that choice, I don’t care about losing the connection to the Stone. Got it?” 
 
      
 
    “Y-yeah,” Tornado nodded hesitantly. 
 
      
 
    “That an order,” I said, removing my hand. I could only hope she’d follow that order. As cynical as it might sound, the lives of those who we’d rescued from slavery weren’t as near and dear to me as the lives of my old friends. 
 
      
 
    I walked up to the portal and nodded to the Master of Portals. It was high time to get out of this godforsaken continent, with its miles-long snakes sleeping under the mountains. I still had a lot of business to take care of... 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 15. The Exchange 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I HAD PRECIOUS LITTLE TIME left until I had to make the exchange with the Africans, so I quickly ate and started preparing to head out. 
 
      
 
    “Fen and Samurai will come with you,” said May, meeting me in the Portal Hall. My bald buddy and the young swordsman were waiting beneath the chandelier in silence, trying to look cool. Well, I was pretty sure that was what Samurai was trying to do; Fen, probably not. He was just thinking. Between us lay the Stone of Suppression, runes flashing furiously. It probably didn’t want to go back to Africa. And I sympathized... Man, how I sympathized. 
 
      
 
    “We got some compensation for the raid,” said May with a faint smile. “Cores, spheres, rare resources. And the stuff Otino took from you in Africa.” 
 
      
 
    I snickered. I wish I could’ve seen Otino’s face when those conditions were read out to him. Especially if you consider that it wasn’t all that long ago that we’d robbed his entire City. Yet another kick while the man was down. 
 
      
 
    “How much time do we have?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Five minutes,” said May, looking down at her Elonka.. “You could also be five minutes late, if you want.” 
 
      
 
    “Awesome,” I said, closing my eyes. It was time to check out Transformation... 
 
      
 
    The first thing I realized when I focused on the skill was that it had changed significantly. And at first I was disappointed when I saw what it had become. I could no longer change my body — the skill only affected my blood. Dammit.. Was this because of the low percentage chance of fusion? 
 
      
 
    I forced a little bit of blood to cut upward through the skin of my hand and fly out into the air. Hm... Why was control so much easier now? I made the blood denser, then used Transformation to impart the toughness of a high-quality steel blade. I just knew, subconsciously, how to do this. 
 
      
 
    *Voosh!* 
 
      
 
    Thin and flexible as a single hair, and tough as steel, the string of blood whistled through the air and shot straight through one of the walls. Interesting. I took some more blood out of my body and felt my Blood Creation kick in. The blood regenerated so quickly that I barely noticed any shortage. Cool! 
 
      
 
    “Well, how is it?” May asked. By that time, there was a big (four feet in diameter) sphere of blood hanging in the air in front of me. And the only symptom I had was some slight dizziness. 
 
      
 
    “I can change the properties, shape, and consistency of my blood,” I started explaining as I continued studying the ability. As I did so, I found myself more and more impressed. “Within reason, of course. I can make it viscous, hard, or gaseous. I can make it boil or cool off. Make it as hard as rock, elastic like rubber, or sticky like glue.” Damn, I thought — so many potential applications! 
 
      
 
    “If you use it skillfully, you could increase your fighting power by a lot,” said May as she typed something into her Elonka. 
 
      
 
    “And my control has increased exponentially. Check this out.” I tensed, directing both streams of consciousness to working with my blood. 
 
      
 
    The sphere bubbled and began to change, slowly assuming the shape of a human. And sure enough, a perfect clone of me soon appeared in front of us, the only difference being that it was made of blood. 
 
      
 
    “Not bad,” the Analyst nodded as she cast an appraising look at my twin. 
 
      
 
    “That’s not all, either,” I said. I snapped my fingers, and waves rippled out across the surface of the clone as its red color turned pale and then gave way to all sorts of other colors. 
 
      
 
    “Whoa,” said May, watching with surprise as my clone transformed into an indistinguishable copy of me. Even Fen and Samurai were now intrigued, and they stepped closer to check things out. 
 
      
 
    “Well? What do you think?” I asked proudly as I examined my carbon copy, who was walking around with a bare chest. 
 
      
 
    “Not bad at all,” said May, tapping a note into her Elonka. “But it’s not a perfect copy.” She turned to look at me. “You’re not as buff as him. And your face isn’t as symmetrical — your nose is a little bit crooked, your lips are a little less even, and if you look really close you can see that your left eye is a little bigger than—” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” I interrupted her, raising a hand abruptly. “I know what I look like. And I have a photographic eye. Anyway — look what else I can do.” 
 
      
 
    I snapped my fingers, and a full set of Blood Armor appeared on my clone. I felt like I was going to burst, I was so full of joy. The Transformation skill had turned out to be a bombshell! Another snap of my fingers, and two Blood Daggers flew into my clone’s hands. Another snap, and Shields began whirling around him. Another — and he let out some Bloody Fog. 
 
      
 
    “Damn...” May gulped. “You can use your Class Skill on him.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s the incarnation of your Class Skill,” noted Fen. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Samurai agreed. “I didn’t think something like this was possible.” 
 
      
 
    Fen, Samurai, and May each drifted off into their own thoughts, while I continued: 
 
      
 
    “Let’s polish him up a little bit.” I gave the command, and the upper half of the armor burst into bloody flame. 
 
      
 
    “How many of these could you create?” May tore me out of my focus on the clone. 
 
      
 
    “Just one,” I said with irritation. “I need to dedicate one stream of consciousness to the clone.” 
 
      
 
    “So this involves not only your Class Skill, but your class attributes as well,” mumbled Samurai. 
 
      
 
    Yeah, he was right. Without the second stream of consciousness I’d gotten when my spirit had hit 50, I wouldn’t have been able to pull this off. 
 
      
 
    “Can you make him bigger? Change his shape?” May continued her questioning. 
 
      
 
    “Yep,” I said, stretching out both hands as blood began to gush from them. It poured into my clone, and he started to grow. I cut off the flow of blood when I started to feel dizzy. But the result was evident — a fifteen-foot-tall giant now stood in front of us. 
 
      
 
    “Can you assign Demons to him?” 
 
      
 
    “Dunno.” I released my Greyhounds, and they jumped lackadaisically into my giant’s Bloody Fog. 
 
      
 
    “So you also added a Class Skill from your secondary Demonologistclass,” Samurai clicked his tongue. 
 
      
 
    “What kind of distance can you control him at? Maximum, I mean?” May was typing everything diligently into her Elonka. 
 
      
 
    “Well,” I scratched my chin as I thought about this. “I’ll have to test it. A hundred yards, for sure. But the farther away I am, the weaker the connection is.” 
 
      
 
    “I see. Let’s try to use Transformation in a different way. Make a grenade that will shoot shards of blood everywhere when it explodes. And give it the properties of metal.” 
 
      
 
    I froze. What did she mean? 
 
      
 
    “I can create a grenade.” I held out my hand, and on it there appeared a ball of blood, which assumed first the shape and then the color of a standard green oblong grenade. “But how can I make it explode?” 
 
      
 
    “You can’t tell that part? I mean, you absorbed a legendary skill. Try it out, maybe it’ll work.” 
 
      
 
    I took one stream of consciousness of the clone and applied both streams to the grenade, trying to make it do what May was insisting on. But nothing was working. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll need to figure out the mechanics of a grenade,” I shook my head. “And try to give each separate part the properties it needs. But I can’t just make a grenade subconsciously, that’s for sure.” 
 
      
 
    “Too bad,” said a disappointed May. “I thought with a legendary skill you’d definitely be able to do that.” 
 
      
 
    “If I use one stream of consciousness for the grenade and then direct all the processes consciously, I can do it.” Using the Altar, I checked to make sure there was nobody behind the nearest wall, and then threw the grenade into the empty end of the hall. 
 
      
 
    *BOOM!* 
 
      
 
    It fell and exploded into hundreds of razor-sharp shards. But I controlled it all so as to prevent any of them from hitting us. 
 
      
 
    *BAM!* 
 
      
 
    The next instant, all those shards burst into flame. 
 
      
 
    “So you need direct control,” May caught on. “But in theory, you could make a ton of grenades like that and give them to other people? Provided that you give the necessary properties to the blood beforehand?” 
 
      
 
    “In theory, yes. But we need to test it.” 
 
      
 
    I walked over to the Altar. The explosion had blown half the wall away, so I had to fix it. It was a good thing I’d at least remembered not to throw it at the outer wall; the pieces might have fallen onto the street outside. At the moment, I didn’t have time for more experiments. Next time, though, we’d have to conduct these tests outside, because I was now annoyed at having to spend cores on repairing the wall. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, we’re late. I’ll message the Portalist?” 
 
      
 
    “Do it,” I said, finishing my repair of the wall, turning back to my red giant, and throwing him quickly into my Spatial Ring. I figured I’d take him with me; he might come in handy. Before doing so, though, I had to take the Demons out of his Bloody Fog, since they couldn’t be put into the ring. 
 
      
 
    Soon, the Portal Summoner came strolling out to meet us. He shook my hand politely, giving me a knowing look and raising his eyebrows. He was reminding me of the conspiratorial nature of our deal, the crafty bastard. As if I’d forgotten. 
 
      
 
    “Very glad to see you,” he said, sounding restrained, as he continued to shake my hand. “You can come through the portal. All rules have been observed.” 
 
      
 
    “Glad to see you, too,” I replied, my tone very businesslike. “Your reputation precedes you, and I have no doubts. In fact, in my opinion, you’re one—” 
 
      
 
    “Andrew,” May crackled into my ears. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, let’s go,” I said, letting go of his hand awkwardly. Damn... For whatever reason, I’d been feeling a tendency to act like an idiot lately. I never used to have time for this kind of thing — first the City needed saving from the horde of zombies, then it was off to Africa. And then Anya had been brazenly kidnapped from my home, right from under my nose. Times had been tough, basically. But still, I always liked to mess around when there was an opportunity. 
 
      
 
    Accompanied by Samurai and Fen (who were carrying the rag-shrouded Stone in their arms), we walked through the portal. The cover didn’t quite make the legendary artifact look normal, but at least it covered up the runes. Although I was sure that the Africans wouldn’t have suspected anything even if we’d left it exposed. 
 
      
 
    “Again with the heat,” I grumbled with a frown. We stepped out onto the sandy shore of some kind of island. A little ways up ahead we could see a round platform made of white stone, and about a hundred yards behind it — a tropical forest. I’d only recently returned from Africa, where the gigantic snake was sleeping beneath its mountain, and here I was, back again. Actually, I suddenly thought — what if that wasn’t a snake, but some kind of worm? Or some kind of underground eel? 
 
      
 
    I didn’t have time to follow this genius train of thought to its conclusion before I heard a hate-filled expression, addressed to me. I could sense the emotion. And I knew immediately who had uttered it. A trio came walking out of the undergrowth: the lion, Otino, and the white ape. I could see the Stone of Reasoning strapped to the ape’s back. Excellent! 
 
      
 
    “My friends,” the Portalist said as he walked up to the platform. “You can conduct the exchange on this platform. I ask that you observe the rules, and refrain from any aggressive actions. I also ask that you observe the agreement to the letter.” 
 
      
 
    I glanced at the lion, then held out my palm. He grunted, but then reached down to grab a Spatial Bag on its belt and took a heavy backpack out of it. The lion swung it back, and threw it at me spitefully. He was still an animal after all — no ability to suppress his instincts. I caught the backpack easily and peeked inside: Demon Mask, King’s Crown, Spirit Cloak, Protective Vest. Taking the items out one by one, I could feel the aura of Otino’s rage steadily growing. Damn, I thought — maybe he’ll just explode. Or at least maybe a clot will form and get stuck somewhere in his brain or something. But alas, the bastard didn’t move. 
 
      
 
    “Compensation accepted,” I said coldly, putting the backpack into my ring. My Immobility Bracelet wasn’t inside, unfortunately. It had still had two charges left on it when it had been whisked off to Africa along with me. Trying to find an artifact like that right now was pretty much a fool’s errand; they dropped only once in a very great while. But I didn’t bother trying to figure out how much it would’ve been worth. There was just no point. I glanced over at my bald friend and nodded. 
 
      
 
    Fen stepped silently forward and lair the Stone of Suppression into a recess in the platform. Suddenly things seemed to freeze — what if the Africans realized that the Stone still had owners? The odds of that were pretty slim, but anything could happen. Maybe there was someone in their group who had really good identification skills. 
 
      
 
    At the same time as Fen, the white ape walked up onto the platform with the Stone of Reasoning. As she laid the Stone down into another depression on the platform, I could see doubt shining as clear as day in her eyes. Apparently, she was smarter than the lion, and had sensed a trick. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll ask you both to step back, please,” said the Portalist courteously. 
 
      
 
    Fen and the ape stepped back, and the Portal Summoner tapped the platform. With a barely-audible screech, it did a full 180-degree spin around its axis. 
 
      
 
    “You may take the Stones,” said the Portalist with a theatrical gesture before stepping aside. Such a showman. 
 
      
 
    Fen took the Stone of Reasoning, and the ape took the Stone of Suppression. 
 
      
 
    I watched, tense, as my friend walked back over to us. And sure enough — as soon as he came to stand behind me, the lion attacked. 
 
      
 
    My body reacted quicker than my mind. 
 
      
 
    Leap! 
 
      
 
    I appeared in front of the Portalist and created a Shield, to which I imparted the toughness of steel. 
 
      
 
    *BANG!* 
 
      
 
    The lion’s fist blew it to pieces, but an instant was enough for the Portalist to react and use some kind of artifact. 
 
      
 
    *THUMP!* 
 
      
 
    He disappeared with a clap, and then there were six of us. The lion didn’t seem to be in a hurry anymore. I watched as the huge snake darted out from the forest behind him, wound itself around the Stone of Suppression, and scurried quickly away back into the undergrowth. The lion relaxed his fist, looking at me with an insane smile: 
 
      
 
    “There’s no Altar here,” he growled. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t need one,” I retorted mockingly as I took my giant out of my ring and directed one stream of consciousness into him. Simultaneously, a golden flash burst out from behind me as Fen started to make moves. 
 
      
 
    *BOOM!* 
 
      
 
    I jumped back sharply, toward the Stone of Reasoning, and my clone exploded into thousands of burning blades, while simultaneously leaving a huge amount of Bloody Fog hanging in the air. Man, I thought — I wish Levi was here. 
 
      
 
    I felt a puff of cold air, and saw that a wave of ice was suddenly bearing down on me. Gold flashed out again from off to the side — the lion and Fen had rushed into battle with each other. 
 
      
 
    “DIE!” A hate-filled scream rent the air, and from out of the fog, right behind the wave, came Otino. He didn’t look at all like his old self: his body was jet black, he had tentacles instead of legs, and a gnarled face. Black Demons were constantly jumping out from inside his body. 
 
      
 
    “Explosion,” I said. I clenched my fist, and part of the fog exploded, blowing the ice to pieces and wounding Otino and his Demons. 
 
      
 
    “Mine!” Dressed in glittering Japanese armor, Samurai raced toward Otino at superhuman speed 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. You want to play, I thought? Well, then hold on to your hat. The whole time, my second stream of consciousness had been following one of the blades of blood, which had sunk into the earth not far from the white ape. My clone had been covered in a layer of armor-like ice at the moment it exploded, so a sphere of cold had radiated out from the blast and snuffed out my bloody flame. Immediately after that, the ape sent a wave of ice toward me, and then started to whip up a tornado of snow in front of herself, preparing something that looked pretty lethal. But, I thought — screw you! 
 
      
 
    Zone of Negation! 
 
      
 
    I pointed at the ape and activated the skill. The ice surrounding the ape exploded, and she looked bewildered, standing there completely bereft of abilities. That was enough for me. Using my second stream of consciousness, I jerked the blade up out of the sand and transformed it. Even standing a hundred yards from the ape, I could hear a whistling sound, followed by a splatter. A thread made from my blood had severed the ape’s head. 
 
      
 
    I snickered, then turned my attention back to the battle. The lion and Fen were laying into each other, but it was obvious that my buddy was losing, lacking his demonic skills. The Yellow Death’s clones had besieged him from all sides, and Fen was defending himself with his image of the Buddha. Samurai, on the other hand, was doing just fine against Otino — he was firing off dozens of steel arcs that were mowing down Demons like blades of grass. Having come at us so aggressively, Otino now beat a hasty retreat, using his ink to defend himself from Samurai. And all this without the kid even using his voice for his attack; so far, he was only bringing skills from his primary class into play. 
 
      
 
    I raised my arm into the air, creating dozens of blood threads in the air and imparting the properties of steel to them. The visibility had been significantly reduced by all the dust in the air and by my Bloody Fog. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, Fen’s been warned,” May reacted immediately. 
 
      
 
    “Die,” I said, whipping my hand toward the lion. 
 
      
 
    *Vzzhh!* 
 
      
 
    I directed one stream of consciousness to one thread to control it in a very specific way, while using the other stream to direct the movement of the others more generally. 
 
      
 
    Fen reacted immediately — black beams flashed out in all directions, throwing the lions back, and then the Architects on Fen’s neck glowed and a gigantic golden Wheel of the Dharma appeared in midair. 
 
      
 
    A heavy aura fell onto the field of battle and held the lions in place. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, you need to get out of there!” 
 
      
 
    Right as May screamed, several other things also happened: my blood threads hit the lions and sliced them into ribbons, the roar of a beast rumbled out of the jungle, and a huge marine mutant reared up out of the ocean. 
 
      
 
    I quickly looked behind me and saw that a wave, hundreds of feet tall, was bearing down toward the shore. 
 
      
 
    “Son of a...” 
 
      
 
    The trees shook as dozens of beasts raced toward us — lions, apes, rodents. And they were all mutants. Some of them were on fire, others glowing silver, still others wrapped in fog. 
 
      
 
    “...bitch!” I gasped. And I threw my hands up in front of me, collecting all the blood in the area to create some gigantic Shields. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew,” a breathless Samurai panted as he ran up to me, accompanied by my golden-glowing Chinese comrade, who’d remembered to pick the Stone of Reasoning up on his way. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, the Portalist!” May screamed. 
 
      
 
    And an arch appeared near us. The three of us raced toward it, and it slapped shut behind our backs. 
 
      
 
    “Shit!” I shouted angrily as a red, salty wave threw me forward into the wall of the Portal Hall in the Tower. Before closing, the arch had let a big wave slip through, and had closed right around the neck of an unfortunate mutant (hence the red water). 
 
      
 
    I got up onto my feet, spitting. An unhappy Samurai stood up next to me, pouring out a stream of Japanese cursing. He’d had the worst time of all of us — his armor skill had ceased to function right before the arch had appeared, so the kid was soaked to the bone. 
 
      
 
    The only one of us who came out unscathed was Fen. Somehow, he’d managed to stay dry and avoid falling over. And also to grab the Stone of Reasoning while doing so. The bastard — he’d outdone me on all fronts, yet again. I looked up at him with a surly expression, then turned to look at the Portal Summoner, Alex Krit. He was standing next to May and Lera, and all three were now up to their ankles in water. The room had been flooded. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” I said, in a very heartfelt tone. 
 
      
 
    “It’s me who should be thanking you,” the Portalist shook his head. “You saved my life.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah,” I said dismissively. “I’m sure you have artifacts that could teleport you in case of danger. 
 
      
 
    And besides, it wasn’t even on purpose. I’m telling you, my body just acted on its own. Reflexes just kicked in.” 
 
      
 
    Alex didn’t dispute the matter further. But he was now looking at me differently than before. 
 
      
 
    “May, did the lion die?” 
 
      
 
    “No. But he lost his arms, and he’s heavily wounded.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, that’s something, at least,” I muttered, putting all the extra blood back into my ring. It was bound to come in handy. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to tell everybody about what happened today,” spat Alex angrily. “We’ll see how negotiations go for them in the future, once everybody knows what to expect from them. Nobody’s going to believe a word they say!” 
 
      
 
    “Better still, show them what a bad idea it is to do what they did,” Lera advised. “Don’t let them go unpunished.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, you’re right,” said Alex, tapping his foot. 
 
      
 
    “Throw some grenades into their bedrooms,” said Lera, continuing to give what I thought was very good advice. “Clean out their vaults. I mean, you’re a Portal Summoner. Show them you’re not to be screwed with.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re totally right,” said Alex, with a slight bow to Lera. 
 
      
 
    I smiled to myself as I imagined this young guy in his bandages treating the Africans to a variety of nightmarish experiences. 
 
      
 
    “May, what’s next in the plan?” I glanced over at the Analyst. 
 
      
 
    “Levi’s still with the Mechanic, the corpses from First still aren’t ready,” replied May, not considering it necessary to conceal anything from the Portalist. “We have the Stone of Reasoning now. What are you gonna do with it?” 
 
      
 
    I walked over to Fen, slapped him on the shoulder in a patronizing sort of way, then started to examine the Stone of Reasoning. It was just as I remembered it from the first time, when the gorilla had shown it to me: a blue rock, about three feet high and half as wide. The sky-blue runes on its surface were nothing at all like the ones on the Stone of Suppression. And the light emanating from them was somehow softer. 
 
      
 
    “May, do we have any classes connected with runes?” 
 
      
 
    “We do,” the Analyst nodded. “But the only ones I’ve heard about are bronze Masters of Runes. They’re fairly weak, and all they can do is impart certain properties to their target objects.” 
 
      
 
    “Hm. Interesting.” I looked closer. 
 
      
 
    Stone of Reasoning: Legendary Artifact. 
 
      
 
    Affects all races except humans. 
 
      
 
    Type: aura. 
 
      
 
    Range: varies. 
 
      
 
    Kind of a weird inscription. And the fact that humans had been excluded from this aura’s effects was somehow a little offensive. I mean, maybe I wouldn’t have minded getting smarter? I summoned the Altar of the Dark Sphere and immediately removed all the damned seawater from the room. I quickly spotted a notification: 
 
      
 
    Attention! The Stone of Reasoning is located on the grounds of your Castle. Would you like to integrate it with the Altar of the City of Sangis? 
 
      
 
    “May, get in touch with the gorilla,” I decided. “The mutants on the island probably won’t agree to join our Clan, but I don’t think they’ll have any objection to becoming allies.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” May nodded. “And they’ll be useful to us in the coming war with the zombies. This is the right choice.” 
 
      
 
    “The Stone of Reasoning isn’t that useful to us,” I said, scratching my cheek as I pondered the situation. “But still — negotiate with the gorilla, and make sure we walk away with the right to station representatives in the Stone’s vicinity. Be they mutants, Monsters, or even zombies.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think the leaders on the island will be opposed,” May smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Okay then — what’s next? America?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Andrew. America. The Chinese-Americans wrote back, and they’re ready to receive you.” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent,” I said with an evil smile. Finally. I’d been waiting for this moment for so long now... 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 16. Mercy and Wrath 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “ANDREW, TRY TO REST for fifteen minutes before you head out,” said May, tearing her eyes off her Elonka and looking up at me. “Olivia and Invisible Girl are going to be here soon, they’ll come with you.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    I was impatient to head off and save Anya as quickly as possible, but I understood that things weren’t quite that simple. It was quite likely that this trip wasn’t going to be as brief as we might hope. 
 
      
 
    “Head down to the jails in the different Cities,” suggested May. “Skill points and attribute points will come in handy in America.” 
 
      
 
    “For sure,” I frowned. I’d totally forgotten about that. I looked over at May: “Tell Saturday about this and have him come over here.” 
 
      
 
    “Copy.” 
 
      
 
    I spent the next ten minutes zipping through portals from City to City, heading into the prisons and applying the brand of the Zero Circle to the criminals there. It was a good thing that I could brand them all at once instead of one by one. To my surprise, there were a lot of them. Especially in the west, in Red Angel City, where I ended up applying more than 500 brands. Most likely, that was because of the proximity of Novosibirsk, where our raiding parties were constantly venturing. That provided plenty of opportunities for crime. 
 
      
 
    Second place in terms of the number of criminals went to the City with the traitorous Mayor, Mariapolis. 400. Excellent. I wasn’t going to complain about this. 
 
      
 
    I was able to block 50% of each criminal’s attribute points, upon which they were transferred into the Clan’s reserve. For each hundred points I took, we got ten. It was really too bad that they could only be added to strength, dexterity, endurance, or spirit. I wouldn’t have said no to some additional willpower. 
 
