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Chapter 1

NO SOONER HAD I JOINED the group than Combat smiled his contentment and shook my hand.

“Well I’ll be fu—,” said Fedya, unable to contain himself after sitting quietly all this time, and now seeing that the group’s level had changed.

Judging by their gaping expressions, I had managed to surprise them.

“I know I shouldn’t bother you with questions like this, but what is your current level?” Combat asked.

“Eight. Why?”

“Fuck me,” he said through gritted teeth. “When did you manage that?”

“The group has risen three levels because of you,” Fedya said, explaining their amazement.

So that’s how it is, I thought to myself. The stronger the members of the group, the higher the level of the group.

“Since I’m now a member of your group, I want to ask one question,” I said, appealing directly to Combat.

“I’m all ears,” he replied eagerly, drawing himself up.

“Explain why every time I visit your office there are at least ten people here, but only you or Fedya ever speak to me.”

“Ah, you mean them?” he asked, nodding in the direction of the soldiers sitting at the table. “That’s easily explained. I forbade them from talking to you.”

Combat and Fedya smiled.

Pretty much what I was expecting.

“Why?” I asked.

“How should I put it?” Combat thought for a moment about how best to explain. “Let’s take, for example, Mikhail” — he nodded to indicate a toned elderly man — “our signals man. He’s the most senior in his group, and he’s responsible for gathering information. Mikhail served in the army for twenty-five years and has a rugged temper, especially with young new recruits. He might consider you one of them, which you might not like, and that might cause infighting and spilled blood. As you already know, I value you as a key man, and if possible, I won’t meddle in your affairs.”

“A very wise decision,” I said after a moment’s thought. “May it remain that way. I’m satisfied with everything so far.”

“I understand,” said Combat, exhaling, and smiling in such a way I couldn’t tell if it was actually a sneer.

I did not want to take part in any further deliberations, so I went home, where I became even more interested to know what the group was all about. The first thing I gleaned was that the girls had not yet joined it, and that was good. It would be very upsetting if they’d done that behind my back. Second, a new field — Groups — had appeared in my status, allowing me to see the full list of members, and even send them messages. Another plus was that I could find out who killed a confederate. If a member of the group was killed, the leader could learn the name or nickname of the killer. Which meant Fedot knew who had killed his guys. It was worth my being well prepared to meet him and his band. And if he found out I had anything to do with Polina, he might make life difficult.

Group status came with not only bonuses, but also obligations. For instance, there was mention of group tests, which was disquieting, albeit simultaneously blood-stirring. After all, my previous test had rewarded me with not insubstantial bonuses.

Screw obligations! This was a truly jaunty group to be part of, bringing me personal growth and a reliable support system that were not to be sniffed at. And as for my being wounded, well, that was my own fault. I had been mistaken to consider myself so smart, and I got my just desserts. I was lucky, in fact, to have been forgiven my mistake, where others might have finished me off.

I’d had the opportunity to buy decent armor and pick off enemies from a distance, but no, I decided to play the hero. I should have waited for the squad to cover me before leaping into action. But anyway, screw it, next time I would be smarter and kill them all. I would take no more prisoners.

“What did they want from you?” Polina asked, the second I entered the apartment.

It took some time to tell them everything, and they listened in silence, interested in the new reality of their home. The only thing I omitted was Fedot; there was no reason for Polina to know about that. I would deal with him later.

“Do we have to join the group as well?” asked Polina on behalf of everyone when I’d finished.

She was essentially declaring who the boss was around here, and that they would do whatever I said. A very pleasing attitude, giving rise to odd sensations in my chest.

“I think it’s worth it. But if anyone comes along and starts laying down the law or imposing obligations you don’t care for, feel free to redirect them to me or Combat.” I couldn’t exclude the possibility of jiggery-pokery. “If they don’t get the message, write me a message via the group chat and I’ll be here in a jiffy to solve any problems.”

“Excuse me, can I ask a question?” Now then, this was Anya speaking up, looking at me self-consciously. Somehow she reminded me of myself.

“Fire away. Don’t be afraid, I won’t eat you,” I said, putting on the kindest face I could muster.

“Pfft. You’re a fine one to talk about being afraid,” Polina interrupted.

“What do you mean?” I asked, lost.

Polina sighed heavily.

“Would you like a cuddle?” she offered. Not for the first time, I froze and stared at the door. “QED,” she said with a smile.

She was obviously hinting I wasn’t the best person to be dishing out advice in such matters. Although I was making progress and could interact with the ladies almost normally now.

“I get it,” I said, raising my arms in surrender. “I don’t need a cuddle.”

“But what if we force it on you? Will you chase us away?” she continued, piling the pressure on. “Or will you just freeze, like a statue?”

“Okay, stop, timeout! Pack it in with thoughts like that, otherwise I’ll be as afraid of you as I am of everyone else.” I led with my trump argument in an attempt to laugh it off.

“Amazing,” she said with a shake of the head. “The great Varg, feared by half the dorm, doesn’t know how to respond to a fragile girl.

“I do too,” I disagreed. “Okay, Anya, sorry, what did you want to ask?”

“Uh-huh.” The girl was embarrassed and picking at the hem of her dress.

“Don’t be afraid, ask.”

“Can I call you ‘Dad’?” the troubled girl eventually squeezed out.

“Of course you ca—” I began, before the meaning of her question reached my brain.

In an instant my head began to buzz and my temples tighten, everything went foggy, and the innocent child gaped at me anxiously. Polina smiled, and Liza, who until now had been quietly drinking her tea, set her cup to the side and puckered her brow.

“In that case I want to call you ‘Dad’ as well.” Liza ran to me and grabbed hold of my arm.

As she did so, she stuck her tongue out at her friend, who did not appreciate the gesture. Anya clenched her little fists and timidly approached me from the other side.

“Dad, Daddy.” Their indistinct voices came at me as though from underwater, while my mind jumped to protect my consciousness from this cruel world.

What happened next was dreamlike. I was taken somewhere and questioned, and I stared vacantly straight ahead, the shock pinning my mouth shut. It happens. You can have a high level, able to procure food without undue effort, and then fall into a half faint at the shock of just talking to a child. More often than not I felt discomfort with other people, so why was it just these ladies who had such an effect on me? So many questions, all so far unanswered.

Anyway, I calmed down and began to think clearly again, but my gaze remained focused on one spot. I was now sitting alone in the living room, my tea cold on the table.

Hmm. They had given me time to recover my senses, which was a good thing. Frankly, having children had never even occurred to me, as I’d never had a normal relationship with a girl. My previous life had been gray and monotone. Whereas now... I could never previously have dreamed of such a life. Every day was packed with new happenings and impressions, and I could now happily do whatever I desired, and no one would judge me for it.

It suddenly occurred to me that the system could give the answers to what was happening to me right now. And so, the time of the blue trinket caskets had come.

You have received a Hint-Fact card.

You receive Fact № 122.

The new world is fraught with a multitude of dangers. Stay alert!

Fuck, the best fact that could ever be. Okay, we move on.

You have received a Hint-Fact card.

You receive Fact № 179.

System items may be enhanced. This requires two identical items of the same level.

That’s much better. Now I knew there was some point to buying identical items. It was just too bad there wasn’t all that much for sale on the trading platform. Some things I had seen for sale in pairs, but in the main only individually. I took a swig of cold tea and set to thinking. It was a shame evaluation didn’t show the properties of items, and that complicated my choice. I would need to find the same leather armor again and enhance it so it would show its worth in battle and be able to save my life. My bow was also good, but on occasion it lacked power, and sometimes I thought I might break it if I drew the string back too hard. I was getting stronger with every level, but the bow wasn’t.

I logged on to the trading platform and began to flick through it. I found my armor, and not just the one set. I bought light leather armor, level 2, and immediately released it from the card. Hmm, it seemed different from my first set. I went to the bathroom to fetch the set Polina had washed, and lay it alongside the new set. Ignoring the tear on the chest, I looked carefully for other differences. At first glance they seemed identical, yet they were slightly different in color and feel. The level-two armor would be tougher. It remained to figure out how to combine them. It turned out not to be all that difficult, and I easily worked it out by myself. You merely had to lay them side-by-side and mentally give the command to enhance.

Light leather armor, level 1 and Light leather armor, level 2 may not be combined, since the former is damaged.

Thank you, system, for your response.

I bought a repair-kit card for five red boxes. Holding the card against the armor, I waited a short while, and lo and behold, the hole was gone. I repeated the machination with leveling-up, and again I understood nothing would change, but it was worth the try.

Light leather armor, level 1 and Light leather armor, level 2 may not be combined, since the former’s level is too low.

Back on the platform I placed my own ad, offering twenty gray boxes for some light leather armor. I deliberately didn’t specify the level; I mean, what if I got lucky and landed a tenner? I had already killed a good four hours on the trading platform, so I moved to the bedroom, where no one would disturb me. I now understood the fervor and tedium experienced by brokers playing on the stock market.

As I waited, I roamed the platform, probing deeper into its life and items. As it turned out, if you hung around long enough, you could do reasonable business buying and selling items. Thus I bought approximately twenty cold-arms cards for pennies. They were on offer for just two gray boxes. I could, of course, have sold the weapons at a profit, but I had no need for local currency. I also picked up several sets of armor at a perfectly acceptable price, along with a couple of shields. For myself I bought up every last arrow my eyes fell upon, and figured I was now well stocked for the next few days, with no fewer than five thousand in my arsenal. Enough for a dream hunt.

I squeezed the trading platform dry. On top of everything else, I obtained a card for Light Leather Boots, level 1, and was lucky enough to be able to boost it to level 3. I had to do a bit of tinkering, but it was worth it.

I wondered how enhancement happened. I took two pairs of level-one boots and made them level-two. Then I took two more pairs of level-one boots and did the same with them, and hey presto, two pairs of level-two boots were transformed into one pair of level-three boots. It was scary to even imagine how many items I would therefore have to buy. By the end of the day I was absolutely tuckered out, but I was in possession of the following items:

Light leather boots, level 4.

Light leather armor, level 3.

Reinforced leather vambraces, level 4.

Short bow of the Archer of Arkhavar, level 3.

Chilling amounts of effort went into buying a pile of items and hybridizing them. I also had a whole bunch of basic arrows, bought for peanuts, and weapons for twenty or thirty people, likewise bought for a song. And I got a couple of electricity-production artifacts for the soldiers, and twenty-five healing potions. My supply of boxes may have been almost down to zero, but I was very pleased with myself for getting rid of all sorts of unnecessary boxes and caskets.

Before bed, there was one final thing to do which I’d been putting off. I had to open all the red trinket caskets, of which I had thirty. It would be sacrilege to sell them, and I’d kept them for myself.

I fully understood the futility of hope, but fate was there to be tempted.

The first casket produced: Broadsword of Hope, level 1.

The second: Newcomer’s Dagger.

The third: Thunderous Blade, which was in fact very poorly made, and the only thing remotely connected to thunder about it was the lightning bolt depicted on it.

The tenth: basic arrow card.

The fifteenth: short iron-bamboo spear. No level and therefore useless to me.

The thirtieth: Berserker’s Shield card, level 1.

Basically, I’d been bunged a whole heap of trash, which was pretty much what I’d been expecting, so I didn’t get worked up about it. My mood was excellent anyway from my successful shopping spree on the trading platform. Although there was still a bad taste in my mouth, and the desire to sleep had gone. Maybe that was down to the healing potion I’d drunk? Who knew? It was now just 6 o’clock in the evening, and there was nothing to do. Funny though it may sound, Polina refused to let me out on a sortie. I was tired of the trading platform and couldn’t think of anything else to do.

The group members’ messaging system beeped into action: Varg, when you have a spare moment, pop in and see me. Quartermaster.

This “group” was a handy thing, and phones were no longer needed. I wondered what Quartermaster wanted. Incidentally, I had no problem whatsoever with him or time spent in his company.

And so it was decided. I would pay Quartermaster a visit.

Beforehand, I conducted a small raid on Polina’s stash of booze, which had dropped in gray boxes. I took two bottles of whiskey, not the cheapest if the labels were anything to go by, and two bottles of French cognac. What the hell, I could afford it.

The problem with food boxes was that their contents were often useless. You might end up with three bottles of water, a bag of potato chips, and just one packet of pasta, most likely Chinese noodles.

As I approached the storeroom door, I checked to see Quartermaster was actually there. He was, sitting at his desk and reading an old newspaper by candlelight. I knocked and waited for permission before entering.

“Hello, Varg,” he said with a smile as he put his newspaper to the side. “I didn’t think you’d come so soon.”

“It just so happens that I got your message on a day when I have nothing to do.”

“That’s fantastic,” he said, delighted. “I’ve got something for you.”

From one of his shelves he took three cards. I had to pretend to be pleased, otherwise he might take umbrage and not give me anything again. As I understood, Quartermaster was one of those people who was fanatically devoted to his business. Somehow similar to me.

“Thank you!” I said, forcing a beaming smile. “You can never have too many arrows.”

He smirked. “There’s no need to lay it on so thick. I can see they’re no surprise to you, but we’ve got nothing else at the moment. I’m not offended. I know perfectly well how many arrows you spend on your walks.”

“It’s nice to do business with someone who understands.” My smile was sincere now. “Since that’s the case, I’ve got something for you as well.”

I emptied all the weapons from my inventory onto the desk. They didn’t all fit on it, and a small pile also formed on the floor beside it.

“I figured your fighters could use a bit of help, so I decided to share some of my supplies with them,” I said, nodding towards the desk.

Quartermaster wanted to say something in reply, but his surprise was so great he could do nothing but open and close his mouth like a fish.

I gave him all the weapons I had, keeping only my spear and dagger for myself. I should have done it long ago, what with half of them lying unused in a storage closet and half in my inventory.

“I don’t even know what to say, or how to pay you for all this,” said Quartermaster, momentarily flummoxed. “But I’ll definitely think of something.”

“Don’t worry, forget about it. You know it didn’t take much collecting,” I said, summoning my bow to my hand. “My bow is superb for destroying zombies, and I don’t need anything else.”

Quartermaster’s attention drifted from me to the weapons, and he took a candle to inspect them closely. He seemed to have forgotten about me as he arranged them on his shelves and logged them in his notebook. What a stickler.

“Hey, Quartermaster, the weapons aren’t going anywhere, you can sort them out later,” I said.

“You understand nothing. Material resources appreciate order,” he mumbled under his breath, nose in his notebook.

Fine, since the man was so busy, I went over to another desk, the one at which he’d been reading, and began unloading food boxes. So, I’ll keep the candy bars, we but need the bread, the black caviar, hmm, not enough butter. While he was busy with the munitions, I spread the table and put the whiskey and cognac on it.

And for the icing on the cake, I plugged one of the electricity-producing artifacts into the wall. It was dark in there, like the inside of a butthole.

“Let there be light!” I exclaimed. I’d charged the crystal beforehand with enough energy for a week.


Chapter 2

“JEEZ, WHAT IS that?” asked Quartermaster as he approached the desk.

“Just don’t say you don’t drink.” It occurred to me belatedly that he actually might not drink and this would be awkward.

The man looked at me like I was an idiot.

“Oh no, I drink,” he said, to my joyous relief. “It’s just unusual coming from you.” He thought for a moment. “How should I say this? Everyone in the dorm knows about your unsociable and difficult character, and yet here you are, suggesting that I, an old man, sit and have a drink with you.”

“There’s a first time for everything. Since the start of this chaos, there’s been no time to relax in peace and have a proper drink.”

“What about the light?” he asked, noticing the crystal.

“Well we’re not going to drink by candlelight, are we? This isn’t a date.”

“True enough,” Quartermaster said with a chuckle.

I did not have to cajole him for long, and soon we were necking our first shots, followed shortly by our second. There was no point fannying about, as he expressed it.

“Tell me, Varg, why did you decide to join the group? It occurs to me that while you are useful to us, we are of absolutely no use to you.” The question was unexpected.

The alcohol produced a pleasant warming effect in my chest, and at last I was able to relax properly.

“I honestly don’t know the answer to that,” I admitted. “In many ways you are useful to me, with all your problems that I can easily solve, boosting my level at the same time. And of course it’s great that Polina is fattening me up. I wouldn’t know what to do if I had to live exclusively on stewed meat and buckwheat again.”

“I’ve heard much about Polina’s culinary talents,” Quartermaster said knowingly. “The other women say she can rustle up a delicious feast out of nothing.”

“They speak the truth, her cooking really is out of this world. Or perhaps it just seems that way to me. All my life I’ve only ever eaten the very cheapest produce, so I’ve got nothing to compare it with.”

“Or perhaps it’s not the cooking but the cook?” he asked cunningly, narrowing his eyes and making me pause for thought.

“I don’t fully understand what you’re hinting at, but it’s not important now,” I said, brushing it off. “Pour another round and let’s drink.”

It was probably my best day in recent times. Quartermaster and I had a great session, me listening to his stories and he to mine.

When the first bottle was nearly empty, Combat sprang a surprise visit on us.

“What’s all this feasting in a time of plague?” he asked, bearing his teeth.

“Don’t make a fuss, Combat, grab a glass and join us,” Quartermaster said, not remotely perturbed, and ignoring the question from the man in charge.

“You’re forever breaching my chain of command,” said Combat, nonetheless taking a glass and joining us at the table.

Time flew fast, and everybody was relaxed and chatting jocularly when something happened out of the blue.

Attention, survivor! You have the opportunity to undergo a test.

It will be a group test, the participants chosen at random.

Your task is to save a sentient.

Important note: it is forbidden to harm the group by killing your temporary partners. Infringement of this term will result in sanctions. You will have two days to complete the task. You may accept or refuse to participate in this test.

I groaned in my impotence. I had been waiting eagerly for the next test, and this was a huge bummer. Save a sentient? I was sure it would be some hysterical woman who would drive me nuts. And as for random partners, I would definitely kill them if we didn’t get on together. A regular system banana skin.

And to top it all, I was still wounded, despite feeling okay. The potion had certainly worked wonders.

It’s difficult to express the regret with which I refused the test. The notifications disappeared, and I understood I was going to get very drunk today.

All the booze I’d brought was polished off, like a despicable enemy, by us gallant soldiers, at which point, predictably, everyone required more, so I rooted around in my boxes in search of replenishments. It seemed I had found them, and then everything went hazy.

* * *

The morning began very strangely. I had just been sitting with the guys, drinking and laughing aloud, and the next moment I was waking from my stupor, lying on my bed, with the sun’s bright rays shining in my eyes through a gap in the window. I remembered absolutely nothing, especially how I’d gotten home.

Fuck, how bad do I feel? Did somebody pound my head with a hammer, or did I fall and land on my head?

I could not recover my senses after my sudden awakening, my vision refusing to clear and helicopters whirling inside my head. The first thing I saw when I was at last able to focus was the white ceiling in my bedroom. Excellent! I wanted to shout my joy that I had not fallen asleep outside and had mustered the strength to make it home. After all, in the past there had been times when I’d ended up God knows where. But what I saw next nonplussed me utterly: Polina’s red head lying on my chest.

I was afraid to even breathe, let alone wriggle, lest I wake her.

Hmm. Why? And more importantly, how? What to do and where to run? I thought. Was there indeed any point in running? You couldn’t run from yourself, and you couldn’t undo the done. And what was the done? What had happened anyway?

I felt so crappy I didn’t want to stir. Treacherous thoughts crept into my brain: might I have forced myself upon her? Pictures began flooding through my head, each more terrible than the previous.

No. Definitely not. I’m not that kind of person.

Slowly, so as not to wake Polina, I turned my head. There was no one else in the room. My mind was instantly eased, as I imagined the awkward situation that could so easily have arisen. I had no idea how it might have happened. Of course I liked her as a woman, but I couldn’t even speak normally to her. And then this. It seemed alcohol, that fucker, had effaced all boundaries.

“Are you awake, sweetie?” She opened her eyes and looked at me.

I began to freez— Wait, why was I not freezing? I was so close to her right now, yet I was experiencing zero discomfort.

“Uh-huh,” was all I could articulate.

“Excellent.” Then followed the last thing I was expecting: a very sweet and sensitive kiss covered my mouth.

Pulling back, she stroked my freaking-out cheek and said with a smile, “You don’t remember anything, do you? You don’t have to answer, your expression is telling me everything. Yesterday your drinking partners told you it was my birthday today, and you came home pretty drunk to congratulate me. It beats me where you found fresh flowers.”

The more she spoke, the greater my surprise. Seriously, where had I found flowers? I couldn’t remember anything.

“It would presumably be silly to inquire what I gave you?” I asked, trying hard to focus.

“Well, yes, probably,” she said with a crafty smile. “But you demanded a celebratory table be laid, you found a bottle of cognac in the closet, and we had a great time. And you conducted yourself completely differently. You laughed, you enjoyed yourself, and you absolutely did not freeze. And then we were left alone.”

“How did we get left alone?” That was the thing I didn’t understand.

“It was late, and Katya put the children to bed in her room. You smelled heavily of alcohol, and the children didn’t want to sleep in the same room as you.”

“Ah, I understand,” I mumbled. Except I didn’t understand anything.

Then a thought suddenly hit me.

“Just don’t say I—”

Polina’s laugh interrupted me. “No, you didn’t sleep with Katya,” she reassured me.

That would probably have been excessive.

They say a folly can only be driven out using a larger folly. They’re probably right. I accepted Polina absolutely fine now, though I admit it still felt unusual.

Once again I broke into a sweat. How I hated alcohol. It always lowered my inhibitions and flung me into the most ludicrous situations. That said, were it not for alcohol, my sex life would be, to put it mildly, nonexistent. Alcohol was the fucking engine driving my sex life.

I vaguely remembered that in their stories, the guys had mentioned that such a situation was called “sunk.” At the time, I had not entirely understood the meaning of the expression, but now it was beginning to creep up on me just how deeply sunk I was. Testament to which was the contented Polina by my side.

“It’s probably time to get up,” she said, yawning and stretching. “I’ll go fix us something yummy for breakfast.”

The naked girl rose gracefully from the bed and slowly began to dress, not remotely embarrassed, and apparently teasing me with her appetizing curves.

Katya and the girls were still asleep in the second bedroom, which had been allotted to Katya and her daughter. What will they think of me now, system? Stop!

After waiting for Polina to leave, I also began to dress. A cursory inspection of my body produced not a trace of my scar. My leg had healed perfectly and I was a fighter once more. After today’s events I definitely had to unwind and go out for a good hunt, as well as have a good ponder about everything.

Of course, Quartermaster! He’s got moonshine. Excellent stuff, so he said. It had knocked my memory for six.

I got dressed and threw a healing potion down my throat. I hoped it would chase my headache away, because regeneration, to put it mildly, was in bits.

Polina was already clanking plates in the kitchen when I sat down at the table in the living room, wondering whether it was worth waiting for breakfast, or whether I should go straight out hunting.

Yes, Igor, it’s a fine idea to act the man and immediately leg it. That will definitely make you shoot up in Polina’s estimation.

Damn, my brain was in pieces. I got out another healing potion, unbunged it, and tossed it back.

The remaining inhabitants of the apartment emerged from the second bedroom, signaling the start of a gathering that was happening far too soon, no matter how much I wanted to postpone it.

Katya smiled enigmatically. Liza fixed me with a pixie stare, nodded in a businesslike fashion, and launched her offensive.

“Now I’m definitely going to call you ‘Daddy.’“

Touché, I thought to myself.

“Oh, you haven’t frozen, well done,” the little brat said, giving me the thumbs up.

It was true, I hadn’t frozen. Something in me seemed to have changed.

The second strike came from the other side.

“Don’t upset Daddy,” said Anya, pinching Liza’s arm.

If Liza was a little hurricane, the shy and retiring Anya was her complete antithesis.

“Hmm,” mumbled Katya, surprised at her daughter, before bursting into sonorous laughter. “No problem, I like it. Good choice, my girl.” And she threw her arms around her.

Just then I wanted to learn how to use a firearm and shoot myself. And definitely not miss. That was the disadvantage of the bow: I couldn’t shoot myself with it.

“Is there even the tiniest chance my life won’t become more complicated now?” I asked, hoping against hope for an affirmative reply.

They all exchanged gleeful glances and shook their heads, dashing my hope.

Well yes, was I expecting? Had I wanted an interesting and frolicsome life? There you go, Varg, just what you asked for.

“Maybe some kind of bribe?” I led with a trump.

“I don’t think so,” said Katya with a smile as she scrutinized me. “Anya has chosen you, and that means you are Daddy.”

“Hey!” said Liza.

“Is that a problem?” Katya asked, frowning. “Don’t you want Anya to be your sister?”

Liza thought for a moment, and I realized everything had long since been decided without me.

“Of course I need a sister,” she said, after a pause, leaving me speechless.

“Shoot me now,” I croaked wearily, dropping my head to the table.

* * *

The builders’ region was a two-hour walk from the dormitory and teeming with zombies. I would have to march through them with fire and sword, and all because, despite having been three sheets to the wind at the time, I had committed Quartermaster’s story to memory. He confided in me that he was very concerned for his son and granddaughter, who were at home in the city, with no means of escape. When all the chaos kicked off, they hadn’t managed to get to his place, in spite of his frequent insistence that they should drop everything and rush there. Now it wasn’t so easy for civilians to get here, never mind with children.

I felt sorry for Quartermaster and I well understood his fatherly instincts. It was very hard to live with the thought that you might never see your loved ones again, and that was the most likely outcome during an apocalypse. Given the situation, he could do nothing but hope his group would soon be strong enough to save his family.

Quartermaster’s son Peter was forty years old and by trade a military engineer. He lived with his daughter in a small house, and according to Quartermaster, he had visited all the apartments in the neighborhood, killing zombies and gathering food. He was lucky to have received the Rock Commander skill from the system.

With the aid of the skill, he had barricaded all the entrances and windows using rocks. Though powerful, the skill was nevertheless defensive in nature rather than combatant. Quartermaster had not asked me for help, nor even hinted at it. The weary old man had merely shared his concerns with me as he showed me a photograph of his son and granddaughter. I had in passing learned his address, and was now on the way there. He said he hadn’t spoken to his son for two days, since the electricity outage, and was afraid he was already dead.

I leaped across the rooftops and balconies of the city using blink, my preferred means of transport, shooting zombies as I went. I came across the occasional survivor, but did not engage with them, I had no freaking need for that. In the distance rose a massive column of smoke from a fire raging somewhere, with no one to extinguish it.

My route was crowded with zombies in huge numbers, and I began to doubt how easy it would be to save Quartermaster’s family. But in any event I had to try, and even if it proved difficult to rescue them, I could at least leave them some boxes of food. Or perhaps I could just take the girl. I didn’t know how precisely my skill worked, and it was not lacking in peculiarities. If I could reach out to the child, she would become invisible, but as for the adult, he would bring me problems rather than invisibility.

My updated bow was proving its worth superbly, the string tougher on the draw, and if I could find the appropriate arrows, I would soon be busting holes through walls. It made no difference to me exactly how I killed zombies; even bone-tipped arrows were fine with me. My armor had also undergone a series of alterations and was now more comprehensive, covering my thighs as well as my shoulders, precisely what had been lacking before. My vambraces and boots were more or less the same, apart from being a tad more durable.

Blinking onto a balcony, I almost fell into a trap, only noticing it at the last moment by some miracle. What the fuck is this? Stretched across the road between opposite houses were some barely noticeable transparent threads. Hmm, this reminds me of something.

Drawing my spear, I slashed at the nearest thread, on which I had nearly caught my head. The thread remained intact, but the strike produced a metallic clank, like the sound of a cable, and a ginormous foul spider with red eyes came scuttling out of a window. A hideous beast, it clung fast to the stone walls of the building with its paws. What, is it made of iron, the fucking mutant?

I instantly retreated, using blink, and now observed from a safe distance, my bowstring pulled taut.

The beastie waved its head all around in search of its next victim, while making a dreadful clacking sound with either its paws or its mouthparts. My first arrow hit the spider’s eye, making the fucking monster writhe in pain but not fall. I continued pinging it with arrows, but it wasn’t about to croak just yet, even fending off two arrows with ease.

I produced a crystal arrow and let loose with a direct hit to its abdomen, making the beast screech loud enough for the whole street to hear. Zombies from all around came running to the call, but due to the spider’s hanging high up on its threads, they couldn’t reach it.

I changed tactic and fired at a point where a leg was attached to the hairy body. The limb broke off with a crunch, and the spider lost balance, dropping like a stone to the ground, where the zombies tore it to pieces. Not everything was quite so simple, however. The beastie was still alive and fighting the zombies with its last ounce of strength, biting off their heads and chopping their bodies in half with its razor-sharp feet. In the end the zombies were victorious, despite losing twenty “men” in the uneven battle, and those that survived were now chomping contentedly.

I would have to inform my people about this shit, and indeed be more careful myself, although I made it to the house I was looking for without further incident.

The house was easy to find, being surrounded by a stone wall, built by Peter, which I couldn’t help but admire. The stone grew straight out of the ground to a height of two meters, denying the zombies access, or even a view of the interior. The only zombie of any use here would be a jumper or a hulk. Or an odious spider. Ugh.

From all appearances, something was going down, and I could see Quartermaster’s son was in big trouble. Or maybe he was a masochist who had beaten himself up and handcuffed himself to a radiator, before calling his friends to come and have a laugh at him. In the corner sat a child, hunched over and crying into its knees. The merry-making bastards surrounding the prisoner interrogated him, while he remained silent and glowered at them with his one open eye from beneath his brow.

I had thought that this morning had changed my attitude to people, and that I had become kinder. But no, I had apparently become even more blackhearted. The instant anyone crossed my path, they would die.

What, have I wasted my time coming here just to watch a bunch of jerkoff strangers kill him? And in full view of a child?

The picture of the weeping girl, her father being tortured in her presence, was the last straw for my already not quite normal mind. With a predatory sneer, I set off on a killing spree.


Chapter 3

HOW PATHETIC AND WEAK they were. A whole crowd bullying a single person while delighting in their own impunity. Only one gun between the eight of them, yet they felt pretty sure of themselves. Although they still didn’t know I had come for them, and probably never would.

The pistol packer died first. My arrow blew his brains out, taking his life, just as he was saying something to Peter and laying the boot into him as well.

How I hated cruel bastards like that. They radiated the aggression and lawlessness which ate away at them inside. They could easily have just killed Peter and the girl and gained strength, or they could have taken them prisoner, but that wasn’t enough for them. First they had to prove their superiority by victimizing two weak people, one of whom was a little child.

The second was dispatched when he turned towards his comrade and took an arrow directly to the forehead. Another two were sitting on the floor and digging about in Peter’s personal effects. They hadn’t seen me yet, but that would change a couple of seconds later. I could not kill them with my bow, since I was shooting at an angle from the top of the window and I was afraid of missing. And so I blinked into the room. In invisibility mode and with my spear in my hands, I ran at the creeps, who still didn’t understand what was happening.

A powerful sweeping strike, and the head of a ginger fucker was removed from his shoulders. A swift spin around, and my spear punctured the second guy’s chest. He began to squeal like blazes from the intense pain. Okay! Let’s twist the spear and up the volume. His squealings did not last for long, which was a shame, as I was enjoying gazing into his terror-filled eyes. But then he farted, so, pulling a face, I pulled my spear from his body.

So where were the rest? Oh look, two were standing in the porch, guarding the entrance, while another two were running in my direction. One would be here in 3… 2… 1… shoot. The arrow entered him just as he appeared in the doorway and flung the door open, and for an instant I was able to admire my subtle handiwork.

Uh-oh. The second fucker stopped in his tracks upon seeing his comrade fly backwards with a pierced head. He remained hidden on the other side of the wall, gripping his baseball bat jerkily and shouting at the guys in the porch. Interesting bat. It had nails fixed to it with sticky tape in order to put holes in zombies. Wait, what, put holes in zombies? How did he come up with that idea? Did he really not have the brains to understand something like that only worked in shitty movies?

“Hey, maybe you could show yourself and I wouldn’t have to come looking for you?” I asked loudly of the guy hidden behind the wall.

Peter was in shock and did not understand what was happening. Arrows were appearing out of thin air and killing his tormentors, and now someone was speaking close by, yet the voice was coming out of nowhere. Meanwhile, the girl hadn’t even raised her head, but was rocking from side to side and ignoring the outside world. That was bad. I didn’t like it when children suffered at the hands of adults.

Never mind, I would deal with them later, after first focusing on the remainder of the enemy. The two entrance guards were running in stealthy bursts towards the other guy. I would give them time to gather together and observe their whisperings as they huddled against the wall. It turned out one of them had a pistol in his inventory, and he now trained it on the doorway.

“Pete, you bitch, come out of there!” one of the guards shouted in a trembling voice.

“We’re gonna finish you off, you louse, and then your little brat will beg us for death,” said another, trying to drive Peter over the edge. The idiot thought it was Pete who had killed his friends.

Peter was silent and staring intently at where he thought I was. Hmm, he seemed to be trying to fashion something out of stone. Ah, way to go, Pete! He was trying to make a key for his handcuffs.

Don’t do that, Pete, don’t be a fool. You’ll only get in my way, I thought to myself.

“Pete, I’m asking you nicely for the last time, come out of there!” The bastards were not throwing in the towel, but their expressions did not display the same confidence they would actually want to be feeling.

Aha, what’s going on here? One of them, the bravest, was preparing to burst into the room. Hmm.

Taking a run up and a more comfortable grip on his sword, he sprinted like someone demented. Before his run up, I noticed his feet twinkle for an instant, which meant he had an unusual skill of some sort. And he now ran at three times the pace of the average person. Cool! Except he had no reactions whatsoever. At full pelt, his chest met my boot, and another one bit the dust. I didn’t even reel from the impact, that was how much stronger I’d grown, and Pete was in shock because his enemy had just smashed himself to death against an invisible wall.

Fuck. Pete, don’t you dare open those handcuffs and flee.

Deactivating invisibility for just a couple of seconds, I gestured for him to be quiet by placing a finger to my lips, before vanishing again.

Peter now gaped in amazement. Shoot, he’d just witnessed a guy in leather armor appear out of thin air, order him not to make a sound, and disappear.

The speedy enemy had indeed had an interesting skill, and it was a pity skills did not drop upon the bearer’s death. Actually, they did, though very rarely. I had received one dropped skill, though just the one.

I wondered what he’d been planning. To fly into Pete and fell him quickly? Well yes, he’d no doubt figured that since the unseen avenger was armed with a bow, then the advantage would be in close combat. And now he was lying dead, and his accomplices trying to escape. But who would let them? Not me, that was for sure.

After I’d dealt with the last two, easy as pie, my inventory increased by a mere twenty kilos, mildly upsetting because I was already used to figures greater than that.

“So, sick boy, tell me, how did you fall so far?” I asked Peter as I emerged from invisibility.

“Who are you?” He didn’t even try to put on a brave face, but with one eye on his daughter, he was clearly ready to cast off his handcuffs at any moment and throw himself at me.

“Do you know Quartermaster?”

“You’ve come from my father?” he asked, his surprise morphing into realization.

“Uh-huh,” I replied, throwing him a healing potion. “Drink that. Those bastards seriously beat the crap out of you.”

Peter turned the bottle over in his hands and looked at me in mistrust.

“What’s this?” he asked.

“Don’t be stupid, man. Drink it and don’t ask stupid questions. Do you think you’ve got the option right now?”

Realizing I was right, and under my watchful eye, he drank the potion.

“Well done,” I said with a smile. “It’s a healing potion. It’ll help your wounds heal very quickly. We’ve got a difficult journey ahead of us.”

“Thank you,” he said, with the restrained nod of someone who didn’t fully trust me. Strange, then, that he should have drunk the potion.

“Snap out of your stupor, man. Your daughter needs bringing to her senses.”

He was just waiting for my command. The girl had not reacted at all to our conversation, but as soon as he ran over and embraced her, she flinched. Then he began to pacify her, and she dissolved into tears. How difficult it was with these people. And I still had to get them back to base.

“Peter,” I said, tearing him away from his daughter. “You’ve got half an hour to collect your most valuable possessions. You can ask questions later. Understand?”

“Yes,” he replied, holding my stare.

He was obviously a military man, but clearly jaded. In a previous life he would certainly have made mincemeat out of me, whereas now he didn’t stand a chance. He was no Combat, not by a long shot. Even I was mildly apprehensive of Combat. Sometimes.

While Peter was getting his stuff together, I busied myself with loot. I would take the spiky baseball bat and show it to Quartermaster; it would make him laugh. Also, two pistols and a very basic sword. These dumbasses had nothing more of value. How sad.

It was strange they had nothing, and also that they moved about calmly among the zombies. Perhaps they were from Spikey’s gang and left all their loot at their base? I explored the house, taking in its dimensions. An old building, five rooms, ceilings four meters high. Not remotely like my old kennel.

It took Peter ten minutes to calm his daughter down, and then they began gathering their gear. I saw Quartermaster’s son in him; he had an awful lot of stuff. I hoped it would all fit in my inventory.

While he was occupied, I slipped out onto the balcony. We had to put a serious dent in the zombies’ numbers, otherwise we wouldn’t even be able to get out of the house. Shooting my bow always relaxed me, and shooting living targets doubly so, what with the added element of challenge. A shot. Another shot. And another. They press, I shoot. The mathematics was simple: one arrow = one corpse. Whenever I observed the remnants of living people, I experienced not a drop of sympathy or compassion, despite them having once been real people, each with their own story. They were all so different, yet they had all met the same fate, becoming the walking dead. The least pleasant thing for me was to shoot zombie children, although those beasties were the most dangerous. Their small size gave them a massive advantage. They could creep up unnoticed on the living in a crowd, and that was it, death and zombie doom guaranteed.

How nice it was to kill these beasties in droves; there was already a whole mountain of corpses. It was vital not to forget why I was here, though, otherwise I might get carried away shooting zombies until late evening. I could not understand where so many had come from. I’d already felled no fewer than a hundred, yet new ones kept arriving and laying siege to the house. In several places, the defenses erected by Peter gradually began to yield.

I checked out the neighboring houses, but couldn’t see where the zombies were coming from. Everything looked as usual, except for one beautiful old house with flying zombies asleep on the roof. Anyone taking shelter there was in for a surprise. Maybe I should pop over and execute them? Nah, screw it. Too risky. Easier to mow down the ones on the ground.

Despite taking longer than the allotted half hour, Pete still managed to pack his stuff up reasonably quickly, and now he was scanning the place in the search of me.

Okay, there appear to be fewer zombies now, it’s time for us to get out of this house.

“Have you lost somebody?” I asked, appearing suddenly behind him and making him jump with fright.

Peter clenched his fists in ire, but remained silent. After a short while, he said, “We’re ready. Do you have a plan to get us out of here?” I was beginning to think he wouldn’t ask.

“I have a plan, but you’re not going to like it,” I said with a smile. “I don’t like it myself,” I continued, the smile fading.

A regular guy, and his anger at me was so amusing, yet he couldn’t say anything truculent. No doubt he realized what I was capable of and what would happen to him should he become obstinate.

The following four hours I can describe in two words: monotonous tedium. We moved like lame tortoises. It was a good job I’d managed to gather some loot, otherwise the situation would seem very lamentable. I covered the road, picking out the safest route, while Peter and his daughter walked slowly, or to be more precise, Peter walked slowly, carrying his daughter in his arms. A couple of times we were forced to take a shortcut directly through buildings in order to avoid zombie bottlenecks. It looked to me like they were all on a protest march together, only minus the placards.

I brought my charges to a sudden halt with a raised fist.

“People up ahead, and a horde of zombies in the next street over. Plus zombie dogs, and I really don’t want to tangle with them,” I said, cringing from the memory of those hellish hunting hounds. “We must think carefully about what to do.”

The man frowned, then looked at his daughter.

“We should probably wait for them to leave before moving on,” he proposed.

“I’m not so sure. It looks like they’re marauding, and their base is nearby,” I replied, my X-ray vision coming to my aid yet again. “The problem is I don’t know if they’ll attack us or not.”

“Maybe we should attack them first, then?” Apparently he was no coward, nor opposed to getting his hands dirty.

“And if they’re regular people just trying to get by in this world, and we take them out? Is that okay?” I asked without a shadow of emotion on my face.

He looked back at his daughter, before turning to me again.

“The most precious thing in my life is my daughter,” he said. “If the remotest danger threatens her, I’ll kill without the slightest compunction.”

His attitude was understandable and familiar to me, a little too close for comfort in fact. I was now prepared to do the same for Polina and Liza, whereas before I had been completely indifferent. Evidently I had begun to label people “mine” and “not mine.”

“You see the red house?” It would have been very strange if he didn’t, for it was the only red house in the whole street. “Go there and wait for me. I’ll be along soon.”

Peter agreed, and without arguing went to the house, while I headed towards the people.

I counted ten of them, but I didn’t know how many there might be in the main building. Unfortunately, my vision didn’t stretch that far, although I didn’t need it to see that the building was well reinforced. The group had probably been sent out on a mission to comb the houses for valuable objects, and I decided not to kill them. They looked like regular folks, and I wasn’t going to kill innocents. And anyway, I didn’t need to; I just wanted them to agree not to impede our passage.

I came closer, to within shooting distance, and saw two men carting a heavy chest of drawers, probably for firewood. I took out my bow and fired, the arrow entering the commode with a whistling sound. I waited for a reaction. They looked all around, not immediately understanding what had happened. They hadn’t seen my arrow, which was odd. Were they idiots or something? How could they not notice an arrow? Fine. I shot once more, this time with two arrows.

Ah, now they got it. They dumped the piece of furniture and fled. Then everyone else ran out of the houses and into their own lair. And you, you fool, why aren’t you running? Do you think your shield’s going to save you? Then I saw he had some kind of skill, his eyes were glowing green and… What skill was that? Never mind, there was no time to wait. He needed kickstarting, so I put an arrow in his shield.

He cussed out loud. Shoot, I’d nearly killed him. Was his shield made of cardboard or something? How could my arrow have gone almost right through it? That said, it made him run, which was pleasant to behold.

I waited another five minutes to be sure they were all safe in their house and wouldn’t leave it anytime soon. A couple of times someone tried to poke their head out of a window, but my arrows made them withdraw. I returned for Peter and his daughter, and we continued our journey.

“Don’t worry, Pete, everything’ll be okay,” I comforted him, from the safety of invisibility mode. “Nobody’s going to touch you, I’ll make sure of that.”

“That’s easy for you to say when you’re invisible,” he mumbled.

“Cut the chat, soldier,” I said, attempting a parody of Combat.

We passed through the danger zone without any problems. The problems appeared a bit later, when Peter inadvertently nudged a car on the pavement and set off the alarm, which wailed for the whole street to hear. We had to break into a sprint.

“Pete, you moron, “I said, recovering my breath when we reached a relatively safe spot.

“Sorry,” he said, lowering his eyes.

When I saw the walls of the dorm, I relaxed. At last they were out of danger now. I’d been worried about them the whole way. How could I look Quartermaster in the eye if something had happened to them?

“It’s so clean here, and there are nearly no zombies,” Peter said in surprise as he took in the area in front of the dormitory.

“Uh-huh, it’s clean.” If only he could see the situation further up the street, where the soldiers were disposing of rotting corpses. The picture there was definitely not for the faint of heart.

“Are you not put off by the puddles of dried blood?” I asked, pointing at the nearest one.

The soldiers were doing a good job. They had cleared the whole area and were now patrolling it round the clock. They didn’t stray too far from the dorm. There was no real need, since the zombies made continuous advances towards us. The main thing was to keep clearing them away to avoid a crowd forming by the walls of the building.

I hoped Peter would be able to construct some decent barricades, maybe even a wall like the one in China. That would be very cool. Fortifications were one of the reasons I’d gone to fetch him.

And here was security approaching us. Ah yes, they couldn’t see me, only the man with the child in his arms. Five men approached us with machine guns held out in front, ready to shoot to kill at a moment’s notice.

I deactivated my invisibility for fear they really would shoot Pete, in which case Quartermaster would have their guts for garters.

“Stand down, soldiers!” I shouted. “If you point those things at me, I’ll conduct a teleportation session with you.”

“It’s Varg,” one of them said, recognizing me.

“Who’s that with him? We weren’t warned about any guests.” What, did they think I had to warn them?

“What teleportation?” asked a fair-haired lad of about twenty. The question was not unexpected.

“I’ll teleport your weapons from out of your hands to somewhere else,” I said with a calm smile.

The soldiers scowled, then took a step back. They didn’t understand my joke.

“Varg, we weren’t warned you would have guests with you,” said the main man of the group. Shame I didn’t know his name.

“I am under no obligation to report to anybody, soldier. I shall tell Combat, and the two of us will straighten things out.” It was my turn to scowl now, unhappy at having my time wasted.

I had no desire to report to these guys, they could go take a running jump, so we walked on as they made way for us. Our presence had already been reported, and Combat would soon show up, so there was no need for me to conduct conversation here and now.

“I see you act like a douchebag towards everyone,” said Peter with a smile. “How come Combat hasn’t twisted your head off yet?”

“He’d have his work cut out,” I replied cockily, although I knew he could do it.

When we were twenty meters from Quartermaster’s lair, Combat came out to meet us.

“Varg, what’s with the lack of discipline? And why are there unauthorized persons on our secure premises?” he asked with a quizzical look.

“Come again? Since when has Quartermaster’s favorite granddaughter been an unauthorized person?” With a smile, I pointed at the girl in Peter’s arms. “Perhaps I should rat you out to him? I can imagine how often he’ll remind you of it in the future.”

Combat smiled, then he understood what I’d said and turned his gaze on the filthy Peter. The man’s face was smeared with dried blood, and caked in dirt, which I hadn’t immediately noticed.

“Pete?” Combat asked in amazement.

“Good health to you, comrade Combat,” said Peter, saluting.

“Varg! You surprise me yet again,” the dumbfounded colonel said with a shake of the head. “And that will go doubly for Quartermaster. I shan’t hold you up, but I shall definitely drop in to see you later.”

After watching Combat leave, we went to find Quartermaster.

As always, he was at his workstation. Upon seeing me, he smiled and invited me in, and when Peter and his granddaughter appeared behind me, his face adopted various shades, from white to gray to blue. I was even concerned, lest the unexpected delight prove the kiss of death for him.

But he was a strong man, and he soon regained the power of speech.

“Peter, who did this to you?” was the first thing he asked.

Then Quartermaster threw himself at his son like a whirlwind, before taking his granddaughter and hugging her tightly to him.

“Grandpa,” was the first word she said in my presence. The girl burst into tears and buried her head in his broad chest.

I did not want to hang around like a spare part, so I left three gray boxes for them on the table and closed the door on my way out.


Chapter 4

THE APARTMENT WAS QUIET. The girls inquired what I’d been up to and how my day had been, although it wasn’t over just yet, and I recounted the results of my latest foray. Then I asked whether there was anything I could bring them from town, since I was planning another hunting trip. My level needed raising, and I sensed I was close. Or perhaps not. As it transpired, my offer was a big mistake. Jeez, who would’ve thought they needed practically everything? Even Liza and Anya joined in with the compilation of a long list. Although it was no big deal really. I was planning a stroll to a particular shopping mall, which had, as I remembered, a host of little shops, so why not grab some essentials if I didn’t find anything interesting for myself?

“Maybe you should have some food, all the same?” Polina asked again.

“It’s not worth it, I don’t want to waste time. I’ll grab a couple of sandwiches and be on my way.”

In the kitchen I saw two pans on the stovetop, twenty liters a piece, something aromatic simmering away in them.

“Is everything really that bad, Polina? Do I really eat that much?” It was true my appetite had increased, but not that much, surely?

The girl looked embarrassed, but not so utterly this time. Her philanthropy again.

“Only two apartments in the whole building have electricity now. Do you have anything against me cooking a bit of food for people? It’s just basic soup and porridge in there, nothing special,” she said, looking at me guiltily, and not for the first time.

“I told you, do what you like, I’m not against it,” I replied, for which I received a kiss. Which I was beginning to like, dammit.

“You’re the best. Thank you,” she whispered in my ear.