      
 
    But anyway, that wasn’t the best thing about all this. The best thing was that I was able to permanently take one skill point and one Dark Sphere Point. It was just too bad that not all the criminals had them. 
 
      
 
    People in the Core could only receive two points each, so I ended up filling up our reserve to the absolute max. 
 
      
 
    “Well?” May asked me as soon as I walked back out into the Portal Hall in Sangis. Olivia and Invisible Girl had now joined Fen and Samurai in the hall. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve got enough skill points and Dark Sphere Points for everybody now,” I snickered, distributing the points among the members of the Clan Core with a mental command. At this point, I had two skill points and a full ten DSP. I’d have to think at some point about what to do with them, and which skills to combine with which. 
 
      
 
    Saturday jumped up onto my shoulder and slapped me on the head. What a jerk. 
 
      
 
    “But we only have about half the attribute points we need,” I continued, blocking Saturday’s next slap. 
 
      
 
    “Give them to the people who are going to America,” said May immediately. She was a little distracted, apparently with examining her own attributes. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Then I’ll distribute the rest among the fighters in the Core.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, that’d be best.” 
 
      
 
    I gave a mental command, and immediately felt an increase in my energy level. This was especially beneficial for my strength, since I had a mere 20 at the time. 
 
      
 
    Before we left, May decided to bring everybody up to speed on what was going on. 
 
      
 
    “Give me a few minutes. I’m gonna give you a quick lowdown on what you’re heading into, so I don’t have to distract you later.” 
 
      
 
    “Go on,” I agreed. The five of us had already prepared for departure, and our in-house Portalist was also there, waiting for the order. 
 
      
 
    “The situation where zombies and mutants are concerned isn’t as bad in America,” May began immediately. “Don’t get me wrong, there are definitely high-level zombies and mutants, and even cities founded by them. But as a rule, the vast majority of the danger there comes from monsters and other people. There are a lot of weird cults like Yama’s Kingdom or the Cult of Ahegao in the States. Religious classes are strong there. “You’re heading to Washington, DC, where there’s a concentration of really powerful clans.” 
 
      
 
    “Interesting,” said Olivia. She was dressed pretty sexily, in tight-fitting T-shirt and shorts, twirling her golf club around on her shoulder. “I’ve always wanted to go there.” 
 
      
 
    “DC, specifically?” I was a little surprised. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “Why there?” 
 
      
 
    “There’s that mountain, with the faces of all the Presidents or whatever. Like in Naruto.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” I was totally lost. 
 
      
 
    “Forget it,” said Olivia. “You’re stupid, you wouldn’t understand.” 
 
      
 
    “Mount Rushmore isn’t in DC,” May chuckled. “It’s in South Dakota. And by the way, that mountain has turned into a monster. A really strong one, actually.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey!” Olivia shouted indignantly. “You just sprayed blood all over me!” 
 
      
 
    “Let that be a lesson about being insolent,” I sneered. “You’re dumber than Saturday was before the apocalypse. And you want to lecture me? May, please continue.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not dumb!” The squirrel objected. 
 
      
 
    “Guys, we’re burning daylight here,” said May, tapping her finger against her wrist. “There are several cities of primary importance in DC right now.” 
 
      
 
    I raised my eyebrows in confusion — several cities? In Washington, DC? 
 
      
 
    “For some reason, they’ve all just kept that name for their cities,” May shrugged. “The strongest clans in America have established their castles in skyscrapers. And the closer a clan’s block is to the center of the City, the stronger it is. The strongest block in DC right now is the one controlled by the Bald Eagles Clan. Former soldiers. They’re the ones who abducted Anya.” 
 
      
 
    My eyes narrowed in fury. So those were our guys. I wouldn’t forget it. 
 
      
 
    “Besides that block, there’s also the block controlled by Holy Cross, which is a clan of Priests. Black Mamba’s another one, and then there’s the Yellow Dragon Clan, founded by Chinese-Americans. They’re the ones who’ve invited us.” 
 
      
 
    “Your compatriots, Fen,” said Olivia. Fen ignored her. 
 
      
 
    “Those four clans are known as the Big Four,” May continued. “The other blocks, groups, and cults can’t compete with them in terms of fighting strength.” 
 
      
 
    “Do the Dragons have a plan?” I asked. The news about the skyscrapers hadn’t helped my mood. Anya would definitely be in one of them, which meant that we’d almost certainly have to storm a Clan Castle. And I knew from experience just how strong the head of a Clan could be when they were next to their Altar of the Dark Sphere. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. The Cross and the Dragons have joined forces, and want to take out the Eagles. They need us for our fighting strength, to increase the odds of a successful outcome in their fight.” 
 
      
 
    “I see...” I muttered. This was getting more and more interesting. “By the way — is Uncle Elon in America?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, he’s in New York. But there’s been very little news about him.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll have to pay him a visit, if we can find the time.” 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, I’m not gonna have time to finish telling you guys everything you need to know, I’ll continue over your headphones. We’re running late on all fronts as it is. It could be taken as a sign of disrespect.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay — let’s go, right now.” 
 
      
 
    “I sent you all a video, just so you can avoid losing face with the head of the Dragons.” May nodded to the Portalist, who started tapping something into his Elonka; he was requesting permission to open a portal. “The Dragons themselves sent it to us, as a sign of good faith. And also, I suppose, as a display of strength.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” I snickered. And then I added: “Who’s the head of the Eagles? What’s his class, I mean?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not really known...” May hesitated for a second. “Some sort of Golem-Builder or Monster Creator. That much, at least, is also confirmed by how badly he wanted to get his hands on Anya when he thought that her class allowed her to bring stuff to life.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Here.” I passed the office of Head of the City of Sangis to May. 
 
      
 
    A portal arch flickered into being, and the Portalist stepped off to the side. 
 
      
 
    “Good luck,” May smiled at us. 
 
      
 
    “I hope this all goes smoothly,” said Olivia, sounding bored, as she stepped through the portal, followed hurriedly by all the others. 
 
      
 
    I walked in last. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Africa 
 
      
 
    “Damned Russian,” said Otino in an angry hiss, soaring quickly through the air next to the wounded lion. “My mercy has become my undoing! I should have killed him immediately, like the dog that he is! I hate him!” 
 
      
 
    Otino was shaking with rage. He’d just come out the loser, once again. His hatred for Benedict was so intense that it was actually interacting with his class, taking physical form as a viscous black fog that covered his body from head to toe. 
 
      
 
    “Never. Whites should never be pitied. Only killed,” Otino hissed as he descended, following the lion. 
 
      
 
    First, Benedict had taken the Stone of Suppression. The symbol of the African leaders’ power. That had been a heavy blow for the African dictators in all respects; it had had a whole range of negative consequences, from slave rebellions in the Cities to weakening all the leaders individually. 
 
      
 
    But then — as if to punish Otino further for his show of kindness — Benedict had torn the Leviathan right out of his hands. It had been a painful experience. And then, Otino had turned on Youcalypse and seen for himself what a Demon of the Seven Deadly Sins was capable of. He’d seen Benedict sitting proudly on his throne, annihilating his enemies with skills that simply defied description, and the sight had so infuriated him that he literally vomited blood and lost consciousness. 
 
      
 
    And at that point, his emotions had overpowered his good sense. He failed to analyze the unfolding situation properly, and convinced the mutants and his allies to attack Sangis by referring to the video of Anya being kidnapped. The Americans could do it, so why couldn’t the Africans? 
 
      
 
    That night had been terrifying. The sky had burned. And that had planted a deep, superstitious horror in Otino. Fear of this Russian had sent roots into Otino’s soul, but he didn’t want to admit this to himself. But when he returned to Africa, and found out that the Architects Clan had looted his City, killed all his African warriors, and taken his slaves while he’d been taking a beating in that Russian hellhole, Otino passed out again. 
 
      
 
    “This is all because of you!” The enraged lion snarled when they’d descended into an empty clearing ringed by forest. “We lost Garad!” 
 
      
 
    Otino stayed silent, his jaw clenched tightly. He wasn’t prepared to risk the lion’s anger; he understood the lowliness of his position. He was already alone as it was, head of a city of weaklings, women, and children. Benedict’s people hadn’t killed them, but they hadn’t taken them, either — they’d deliberately left them as dead weight for Otino. He now had to serve the lion, to keep the mutants from devouring his defenseless population. 
 
      
 
    “You’re cursed,” the lion spat, squeezing the stump of his arm. He was holding the damaged limb tightly under his armpit. The lion was covered in blood from his wounds, and for the time being, he couldn’t regenerate; Benedict had dealt him too much damage. 
 
      
 
    Otino stayed silent, despite the indescribable fury and hatred boiling inside of him. The plan to trick Benedict had also been his brainchild. If they’d managed to kill the Portalist, the Russians would have been stranded in Africa. The mutants on the continent and in the ocean had been waiting, hiding so as not to arouse any suspicion. 
 
      
 
    The plan had been ideal. The leader of one of the African Cities, Adegouk, had a special artifact that neutralized the effects of other artifacts. The Portalist wouldn’t have survived — rescue artifacts wouldn’t have worked, and he wouldn’t have had time to use his skills. But Benedict had reacted as though the Portalist were his own son, instead of just some stranger! 
 
      
 
    Otino gritted his teeth. If the Russian hadn’t reacted immediately, and without the slightest shred of doubt in what he was doing, they would’ve won! But no. Another defeat. 
 
      
 
    Cursing Otino viciously, the lion opened a Spatial Bag, took out the head of the white ape, and split it open. 
 
      
 
    “You died a good death, Garad,” he mumbled, and then began eating the ape’s brain. 
 
      
 
    Otino winced. This animal was becoming more and more like a human all the time. And every bit as two-faced. 
 
      
 
    The trees rustled, and a spotted python slithered out into the clearing, dragging the Stone of Suppression along behind it. Seeing this, Otino sighed with relief. They hadn’t received the Stone of Reasoning, and they hadn’t killed Benedict, but they had gotten the Stone of Suppression back. Otino checked immediately; it was the real thing. 
 
      
 
    The python slithered over to him, hissing at him as he pulled the Stone toward the lion. 
 
      
 
    Otino walked over to the Stone and glanced at it: 
 
      
 
    Stone of Suppression: Legendary Artifact. 
 
      
 
    Otino frowned. 
 
      
 
    “Well,” the lion growled, patting the Stone down with his paws. “What’s wrong?!” 
 
      
 
    Otino reached out and gingerly touched the Stone, but the inscription didn’t change. 
 
      
 
    “We need more mutants and humans,” he stated confidently.. “The inscription should appear once we assemble the minimum number of owners. Last time, ten of us became owners at once. But this time, five should be enough. Or so I think. Our levels are higher.” 
 
      
 
    The lion shot Otino a disdainful glance, then whistled. Several of his trusted subordinates emerged from the forest — an antelope, a leopard, and a red-skinned macaque. 
 
      
 
    But the inscriptions didn’t change. 
 
      
 
    The lion’s frown deepened, and he whistled again. 
 
      
 
    “There are more than ten of us here,” he growled furiously, his rage-reddened eyes burning into Otino. The whole clearing was filled with mutants. 
 
      
 
    “This shouldn’t be happening,” mumbled Otino. He’d already begun to add things up. He could remember distinctly that members of any race could be owners, including even zombies. 
 
      
 
    But since the inscription wasn’t appearing, that meant... 
 
      
 
    “Gr-rr-aa-aagh!” Otino raised his face to the sky and let out a roar. Capillaries in his eyes burst, and veins started to bulge out all across his body. Otino was now in a frenzy. Yet again, he’d lost. 
 
      
 
    But he didn’t even have time to fall silent again before his eyes widened, and he started coughing. Right above him — right where he was looking — a small portal opened up and spat out a bundle of grenades. 
 
      
 
    “What?!” The lion grabbed Otino by the scruff of his neck and lifted him up to his snout. “WHAT?! SPEAK!” 
 
      
 
    *BOOM!* 
 
      
 
    The explosion blew all the mutants away. The lion slammed into the trunk of a tree and fell to the ground, but immediately leapt back onto his feet, scanning the gore-strewn field in a panic. The corpses of his subordinates didn’t bother him at all; he was looking for something else. 
 
      
 
    “NO-OO-OO!” He roared when he found his finger. The explosion had blown one of his arms to pieces. 
 
      
 
    Spitting, Otino raised himself back onto his feet. The attack hadn’t dealt him any serious wounds. The first thing he did was locate the Stone of Suppression, but at least where that was concerned, everything was fine — the python was protecting it. Only then did he look up into the sky and see a small drone, zipping around in circles above the clearing. 
 
      
 
    “And that’s just the beginning!” The voice of the Portal Summoner echoed out of the drone’s loudspeakers. 
 
      
 
    “And that’s just the beginning!” 
 
      
 
    “And that’s—” 
 
      
 
    *CRACK!* 
 
      
 
    Otino fired a jet of black liquid and blew the drone to pieces. Looking down at the Stone of Suppression, which already had owners, and sensing himself losing consciousness once again, he croaked: 
 
      
 
    “I... HATE!!... YOU!!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    May sat in her office, typing something quickly into her computer. Not long before, she’d talked to the gorilla and transferred the Stone of Reasoning to her. Surprisingly, the ornery, incredibly-annoying ape had behaved with perfect decorum and restraint the entire time. She hadn’t said one cross word to May, or made even one wisecrack. May smiled. 
 
      
 
    Before her stood a series of screens, on which she was watching several events simultaneously: she was tracking Andrew’s progress, on another, she was working on sorting through Sangis’ myriad problems. There were plenty of them — everything from a large unit of bandits in the north to the general shortage of food. And this wasn’t even to mention the less-significant items on her agenda, such as choosing a new Mayor for Mariapolis, studying the Squirrels’ pine cones, looking for information about fusion of Altars, establishing contacts with allies (including Moscow, and particularly Necromancer and his wounded pride), the hunt for the traitors who’d let the Africans in, tracking Doppel and the Omsk Bird... 
 
      
 
    Of course, May wasn’t trying to handle this all on her own — she had a whole Analytics Department and two highly-competent assistants. But she just couldn’t bring herself to cede full control. She was worried about mistakes. 
 
      
 
    There were three subjects that May was following with particular attention: Yin-Yang and the mutant under the mountain, the city of zombies to the south of Sangis, and the city headed by that massive muscular African man, the one growing on gray vines. And while Yin-Yang was doing alright for the time being, and the undead were just stirring a little bit, the big giant of a man had retreated to his City immediately after the night battle in Sangis and had holed up firmly in his Clan Castle. May remembered just how strong Andrew was when he was next to the Altar, which was why she wasn’t making any moves for the time being. 
 
      
 
    She was typing out a message to Alisa, who’d just sent her a plan for posting new videos, when a request from Alex popped up. May granted permission, turned off the screens, and turned around on her chair. A portal opened up in front of her, and out of it walked a particularly gleeful Portal Summoner. 
 
      
 
    “It’s an indescribable feeling,” he began expounding to May. “Ruining your enemies’ lives. It just feels amazing!” 
 
      
 
    May chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “You called me,” Alex said with an elegant bow. 
 
      
 
    “I wanted to talk about your Special Skill.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
      
 
    “You can use that to create higher-level portals. And so that was why you were so sure there wouldn’t be a problem with the Stone of Reasoning. Am I right?” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” said Alex, taking a chair out of a Spatial Bag and sitting down. 
 
      
 
    “The question is this: is it possible to create a portal that can let a thousand or more people pass through it?” May crossed her legs, with a little mental chuckle at the intrigued look on the Portalist’s face. 
 
      
 
    “For now, at least, that kind of thing is beyond my abilities,” said Alex sadly. 
 
      
 
    “The max number you can transport?” 
 
      
 
    “Thirty people. The Special Skill doesn’t affect that quantity.” 
 
      
 
    “The worm will eat everybody by then, for sure...” May muttered to herself as she listened closely to something. 
 
      
 
    “Uh...?” 
 
      
 
    “Sh-hh!” May held up a hand, cutting Alex off. Andrew was trying to get in touch with her, and that had to take priority... 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    We walked out into a spacious room in America, one with a big glass window for a floor. The arch had opened in a corner of the room, in an area enclosed by a low fence. A smiling Asian woman came to meet us. 
 
      
 
    “We’re happy to see you, Benedict.” She spoke with barely a trace of an accent. “Mr. Wuzhou will be here shortly,” she continued with a bow. “Might I inquire as to your names?” 
 
      
 
    I gave her everyone’s nickname. I introduced Fen simply as “The Buddhist.” Actually, this girl seemed more interested in Fen than any of the rest of us. Apparently what had attracted her interest was his wizened look and his shiny bald spot. 
 
      
 
    “While you wait, I’ll bring you our finest tea!” She almost seemed to sing as she spoke, before flitting off into the neighboring room. 
 
      
 
    I walked over to the window. The view was pretty nice — multistory apartment buildings and busy streets with the occasional vehicle. The Portal Room was located on floor twenty, at least, and quite possibly even higher. 
 
      
 
    Soon, the woman came back, tray in her hands. 
 
      
 
    “This is an extremely rare White Qilin tea, with juice of 500-year ginseng. Mr. Wuzhou begs your pardon for his tardiness and invites you to enjoy this sophisticated delicacy.” 
 
      
 
    “No problem,” I smiled, gingerly picking up the little cup. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t think the Dragons would just straight-up try to poison us, but it couldn’t hurt to test the tea. I took a sip first, then nodded to the others. 
 
      
 
    About twenty minutes later, when we’d each had two cups of tea, the door to the room opened and three people walked in: a short, smiling man in glasses and with a sizeable belly, a tall bearded man with buzzed hair, and a woman, about thirty years old. All three were of Asian descent. 
 
      
 
    “Greetings,” the heavyset man said, walking over to me and bowing slightly as he held out both hands to shake mine. I squeezed his hands, trying my best to do the same kind of bow he’d just done. “Very happy! Very! You’ve come at exactly the right time! Please, come with me — it just so happens we’re discussing the matter at hand as we speak! That’s why I was late!” 
 
      
 
    He, too, was speaking in almost flawless Russian. Mind you, I wasn’t surprised. Russian had been one of the three most widely-spoken languages of the world prior to the apocalypse, and a lot of people knew it. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go,” I smiled. Could this chubby guy really be the head of the Dragons? 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, don’t underestimate him,” said May. “Wuzhou is an extremely strong Dark with some kind of class connected with telekinesis. I don’t know what his secondary class is, but there’s a video where he just blows this huge monster to smithereens, one that couldn’t have been below level 27. The tall guy next to him is Cuekin, and he can strengthen other peoples’ skills exponentially. He’s one of the top ten support personnel in the world.” 
 
      
 
    Damn. I was already looking at this trio in a whole different light. The heavy-set guy was continuing to smile and tell me all sorts of nonsense, while the other two stayed silent. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, ask him what they were discussing that was so important, considering it made him arrive so late.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh...” I looked over at the guy, and he immediately fell silent: 
 
      
 
    “Yes? Would you like to ask something? Go ahead, ask!” 
 
      
 
    “What were you all discussing that was so important?” 
 
      
 
    His expression immediately darkened, and his eyebrows furrowed. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve received word that James, that son of a goat and a dog, that yindao, da ya wo cao that niu bi—” 
 
      
 
    “Wuzhou,” I interrupted him, “please try to be clearer. 
 
      
 
    This is making me tense.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, yes, forgive me,” he said, wiping the sweat off his forehead with his sleeve. “So. This James — head of the Bald Eagles — is a Mentalist whose class is silver, at the very least.” 
 
      
 
    I went pale. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew...” May’s voice sounded worried. “I didn’t know! This is too dangerous, you can’t stay in America. Your skill won’t protect you from a strong Mentalist.” 
 
      
 
    “Anya’s there,” I said coldly, and aloud. “I can’t.” 
 
      
 
    “But a Mentalist... I didn’t know! This was my mistake. I didn’t get good enough information.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re not going back on our plan?” I asked Wuzhou, my voice ice cold. 
 
      
 
    He winced a little bit, then shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “No. Our wish to see this worm annihilated has only grown stronger.” 
 
      
 
    “May. Ask Alex whether he could bring Levi here if we can get him that black rock from under that lizard.” 
 
      
 
    “One sec...” 
 
      
 
    We approached a room, inside of which a meeting was underway, and the young staffers proceeded to show us to our seats. But I wasn’t really taking in anything around us; my thoughts were totally occupied in analyzing the situation. So, a Mentalist. He might have suborned Anya and made her say anything at all that suited his plans. I gritted my teeth. That asshole. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, Alex says he’ll be able to do it.” 
 
      
 
    “Then get a unit ready. If it’s in Africa, then have Pyro and Tornado participate too. Basic strategy is for Elf and Shooter to aggro the lizard, and then the Portalist will swoop in and grab the rock. Then have him build a portal for Levi immediately. In exchange, he can ask for whatever he wants. Tell Mechanic to get things done ASAP, this is important!” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, Andrew. I know. 
 
      
 
    This is no joke. I can’t make any more mistakes.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 17. America! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I SAT THERE, LISTENING to the speakers and feeling gloomy. Some asswipe in a priest’s frock was speaking. 
 
      
 
    “In the name of God, we must remove this cancer that gnaws away at our City!” He thundered excitedly, gesturing around himself with his arms. “We must cleanse this den of Satan!...” 
 
      
 
    My online interpreter was relaying a literal translation of all this nonsense right into my ears. Judging by the dissatisfied look on the faces around me, a lot of people seemed not to like what was happening at the moment. I could sympathize. We wanted to start talking, come up with a decent plan, and get moving, not listen to some half-crazed Priest. But as far as I understood, this dude was one of the strongest members of the Holy Cross Clan. So he was going to keep talking. I could wait. The longer, the better — this would be time our people could use to get that stone for the Portalist. 
 
      
 
    From time to time, I caught a weird look from one or another of the people around me. Which wasn’t surprising. I presented a pretty strange picture: completely red, and covered in a layer of blood. This was me, practicing my camouflage skills. I was maintaining a new exterior for my body and using Transformation to change the color of the blood. But to keep others from realizing the change when I applied it, I was going to have to make as realistic a covering as I could. 
 
      
 
    “May, what’s happening there?” I whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, we’ve started the operation,” May replied after a short pause. 
 
      
 
    I decided not to distract her anymore — best to let her work. For now, I’d just keep listening to this dumbass... 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Inside a spacious cavern lay a gigantic lizard, whose snout was pointed toward the exit. For ten minutes now, the Architects had been taking positions and preparing themselves for a fight. The object of the Portalist’s desire was located in South America, in a hot, dry landscape filled with rocky crags that shot straight up into the sky. The lizard turned out to be a lot bigger than the Analytics Department had originally projected. It was about as tall as a five-story building, and at over three hundred feet long, it aroused a very reasonable fear. 
 
      
 
    Before its mutation, May suspected it had probably been an elderly Komodo Dragon. Now, though, it was a level 36 mutant with a Special Skill, which is why this operation had been planned with as much thoroughness as possible given the short notice. 
 
      
 
    “Shooter,” May ordered. 
 
      
 
    From within the forest of stone that stretched for a quarter mile opposite the cavern’s entrance, a red projectile soared through the air, leaving a smoking trace in the air behind it. It flew into the cave and slammed into the lizard’s head. 
 
      
 
    *BOOM!* 
 
      
 
    An explosion resounded across the landscape. 
 
      
 
    “Gr-rr-aa-aagh!” The mutant roared, leaping up onto all four feet. 
 
      
 
    “Elf.” 
 
      
 
    Another projectile arched out over the field of stone, this time a green one. 
 
      
 
    *BOOM!* 
 
      
 
    The shell exploded into the lizard’s face, hissing as it burned into the reptile’s thick hide. 
 
      
 
    “GR-RR-AA-AAGH!!” The mutant shook its head and rushed toward the cavern’s exit, regenerating at unbelievable speed. The earth shook every time its foot hit the ground. Walking out of the cave, the mutant shook its head angrily, obviously hesitant to move too far away from its shelter. 
 
      
 
    “Shooter.” 
 
      
 
    A blue beam lit the air, hitting the mutant directly in the eye. 
 
      
 
    “Gr-rr-aa-aagh!” 
 