“Are you getting enough to eat yourself?” I asked, assessing her figure. “Or are you giving everything to others?”

“Are you concerned about me putting weight on?” She smiled playfully and ran her hands down her curves. “Don’t you worry, I possess a kind of magic that most girls would sell their souls for. I can eat and not put on weight.”

“A good kind of magic,” I said, continuing to run an appraising eye over her figure. “But don’t forget, and I’ll say it again just in case, if it occurs to you to go hungry for the sake of others, don’t do it. Just tell me, and I’ll give you more boxes of food.”

Polina sighed heavily.

“I won’t do anything detrimental to my health, honestly,” she said. It was a difficult subject for her to think about. “It’s just that there are children going hungry. You’re the one doing all the hard work. Yesterday one of my girlfriends’ husbands brought two boxes home, and the only normal food in them was bread. The rest was water, spices, chewing gum, and a bag of breadsticks.”

“You can give away everything we don’t need from the pantry. We’ve got a mountain of different kinds of food that nobody eats,” I said, recalling how I’d closely avoided being buried by an avalanche of potato chips when I opened the pantry door recently. “The problem is the little ones drooling at the sight of chips.”

“And you don’t have a problem with that?” she asked, mildly unconvinced. She’d obviously been thinking about it, but not brave enough to ask.

“I suggested it myself, so there’s no need to worry about something so trivial,” I said, waving a dismissive hand. It really was no skin off my nose.

I did not see the point of keeping anything that was of absolutely no use to us. Even if the zombies started dropping five times fewer boxes, I would sooner spend fifteen hours nonstop shooting zombies than go back to eating whatever I could find. I already knew how easy it was to become accustomed to the good life.

“Thank you again,” Polina said, kissing me on the cheek once more.

“Anyway, what’s Katya bickering about in there?” A noise was coming from the living room, but in the kitchen it was difficult for us to understand what was going on.

“Hmm,” Polina said with a frown. “It’s probably Katya arguing with Anya. They’ve been rowing all day.”

“I hope it’s nothing to do with me?” I said. My intuition was being squeezed in an invisible vice.

“Who knows?” She replied with a smile.

I could have stayed and chewed the fat with her for ages, but there was business to take care of, so I gave her twenty gray food boxes and left the kitchen.

* * *

On the way to the mall, I kept an eye out for anything interesting, but I found nothing. Only infecteds, which I killed on sight. I also knocked off a pair of zombie jumpers, but gave a wide berth to some hellhounds. Luckily, those little municipal cleanup guys were too busy eating dead zombies to pay me any attention.

The mall was a lifeless building. It may have looked ten-years abandoned, but it had in fact been full of people until very recently. Why on earth were all the windows busted out? Did people really have nothing better to do?

In lordly fashion, I breezed into the enormous building via the main entrance, and the first thing I saw was three zombies standing together and waiting for some prey. That prey was not to be me. I couldn’t be bothered to get out my bow, so I simply took their heads off with my spear. I wondered if everything had already been looted. I figured from the number of zombies, and the puddles of fresh blood everywhere, that humans had already visited the place. And aside from dead zombies, I also saw a couple of human corpses. Seeing a bloodied sword near one of them, I approached, picked it up, and ran an evaluation of it. Basic sword.

I would give it to Quartermaster; it would come in handy. I wiped it down and threw it into my inventory, before setting off around the shops. I entered them all, and without scrutinizing anything too closely, threw a bit of everything within reach into my inventory. They could figure it all out at home.

The foray did not turn out to be overly successful. I killed just over a hundred zombies, but found nothing of interest for myself. Still, at least I wasn’t going home empty-handed, and that was a good thing.

I received a message: Varg, this is Combat. I’ve got some excellent news. Today one of the old guys got a new skill. He’s now a level-one healer. That’s all for now.

Interesting, I thought. Now we had a healer. I would learn the details later. Perhaps the system was just giving him tablets once a day, for headaches, say, and here was me already fantasizing about a panacea for all ills.

It truly was good news, though. Injured soldiers would now recuperate quickly, and I wouldn’t have to splash out on potions. The only pity was that the healer’s skill level was too low. I wrote back that I was very pleased for them, before continuing my inventory stuffing.

The drugstore was practically empty. I rummaged around the far shelves and found a small amount of medicine, nothing that wouldn’t get put to use in the dormitory. Then I went to the food store, where I was unpleasantly surprised. People were idiots. They hadn’t taken much food, but they had ruined much more. They’d probably pawed at everything in a hurry, and now the whole floor was awash with dirty trampled groceries. I popped in just to see how bad the food situation was, and I was there less than a minute when I was approached by a clerk, doubtless wanting to give me some advice. A lad of about eighteen wearing a shop clerk’s uniform, with a chewed cheek and a leaky eye. With a single smooth and accurate spear strike, the zombie’s head flew off, and I continued my inspection of the empty shelves. In short, nothing of interest.

Aha! I hadn’t immediately noticed the blue trinket casket dropped by the zombie. It needed opening; why put it off?

You have received a Hint-Fact card.

You receive Fact № 220.

In your world, supplies of water, gas, fuel, and electricity will soon run out. In order to survive, stockpile reserves now, or think of alternative means to procure them.

A bit late; I already knew that. Truth be told, I could have guessed it before the electricity went down. I was already considering several options. If the electricity could be fixed with relative ease, the water would not be so simple. Rainwater could be collected, but you needed a container, and there was no knowing when it would rain again, potentially not for weeks.

Admiring the disappearing card, I completely switched off from reality, snapping back into it only when I heard a dangerous-sounding guttural growl from behind my back. Slowly, making no superfluous movements, I turned my head, and froze. Three meters behind me stood a gigantic red hound, moving its head from side to side and sniffing. It’s sweeping gaze stopped on a fresh deadman, and it slowly began its approach. I stood in its way, and beneath my feet, as ill luck would have it, was a bunch of shit that crackled. I shouldn’t have been audible, but there was no way I wanted to risk it. One bullet hole had been enough to make me wise up.

I blinked up onto the top shelf, and nearly slipped on a packet of nuts lying there. Fuck. Exhale… and relax. I couldn’t afford to relax, however, since the price of a mistake might be very high indeed.

Bristling, I drew my bow and thwacked an arrow into the beast’s neck. To my delight, it sank in. Albeit with a squeak, but it sank in. The dog did a somersault on the spot, howling from the pain, and black blood flowed from its maw. My second arrow struck its head but ricocheted off, its hide not so easily penetrable. I aimed another arrow at its neck, only to fail again. The hound somehow sensed it and dodged aside, before scampering for the exit. I didn’t want to leave the wounded bird alive, so I used blink to jump along the shelving, firing all the while. Eventually it dropped to the floor, dead, while I was horror-stricken to realize just what a fearful opponent I’d just had to deal with. Dodging no fewer than fifteen of my arrows, it had run away with ten stuck in its body before collapsing and dying. Although it’s true I had chosen the nastiest arrowheads. And a good thing too.

You have gained level 9. Your body has become stronger. Your skeleton can now support a load several times greater than it could previously.

Strong bones: excellent. Did that mean I could now jump from the fifth floor? I would need to test it.

Following the fight with the hellhound, I decided to take no more risks, and I inspected each floor carefully. On the second floor was a cluster of zombies that were for some reason trying to bust into the video-surveillance room.

Poor poor zombies. They had sniffed out a human and were now trying to get at him, not realizing he was long dead. Inside, the corpse of a security guard sat in an armchair, a hole in its head. The guy had thought he was hiding in a safe place, behind a very strong door, and was no doubt delighted the zombies would not be able to reach him. What he omitted to consider was how he would get out of there. No water or food meant no prospects. And he had taken the easiest way out.

Varg, we’ve got problems. Fedya currently has a gang’s dormitory under surveillance, and reinforcements have just arrived there. There’s a possibility they’ll attack us,” wrote Combat, always on time to cheer you up.

Shoot, what the hell? Why wouldn’t they let me live a normal life? Never mind, this was no time to relax. Free inventories awaited me.

This time the soldiers were patrolling the whole area effectively and not allowing anything to happen like last time. They coped superbly with killing zombies in open terrain, working in groups of five and keeping a close eye on all shifty characters while they were about it. And well played to Fedya! He was using his invisibility for the purposes of reconnaissance and espionage, although he had it harder than me, his invisibility being very weak.

It was worth popping around to see those bastards and increasing my inventory to the tune of at least thirty kilograms. But first there was business to deal with here, if my trip was not to have been a waste of time. And so I filled my inventory to overflowing, before returning home. As it happened, I returned in very good time, for the girls were in the process of laying the table.

“Feast your eyes on this loot!” I shouted, notifying everyone of my arrival.

“What have you brought us?” asked Liza and Anya, running straight at me.

“Have a look for yourselves and see what takes your fancy.” Unceremoniously, I unloaded my inventory right there in the hallway.

“Woohoo!” they shrieked in unison, and ran to have a dig in the pile of stuff.

There was everything: soap, shampoo, skewers, water, clothes, fabrics, kitchenware. I’d taken anything that might be of use to them, and my inventory now permitted me to carry large loads, so I hadn’t been overly choosy about what I took. They could keep what they wanted and give away what they didn’t, but I reckoned half of it was on their list.

“You came back right on time, sweetie,” Polina said, making me cough, as she carried the plates into the living room. “We’re having kebabs with pulled pork and salad.”

Her announcement made my mouth water. I loved kebabs, but unfortunately I’d only rarely been able to afford them.

“I thought I’d never see another kebab,” I said, looking joyfully at the yummy-looking filled pittas.

“I can cook whatever your heart desires. All you have to do is ask,” she said with a smile.

“Anything but buckwheat,” I replied, shuddering at the recollection of how much buckwheat I’d consumed in my time.

“Mommy, can I have some cocoa?” Liza asked, extracting her head from the mound of goodies.

“Of course you can. I’ll just make it.”

“Me too?” Anya asked, embarrassed.

“Whoever wants cocoa, go wash your hands quickly and come to the table.”

What about me? I also wanted cocoa. So I went to wash my hands.

We all had dinner together at the table, chatted a while, and then I went to see Combat. It was uncomfortable for me to spend too long in their company, and after what had happened today, they kept giving me strange looks.

I spent about an hour with Combat as he told me all the news. In short, the situation in the dorm was really shit. Again people didn’t have enough food, and there was only light in two apartments, and it was taking its toll. I had to give Combat one of the artifacts and explain how to set it up. At first he was pleased, but when he heard how much experience an artifact used up every day, he freaked out.

The way things were shaping up, the dormitory wasn’t a great place for us. The problem wasn’t just food, but also accommodation, and there wasn’t sufficient to house everybody. Plus, the dorm dwellers also had friends throughout the whole city, who wanted to live together with us. On the one hand, that was a pain in the ass for me, for the more people there were, the more problems there were. But looking to the future, it might not be such a bad thing. Small groups would soon not be able to survive in this new world, what with the zombies constantly mutating and becoming stronger. We needed way more people than we currently had, to protect the building and make sorties into the city. The more of us there were, the safer and more comfortable my life would be.

Bidding farewell to Combat, I hit the road. As I contemplated all the news, I nearly made it as far as the gang’s pad. Fedya had probably gone home, but he’d done good work, gleaning necessary information.

The scumbags were forever sending small squads out on short local pillaging missions, and it was precisely a couple of these that I wanted to hound down. Settling down on the roof of the building opposite theirs, I waited. It was beyond me how their building hadn’t burned down. I had set fire to it, after all, and let the zombies in. There was no way they could have survived without skills. Very soon, fortune smiled on me, as four people exited the building, armor-clad and swords in hands. They inevitably had firearms as well, but carried them in their inventories like everybody else. They had done a reasonable job of clearing the zombies away, and their exit was now free, so they acted with confidence and walked with an idle air.

I followed them, blinking across the rooftops. They made for a small mansion, the door of which they opened quickly with a skeleton key. The building was empty and there were no signs of a pogrom. They had surely been notified of which buildings were worth burglarizing. The first loser I pinned to the door, and he didn’t even have time to register what had killed him.

You have killed a survivor.

The capacity of your inventory is increased by 2 kg.

The remaining bandits reacted momentarily, drawing their firearms and hiding. They were too far away for me to hear their conversation. Does that big guy behind the tree seriously think he’s concealed? Half his belly was jutting out from behind the trunk. Imagining just how painful it was going to be, I sank an arrow right into his enormous stomach. He fell, squirming in pain, and called for help, but none came.

Then began the firefight. Calculating the trajectory of my last arrow, they figured they’d found me. So it was good that I’d taken each shot from a new position, and I now stood behind them in the yard, which they would never suspect. I approached the injured fatso and “accidentally” trod on his neck.

You have killed a survivor.

The capacity of your inventory is increased by 8 kg.

Fatboy quit the chat, and I smiled and produced my spear. Approaching another man, who nervously held on tight to his machine gun, I thrust my spear into the back of his head. He didn’t even have time to fall before I blinked away and repeated the process on another man.

You have killed a survivor.

The capacity of your inventory is increased by 7 kg.

You have killed a survivor.

The capacity of your inventory is increased by 5 kg.

I knit my brow at the ease of it all. I wanted an adrenaline-fueled fight, and all I got was this bullshit. I was getting carried away again. Never mind, it was no time for grandstanding, so I collected their things and headed back to the dorm before zombies came running, attracted by the noise.

I hadn’t checked my status for a while and wondered what was going on with it.

Status!

Name: Varg.

Level: 9.

Skills: Invisibility, level 10; Regeneration, level 2; Evaluation, level 1; Blink, level 2.

Inventory: 278 kg.

Not too shabby at all. And how my inventory had grown! At this rate I would soon reach a ton. The main thing was not to become a packhorse and have everybody asking me to carry their crap. Like now.

In the meantime the bandits’ dormitory had livened up, people scurrying and bustling everywhere. The group leader had no doubt already received notification that his guys were dead, and even who had killed them. I wondered when they would come hunting for me. After all, I had put a small dent in their ranks. Although they did look better prepared since the last time. There were no fighters on the roof now, and instead they’d boarded up the windows, with firing ports, to protect against arrows. Yet they were still idiots. Why had they left such large gaps? Fine, I would show them their mistake, and then run.

I came closer and took aim at someone dawdling with a machine gun by one of the firing ports. It was a fair distance, and the arrow would be flying in an upward direction, but the main thing was that my hands should not shake. Which they didn’t. Another man down.

You have killed a survivor.

The capacity of your inventory is increased by 5 kg.

Nevertheless, it wasn’t enough. I took an explosion arrow and let it fly directly at the machine gun. If I remembered correctly, they weren’t exactly short on ammo, which meant I should be in luck. Everything burst into flames momentarily, and a couple of minutes later the explosions began.

So, what are you waiting for? Here I am, down on the street, waiting. Surely you should be running out to look for me? Evidently not. In that case, I’ll make a bit more noise. I produced several more exploders and fired at their firing positions. It was the last straw, but their reaction was absolutely not what I wanted. Instead of coming to hunt me down, they decided to try to kill me with zombie hands.

“Listen up, Varg! We know it’s you, you motherfucker,” shouted one of them through a megaphone. “We’re gonna find you and deal with you, and then we’re gonna find everyone you hold dear, and they’re gonna beg for mercy.”

What a brave man to be hiding behind a wall. It’s funny, they wanted to provoke me, and yet they were using such banal language. Zombies were attracted by loud sounds, and that was precisely the effect being achieved. And for even greater effect, they began shooting willy-nilly from the firing ports. They probably thought the zombies would finish me off. Ain’t happenin’, buddy! By now I was standing on their roof and looking down at the fast-approaching zombies. I would probably never know where they came from, and in such numbers! There weren’t so many in evidence on the streets, but as soon as you made a noise, they sure came a-running. But who knew where from?

I took a thermos flask from my inventory and poured myself a cup of Polina’s cocoa. I was beginning to like the attention. It was a shame a certain lowlife was threatening her. He needed teaching a lesson.

When I saw a welded-shut door leading downstairs from the roof, I hatched a plan. It was barricaded on the inside by a pile of garbage. Clever guys! The only problem was that the garbage consisted mainly of old furniture, and furniture was highly flammable. Earlier today I’d found two canisters of gasoline in a car on the street, and I knew they would come in handy. I doused the door liberally with gas, which flowed down through the gaps at the edges. Each canister contained twenty liters of fuel, and I emptied them down to the last drop. Rubbing my hands in glee, I produced a lighter I’d pinched from a zombie, sparked it up, and threw it at the foot of the door. That seemed to do the trick, and we would now see how sweetly they could sing. I figured the dorm ought to burn down to its foundations. If not, I understood nothing in this life. I blinked back down to street level, keeping the exit from the building covered with my bow.

Then suddenly came several whistling sounds which morphed into colossal explosions. One bang was very close to me, half deafening me and knocking me half senseless.

Fuck, what was that? I shook my head convulsively, trying to merge two pictures and understand what had just happened. The world stopped spinning around me fairly soon, but the ringing in my ears was still there. As it turned out, the bastards had let fly haphazardly with an RPG from their dorm, and one missile had struck a nearby abandoned building, on whose roof I had very recently been standing.

Bastards. Had that last grenade landed thirty meters to the left, this kitten would have been a goner. But never mind, I simply moved position. Then I saw such a horde of zombies approaching at speed that: Achtung! And the fuckwits weren’t fleeing their building. In fact, the building wasn’t even on fire. What a downer. They’d probably managed to extinguish it. Fail. Luckily for them, I was apparently no arsonist. On the other hand, I was interested to see how they would cope with such an enormous crowd of zombies. The barricades would hold them off to a certain degree, but those scumbags would still have to hole up for a few days and not leave the building. On top of which, they would spend an awful lot of ammunition on the zombies. So that was good. It was just a shame I couldn’t sneak in and steal some, as the place was far too buzzing with activity right now.

That’s enough adventure for me for one day. It’s time to go home.

And on the way, I get to shoot some more in infecteds.


Chapter 5

WHEN I GOT HOME YESTERDAY, I spent the rest of the evening with the girls. They asked me an unusual favor. It hadn’t occurred to me they might be bored of being holed up inside all the time, and they wanted to go out for a walk in the yard, but since nobody would let them out alone, without an escort, I had to go with them.

A group of soldiers and civilians had thoroughly cleared almost the whole area in front of the building, and you could now take a stroll down there without being afraid of tripping over zombie corpses. We had a lovely time outside. I even played football with the little ones, while Polina and Katya contented themselves with breathing the fresh air. Their heads were on swivels all the time and I couldn’t tell whether they had been able to relax. I wouldn’t have been able to in their shoes.

I had the most fun, kicking a ball around with the kids while in invisibility mode.

When we got home, the girls thanked me, and Polina kissed me on the lips before disappearing to cook dinner. Katya then came up to me and kissed me softly on the cheek, and I froze. This is just freaking fantastic. Do I have to sleep with her as well in order to stop acting like an idiot?

System, I beseech you, give me a skill to temper my reason! I’m tired of feeling so inadequate in easy situations, I begged mentally of the system. The system, as always, was silent.

In the morning I popped to see Combat for the latest updates on the situation in the city. During a discussion of all my concerns, the conversation turned smoothly to the events of yesterday, and everyone in the room wanted to know the details. They could not get their heads around how I’d managed to do so much by myself. It was a nice feeling to be highly valued.

“Are you trying to tell us you kicked their asses alone?” Fedya asked, unable to believe his ears, while Combat smiled, pleased.

“I decided to attack first,” I said with a nonchalant shrug.

“Your abilities are amazing,” said Combat, to which everybody’s head nodded in unison. My eye began to twitch. It was time to go invisible. “If you could just learn some discipline and follow a short training course, you’d become a top-notch subversive. Sometimes I think you used to be a foreign agent just playing his role with panache.”

“An agent who’s scared of people?” I asked with an ironic sneer.

“Exactly! The most difficult kind of agent to identify. But that’s just a joke, forget it,” said Combat, waving it away.

“I understand.” Of course. If it wasn’t a joke, I would have been taken out of the picture already.

I did not want to chat for too long, and it was time to wrap up the conversation.

“Yesterday our group was ambushed. Two dead and two injured,” said Combat out of the blue. Unpleasant news.

“Outsiders or jailbirds?”

“Your old friends, actually,” he said. “I ran a nickname check on them, and it turned out they’re people from your anthill. There’s a group of approximately five hundred people there.”

Not good. I was hoping those bastards had long since been eaten by zombies.

“I’ll pay them a visit,” I said.

“I wouldn’t recommend it,” he said discouragingly. “We have reason to believe there are people over there with powerful skills. It might be dangerous.”

Perhaps Combat was right, but he didn’t know all of my skills. Although come to think of it, they had analysts who could have told him.

“I’m not afraid of anyone. I’ll cope with any situation,” I said, thrusting out my chest and smiling a superciliously smile.

“Uh-huh,” he replied, feigning agreement. “How’s your leg? Stopped hurting?” He asked with a snarky smile.

“Okay okay. I’m not afraid of almost anyone, but I’m working on it. I just don’t have a protective skill or artifact yet.”

“You’ve got it easy,” he said, shaking his gray head. “We never have enough freaking food or weapons, and you speak of skills and artifacts as if they’re insignificant.”

“What’s stopping you killing more zombies to gain loot?” I didn’t understand the problem. They were too cautious, and this was the lamentable consequence.

“Not all of us can spray zombies with fire from the safety of invisibility,” he said, indignantly but truthfully. “However, our chief problem right now is not food. We realize that the longer we live in this dorm, the more dangerous it will become. It’s hard to defend, there’s not enough room for everyone, there’s no electricity…” He paused to observe my reaction.

“What, am I supposed to build you a bunker?” I said, to lighten the mood.

“We urgently need to think about where we can move to and how to move there as safely as possible,” he said, unsupportive of my mood-lightening attempt. “If you’ve got any clever ideas, we’ll be glad to hear them.”

I’d had similar thoughts myself. I did not like this dormitory. If a couple of hulks decided to pay us a visit, they would annihilate the building in half an hour. Recent nights had been accompanied by the sounds of gunshot from our sentries as they tried to fend off flying beasties, and each morning there were fresh zombie corpses to clear away.

In the worst case scenario, I had a place to run to where I could take Polina and Liza. Although I now had Katya and Anya to think of as well, because Polina wouldn’t leave the dorm without them.

The thing with Katya was awkward. I didn’t know how to react to her. I thought she showed me the first signs of affection, although in theory it should have come from me. And at the same time, Polina hadn’t reacted to the strange situation, and you might even surmise she wasn’t against it. Surely they weren’t adapting faster than me in the new world? How many more zombies would I have to kill to become the same as everyone else? If that was at all realistic.

“I know a suitable place,” I said. “But how to get people there, I don’t know yet. The only thing that comes to mind is to just risk it and all go altogether. But the place will need clearing first. I can kill all the zombies by myself, but it’ll take a good while.”

“What is this place?” Combat asked, interested.

“The Arthur Skyscraper,” I said, apparently surprising everyone again.

And there was a reason for their surprise. The skyscraper had been built by a rich French billionaire, who had previously had a blooming business in our country. He’d invested a great deal in it, unimaginable sums of money. Rumor had it that you could survive a war in there. Its thirty stories were now heaving with zombies, and the human inhabitants hadn’t survived. Prices for apartments started at three million dollars, and they were only sold to the select few. It was said even famous celebrities had wanted to buy apartments there but were refused. All this only increased my desire to live in such a swanky place, before it was taken over by folks from other groups.

“It’s an interesting option, but is it realistic for us?” a man asked, recovered from his surprise. “I’ve also heard things about that place. Rich people and stars lived there with copious servants and bodyguards. And the windows are shellproof throughout the whole building.”

“That’s precisely why I chose it. We’ll have a greater chance of survival there. It’s not just the windows that are reinforced, but the whole territory is surrounded by a four-meter fence, and nothing else needs building. Well, except for a few towers, if Peter’s up to it.”

While everyone was discussing my idea, I set to thinking about how best to clear the place. I would have to check all the apartments, without exception. And the locked ones would also need opening, because there might be zombies in them. You couldn’t house people in an empty flat in the knowledge there were zombies next door; that was dangerous.