      
 
    A deafening roar shook the air; grains of sand started dancing on the ground. 
 
      
 
    “It’s Godzilla!” Alisa exclaimed as he flew through the skies, camera in hand. “Godzilla Dragon!” 
 
      
 
    “Elf.” 
 
      
 
    A green projectile flashed above the forest of stone and slammed into the lizard’s head. As if alive, drops of some kind of weird pond scum ate into the beast’s skin, boring deeper and deeper. 
 
      
 
    And that was the last straw. 
 
      
 
    The lizard now rushed toward the Shooters, the earth shuddering beneath its feet. 
 
      
 
    “Here we go!” 
 
      
 
    *Whoosh!* 
 
      
 
    Something like ten nets made of thick steel cables immediately flew out of the field of stone, fell onto the lizard, and wrapped themselves around it, hindering its movements. 
 
      
 
    A cannonade burst out as the Architects let loose with their heavy artillery. 
 
      
 
    *BOOM!* 
 
      
 
    Shells slammed into the lizard and exploded, making it roar even more furiously as it tore forward. Thanks to its incredible regeneration, all its wounds healed extremely quickly, and the Architects’ attacks weren’t dealing it any serious damage. But this was only the beginning. 
 
      
 
    Inside the towering crags of rock, acting on instructions from the Analytics Department, Elf drew back her bow and fired a seemingly-normal shot. 
 
      
 
    To her right stood Lera, shooting nets made of steel wire, one after the other. She was pursing her lips tightly, and her eyes burned with determination. Lera remembered the conditions Andrew had set for her admission into the Core: she’d be in if she could make it to level 30. 
 
      
 
    A deafening noise erupted as gigantic RPG-installations opened fire behind her, supported by other Shooters. 
 
      
 
    Elf’s projectile flew in an arc down toward the lizard, expanding rapidly and turning into a gigantic steel cage. 
 
      
 
    *BANG!* 
 
      
 
    One more shot hit the lizard right in the eye, sending it flying in a bloody spray. 
 
      
 
    “Gr-rr-aa-aagh!” 
 
      
 
    “I hit it!” Alisa shouted happily. She glided up into the sky, holding a smoking revolver in her hand. 
 
      
 
    *CLANG!* 
 
      
 
    Elf’s cage fell to the earth, nailing the lizard down. But a loud crunch immediately rent the air as the steel rods began to crack. 
 
      
 
    “Just a little longer!” The Portalist yelled. Alex was searching frantically for the stone he needed, but couldn’t find it. 
 
      
 
    “Elk, you’re up,” May ordered, sounding more and more anxious. “Everyone else prepare skills.” 
 
      
 
    Elk sprang out of the thicket of stone, having transformed into his incarnation as a deer. 
 
      
 
    “Gururuu!” He bent his head down, pointing his antlers at the lizard. Immediately behind him came the other warriors from the Architects Clan, prepared to unleash their skills on their enemy. Each one of them was elite, at level 20 or above. 
 
      
 
    Cracking resounded through the air, and Elk’s horns began to grow. At the same time, the lizard broke free from Elf’s cage; as it did so, however, it immediately took several high-powered shells right to the eyes. 
 
      
 
    The mutant roared, and then Elk’s horns sunk into its face, the tips of the antlers ripping the flesh up like earth beneath a plow. And while the mutant was trying to free itself, whipping its tail around like crazy, other warriors from the Architects tore into it with their strongest skills, inflicting one wound after another. Handheld weapons, magic, firearms, and even bare fists all came into play. 
 
      
 
    “Found it!” The Portalist shouted. 
 
      
 
    As if sensing something, the lizard’s body flashed yellow. 
 
      
 
    “Get out of there!” May shouted in reply, and immediately, all the warriors used their teleportation amulets, which were linked to Sangis’ Altar. Prior to the mission, the Portalist had provided each warrior with one of these amulets at no charge. 
 
      
 
    May went pale. She sat there, staring at the screen and watching as the entire surface of the earth for half a mile around the lizard began to tremble, and was riven with deep, sky-blue cracks. Five seconds or so after the activation of the Special Skill, hundreds and hundreds of sharp stone needles shot up out of these cracks, jutting up about thirty feet into the air. 
 
      
 
    “Such power,” May mumbled to herself. 
 
      
 
    Thankfully, they’d prepared well, and the Architects all managed to teleport back to Sangis. 
 
      
 
    “I’m getting to work,” Alex notified May. “I’ll need six to eight hours.” 
 
      
 
    “Copy. Our Clan’s counting on you, Alex,” May admitted. “This is going to be a difficult time for us.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand.” 
 
      
 
    Alex signed off, and May bit her lip, looking anxiously at another screen, on which a black-robed Priest was speaking from atop a stage. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, we got the stone. The Portalist asked for some time. Six to eight hours.” 
 
      
 
    “Awesome,” I sighed. Having a trump card like the Leviathan up our sleeves certainly couldn’t hurt. The Priest had finally shut up, and now the heads of the clans were discussing a plan of attack. For the time being, everything looked pretty standard: move in, kill the warriors, and take on the leaders. Roles were distributed, and although we were there as backup, they were certainly glad to have us. 
 
      
 
    “May, ask Alex whether he might be willing to help us out,” I reluctantly requested. I don’t like to be in anyone’s debt, as a rule, but I didn’t see any alternatives. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, Andrew.” 
 
      
 
    “If we get into a real battle, we’re going to have to rescue Anya before she gets hurt.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but you have to understand — Alex isn’t all-powerful. There are artifacts that block portals within a specified area. They’re really rare, but they do exist. Plus, Alex is pretty weak on the attack. I mean, think about it — he’s physically weak. A strong blow would kill him.” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” I sighed. “Our debt to him just keeps getting bigger and bigger.” 
 
      
 
    Finally, the discussions ended, and we moved on to preparations. By that time, I’d figured out the camouflage thing, and had assumed the form of a muscular black man in sunglasses and long dreads. 
 
      
 
    “You look better this way,” noted Olivia when the five of us had moved off to one side of the room. 
 
      
 
    “What are we gonna do?” Samurai asked. He looked extremely serious, and now had one hand constantly on the hilt of his katana. 
 
      
 
    “We’re going to get a car. So we’ll drive there in that,” I shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “What if they’re trying to trick us?” Olivia asked, raising an eyebrow. “What if they blow up the car, for example?” 
 
      
 
    “You think we should try to get into the Clan Castle on our own?” I snickered. “May and her department checked everything out. There won’t be a problem with the Dragons. They really have been at war with the Eagles for a long time now.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, whatever you say, boss,” said Olivia with a salute. 
 
      
 
    “Cover your faces and put on different clothes,” I said. “We need to keep our identities a secret for as long as possible.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t think there might be informers among the leadership of the Dragons or the Cross that would sell info to the Eagles?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s unlikely — there are too many ways to prevent it. There are contracts, and Mentalists. Although it’s not out of the question.” 
 
      
 
    “Gentlemen!” Wuzhou walked over to us with a smile. He adjusted his glasses and cast a sleazy glance at Olivia. “We’re all ready! Please, come with me.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded and glanced over at my crew. Nothing more to do at this point, I thought — it’s time to show people that you don’t screw with the Architects. The moment was fast approaching. 
 
      
 
    The crew quickly changed clothes and covered their faces with masks. We’d be recognized quickly in battle, of course, but the element of surprise couldn’t hurt. 
 
      
 
    We walked out of the Clan Castle, which was basically a big steel-plated skyscraper. People were running all around us, yelling something in English. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll escort you,” the smiling woman (who’d originally greeted us and served us tea) said as she approached. 
 
      
 
    “Lead on,” I nodded. 
 
      
 
    Along the way, I tried to get a sense of the fighting potential of these Dragons. I knew May had probably put a lot of information together already, but even to the untrained observer it was obvious that this Clan was up to its eyeballs in military hardware. Sangis, on the other hand, happened to be short on this particular resource, and especially on ammo, which it was forced to purchase from its allies. But sooner or later, this source was bound to get closed off — it would be essential for Sangis to establish its own production. But that would require resources like never before... 
 
      
 
    While we were walking along a well-kept, smooth street, I spotted seven tanks, about ten APCs, even more military jeeps and offroad vehicles with roof-mounted machine guns. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, the Americans have gotten in touch with us,” said May nervously. “They say that an attack against them is being planned, and that we should come to their assistance. They’re asking for you to come in person. Otherwise they won’t guarantee Anya’s safety. They’ve given us an hour to think about it.” 
 
      
 
    I gritted my teeth. Those assholes. But what made them so certain I’d be willing to help them? An answer to this question popped into my head almost immediately: a Mentalist. Son of a bitch. I clenched my fists, enraged. The asshole knew that Anya and I were really close. And considering that Anya was head of administration in Sangis, and coordinated almost all the work that went on there... Well, the Eagles knew everything about us by now. About each of the Architects, about the weak spots in Sangis, about Sophia and the connection with First. About my psyche, about my tendencies and desires. The assholes knew everything. 
 
      
 
    “You realize what this means, Andrew?” May’s voice was shaking. “They know, Andrew.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed. “Tell them we’ll help them. Tell them I’ll come on my Leviathan. Tell them they can’t let anything happen to Anya. Let them think they’ve got us.” 
 
      
 
    “But Andrew, if they actually—” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll rescue her.” 
 
      
 
    “Copy...” 
 
      
 
    The woman led us to a brand-new, armored, six-seater Jeep. We sat down, and then settled in for several minutes of agonizing waiting. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, Alex is coming with Levi, he’ll be hidden in his head. I’m also sending Elf and Shooter along with him.” 
 
      
 
    “Good.” 
 
      
 
    I closed my eyes. The Eagles would need to be wiped out. Their Castle would simply need to be wiped off the map. 
 
      
 
    “May, the tall dude you were telling me about. The one next to Wuzhou.” 
 
      
 
    “Cuekin? With the support class?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Can you get in touch with the Dragons and ask them to leave that augmentation skill for me? That kind of support during an attack on the Eagles might play a key role.” 
 
      
 
    “You think they’ll agree to that?” 
 
      
 
    “Not sure. But let me know.” 
 
      
 
    “Copy...” 
 
      
 
    I sighed, turning both streams of consciousness to an analysis of the situation and a search for additional possibilities. How could we improve our chances? Any factor, no matter how small, would be important. But try as I might, my thoughts kept drifting over to Anya. I started to worry at even the most fleeting thought about what they might do to her. 
 
      
 
    About thirty minutes later, we started moving. And almost immediately, shots rang out in the distance. The party was on. 
 
      
 
    The crew was sitting quietly, nobody saying a word. They could sense that frankly, things were going shittily for us. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, James sent a picture of Anya,” said May in a hushed voice. “He said she’s doing totally fine, and we don’t need to worry about her.” 
 
      
 
    My whole body tensed as I took out my Elonka. Heart pounding in my chest, I opened the photo. 
 
      
 
    I let out a tense hiss, instinctively covering myself with Bloody Fog. The photo showed Anya sitting on the ground, legs folded underneath her, with her hands on her knees. She was looking into the camera with a vacant stare and an unnatural smile. Next to her stood a tall blond man in a suit, whose palm was resting gently atop Anya’s head. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew! Calm down!” May screamed. 
 
      
 
    I saw a golden light, and felt my anger settle down. Only then did I realize that my camouflage had morphed into hundreds of razor-sharp blades, and that Olivia and Samurai had pressed themselves up against the opposite wall of the Jeep, looking at me in terror. 
 
      
 
    Fen, sitting in the front seat, had turned around and was looking me attentively in the eyes. He’d activated his Aura of the Buddha, which had helped prevent me from losing it. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” I sighed, regaining control of my emotions. But my urge to jump out of the car and rush at the Eagles as fast as I could? That hadn’t abated in the slightest. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, James Fry is a former Senator, a very well-known politician. He’s also openly gay.” 
 
      
 
    That fact calmed me down ever so slightly, although not in any serious way. My worry was still as overpowering as ever, and it was manifesting as a desire to act. I needed to get Anya out of there. As soon as possible. She may have been fine for the moment, but if this James were to find out that I was attacking his Clan Castle... 
 
      
 
    “Try not to use any skills that might give away your identity,” I said, looking around at our crew. And then I immediately resumed my disguise, turning back into the black guy with the dreads. 
 
      
 
    “Try to rely on firearms,” May advised. “The main thing at the moment is to wait for the Portalist and Levi. Andrew, have you already decided what you’re gonna do?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. But I’m gonna need the help of that guy and his augment.. If we want to be certain it’ll work. And I’m gonna need Alex, too.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll try to negotiate with Cuekin.” 
 
      
 
    Our Jeep stopped, and the driver’s voice came through the loudspeaker: 
 
      
 
    “The road is blocked by the Eagles. You may wait here, or help the Dragons’ warriors, for which we would be grateful.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s help?” Olivia suggested. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Just don’t give yourselves away. Who’s taking what weapons?” 
 
      
 
    “Revolver,” Olivia chose first. 
 
      
 
    “Machine gun,” said Samurai reluctantly. 
 
      
 
    “Can I stay invisible?” Invisible Girl asked. 
 
      
 
    Man... It suddenly occurred to me — I hadn’t heard her voice for so long that I’d forgotten what she sounded like. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “Not many people know about you. And there are plenty of classes that come with stealth skills.” 
 
      
 
    We grabbed our weapons and hopped out of the jeep. I frowned immediately — .we’d stepped out into the thunder of gunshots and explosions. We stopped in front of some building whose windows had been blown out, as soldiers tramped past us along the road. 
 
      
 
    “Greetings!” A man in a military uniform approached us, holding a tablet in his hands. “Will you be attacking?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “Then,” he said, lifting the tablet up for me to look at, “please follow route D-3. That way you’ll be sure to avoid any friendly fire.” 
 
      
 
    I quickly scanned the map. As I already knew from the meeting we’d been in, the Dragons and the Cross would be attacking from different sides, with the goal of encircling the Eagles’ territory. Route D-3 was a passage that led through alleyways, up to one of the Dragons’ waystations. 
 
      
 
    “Kill anybody you meet along your way,” the man added darkly. “Women and children included. You won’t encounter anyone who’s there by accident. The Eagles reacted instantaneously. Every street will need to be taken by force.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it,” I nodded, my dreads falling down onto my face. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll warn you if any enemy units set up an ambush in any buildings. But strong Dark are able to deceive our Scanners.” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged indifferently. I didn’t think we’d have too many problems with other Dark. We were just too strong. 
 
      
 
    “The main battle will unfold near the Aerie — the Clan Castle of the Eagles. Mr. Wuzhou has asked you not to reveal yourselves ahead of schedule. But I see that you already understand this,” he said, glancing at Fen’s busily-patterned, loose-fitting clothing and the Hulk mask I’d given him. I had no idea how that had ended up in my ring. Apparently, it had been there since way back when we’d been running through Novosibirsk sweeping up everything we could lay hands on. 
 
      
 
    “We understand,” I nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll send your Analyst the location from where you’ll be able to take light transport. But the Eagles might have discovered these places by now.” 
 
      
 
    “We have our own transport,” I laughed, remembering the Elon Bikes. It was time to dust off all our old gear. 
 
      
 
    “Then I wish you luck!” The man said with a salute. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go,” I said with a look at my crew, and we ran out behind the building where we could jump over a fence and get onto the necessary street. 
 
      
 
    At first, things were going pretty smoothly. We moved from one building to another on our Elon Bikes. I took out some mini-drones, and May followed the situation and gave us directions. It was just like the good old days. 
 
      
 
    Here and there, we ran into units from the Eagles and slaughtered them. Maybe a month ago, I’d have proceeded differently, or at least felt bad about it. But as it was, I couldn’t care less about the lives of my enemies. All my thoughts were of Anya. It seemed like we were just wasting time out here in these useless shootouts. 
 
      
 
    The closer we got to our destination, the more Dark we started to run into. But what could they do to stop us? A few times, the Dragons warned us that an enemy was lying in ambush in this building or that building, and we had to go in and waste precious time clearing it out. And every time, it turned out to be some kind of long-range weapon emplacement. This fact helped to cool my ardor a little bit. After all, if we’d just thrown ourselves straight at the Eagles’ Castle, we not only would’ve put Anya’s life at risk, but also probably gotten ourselves killed. The asshole simply had too many soldiers and weapons. 
 
      
 
    Twice, we ran into the Dragons, but having been warned by May, we just nodded to them and moved on. 
 
      
 
    When we’d almost made it to the Dragons’ waystation, May suddenly shouted: 
 
      
 
    “Andrew! There’s a massacre happening up ahead of you! Black Mamba’s joined the war on the side of the Eagles!” 
 
      
 
    I grit my teeth. 
 
      
 
    “What’s the status with Levi?” 
 
      
 
    “We need time. I don’t want to distract Alex, so I don’t know how long exactly.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed. This shitty situation was getting shittier. The strongest clans in DC were fighting each other, and I didn’t want to be here at all! 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, if you don’t hurry, the Dragons are going to get massacred. The Mamba is based in a place they refer to as the Ghetto, and they’re mainly African American. And like Otino, they’re not big fans of whites.” 
 
      
 
    “This again,” I groaned. Why?! 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, I’m getting reports from the Dragons and I can see the situation throughout the City. It’s not just the four strongest Clans and their blocks fighting now, it’s just about every organization in DC! It’s just a bloodbath!” 
 
      
 
    “Forward,” I growled. God dammit, why did they have to start this right at this exact moment — why couldn’t they wait for me to save Anya and get the hell out of there?! 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 18. The Battle for Washington, D.C. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I WAS ANGRY. Very angry. I was furious at having to waste strength on pointless maneuvers. Why was everything I touched turning to shit?! 
 
      
 
    We were approaching one of the Dragons’ waystations, which was located in a big supermarket. We could still hear explosions, gunshots, and screams in the distance. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, a car full of soldiers from Mamba is heading your way. I’m not sure where they’re gonna turn, but get ready just in case,” May warned. “There could be Dark among them.” 
 
      
 
    I gave the signal to slow down, and we rolled up to a curb. Jumping off my bike, I threw it immediately into my ring. 
 
      
 
    “Doesn’t this whole area seem a little bit too clean to you guys?” Olivia clicked her tongue disapprovingly. 
 
      
 
    I put the crew’s bikes away, took out my Blood Revolver, and looked around. It was true — there weren’t any bodies or blood anywhere. It was just a normal street, almost like before the apocalypse. Except for the fact that the big glass windows of the stores had all been blown to bits. That, and the abandoned vehicles scattered all over the place. Okay, fine — the ten-story buildings surrounding the area also looked pretty beat-up. 
 
      
 
    “There’s not even any glass from all these broken windows,” said Olivia, walking over to me. “It’s like somebody cleaned the place up.” 
 
      
 
    The screech of tires split the air, and a big black Jeep with a machine gun on its roof whipped into view from around a corner. We didn’t have time to react before Olivia opened fire. I winced — she was firing right next to my ear. 
 
      
 
    The Jeep continued drifting, but then it slid off the road and slammed into the corner of a building. Then it went quiet. 
 
      
 
    Samurai, who’d just leveled his assault rifle, now lowered it, looking disappointed. Fen stood there, silent and unmoving, while Invisible Girl was... Well, she was invisible. 
 
      
 
    The Jeep started to smoke, but nobody came out. 
 
      
 
    I looked over at Olivia. 
 
      
 
    “Ready,” she winked at me, then blew the smoke off her revolver. 
 
      
 
    We walked over to the Jeep, and to my surprise I discovered that each of the soldiers inside had a neat little red hole in their forehead. 
 
      
 
    “Watch and learn while I’m still around,” said Olivia with an arrogant smile. 
 
      
 
    “That’s quite the class you’ve got,” I nodded. “Lord of the Single Blow.” 
 
      
 
    “You guessed it,” Olivia sneered. 
 
      
 
    “And here I thought you might’ve gotten a third class,” Samurai chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Hurry up,” urged May. 
 
      
 
    I sighed and nodded to the crew. We ran up the street, at whose end we could already see the corner of the supermarket. The sounds of battle were getting louder and louder. 
 
      
 
    “Watch out, on the right!” 
 
      
 
    I suddenly (and involuntarily) tensed up. Two deafening blasts erupted right above my ear. My eardrums almost burst. 
 
      
 
    “Can you shoot a little further away from me, PLEASE?!” I hissed at Olivia. 
 
      
 
    “Danger neutralized,” reported May. 
 
      
 
    Olivia ignored me, the asswipe. We ran further, but almost immediately came under fire. 
 
      
 
    My Sensing Danger sent a weak pang through me, and I dove to the ground. They were shooting at us from the right, from the roof of a building. We ran into the nearest store and took shelter behind some shattered countertops. 
 
      
 
    *BOOM!* 
 
      
 
    One of the countertops burst into a shower of splinters right behind me, but I didn’t even flinch. Each of us was wearing a rare Defensive Amulet, and the Clan Tattoo gave each of us Sensing Danger. But the main thing was that we had Fen and his phenomenal defensive skills with us. Basically, nobody was going to be killing us that easily. 
 
      
 
    “Olivia’s attack left one of them alive,” May explained. “His forehead’s protected by a steel plate. One to finish off, but otherwise no more enemies in the area.” 
 
      
 
    I looked up at Olivia with a sneer: 
 
      
 
    “Weak stuff, girl. Weak stuff.” 
 
      
 
    Samurai was firing back furiously, but missing every time, like a total amateur. In this group it was only Olivia who knew how to shoot, and that was only thanks to her skill. 
 
      
 
    “A plate on his forehead?! What kind of idiot is this?!” Olivia growled, ignoring my taunt. She suddenly stood up and fired two more shots. 
 
      
 
    Samurai did likewise. It seemed like the kid just liked firing his machine gun. 
 
      
 
    “Killed him,” reported May. 
 
      
 
    Samurai smiled, looking self-satisfied, and Olivia just rolled her eyes. 
 
      
 
    We continued on our way, occasionally taking out enemy warriors as we went. We were running into nothing but weaklings, whom Olivia was taking care of without any difficulty. There weren’t many Eagles among them, most likely about one in four. Mainly, these were cannon fodder, the type who roamed the streets, robbing and killing anybody they came across. That was how these shitheads leveled up. 
 
      
 
    As far as I understood, the intervention of a third party — the Black Mamba — had thrown a wrench into the plans of the Dragons and the Holy Cross, and now things had unraveled into one big general slaughter. 
 
      
 
    Finally, we could see the Dragons’ base in its entirety as we ran up to one of the back corners of the supermarket. From there, we could see and hear that some serious shit had flared up inside — explosions, smoke, and incessant gunfire. 
 
      
 
    Sensing Danger! 
 
      
 
    I barely managed to react and make a Blood Shield in time. 
 
      
 
    *BANG!* 
 
      
 
    A bullet pockmarked with strange, flickering patterns punched through the protective layer right opposite my forehead, but I managed to dodge in time. 
 
      
 
    “Asshole!” I snarled; I could feel my tension and anger melding together into a rabid fury. 
 
      
 
    Olivia fired two more shots. Samurai joined in. 
 
      
 
    “That was a Sniper,” said May worriedly. “Olivia took him out.” 
 
      
 
    I put away my Blood Revolver (I couldn’t see anything in the dust and smoke anyway) and created two Bloody Blades. Using Transformation, I imparted to them the colors of standard steel swords. 
 
      
 
    “May, where should we attack?” I hissed, managing only with difficulty to restrain myself from rushing forward without thinking. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, the Dragons have holed up in the supermarket, and the Mambas are trying to smoke them out. They split up into five groups and they’re surrounding the base as we speak. One of the groups will be where you are in about one minute.” 
 
      
 
    “Lead me to them. And you,” I turned to Fen, “go take care of the other group. But don’t let anyone realize who you are.” 
 
      
 
    “Sir, yes, sir!” Olivia said, waving her revolver. 
 
      
 
    “I’m out,” I barked, then ran toward the base. I turned on my Bloody Aura and immediately sensed all the living things around me. I could’ve killed most of the warriors just like that, but that definitely would’ve given me away. 
 
      
 
    I looked closer, and through the dust I could see a slowly-moving column of trucks in the distance, as well as a bunch of soldiers with rifles running alongside them. And sure enough, the trucks further back in the column were loosing round after round of RPGs onto the supermarket. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, be careful.” 
 