“I like the idea so far,” said Combat, wiping his brow. “We’ll have a good think about how to get everyone there, and whether it’s a good idea for us in the first place.”

“You do what you need to do, but I would advise you to get a move on.” I said. I was already beginning to feel unprotected in the dormitory. If we failed to spot someone with an RPG and they let loose at our windows, we were dead. “I would like to remind you about the incident with the RPG.”

“We understand,” he said. “I think we’ll be able to give you a definite answer tomorrow, and if it’s positive, we’ll get busy immediately.”

“That’s fine, but it’s not as simple as you think, gentlemen. I want to reserve the top floor for myself.”

“A whole floor?” Poor Combat rose half to his feet, as though he’d had a stroke. “Why the hell do you want a whole floor?”

Good question. Why the hell do I want a whole floor?

“Just because. It’ll come in handy,” I said, grinning from ear to ear.

“Fuck.” he mumbled. “This is all because of your chat with Quartermaster.”

Attention! Group test begins in 30 minutes.

The Honor group must be represented by a minimum of 1 participant, a maximum of 10. This is a team test. Participants from the same group will be transported to the same place.

Important note: In case of refusal to participate in the test, the system itself will select ten random people from your group.

To submit an application, the applicant must speak the code phrase: I will participate.

Good luck with your selection.

Important note: do not hope for an easy test!

According to a preliminary forecast, less than 20% of participants will survive.

Survivors will earn a reward for their group.

“Fuck,” I said, a general comment on everything currently happening around me.

I sat and became thoroughly absorbed in the notification before my eyes. After I read everything closely several times, a delighted smile crept onto my face.

Someone said, “Varg, you’re sick.” I thought it was Fedya.

I ignored everyone and withdrew into myself. That I was going to do the test was not open to discussion. However, I was concerned about the time given to prepare. Last time it had been a minute, this time it was thirty. The system did not do anything for no reason. Last time had been pretty difficult, but what this time would be like I was afraid to even imagine. For a second I entertained the thought of backing out. What if nobody wanted to do it? What if the system chose Polina or Liza?

No! My decision is final, I’m definitely going.

“Have you reached your decision?” I asked of those gathered, after returning to reality.

“No. It’s all too sudden,” said Combat, making a wry face. “We’re torn between two options: sacrifice one person, or risk sending the whole group.”

I put my thinking cap on.

“What do you think?” Combat asked me.

“Your entire group will be annihilated very quickly,” I said, not wishing to give it to them gently. “From what I remember of my previous test, there is no chance. Firearms are practically useless, and you haven’t got enough people with strong skills. It might be worth the risk if you had enormous quantities of ammo, but without them, not a chance.”

“So, we need to sacrifice one person, is that what you think?” piped up another man, whose name I couldn’t remember.

“I’ll go by myself.”

A depressing silence descended on the room, nobody speaking, everybody mulling over my offer.

“No you won’t,” said Combat. “It’s thanks to you that our group is surviving. You’re the most valuable asset we’ve got at the moment. You can clear large numbers of infecteds on your own more or less without risk.”

“I’m going.” I wasn’t going to argue with him, but simply tell him what was what.

“Should I write to Polina?” he rejoined, his eyes narrowing dangerously.

“Do you think there’s any point sending other people to that certain death?” I countered. “I’m sure of myself and I know I’ll return.”

They argued for another fifteen minutes, the clock ticking all the while. I heard nothing new, and decided to activate my last trading coin.

For the remainder of their argument I prowled the trading platform, then I posted my classifieds.

Will buy magic arrows for 6 gray boxes.

Will buy unusual arrows for 4 red boxes.

The previous time, I had been seriously lacking unusual arrows. This time I would be better prepared. But I wasn’t planning on selling all my boxes, for I would need food in there.

“I need to pop home and tell Polina I’m going on this test.”

Combat frowned, and nodded grudgingly.

“Go. Since we haven’t managed to talk you out of it, you might as well be properly prepared,” he said, waving me away before turning back to the discussion.

Shoot, I had to think of what to say to Polina. What if I really did get killed? Then I wouldn’t care and there would be nothing to worry about. But what about Polina? Holy crap! Why was I thinking about her so much?

I bought up practically all the arrow cards I could find, regardless of the cost, with the exception of totally idiotic offers, which I ignored. Previously, I hadn’t wanted to risk buying arrows I knew nothing about, thinking it was a shame to part with twenty or thirty boxes for a bunch of trash. But now I couldn’t care less, and I had to take anything that might come in handy. Thus I became the owner of the following cards: Air Strike Arrow, Fiery Explosion Arrow, Poison Bite Arrow, Dark Energy Arrow, and Arrow of Eternal Rest. I took all the healing potions I could find, and just in case, I even bought some spare armor, even though it was just level 1.

“Should I be trying to talk you out of it?” Polina asked, a sad look in her eyes.

I sighed. “No.”

“Promise you’ll come back alive,” she said, sobbing, and trying to wipe her eye on the sly so as not to show me her tears.

“Do you doubt I will?” I said with a smile, before receiving a painful punch to the shoulder.

“Promise!”

I did not like making promises. But there was no way out.

“Promise!” I said, confidently and without a shadow of doubt.

Now I definitely had to survive.

“The girls are still asleep and I don’t want to wake them up. You just come back, and everything will be okay,” Polina said, before giving me a long kiss.

“Now I definitely have to come back,” I said, laughing it off, and receiving another punch. “Here, take this. I don’t know exactly how long I’ll be away, and a box of food will always stand you in good stead.”

“Take it away! What are you trying to do? Make sure we have food after your death? If that’s the way it is, we don’t need it.” She was very beautiful when she was angry, I noted. “Take your boxes and throw them away, I don’t care. You’ve got to come back alive, get it?”

“Uh-huh.” Chicks, huh? What was it with them? Give me strength, system.

Polina’s refusal to take the boxes surprised me. After all, her first thought should have been the children. Somewhat irrational behavior, I thought.

On the way home, I overheard a couple of conversations involving women shouting at their husbands for never letting them go anywhere. The soldiers were tired of sitting around in the dorm and were ready to be sent anywhere, even destinations unknown. I was feeling a bit out of sorts. I’d never thought I could become attached to another person. We merely lived together, there was nothing to it, but a strange sensation flooded my chest when I thought about her. She had refused a box of food, but that didn’t mean I would listen to her. As soon as she left the room, I would leave them in the closet. That would teach her not to make shit up.

In the corridor I met an unhappy-looking Shatun muttering to himself. I was eager to know what had happened, so I deactivated invisibility and stopped right in front of him.

“Where did you leave your good mood? Why so glum?” I asked, although it was a fair guess the reason was the forthcoming test.

He glowered at me, offended. “They won’t fucking let me go with you.”

“Don’t you think it’s a bit early for you to die? You’ve got a little daughter. Who’s going to look after her if you die out there?” I asked. He was obsessed with war; nothing else interested him.

“And who’s going to look after Polina and Katya?” he retorted.

What’s Katya got to do with it? I wondered. Never mind, I’ve got one last thing to do before I leave.

“Combat, I’ve got three minutes,” I said, marching back into his office.

“I know, I can see the timer as well. Haven’t you changed your mind?” He looked tired.

“No, I haven’t,” I replied, shaking my head. “I just dropped into say a few words, and then you decide what to do and how.”

“I’m all ears,” he said, noticing me change in a wink, not a trace of my chirp remaining.

“Combat, if anyone thinks I’ve died or gotten lost on the test, and wants to take my… I don’t envy them, or anyone who allows it. Do I make myself clear?”

“Quite clear,” he said seriously. “You didn’t need to say it. I will personally make sure that the gir— ah, nothing of yours will be touched, do not fret,” he said, correcting himself.

“Good,” I said, smiling calmly as though the conversation hadn’t happened.

Perhaps he thinks I’m joking. I’m not. Not by a long shot.

With a minute remaining before I left, I stepped out onto the balcony for a breath of air. I was pretty sure the test would make me stronger, and not in terms of rewards, but in the experience I would again. Not the kind of experience that would affect my level, but real battle experience.

The Honor group has selected 1 participant: Varg.

In the event of the participant’s successful return, your group will receive a double reward.

Transfer in: T-minus 3…2…1…

Now everyone ought to be double worried about me, I thought with a smile, in the instant before my world faded to darkness.


Chapter 6

CONSCIOUSNESS RETURNED IN FITS and starts. I eventually came around and understood I was lying on a cold stone floor. I jumped to my feet and immediately shrouded myself in invisibility. Then I looked around. There was no enemy to be seen. In fact, there was no anything to be seen. I was in a room engulfed in impenetrable darkness. Thanks to my enhanced vision, I had a reasonable sense of my bearings in space, but it was far from ideal.

Attention, survivors! You have been transferred to the planet Zurgal.

Your task is to survive by killing as many enemies as possible. A separate prize will be awarded to the participant with the highest kill tally.

Your main task is to survive. You will be transferred back at an unspecified time. This may be two days hence, or it may be twenty days hence.

Important note: your enemy will be the Turgus people, known to you as orcs. A tribe of Turgus has already been notified of your arrival and will soon be searching everywhere for you. They will receive rewards for killing or capturing you.

You are in the once great city of Shtrukh, where only ruins remain of its former greatness.

Survive, and return victorious to your planet. Or die.

So that was the news. Another world then.

So this is what they call a business trip? I thought, scratching my head and trying to figure out where I was. If I had to spend a whole twenty days here, that was not good. My guys back at home could easily be killed in my absence, although they ought to be able to sort out their problems for themselves. I wasn’t their nanny. I had too low an opinion of them anyway, and having experienced and survived one hot spot, they were perfectly capable of coping in any difficult situation.

I had to stop thinking the worst. They would cope, they weren’t children. Fuck, it wasn’t them I was concerned for, it was Polina. How had she gotten herself so firmly settled in my head? Perhaps she had a skill?

Yeah right! Skill, my ass. It would appear you’ve gotten yourself hooked, Igor.

Bored of the darkness, I scanned the room in search of an exit. My vision wasn’t too bad, but I nonetheless felt uneasy. I was saved when I spotted a slope leading up to the surface. There were three tunnels, one leading down, the second leading deeper into the premises, and the third leading upwards. I selected the third, walked up a stairway for five minutes, and came out into fresh air, where I screwed up my eyes at the bright light. Far too bright, in my opinion. My eyes required a couple of minutes to get used to the light after the absolute blackness, but I was eventually able to scan my surroundings.

I was in an enormous abandoned building which looked like a palace. The roof was missing and there were enormous gaps in the walls, and on those that remained, you could make out the remnants of the colored mosaics and age-old stucco that had once decorated the place. If the system were to be believed, and I had no reason not to believe it, I had been dumped in a deserted city and could expect the orcs to be along soon. That would be fun, if they were anything like the ones I’d seen in the movies. It would also be nice to know what they were capable of, for I needed to know whether it was worth my while fighting them, or if I was better off hiding and waiting out the test in relaxed surroundings. Who was I kidding? I was not going to hide, for this promised to be damned interesting, and I wanted to explore every last thing.

Gunshots in the distance. Well, yes, what was I expecting? It could only be people, for only people began firing at will in any unfamiliar situation.

The long corridor brought me to a large doorway, at least three meters high, without a door, the only remnants of which were the enormous iron hinges. The doorway led outside. I stepped through and looked up at the sky. There were two suns in this world, and they shone very brightly. And I was equipped with everything but sunblock.

The whole town lay in ruins. Well, at least the part where I was. It vaguely recalled our cities in antiquity, only without a hint of a living soul. Dilapidated buildings everywhere, some half-buried in sand. It seemed they had used to be snow-white, but they were now a time-aged dirty grey. A sorry sight.

I had to have a look around first, and then I could make decisions. Not far away I spied a building, twenty meters in height, and blinked my way to its very top. Up there stood a statue of a woman with a curious amphora in her hands. I snagged something on it and nearly fell over, nearly breaking a piece off in my hand. Shoot, I would have to be more careful, after almost being the first to crash out, due to my clumsiness.

From up here nothing looked to have changed, a city empty and abandoned. On one side were the remains of an ancient stone wall, which had no doubt protected the place in days of yore, but now stood purposeless at the perimeter of an empty city. Beyond that was the eternal barren steppe. What fun! Although it did explain the system’s warning about nomads. If things got seriously bad, I would head out into the wilderness.

The sounds of gunfire came once more, though too distant for me to see the action. There was no enemy to be seen, which meant the rest of the test participants had decided to fight among themselves. Why the hell make all that noise? We knew we were expected, but they were giving away their location. Basically, I liked the place, although the intense sunlight was a bit much. I decided to stay where I was and lie in wait for the enemy. That way I definitely wouldn’t miss them.

The first thing to enter my field of vision was not a group of orcs, but a group of humans. Ten people walking along a deserted street, conversing loudly. I would bet a hundred boxes they wouldn’t live to the end of the test. I was forced to sit next to the statue on top of the building, like an eagle, for two hours before the enemy showed up. In that time I mulled everything over thoroughly, and even had a bite to eat, thinking fondly of Polina while munching her sandwiches. I spotted the entrance of the new protagonists almost straightaway. Bearing down on the city from out of the steppe came three dust clouds, in which human silhouettes could be made out. After a while I realized why the system called them orcs: their skin was green. I sensed the survivors were in for a fun time. But to begin with, all the fun would be had by the orcs, until the humans ran out of ammunition, after which the kittens would meet their end.

Observing the horde, or whatever it was, I realized they were moving away from me. WTF? Was I supposed to chase them or wait for the next lot? Most irregular.

Before I left, Combat had given me a dozen grenades and taught me how to use them. Admittedly not without shouting and cursing, he had managed to get over the simple action. At first I didn’t want to take them, but after much remonstration on his part, I agreed. I took one out and threw it randomly. There would be an explosion which would attract the enemy. Excellent. Otherwise I would have to run after them, and why would I want to do that? The result was not the most pleasing. I waited for ages, and still nobody appeared on the horizon. Had they gotten lost on the way? Or found a more interesting target than me?

More shots. Followed by the howls of people. They’d found the others, so why hadn’t they found me? Bummer! This was such a convenient and relaxed firing point for me, where I could move over the rooftops and hide among the ruins. I would be a hard target from below, while I had a perfect bird’s-eye view of everyone.

As a result, I did not kill a single enemy on the first day. The sounds of gunfire were frequent, and I knew what shit was going down in the city. I threw the odd grenade in the hope of a reaction from the little green men, but they’d clearly blown me off, and my ambush was in vain. I still had plenty of time, however, and would be able to find my sheep yet. Let the humans and orcs weaken each other in battle first. Over the course of that day, five groups of orc reinforcements came through the ruins of the city wall, and I reckoned they would soon overrun the whole city. The people were uninvited guests, for whom the system would pay generously. Or maybe ungenerously. Perhaps the orcs simply liked killing people, or, as the system had said, capturing them.

Feeling somewhat low, and hoping for better things tomorrow, I lay down to sleep for the night, in the same building, on the top floor, and did not switch off my invisibility. In the morning, I awoke to wild howls and the sound of hooves clattering over paving stones. At last the greens had reached my part of the city.

Peering out of the window, I confirmed my suspicions and saw a small squad of orcs galloping in my direction. Shoot, if they keep it up like that, they’ll just ride on past. And that would not do. I drew my bow and waited for the greens to come closer, before shooting the first of them. My arrow struck it in the armpit, the powerful body fell from its buffalo, and the orcs began chattering something in their guttural language and pointing at my building. Shame I didn’t understand them, otherwise I might have been able to chat with their tribe.

They soon calculated my position, which meant they were experienced fighters. The closer they came, the better my view. Green, formless muscleheads with ugly mugs and fangs of varying length protruding from their mouths. They also had problems with salivation and were literally spraying sputum everywhere. Almost all the orcs were dressed in furs beneath sparsely furnished armor. They were armed and holding shields, and also had casting nets draped over their buffalo. I guessed their armor had been a reward from the system, and it looked quite rare, although I couldn’t discount it as regular loot dropped by vanquished enemies.

I wondered how they were planning to get closer to me. They ran efficiently, alert to their surroundings and wary of potential ambush. Not that it would save them. A few shots, and they lost another three. Only one arrow went astray, deflected by the wind. Killing them all was fairly easy, and now I sat once more in solitude, waiting for something that would likely never happen. The orcs had provided me a bit of entertainment, but also made me contemplate what to do next.

The sitting-in-wait tactic was obviously inefficient. After one last glance around the area, which turned up no danger, I went down to the orc corpses. Close up they looked even more unsightly. I couldn’t understand why they needed weapons when their fangs alone were enough to butcher any victim. Picking up the nearest weapon from the ground, I wanted to know exactly what it was.

Evaluation.

Spiked yataghan of Imrykha Zur.

Hmm, level 3. Eyebrow-raising. The orcs themselves did not look strong, but with weapons like these they were a danger to everyone. It occurred to me I’d just executed a bunch of youngsters, for there wasn’t a single mature orc in this squad, probably why it had been so easy.

I stowed their weapons in my inventory, but did not touch their armor. That would mean stripping it from them, which would be time-consuming. And anyway, touching them would not be pleasant. I mean, what if they were infected? Excuses excuses. I just couldn’t be bothered with the hassle.

Shots and shouts from not far away, interspersed with catcalls. I turned my head and smiled. Sounds like my kind of gathering. The day was, in no uncertain terms, beginning to grow on me.

After running the length of two streets and jumping up onto a roof, I was able to observe what was occurring. People had joined forces against a shit-ton of orcs that were making life very difficult for them. They’d locked themselves in a large building and were defending themselves from the storming monsters. Twenty-three humans against fifty orcs. No, wait, one orc down, make that forty-nine. The bullet went right through its wooden shield and into its body, knocking it over onto its back. My headcount of the humans may have been off, for I could not see the entire building.

Aside from bullets, magic was at work here with a vengeance, but mainly it was the orcs’ own work. They pummeled the windows in their attempts to get at my fellow citizens. Interestingly, the orcs had not only magi, but also shamans. The shamans were bizarre, short orcs, staffs in their hands, and bedecked with amulets fashioned from skulls and bones. One of them I took an instant dislike to. Very creepy and freakish, and with an unpleasant whiff about him.

I figured I should try to help the humans, or else at this rate they would all be annihilated very soon. The greatest danger was presented by the shaman freak, which I realized when he created a shield that stopped bullets and magic. He’d already been standing there for a minute with his arms raised, and a semitransparent dome had formed above his people, oops, I mean orcs.

“Argul, Zirgasshoor ag, urga!” growled the shaman at his hitherto idling assistants, who immediately began to stir.

The orcs came to life and decided to take the insolent freaking humans by the balls and eat or imprison them. As I waited for them to walk past me, the shaman at their head, I noticed an interesting thing. Their shelter was not entirely hemispherical, and it only protected the orcs from one side, the side where the people were.

I drew my bow and fitted a basic arrow to it. Then I took aim and put the arrow in the head of the unsuspecting shaman, smiling at the simplicity of such a cowardly kill. He murmured something, clearly unprepared for an attack from my side. However, something went wrong, and the arrow burst into flame just short of the orc’s soft flesh, before falling to the ground as ash. How about that for a plot twist? I made a mental note that shamans might have extraordinary means of protection. Still, no biggie, I thought with a smile. It’ll be more interesting now.

In a flash the orcs about turned and sprinted towards their shaman to cover him with their shields. He turned to the side and now held the humans at bay with a single outstretched hand, making the dome a shade more transparent, while his eyes darted feverishly up and down the street, burning with rage and seeking out the troublemaker.

You’ll never fucking find me, you naïve greeny, was what I was thinking, right up until the moment his eyes met mine and his grimace distorted into a venomous scowl. What the hell is this? What the fuck? In an instant I felt naked. I had become reliant on invisibility and it hadn’t failed me yet.

Not good, I realized, and removed myself as far as possible in two blinks. This very soon transpired to have been a damn fine decision, as the old orc launched something most bizarre in my direction. At the same time, one of his adorning skulls disintegrated to dust, and in the place where I had so recently stood, a fleshless spirit appeared and began nervously to scour the vicinity for me.

Now that’s a novelty. I hadn’t seen anything like it before. The phantom did not require much time and spotted me pretty much straightaway. I let loose a number of arrows at it, but they simply passed through, inflicting no harm. That’s when I really began to fret and decided to beat a hasty retreat. It didn’t help, though, for no matter how far I went, the spirit did not desist from following me, howling fearfully and bringing my back out in goosebumps. Realizing there was no escape from it, I began to run through the possibilities in my head. I remembered the arrow of eternal rest, which should work against spirits.

I was right, it really did inflict damage on the spirit, which ceased to be fleshless, its howls becoming louder. Yet I did not kill it, and was forced to continue my retreat, bombarding it with arrows. I even had to risk running past some people who were freaking out at the sight of the howling spirit and the arrows appearing out of thin air. I eventually managed to finish it off, with my fifth arrow, and was able to breathe a sigh of relief.

My hands shook from the adrenaline, and my whole being was consumed with vengeance. This shitting old man had made me run, and run hard. It was time for me to strike back. My poison-bite arrow was for just this occasion. Let us see who would do what to whom.

When I got to where I needed to be, I saw the humans there were nearly done for, and the number of orcs had increased. But the most important thing was that the old man was not now supporting his shield. Instead he stood calmly by the building, together with his entourage, while his underlings overpowered the humans inside the building.

My first arrow burned up like the one before, as did the second, but the third he could not reflect, only at the last moment sensing something amiss and trying to duck away. The arrow, however, merely grazed his arm, despite its speed being enhanced by my spite towards the shaman and my shame at my retreat. The orcs freaked out, but I didn’t care. I was out of there, as far and as fast as possible.

Weaving through the streets of the dead city, I literally bumped into three orcs who were dragging someone — a chick, to be specific — by her hair towards their buffalo. She was squealing and cursing, but the greens cared not and raised their own joyous racket.

Without decelerating, I stuck the first with my spear before decapitating the other two with a single sweeping strike. Removed heads rolled and fountains of blood sprayed, drenching the girl from head to toe. She froze with shock and stopped her kicking and squealing. Standing there in invisibility, I regarded the poor thing. What she needed to do was run, yet there she sat, blinking and trying to make sense of what had just happened. I had no time to trouble myself with her, but she needed bringing to her senses, as backup orcs were on the way and all my assistance would be to no avail.

“What do they call you, unfortunate creature?” I asked, bored of waiting for her to snap out of her stupor.

“Tanya, nickname Hat,” she replied mechanically to no one in particular.

“Where’s your squad?” I continued.

“Over there,” she said, raising a hand and pointing off to the side.

“Excellent,” I said, to myself, because she couldn’t see me. “I’m Varg. Pleased to meet you. So, Tanya, why are you sitting here when your squad is over there? GET YOUR ASS UP AND RUN TO THEM, ON THE DOUBLE!” I barked, Combat style. The girl immediately hiccupped her fright, and took off at such a pace that I wasn’t sure I would have been able to catch her.

And that was that, +1 to karma. I had saved a person and killed a bunch of orcs. I am a good person, right, system? Why the silence? Shoot, maybe I should have kept the girl for myself, instead of sitting there talking to myself. No fucking way! What a stupid thought. What sort of person was I? People made me feel uncomfortable. Then again, solitude didn’t bring me much satisfaction either.

Clambering up to the roof of a random building, I decided to have a bite to eat and think about a plan of action. My first real confrontation with orcs had proved I could kill even their shamans, and that was simply fantastic, so I figured the rest of the test would bear no problems.

Attention! Survivor Varg has killed the Supreme Shaman of the Urggus tribe. Open season has been declared on him. The killing of a shaman is considered by the Turgus tribe to be the worst sin, to be washed away only by the spillage of blood. They will search for their sworn enemy, without resting for food or sleep, until they find him, otherwise the spirits of their ancestors will turn their backs on them forever.

Henceforth, the test increases in difficulty, and the chance of survival is less than 5%. Survivors can count on a double reward.

In order to ensure balance, people have access to a chat in which squad leaders may write.

Important note: in the event of Varg’s death, the Turgus people will cease their hunt for three days to conduct sacred rites.

Good luck, survivors!

Fuck.


Chapter 7

THE GOOD NEWS WAS that the old man had, after all, fallen prey to my poison.