      
 
    As I ran, I created several dozen plates of blood in the air around me, used Transformation to give them the properties and color of steel, and then dedicated one stream of consciousness to self-defense, so it could use Sensing Danger to determine the direction of any oncoming attack and protect me from it. If that failed, my Defensive Amulet would activate. If even that didn’t save me, my camouflaged Blood Armor would take the damage. And if things got really bad, I always had Leap up my sleeve... 
 
      
 
    I came under fire almost immediately. I sped up quickly, and in a few seconds I was in front of the lead truck. 
 
      
 
    “Gr-rr-aa-aagh!” 
 
      
 
    I screamed, releasing all my pent-up tension. 
 
      
 
    “DIE!” 
 
      
 
    I moved through the Mambas like a tornado of death. One swing of a sword, and a head would thud to the ground. Recent events had made me significantly more brutal, and I didn’t feel any pity for the Mambas’ soldiers as I killed them. 
 
      
 
    More soldiers came jumping out of the truck. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, there are two offroad trucks with machine guns up ahead.” 
 
      
 
    May’s voice sounded like it was coming through a layer of cotton. A red film covered my eyes, and at that point I was simply in a frenzy. It was a weird feeling — I could feel my sword lopping off head after head, and it felt like I was burning inside. I wanted more and more. Maybe this was a mental breakdown? Or just battle frenzy? 
 
      
 
    I came to my senses as I came under fire from some high-caliber machine guns. 
 
      
 
    Sensing Danger was pounding, and now I started to restrain myself and move a little more carefully. First, I activated a few Shields. I made them the color of metal, hoping that would be enough and that nobody would realize who I was. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, on the left!” 
 
      
 
    *BOOM!* 
 
      
 
    A shell exploded next to me, throwing me down onto the ground. Dammit, I thought — I hadn’t even noticed it. I jumped back onto my feet and threw my swords up into the air. I aimed my palms at the two trucks, which were keeping up a constant fire and wearing down my defense. 
 
      
 
    “DIE!” I screamed, and shot each of the Jeeps with five rods of blood that I’d made virtually indistinguishable from metal. 
 
      
 
    I caught the swords and kept running, on to the next truck, watching out of the corner of my eye as my rods tore right through the trucks. I was already expected, and found myself met with a hail of fire. Mostly, my enemies were using Dark Sphere items rather than standard weapons, and the guns had clearly been modified by some kind of Artificer or Mechanic. I was taking more damage than I normally would have. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, RPGs!” 
 
      
 
    A familiar hiss tore through the air. I jumped sharply to the side and shot out about a hundred silver-colored drops, which fended off the attack. 
 
      
 
    Shit. It was hard to fight like this, holding back my strength, but I didn’t have any other choice. 
 
      
 
    I ran up to the next truck, and at that moment an explosion roared out behind me; a wave of heat caught up to me and pushed me forward a little bit. 
 
      
 
    Sensing Danger! 
 
      
 
    I jolted up into the air, and just in time. 
 
      
 
    *BOOM!* 
 
      
 
    The truck exploded into thousands of little pieces below me. The shockwave slammed into me, and I was thrown into the wall of a building. A few pieces of shrapnel managed to punch through my plates, but my Defensive Amulet activated and caught them. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew!” May shouted anxiously. 
 
      
 
    “I’m fine,” I croaked. Damn, I thought — that was a powerful blow. It had stamped me right into a reinforced concrete wall. My head was pounding. 
 
      
 
    I repaired my defenses, and fired another batch of drops at a volley of RPGs that had been launched at me. 
 
      
 
    Shit, I thought... If only I could use Bloody Fog and Bloody Explosion to blow these assholes to pieces. But I was afraid that if I did that, it’d be a matter of minutes before James sent me a picture of Anya’s severed head. 
 
      
 
    Something rumbled in the distance. I looked in the direction the sound was coming from and saw a massive snake’s head looming over some of the buildings in the distance. What the hell was this? 
 
      
 
    Finally recovering my faculties completely, I flew down to the ground, farther away from the assholes. I fired a third round of drops. Bullets were hammering stubbornly at my defenses, but I ignored the knocking sound as I thought through my situation. It wasn’t going to be all that easy to kill the Mambas’ warriors; that much was already clear. I’d have to get in touch with the Dragons and work in tandem with them. 
 
      
 
    When I made it back onto the ground, I noticed something weird. At first, I didn’t realize what was going on, but then it hit me — using my Bloody Aura, I could sense thousands of living things under the ground. 
 
      
 
    “Son of a...” I shot up into the air. “Warn the crew — there’s something underground.” 
 
      
 
    “Copy.” 
 
      
 
    I hurried back, away from the base and the Mambas’ warriors, all the time keeping an eye on the weird movement going on beneath the ground. 
 
      
 
    “They’re moving toward the manhole covers,” I realized. “Where are Fen and the others? I’ll fly over to them.” 
 
      
 
    “Other side of the supermarket. They ran into a multistory building and they’re making their way up the stairs. I’ll guide you.” 
 
      
 
    I flew on, following May’s directions. I saw the giant snake again, and this time I had a better view — it was massive and black, like a giant python. I could only see one small part of its huge body. Judging by the noise, some strong Dark were fighting in that area. 
 
      
 
    I descended, to keep from attracting any extra attention. The weird movement under the ground had put me on my guard as never before. 
 
      
 
    And soon enough, I found out what it was. I slowed down a little bit and stared down at a manhole cover. A second later, it flew up into the air and came crashing down onto the roof of a battered old car. 
 
      
 
    A rat leapt up out of the sewer. A huge one, the size of a dog. It stood up on its hind legs, sniffed the air, and suddenly let out a squeal: 
 
      
 
    “PI-II-II-IY!” 
 
      
 
    The area was suddenly seething as rats of all different sizes started coming up from under the ground. 
 
      
 
    Swearing loudly, I flew over to my crew. What the hell?! Now Splinter was attacking us! 
 
      
 
    *Whoosh!* 
 
      
 
    I swung sharply to one side, and a massive, sharp-clawed rat went flying past me at incredible speed. 
 
      
 
    “Son of a...” 
 
      
 
    I shot a flurry of drops at it and blew it to pieces. Shit! 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, Wuzhou asks your forgiveness and says that things are no longer going to plan, and that he has no idea how events will play out from here.” 
 
      
 
    “He can shove his apologies up his fat ass,” I snarled, firing another hail of drops and taking down some of the nimble little rodents. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, if you don’t hurry up, the crew’s going to have to reveal their abilities.” 
 
      
 
    I tried to speed up, still watching as everything below me became covered in a layer of rodents. I saw dozens of massive rats, who were giving commands to the smaller ones. I’d already fought these rodents before, and I knew just how dangerous they were. And another thing — how the hell had the four strongest clans in the area missed the danger right under their feet?! 
 
      
 
    When I flew up to my crew, I found them hiding on the roof, shooting off attacks from the Mambas, who were trying to break into the building. The latter soon found themselves surrounded by a disgusting, squealing horde of rats. The poor African-Americans had wound up between a hammer and an anvil, and were now being hemmed in from all sides. I noticed one rat in particular, who was standing in the middle of the road and roaring. I took out a brace of grenades as I flew by above the thing and threw them down at it. Hopefully, I thought, that would kill it. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, Wuzhou’s fighting the leader of the Mambas right now, he’s asking for your help!” 
 
      
 
    I ground my teeth. I had to go rescue Anya! I flew up onto the roof of the building, killing all the Mambas’ warriors with my silver drops, and then quickly created a flying saucer that looked something like a classic UFO, except that it had handles and lacked a roof. 
 
      
 
    “Come up and hang on tight, otherwise you’ll get blown off.” 
 
      
 
    “You couldn’t think of anything more stupid-looking?” Olivia sneered sarcastically as she jumped up into the saucer. 
 
      
 
    I’d made it just in time. As soon as I took off, the rats leapt up onto the roof. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew! Wuzhou and the leader of the Mambas have agreed to a temporary truce — the rats have started to attack people throughout the whole City. These blocks, and all the organizations in DC generally, are taking huge losses.” 
 
      
 
    “How did they manage to miss this army of rats assembling, anyway?” 
 
      
 
    “I guess the rats were just really smart. They’re not only attacking DC, but also all the other cities in the nearby states.” 
 
      
 
    “Ugg-gghh...” I groaned. “Seems like it’s curtains for America.” 
 
      
 
    “You think?” 
 
      
 
    I directed my saucer toward a twenty-story building, and we leapt off onto its roof. 
 
      
 
    “The rats are eating everything in sight, and multiplying at a terrifying rate.” 
 
      
 
    “By the way, I bet that’s why the streets are so clean,” noted Olivia. “The rats cleaned everything up.” 
 
      
 
    “Idiots,” I grunted. “They really didn’t see this coming. They were too busy fighting each other.” 
 
      
 
    “Andrew,” said May, her voice sounding a little bit strange. “I was thinking, just now — where did all the rats in Novosibirsk go?” 
 
      
 
    My insides suddenly went cold. She was right — where had they gone? 
 
      
 
    “Maybe the pigeons killed them?” I suggested hesitantly. “Or zombies? Or some other kind of bird? There are a lot of possibilities.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll have to send some Scanners...” May muttered in reply. Then she suddenly added: “A unit of Dark is coming your way.” 
 
      
 
    I looked around us and found them quickly: a quintet of Shapeshifters with the ability to take on the form of birds. Feathery wings instead of arms, pointy faces. Some of them even had beaks. A pretty rare type among Dark, actually. 
 
      
 
    “Seems like you’ve been spotted, but that they’ve pegged you as just one strong group among many.” 
 
      
 
    “Idiots,” I grumbled. “More worried about us than the rats. I mean, are they really this stupid?” 
 
      
 
    “They’re mine,” said Olivia, walking up to the edge of the roof and raising her revolver. She tilted her head to the side and closed one eye as she took aim. 
 
      
 
    I snickered. So naive. 
 
      
 
    Five shots rang out, all misses — the Shapeshifters had dodged the bullets easily. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, girl, these aren’t your average—” 
 
      
 
    *BANG!* 
 
      
 
    Olivia shot one more time. And this time, one of the Shapeshifters fell, as if its wings had suddenly been cut off. 
 
      
 
    “What?” I didn’t understand what was happening. 
 
      
 
    *BANG!* 
 
      
 
    Olivia shot again. Then again, and again. She took them all out. I managed to see that the bullets were flying right into the foreheads of these idiots, as though drawn there by a magnet. 
 
      
 
    “Not bad,” I said, patting Olivia on the head. She frowned, her entire expression displaying her annoyance at this, but she didn’t move away. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, something weird is going on in the City.” May’s voice was trembling. “There are millions of rats!” 
 
      
 
    I flew up a little higher. Sure enough... The beasts were eating everything in sight — cars, buildings, people. There were so many of them that I couldn’t even see the ground beneath them. 
 
      
 
    I noticed that they’d also taken some pretty big bites out of our building, too. I walked back onto the roof and barked out an order to my crew: 
 
      
 
    “Hop on, we’ll observe things from above. It’s getting dangerous here.” 
 
      
 
    “Seems like this City is screwed,” said Olivia, once again jumping into the saucer first. Then she sighed sadly: “When am I going to learn to fly on my own? I don’t want to ride your weird-ass contraptions around anymore.” 
 
      
 
    “Pigs can’t fly,” I pointed out with an air of wisdom. 
 
      
 
    “You sure about that?” Olivia raised a sarcastic eyebrow. “Look, there are rats flying around right over there.” Smartass. 
 
      
 
    Although she was right — I hadn’t noticed the flying rats before she pointed them out. 
 
      
 
    We took off again, watching the bacchanalia unfolding below us without saying a word. Sometimes, we had to fight off flying rats; sometimes it was birds or some of the stupid humans who lived here. 
 
      
 
    The four strongest guilds had recovered from the sudden blow that these rats had landed quite quickly, and were now proving their worth. 
 
      
 
    I spotted poisonous clouds, which were killing the rodents by the hundred, including the big rats that I was now referring to as “Splinters.” I saw a sea of fire, covering about three or four streets and burning everything in its path to ashes. I saw multistory buildings beginning to shudder and collapse into pieces. In certain places, the layers of the earth slid apart, sending whole clouds of dust billowing up into the air. The City was in agony. 
 
      
 
    “Alisa would love this,” said Samurai, sounding slightly sad. “We’re missing such great shots.” 
 
      
 
    “Yea-aahh...” I sighed. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, I felt a strange mental power emanating from the direction of the Eagles’ Clan Castle. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, James just took out a couple hundred thousand rats,” May reported. She was trying to speak calmly, but there was a ring of fear in her voice. “Check it out.” 
 
      
 
    I took out my Elonka and turned on a video. The quality was terrible, but I still recognized James right away. A wave of rage surged up inside me, but I tried to stay calm. 
 
      
 
    The asshole stretched his arm out in front of himself, and his Altar of the Dark Sphere emerged from the earth in front of him. But it looked weird — it had flashing green runes on it. 
 
      
 
    James laid his hand on it and closed his eyes. Immediately, a translucent wave floated up from the Altar, and the camera went dark. 
 
      
 
    I turned on another video — now this wave was rolling down a rat-filled street. Upon contact with the wave, the rats were dying immediately. Even two Splinters. The camera went dark again. There were three more videos like this. 
 
      
 
    “What’s up with his Altar?” I asked, putting my Elonka away. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew. He absorbed some kind of Stone. I know he did — I’ve seen the Altar of the City of Hampi on the mutants’ island since they fused it with the Stone of Reasoning.” 
 
      
 
    “God dammit...” I muttered. How were we going to kill him? And what the hell kind of Stone was this?! 
 
      
 
    “I think it’s a Stone that increases the power of its owner’s abilities. James couldn’t have let loose an attack like that on his own. Even with a Special Skill.” 
 
      
 
    “Probably not...” 
 
      
 
    “Andrew!” May shouted into my headphones so loudly and angrily that I winced. “Wuzhou’s saying they’re canceling their attack on the Eagles!” 
 
      
 
    “That fatass... Rat bastard!” 
 
      
 
    “He says they’ve taken too many losses.. He asks for your forgiveness.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s scared shitless, that’s all,” snickered Olivia. Then she looked up at me, seeming uncertain of something. But she didn’t say anything more. It seemed like she was also pretty scared of this Mentalist. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, Alex has just finished up the portal. What are you gonna do?” 
 
      
 
    I closed my eyes, ran through my plan from beginning (or more accurately, beginnings — real and imagined) to end, and nodded confidently to myself: 
 
      
 
    “Have him get ready. We’re attacking.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 19. The Battle for Anya 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I FLEW TO THE EAGLES’ CLAN CASTLE, along the way coming to realize more and more just how completely screwed we were. I couldn’t even see the road beneath all the dead rats. It was a very weird sight — a carpet of seemingly-intact rats. They’d just been running and running, this way and that, then suddenly up and died. 
 
      
 
    I left my crew below, with a separate task: to help Alex get Anya out of there at any cost while I distracted James and his strongest warriors. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, I came to an agreement with Wuzhou. He’s willing to provide Cuekin’s services to use for augmenting the final blow.” 
 
      
 
    I snickered. If we were to lose, I was 99% certain the fat bastard would declare his assistant to be a traitor who switched to our side of his own accord. And if we were to win, he’d be rubbing the other blocks’ noses in it with a disdainful smirk and sniffing that the victory was thanks to him. Well, whatever. 
 
      
 
    “Our chances are a little bit better,” I said with a hollow laugh. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew...” May hesitated. 
 
      
 
    “James isn’t getting in touch?” 
 
      
 
    “He says he’s really disappointed in our passivity. I told him we were preparing a teleport.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah...” 
 
      
 
    I slowed down for a second, adjusting my camouflage — I was still in the guise of the black guy with dreads and sunglasses. I couldn’t let the bastard realize who was flying toward him. At least not ahead of time. 
 
      
 
    Dark thoughts were swirling around in my head. The only way we were going to come out of this as the victors was if we managed to kill James. We couldn’t negotiate — under the influence of his skill, Anya might have spilled way too much info about Sangis. And that could spell doom for our City down the line. The Americans had already managed to break into its territory once, and that was when they’d been more or less operating at random. We also couldn’t forget about their interest in Sophia. 
 
      
 
    There was another problem, too: the dickhead had suborned Anya to his will. As long as James was alive, I couldn’t be certain that his skill wasn’t affecting her. 
 
      
 
    And so here we were — there was no other option. 
 
      
 
    “May, if I get killed, I want you to revamp Sangis’ security systems from top to bottom. And try not to rush into any battles until you’re confident in your strength. Revenge can wait.” 
 
      
 
    “Andrew...” 
 
      
 
    “Fen will become head of the Clan, as the strongest warrior after me. But power’s going to remain in your and Lera’s hands. Be careful — power is intoxicating, I know it myself.” 
 
      
 
    “So what, you think you’re going to die? With your strength?” May’s voice sounded slightly annoyed. “You and Levi together are pretty much invincible. And who gives a shit that he’s a Mentalist? Or that he has that piece-of-shit Altar with its piece-of-shit Stone!” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. If it weren’t for the fact that Anya was there, I’d have agreed with her. But as it was... 
 
      
 
    The Eagles had chosen a skyscraper as the location of their Clan Castle. 120 floors, a facade of dark one-way glass, and a dome on the roof. I was sure it must’ve cost them a pretty penny in cores to build the thing. The skyscraper was surrounded by a square, each of whose sides led out onto a fairly-clean and basically-intact road, from which any abandoned vehicles had been cleared. In the distance, I could see the square, with its fountains, statues, stalls, and parks. It was quite pretty and picturesque, provided of course that you could ignore the carpet of dead rats that the Eagles’ Dark were busy cleaning up as I approached. A tornado made of air was collecting the corpses and carting them off somewhere else. 
 
      
 
    “Anya’s in the underground section,” I said as I found her by locating her Architects Clan tattoo. “Somewhere about one story underground, right underneath the skyscraper. I can’t see anything more specific than that.” 
 
      
 
    “That’ll be enough for Shooter to find her.” 
 
      
 
    “Then have the Portalist and Levi get ready,” I sighed. 
 
      
 
    “They already are, Andrew. Fen and the others are also nearby, waiting for your orders. Cuekin’s with them.” 
 
      
 
    I landed on the roof of a big multistory building located on one of the streets that led to the skyscraper. The Eagles’ attention was currently focused on the rats. All their strength had been dedicated to holding the rodents at bay, so nobody was messing with me for the time being. 
 
      
 
    “That’s quite a sight,” I muttered, watching as tanks rolled along the highway, grinding the dead bodies of rats into hamburger meat. It was a revolting sight. James had only fired off one mental wave, but that had been enough to kill all the rodents within a ten-block radius around the Clan Castle. It wasn’t surprising that the Dragons and the Cross had canceled their attack and gone to hide in their little holes, closer to their Altars of the Dark Sphere. 
 
      
 
    I looked at the skyscraper, deep in thought, trying to figure out what the optimal way to attack would be. The plan was pretty simple: distract the Mentalist and turn his attention onto me, then suddenly release Levi and attack the Castle using Fusion. 
 
      
 
    In a certain way, it was actually a good thing that James was a Mentalist, instead of being a Shieldbearer, for example. With his Altar by his side, he probably could’ve thrown up a shield and pumped so many attribute points into it that Levi and I wouldn’t have had a prayer of breaking through it. But Mentalists were pretty weak in defense. 
 
      
 
    “Commencing,” I said to May, and then started to blood and alter it with my Transformation skill. My abilities would’ve aroused suspicion, even with the camouflage. But if I imparted the color of steel to all the blood I was using, these suspicions would remain nothing more than that — suspicions. I’d just be a powerful Lord of Metal who happened to hate the Eagles, nothing more. 
 
      
 
    I created a few Shields, but even as they were coming into being I started changing their shape, giving them the look of big plates of steel. I did the same with my Blood Daggers, turning them into smooth, silver-colored spears. 
 
      
 
    I lifted my arm, and in front of me appeared several hundred steel needles. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, you’re going to be fine!” May was trying to encourage me. 
 
      
 
    I brought my hand down sharply, sending the needles plunging into the tanks below. It sounded as though I were standing under a metal roof in the middle of a heavy rainstorm. The needles didn’t destroy the tanks; they were obviously being protected by something. But the needles definitely punched about an inch into the tanks’ armor. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know why, but even after that attack the Eagles seemed puzzled, unable to figure out where the rain of steel was coming from. Maybe they’d figured that after their little show of force with the wave, nobody would dare attack them? Well, so much the worse for them. 
 
      
 
    “Boom!” I said, snapping my fingers. 
 
      
 
    *BOOM!* 
 
      
 
    All the needles exploded, blowing up the tanks along with them. The stink of burning rat fur was now added to the heavy stench of blood from the dead rats. 
 
      
 
    Me? I was just a Lord of Metal with a secondary class, Detonator. The main thing would be not to show any abilities beyond that. 
 
      
 
    Using my Bloody Aura, I could sense the half-dead soldiers in the burning tanks. I flew upward, then back down again, killing them one after the other with my steel needles, trying to ignore the disgusting smell. The visibility was terrible, thanks to the black smoke that now filled the air, but my aura served as an excellent substitute. I wasn’t going to be sparing anybody today. I needed to show every clan on Earth what would happen to our enemies. 
 
      
 
    Sensing Danger! 
 
      
 
    I ducked to the side. A thunderclap rent the air as they (finally) opened fire on me. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck,” I swore in English as I tore toward the square surrounding the skyscraper, sending steel needles flying in all directions. I could barely see the road at all, but my Sensing Danger helped me avoid any lethal attacks. 
 
      
 
    “Boom!” I said again. 
 
      
 
    *BOOM!* 
 
      
 
    My needles exploded, and the cries of my enemies filled the air as they died. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck,” I nodded. I wasn’t going to speak Russian; I didn’t want to give myself away. Right now, their Scanners would be focused on me; of that much I was certain. 
 
      
 
    A man surrounded by a tornado flew out to meet me. I recognized the dickhead immediately: this was the guy who’d destroyed Red Angel City when the Alliance had attacked the Architects. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck!” I spat, speeding up sharply and turning on my Boiling Blood. Well, get ready, you little worm. 
 
      
 
    The American sneered derisively as dozens of spirals of air began to spin around him. 
 
      
 
    Zone of Negation! 
 
      
 
    The American was confused, having suddenly been deprived of all his abilities. He didn’t realize that it would only last for four seconds. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck!” I grunted, and poured steel needles into his body. 
 
      
 
    “Boom!” 
 
      
 
    Bloody scraps soared through the air in all directions. I barely managed to dodge a piece of his liver. 
 
      
 
    The Zone of Negation was still a complete secret; I’d never shown it in battle before. I’d only used it against the lion and Otino, and nobody had been filming us that time. It was too bad that Pyro and Tornado couldn’t leave Africa — Wave of Suppression would’ve been really handy in this situation... 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, you just killed Fred, one of the vice-leaders of the Eagles. Get ready — they’re gonna be taking you a lot more seriously from here on.” 
 
      
 
    “Fuck,” I answered tersely. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve got a good opportunity right now; almost all the Eagles’ Dark are out on the periphery, fighting rats or other organizations.” 
 
      
 
    I flew out onto the square in front of the skyscraper, then slowed down. They opened fire on me immediately — I heard the familiar hiss of RPGs, the thundering of artillery, and the hail-like sound of machine-gun bullets and Snipers pounding away at my metal defenses. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck!” 
 
      
 
    I made a wide, graceful arc in midair, then sped up as much as I could, thereby letting the main danger pass harmlessly by me. After that, I created a big silver sphere underneath myself and snapped my fingers. The sphere flew apart in all directions as a silver hail that punched right through warriors and vehicles alike. I was confident that the whole scene looked pretty impressive from the side. 
 
      
 
    Sensing Danger rang out in my head; I brought my steel plates together in front of me and suddenly shot backward, loosing spears in the direction of the danger as I did so. It was somewhere on the roof of the skyscraper. The next instant, a wave surged out from the spot, warping space itself as it did so. 
 
      
 
    *CRUNCH!* 
 
      
 
    My defenses were rocked, and cracks rippled across their surfaces. I barely managed to restrain myself from using Leap. That would definitely have given me away. 
 
      
 
    I kept re-forming my Shields as I continued to retreat, until I finally made it out of the range of the spatial attack. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, that’s James’ right-hand man. He’s the one who knocked the Tower apart and figured out where Anya was.” 
 
      
 
    “Fuck,” I growled, my mind abuzz with Russian swear words. The soldiers on the square stopped shooting as the dome on top of the skyscraper opened a little bit. I could see three people. 
 
      
 
    At the front, right at the roof’s edge, stood a thin man with a broken nose and an unkempt red mop of hair. He was holding one of the blades I’d shot at him, looking it over with rapt interest. Didn’t he realize that I could blow the thing up at any moment? Idiot. 
 
      
 
    I glanced at him quickly, then focused in on James, who was standing behind the redhead and looking at me through squinted eyes, which irritated me deeply. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, the redhead is Mike, and he has power over space. The big guy behind James is Willie, he’s a Shieldbearer. They’ve all got Special Skills.” 
 
      
 
    Only then did I notice the “big guy” — he was heavy-set, curly-haired, and swarthy, with a look on his face that made me think he might be mentally ill. 
 
      
 
    “Who are you?” James asked me in English. “Why have you started this?” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t answer. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll give you one chance,” James continued. “Join the Bald Eagles, otherwise you’ll die.” 
 
      
 
    Seemed like the way I’d dealt with Fred must have had an effect on them. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck,” I replied, and then added: “Boom!” 
 
      
 
    *BOOM!* 
 
      
 
    The explosion seemed to stop up my ears — all my steel blood, which up until that point had been raining down in a murderous hail, now exploded, as did some kind of gunpowder-like substance. 
 
      
 
    The shockwave threw me back. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, Mike hasn’t been wounded, his artifact protected him,” said May, as if knowing what I was thinking. 
 
      
 
    Dammit... Too bad. I was hoping that the exploding spears would at least rip the asshole’s arm off. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, that explosion is drawing soldiers from the other sides of the skyscraper. Hurry up.” 
 
      
 
    I took a deep breath, then rushed toward James. 
 
      
 
    “The Eagles’ Dark are returning to the Castle.” 
 
      
 
    “Fuck,” I swore. 
 
      
 
    Sensing Danger roared at me again, and I quickly dipped down as I flew, covering myself with my Shields. 
 
      
 
    *CLANG!* 
 
      
 
    My defense was blown to pieces, but I’d avoided the main force of the attack. And then suddenly it felt like my head had been hit with a sledgehammer. I got extremely dizzy, and started to lose altitude. 
 
      
 
    Mental effect deflected! 
 
      
 
    I straightened out and shook my head. Intuitive Defense was protecting me. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, your shield!” 
 
      
 
    I glanced immediately at my smashed Shield. 
 
      
 
    “Fu-uu-ck!!” I groaned. Where it had been broken, the shield was red, not metallic. Transformation hadn’t completely changed the blood in my Shield. 
 
      
 
    “James is summoning his Altar, Andrew!” 
 
      
 
    “Here we go!” I screamed, and flew sharply upward. A brown flash burst out on the roof — this was the big guy, Willie, using his Special Skill to create a defensive dome, as if he’d sensed something. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, and against my will, I began to slow down. My body felt like it wasn’t listening to me, my head was filled with fog, and my eyes started to close of their own accord. James was attacking me with Altar-augmented strength, as well as that of some unknown Stone, and I just couldn’t fight it anymore. 
 
      
 
    My first stream of consciousness fell asleep entirely, and my second was barely continuing to sputter along. 
 
      
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted a gigantic purple circle appearing in midair, out of which Levi then came flying. The first thing I saw was his black, gnarled horn, then his rectangular head, and after that the rest of his body. Through our connection, I could sense my Demon’s childlike glee. 
 
      
 
    With the last remaining ounce of my strength, I gave a mental order. 
 
      
 
    Ram! 
 
      
 
    *BOO-OOM!* 
 
      
 
    Levi blurred in the air as he slammed into Willie’s Special Skill. The dome couldn’t withstand my Demon, and exploded into thousands of shards. Moving at maximum speed, Levi hit James with his horn. Or rather, he should have hit him... 
 
      
 
    I felt the pressure on my brain subside rapidly. I came back to my senses and immediately detonated my Bloody Fog; no point concealing things any longer. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, that’s James!” May screamed. 
 
      
 
    But I’d already seen that. The asshole had pointed his palm at Levi and was somehow managing to restrain him. Green runes glimmered on his face and arms. Even his eyes now glowed with an emerald light. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t have time to react before the redhead, Mike, burst into yellow light next to him. A Special Attack Skill! 
 
      
 
    Blood Film! 
 
      
 
    Levi’s defense swept out to cover his body. 
 
      
 
    Roar! 
 
      
 
    Levi opened his mouth and began to groan, sending soundwaves surging over James. 
 
      
 
    *BOOM!* 
 
      
 
    A thunder-like sound rippled out from the roof, and Mike fired black lightning into Levi that pierced straight through him. The Demon flew back, and both his skills stopped functioning. 
 
      
 
    At the same instant, golden light flashed out, and then the base of the skyscraper exploded into a cloud of shattered stone. 
 
      
 
    “Aa-aa-aagh!” Levi groaned in pain and started to fall. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, we’ve got Anya!” 
 
      
 
    I was so relieved that I tripped and almost fell. We’d done it! 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, Fen was fighting a unit of Shamans and he lost control of himself!” 
 
      
 
    The whole area was now bathed in a dark-golden light, and a gigantic black-and-gold eight-spoked wheel almost the size of the entire skyscraper appeared in the sky. Just like in Africa, in the battle with the Devourer of Souls! 
 
      
 
    “The Shamans are all dead,” May reported drily. 
 
      
 
    I looked at Levi, who was slowly sinking toward the ground. 
 
      
 
    Leap! 
 
      
 
    I teleported into his head and laid my hand on the wall of my cabin, transmitting my blood to him and helping him regenerate. 
 
      
 
    The ground around us began to shake, and the wheel started to turn as it approached the skyscraper. I couldn’t see Fen, but I was really worried about him. The bald bastard was taking an incredible risk. 
 
      
 
    Samurai, Olivia, Invisible Girl, Shooter, and Elf were engaged in battle with the Eagles’ forces as they continued their approach. 
 
      
 
    “Support,” I growled, as Levi straightened out his back right above the ground and slowed down the pace at which he was falling. My Demon was heavily wounded. Very heavily. That weird lightning had run through his entire body and taken out more than half his internal organs. That must’ve been a gold Special Skill. An attack one, and a spatial one at that. The most powerful one I’d seen so far. But I was more powerful. 
 
      
 
    Fusion! 
 
      
 
    Levi and I fused into a single organism. 
 
      
 
    I sensed that any skill I might use had now been exponentially increased in power. This realization improved my mood. Anya had been saved, Levi was with me, and if I could just heal him in time, he wouldn’t die. Also, Fen was in his strongest incarnation. Who could stop the Architects? Was there really anybody who could withstand us now? 
 
      
 
    Three orange rings that seemed to have been woven together out of ribbons of light suddenly appeared around me. They surrounded me, and began to vibrate ever so slightly. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, Cuekin’s using his Special Skill on you! Your next attack’s going to be anywhere from two to five times as powerful as usual!” 
 
      
 
    “Whoo-ooa,” I said with a big smile. 
 
      
 
    Levi rose up to the roof of the skyscraper. And there, I saw the assholes once again. 
 
      
 
    Red from all his straining, and green from his runes, James was using both hands to hold back Fen’s Wheel of the Dharma. His two lackeys were helping him — the heavyset Willie had created a translucent shield, while Mike was launching spatial waves. 
 
      
 
    The scene looked funny to me. 
 
      
 
    “May, you filming this?” I took out my King’s Crown and my Demon Mask. I put them on and put away my Bloody Fog, which up until that point had been concealing my face. I’d already gotten into the habit of putting this disguise on. 
 
      
 
    “Y-yeah, Andrew,” said May, her teeth chattering for some reason. The strangeness of her voice threw me off a little bit, but the feeling of my own power was too strong, and it prevented me from focusing on that strangeness. 
 
      
 
    “Well, keep filming.” 
 
      
 
    *BOOM!* 
 
      
 
    The Wheel of the Dharma suddenly exploded and fell to earth in a rain of black-and-gold beams. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, Fen passed out. The crew is retreating.” 
 
      
 
    “Benedi-ii-ict!” James turned to face me. The capillaries in his eyes had burst; his arms were trembling, and his hair had gone partially gray. Mike and Willie were sitting on the floor, breathing heavily. 
 
      
 
    Bloody Blade! 
 
      
 
    The sky clouded over with red fog, and it became dark as night. 
 
      
 
    “Nobody dares touch my people,” I said through gritted teeth, barely managing to maintain control over my skill. The combined functioning of Cuekin’s Special Skill and Fusion had turned out to be too powerful, and I almost lost control. Good thing I’d had the sense to use my most basic skill here. 
 
      
 
    I stretched out a trembling hand above myself. A sword appeared above the skyscraper. A massive red sword, about half the height of the Eagles’ Clan Castle. 
 
      
 
    James, Willie, and Mike lifted their heads and looked up at it in horror. 
 
      
 
    “I call this the Sword of Damocles,” I growled, and then squeezed my hand into a fist. 
 
      
 
    The sword fell, plunging itself into the skyscraper like a gigantic red column. 
 
      
 
    The whole area was now bathed in red light, and the skyscraper exploded. 
 
      
 
    Levi was blown back and turned around in midair; I myself had only managed to descend up to my waist in Levi’s head, and if I hadn’t I’d have been blown away. 
 
      
 
    The blue-red sky and the red ground began to blur together in front of my eyes. My head was spinning violently, and I felt an intense weakness; my arms were shaking. Instinctively, I wiped aside all the notification I was receiving. I’d look at them later. 
 
      
 
    When Levi had stabilized himself in the air, a purple arch opened up next to us, and Alex walked out. 
 
      
 
    “That was the best I’ve seen yet,” the Portal Summoner said to me with a bow, before laying a hand on Levi’s head. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to stop him. I had to check to see whether any of the Eagles had survived. My aura didn’t reach the ruins that the American Clan’s Castle had now become. And the Stone. I had to get that! I was going to have to try to fuse it with my Altar — dammit! 
 
      
 
    But honestly, I’d so exhausted my strength that I just couldn’t say anything at all. 
 
      
 
    “Close your eyes,” requested Alex politely. 
 
      
 
    I shut my eyes tight, but even through my eyelids I could see the purple light. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew!” I heard Alisa’s voice cry out. 
 
      
 
    I crawled up out of Levi’s head and with extreme difficulty stood up onto my feet. Angel threw herself onto me, hugging me as she started to cry. 
 
      
 
    “I-I’m f-fine,” I sputtered out, again with extreme difficulty. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew!” Anya! It was her! It was her! 
 
      
 
    My heart froze, and I felt anxiety coursing down into my chest and squeezing my heart. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew,” May’s voice crackled up into my headphones — she sounded somehow totally defeated. “Anya’s lost the power of reasoning. James deprived her of her reasoning faculties.” 
 
      
 
    Things went dark in front of my eyes, and I collapsed forward. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 20. The Consequences 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I OPENED MY EYES. My head felt empty. I was lying in my room, looking up at the ceiling. Sunlight beat in through the curtains on the window. 
 
      
 
    How had I ended up here? Had I just gotten too tense and passed out? I mean, it wouldn’t be surprising, after launching an attack like that. The Sword of Damocles. It had probably been examined a hundred times from every possible angle on Youcalypse by now. 
 
      
 
    And I felt so good — I’d just flattened those Americans like pancakes! It would be a lesson for everybody! I’d almost certainly leveled up. And I still hadn’t checked the previous day’s notifications. But then these pleasant thoughts were suddenly stopped by one big wave of sadness as I recalled my return to Sangis. 
 
      
 
    “Anya,” I whispered. A tear slid down my cheek. I wiped it away with my hand and sat down on the bed, reaching for my Elonka. I took my headphones out of my ring. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew? You awake?” May’s tired voice crackled up into my ears. “The zombies have made it to our territory. They’re assaulting Fortress Igor Hammerman in the south as we speak.” 
 
      
 
    “How’s Anya?” 
 
      
 
    May didn’t reply. 
 
      
 
    “How is she?” I repeated. 
 
      
 
    “She’s completely lost her memory, she doesn’t display any emotion at all, and she doesn’t respond to verbal stimuli.” 
 
      
 
    I closed my eyes and clenched my teeth. Why did I always have to be so... Well, weak? Why couldn’t I protect the people who followed me, the people I loved? 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, there are a lot of different classes out there. I think we have every reason to hope that we’ll be able to treat Anya.” 
 
      
 
    I let out a long sigh, then shook my head. I stood up, walked into the bathroom, and started to get dressed. Yep — we were living in the world of the Dark Sphere now. Everything was possible. I’d just need to find somebody who could treat Anya. Or something. A medicine, for example. And what other alternatives might there be? 
 
      
 
    “Where is she?” I asked as I put on my shoes. 
 
      
 
    “In the infirmary. Natalie and your mom are with her.” 
 
      
 
    “How’s Fen?” I walked out of my room. 
 
      
 
    “Unconscious. He’s doing a lot worse than he was after the battle with the Devourer of Souls in Africa.” 
 
      
 
    “Son of—” I didn’t have a chance to finish before everything around me began to shake. 
 
      
 
    I threw on my Blood Armor and started pumping blood out of my body at a rapid pace. 
 
      
 
    “What is that?!” I snapped, trying to figure out what was going on. I connected with Levi and summoned the Altar of the Dark Sphere, prepared at any moment to pull attribute points from it and rush into battle. But when the Altar rose up next to me, I stared at it in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew!” May shouted into my ears. “This kind of earthquake happens all over the planet!” 
 
      
 
    “Look at the Altar,” I said drily. 
 
      
 
    “What’s going on with it?” May was silent for a moment. “Is it flashing?!” 
 
      
 
    “Seems like it.” 
 
      
 
    The Altar was indeed flashing, looking like a big hunk of obsidian with a laser show going on inside it. The earthquake continued, but I was already a bit calmer — I mean, if this kind of thing was happening all over the world, that meant... Actually, I didn’t have a goddamned clue what that might mean. The main thing was that it wasn’t an enemy attack on Sangis. 
 
      
 
    I used the Altar to open a passage in the wall and flew outside. Below me, people and Concrete Monsters were scurrying to and fro, as certain of our Dark and our drones buzzed above the City. There was no danger. The ground was shaking a little bit, but that was it. 
 
      
 
    And about two minutes later, even that had stopped. 
 
      
 
    “What was that?” I asked as I descended. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know, Andrew,” replied May anxiously. “That kind of thing has been happening everywhere. I just reached out to all our allies, and their Altars have been acting the same way.” 
 
      
 
    Everything inside me suddenly felt cold. There was only one force capable of doing this... 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, is this the Dark Sphere?” 
 
      
 
    “Most likely,” I said darkly. “There’s nothing else it could be.” 
 
      
 
    “Why would it be doing this, Andrew...?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe it’s been keeping tabs on information from all the Cities on Earth?” 
 
      
 
    I was suddenly scared by my own words. Zombies, mutants, humans — these were all threats that could be understood. We could study them and find counterweights to them. But what would we do against something like the Dark Sphere? What if it just decided to swallow everything alive on Earth and fly off into space? What if we were all just lambs going to the slaughter? If we were just being fattened up so we could be mercilessly devoured later on? 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, what’s up? Why are you standing there?” 
 
      
 
    May’s voice brought me back to my senses. I shook my head and headed off to the infirmary. I could think about the Dark Sphere and its possible motives later — at the moment, I had more important things to do. Plus, there was nothing I could do about it all anyway. I didn’t even know where to start looking for the Dark Sphere. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, I was just thinking... What if the Dark Sphere’s checking on whether we’ve developed to a certain point? 
 
      
 
    “Could be,” I agreed. The infirmary — a two-story red-brick building — was located not far from the Tower. 
 
      
 
    “The question is: what will happen when we hit that...?” May trailed off. “Maybe a second stage of some kind? Or a selection process? Or maybe just...” 
 
      
 
    It seemed like the same thoughts were starting to occur to her as were occuring to me. Although I definitely wouldn’t claim to be the sharpest tool in the shed. Soon, I was sure, there’d be a surge in the popularity of all sorts of cults and sects throughout the world. 
 
      
 
    I walked into the infirmary, nodding to the two guards at the entrance. The smell of medicine hit me in the nose immediately. 
 
      
 
    “Sir,” a woman in a Doctor’s robe said as she approached me, “please follow me.” 
 
      
 
    I followed her, looking at all the cots and the patients lying on them. They were all unconscious. 
 
      
 
    “These are the most severe cases,” said the Doctor with a note of sadness. “If it weren’t for our Healers, nobody who’s suffered this kind of trauma would’ve survived.” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t respond. What could I say? They were fighting for their future, for their home. And they’d survived, which was already something to be thankful for. The Doctor led me onto the second story, where we stopped opposite a sort of nondescript door. 
 
      
 
    “Anya’s in here,” said the Doctor in a hushed voice. 
 
      
 
    I opened the door and walked inside. A big bed stood next to a window, and on it, with her back to me, sat Anya. I recognized her immediately — by her hair, her shoulders, her silhouette. My mom was sitting next to Anya, stroking her hair slowly, her eyes red from crying. Our head Healer — the silver-haired Natalie — was also there. She was standing there, typing something quickly into her Elonka. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew?” She was the first to notice me. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t respond. I walked slowly over to Anya. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t cure her,” my mom said with a sad smile. “She’s totally healthy at the moment — they didn’t touch her, they didn’t torture her. But... Her brain’s been damaged.” 
 
      
 
    I walked around the bed, stopping opposite Anya. Her eyes were empty, her expression blank. 
 
      
 
    A lump began to rise in my throat, and I could barely hold back tears. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll go visit Fen,” my mom said, grabbing Natalie by the hand; they began walking out of the room. 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” I murmured. 
 
      
 
    When the door shut behind them, I walked (or maybe more accurately staggered) over to Anya and sat down next to her. I took her hands in mine and squeezed them tight. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry...” I said quietly. And I started to cry. 
 
      
 
    I remembered our childhood, how close we were. I remembered the way she used to look at me, remembered our school days and the rare occasions when we used to meet up at university. 
 
      
 
    Even before, I used to understand on some intuitive level that Anya had feelings for me. But now, just sitting next to her and holding her hand in mine, I realized for the first time that she loved me. Really loved me. She’d always been near me, always been there for me. And even when I’d been at university, drooling over Stacy, she hadn’t said a word. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry...” 
 
      
 
    I just kept repeating this, over and over, without getting any response. Anya’s mind was dead. 
 
      
 
    I stroked her hair with a trembling hand, just begging her forgiveness. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry...” 
 
      
 
    I got up onto my feet, and then staggered. Only then did I realize that something was holding me by the sleeve. 
 
      
 
    Anya. She was still looking at me with the same dead expression on her face, but her hand was squeezed tightly around my sleeve. She didn’t want to let me go. 
 
      
 
    If I’d had any tears left, I’d have broken into sobs again. 
 
      
 
    I carefully pried her hand off my sleeve; doing so was more difficult for me than destroying the Eagles’ skyscraper. 
 
      
 
    “Anya,” I bent down to her, holding her face gently in my hands. “Just wait. I’ll dig this whole planet up if I have to, but I will find you a cure. Just wait.” 
 
      
 
    I kissed her on the forehead and walked out of the room. I pulled on my Demon Mask. I didn’t want anybody to see me in this state. I didn’t want to show any sign of weakness. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew,” my mom said as she met me in the hallway. “Anya will be cared for and kept safe.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to cure her,” I replied calmly. 
 
      
 
    The face of a young African girl suddenly floated up in my mind’s eye. Alayo had trusted me, and then she died. Igor may have died defending Sangis, but that girl had just trusted me, and she’d paid the ultimate price. It was time to stop suppressing these memories and accept them. I was guilty, and I’d have to live with that. 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” my mom nodded, holding back tears with difficulty. 
 
      
 
    But I could tell she didn’t believe me. She considered Anya to be beyond help. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to cure her,” I repeated. And I nodded to myself. “What’s up with Fen?” 
 
      
 
    My mom shook her head tiredly. Only then did I notice just how exhausted she was. 
 
      
 
    “A collision of various forces, lots of internal injury, and infection of his blood by some strange dark force. Fen almost died, he’s in a coma right now.” 
 
      
 
    “Where is he?” I could barely keep from throwing my arms around her. But the relationship between our two Clans was already much closer than that of any normal allies. It wouldn’t be good to add any fuel to any rumors. 
 
      
 
    “He’s here, down the hall. I’ll show you.” 
 
      
 
    Fen was lying in another room. Pale, with black veins all across his body. I noticed Friday on his pillow; she was patting down Fen’s throat with her paws. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew!” Friday squeaked out a greeting and waved at me with her tails. 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing?” I walked over to Fen. He lay there, eyes closed, barely breathing. 
 
      
 
    “I’m bringing him out of the darkness,” Friday shrugged. “It polluted his blood.” 
 
      
 
    I looked closer and noticed that black strands of energy were stretching out into the squirrel’s paws from within Fen’s neck. 
 
      
 
    Natalie walked over to me. 
 
      
 
    “He can’t keep mixing these forces,” she stated confidently. “Unless he wants to die. He needs to choose one path.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope he’ll do that,” I nodded, not taking my eyes off Fen — he was so weak and helpless. This was a man I respected deeply, someone whom I considered my equal in terms of strength. Although I still wasn’t sure that I could’ve held my own against him in a fight, even if I had Levi with me. I mean, I didn’t really know him very well at all... Did he have a family? Where was he even from? Fen had never talked about himself. 
 
      
 
    “Get better,” I said, squeezing his shoulder and turning to leave the room. I believed in the bald bastard — he’d get through this just fine. 
 
      
 
    “May, find a way to cure Anya. Rare artifacts, people with weird abilities, maybe some kind of plant. We need to cure her.” 
 
      
 
    “Copy, Andrew.” 
 
      
 
    “How are things with the zombies?” 
 
      
 
    “We’re holding out fine for now. The mutants’ island has sent us some reinforcements, and your dad’s also fighting in the battle.” 
 
      
 
    I reached out to Levi as I walked up the stairs. I could already sense that he was alive, but I decided it was time to check his health. Levi was sleeping in a lake, regenerating. His condition was stable, but he’d need time to recover fully. I’d have to send him to the ocean later on and let him swim to his heart’s content. 
 
      
 
    I walked into May’s office. She was typing something out quickly on her keyboard. 
 
      
 
    “What’s happening in Africa?” I took out a chair and sat down next to her. 
 
      
 
    “All quiet, for now,” said May, leaning back on her chair and starting to stretch out her fingers one by one. “The Africans and the snake under the mountain are all behaving themselves for the time being.” 
 
      
 
    “The Americans?” 
 
      
 
    “They’re angry that we took the Stone,” May chuckled. “But they aren’t saying anything for now.” 
 
      
 
    “So we managed to get it,” I muttered. I felt a surge of relief. An artifact like that would seriously strengthen us, and it’d make finding a medicine for Anya a lot easier. 
 
      
 
    “Of course. But the only thing is, the Stone’s not quite as beneficial as we thought it might be.” 
 
      
 
    “Why not?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s the Stone of Will. And it’s basically overturned everything we thought we knew about these legendary artifacts.” 
 
      
 
    “So it increases your willpower or something?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” May nodded. “And all your skills connected with willpower get two extra levels.” 
 
      
 
    “Damn...” I laid my hand against my forehead. “So are there Stones for the other attributes too?” 
 
      
 
    “I dunno, Andrew. The Stone of Will is an individual Stone. It can only have one owner.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s even better...” I closed my eyes. The willpower attribute increased one’s ability to resist mental skills. Simultaneously, it augmented any of your own mental skills. There were no Mentalists in the Core; there was nobody I could trust with this Stone. The only option would be to exchange it for something that would be of more use to us... 
 