The bad news was that I was now to be on the receiving end of a hunt.

What’s this chat thing all about?

A chat had appeared in my status.

I was interested in what sort of things people wrote there, so I opened it.

Whose squad is Varg in? Strangle him! wrote Ivan. What a superb nickname. Not.

What the fuck? What did you do that for, you fucker?! I figured this was Antoshka. Another genius nickname.

Who knows where Varg is now? asked a curious person nicknamed Gray.

Varg, please turn yourself in to them! I’m sure they won’t do anything to you. Have a heart; we’ve already lost three men. If you’ve got an iota of humanity in you, give us these three days to relax, and maybe the task will end coincidently when those three days are up.

What an interesting comment from Innocent, appealing to a person’s humanity in an effort to get them to essentially kill themselves. Well, since that was what he thought, I made a mental note to fill his butt with arrows should I ever meet him.

Varg, make it easy on yourself and surrender. You don’t stand a chance against us and the green bastards, claimed another hero, nicknamed Corpulent.

I’ll repeat my question, whose group is Varg in? Or is he a leader?

I saw Varg half an hour ago near the two towers, wrote some painted strumpet. My group is close by and we’re moving out now to look for him. Also, he has an invisibility skill.

You’re dead, Tanya, I promised mentally.

That’s right. Find that louse and shoot him dead!

Assholes, I seethed. Very brave, mind. I might go mental and start hunting them instead of orcs.

There were other idiotic messages, but I didn’t read them. Instead, I mentally wrote my own.

I see you’re all very brave, I replied with a virtual grin. Are you not afraid I’ll come and kick your asses? I shall begin, if you don’t mind, with Tanya, who must have been fucked by orcs today. Oh yes, and I have also memorized your name, Innocent.

Can’t you see he’s not normal? replied someone. On top of everything else, he’s threatening us now, the clearly spooked Tanya raged in the chat. We must unite to finish him off. Today I watched him kill three men in cold blood without even raising an eyebrow.

Give me his coordinates, wrote Gray.

You’re fucked, kittens. On this task, I was not going to let myself just walk on past.

Closing the chat and my eyes, I set to collecting my thoughts in order to smooth my ruffled feathers. Otherwise, I might do something regrettable in the heat of the moment.

One: that Tanya was a bitch. Two: the orcs would not get off my back now. Three: people could be killed. And last: that bitch had told everyone about my invisibility.

* * *

The next six hours were incredibly exhausting. I didn’t know by what miracle, but this was now a city of orcs. They were everywhere.

As a result, people were freaking out and beginning to unite into groups. Those who weren’t able to get large squads together went underground, or more specifically, into the catacombs. I could see that the drainage system stretched two or three meters down, and beyond that began a labyrinth of tunnels, passageways, and other spaces.

How tired I am of running.

The orcs began their painstaking search for me, which they were perfectly capable of, and while they were at it, they killed anyone who crossed their path, sparing none. They released their pet birds into the sky, birds that could sense my whereabouts, and thus they understood which direction to head. I killed birds and greens, before shifting to a new position.

A bird flew by above my head, scanning the locality, until it got an arrow in its belly, whereupon I was forced to flee. This could not go on forever, and I had to take the occasional trip down into the drains for a rest. It hadn’t yet occurred to the orcs to look for me down there, and I was able to briefly catch my breath. For the first few hours, I accepted the challenge and hunted them in return, but their sheer numbers were something else. It would have been easier to blow up the whole city than to pick off the greens individually.

The city was heaving like an agitated anthill, and I was the chief focus of attention.

Above the city flew not only birds, but also spirits called forth by the shamans, and for protection, the orc magi erected their freaking shields, which deflected my arrows. One time I nearly fell under the influence of magic, when one of the green fuckers released a mist over the ground and it seeped down into the drains where I was taking a break.

Just the slightest inhalation of the mist, and I was instantly knocked sideways and wanted desperately to sleep. I could not have cared about anything, sleep was now my every thought. I have no idea by what miracle I managed to force down an antidote potion I’d bought on the trading platform before heading out. I only had two, and I’d already drunk one. Excellent.

In the chat, people were going mental and devising plans for where and how best to take me down. They were also daydreaming about how they would chill for a whole three days after my death. Innocent continued banging on about my inhumanity, wondering why I did not wish to die for the greater good.

Perhaps someone else in my place might have sought a compromise, but not me. I couldn’t give a shit about these people.

Now, thanks to blink and my resourcefulness and vision, I was able to grab twenty minutes’ rest to recover my strength. But I couldn’t sit there for long, for it was time to get back outside. What if they suddenly realized where I was? Then I would have no chance. I didn’t know why, but for some reason I did not want to venture deep into the catacombs. At a glance, there appeared to be no one there, but my vision was not level 10. I figured a city like this must hold unpleasant surprises in such dark recesses.

Another time I might have risked going on a treasure hunt, but not right now.

Although it was worth thinking about gifts for the girls. After all, orc weapons weren’t exactly fitting.

Emerging onto the surface, I had a quick look around and noticed some enemies coming out of a nearby building.

Jeez, you guys really piss me off. Do you really want me to blow a gasket? Just one more foot wrong, and I’m going to fulfill my number one aim: green genocide.

My first arrow entered the neck of an unusual-looking orc in a horned helmet. The unusual thing was the single horn in the middle of the helmet. I’d never before seen the likes of it. A regular unicorn.

I didn’t stop at the unicorn, shooting another two. Unfortunately, one of them managed to blow his horn, announcing my presence for everyone to hear.

While the pea-brain was bugling, I blinked over to the body of the first orc and took its weapons and helmet. At first the helmet did not want to come off, so I had to help it with a couple of kicks.

Then I killed the bugler, gathered the loot, and ran.

A large squad of orcs appeared in the distance. Showing no mercy to their buffalo, they rode quickly on the place where I had just killed the threesome.

This time I aimed not at the riders, but at the buffalo in the very vanguard. My arrows dropped the animals, spilling their riders on the paving stones, and so creating an obstacle for those in the rearguard, who failed to brake in time and were launched into flight.

All this commotion on the road was just what I needed, and it gave me the opportunity to shoot the remaining orcs at a relaxed pace.

Five down. Ten. Fourteen. Eighteen… Fuck, here came the spirits flying at me. Although these were far weaker than those of the Supreme Shaman and only required one arrow of eternal rest apiece.

They may not have done me any harm, but they did do their job of allowing their fellow orcs time to take cover in the buildings lining the street. So what now? Would I have to wait here until I grew old? Fine, so be it.

A waste of time. Just the one curious orc stuck its bald cranium out to gauge the situation, taking an arrow for its trouble.

After that, none of them wanted to take the risk, and I got bored of wasting time, so I continued on my way.

Has nobody clipped Varg yet? How long is that idiot going to run around the city? I read in the chat. What faith the people had in me.

The only thing that coward can do is run. If he was a real man, he would accept the fight. I see. And who was this daredevil? Somebody by the name of Invincible. Should our paths ever cross, I’ll make him beg for mercy on his knees.

That was a bold statement. But most interesting was the surprise he would now experience.

Hey, Invincible, do you happen to be wearing a bulletproof vest on your otherwise naked torso, and holding a crossbow in your hands? I asked just in case.

The person I currently had my eye on suddenly paled and shuddered in fear as he glanced timorously around.

No, that’s someone else. It’s not me, sorry.

What a stroke of luck!

I noticed some other people opposite my hiding place, one of whom did turn out to be Invincible. It was time he changed his pants.

Perhaps I should pay you a visit? Why not wind him up a little? Truth be told, it was a shame to kill him, he looked so wretched, and the people standing there with him were not warrior material.

Forgive me for what I said. There’s no need to—

What the hell were pussies like this doing here?

Where are you? Let us find you and we’ll talk, the kind folks responded, deciding to come to my rescue.

Come. I’ll be waiting for you on the central square, I wrote. Perhaps they really would come.

Varg, please drop down dead, we really need a break. Oh fuck, Tanya was back.

I’ll see you tête-à-tête, don’t you worry. A crystal-tipped arrow had her name on it.

You sick psycho! Well I never, how brave she was!

How egotistical people were. Not so long ago, everyone had been fighting together against the orcs, yet now they were ready to betray because of some supposed danger, and at the same time they still contrived to blame everything on me.

Attention!

Henceforth, you will be able to see a headcount of Turgus you have killed. Varg is in first place.

There’s that Varg again.

When are they going to kill him?

Varg, we know where you’re from. If you don’t surrender, we’ll find everyone you hold dear and make them suffer. Obviously Thug. I filed this away and would reply later.

You’ve signed your own death warrant, he wrote, confronting me with the facts.

Uh-huh, I’ll be waiting. He wasn’t remotely afraid of me. More fool him.

System, can you show me what Thug looks like?

Silence. Never mind, I would find out another way.

What does Thug look like? I asked the general chat, although I didn’t think anyone would hurry to hand him over to me just like that.

Piss off, Varg, replied the aggressive Tanya.

Fuck off.

That was all clear then.

Fine. In that case I’m going to kill everyone I come across until I find Thug, I wrote, before collecting my hunting gear.

I checked my bow and all my other equipment, and opened the arrow cards to replenish my stocks. When everything was ready, I left my hiding place, but not before putting an arrow through the window of the building where Invincible was hiding. It landed slap bang in the center of the bag hanging from his shoulder, eliciting panic among the people.

It didn’t take long to decide which direction I should take: towards where they were firing from.

All I did until nighttime was kill orcs. My inventory was already half full of weapons, and when I returned home, Quartermaster would squeal with delight at my gifts. The girls, however, I had not found anything for. The orcs had no imitation jewelry, or indeed anything of value, besides weapons. Speaking of jewelry, I’d seen no female orcs either, so I wouldn’t be surprised if they were all faggots, which would explain why they were born so ugly.

Reclining against a cool wall, I closed my eyes and smiled a satisfied smile. And they said they would hunt for me without resting for food or sleep. The orcs had wimped out. It would be much easier to ambush them during the night. Their casualty numbers had doubled and they’d pulled back to the city center, allowing me a couple of hours to sleep.

* * *

“Ursha, son of Urvatt, why is the Supreme Shaman’s killer still running loose in the city and not sitting in your sacrificial-lamb pen?”

“Elder,” said the young orc, kneeling, “that man is cunning and strong, and has already slain many of the sons of the steppe. We dispatched half our warriors to capture him, but so far he has evaded them.”

In a large tent sat the elder shamans of the tribe, and they were not best pleased with the words spoken by the chief’s young son. Right now, Ursha’s actions spoke not of my strength but of his weakness.

“Were your father here, he would not stand for this,” the elder said with a grimace. “But he is not here, and so you must prove yourself worthy of his name. If that man survives and returns to his world, the spirit of the Supreme Shaman will be enraged, and it will poison against us the minds of all the spirits of our great ancestors.”

“I understand,” said Ursha, clenching his green fists in anger. “I shall find him and personally rip his ignoble heart from his chest. Tomorrow I will dispatch all the tribe’s warriors to find him. They will comb all the buildings and alleyways. Nobody will be able to evade them.”

“Do not disappoint us,” the elder said, simmering down.

“I shall not disappoint you,” Ursha growled confidently.

Exiting the tent, Ursha summoned his faithful bodyguards. “Call all our men together. Tomorrow we transfer our remaining forces to the city to seek out the person who killed our Supreme Shaman.”

“It will be done,” Tur, said his chief bodyguard with a bow.

Ursha did not understand how one person could be so elusive. In the past, the great System had plied Ursha’s people with newcomers so they could enjoy a glorious hunt. And they had always received great gifts.

But this time everything was going absolutely not according to plan. His father was currently a very long way away, chasing wild people at the edge of the steppes, but when he returned, he would be most undelighted to learn of the death of the Supreme Shaman.

It was not, however, merely the death of the shaman and his warriors that embittered him, but also the weapons that the dastardly man had captured. Weapons, like all equipment, were in huge deficit in the steppe. A tribe’s strength was often measured in terms of quantities of weaponry procured in battle. And system weapons dropped extremely rarely, for which reason they were unique.

The tribe had accepted this hunt because of the weapons rewarded by the system, but as it turned out, they were now losing much more than they had gained in the past.

“Father will be very displeased with me,” sighed Ursha sadly, before lighting up a pipe of djakha weed in an attempt to deal with his panic.

No person can run for ever. I am sure he is not sleeping now, but frightened of being attacked, while his soldiers are resting and recuperating their strength for tomorrow. Usually people last about four days of the hunt, and no matter how strong this one may be, without sleep and rest he will not last long, he thought.

* * *

Frankly, the orcs were good lads. They let me get a decent sleep and rest. On top of which, a healing potion eased the fatigue in my body.

Now I was ready for the second round, though it would be played according to my rules.

Yesterday the orcs had gone outside the city walls and pitched camp there.

The fuckers were scared to spend the night in the city, which was only right, really, since I was now running the show.

In the space of two days they had gotten my dander up so badly that they were no longer the hunters in this sandbox. During that time, I closely studied their habits, tactics, and defense strategy. Only the shamans and magi had protection from my arrows, and even that wasn’t serious, capable of repelling one, maximum two, arrows.

I lay on the top of a partly destroyed wall and stared at the sky, while very close by, at the foot of the wall, marched a column of orcs. They had not yet released their spirits or birds to search for me, so I could remain here unnoticed for a while yet.

Only when all the orcs had passed by and disappeared around the corner, did I jump down from the wall. It was a fair drop, ten meters or so, and just before I hit the ground I activated blink and landed softly on my feet.

“Greetings, steppe. Here I am,” I said with a predatory grin.

Now, dumbfucks, we play by my rules.

But before kickoff, I looked at the chat.

Somebody called Asphalt wrote: Help! We’re under attack! We’re trapped in the drains.

Godspeed you, I replied with a smile.

Varg, you devil, be a sport and die, huh? Give us a chance to get out alive. We’re all going to get killed.

Uh-uh, I replied, laughing. They’re not going to kill you, they’re going to take you fuckers prisoner and gang-rape you.

I’m gonna find you, y’hear me? I’m gonna find you and kill you, wrote Asphalt.

Just what sort of a nickname was that anyway? Why not Gravel?

Have fun in bed with your green comrades, friend. P.S. I advise you to stock up on Vaseline. You’re gonna be needing it soon.

Pity I didn’t know his location. I would have taken great pleasure in leading half a hundred orcs to his hiding place.

Never mind, all in good time. I would get to Asphalt eventually, and in the meantime my plans involved a larger target, namely the orcs’ camp, where they stored all their supplies and equipment.

The first rule of war: deprive your enemy of food and a place to sleep, and he will become vulnerable.

I could well imagine what a blow it would be for them.


Chapter 8

THE ORCS’ CAMP WAS MUCH BIGGER than it appeared from a distance. Everywhere stood multicolored yurts occupied by the greens and their families. Most of the orcs had gone out to hunt, no doubt for my head, which made the camp seem abandoned at first.

I could hazard a guess this was not the human-hunting Turgus tribe’s only camp. There were practically no warriors, the only locals I could see being women, children, and slaves. Interestingly, the slaves were my compatriots. They lay in a cattle pen, trussed up like turkeys and unable to even wriggle. I had to appreciate the orcs’ mastery; they sure knew how to swaddle their slaves.

I entered the camp from the south with no misgivings. This was no time for misgivings. The local shamans and magi would soon learn of my whereabouts and, I hoped, be gobsmacked. And by the time they got here in search of me, I would try to vacate the place and slink off back to the shelter of the city.

The first to get unlucky was a young orc whose fangs had not yet come through. I killed him as he stirred slumgullion in a cauldron over the fire. My arrow entered one of his cervical vertebrae and sent him to meet his forefathers.

My next victim was, similarly, a youth, whose heart I pierced as he exited a yurt. He didn’t have time to be surprised, and the thick furs he wore did not save him.

These two were the start of a bold and dispassionate orc-killing spree. And fast besides, for time was of the essence.

Clearance of the camp took approximately an hour, in which time my account balance came to exceed the 200 mark.

The hardest element was a particular orc who turned out to be a shaman. Aside from a three-skull necklace, he had no other attributes, and he looked very young. Nevertheless, he unleashed those three spirits and they flew at me, groaning. I was forced to get a sweat on and make full use of blink. One spirit almost reached me, and I scarcely ducked away in time. Plus, my supply of arrows of eternal rest was not eternal. And all this because, with just a few enemies remaining in the camp, I’d deactivated invisibility.

I was forced to retreat outside the camp, and there I disposed of the spirits at last. I then returned, to see the corpse of the young shaman. I found no signs of foul play on his body, and he had evidently given his life for the sake of his last, or perhaps his only, enchantment. The women and children had also vanished, although that was for the best, since the killing of women afforded me no satisfaction, even if they were green. This did not, however, mean I hadn’t done that today. It was a good job they had fled and taken the children with them.

The top spot in this test was mine for the taking.

The most interesting thing was the trophy postmortem. The tables in the biggest yurt, in the center of the camp, were piled with a variety of weapons wrapped in buffalo skins. Next door I found a store of armor, but unfortunately it was designed to fit an orc, and anyway it was dead heavy.

So I only took the weapons, and only the system weapons at that, no homemade crap.

Then I found some other stores, but they were useless to me. I mean, I wasn’t about to start dragging iron ingots around, was I? And I had absolutely no need for sacks full of local food.

Although I was surprised and overjoyed to find a set of arrows and bolts, which I immediately privatized.

I had no desire to mess around with prisoners, although leaving them as they were would no doubt be cruel, so I decided to give them a chance. Personally, I would have had no problem abandoning them, but I assumed it was not the done thing for normal people.

Approaching the humans, who had long since realized what was happening, I cut through the rope binding one of them, and dropped a basic, not system, knife at his feet.

“If you want to, untie your comrades. If you don’t, don’t. I don’t give a shit,” I said in a disinterested voice, without deactivating invisibility. “However, the orcs who are following me will soon be back. You might have time to escape. So long!” I waved a farewell hand, and didn’t care that no one saw it.

On the way out of the camp, I took a couple of burning logs from the campfire and threw them into the closest yurts.

Mission accomplished.

Then I headed back to the city.

* * *

Four days into the test, my inventory was full to overflowing, and soon not even an ant would be able to crawl in there. The orcs had sustained irrecoverable losses, and I’d forgotten what a decent night’s sleep was. I was constantly having to shift position as I ran around the city killing any orcs I came across. I also killed a couple of humans, but judging by the chat, not the ones I was after.

Where Asphalt and Thug were, I did not know, and their comrades did not want to tell me.

There was, however, a rumor circulating that they were hiding deep underground.

The whole of yesterday, I did not meet a single person, but they were somewhere around, and their route pointed clearly to the catacombs.

I’m giving you one last chance to surrender Thug and Asphalt to me, and then I’ll let you live, I wrote in the chat. I was honestly tired of looking for them and I was all out of patience.

Fuck off!

I’ll find you myself and take care of you, wrote Thug, obviously still not aware who he was messing with. It was possible our paths would cross, not now but later, in our world, and I was a deeply vindictive person.

All said and done, I couldn’t give a toss about anyone, and were it not for the continual discussions in the chat about what a bad boy I was and what needed doing to me, then more than likely I would have left them in peace long ago.

When they discovered where I hailed from, they accused me of all the mortal sins and threatened to retaliate back in our world.

I wasn’t remotely afraid of them, but I belonged to a group, and innocent people might suffer. That said, I didn’t give a toss about the group either, but there was Polina to think about, and the dormitory was home to lots of children, upon whom I did not wish death. Oops! Once again my thoughts had strayed. Without the group I would have no comfortable life, and that meant they required protecting.

Invisibility deactivated, I stood in the center of the main city square and waited for the greens, who were apparently not in a great hurry. When they eventually approached and saw me, they rushed at me like creatures possessed. I demonstratively flipped them the bird, fired a few arrows in their direction, and then dived down into the drains.

After running two hundred yards along my preplanned route, I turned down a branch passage, climbed out onto the surface again, and continued running. The orcs were now under the impression they knew where to look for me, which delighted me no end.

The drainage system was a mass of corridors and dove quite deep to where I suspected my chatmates were hiding. The orcs would be looking for me for a very long time.

* * *

Test day 6.

The people in the chat wished me death and the most fearful ordeal hell had to offer.

How naïve they were. It was them who would be going to hell, not me.

After I vanished into the drains, a colossal number of orcs was dispatched down there to comb the system with especial thoroughness.

If I understood correctly, the number of people down there soon halved, at the very least. I told them whose fault it was that they now found themselves running and hiding like rats.

There was one minor balls-up, however, in that the people I needed had not yet fallen prey to the greens. The orcs had stopped taking prisoners and were now content to mindlessly slice up anyone who got in their way. Most likely they couldn’t forgive my incursion into their camp.

I took out a few of them as I lay in wait for singles and little groups. The orcs believed I was hiding in the underground catacombs, and were therefore not looking for me above ground. They were dumb, that was a fact, although they absolutely feared no obstacle, nor death, and only rarely took cover.

Number of Turgus killed: 378.

I was pretty sure the number one spot was mine. I also hoped that a personal reward from the system awaited me, and that like last time, it would involve the expansion of my inventory. As I was soon to move house, the additional space would not go amiss, and considering Polina’s weakness for clothes, the relocation would involve no few trips on my part.

What I didn’t understand was, why put on new clothes every day? While everyone else was busy with the apocalypse, she was busy with some kind of fashion death wish. Perhaps it was her way of coping with stress?

The thought of Polina warmed my heart, yet at the same time angered me. I was angry that a woman had contrived to worm her way into my soul and build a nest there, and also that she was there and I was here. What if she urgently needed my assistance while I was gallivanting God knows where? Should anyone lay so much as a finger on her, I could not say for certain how I would react, but an awful lot of blood would be spilled.

At moments like these, I frightened myself. Some new, hitherto unknown feeling had awoken in me, and it was jealous and bloodthirsty. I figured I was beginning to find myself. The old order was falling and there was no point pretending. This world was going to be governed by people like me, and for that I required superpowers.

Very soon the orcs ceased to present me any danger. All I needed to do was hare around for two days and study their equipment, skills, and spells. There was magic in this world, and it wasn’t exclusively the system, and at first this knocked me off my stride. That said, the orcs’ magic was pretty average, despite their barriers being an unpleasant surprise.

Good job we hadn’t been sent up against the elves, or else I might have gotten an arrow in my ass. Although who knows? Were the elves capable archers? Ah, what the hell am I thinking about this for? They might not even exist.

I was sick of sandwiches, but options were thin on the ground. Right now, sitting at the edge of a tall tower, I thought of having a bite to eat, and while I was at it, I could observe the infrequent orcs running past down below. Most of them were still loitering in the catacombs.

Now then, this is interesting. Some orcs were heading for the main square, driving a covered wagon harnessed to some buffalo. Here was their second base, and I was enjoying my time monitoring them from on high. What plan had they concocted this time? Perhaps the wagon contained hunting lizards, or perhaps the skull of an enormous dragon whose spirit would be summoned to kill me. If that were the case, the fun was about to kick off.

My suspicions were not confirmed, but it was no great shakes. An interesting picture unfolded before me as a bunch of manacled humans were led out of the wagon. Most interestingly, they were not my people, but locals, easily identified by their garb and their somewhat different faces.

The captives numbered ten, of whom one was female.

They had presumably been brought straight from battle. There was no other explanation, for their clothes were covered in cuts and scorch marks, their faces besmirched with soot. I had to admit the girl was very beautiful. And just then I thought I heard Polina laughing maliciously, and the clacking of garden shears.

Phooey. The hallucination made me cringe.

Why did they bring them here? I wondered. Then the shamans appeared and I was able to answer my own question. Aha, to be dealt a horrid fate.

The orcs thought themselves in total safety here and strolled blithely around the city.

I waited until the captives were led into an empty building and left alone. The building was completely intact, if you didn’t count the absence of doors and roof. All the windows were boarded-up and linked together by a single enormous chain, so there was no escape.

I decided to go and make the acquaintance of the people from another world. Then there would be something to tell the folks back home.

But it was worth being well prepared, and a satisfied smile crept onto my face.