      
 
    “I don’t have any idea at all what these artifacts have in common with each other,” said May, sounding irritated. “The Stone of Reasoning is an aura. The Stone of Suppression operates via commands. And now the Stone of Will just affects an individual. And even the most basic principles of operation are completely different. I don’t get it.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright, don’t worry about that. If we can exchange it, that’d be awesome.” 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, there is somebody that this Stone might be really useful for,” said May, sounding a little hesitant. 
 
      
 
    “Who’s that?” 
 
      
 
    “Lera. Her telekinesis skills are connected directly to willpower, not to intelligence like they would be for a Mage.” 
 
      
 
    Damn, I hadn’t even considered Lera. But could I trust her? She hadn’t been with us since the start, but on the other hand her contribution to the City’s development had been just as big as that of Anya or May. Maybe even bigger. And also, she had three kids to think of. She’d do anything for their future. And she had a silver class: Lord of Telekinesis. 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” I agreed. “She’ll be the owner of the Stone of Will. After we do that, send her to Fortress Igor Hammerman and have her help fight the zombies. Have her put on a show of strength for everybody. 
 
      
 
    “Awesome,” said May with a big smile. “I’m glad you made this decision.” 
 
      
 
    “But I’m sticking by what I said before. She’ll join the Core when she hits level 30, not before.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it.” 
 
      
 
    I rubbed my face with my hand. Ugh... Letting somebody into the Core... I still felt uneasy about it. But Lera was certainly the best candidate. 
 
      
 
    “The applicants for the Office of Mayor of Mariapolis are ready,” said May, typing something into her Elonka. “I sent them to you.” 
 
      
 
    “Who’s your pick?” 
 
      
 
    May and I chatted for a long time. We discussed all the business going on inside Sangis, from the shortage of food to the “flying city” project. At one point, Lera joined us, and once again I was impressed with her amazing organizational skills. Every bit of advice she gave was spot-on. She took the news about becoming the owner of the Stone of Will pretty calmly. Same with her new assignment: heading south from Sangis to kill zombies. 
 
      
 
    We ended up having a little impromptu council, during the course of which we resolved all the most important issues at hand. 
 
      
 
    We talked about every City in Sangis individually, about some of the strong Dark that needed to be invited to join the main group, about the next “S-rank” raid teams. Blood City had already opened its door, and people had started to pour in from all directions. Especially after the news that we’d started to schedule all soldiers and police to visit the Class Hall. 
 
      
 
    We also devoted some special attention to our tradespeople. They were no longer the dead weight that they used to be. Now, our Smiths, Tailors, Alchemists, and other non-fighting classes were bringing a lot of benefit to our society. But developing them further was going to require more resources. After establishing ourselves in Africa, we’d gained access to a lot of rare resources that weren’t available in the Novosibirsk UR — from the hides of rare beasts to various herbs. But Sangis was just too big now, and that just wasn’t going to be enough. 
 
      
 
    After discussing internal politics for a bit, we turned to foreign affairs. 
 
      
 
    “The flow of refugees increased after the video of you taking out that skyscraper,” May laughed. “The Analyst released a two-hour special on Youcalypse dedicated exclusively to your actions in America.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned. 
 
      
 
    “There’s also some good news: Necromancer’s not mad at you anymore, and actually asked to meet with you.” 
 
      
 
    “The bandit base in the north is causing trouble,” Lera informed me. “If possible, it’d be best to take them out with one decisive strike...” 
 
      
 
    We discussed the clans, cities, and various organizations that surrounded Sangis. Including the rats, and several monsters. May had already sent a unit into Novosibirsk, headed by a few high-level Scanners, but for the time being they hadn’t detected even a trace of the rodents. 
 
      
 
    We talked about the Union of Cities, the Jail, and New Russia, who were still keeping quiet as mice. 
 
      
 
    When we’d discussed everything, I started telling them about my plans: 
 
      
 
    “We need to establish a base in America. There are a lot of people in the Russian-language diaspora there, so we shouldn’t have a problem getting people.” 
 
      
 
    “Right now?” May asked, sounding dubious. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “We’re getting more and more people all the time, and we need resources. And we need somebody from the Core to head this up.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d suggest Elk and Madame,” said May after thinking for a moment. 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” I agreed. “Then let them get ready — we’ll head out together. 
 
      
 
    I’m gonna need to found a city myself to be its ruler. And it’d also be good to be there to help the crew get set up.” 
 
      
 
    “Is there anything in America that might be useful for Anya?” I stood up and stretched my back. We’d been sitting there talking for two or three hours. 
 
      
 
    “There are a few Shamans, you could ask them for help. There’s also—” 
 
      
 
    “Just send me a list on my Elonka,” I said with a wave. 
 
      
 
    “Will do, Andrew. What city do you want to establish a base in?” 
 
      
 
    “Washington, DC,” I answered coldly. 
 
      
 
    May pursed her lips, and Lera suddenly looked downcast. 
 
      
 
    James had maimed Anya ahead of time. He wouldn’t have had time during the battle; he’d been pouring all his energies into holding us off. Plus, Anya had been underground while James was fighting on the roof. And when Fen and the others had broken in, Anya had already been traumatized. 
 
      
 
    There was only one explanation: someone had leaked information about our operations in America. Either the Dragons or the Cross. And I was going to find out who. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew,” said May, laying a hand against one of her headphones. “The head of that zombie city just got in touch with us. She wants to meet with you.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned. Dammit, why now? Why now? 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 21. Queen of Zombieland 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “TELL ME ABOUT THIS CITY,” I said to May as I sat back down on my chair. 
 
      
 
    “Undead City — that’s what people in our area are calling it. They’re located south of us and east of the Jail. They’ve been keeping calm and quiet. The head of the City is that young woman... The one in the police uniform with the barrier skills, the one you let go during the siege of Sangis,” said May, shooting me a reproachful look. 
 
      
 
    “So what does she want from me?” 
 
      
 
    “The Stone of Reasoning,” said May with a guilty smile. “I’ve been trying to get in touch with her for a long time now, but mentioning the Stone seems to have made the difference.” 
 
      
 
    “So what?” I was surprised. “You want to give her access to the Stone?” 
 
      
 
    “Yep,” May nodded. 
 
      
 
    I actually laughed out loud. 
 
      
 
    “You want to make the zombies stronger? So they can eat us later?” 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, times have changed,” said May, drumming her fingers on the table. “Humans, zombies, mutants — we’re all parts of a new world. And the quicker we come to terms with that, the better.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re enemies by our very natures,” I shook my head. 
 
      
 
    “There are different types of zombies, Andrew.” 
 
      
 
    “Go on.” 
 
      
 
    “Some of the undead have already leveled up to the point where they’re more like humans. The outstanding example is Lenin. And our neighbor is another one. They keep the common zombies under control and create cities, where they live and develop in peace. They don’t need food, and they only need humans, mutants, and monsters for leveling up. Just like us, Andrew.” 
 
      
 
    “Weird,” I muttered. 
 
      
 
    “There are actually a lot of zombie cities like this on the planet right now. But most zombies are still nomadic. Their leaders move constantly from one place to another, leaving nothing alive in their wake. The horde coming from China is being led by nomads like this.” 
 
      
 
    “So how do the two interact with each other?” I asked, already getting more curious about the whole subject. 
 
      
 
    “Usually, the nomadic zombies just ignore zombie cities and move right past them. But sometimes their leaders fight among themselves, and the winners absorb the army of the losers.” 
 
      
 
    I was silent, pondering what I was hearing. If the Dark Sphere hadn’t made itself felt the way it had today, I would never have countenanced May’s suggestion. But now, realizing that something unknown was coming inexorably closer... Well, friendship with the zombies didn’t seem like such a crazy idea. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe you could talk to her first,” suggested May. “A video call.” 
 
      
 
    “Are they that advanced in using technology?” I was surprised. 
 
      
 
    “No, I’ll set it all up through a drone. We can’t let anybody else learn that we’ve been in touch with them.” 
 
      
 
    “Definitely not,” I nodded in agreement. “This is no alliance with the Squirrels. This kind of connection will have people declaring us traitors to humankind.” 
 
      
 
    “Well?” May looked up at me inquiringly. 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead. Let’s see what she has to offer.” 
 
      
 
    May turned around and quickly tapped something out on her keyboard. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll talk using a protected channel. Even our Analytics Department won’t know about this line.” 
 
      
 
    I glanced over at Lera, who’d been sitting next to us this whole time, listening attentively. Catching my glance, she smiled hesitantly. 
 
      
 
    “Ready,” said May; with a click of her mouse, the young zombie woman appeared on the screen. At first, it didn’t even register with me that this was the same zombie I’d decided not to kill during the siege. 
 
      
 
    She was sitting in an office chair, dressing in a neat three-piece suit. She had short, shoulder-length black hair, pink eyes (or rather, irises — she didn’t have any pupils), and chalk-white skin. Her pink lips spread into a smile. She now looked more like a model than a zombie. 
 
      
 
    “Hi.” 
 
      
 
    I shuddered. Her voice sounded like something sharp had gotten stuck in her throat. It was slightly hoarse, and had a very slight vibration to it. 
 
      
 
    “Hi,” I nodded.. Well, what else could I say? “You wanted to talk?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. I’m interested in the Stone of Reasoning.” 
 
      
 
    I looked more closely at the zombie’s eyes and realized that she was fully sentient. Just like a human. It was a good thing I had my Demon Mask on — otherwise, I don’t think I’d have been able to hide my surprise. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t have the Stone,” I replied, “but I do have access to it.” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” the zombie nodded. “Your servant already told me.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s not my servant.” 
 
      
 
    “Then who is she?” The zombie cocked her head to the side. “She’s not a slave. She’s smart. That means she’s your servant.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s my friend,” I chuckled wryly. “But that might not be something you’re familiar with. What can you offer in exchange for access to the Stone?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you need?” The zombie cocked her head to the other side. 
 
      
 
    “Medicine,” I replied. My heart started to thump heavily in my chest, and for a second I stopped breathing because of the anxiety. “Do you have medicine? Things that can cure people?” 
 
      
 
    The zombie woman laid a finger against her lips. I noticed that her fingernails were a sort of grayish-blue color; her fingers were just as white as her face. 
 
      
 
    “We don’t have anything like that.” 
 
      
 
    I almost swore. Although on the other hand, what had I been expecting? 
 
      
 
    “Do you have anyone who can remove darkness from a body?” 
 
      
 
    This time, the zombie thought for a little bit longer, but then shook her head again. 
 
      
 
    “No. I don’t understand.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine — do you have any other Stones?” 
 
      
 
    I admit it — that was a pretty bold proposal on my part, but on the other hand the Stone of Reasoning would be a pretty big deal for these normally-stupid zombies. 
 
      
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
    “Well what do you have?” I asked, feeling annoyed. 
 
      
 
    “We can fight and kill.” 
 
      
 
    I opened my mouth, ready to suggest that the zombie city become part of Sangis, but immediately closed it again. No — that would’ve been an extremely ill-thought-out decision. Maybe later on, when humanity’s attitude had begun to change, but definitely not right now. 
 
      
 
    “We can also keep your home safe from my brethren,” the zombie continued. “If you can help us kill their leader.” 
 
      
 
    I snickered. The undead really were becoming more and more like humans every day. She wanted our help to get the army of Chinese zombies for herself. 
 
      
 
    “Do you really think I’m gonna believe you, just like that?” I asked sarcastically. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” answered the zombie. 
 
      
 
    May and I exchanged a glance. Well, at least in some respects, humans and zombies still thought pretty differently. 
 
      
 
    “First of all, even if I were to agree to help you, it’d only be on the condition that we deal the final blow. Either I, or one of my people, needs to be the one to finish off the Zombie Commander. And if at all possible, their general as well.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” the zombie nodded. “But I won’t give you the flock.” 
 
      
 
    The flock? So that was how these zombie leaders referred to the other undead? Interesting. From this conversation, I’d already deduced that zombie society seemed to have a hierarchical structure — for example, there were both servants and slaves. 
 
      
 
    “Second, we need a contract from the Dark Sphere. I don’t have anybody who can—” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t even have a chance to finish my sentence before a message popped up: 
 
      
 
    Attention! The Dark Sphere encourages alliances between races. You may conclude a temporary Dark Sphere agreement with any organization composed of members of another race. 
 
      
 
    Wow. Damn, I thought — the Dark Sphere really was everywhere, wasn’t it? It tracked everything, saw everything... I looked at the zombie woman and noticed that she seemed to be frozen, staring intently at a fixed point in space. Seemed like she must’ve gotten a similar message. I suddenly wondered — would it be text in her case? Or did the zombies interact with the Dark Sphere in some other way? 
 
      
 
    “Well, another problem solved,” I nodded. 
 
      
 
    Catching the bewildered looks on May and Lera’s faces, I quickly explained about the pact. 
 
      
 
    “So that’s how the mutants and humans in Africa joined forces,” May concluded. “And here we were, wondering how they ever managed to get together...” 
 
      
 
    “Then let’s make a deal,” I decided. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t see any further obstacles. 
 
      
 
    “How?” The zombie asked laconically. 
 
      
 
    I summoned the Altar of the Dark Sphere and laid my hand on it. I looked up at the undead girl, and she copied my movements. 
 
      
 
    Interestingly, our Altars didn’t seem to differ from each other at all — two identical pedestals made of black crystal. Interesting. 
 
      
 
    “I’d like to conclude an agreement,” I said aloud. 
 
      
 
    Attention! You must meet in person to conclude an agreement! 
 
      
 
    Dammit. That sucked. 
 
      
 
    “I’m willing to meet,” said the zombie woman, taking her hand off her Altar. 
 
      
 
    “Okay. Get ready. May will send you coordinates.” 
 
      
 
    The undead girl nodded, and the screen went dark. 
 
      
 
    “Whew,” I said, leaning back on my chair. “What the hell was that?” 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, I think you did the right thing here.” Lera said, sounding really serious. “We can save thousands of people’s lives this way.” 
 
      
 
    “But it’s going to make zombieland way stronger,” I said, rubbing the bridge of my nose. “It’s like opening Pandora’s box.” 
 
      
 
    “What should I say to Necromancer?” May asked. 
 
      
 
    “Tell him I’ll meet with him this week,” I said, then frowned: “Do you know what he wants?” 
 
      
 
    “No idea... Andrew, I keep forgetting to ask you. What did you get for destroying the Eagles’ Castle?” May looked over at me eagerly. 
 
      
 
    I suddenly wanted to slap myself on the forehead. Dammit — I kept forgetting to check. I’d just been closing all notifications automatically, and then my thoughts would always turn immediately to Anya. 
 
      
 
    I closed my eyes and checked my notifications. Level received... A full three of them. More spheres than I knew what to do with, ranging from common to epic. That was interesting... And... That was it. No more “firsts,” in anything. Dammit. I didn’t think I’d make it into any kind of list for killing the leader of another clan, but for destroying a Clan Castle... It didn’t seem likely that a lot of people had done that. Or maybe the Dark Sphere had just stopped creating these ambiguous lists of top-fives and top-tens? Whatever. 
 
      
 
    “Well?” May asked impatiently. 
 
      
 
    “I’m at level 39. Not bad.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d suggest putting two points into willpower.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s what I was planning to do...” 
 
      
 
    Attention! Your willpower has reached 25! Your resistance to mental attacks has increased! 
 
      
 
    I frowned. Things had worked out just as they had for regeneration; it was just an improvement in the way the attribute already functioned. Well, whatever. I told May and Lera what I’d gotten, and sent them all the spheres except for the exclusives and epics. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t find much that would be useful for me personally among the exclusives — I exchanged two rare rings for exclusives, got a few endurance and spirit potions, and that was it. There turned out to be four epic spheres. A spear with a destructive effect, the skill Mentalist’s Blow, the skill Illusion Barrier and a machine gun that could shoot spatial bullets, whatever those were. I kept only the spear for myself; maybe it would come in handy. I figured I’d give the gun to Shooter, and hang onto the skills for the time being, since we didn’t have any suitable candidates for them. If May could somehow level up a bit, we could give her the barrier... 
 
      
 
    It was too bad that we hadn’t managed to absorb the Eagles’ Altar, but the situation hadn’t allowed it. Oh well. 
 
      
 
    I still had four attribute points, two skill points, and twelve DSP. I didn’t do anything with the latter two for the time being, but I threw my attribute points into spirit, bringing my base attribute points up to no less than 65. Ten more points, and we’d see whether there was any qualitative improvement as there had been at 25 and 50. 
 
      
 
    “That’s it,” I said, standing up. “Have Elk and Madame get ready. You guys work on a contract and send it to my Elonka when you’re done. I’m off to go see that zombie lady.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Africa, Yin-Yang City 
 
      
 
    Pyro and Tornado were sitting on a soft black couch in the Mayor’s office. The Altar of the Dark Sphere stood in front of them. 
 
      
 
    “It moved again,” whispered Pyro, wiping the sweat off his forehead with his sleeve. 
 
      
 
    They’d been sitting there for half an hour already, watching the snake beneath the mountain. After the earthquake that had rippled out across the whole planet, the mutant had woken up, and was now slowly crawling off somewhere. 
 
      
 
    Pyro had immediately given orders for evacuation, and tried to get in touch with Sangis. But he couldn’t. The connection had already been bad before the earthquake, and now it was almost completely out of service. 
 
      
 
    “What do you think — are we gonna die?” Tornado asked in a whisper, squeezing her brother’s hand tight. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think so,” said Pyro, sounding uncertain. 
 
      
 
    After the hurried evacuation of the City’s population, Pyro and Tornado had stayed behind to monitor the mutant. They didn’t want to leave the City while their people were in danger. 
 
      
 
    *Dr-rr-rr* 
 
      
 
    The snake’s whole body shuddered, and the mountain shook with a dull rumble. 
 
      
 
    “Master!” A former slave from one of the African tribes came in and knelt down in front of them. “Rockslide on the other side of the mountain.” 
 
      
 
    Pyro and Tornado went pale. They’d ordered everything to be done as quietly as possible — Dark Sphere forbid that they should attract the attention of the mutant. And now there was a rockslide. 
 
      
 
    “Holy Mother of God, protect us in our hour of need, I pray...” Tornado whispered, subconsciously recalling a prayer from a life that now seemed long, long ago... 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Before flying out of Blood City, I ascended to the roof of the Tower and created a cloud of blood, pulling attribute points from the Altar of the Dark Sphere. May had arranged the meeting on the banks of a lake to the south of Fortress Igor Hammerman specifically to give me a chance to stop by the battlefield and help out our people a little bit. I didn’t disturb Levi; he was recovering, so I just decided to make use of the Altar. 
 
      
 
    I stood there, watching as a bloody cloud billowed out across the sky, and thought about the future. Blood Creation was doing an excellent job regenerating my blood, so the process of making these clouds went quickly. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew!” Alisa’s voice rang into my ears. “Are you gonna come see us soon?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “Awesome! I’m gonna go get ready!” 
 
      
 
    At the moment, Alisa was in the south, filming the battle with the horde and posting videos to Youcalypse, accompanied by commentary from the fortress’ Mayor — our Advisor. Naturally, they weren’t divulging any secrets, but they were giving a lot of good advice and recommendations. I hoped that this would save a lot of innocent lives. 
 
      
 
    For the time being, the zombie problem wasn’t a pressing one. We were a little ways away from the main flow of zombies — that was passing further to the north. Plus, the zombies had split up into a multitude of armies, some of them containing up to a million zombies, and had started storming a number of cities simultaneously. At the head of these armies were strong leaders, often above level 30. If one of these leaders happened to get killed, their army would get pulled apart by other, weaker zombie commanders. 
 
      
 
    But the armies were coming on relentlessly, and absorbing any of their comrades who’d been defeated, thereby increasing their strength along the way. Killing every zombie was something that humanity had neither the time nor the strength to accomplish. All these factors combined meant that with time, the pressure had increased to the point where city after city was falling apart under the onslaught. But now — if this zombie girl could bring the whole “flock” under her wing... That would increase the number of our potential allies while simultaneously denying our enemies the possibility of increasing their numbers. 
 
      
 
    Finally, about ten minutes later, I took off and, enveloped in a cloud of blood, I flew off to meet the zombie girl. I was hoping that I could turn the problem of the horde over to her, and thereby give myself more time to search for medicine for Anya. 
 
      
 
    I suddenly remembered Anya’s face, and a pang coursed through my heart; I picked up speed. I had to get stronger! We had too many enemies, both known and unknown, and I needed to increase my strength, both on a personal level and at the level of the country as a whole... 
 
      
 
    I slowed down alongside the fortress. Warriors were exiting the City in a continuous stream, headed off to the front. A good number of cars were also making the return trip — we didn’t have Anya to help us anymore, and we couldn’t clone the cars and send them into battle. Because of that, the losses among our people had increased exponentially. 
 
      
 
    They spotted me pretty quickly and started to shout and clap. The residents of the City came out of their homes, looked up into the sky, and greeted me loudly. 
 
      
 
    I felt ashamed. I should’ve been down here first thing, rushing to help my people, but I hadn’t considered it important because there wasn’t a real risk of losing. 
 
      
 
    People were shouting my name, overjoyed. They believed that now that I’d come, the Fortress was saved. 
 
      
 
    A thought flitted briefly through my head — maybe I could do something flashy and explosive as a way to make an entrance. The next moment, though, my sense of shame washed back over me, stronger this time. I sped up, flying straight down to the battlefield, where the people of my country were dying with every passing minute. 
 
      
 
    As I flew, I noted the expert positioning of all Sangis’ warriors. Soldiers were digging trenches and setting up positions for Shooters, Snipers, and Mages. The further I flew, the more people I saw. And the louder the sounds of battle became. 
 
      
 
    The smell of blood and burning, so nauseatingly familiar by now, suddenly slammed into my nostrils once again. Like someone had just flipped some sort of switch. Off to the side of the main battlefield, I immediately spotted the snake queen from the island, who was surrounded by her ghosts and engaged in a battle with an equally-enormous Giant Zombie. Flying a little further on, I noticed a ball of fire in the sky — I figured this must be the mutant parrot fighting against some kind of Flying Zombie. 
 
      
 
    I immediately got a warm feeling inside. I hadn’t once regretted giving the Stone of Reasoning back to those mutants. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, your meeting is in ten minutes,” May reminded me. “Madame and Elk are almost ready, they’re heading out in half an hour.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned. I needed to take out as many zombies as possible. 
 
      
 
    I scanned the field of battle attentively. The zombies were coming in what was basically a single, massive rank, evenly and monotonously; occasionally, they’d regroup in order to make corridors through which the more developed zombies could come running. 
 
      
 
    While the rank-and-file zombies were being taken out by our artillery and low-level soldiers, the units of strong undead were being handled by units of our Dark. Actually, it had turned into a series of localized battles, which the humans were winning almost every time. All thanks to the excellent control they were maintaining during the battle. Wherever our side flagged, they immediately received reinforcement from other warriors. 
 
      
 
    The defenders of the Fortress spotted me, but reacted much more calmly to my arrival than the citizens had. I attracted more attention from the zombies than from the humans — Flying Zombies came at me in thick swarms, only to die inside my cloud. 
 
      
 
    In the distance, I noticed the translucent mongoose from the island. I also spotted the lightning-fast bumblebee, which was zipping around putting holes in its enemies’ heads at unbelievable speed. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, your dad’s leading a unit, they’re moving toward the leader of the zombie army. Direct your attack toward them,” May directed. 
 
      
 
    I found my dad quickly — he’d just walked out of a temporary base, together with four Dark who were unknown to me. Together, they sat down in a big armored Jeep and drove toward the heart of the enemy army. A big arc of fire sprang up in front of the vehicle’s bumper, which turned the bodies of any zombies it touched into ash. 
 
      
 
    Not bad. I flew along behind the car, making my blood cloud as dense as possible. The Flying Zombies were coming at me with renewed strength. Many of them were pretty strong, and I was constantly getting distracted. 
 
      
 
    The Jeep ran into some difficulties, too: Zombie Mages were laying into it with all their skills, and some of the assholes who were made of stone and metal were able to withstand the protective arc of fire. 
 
      
 
    *CRACK!* 
 
      
 
    A wave of lightning burst out from the Jeep, incinerating all the undead for thirty feet around it. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, the leader of their army is attacking,” May warned. 
 