* * *

Lady Gefiya and her cohort had departed on a reconnaissance mission to the borders of her dominion, where everything was as usual. They were accustomed to their close neighborhood with the vile Turgus, but they remained prepared for any eventuality. With the exception, that is, of the arrival of a squadron of orcs, three hundred strong and concealed with the aid of the shamans’ illusory magic.

The orcs were not planning to kill all the humans, for they needed prisoners, and by fatal coincidence, it was Gefiya and her bodyguards who happened to be closest. The shamans wove their magic, and the humans lost consciousness, regaining it only in the wagon.

The magi had prepared superbly for their mission, laying a section of ground with magic-imbued wickerwork which activated just at the necessary moment. Such powerful spells required long preparation.

* * *

“Lady Gefiya, is everything in order?” one of her trusty minders inquired, concerned for his mistress’s health.

“Everything is fine, besides a splitting headache,” she replied. Her head really did hurt after such a concentrated spell. It had wrenched her from her consciousness, which was why its use was prohibited in normal places.

“Begging your pardon, Milady, we have failed you,” said one of her retinue, dropping to his knees. “We were not expecting the Turgus to venture so close.”

Gefiya pursed her full lips in frustration.

“What are we going to do? How far have they managed to take us?” There was still a chance of salvation, and the main thing was to understand their location. “What is this place?”

“I have no way of knowing, mistress. We were brought here in a closed wagon, although I might suggest, going by the stars, that we have not traveled far. I hope assistance will be here very soon.”

“Excellent,” the girl said, brightening.

Luckily, she had managed to signal the attack to her family seat, so in theory her father would already be in the picture. And it wasn’t her entire squadron that had been captured, which meant the incident had already been reported.

“Except we won’t live to see its arrival,” said the old warrior, revealing the truth of the situation. “Forgive me for letting it happen this way,” he continued, lowering his head.

“A ritual sacrifice?” she guessed with a twinkle of her blue eyes.

“I see no other explanation,” replied the other.

The menfolk had awoken earlier than their mistress and had already discussed what to do and how. The Turgus shamans’ rituals for communication with the spirits of their ancestors were particularly powerful, which was why they often involved human prisoners. The situation boded no good.

“We’re done for,” Lady Gefiya said on behalf of everyone.

“Milady—” the old man began, before stopping short. It was a difficult to find the right thing to say. “The only thing we can do is kill you. It is hard to say, but falling into the hands of the orcs is a fate worse than death. Their rituals destroy the soul.”

“I see,” the girl said, prostrate. She was young and beautiful, and just this morning had been making plans for the near future. Now a grizzly death awaited her.

“Is there even the tiniest chance that father will come to our rescue?” She was fearful of a negative reply.

“I am afraid, Milady—”

“In that case, I agree.”

“Hmm, and who might you be?” asked the first man to notice me sitting in the corner and watching them with interest.

“Who might who be?” the girl asked, confused. Then she heard an unfamiliar voice.

“I would ask you not to become distracted, for I am enjoying your performance,” I said with a snigger, observing from my corner.

Never before had Gefiya seen clothes such as I was wearing. Yet the strangeness was not entirely in my clothes, but in what I was doing, which is to say, sitting calmly, not a hint of disquiet about me, and chewing.

“Shoot, she’s already agreed. Couldn’t you have noticed me a bit later? This is better than a soap opera on television.”

“Tele— what?” Gefiya asked, clueless as to what I was talking about. “Who are you?”

“I am Varg. And you?” I asked derisively, making no secret of my presence.

“Gefiya.”

What a stroke of luck that I’d popped in to see them. And how great was my surprise when I realized one simple fact: I understood them.

The system had given us a translator, which was simply fantastic. True, I didn’t understand the orcs, but there was the small fact of us being enemies. No doubt so that we would wage holy war against each other, rather than enter into negotiations.

Arriving before the girl awoke, I’d heard their story from the very beginning.

“How did you sink this far, Gefiya, huh?”

“I—” She froze. I had absolutely stunned her. If only she knew how hard it was for me to communicate normally with people. I seriously wanted to vanish into invisibility.

“Who are you and why are you speaking so impudently to our mistress?”

Well, quite, my man! Isn’t attack just the best form of defense? I thought. “I am someone who could not care less about your statuses. Added to which, as you might notice, I am free, while you are not.”

The old man’s eyes flickered with anger, but that was the limit of his abilities.

“You work for these abominations,” the bodyguard said, realizing the reason for my freedom.

“Wide of the mark,” I said, shaking my head.

“Don’t lie!” barked the angry old man.

“Why would I lie? I was just passing.” I felt no compunction to prove anything, and I continued munching my sandwiches. “Would you like one, by the way?”

They all refused my offer of food, despite the girl’s belly rumbling with hunger.

“He wants to poison us, Milady,” the old man warned her, stepping between us to protect her.

“Now why would I do that?” I asked. Where would be the logic in that?

His eyes narrowed, and he looked at me slyly and said, “If you’re not with the Turgus, then set us free.”

What a cunning old man. Okay, I would let them out. It was no skin off my nose.

“Catch,” I said, throwing at his feet a key I’d taken from a dead guard.

He looked at me askance, mistrusting, but nonetheless took the key.

I continued eating my sandwiches, while they fussed with the lock.

Liberated from their own shackles, the warriors then assisted their mistress before immediately shielding her from me with their bodies. Did they think they could stop me if things turned ugly?

“Can you give us some weapons?” the old man asked cheekily.

“I can,” I said. “Catch.”

I threw him the most basic sword that was knocking around in my inventory.

He caught it deftly, took a couple of swings with it, then pulled a wry face in appraisal of its quality.

“Are you going to attack me now?” I asked.

“Possibly.”

“Who will escort your mistress home then, if you all get killed?” I asked him snarkily.

“Are you so sure of your strength? Or do you think having a space pocket gives you the right to self-confidence?” he asked, more confident in himself now.

I reckoned they were ready to launch themselves at me any moment now.

It was a shame nothing would come of it, for in a blink I would be behind them and kickstarting a bloodbath.

“Wait, Artsan,” said Gefiya, who knew full well where this was headed. The removal of her anti-magic fetters was accompanied by a revelation in her head. “I don’t think he’s a hostile. If he wanted to kill us, he would have done so when we were chained.”

“But Milady—”

“Artsan,” said Gefiya, stamping a petulant foot. Her underling could not but fall into line.

“Ler Varg, may I inquire to which race you belong?” the young thing asked politely.

“To none. I am not of your world,” I replied, not overly concerned about concealing the truth. “I was flung here by the system in order to undergo a test. We are meant to fight the Turgus.”

Their faces expressed surprise, though it was not especially overt.

“An outsider then,” she said, disappointment creeping onto her cute face. “I was thinking of asking for your assistance in getting out of here. For a handsome reward.”

“I understand. Alas, a reward, as you may be able to tell, is not something I have need of.”

“And where is your squad? Usually outsiders are sent here in groups.”

How curious she was. Or was she playing for time?

Evidently my paranoia was raising its ugly head again.

“I am independent. I have no need of any squad.”

“Independent?” she asked, her eyes widening. “But that’s very dangerous. The Turgus are powerful and merciless warriors.”

“Uh-huh, they are powerful and brave, and they also flee very amusingly,” I laughed, remembering how one had fled from me so quickly he split his head open on a pillar he hadn’t noticed.”

“You are strange,” she said, cottoning on at last.

“Very,” I confirmed, my thumb raised in the style of Liza back home.

The girl became lost in thought, everyone else in the room also silent. Except me.

“On a side note, is it not time for you to be going home? Why are you still sitting here when I’ve already freed you?”

“How are we supposed to get through all those Turgus? Or are you going to kill them all?” asked one of the guys, cracking under the stress.

All I could do was chuckle.

“You’re right,” I said, taking a pause before continuing, “I cannot kill them a second time.”

Silence filled the room.

“Are you kidding?”

“Go see for yourself, if you don’t believe me,” I said, shrugging and smiling enigmatically.

How I loved to surprise.


Chapter 9

“HOW DID YOU MANAGE to wipe them all out?” the girl asked, unable to believe her eyes. “Are you a demon? You can’t be human.”

“I shot them with my bow,” I replied, smiling and producing my beauty from my inventory.

“Incredible.”

It was fun in their company, but time waits for no man. At first I hadn’t wanted to rescue them, but my mind was changed by the preparations for the sacrifice, which did not bode well for me, so I had to weigh in and kill all the orcs.

I chatted a while to the locals and decided to help them, as they’d made a good impression on me and were better behaved than my terrestrial friends.

“You need to get a wiggle on. A ton of Turgus will soon be here, and then there’ll be no escape for you,” I said. “Take the wagon that brought you here and head north. It’s clear there now. And another thing… ah, never mind, I see you’re already armed.”

While I was speaking with Gefiya, her bodyguards wasted no time gathering weapons from the dead orcs.

Oh, the irony of fate. I was helping the locals and not my brethren. Still, at least these weren’t trying to kill me and were grateful for my assistance. Whereas my lady compatriot, whom I had helped out of the kindness of my heart, had immediately given away all my secrets, including my skill.

“Are you coming with us?” the girl asked, eyes full of hope. She looked so mournful, and was probably very frightened.

“I can take you as far as the wall.” It was her eyes that made me crack. “Then I must return. I have unfinished business with the orcs.”

I was merely interested to converse with people from another world. It would be something to tell the folks back home.

“And after that?” she asked.

Why is she looking at me like that? I thought.

“After that you’re on your own,” I said.

We reached the wall without incident, under my capable guidance and avoiding danger spots. Then it was time to part.

“Forgive me for venting spleen on you, lad,” said the old man, extending his hand. “You understand no one would have trusted you right off the bat.”

“I understand,” I said with a nod. He somehow reminded me of Combat, only not quite so severe. More Skirmish than Combat.

“Ler Varg, how can I express my gratitude for our salvation?” Gefiya stepped forward and stood facing me.

I paused for thought. What could I take from a bunch of beggars? All they had was the remnants of the armor the orcs hadn’t torn from them, and the weapons they’d collected from the dead orcs.

During our short acquaintance, I had managed to ask about life in this world, and I considered their answers sufficient reward.

“What can I take from people who have nothing?” I raised a questioning brow and waved her question away. “Do not worry, you have entertained me mightily and that will absolutely suffice.”

“That was just entertainment for you?” one of the men asked in surprise.

“That’s right, just entertainment.” With a sweeping arm, I took in the whole city. “One big sandbox, a curious place to play.”

“Representatives of other races and peoples are rarely thrown into our lands by the Great System to do battle. Might I ask how many Turgus you’ve killed personally?” the old man asked in a stern voice, before falling silent in expectation of my answer.

Why did he need to know that? Was he comparing me with others and putting me in my place?

There was no denying I might not have been the very best warrior. After all, I had grown up in a world without perpetual war and conflict.

“My current tally is 463 dead orcs and I don’t remember how many humans,” I said, looking out for their reaction.

“Woah!” exclaimed the old man, who had been reasonably pleased until now. “But how?”

“I don’t know myself. Probably like this,” I said, activating invisibility and drawing my bow.

“Ah, now I get it. You are a very dangerous adversary, and I am glad we are not enemies.”

“You’re right, it’s very good that we’re not enemies,” I said with a smile. “Very good for you.”

Gefiya interrupted us.

“This will not do. I will bring shame on my kind if I leave our savior unrewarded,” the girl said, puffing out her cheeks broodingly.

“I’ve already said, forget it. And anyway, you’ve got to leave. The horde is on its way.”

“I’ve got it!” she exclaimed, blushing a shade of beet, while I sensed a bad feeling beneath my shoulder blade. I didn’t have time to wonder what she might have dreamed up, before the girl stepped up and kissed me on the lips.

“Milady!” the old man began indignantly, not expecting such behavior and therefore slow to stop her.

While I, as always, did not know what to do or say in such a situation.

“My kiss is your reward, and a memento of our world,” she said, flustered and staring me in the eye.

“Milady, we must be quick!” The old man was getting nervous. “They are already near.”

The orcs were indeed very near, you didn’t need X-ray vision to see them.

The girl also saw them, and skipped elegantly into the wagon.

“Remember, Varg, should you ever happen to find yourself in our world, you will always be welcome in the house of Gefion,” she called as they pulled away.

Fuck, Polina’s definitely going to kill me now, I thought to myself. But that wasn’t the worst thing. The orcs were very close, and I could barely fucking think straight. What kind of sociopath or sociophobe was I, huh? Why did plain old physical contact incapacitate me so? How come I could only think rationally when surrounded by enemies?

There were lots of orcs. Excellent, plenty to take out my anger on for my foolish behavior.

“Come on, you ugly bastards, Varg is now going to make hedgehogs out of you.” Licking my chops in anticipation of battle, I bared my teeth and gripped my bow tighter.

Invisibility. Blink. Blink. Blink.

I drew a dark-explosion arrow and waited for the orcs to approach. Prancing about in the front ranks and goading on the rest was a painted orc. Surely this isn’t the chief? Never mind, let’s see. I took aim and fired. The arrow left a dark plume in its wake and struck the orc’s magic shield. He got lucky and survived, while his nearest compadres did not. A concentrated explosion occurred, before a dark-violet energy was released into the air, which took out all the orcs marching close by.

A powerful piece of kit, and no mistake. Probably why there were only three in the card. I couldn’t even figure out exactly what it had done. Those that survived now had black faces and were rolling around on the ground, howling with pain.

Wow! How cross were the rest of the orcs now? They were screaming and pointing in my direction with their clubs. One soon ceased his threats when he was silenced by an arrow entering in his eye socket. Oh, and there goes another one, lying down to rest for the last time.

Oops, now their arrows began flying at me in response. A dark-energy arrow was all well and good, but the contrail hung in the air for a good while after the shot, giving away my position. Using blink, I skipped aside, and the orcs’ arrows now rained down on a place where I already wasn’t.

Okay, now we would try a fiery explosion and see how they liked that. I got a kick out of listening to their howls, and my mind was instantly soothed and cheered.

* * *

Congratulations to all survivors! You have managed to survive a 14-day test and you have earned your reward.

Within 1 hour, you will be transferred back to your planet and presented with a reward for you and your group or clan.

First place for number of kills goes to Varg.

A round of applause to the strongest!

That meant clans had already appeared. So why were we a group and not a clan? I wanted a clan as well. It sounded fucking cool.

The system notification concerning my return home came as no surprise; I had actually been expecting it yesterday. What was the point of keeping us here so long if the orcs had given up the ghost? When the death count had reached 800, I even became worried lest their numbers should dwindle ahead of schedule. In the last few days, their search for us had clearly been less than diligent, and on day eight they’d simply forgotten about me. All I had to do was shoot a couple of orcs, and they immediately retreated without so much as contemplating return fire.

Perhaps it had something to do with my regular shooting of their me-seeking pet birds. Who knows? On the other hand, I got to have a delightful rest. I also came to understand one thing: life might be fantastic without people, but it was also boring. I missed Polina’s delicious cooking and the interesting dishes she treated me to every time.

I also missed Liza, who sometimes chatted nineteen to the dozen. I even missed Katya, and the awkward pug Anya, who was forever thanking me for everything. To some extent they made my life more interesting and fun.

I even remembered Combat and Quartermaster.

How are they all getting on without me? It was distressing to think they might have died in my absence, and that all my efforts would go down the pan. If that should happen, I would have someone to avenge. And avenge them I most certainly would, if only out of sheer bloody-mindedness. You had to take the positives from everything.

I was a strange person, who meditated on strange things. It was not for no reason that I was regarded as a sociopath. I had gotten it into my head that Polina was mine, and that was that, period. The world may have been developing cracks, but I wanted her to be mine. Sociopaths were very strange and perplexing people. Who knew what went on in their heads?

The last hour in this bisolar world flew by unnoticed, me sitting on the very top of the tall, dilapidated tower, meditating and enjoying the view.

You might say this city had tamed me.

Return transfer to your world in: T-minus 3…2…1…

A flash of blackness, and I was back where the system had removed me from.

Calculating reward for your accomplishments.

First place for number of Turgus kills goes to the itinerant Varg.

Choice of reward for first place:

Random armor, level 6.

Random skill, level 3 or higher.

Permanent access to trading platform.

Random Mastery Stone.

Oh System, what are you doing to me? Skill, trading platform, mastery stone? Give me everything, and in double quantities. Shoot, how tantalizing. I felt like a kid in a toy store, who had a choice of just one toy but wanted them all.

The choice was obvious, despite being a difficult one for me personally.

I mentally selected trading-platform access and sighed.

You receive permanent access to the trading platform.

Your kill tally has been converted into experience, and you gain 5 levels.

Zowie! Unable to believe my eyes, I exhaled heavily.

Then the system notifications came flooding in one after another.

You have gained level 10. Your body has become stronger, and you receive Evaluation skill, level 1.

Evaluation skill changed to Evaluation level 2. You can see the levels and names of infecteds.

You have gained level 11. Your body has become stronger. Your muscles have undergone changes and now contain little that is human.

You have gained level 12. Your body has become stronger. You have transgressed the limits of human powers and reached new heights.

You have gained level 13. Your body has become stronger. Your vision is improved by 40%.

You have gained level 14. Your body has become stronger. Your skin is now tougher and more elastic.

It seemed Christmas had come early. I had no words, only emotions.

Your group, Honor, receives 200 gray boxes of rewards.

Your group, Honor, receives 4 skill books, level 1.

Your group, Honor, receives 30 red boxes and 15 red trinket caskets.

Your inventory is increased by 150 kg.

For the successful completion of the test, you are offered the choice of one reward from the following:

Rare skill; protective artifact; personal weapon selected according to your preferences; rare potions, 10 pcs; expansion of inventory by 50 kg; 100 gray boxes of rewards.

You have 1 minute to make your choice.

Not bad. I was totally not expecting such goodies from the system. But jeez, why just one minute? And by now, only fifty seconds of that remained. Decisions. I rejected offhand the boxes and inventory expansion; I could get those by myself. The potions might equally be useful and not very useful at all. The weapon was a nice idea, but I was perfectly happy with my bow.

I wanted a rare skill. And I wanted a protective artifact. And I wanted to scream at the agony of choice. The artifact might solve a whole host of my problems, but then again it might not. While a skill was always a skill, and skills dropped very rarely and came in enormously handy.

I mentally selected skill and prayed for a lucky draw.

You receive a Mental Protection skill book (passive), level 4.

What could I say? Level-four mental protection protected the bearer from psychological suggestion and attack which might have a psychological impact.

I was pleased with my choice. While it might not enable me to kill powerful enemies, the modifier “passive” was most interesting. It meant it would work all the time. If some random jerkoff wished to climb inside my sick head, they would be in for a big surprise.

In summary of my two-week foray: I was very satisfied. Access to the trading platform was priceless, the levels and 150 kg were nice, and I reckoned the book would be very useful.

Oops, I’d become engrossed in my reading. Where was that noise coming from? And who was shooting whom?

* * *

Two weeks had passed since Varg left for his test. During that time, his people had learned at first hand just how much they missed this bizarre and enigmatic young man.

During that time, they had been subject to three attacks which had left people dead. Multiple explosions and firefights had attracted zombies, which were once more laying siege to the dormitory, pressed up tight against its walls. All sorties had been temporarily canceled, and the extraction of spoils had decreased, resulting in a deficit of food which had in turn resulted in people going hungry again.

Some people had gone so far as to suggest that Combat “ask” Polina to share her food with everyone. Combat told the disgruntled ones in no uncertain terms to put a sock in it, and found them work which left no time for stupidity. He very much hoped Varg would not find out, for he was too radical in the way he solved the problem of people who were no longer “his” people.

Combat was surprised by people’s stupidity. Polina had already shared food with them, cooking and handing it out, and they figured they could take everything now.

When such suggestions became more frequent, he passed on the promise Varg had made before he left, and the complainers hastily dialled back their zeal, despite not all of them believing he would return.

Information had recently been received from the system, concerning other groups whose squads had died in the first days.

After a week, people had rejected the idea to raid Varg’s apartment. The case of the last person to disturbed his peace was fixed firmly in their minds, Combat being at pains to make sure they remembered it.

It so happened that the dormitory housed large numbers of pocket soldiers and their families, and this was the root of such problems. Combat officers thought nothing of taking from their comrades, and for many, Varg had become just the kind of comrade who would come to their aid and share his food with their families.

The dorm was now under intense fire from another group, some of whose members had powerful skills. They had maneuvered their way through the wall of zombies and taken up convenient positions in the building opposite.

The squad commander charged with the defense of the building entered Combat’s office and said, “Things are looking bad, Combat. We’re nearly out of bullets, and the troops haven’t slept for forty-eight hours.”

“How bad?” Combat asked, externally calm, but boiling with rage inside.

“Another two hours or so, and we won’t have anything to return fire with,” the commander reported, clearly and without hesitation.

“Can Peter build a wall?”

“No,” replied the commander with a shake of his head, “he’s already tried to build one in front of the building, but he was shot at.”

“Fuck,” said old Combat, cussing à la Varg. “Is he badly injured?”

“A bullet went right through his shoulder. He’s definitely out of action for two days, we’re out of healing potions, and the healer Petrovich is out of mana.”

“Maybe we should just hunker down and wait for it all to blow over. They can’t keep shooting forever. They’ll eventually run out of ammo and leave.” The proposal came from Gennady, one of Combat’s old comrades-in-arms.

“Not an option,” said the commander with a heavy sigh, before he sat down at his desk, stressed from being on his feet for two days and nights. “Just as soon as we stop firing, they’ll start shooting at our doors and windows on the first floor.”

“They want to set the zombies on us,” said Combat, realizing the plan. “We can’t stop firing. Dammit, this might be the end.”

“Don’t fret, Combat,” said his friend, clapping him on the shoulder. “We’ll soldier on, it’s no big deal.”

“Without food and supplies, we’re easy game,” said gray old Quartermaster, pulling a face. He rubbed his temples wearily, then ran a forlorn eye over the assembled group.

“I don’t understand how everything could hinge on a single person,” said Fedya, admitting just how important Varg was to them.

“That’s precisely the point, Fedya,” said Combat with a smile. “It just turned out that Varg was able to solve all our problems quickly and decisively. He’s like me in some ways. I have to sacrifice my freedom to sit here tending to people in this accursed office. He’s got no cares like that, and he can do whatever he wants, which is why he strives to become stronger, fencing himself off from society and baring his teeth at everybody.”

“He still screwed up one aspect, though,” said Fedya with a snigger. Laughter spread around the office.

“Chicks are a formidable force,” Combat said, smiling. “As you can see, they even took Varg captive.”

“This is all very well,” said the defense commander, interrupting, “but what are we going to do with our assailants?”

Congratulations to the Honor group. Your sole participant has survived and brought you victory.

Your group receives 200 gray boxes.

Your group receives 30 red boxes.

Your group receives 16 red trinket caskets.

Your group receives 4 random skill books, level 1.

Each member of your group receives + 5 kg to their inventory.

Your participant took first place in an additional task, the goal of which was to destroy members of the Turgus tribe.

You receive 100 gray boxes and 50 brown boxes.

A deathly silence hung in the briefing room. In fact not only there, for every member of the group had seen the notification.

“It would appear our Varg has owned everybody once again,” said Combat, lighting a cigarette.

“Fuck.”

“Seconded,” said Combat. “Maybe we should find him another woman? We can’t afford to lose him.”

“Let’s give him all the available ladies,” suggested someone jocularly.

“Then he’ll shoot himself,” Combat chuckled, smoking and staring at the wall.

“The only thing that concerns me is who are the Turgus and when will they rock up looking for Varg?” said one of the other men.

Silence descended on the room as everyone pondered the question. Unfortunately, they soon had no time for pondering.

When the first shockwave died down and people realized what had happened, turmoil broke out. Combat placed some red boxes on the desk and ordered the ammunition to be urgently handed out to the soldiers defending the dormitory.

Then suddenly a private burst into the office.

“The— there… there’s…” He couldn’t recover his breath in order to speak normally.

“Take a deep breath and tell us what’s happened,” Combat barked, making the soldier blanch.

“There… killing… people… He’s back. And he’s pissed off.” Everyone in the room immediately understood who “he” was and what was happening.

“It would appear the end is nigh,” said Fedya, summing up the general mood.