      
 
    But I could already see that for myself: a zombie was running toward the Jeep at terrifying speed. Ten feet tall, with long, triple-jointed arms and spines on its back and head. It was running so fast that it was leaving traces in the air behind it. 
 
      
 
    *BOOM!* 
 
      
 
    Wrapped from head to toe in lightning, my dad came flying out of the car, right through the windshield, and slammed into the zombie. 
 
      
 
    “Boris just used his Special Skill, he needs help,” said May quickly. 
 
      
 
    I raised my hand, still watching as my dad fought. In his Lightning Armor, with his epic knuckle dusters on his hands, he was truly powerful. And he got stronger with every blow; he was a Berserker, after all. For some reason, the other zombies weren’t interfering in this duel. A lot of the high-level undead had moved in closer, but weren’t getting involved. Maybe the leader had ordered them not to? 
 
      
 
    The main mass of the bloody cloud compressed into a small lake, and then I used Transformation to make it extremely sticky. 
 
      
 
    “I warned your dad,” said May. 
 
      
 
    “Awesome...” 
 
      
 
    I waved my hand, and the lake came splattering down onto the dueling warriors. The zombie leader immediately sensed the obstacle and tried at unbelievable speed to free itself, but couldn’t do it. A whole lake of blood had fallen onto the bastard, and he was stuck. 
 
      
 
    I snapped my fingers, and the zombie leader exploded, without even having the time to use its Special Skill. But I still didn’t hit level 40. 
 
      
 
    “Awesome, Andrew! We just won ourselves another day or two, before the next army makes it to us.” 
 
      
 
    My dad was also caught in my lake, so I hurriedly pulled the liquid away. I’d only detonated the part containing the zombie leader; I’d left the rest alone. 
 
      
 
    *Whoosh!* 
 
      
 
    My lake turned into fog and flew out in all directions, gripping all the high-level zombies who’d come to watch the fight and who, after the death of their leader, seemed at a loss. 
 
      
 
    I snapped my fingers, and the fog burst into crimson flame. Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted a drone, which was hovering nearby and filming me. 
 
      
 
    “That took care of the main problem, Andrew — don’t hog the rest of the experience,” May laughed. “The zombies won’t be able to put up effective resistance from here on. Fly off to your meeting, she’s already expecting you.” 
 
      
 
    I looked back at the battlefield one last time, paying attention to the mutants and their enemies — the queen snake who was pounding the zombie giant into the ground, and the parrot who was now just flying around incinerating Flying Zombies. Convinced that things would now be fine, I flew off. Behind me, I heard the warriors shouting. Sending me off... 
 
      
 
    I flew to the lake in about five minutes. The zombie woman was waiting for me on the shore. Her hands were clasped behind her back, and she was looking melancholically out onto the smooth surface of the water as a light breeze tossed her hair around. Man... She really seemed like she was alive. 
 
      
 
    A landed nearby, tense as a guitar string. Whatever else one might say about her — this was a zombie. And at least for the time being, I couldn’t trust her. 
 
      
 
    “Hi,” she smiled. Man, she was pretty... I mean, she could’ve been an actress. The paleness of her skin actually kind of made her look prettier. 
 
      
 
    “Hel—” I didn’t even manage to finish saying one word before everything around us started to shake. I immediately threw up three Shields for myself, while the zombie threw up a translucent barrier. 
 
      
 
    An explosion boomed in the distance, and suddenly — where from, I had no idea — three zombies came running toward us. At the command of the undead girl, however, they first stopped, and then turned back to resume their previous positions. Well, I thought, at least that part made sense. 
 
      
 
    Waves erupted onto the surface of the lake, and the earth under our feet trembled, but nobody was attacking anybody. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, it’s happening again! The whole Earth is shaking!” 
 
      
 
    I gritted my teeth. Seriously... What the hell?! Fear crept into me. I was nervous about this uncertainty. I didn’t see any way that we could possibly survive if the Dark Sphere had decided to get rid of us. 
 
      
 
    “May. Get in touch with Alex. Tell him we’ll sponsor any experiments he can think of that might let us search for other worlds using portals. I don’t know if that’s possible, but have him try.” 
 
      
 
    “O-okay.” 
 
      
 
    “And speaking of space. It’s still too early for us to think about building rockets and flying away from Earth, right?” 
 
      
 
    The earthquake continued, but the zombie and I weren’t paying attention to it anymore; we were just waiting patiently for things to calm down again. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Andrew. But maybe if we were to dedicate more cores to it—” 
 
      
 
    “Dedicate as many as you need to,” I said bluntly. “I’m not sure we’ll be able to run away from the Dark Sphere, but we need to do something.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I — Andrew! Tornado just got in touch with us, the snake under the mountain is crawling out!” 
 
      
 
    “God dammit...” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 22. The Worm 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE EARTH STOPPED shaking. 
 
      
 
    Feeling tense, I asked: 
 
      
 
    “What’s going on in Africa?” 
 
      
 
    “Pyro and Tornado clocked some movement from the mutant under the mountain back during the very first earthquake. They gave the order for evacuation. The snake’s more active now, and it’s making a path to the surface.” 
 
      
 
    “Have them teleport back to Sangis.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re waiting for their people to evacuate. They don’t want to leave them behind.” 
 
      
 
    I ground my teeth. Stubborn bastards! 
 
      
 
    “Alright, I’ll be there soon.” 
 
      
 
    Dammit, why did everything have to be so complicated?! 
 
      
 
    “Are you ready?” I asked the zombie woman impatiently. I was no longer preoccupied by her prettiness and her unusual appearance. I had to get to Africa as quickly as I could and help my people out. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” she nodded slowly, then held out her hand. 
 
      
 
    I shook it, and a message popped up in front of my eyes: 
 
      
 
    Would you like to conclude an agreement with Polina? 
 
      
 
    “Your name’s Polina?” I was really surprised. I’d been assuming the zombies would have strange names that would be difficult to pronounce. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” she nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, I sent you the terms of the agreement,” said May. 
 
      
 
    I took out my Elonka and read the text she’d sent. The main thrust of the terms was that our two Cities would be forbidden from attacking each other. The stipulations about the final blows on the Zombie Commanders and the trade agreement between us felt more like bonuses. 
 
      
 
    I read the terms out loud. Polina thought about what I’d said for a few minutes, then nodded in agreement. 
 
      
 
    Attention! You’ve become one of the first 100 people to conclude an agreement with a member of another race! 
 
      
 
    Two attribute points received.. 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad,” Polina smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Me too,” I burbled, then took off into the air. Dammit, I thought — I didn’t get anything good for destroying a super-powerful Clan, but for entering into a pact with a zombie I made a top-100 list? It all seemed horribly illogical, it was driving me nuts. And making me increasingly nervous. 
 
      
 
    I flew to Blood City, taking out the occasional group of zombies I happened to pass along the way. I threw two more points into spirit, then got in touch with Levi and woke him up. If I happened to need help, I’d need him to be ready. May had already gotten in touch with Alex — he was ready to transport my Demon to Africa as soon as I gave the order. I could only hope I wouldn’t have to give it... 
 
      
 
    Everything was already in place when I reached the Portal Hall, and when I flew in (right through the exterior wall of the Tower), the Portalist opened the arch. May was standing next to him. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, be careful,” she said with a stern nod. 
 
      
 
    I walked into the portal and found myself in the Clan Castle in Yin-Yang City. The place was a hive of activity, and the floor beneath my feet was shaking. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew!” Tornado ran up to me, white as a sheet. “It’s outside!” 
 
      
 
    “Hold on,” I said, and flew right through the wall, away from the grounds of the Clan Castle. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell is this thing...” I muttered to myself, examining the... Worm? A massive, fat earthworm, which at the moment was slowly raising its head into the air. I couldn’t even begin to get a sense of how long its body might be, because most of it was still underground. But its thickness... My surveyor’s eye reckoned it at approximately 300 feet in diameter, give or take. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew,” said May through my headphones; she sounded absolutely stupefied. “What are we going to do?” 
 
      
 
    The worm kept moving up, seemingly not about to stop any time soon. 
 
      
 
    I flew back to the Clan Castle. 
 
      
 
    “Do you have Teleportation Amulets?” I asked Tornado, who was literally shaking with fear. 
 
      
 
    “Y-yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “Give me a couple of them,” I said, holding out my hand. “Any that you don’t need.” 
 
      
 
    With trembling hands, she pulled three Amulets out of a Spatial Bag and handed them to me. 
 
      
 
    “And why are you still here? I ordered you all to return to Sangis if the mutant started to move.” 
 
      
 
    “We can’t,” said Tornado with a heavy sigh as she started to shake her head vigorously. 
 
      
 
    “You’re gonna die here,” I said, rubbing my face in exhaustion. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, if we abandon everybody, we’ll never forgive ourselves,” said Tornado, biting her lip and looking determined. “How would we live with that?” 
 
      
 
    I understood what she meant. As angry as I was at the time, I had the same attitude as she did when I was in this kind of situation. 
 
      
 
    “How many people are still in the City?” 
 
      
 
    “One sec...” Tornado typed something into her Elonka. 
 
      
 
    I turned to face the hole in the wall and looked outside. The worm was still climbing. 
 
      
 
    “Still 3,000,” said Tornado worriedly as she tore herself away from her Elonka. “We created an underground passage that we’re now using to send people to an underground cavern that our Scanners found. The first wave we sent was all warriors, so they could clear the area of mutants. Pyro went to join them not long ago. As we speak, the elderly, women, and children are making their way through the passage.” 
 
      
 
    “And if the worm crushes the passage?” 
 
      
 
    Tornado shook her head, with a doomed expression on her face. I kept my gaze fixed on her. The redheaded student had become truly beautiful, and turned into a strong leader. 
 
      
 
    I turned to look at the worm again. Dammit, was I really about to lose people yet again? If this bastard decided it wanted to eat the people who hadn’t had a chance to evacuate yet, nobody would be able to offer any serious resistance... 
 
      
 
    “May, do we have any enemies in the area?” I took my smart goggles out of my ring and put them on. “I’m gonna try to sic the worm on them if it decides it wants to attack us.” 
 
      
 
    “Andrew...” 
 
      
 
    May fell silent, then about five seconds later she continued: 
 
      
 
    “There’s a whole army of African fascists and mutants headed to the site of our old Yin-Yang City as we speak. But some of our people are still there. They’re keeping up a show of activity along with Sophia’s dolls, shooting down any scout birds that fly by.” 
 
      
 
    “Awesome... Show me the way,” I said; turning to Tornado, I took the epic machine gun out of my ring. 
 
      
 
    “Give this to Shooter.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay...” 
 
      
 
    I flew out. The worm had stopped its ascent, and was now looking around. Its massive head loomed above the peak of the mountain. It seemed like it could’ve lifted its head just a little bit and touched the clouds. 
 
      
 
    “Son of a bi-ii-itch...” I groaned. “When did this thing suddenly appear on the planet?” 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, I think there are even bigger beasts out in the ocean.” 
 
      
 
    May’s words suddenly reminded me of Levi. Maybe I could bring him in? Looking up at the worm one more time, however, was enough to banish that thought from my mind. This thing would swallow my Demon without even noticing it. The best way forward here would be avoiding battle. 
 
      
 
    The beast’s head turned and bent down just a little bit, so its face was pointed right at me. And suddenly I could see its mouth — a huge tunnel, whose sides were lined row upon row of razor-sharp, saw-like teeth. The worm bent its head down lower, and I noticed that the upper half of its head was pockmarked with red runes, which all converged on a single point in the middle of its forehead. 
 
      
 
    “It must’ve merged with some kind of Stone,” I suggested hesitantly. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, I highlighted the route toward the Africans on your smart goggles.” 
 
      
 
    “Andrew.” This time it was Tornado crackling up into my headphones. “It’s looking right at our people!” 
 
      
 
    Ugh, shit. The worm bent its head down toward the base of the mountain. I let out a heavy sigh. What had I done to deserve this? As I prepared to flee, I glanced at the worm a little more closely: 
 
      
 
    Subterranean Worm Summoner: level 56. 
 
      
 
    Holy crap... I flew off as never before. I knew that my attention was bound to arouse the worm’s ire, but I didn’t see any other way out of this. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, it’s coming after you!” 
 
      
 
    I turned around and almost shit my pants — the worm’s massive, tooth-lined maw was about thirty feet behind me. 
 
      
 
    Leap! 
 
      
 
    I teleported forward about 1,500 feet and kept flying. In the distance, I could see the columns of cars carrying the African fascists. My smart goggles zoomed in, and then I could see humans and mutants, all looking up in awe at the worm behind me. For a second, I even thought I spotted Otino’s pale face flashing before my eyes. A shadow suddenly swept over me — shit! 
 
      
 
    “Andrew! Get out of there!” 
 
      
 
    I felt myself slowing down; something was pulling me upward. I quickly took an amulet out of my ring and broke it. It wasn’t working! 
 
      
 
    “Andrew!” 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t fly forward anymore. I looked up and saw the worm’s massive maw, which was sucking in air along with all the birds that happened to be flying in it. The Stone and the runes on the beast’s head flashed red. I activated Boiling Blood and poured all my energy into a run. But nothing happened! 
 
      
 
    I watched in desperation as something like ten purple flashes burst out from within the ranks of the African army. The leaders were fleeing. Dammit... That was just salt in the wound for me. Why wasn’t my amulet working?! 
 
      
 
    The roar of wind grew so strong that the few trees in the area now rose up out of the earth with loud cracks and flew into the worm’s mouth. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew...” May’s tense voice spoke up into my headphones. “The worm is somehow blocking spatial powers in the zone where it’s sucking air in. Even Alex can’t get close to it. But he could send Levi.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t,” I replied immediately. “The difference in level would be massive. Levi would just die for no reason. Don’t send anybody to help me.” 
 
      
 
    I poured more energy into my movement, trying to get out of the area that was about to be devoured. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew...” May was obviously at a loss. 
 
      
 
    “Could I survive inside the thing?” I raised my head to look up into the thing’s enormous mouth. “If we assume that the thing’s insides are still roughly similar to how they used to be? Although who knows, there might be a whole different world inside its stomach,” I said, trying my best to make a joke. 
 
      
 
    It was getting harder and harder to resist being sucked in; my spirit and endurance were flowing away like water through my fingers. 
 
      
 
    “It’s theoretically possible, Andrew. We’re about 80% sure you could survive inside and somehow make it out.” 
 
      
 
    “Assholes,” I snarled as I fired a bloody blade and blew up a truck that was flying straight toward me. I thereby avoided a confrontation, but I’d broken my concentration and thereby gotten sucked closer to the thing’s mouth. 
 
      
 
    “Then that’s what we’ll do,” I sighed. 
 
      
 
    “We’re handling things fine for now, Andrew,” said May, her voice quivering. “I’ll start negotiating with the Russians in DC. Everything will be in place by the time you get there. Just don’t die, Andrew. We’d all be screwed without you...” 
 
      
 
    “What’s up with the people on the mountain?” I fired off another Bloody Blade, chopping apart a huge tree as it flew toward me. Horrible screams started to split the air as the worm began to devour the army of Africans and mutants. 
 
      
 
    “Just a little bit longer, Andrew. Twenty minutes, and nobody will be left alive down there.” 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, I was jerked forward, right into the chassis of a truck that was sliding rapidly toward the worm’s mouth. Furious, I immediately blew it to pieces, which in turn blew me a few more yards forward. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, the worm’s moving! It’s eating everything in its path. It’s moving away from the mountain and the underground passage, Andrew. The crew will be safe.” 
 
      
 
    The worm was crawling away... Well, that explained the sudden change. I raised my head. The beast really was crawling forward, eating incessantly. For a second, I thought I might break one more amulet, but I decided not to. It would just be a pointless waste. 
 
      
 
    At least I’d already saved the crew. If I kept burning my endurance and spirit at this rate, I wouldn’t hold out for long. I dropped my resistance a little bit and began to fly smoothly back toward the worm’s maw. Stones, trees, and mutants soared through the air past me. The higher I was pulled, the more crap there was in the air around me. 
 
      
 
    My heart froze for a second as I saw the tooth-lined mouth getting closer. This was terrifying! 
 
      
 
    “Kwa-aa-aagh!” 
 
      
 
    An ape flew past me and disappeared into the worm’s throat. I focused all my concentration on the challenge that I was about to undergo. For a moment, I thought of throwing a few plasma grenades into the thing, but I quickly realized that this was a terrible idea. The worm was enormous, and I wasn’t going to be able to kill it. The best I could hope for would be to wound it. But who could predict how it might react to that? Best not to risk it. 
 
      
 
    When there were about fifty feet between me and the worm’s mouth, the force of the suction suddenly increased, and I could no longer resist it — I was just whisked inside with all the mutants and garbage. 
 
      
 
    I immediately ignited my Bloody Fog, annihilating everything around me. My attention was totally focused on the worm’s teeth. 
 
      
 
    I flew inside easily, without brushing up against the thing’s razor-sharp, sword-like teeth. The traction pulled me along, getting stronger with every passing second, and even with all the power at my disposal it was all I could do to adjust my path slightly and remove obstacles that appeared in front of me. But then I saw what appeared to be a whole palisade of teeth, and I knew I was flying into a curve in the worm’s neck. 
 
      
 
    I took my epic spear out of my ring and noticed how badly my hands were shaking. This was scary as hell. The severed head of an ape floated past me. 
 
      
 
    “Agh!” My insides seemed to plummet into my shoes as I sensed that the momentum I’d built up was carrying me out of the inflowing current and sending me flying straight toward the teeth. These were the last rows; beyond them stretched the smooth surface of the beast’s throat. 
 
      
 
    “Aa-aa-aagh!” I roared as I gripped the spear with both hands and swung it upward into the teeth above me. I needed to slow myself down enough to fall back into the suction current and continue into the depths of this worm. 
 
      
 
    *CLANG!* 
 
      
 
    The spear bounced off one of the teeth; all I’d achieved was a minuscule delay in the oncoming collision. I strengthened the Blood Armor on my left hand and swung it upward. 
 
      
 
    “Ug-gg-gghh...” I let out a deep groan as I saw the sharp teeth come within a few feet of my face. Then my body fell back down. I flew along, shaking because of the intense pain and looking down at the remnants of my left arm, which I’d had no choice but to sacrifice. The tooth seemed not even to have noticed my armor. The pain was hellish, and it was taking everything I had to remain conscious. 
 
      
 
    The first thought that came into my head was: I just lost the same arm, again! 
 
      
 
    The second: how many days would it take for my regeneration skill to recharge at this point? I’d received it when I hit fifty points, and I’d already regenerated this arm once. 
 
      
 
    I stopped the bleeding from the stump of my arm, sensing that I was picking up speed and flying downward. Alongside me in the suction flow were the body parts of mutants, hunks of rock, and shards of wood. But I just kept lighting up my Bloody Fog, so they weren’t causing me any trouble, at least for the time being. 
 
      
 
    I took a few potions and pills out of my ring and downed them all. Some of them had come in spheres, some of them Zlata had given me. Regeneration was doing its thing, and soon the stump had started to heal and cover over with a crust. Dammit, I was back to having one arm... 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t see how much farther I might have to fall; my path was illuminated only by my burning blood. But I could immediately feel it when the force of the suction decreased. I immediately tried to straighten out the trajectory of my fall, and not a moment too soon — suddenly, I could hear what sounded like a waterfall. 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t able to bring my flight completely under my control and avoid the liquid entirely, so I ended up splashing into it up to my ankles. 
 
      
 
    “AA-AA-AAGH!!” 
 
      
 
    I tore myself back upward and hung there in midair, breathing heavily. Everything turned into a blur, and I almost passed out from the pain. The parts of my legs that had dipped into the liquid had melted off! It turned out to be acid, and it had eaten my legs! 
 
      
 
    *THUMP!* 
 
      
 
    The carcass of an elephant plowed into me from behind, and I almost fell back down again. I straightened out quickly, accidentally almost dipping my face into the acid as I did so, and began to fly slowly forward. I took several deep breaths of the foul air. Behind me I could hear the sound of worm food splashing into the acid. The bastard! Tears filled my eyes. The acid was preventing me from regenerating normally, so my legs were still burning. It was so incredibly painful! 
 
      
 
    A crackling sound was coming through my headphones; there was no connection here. I tried to get ahold of myself and looked around as I continued my flight. This section of the worm’s body was lying horizontally, and so it was sort of like a big long hallway. Except for the river of acid flowing across its floor! Acid was dripping down from above, and was also being exuded from the walls. 
 
      
 
    *Gr-rr-rr-rr* 
 
      
 
    The walls began to move, and the river below me started to rumble, sending up a spray. Shit! 
 
      
 
    I created a sphere of blood around me, and blocked all the drops with it, but this state of affairs couldn’t continue for much longer. If this part of the worm should suddenly shift into a vertical position, I was done for. 
 
      
 
    “Agh...” The acid on my leg suddenly burned especially fiercely, and a shudder surged across my whole body. What was I going to do? At this rate, I was going to die; there was simply no way out. 
 
      
 
    A thought streaked across my mind: Transformation! 
 
      
 
    I immediately used the skill and began to alter my blood. I’d need to find a chemical structure that would neutralize acid. I didn’t see any other way to survive this. 
 
      
 
    I kept flying, constantly trying out various chemical structures in my blood. But it wasn’t working out at all — a few times, I actually increased the effect of the acid and almost passed out from the pain. Dammit, how was I going to get by without my left arm and both feet? Although I guess I was glad they’d only been corroded up to the ankles. I’d get rid of the acid and make some prostheses out of blood, and then just wait for Regeneration to take effect. I seemed to recall that it could be used once every ten days. 
 
      
 
    Soon, the sound of the waterfall was far behind me, and the liquid wasn’t being exuded quite as profusely. But there was less and less air all the time. I soon had to breathe through my mouth, and heavily. Dammit. 
 
      
 
    When I finally realized that I wouldn’t last long the way things were going, I turned around and headed back to the waterfall. Here, there was air coming in from above, and the situation was a lot better. 
 
      
 
    The worm was continuing to eat its way through Africa as it crawled along. The river of acid seemed to be actively trying to hit me with its drops. 
 
      
 
    “YES!” I shouted. My shout drowned out the splash of several shredded crocodiles plopping into the acid. 
 
      
 
    I’d just found the chemical structure I needed! The acid wouldn’t be able to corrode my blood anymore! Awesome! 
 
      
 
    *Gr-rr-rr-rr* 
 
      
 
    A low, guttural sound boomed out, and suddenly I felt like something was wrong. Okay — why had the food stopped falling in? Oh, shit... 
 
      
 
    The worm had eaten its fill and was headed off to rest. It plowed its head into the earth and crawled quickly down. As it did so, the river of acid rose up in a huge tsunami and raced toward the tail of the worm — in other words, right toward me. 
 
      
 
    *BOOM!* 
 
      
 
    I was blown backward. I bobbed around in the acid, constantly changing out my blood and using Transformation to control its composition. These were the worst hours of my life... 
 
      
 
    At a certain point, everything calmed down. I slowly removed my blood defenses; sweat was running down me in streams, and it was unbearably hot. My attributes were hovering just above rock bottom, and if I hadn’t had elixirs and fruits in my ring, I would’ve died. 
 
      
 
    “This is hell,” I groaned as I tried to figure out where the hell I was. It was no longer a straight, long cave; it was a huge room, with an acid lake at the bottom and a passage at the top. There was no movement — the worm had stopped. 
 
      
 
    *BLOOP!* 
 
      
 
    The lake bubbled and swirled into a funnel shape, and the level of the acid started to drop. 
 
      
 
    By now, I could guess approximately where I was. But I didn’t want to think about it. Wiping the sweat off me one more time, I shut myself up in a capsule of blood and plummeted down into the center of the funnel. I was quickly caught in the current of acid (I’d had a lot of practice catching currents already) and continued moving along in it until I was finally expelled from the worm. 
 
      
 
    The capsule fell onto the ground and shattered with a crunch. It had been designed to protect me from acid, not from a fall. 
 
      
 
    I plopped down onto some very hot ground, and immediately took off into the air. It was hellishly hot here. And I immediately realized why: the worm had wrapped its body around a lake of lava. Trying not to make any noise, I flew off, away from the beast. I wouldn’t be telling anybody about how I’d escaped. I’d just have to lie and say that I’d slashed open the worm’s belly and fought my way free. The “amputation” sites on my arm and legs didn’t hurt quite as bad anymore — my regeneration and endurance attributes were doing their thing. The main thing was not to pay too much attention to the dull pain. 
 
      
 
    Okay, I thought — I must make a note of this spot. I was definitely going to come back here and kill this worm. Or better yet — make a Demon out of it. 
 
      
 
    I flew on and looked around, trying to figure out where I was. It seemed to be a huge cavern, which actually contained a number of lava lakes. The worm had found a pretty decent home for itself. I slowed down when I spotted a little lizard. Hm... An idea had just come to me. I pointed my finger at the lizard, and it suddenly twitched. A red stripe appeared above its left eye. Hah — new clanmate for me. I was hoping that I could use the tracking function of the tattoo to point out the approximate location of this cave. 
 
      
 
    The lizard stared up at me. Shit, I thought — what if it died down here? 
 
      
 
    I flew up to it, took a bag of cores out of my ring, and sprinkled them on the ground in front of it. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you even think about dying,” I said sternly, then flew off. Deciding that it’d be best to play it safe in this case, I started looking for other life forms and adding them to the Outer Circle of the Clan. Sometimes I gave them some cores. 
 
      
 
    After a little more thought, I decided to squeeze a bunch of my blood out, form it into spheres, crystallize it, and hide it in various inconspicuous spots around the cave. Who knows, I thought — maybe I could use this to find the place later? 
 
      
 
    Finally, I stopped and took out an amulet. The light shining from inside the purple stone told me that spatial properties were all functioning fine here, and that therefore the artifact should send me right back to Sangis. 
 
      
 
    “Thank friggin’ God,” I groaned. Then, using Transformation, I made myself a new arm and some new feet and turned them the same color as the rest of my skin. I didn’t want to scare people. I sighed again, and was about to use my amulet when I spotted something on the wall of the cave in my peripheral vision. It was a little bit weird; it kind of looked as though a deep-red light was shining on it. I recognized this color: it was similar to the shadows that my bloody flame usually formed. 
 
      
 
    I flew over to the rock and spotted the entrance to a sort of room. I flew inside, and found a pile of big, glowing, deep-red crystals. These were the source of the light on the walls. 
 
      
 
    “Damn,” I muttered. These things had definitely been altered by the Dark Sphere. 
 
      
 
    I stuck my amulet back into my ring. Maybe I could check these crystals out, then head back to Sangis. At least I’d have something to show for all this effort... 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 23. Antler 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I FLEW UP to the nearest pile of crystals and looked closer. 
 
      
 
    Fire Crystal 
 
    Exclusive 
 
      
 
    Whoa. This was the first time I’d ever seen a naturally-occurring material this rare. I examined it, checking out dozens of individual branches of the crystal. I had no idea how they might be used, but I was sure that Sangis would find some very good use for rocks like this. 
 
      
 
    “Well, well...” I sent out some blood tentacles, and they sunk into the rock surrounding the crystals. Using Transformation to alter the properties of my blood, I made it tough enough to cut out the individual “bushes” of crystals from the surrounding rock, and then put them into my ring. 
 
      
 
    I flew to the next bunch, which was a little smaller, and whose light was a little bit less bright. 
 
      
 
    Fire Crystal 
 
      
 
    Rare. 
 
      
 
    This made things clear. The quality of the crystal varied. 
 
      
 
    I activated my second stream of consciousness and started sending whole bunches of tentacles off in various directions to dig up the crystals. Most of the bunches were rare, but there were also some exclusives. Having cleared the room of crystals, I decided not to fly off right away. Maybe I’d find something else useful? And indeed, about a minute later I found some red moss on the ceiling of one of the caverns. 
 
      
 
    Fire Moss. 
 
      
 
    Rare. 
 
      
 
    I figured that Zlata would be happy to see this. I collected the moss, then continued my search for resources. I ended up finding Fire Granite, a seam of Fire Iron ore in the wall of one of the caves, some Fire Water which was dripping from a stalactite into a small puddle on the floor, and one exclusive flower: a Fire Primrose. 
 
      
 
    “That’s probably enough,” I mumbled to myself. “I’ll check one last spot and then head home.” 
 
      
 
    The temperature increased; a lava lake was somewhere nearby. And I soon flew out onto it — perfectly circular in shape, its surface was bubbling, and there was a little island in the middle on which I could see a bunch of crystals glowing. Quite brightly. 
 
      
 
    “Epic Fire Crystal!” 
 
      
 
    I flew in a little closer and noticed that the lake wasn’t exactly full of lava. Most likely, it was Fire Water, only a little bit denser and boiling. The heat was unbearable. The scorching air burned into my lungs and made it hard to breathe. 
 
      
 
    I stopped when I reached the lake. What now? I wasn’t sure I’d be able to withstand a temperature this high. 
 
      
 
    While I was thinking about how to make the flight over the lake more bearable, the water began to bubble more vigorously; right next to the island, the scarlet head of a reptile rose up out of the water, looking a little bit like a crocodile. I jumped back. Jesus, what the hell was that thing?! I’d just been assuming that the worm would’ve taken out anything strong in its vicinity. Maybe I’d just flown too far away from its lair? 
 
      
 
    The crocodile swam around the island, then turned toward me. I didn’t like the way this was heading. The crocodile opened its mouth. I took my Teleportation Amulet out of my ring and broke it. A column of fire exploded out of the crocodile’s mouth. 
 
      
 
    Flash! 
 
      
 
    I was in the Portal Hall, shaking sparks off my cloak. My face felt like it was on fire — I’d obviously just been burned. Dammit, I thought — give me a break! 
 
      
 
    “Andrew!” May’s overjoyed voice rang into my ears. “You made it out!” 
 
      
 
    “Yep. Any urgent problems? I need some rest,” I said, swaying in midair. My attributes were at rock bottom, and my body and mind were both so tired that I would’ve been happy to lie down right there and fall asleep. 
 
      
 
    “I’m so glad you’re okay! Pyro and Tornado and really worried too, I just sent them a message. As far as problems go... Things are fine for now, Andrew. Elk and Madame took advantage of the confusion in DC and have assumed leadership of the Russian-speaking block. We’re in discussions with some of the diaspora from the Caucasus now, and things are going alright. There were just too many human losses in DC. The rats ate a lot of people. People are scared, and they don’t know what to do. And these earthquakes have brought a lot of uncertainty into things.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it,” I nodded, then flew off to my room. I closed my eyes; it felt like my head was full of fog. My mangled limbs were throbbing. But at least my face had stopped burning — regeneration was working. 
 
      
 
    “They’ve even chosen a location, but there are some really aggressive mutated cats living there.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll help them later,” I sighed. My stomach rumbled, and I suddenly felt a sharp hunger pang. I wolfed down a few bars of chocolate as I walked, then washed them down with some cola. 
 
      
 
    “They need you to found a City and show people your strength. To give them some hope.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I said; finally having made it to my room, I slammed the door behind me and started to take my clothes off. “How’s Anya? Fen? The zombies?” 
 
      
 
    “Anya’s condition hasn’t changed,” said May sadly. “But Fen seems to be improving. Friday managed to absorb most of the darkness in him, and leveled up in the process. The army of zombies is approaching, but our agreement with Polina is having its effect. We’re studying the abilities of this new zombie leader and choosing a team to take him out.” 
 
      
 
    At first, I didn’t understand which Polina May was talking about. Then I remembered. It felt like I’d met that queen of the undead a whole month ago, instead of that same day. 
 
      
 
    “One more important thing. Necromancer’s called on the heads of all the Clans to visit Moscow. He wants to talk about the Dark Sphere and its strange behavior.” 
 
      
 
    “When?” I yawned. 
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, got it. I’m gonna sleep.” 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, how’d you get out?” May couldn’t resist asking. 
 
      
 
    “I cut the worm’s belly open and hid in an underground cave full of lava lakes. I also got a ton of fire resources in there,” I said, sitting down on my bed and putting away my blood prostheses. The stumps on my legs looked awful — acid-eaten and yellow-brown in color. Thank the Dark Sphere that they’d almost stopped hurting. I’d have lost my mind by now. 
 
      
 
    “Really...?” May drawled, sounding dubious. Seemed like she didn’t believe me. “Good night, Andrew.” 
 
      
 
    “Good— “ 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I don’t know how long I slept for. I woke up a few times because of the intense pain in my legs and the absence of my left arm. But each time, the pain would subside and I’d fall back asleep. 
 
      
 
    When I woke up for good, it was already daytime. I lay there, looking up at the ceiling and thinking about recent events. Africa, America, the zombies from China, and the Alliance, which was hovering nearby, just waiting for me to slip up. And that’s not even to mention Anya and Fen’s traumas. As if all that together weren’t enough, the Altar of the Dark Sphere had started behaving weirdly too. All this stuff was weighing on me and exhausting me. Every time I was busy solving a problem, two more would pop up. And it just kept happening, day after day. 
 
      
 
    I let out a deep sigh and sat up. I looked down at my mutilated legs. How long would it be before my Healing skill was ready for use again? Two days or so, unless I was mistaken. I remembered the cave with the worm and focused my attention. I was relieved to realize that I could feel a very, very weak signal coming from some tattoos somewhere off to the southwest, thousands of miles from here. Awesome. 
 
      
 
    I created some prostheses and walked into the bathroom. Then I ate a big meal, and was finally ready to head off to America. 
 
      
 
    “Hey Andrew — we could let our followers online know about Anya’s condition and ask them for help,” suggested May as I was walking into the Portal Hall. “Unless you’re worried about making that fact public.” 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead,” I said after thinking about it for a moment. “You never know, maybe we’ll find something useful.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, Andrew. I’ll let Alisa know. By the way, I think right now would be the perfect time for a counterstroke against the Africans. That worm devoured their army, and they’re really weak.” 
 
      
 
    I was silent for a moment as I pondered May’s suggestion. 
 
      
 
    “We’re only going to use the forces we have in Africa. We’ll rob their City and then retreat. No rushing into any battles,” she clarified. 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” I agreed reluctantly. There would be losses, but unfortunately there would always be losses. “Think I could level up to 40 before the meeting with Necromancer? Any decent targets?” 
 
      
 
    “Dunno, Andrew. But I think it’s possible. There are plenty of powerful creatures in the area.” 
 
      
 
    First, I stopped by the warehouse and dropped off the goods I’d found in the worm’s cave. May was excited at this huge boost to our stock of resources. Now the task would be to find a worthy use for these treasures of mine. 
 
      
 
    Alex and May were waiting for me in the Portal Hall. There weren’t any cities that we could teleport to in America, so no other Portalist could have fulfilled this request for us. 
 
      
 
    I greeted Alex, and we chatted for a little while as I assembled my disguise. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew,” May said; her eyes tarried a little bit as she looked at my left arm. She couldn’t have noticed... Could she? “Good luck.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    Alex opened the portal, and we teleported to DC, into the building which was serving as the temporary headquarters of the future American outpost of Sangis. Traveling inside the worm and getting a sound sleep had calmed me down a little bit. I wasn’t quite so obsessed by the idea of flying off right away and sweeping up anything that might help Anya. That kind of tactic would be destructive. This I now understood. The best move would be to try to negotiate for something, if possible. And I’d have to put off my revenge on the Cross and the Dragons. There were too many enemies right now even without them. It’d be better to slowly but surely strengthen the City in DC, and then attack when it was on par with the three strongest blocks. 
 
      
 
    “Leader,” said Elk, nodding solemnly to me. He looked pretty powerful: a seven-foot-tall, muscly guy with huge fists. With him as a backdrop, Bao — the tiny Korean girl who’d acquired the nickname Madame — looked absolutely miniature. They were both wearing masks, so as not to reveal themselves to the Cross or the Dragons. May had been smart to take that into account. It would be best if other groups thought we were just a strong group of Russian-American Dark, instead of members of one of the strongest clans on the planet. 
 
      
 
    “Your mask looks really natural,” Bao smiled at me, a little bit sheepishly. 
 
      
 
    I’d assumed the guise of a big guy with dark blond hair and a beard. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t have much time,” I said, dropping my disguise just for an instant and revealing part of my real face. Bao nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’ll leave you to it,” the Portalist smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you!” I squeezed his hand warmly, and he left. 
 
      
 
    “We want to occupy the Elon Corporation’s skyscraper,” Elk got right to the point. “The only thing is that it’s been occupied by a mutant cat since day one. A lot of clans have tried to take the skyscraper. There’s a lot of useful, high-tech stuff inside.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s for sure...” 
 
      
 
    “The cat’s strong, and it’s gathered a group of mutant cats around itself and isn’t letting anyone from other clans into the skyscraper. They say it used to be Grandpa Elon’s personal pet.” 
 
      
 
    “What level is it?” I asked. First, the Elon Corporation was bound to be the place where the most advanced technology in the world was kept. Second, this was also where information on how to build that technology would be located. 
 
      
 
    “Dunno — we haven’t risked going in there yet, without you,” Elk shook his head. “But there’ve been reports that it can shoot lasers from its eyes. That’s why nobody’s ever been able to make it into the skyscraper from the air before. Well, that, and the fact that the cat now has a good number of flying cats in its retinue.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s crazy,” I chuckled. “Any word on a solution for Anya?” 
 
      
 
    Elk and Bao suddenly turned serious: 
 
      
 
    “May sent us a list. We’ve managed to reach an agreement with the Red Bear Block, which is in the suburbs of Richmond. They’ve got a gifted Dark — a silver-class Psych-Healer. We’ve exchanged an exclusive physical skill sphere for the use of her services. There are also some hints about an interesting mutant — a Healing Doe from Zion National Park. Nothing else looks promising at the moment. Everything will start to move quicker, though, once we found our own city in America and announce our presence.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s start with the gifted woman,” I nodded. “And I’ll fly over to the skyscraper right now and check it out.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good.” Elk didn’t seem to have the slightest doubt in my abilities. 
 
      
 
    I said goodbye to the crew and flew off toward the skyscrape, following May’s directions. Bao and Elk had temporarily set up shop in a former university building, and as I flew over its grounds I could see a ton of cars and people constantly moving in and out. 
 
      
 
    The Elon Corporation’s skyscraper was impressive — it was a rectangular glass structure over 300 feet tall, and they’d made some really cool architectural decisions in its construction. For example, some of the floors formed big spheres protruding from the building, others were helical in shape, and the roof was pyramidal in shape. 
 
      
 
    I slowed down as I approached the main entrance. It was reasonably quiet and calm. A lot of the skyscraper’s glass had been broken. As I flew past the bent arm of the security checkpoint’s roadblock, something launched itself at me from the left. 
 
      
 
    “Mya-aa-aagh!” 
 
      
 
    I immediately threw up a Shield, but it shattered into pieces, and suddenly a big red-furred tabby cat had clamped itself onto my arm. 
 
      
 
    *BOOM!* 
 
      
 
    I detonated my arm, and the cat was blown away with a shriek. 
 
      
 
    Sensing Danger! 
 
      
 
    Leap! 
 
      
 
    I teleported to the side, and two red beams scorched past me through the air. I quickly looked around and found their source: a black cat, standing on the fifth-floor balcony and looking at me with eyes that were too smart for an animal. 
 
      
 
    Bloody Aura! 
 
      
 
    I immediately sensed three or four dozen feline mutants within the effective radius of my skill. And I could have killed almost all of them with a simple mental command. 
 
      
 
    “Khss-ss!” The black cat let out a furious hiss and sat down, not taking its eyes off me. Its tail was standing on end. 
 
      
 
    “I come in peace,” I said, holding up my empty palms. Although admittedly this was something of a meaningless gesture in this case. 
 
      
 
    I looked closer: 
 
      
 
    Mutant Cat: level 34. 
 
      
 
    Man, this thing had leveled up nicely. 
 
      
 
    The black cat let out another hiss, and the fur along its spine rose up. My attention had obviously angered it, but it didn’t dare attack. It could sense that the lives of its comrades were in my hands. 
 
      
 
    “Do you understand what I’m saying? Nod if you do,” I said calmly. Then I quickly added: “Stop that ginger cat coming at me, or I’ll kill him.” 
 
      
 
    The red-furred cat that had been first to attack me was currently crouched down on its hind legs, ready to leap. 
 
      
 
    “Khss-ss!” The black cat hissed at the ginger cat. Hm, I thought... So this thing does understand me. It just couldn’t speak. This was good. 
 
      
 
    The ginger cat reluctantly relaxed and lowered its tail. 
 
      
 
    “That’s better,” I nodded. “I have a proposal. Let my people occupy this skyscraper.” 
 
      
 
    The black cat hissed angrily, but I just ignored this and continued: 
 
      
 
    “In exchange, I’ll let you visit an island of mutants where the Stone of Reasoning is located,” I said, and then proceeded to briefly describe the way the Stone’s aura worked. As I did, I noted with satisfaction that the cat’s expression was changing. “Take a part of the skyscraper, as much as you need for yourself and your pack. It’ll be easier to survive if we work together.” 
 
      
 
    The cat’s unblinking, bright-yellow eyes were fixed firmly on me. 
 
      
 
    “If you agree, then we’ll conclude a Dark Sphere pact,” I said, looking at the beast expectantly. I was certain that the cat wouldn’t be able to refuse such a tempting offer. The Stone of Reasoning was simply invaluable to mutants and zombies. The only thing was that not all of them understood that. But I think my explanations were convincing enough. 
 
      
 
    Finally, the cat nodded reluctantly, and a message with terms for an agreement popped up in front of me. We proceeded to debate for about fifteen minutes, arguing about how many cats it could send to the island and how long they’d be allowed to stay there for. Our debate was reflected in the terms of the agreement. 
 
      
 
    “Clever little beast,” I grumbled, irritated, as I flew up into the skyscraper. 
 
      
 
    “Well, good thing we have it as an ally, then,” May mused. 
 
      
 
    I activated a silver City Token (something I was pretty accustomed to doing by now) and founded a City. Well, to be more precise — a block. After a brief discussion with May, I decided to name it Antler. An English word for the horn of a deer. And I appointed Elk as Mayor; he’d be hanging out in America for the time being. Bao had told me that she didn’t really want to move here. 
 
      
 
    The Shapeshifter was deeply grateful to me; in America, the deer had always been considered a noble animal, while in Russia it was often used as a term of mild abuse. Admittedly, he probably hadn’t been expecting that he’d be surrounded by Russians pretty much the whole time he was in America... 
 
      
 
    Next came the big move. To put it bluntly, the residents of the new block were flabbergasted. No clan had ever been able to take this piece of the pie for themselves, and then we’d just walked in and negotiated with the mutants... 
 
      
 
    “The Portalist from the Red Bear Clan is going to get in touch with you soon,” May informed me. “Their Psych-Healer is ready to see Anya. We’re going to send her to you soon, to Antler.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be waiting,” I said; my throat had gone dry, and my heart was pounding in my chest. Would this work? 
 
      
 
    I didn’t want to disturb Anya unnecessarily, but it was imperative that nobody find out that Antler was part of Sangis. Not yet. And my mom said that Anya would probably benefit from visiting new places... 
 
      
 
    When I saw her, my composure almost cracked. Anya was wearing a light white mask, but I still recognized her immediately. My heart ached. Anya was walking along, arm-in-arm with our Doctor, who was in charge of monitoring her health. Her eyes didn’t express even a trace of anything — there was no life in them, nor any interest in anything. 
 
      
 
    I waited, tense to the breaking point, for the Psych-Healer to arrive. She turned out to be a tall, black woman with an afro. My English was frankly terrible, so I preferred to remain silent. 
 
      
 
    We walked into a separate room, and the Healer began with some diagnostics. She stood behind Anya and placed her palms on Anya’s temples. The seconds felt like hours. It felt like we were standing there for hours. My anxiety was beyond description. It was a sort of emotional hyperextension, which was unbelievably exhausting. 
 
      
 
    Finally, the Psych-Healer lowered her hands, looked over at the Doctor, and shook her head. I ground my teeth. Dammit. 
 
      
 
    “We weren’t expecting to find a solution right away, Andrew,” May consoled me. 
 
      
 
    I sighed. Yes... My Analyst was right. This was only the beginning. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, look how Necromancer’s getting ready for the meeting. I think this will improve your mood a little bit.” 
 
      
 
    Without really wanting to, I took my tablet out of my ring and turned it on. There wasn’t much time left before the meeting, but I was still hoping to hit level 40 before it if at all possible. Just in case. 
 
      
 
    But sure enough, the video cheered me up. Necromancer had made plans for a building of truly epic proportions. In a huge clearing, the Mages of Necropolis were busy assembling a gigantic arena, which looked like the Roman Colosseum except that it was ten times bigger. And they were being helped by skeletons. Thousands of skeletons, running here and there; to be honest, they were probably more of a hindrance than a help to the Mages. 
 
      
 
    The head of the Clan himself — Necromancer — was riding around in a massive racing pickup made of bones, scaring the shit out of everyone for a quarter mile around him and occasionally running over his own skeletons. Why was it so scary? Because within the chassis of the car, there was a group of skeletons playing some of the hardest rock music I’d ever heard. But even that wasn’t everything. A little further away from the arena stood a massive (maybe 150-foot-tall) robot made of bone. 
 
      
 
    “This kid’s obviously living life to the fullest,” I chuckled. A girl was sitting in the front seat of the car, but not the same one he’d introduced me to before. 
 
      
 
    Well, what can you say? This kid was actually incredibly powerful. I was now convinced that my decision — to prioritize hitting level 40 before this meeting — was a good one. At thirty, I’d gotten my Skill received, Luck of the Demonologist, and used it to create Levi. Which in turn had raised my power to a whole new level. I was hoping that something similar would happen at level 40. 
 
      
 
    “Andrew, we tracked down your Doppelganger,” said May suddenly. “He’s taken up leadership of one of the branches of Yama’s Kingdom in North Russia. What are we gonna do?” 
 
      
 
    I frowned. To be honest, I’d already forgotten about that Demon. I didn’t sense him at all, even though he was made of my blood. But of course we couldn’t just leave him to his own devices, either. 
 
      
 
    “Track him,” I said, standing up and putting my tablet back into my ring. “I’m coming back to Sangis. Levi and I need to go hunting.” 
 
      
 
    “Yep, I’ve already thrown together a list of suitable monsters. And the Omsk Bird is one of them.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll check it out later.” 
 
      
 
    Together with Anya and the Doctor, I headed back into the Portal Hall, where the Portalist was already waiting for us. But we didn’t manage to make it there before everything around us started to shake. 
 
      
 
    “Again!” May screamed. 
 
      
 
    I gritted my teeth. This was really starting to make me nervous. 
 
      
 
    “Look!” Bao suddenly screamed. She was standing there, open-mouthed, looking out the window. 
 
      
 
    I quickly walked over to her and then stopped dead. A gigantic black sphere was suspended high in the sky. 
 
      
 
    “What the he—“ I didn’t have a chance to finish. 
 
      
 
    Attention! You, Andrew First, Blood Summoner and Blood Demonologist, level 39, have been selected for the LEVEL RUN! 
 
      
 
    Duration: Unknown. 
 
      
 
    Goal: Earn as many levels as you can. 
 
      
 
    Participating: Humans and sentient members of the zombie, mutant, and monster races who have reached level 30 or more by this time. 
 
      
 
    Reward: 
 
      
 
    For the top 100: participation in the Dark Sphere roulette. 
 
      
 
    For the top 50: 1 legendary skill sphere and 1 legendary item sphere. Opportunity to increase the rank of your Special Skill to gold. Opportunity to request the services of the Dark Sphere (chance of receiving an answer: low). 
 
      
 
    For the top 10: 1 legendary skill sphere and 1 legendary item sphere. Opportunity to increase the rank of your class to gold. Opportunity to request the services of the Dark Sphere (chance of receiving an answer: medium). 
 
      
 
    For the top 3: Individualized reward. Opportunity to request services. Personal meeting with the Dark Sphere. 
 
      
 
    Attention! Dynamic rating projections of the levels of all sentient beings on the planet are now available! Accessible by any sentient being at level 10 or higher. 
 
      
 
    Benedict (human): place #36 on planet Earth. 
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