Chapter 10

SO I’M STANDING THERE, minding my own business, high on the system’s bonus gifts, when suddenly something flies right by me, literally centimeters from my face. In total shock, I turn my head and see a bullet hole through a board blocking up a window. Not even cuss words would have sufficed to describe the height of my dudgeon, and I needed a full ten seconds to regain my senses.

Had I nearly been whacked at home? Me? At home?

Outside in a jiffy, I instantly spotted where the shots were coming from, and realized what deep shit the dormitory was in right now. The old siege zombies had returned, and bodies littered the area once again. Fuck, in the two weeks I was away, they contrived to mess everything up. A stray bullet, zombies, and fatigue fused together into a single whole that mutated into a wild and malignant aggression, which I urgently needed to take out on someone.

You have killed a survivor.

The capacity of your inventory is increased by 6 kg.

You have killed a survivor.

The capacity of your inventory is increased by 2 kg.

You have killed a survivor.

The capacity of your inventory is increased by 8 kg.

You have killed a survivor.

The capacity of your inventory is increased by 2 kg.

You have killed a survivor.

The capacity of your inventory is increased by 2 kg.

You have killed a survivor.

The capacity of your inventory is increased by 1 kg.

Twenty-four notifications. My shots were on target and without remorse. When the survivors understood what was happening and beat a retreat, I caught up with them using blink and my spear drank its fill of blood. After the rout, my inventory read as follows:

Inventory: 496 kg.

I got sixty-three kilograms from the poor souls who had seriously gotten my goat. I’d survived two weeks quite happily in the goddamn orcs’ world, and back here a random bullet nigh blows my brains out like I’m the last loser in town. And while we’re on the subject, why the fuck shoot at a boarded-up window? You’ve got a nerve, taking up residence in the building opposite and firing at our dorm windows!

A warm homecoming in my native world, to be sure. Wiping strangers’ blood from my spear, I threw it into my inventory. I was also covered in blood and in urgent need of a shower. Mind you, I’d been in urgent need of a shower a week and half ago. That was what this city lacked: water. You had to wash using bottled water from your inventory.

I entered the dormitory via my favorite balcony. My first surprise lay in store in the corridor: people were sleeping in it. What the hell was going on here? Had we started taking people in off the street or something? Were we a freaking refuge now? Although no, all the faces were familiar, which meant they were our people, which begged the question: what the hell were they doing here? I had a choice: go straight home, or pay Combat a visit. I chose the latter, for I needed information, and urgently. I deactivated invisibility in the corridor. There were too many people and I had to pick my way through the crowd.

“He’s back.”

“He’s with us now.”

“God bless him. He made it.”

That’s a bit over the top.

The whispers from the people surprised me, although I must admit they also pleased me. I was drenched in blood and stinking of sweat, yet I invoked joy in people rather than fear. At the end of the day, I was not in great need of their approval or adoration, and everything I had done so far was simply a matter of me following my desires.

The people looked weary and emaciated, and things were clearly not running smoothly in our kingdom.

As I approached the office door, I switched on vision and smiled. All the same people sat there, Combat at the head, looking at the door with restless expressions. No prizes for guessing who they were waiting for.

“How did you manage to fall so far, you deadbeats?” I asked as soon I stepped into the room. “Uncle Varg has been doing battle on your behalf, and you couldn’t keep the home front in order.” I could not refrain from smiling. “Tsk-tsk, you bad little soldiers.”

“Can I shoot him?” asked Fedya.

“Glad to see you as well, Fedya,” I said with a smile. “Come, let us embrace.”

“Piss off,” he snapped, smiling and waving me away.

Quartermaster, on the other hand, rushed to give me a firm hug.

“I’m very pleased you’ve returned to us, Varg.” I was also pleased to see him looking well. “Have you brought me anything?” This was why I was so pleased to see him; he never changed, and he thought only of one thing, and in this respect he and I were similar.

I didn’t want to spend too much time with them, eager to get home, take a shower, and go to bed. Finding a spare seat, I prepared to tell them my story.

“I shall now begin my story, but first, would anyone happen to have a cold beer?” I didn’t have any with me, for I had taken only the bare necessities with me for the test.

“Perhaps you would rather have a cognac?” Quartermaster suggested, retrieving a familiar-looking bottle from his inventory.

Hmm, I wasn’t against the idea, but I also wasn’t going to risk going home drunk to Polina, afraid that this time I might wake up in bed with more than just her for company.

“Maybe later. I still need to go home.” I screwed up my eyes and scanned everyone present with a look of suspicion. “Right?”

Not all of them understood me, but I couldn’t have cared less about all of them. The main thing was that Combat understood me.

“Right, right, your people are waiting for you at home. They’ve all been doing my head in asking about you all the time,” said Combat, hurrying nervously to reassure me.

“Excellent,” I said with a joyful clap of my hands, as the weight was lifted from my shoulders.

Satisfied everything was in order at home, I was able to calm down and begin my story. I didn’t go into too much detail, giving only a general outline, but that was enough to amaze and impress everyone there.

“You sure know how to cultivate friends,” said Combat, unable to understand how one guy could so easily take on everyone without caring a dime about the rules.

Then came their story, and it was my turn to be amazed. What the hell? We’d been attacked a total of four times now. Jeez, they were like children. All I had to do was to step out for a while, and they immediately brought a bunch of unpleasantness on their asses. On top of which, they were now starving again. Another piece of bad news was the loss of water and gas. Were it not for my electricity artifacts, they would have regressed to cave people. The problem of electricity was not Polina’s alone. I had charged the crystal with experience for three weeks. Normal people would begin howling like wolves if they had to give up their crumbs of experience. Their main achievement, which they spent ages telling me about, was a stone wall. There was only one problem: I hadn’t noticed it outside.

“Have you all been drinking? Or maybe I’ve got problems with my eyesight? What wall? I’ve been outside and I didn’t see any wall.”

“Well… it was almost destroyed,” Combat admitted.

I burst out laughing. “You spend ten minutes rhapsodizing over wall that isn’t there?” I laughed so hard my eyes welled up with tears. “Are you sure you’re soldiers, not comedians? Combat, do I have your permission to shoot an arrow at that empty chair?”

“Hmm?” He didn’t get what I was driving at. “Why?”

“Just for the hell of it.” I smiled the most inoffensive smile possible for someone caked from head to toe in blood. “It’s just that there’s a motherfucker sitting there in invisibility and flipping me the bird.”

“What’s with these childish games?” Combat didn’t understand what he’d done to deserve all this. His best fighters were behaving like kids. “Permission granted. Leg only.”

Fedya shot out of the office like a bullet, and laughter filled the room once more.

Leaving this jolly company, I headed for home, mildly trepid concerning my reception. After all, I hadn’t been there for two weeks. I decided not to use my X-ray vision, wanting it to be a surprise for me as well. I hoped there wasn’t an armed squad in there, with their weapons aimed at the door.

I opened the unlocked door and wanted, as always, to make an unfunny joke, but didn’t have time. Polina came running with kisses and a tight embrace.

“You’re alive,” she whispered in a trembling voice.

“I’m not so easily killed,” I said. I didn’t know what to do in situations like this, and all I could think of was to stroke her head.

The situation was awkward, but Liza came running to my rescue, squealing and also hugging me.

“We were worried about you,” she said, sniffling.

I was mistaken. She wasn’t rescuing me at all, more like holding me further under the water. My anxiety spiked and my heart thumped in my chest. I would have to stroke her head as well. There, that’s my girl. Then Anya came running. She ought to be able to help.

The little traitor joined in with the now four-way embrace.

Now then, Katya, you’re walking so surely towards me. Maybe you can drag them off me? I’ve only got two hands. I can’t stroke them all at once.

“I’m glad to see you too,” she said, sniffling along with her daughter.

Jeez, not you as well?

Where could I get another two hands from? Whimpering, tears, and other girly stuff; that’s what I had to put up with. What were the options? Correct, there were none.

“Don’t hug me so tight, ladies, I’m covered in blood, “ I said, trying to extricate myself.

“Will too!” they shrieked as one.

For fuck’s sake, they were already thinking identically.

First they squeezed me silly, then they checked me for wounds and disfigurements, and only then did they pack me off to the bathroom.

The reunion was emotional, and I was also glad to see them. Ultimately, it was nice to know you had a home to go to where people were waiting for you. Basins of water had been set aside for me, and I was able to have a wash at last. That said, it was no shower, and I made a mental note to concoct a plan in that department.

After that, I half ate myself to death. Polina had cooked enough to feed a company of soldiers.

Fish, meat, soup, minced rabbit, and that was just the tip of the iceberg. I began to form the sneaking suspicion she had a skill. It was impossible to prepare so much and so quickly without a skill. Plain old buckwheat took me half a day.

“Katya helped me, that’s why it was quick,” she replied to my suspicions of magic.

“I see.” Logical, I supposed. “Was everything okay here in my absence? I’m not going to have to kill anyone?”

“It’s nice for you to be concerned, but everything’s fine, really.” Polina smiled sweetly, followed by Katya. “You scared everyone so badly that nobody dared speak to us.”

“So what’s the story with the redistribution?” Combat had informed me about it.

“Oh, it’s nothing,” she said dismissively. “The women decided I had to share everything with them.”

“Do I have to go and beat them up?” I asked in all seriousness.

“Everything’s fine, don’t worry. I spoke with them and so did Combat. And so did Mikhail Vyachislavovich, so now they’re meek as lambs.”

“Who’s Mikhail Vyachislavovich?” I asked, my eyes narrowed in suspicion.

“You don’t even know your drinking partner’s name?” asked Polina, brightening up. Katya livened up too.

I really did not know who she was talking about.

“Quartermaster’s name is Mikhail Vyachislavovich,” she said, giggling.

“Ah, I see.” I was perfectly happy calling him Quartermaster.

We chatted late into the evening. The ladies were interested to know about literally everything, including how I’d coped these past two weeks and what I’d been up to. I didn’t impart too much detail, because I didn’t want to upset their mental balance, but I drew them a general picture of the situation. They needed to know what to expect from life.

I had to tell them about the kiss as well. I thought there would be an unpleasant scene, but Polina’s reaction surprised me.

“No sooner do I let you out alone than some bitch latches onto you,” she said, screwing up her features in jealousy. Then she and Katya began slagging the “bitch” off.

I didn’t understand women’s logic. It was dark and boundless, abyssal.

The first red flag came when I was leaving to go to bed: Katya’s smile. It was ominous. Or maybe it just seemed that way to me.

The second red flag came when Katya and Anya went off to sleep in their bedroom. I figured they’d gotten used to sleeping alone, and was even cheered. Then Liza followed them.

The next second, just as the door shut behind them, Polina grabbed me and dragged me to our room.

I didn’t manage to get a word in, what with my mouth being occupied by the grabber’s.

My brain was brokenly trying to understand what was happening and whether she was going to have sex with me.

Her silk dress slipped slowly down her long, beautiful legs, leaving the girl in just her red underwear. My breath quickened at the sight of Polina’s perfect curves.

Is she? The realization of what was about to happen dawned.

When we were totally naked, she came closer and sat gracefully in my lap, before commencing to kiss me passionately. Her cheeks flushed and her eyes burned with desire.

“I’ve missed you,” whispered her beckoning lips. “I’ve missed you so much. And I can see you’ve missed me as well, sweetie.” A strange flame sparked in her eyes.

I found no words to respond with, so I mumbled something incomprehensible.

How wrong I was to think I’d be able to catch up on sleep at home.

My stamina and Polina’s desire combined in a burning and passionate cocktail, which only subsided towards morning. We were tired, wet, and terribly satisfied.

Poor Polina crashed out with her leg draped over me, while I, as I drifted off, tried to figure out where I’d dropped the ball and what life would be like from here on. I couldn’t ditch her now. I wanted her by my side at all times, because my desires came first.

* * *

An athletic man, advanced in years and dressed in full battle fatigues, led his three-thousand-strong squadron across the badland, praying to all the gods that he would make it in time.

That morning, Count Gefion had sent his daughter out on a harmless patrol of the steppe in the vicinity of their territory, and a couple of hours later he’d been informed of her ambushing and kidnap.

The rage he experienced at that moment was hard to express in words. All his servants feared to look at their master, for no one had ever seen him so angry.

Everyone knew that the Turgus captured people for use in their barbarian rituals and the satisfaction of their instincts, and this enraged him even more.

His little girl was in danger. How could he have let that happen? The reconnaissance group informed him that the nearest tribe was currently out on a foray headed up by their chief. This meant that while the chief was away, the tribe would not go out hunting if they could avoid it. It was all very strange.

To attack the tribe now would be to upset the balance, which would lead to a full-scale war involving the entire combined horde of tribes.

Then again, he couldn’t give a toss. He would either rescue his daughter, or avenge her in such a way that the Turgus would have ghastly nightmares about him for a very long time to come.

“Master, a cart is heading our way,” said a nearby warrior, interrupting the count’s troubled thoughts.

“Might my daughter be in it?” he asked in hope, yet also pained, for he already knew the answer.

It was practically impossible to escape the Turgus. However, he had been thrown a bone of hope.

“Our magus informs us there are people in the cart, but he cannot tell whether they include our mistress.” You bet he couldn’t! He might be executed on the spot for giving the wrong answer.

A little spark of hope anchored itself in the heart of the grief-stricken father.

“Shake a leg, donkeys! Are you going to keep crawling into old age? Faster!” shouted the count, spurring his steed and pulling ahead.

“Father!” The squadron surrounded the cart, the fighters prepared to attack in case of danger. They were not, however, prepared for the count’s daughter to come skipping out of it.

“Gefiya!” The count was startled, and a perfidious tear rolled down his cheek. She was alive! And in one piece! He wanted to shout his delight, but his status as a count would not allow it.

On catching sight of her father, the girl jumped from the cart and ran towards him hell for leather, before flinging her arms around his neck. Only then did she burst into tears.

“I was so scared, so very scared. They were preparing for a ritual. They wanted to use our souls for their nefarious business.”

Her words did not please the count, and his face darkled. They wanted to kill his precious daughter and desecrate her soul.

The count stroked his daughter’s head to placate her, at the same time listening attentively to her story.

“Edmund!” shouted the count in an imperious voice.

“I am here, my liege,” replied the faithful knight, dropping down on one knee.

“Take two thousand men and make a thorough sweep of the city.” The count’s soul demanded revenge for the capture of his daughter.

“It will be done, my liege,” the man said, saluting before touching the crossguard of his sword to his forehead and bowing. He would do his liege’s bidding no matter what the cost to him.

“Everything will be okay now, Gefiya,” said the count to his daughter as he held her tightly.

“You’re going to choke me, Dad,” the girl said, embarrassed.

The count sat his daughter in front of him on his horse, and, surrounded by a sizable guard, they set out for home, to the family seat.

Two hours later...

“So you were saved by a single man? And he demanded nothing in return? Was he simply bored?” The count was trying to wrap his head around what his daughter had told him, looking for the catch, but there was none, which astounded him even more. “And for that you gifted him your first kiss?”

“Uh-huh,” the girl confessed sheepishly.

“Why did you not give him some jewels from your voluminous collection?” asked the count, with a smile and a cunning squint.

The girl faltered and blushed.

“We-e-ell,” she said protractedly and nervously as she contemplated how to answer. “I just forgot about them.”

“Forgot, you say. Varg, you say. Earth… I shall remember that,” the count said gravely, wrapping up the interrogation. His daughter needed a rest after such an ordeal.

* * *

The family seat of Gefion

“You called, Milord?” said the old magus as he waltzed, blasé, into his master’s bedchamber.

“That is correct. Come in, Asterion,” replied the count, inviting the magus to take a seat at the table. “Join me in my repast. There is something I wish to discuss with you.”

“As you wish,” the magus replied.

After taking the edge off his hunger, the count began to speak.

“Look in our treasury for a level-ten artifact of transferal and set it for the planet Earth.”

“Master” — Asterion’s eyes widened in surprise — “are you sure? It is a very valuable artifact.”

The count did not want to hear it.

“I want you to set it and bring it to me,” he said. “Nobody must know about it. This is important. Do you understand me?”

“As you wish,” said Asterion with a serious bow of his head.

“Gefiya must know nothing of this yet,” whispered the count, more for himself really, before taking a sip from his goblet and thinking what to do next.


Chapter 11

AFTER A STEAMY NIGHT, I awoke in a fantastic mood. After two weeks playing with the orcs, it was an excellent bonus.

Polina was still sound asleep, but I couldn’t sleep for long anymore.

Each new level noticeably enhanced my body, and two or three hours’ slumber were now enough for me. Or maybe the habit of always sleeping on my guard had remained with me since my visit to the other world. I had woken several times during the night due to sudden noises and not immediately understood where I was.

I was the first to wake in the morning. Everyone else was still asleep, and I was not about to rouse them.

In the kitchen I found the remains of yesterday’s feast. I quickly downed it, chased it with juice, and slipped out of the apartment unnoticed.

In my absence, this world had built up quite a lot of business.

“Come in, no need to knock.” 6 AM, and Quartermaster was at his workplace.

“Greetings, Quartermaster, how goes it?” I asked, entering perkily and shaking his hand.

“Excellent, thanks to you. The fighters have been able to get a decent night’s sleep and a plentiful feed at last.”

“Nothing gets done around here without me,” I said jokingly, with a smile.

Quartermaster did not share my joy.

“You’ve no idea how right you are. These two weeks have shown people what they’re actually worth. We killed a lot of infecteds but harvested too few boxes and caskets. It’s true Fedya patrolled the area constantly and liquidated a number of stray groups, but his invisibility skill is too weak, unlike yours.”

“I’ve also had a few fun-filled days,” I reminded him.

“Yes, I heard,” he said, smiling at last. “Anyway, what did you want? Just a chat?”

“I’ve brought you some presents.” Smiling, and to the accompaniment of Quartermaster’s jaw dropping, I emptied the trophy weapons and rare elements of armor onto the table. “I couldn’t come back empty-handed.”

“Holy shit!” he said, diving in and examining the first thing his hand fell upon, which happened to be a yataghan.

Leaving the delighted and astonished Quartermaster to his own devices, I went to take care of my own business. I had to admit I’d missed the zombies in this world. Orcs were all very well, but zombies had a certain piquancy to them, which reminded me of shooting in a gallery.

My inventory was now practically empty, so I could comfortably collect everything I needed.

The boxes I’d been given for the test were a drop in the ocean. A single family needed at least one gray box per day. According to Combat, the dormitory consumed a hundred boxes a day, not counting my apartment, and that was being economical. It was important to understand that a good variety was a very rare thing. People wanted decent food, and one box would provide a can of stewed meat, a bottle of water, and a jar of honey. It wouldn’t exactly go round three people. Of course they wouldn’t die of hunger, but they also wouldn’t be able to satiate themselves, especially considering most of them were continually on the move.

For this reason, the dorm had a system of credits and exchange. People would bring their leftovers to Quartermaster, who would credit their account with credits they could exchange for items they required. He would also exchange food they didn’t need for food they did need.

My account, by the way, had the highest balance, and Quartermaster said he was tired of calculating how much I was owed.

Going out onto my favorite balcony, I breathed in the morning air. It may have smelled of zombies rather than daisies, but it was my world.

It turned out I was not alone out here. There were soldiers on other balconies, shooting from crossbows.

By the zombie bodies littering the ground, it was clear the soldiers hadn’t been sitting idle, and whenever able, they had stepped out to do some work in my style. If they had the opportunity to collect rewards freely, I reckoned the near future would see them much stronger in all respects.

“Why the hell are you shooting at their feet?” I shouted, unable to tolerate such incompetence.

“Huh? Piss off! You shoot if you want,” the guy growled mechanically, without looking in my direction.

3…2…1… Download successfully completed. His head turned towards me in slow motion, his recognition of my voice successfully completed. He was now, probably, hoping it was a dream, or perhaps he was thinking he’d just been hearing things.

But he hadn’t just been hearing things. I smiled and waved. He swallowed heavily and flushed.

“Forgive me,” he said barely audibly, looking at me in expectation of a reaction.

He had cheered me up. In fact, my mood today was simply ecstatic, so I wasn’t planning to spook him overly.

“Watch how it’s done, Dog End,” I said, drawing my bow and putting an arrow right in a zombie’s forehead without looking.

It left the guy speechless, but he found it in him to give me a nod.

What a retard. A level-seven zombie archer was creeping towards him. Evaluation now enabled me to see all their names and levels, although I still didn’t understand the point of zombie levels. They’d become a tad smarter, but no more difficult to kill.

While the guy was still gawking at me, I had to save him, by shooting the infected before the infected shot him.

“Thank you.” He gave me another nod and, lo and behold, pulled himself together and turned to face the enemy.

I had motivated a fighter, and that was good. Now I could earn myself a heap of rewards.

I shot fast and plentifully, felling zombies by the dozen, although they kept coming in droves. I even saw infected hellhounds, sweet little doggies, chowing down on dead zombies. And why not? Just so long as they didn’t eat my boxes. Otherwise I would mash their muzzles.

The annihilation of infecteds continued for five hours, until there were nearly no walking dead in front of my part of the dorm. At this point, I blinked calmly down and wandered among the corpses, collecting my rewards. My actions were spotted by the soldiers. How enviously they regarded me as I picked up boxes.

I felt sorry for them. They looked at my rewards and then at theirs, which they would not be able to collect.

My, what am I to do with them? Jeez, they were just like little kittens. Poor little things.

There were lots of boxes on their side that I would not be able to gather, but I still managed several dozen.

I harvested their boxes and blinked up to Dog End’s balcony. I didn’t know what his name was yet, but as far as I was concerned he was now Dog End.

“Hi,” I said. The guy nearly tumbled over the railing in shock. I had to grab him by the shoulder to stop him falling to the ground.

“Fuck, um, hi,” he said, clocking the man who had disturbed him and immediately stumbling over his words.

“Take this, it’s all yours,” I said, putting various boxes and a few caskets down beside him.

“Thank you,” he said, failing to understand what had happened.

By the time he’d figured it out, I was gone. Back on my balcony, I shot the zombies that had gathered in the meantime. It wasn’t a very convenient way to work, the dead bodies hindering the approach of new beasties, but it wasn’t the end of the world. For us. Although it was for the zombies.

Shooting infecteds had a similar effect on me to that of catnip on a cat: enormous fun, and calming to the nerves.

My shoot was interrupted by the rumblings of my stomach, so I took a break. I wanted to nip quickly home and straight out again, but once there, I saw Katya and Polina choosing new outfits, and I realized I was trapped.

“This absolutely doesn’t suit me,” Polina said to Katya, discarding yet another skirt.

“You’re right, it’s awful. We’re running out of decent clothes. We need some new ones,” said Katya, echoing her with a smile.

“Ah, Igor, how did your little jaunt go?” Polina ran up and kissed me on the lips.

Hot on her heels, Katya kissed me on the cheek.

“Excellent. Are you having another fashion show?” I asked, casting a cautious glance at the pile of clothes.

“Uh-huh, we’re sorting through everything so we can give what we don’t need to Quartermaster. Then he can give people what they need.”

“Why do you look so sad then? Hard parting with clothes, is it?”

“Quite the opposite,” she said, waving a hand towards the enormous pile. “There’s plenty of stuff here the wrong size and cut. But at this rate we’ll have nothing left to wear.”

Her words sounded fairly standard, yet she looked at me so pitifully, like a cartoon kitten.

It didn’t last long, however, and was clearly her way of hinting they wouldn’t say no to some new clothes.

“Will you dine with us? I’m just about to lay the table.” Not a trace remained of her piteous look and she was full of beans again.

The three of us ate at the table, the children too busy to join us, playing on a games console with their friends.

I don’t understand how, with my terrible reputation, parents let their children come to our apartment. Maybe in the hope they’ll get fed? Fair enough, I suppose, no one ever leaves our place hungry.

The ladies were in luck. As it happened, I wanted to take a stroll along my old route today and pop into a few shops.

I fancied a look around the city. I might get lucky and run into a group of disagreeable disorderly citizens to help me expand my inventory.

Again the city had changed for the worse. I’d been gone just two weeks, but desolation now reigned everywhere.

The previously buzzing streets were totally forsaken, grass had begun to grow up through fissures in the tarmac, the wailing of automobile alarms was all but gone, and the remains of zombie corpses were few and far between, a situation no doubt facilitated by the hellhounds. Speaking of dogs, here was one right now, standing in my path. I had no desire to flee, yet I wouldn’t have time to get a shot off.

A lunge towards the animal, and my spear passed right through its neck, harpooning it like a fish.

I could never have dreamed of something like this before. I didn’t even feel the weight of the spear.

The dog fell silent and gifted me a red trinket casket, which I did not plan to open. What the hell did I want with such randomness? I was better off buying whatever I needed on the trading platform.

Perhaps it was just me, but it seemed I was becoming a trading-platform monopolist in terms of arrows. I was forever advertising the sale of gray boxes in return for arrows, and people were taking me up on it.

Attention! Unscheduled group test.

65 infecteds must be killed in 10 minutes.

Important note: only killings committed with the use of system weapons will count; the killing of survivors will not count.

The reward for the completion of the task will be presented to the leader of the group, for each participant who fulfills the system’s conditions.

I was nigh delirious with joy to see such wonderful news.

“Coming, ready or not,” I announced, accepting the task and drawing my bow with a gleesome smile.

* * *

Varg has fulfilled the test conditions. You receive 20 red boxes.

“For fuck’s sake.”

“I second that,” said Fedya, lighting a cigarette.

“Aren’t you supposed to be giving up?”

“Not anymore. One minute thirty I lasted. Is he actually human?”

“He’s Varg.”

* * *

After completing the task no sweat, I headed into town. On the way I saw nothing new or noteworthy. Apart from two lads fighting. I didn’t get involved, and they sorted it out without my assistance. First they punched each other’s faces, then they gave each other a big hug.

Perhaps it was some friendship or mating ritual? Who was I to disrupt their idyll?

Noting dusk descending, and thus far empty-handed, I decided to nip to the shopping mall. There might be people there. Maybe even something interesting.

It took me an hour to get there, what with frequent stops to kill infecteds and top up my reward reserves.

Since my last visit, the mall had not changed one bit. There were scarcely any signs of people, presumably because the number of zombies living there put people off shopping there, hehe.

I took joy in clearing the main atrium of zombies, and only then did I begin dashing around the shops. A mere half hour in the ladies clothes department with my inventory, and I was free.

After the mall, I had a choice: continue my journey and seek some adventure for my ass, or make my way home, shooting zombies as I went. The scales were tipped by my stomach rumbling, “we need more food.”

“Weeeee, you’re the best!” Polina squealed, hanging on my neck and smothering me with kisses.

I had come up trumps on the clothes front, testament to which was her reaction.

“Hi, what have you brought us? “ For fuck’s sake. Liza. I realized she wasn’t really serious, but I froze nonetheless.

“Liza, don’t touch him,” said Polina, jokingly threatening her daughter. “Can’t you see he freezes when he’s put in awkward situations.”

“You have to bring gifts for all the women of the house, not just one,” said Liza sulkily.

I freaked out and my palms began to sweat heavily. If Liza were to be sent out on a test to kill orcs, I would not be at all surprised if the latter committed mass suicide. She could easily drive them to it.

“Not one, two. Thank you for the clothes, Igor,” said Katya, planting a soft kiss on my cheek. Possibly even too soft, making Liza pull a face and roll her eyes.

“Me and Anya also want presents,” she said, glowering with a childish frankness.

I sighed heavily. How alien all these intrigues were. Killing a hundred zombies was easier than reaching an agreement with Liza. Where had I goofed up so badly?

“What presents do you want?” I asked, capitulating.

“I don’t know,” she replied with a shrug.

“What do you mean, you don’t know?” My head was trying to process the information but could find no logic there.

“You’re a man, aren’t you? Surprise the two ladies,” said Polina, interrupting. Then she couldn’t help but laugh, and Katya followed her example, giggling and having to close her mouth with her hand.

No, no, no, I decide what I’m going to do. Two can play at this game.

“Do you want a sword?” You never knew.

“Nah.”

“A crossbow?” Anything was possible.

“Nah.”

“Gold?” Come on, you can’t refuse that.

“Nah.”

“Would you like me to bring you a zombie dog?”

“No!” Polina interrupted again. She knew to expect absolutely anything from me.

“Hmm, I’ll think about it.”

Uh-huh, of course, yeah right. Like I was going to lie awake at night thinking about it. I was a grown-up, and that meant I was smarter and more devious. I would just ask Polina what they wanted and that would be the end of it.

“Thank you,” the imp said with a smile, while Anya curtsied.

“They’re reading kids’ books about knights and evil witches at the moment,” explained Katya. “Pay no heed. If you do decide to bring them something, make it toys and children’s clothes, and they’ll be happy,” she continued, after the girls ran off to play in the other room.

Fuck, now I was going to be robbing children’s clothes shops. The zombies wouldn’t take me for a pedophile, would they? I could just imagine their judgmental expressions.

Everything appeared to have sorted itself out, and I could relax.

At least that’s what I thought, right up until the moment Polina took my hand and motioned towards the sofa with a pleading look.

Fuck, a catwalk. Save me.

In a show that lasted till bedtime, I was forced to inspect and assess dozens of outfits.

I even wrote Combat a cry for help, that he should come fetch me on some urgent matter. He simply shrugged his guilty shoulders. When did that old bastard learn to use emojis?

On hearing I was in need of assistance, Quartermaster instantly rose to the challenge, but when he learned the nature of the problem, he wrote: Quartermaster has left the chat.

And how on earth did the bastard think up a message like that?

Shortly before 10 o’clock, I was saved by the children, who were hungry. I was also fed, as a reward for my toils.

We all went to bed in the same room, as before. Katya was scared, Liza was scared, and Anya was scared. I was scared as well when I recalled how many outfits I’d had to look through. Although it wasn’t all bad really. Situations like that reminded you that you were at home and not in a deserted city where somebody was always trying to kill you.

The night was restless. We were attacked by flying beasties, and the soldiers had to fight them off. They were hungry and tried to rip out the window boards with their talons to get at the fresh human meat inside.

I hadn’t seen them for a long time, but they hadn’t died out, even seeming somehow bigger and stronger. Not one of them was lower than level 7, a scan informed me. Perhaps they also ate carrion by night, and that’s what made them stronger?

“Everything’s fine, don’t be afraid,” the ladies said, attempting to set the children’s minds at rest.

“They won’t get in, will they?” Liza asked, trying to put on a brave face, despite her jittery voice.

Maybe I should kill them all as a gift to her? A good idea, though sneaky.

What if she decided to take revenge on me? I figured she would do that later, when it occurred to her. It wasn’t worth angering a child, and particularly a very wily child.

Meanwhile, the beasties were shrieking all the louder, but they weren’t attacking our windows. The firefight did not cease, people were screaming and cussing, and somewhere close by, a child was crying. Using vision, I followed the action, and nowhere did I see that the zombie birds had broken through.

I sent Combat a message via the system: Send four trusted men to my apartment as security. I’ll deal with the threat.

The reply came a minute later.

“Get dressed and go out into the corridor,” I told the girls as I dressed. “I’ve got to go deal with the flying bloodsuckers, but don’t worry, I’ve called security.”

“Okay,” said Polina on behalf of everyone.

The soldiers were there in no time.

“Combat sent us,” the most senior of them reported.

“Anything happens to them, and you answer with your heads. If any of them so much as lose a hair from their head, you should seriously think about committing hara-kiri,” I said, presenting the simple fact of the matter.

Then I sprinted up to the roof.

Only on reaching the door did I realize I didn’t have a key, though the key wasn’t actually the problem, but rather the barricade in front of the door.

Fine, I’ll go the other way then. Back on the second floor, I went out onto my balcony and from there used blink.

I appeared on the balcony behind the bastards who were trying to break through the door by shredding it. And despite it being made of metal, they were making reasonable headway. Not so much a door as a pile of cheap Chinese shit.

There were four of them, and I spent as many arrows on them. The arrows didn’t care what their levels were, although the beasties were becoming thicker-skinned as their levels increased. If it continued like this, it would probably be worth trying to buy arrows with decent steel heads.

How repellent their squealings were. By morning, the entire area around the building would be full of simple zombies. Fuck, trapped in a never-ending circle.

I wasn’t badly off myself, but everyone else was having problems again. Still, I did have one idea, and tomorrow I would tell them they had to change their tactics.

Standing on the roof, I shot the more zealous of the fliers while managing to keep one eye on Polina and the girls.

Eight bats had already dropped, yet their numbers were not decreasing. How the hell were there so many of them, and why were they coming for us? People were shooting at them, which attracted ever more zombies. I had to agree it was easier to shoot down flying beasties with a firearm than with a bow.

The most annoying thing was to miss. My night vision was still far from perfect, and the beasties were extremely nippy and flew in a very chaotic fashion, changing direction continually.

Maybe bung a grenade at them? Silly thoughts were creeping into my head, dammit.

After my third miss, I gave up on the fliers and turned my attention to the ones clinging like limpets to the wall and trying to breach the building.

The first one I knocked flying with a punctured head, the second just a wink later. I shot rapidly, venting my irritation concerning my inaccuracy and lack of sleep.

After forty strikes I began to worry. Seriously, how the hell were there so many? Were we glazed in honey or something?

Anyway, I was still helping people, allowing them a short breather between attacks. It was a walk in the park compared to the test, which was constant stress and life on the move, as opposed to the simple stand-and-shoot of dorm life. A mild distraction was having to keep an eye on the apartment, the windows, and my immediate surroundings so that I didn’t get knocked down by some winged twat. Invisibility was not the same as incorporeity.

Two hours and fuck knows how many dead flying motherfuckers later, I was completely tuckered out, but very pleased with myself.

You have gained level 15. Your body has become stronger. From now on, wounds inflicted by infecteds will not turn you into an infected.

All my suffering had unequivocally been worth it. Now I did not have to fear being transformed into a brainless zombie as a result of a tiny scratch. This in turn meant I could routinely engage in close combat with beasties.


Chapter 12

“IT’S ALL OVER, ATTACK REPELLED,” I announced to the girls, immediately on entering the apartment. They weren’t asleep, but awaiting my return.

“Are you hurt?” Polina asked, concerned for my welfare.

“I’m just fine, dandy even, I’ve gained a level,” I replied. Who else was there to brag to?

“Congratulations,” she said, before kissing me on the cheek.

This was becoming a habit, and I was damned if I didn’t like it.

“Have you had any trouble?” I asked them, throwing a glance at the security team assigned by Combat.

“Everything’s fine,” said Polina.

“Here’s your reward,” I said, turning to the soldiers.

I gave each of them two gray boxes, which they accepted. Why wouldn’t they? Food had become a very valuable resource. After thanking me, they breathed a sigh of relief and left to go about their business.

They were doubtless more interested in fighting zombies than protecting civilians, but orders were orders. Combat wouldn’t be Combat if he hadn’t outlined graphically what I might do to them if they screwed up. In fact he himself would never allow his own people such liberties. The sole exception being me, probably.

“Do you think this will ever end? Will the world ever be the same again?” Polina asked quietly.

“I don’t think so,” I replied, shaking my head. “But you know, I like this world much more.”

“Sometimes I don’t understand what goes on in your head,” she said, ruffling my hair.

“I don’t understand what goes on there myself,” I said truthfully.

“How I want to sleep soundly every night without fear of being attacked,” said Katya, echoing everyone’s thoughts.

Their appearances left much to be desired. It was understandable: they hadn’t been allowed a sound night’s sleep. Aside from which, all the shouts, shots, and other general hubbub were constantly battering people’s psyches.

“I’ll let you in on a little secret,” I said, sensing the need to cheer them. “We’re going to be leaving here soon.”

Was it me, or did a certain melancholy alight on their faces?

“You want to leave everyone behind?”

Ah, so that was it. They assumed I wanted to leave the group, taking only them with me.

“No, I spoke with our leaders and suggested moving to a skyscraper that belongs to a certain billionaire, which at present is standing empty. All the windows are shellproof, so we’ll be able to sleep okay without all the noise. That said, the place isn’t without its own complications.”

“Are you talking about that skyscraper?” The girls gaped in their surprise.

“Uh-huh, that skyscraper. I’m going to live in a Frenchman’s penthouse.”

“Will you take us with you?” What a silly question. I was already accustomed to having them around.

“Do I have a choice?” My relationship with them was so complicated that I myself did not understand how they could possibly have managed to find a way into my heart and fasten themselves in there so tight.

“Nope,” Polina said, breaking into peals of jolly giggling.

“It’s time for bed. The girls are dozing off,” said Katya. We’d forgotten about the children.

“We’re going too,” Polina said, taking my hand.

I didn’t even want to think about it. For some reason it seemed they arranged everything just superbly by themselves. Was I going to be against the idea? Of course not. I liked everything going on around me. Even their sense of humor and good-natured piss-taking made my life more interesting, made me feel alive. Combat was right: we need people close to us in order to maintain our humanity.

The new day began just like yesterday had. I awoke in an otherwise still sleeping apartment, and early despite the raucous night. Although I must admit, Polina’s evening fashion show had exhausted me far more than any zombies could. I still shuddered to think about it.

Yet again I stood on the balcony, shooting zombies. There were so many of them. At this rate, it would take two weeks to clear all the corpses.

“And who’s this then?” I asked, genuinely surprised to see Combat on a neighboring balcony.

Without a second’s thought, I blinked over to him.

“I see you decided to get an early start to the shooting day,” he said with a smile.

“Look who’s talking. Surely you can’t be tired of level 1?” I teased.

“That’s right. As leader, I am required to have a status befitting the group,” he said. While we were speaking, he had already loaded his crossbow and shot a zombie.

A batch of bolts lay at his feet. Well yes, he wasn’t exactly going to earn a fortune with one packet.

I logged onto the trading platform and looked for the cheapest box. They were dearer than arrows, which was understandable. Anyone could shoot a crossbow.

I bought seven bolt cards, which amounted to approximately two hundred bolts.

“Take these and spend them all,” I said, handing him the cards. “You’re old and not in great shape, and the system provides strength with each new level. You need to bunk yourself up at least ten levels, then you’ll feel twice as young.”

“You’re taking the piss. That’ll have me shooting till evening,” he said, grinding his teeth but nonetheless taking the bolts.

An excellent reaction. So I bought another ten bolt cards. If I was going to infuriate him, I might as well push the boat out.

“Oh yes, I forgot, here’s some more,” I said, giving him the new cards with a smirk.

“You douchebag,” he said, smiling.

“Uh-huh.”

And so Combat and I spent several hours without a break shooting from the same balcony. For every one bolt of his, I let off five arrows without particularly stressing it.

“If you get that one there, I’ll collect the loot below the window and bring it to you,” I said, pointing out a zombie archer among the mass, trying to squeeze its way through to us. It was about fifty yards off.

“Ah, be Jaysus,” Combat cussed. He’d only popped out to do a couple of minutes’ target practice, and here was I.

He spent two minutes taking aim but not actually firing. Either he wasn’t happy about the wind, or I was breathing too loudly, but eventually he let fly with the bolt and it hit the zombie smack on the nose, penetrating it right through.

“Do you need some help getting down there?” he asked, delighted with himself and grinning like a Cheshire cat.

“A promise is a promise,” I replied, returning his smile and blinking down. Two minutes later I was back, saying, “Here are your rewards.”

“Always a pleasure doing business with you,” he said, rubbing his hands in glee as he eyed the rewards. You could never have too many.

“At least it’s a bit of entertainment,” I said. “Otherwise, one might die of boredom in this hole.”

Combat did not take kindly to this and said, “Every day my people fight for survival, going hungry, battling zombies, and not knowing what tomorrow will bring, and you’re just bored.”

“What can I do? It’s just the way I am,” I said with a shrug. “Listen, Combat, I actually wanted to have a word with you anyway. I like that you’re using crossbows more and more against the zombies. I’m sure you’ve already realized their advantages. If I get you twenty crossbows, plus bolts to go with them, will you use them?”

“Are you grinding them out at night or something?” he asked in astonishment. “Where are you getting those from? Are you a fucking magician?”

I wasn’t about to go revealing my secrets to him, but ignoring his question would also be none too polite. I decided to go with a half-truth.

“I have trading coins which provide access to the trading platform, although only twenty-four hours’ worth.”

Combat ceased his fire and turned to me, eyebrows raised in surprise.

“I’ll tell you straightaway though, it’s not quite as simple as you’re already thinking,” I said, nipping his ardor in the bud. “You can only exchange books for books, and you can only sell cards. For example, one card for basic arrows with low-quality tips might cost anywhere from one to five grays boxes. I suppose there’s no sense in telling you artifacts and other useful goodies go for hundreds of boxes.”

Combat grimaced his disappointment. He was already dreaming of getting rid of a bunch of shit in exchange for boxes.

“Fucking fuckery. I was already thinking about gold and jewels,” he said, frowning his vexation.

“I figured as much,” I said with a smile. “You haven’t even got enough boxes for yourselves. Or anything else, come to think of it.”

“Okay, damn you” — he waved his broken dream away with an irritated hand — “give me the crossbows. I’ll make my fighters sweat, believe me.”

I’d noticed a while ago the guys weren’t against skipping out onto a balcony, even arguing among themselves who would take the first shift, what with the lack of crossbows and bolts to go around everyone. They needed a helping hand.

“Okay, I’ll buy everything now, while I’ve still got a couple of hours’ trading left,” I lied. “By the way, what thoughts on moving house?”

“We put our heads together and mulled everything over carefully. We hear there’s even a bunker over there. What we don’t know is how to get all our people over there safely.”

I sighed heavily. Since they didn’t have any money boxes, it would be expensive to get them there.

“I’ll try to think of something,” I said, “although I’m not sure it’ll happen. There’s something on the trading platform that will help you” — I remembered I’d seen a new Auction tab there yesterday — “but the price was high, even for me.”

He took a few seconds to digest this, then appeared to have guessed.

“What, you can buy a portal?” he asked in jest, before realizing what my rueful look actually meant. “Fuck, I can’t even imagine how much it costs.”

“More than they gave you for my test. Much more.”

Combat was silent.

Buying the crossbows was no problem, at a cost of six grays boxes each, but for the bolts I had to splash out.

“Polina, Katya, come with me, I’ve got something for you to do,” I said, entering the flat to see the girls sitting at the table drinking coffee.

“Hmm? Where?” Polina asked in a tired, uncomprehending voice.

“You’ll see,” I replied, a mischievous smile spreading across my lips.

Today was payback day for all their wisecrackery.

“I don’t care much for your grin,” Polina said, furrowing a suspicious brow. “To quote Liza, you’ve dreamed up some nastiness and you’re going to test it out on us?”

“Bingo,” I said, my already beaming smile widening further still. “Anyway, ladies, rise and shine and get packing.”

How hard it was to make the ladies do anything against their will. It took them fifteen minutes to get dressed, then they spent another fifteen twirling in front of the mirror in the corridor, all the while trying to wheedle out of me what the plan was and where I was taking them. Then, at last, we left.

“I have a bad feeling about this,” Polina whispered to Katya, thinking she was doing so quietly.

“Uh-huh.”

I opened the door to an apartment on the second floor and invited them to step inside ahead of me. They didn’t understand what we were doing here, and when I walked over to the balcony, they frowned simultaneously.

“Any ideas?” I asked.

“Hunting?”

“No, shooting gallery,” I said, inviting them onto the balcony with a hand gesture.

“Whoa! How many are there?”

“What were you expecting?” I didn’t know why, but I’d been smiling all morning. “Here’s the plan: I give you a crossbow each, and you get busy shooting zombies. It’ll help increase your level. All clear?”

“Igor, maybe this isn’t absolutely necessary?”

No, darling, your pleading look will not save you today. Today I wreak my revenge for that fashion-parade torture session.

“How do we load them? We don’t know.” How smart was Katya? Did she really think that would work?

“I’ll load them, you just shoot.”

Their response to this was two tortured sighs.

To begin with, the girls found it very hard, and they kept reminding me these weren’t just zombies but former living people.

They did eventually get into it, however, when I threatened not to bring them anymore new clothes. After this, they began shooting zombies with such enthusiasm — one bolt per beastie — that the soldiers on the neighboring balconies stopped their own shooting to gawk at them.

Even I was surprised how important the correct motivation was, although it was obvious from their demeanor, plus the fact of them repeatedly telling me, that they weren’t remotely interested in the act of shooting.

“I’m tired.”

“I’m thirsty.”

“I want a coffee.”

“My shoulders are numb.”

“May I go to the ladies room?”

“Are we going to be here for long?”

“My eyes hurt.”

“How about you shoot and we watch?”

“We’re hungry.”

“Why don’t we fry you up some tasty fish?”

Never mind, let them whinge away, the main thing was they were raising their levels. The problems would begin later, as each next level was increasingly difficult to reach. At the moment, I figured they were close to level 3. Level 15 would be ideal, and then I basically wouldn’t have to worry about them, but that wasn’t realistic just yet. And then there was the problem of the children. How could they be made to shoot zombies? Perhaps I should bribe them as well? While Liza ought to be a pushover, her mother would not be. She was unlikely to allow the children to kill monsters, even from the relative safety of balcony.

But I would deal with the children later. First we would level up the ladies, otherwise the slightest zombie scratch would be a nightmare.

Should anything happen to Polina, I would not be responsible for my actions. By now I was very much used to her and considered her mine. And I was very particular about what was mine.

“Sweetie, why don’t we go to bed, huh?” It was Polina’s final argument after five hours of shooting.

“I want to come with you. Let’s just quickly finish up here first,” said Katya, whose boat hadn’t exactly been floated by the experience either.

“Fine, that’s enough for today, you’ve both earned level 2,” I said, being lenient on them and receiving a kiss on either cheek in return.

In summary of their training session: overall, not bad at all. Despite the constant whining, they’d coped superbly. I liked that they absolutely didn’t want to become savage Amazonians, and I was also happy with them staying in the apartment and keeping house. And it was nice not to have to think about where and when they might be torn apart by zombies.

That said, they still needed leveling up to at least level 5, and in the longer term level 10, and that would help them survive a difficult situation.

“Well done,” I said, praising the tired but contented ladies. “Another thirteen levels and you’ll be able to sleep soundly.”

“HOW MANY?” asked Polina, thinking she’d misheard me.

“You heartless beast!” Katya spluttered.

All I could do was laugh.

Then I led my lady warriors home, complimented them some more, and set off about my business. It was time to visit the skyscraper and lay claim to it.

Combat was of course right when he said it would be impossible to transfer such a crowd of people without losing anyone, but yesterday an auction had appeared on the trading platform. Most interestingly, there were only very few items presented for bidding, but they were presented by the system itself.

One item I required was a level-seven axe. The stake for it was already at one thousand gray boxes, and my attention was instead drawn by a midrange teleport scroll.

In the auction, each item presented had a description, for example:

Midrange teleport scroll.

Creates an entry and exit point for teleportation. Operation time: 6 hours. Action of portal restricted to radius of 100 km.

The scroll would be very useful for the completion of our task, and everything about it suited me. Except for the price. The stake was currently five hundred gray boxes. And it was odd that the system was selling things specifically in exchange for gray boxes.

There were an awful lot of potential buyers, with whole groups and clans fighting amongst themselves.

The battle for the lot would last another twenty-four hours, and I didn’t have enough boxes to bid in the auction. I read in a system notification that auctions would be held very rarely and without warning. I could imagine the situation if goodies like this were sold every two days. I would probably wear my fingertips away on my bowstring.

Nobody had taken possession of the skyscraper while I’d been away, which I was very pleased about. There were, however, more corpses lying around, and I could only assume attempts had been made, though so far unsuccessful.

I gave the surrounding area a quick once-over and found relatively fresh human blood, dead zombies, and a ton of spent shells.

Should anybody move in before me, I would lose a fantastic opportunity to live in luxury in a lavish apartment with normal windows which would let the daylight in every day. The sun’s rays were good for children.

I didn’t touch the zombies roaming outside the building. In fact I especially gave them a wide berth and tried not to do them any harm. They would suit my purposes yet, my little dead protectors.

However, when I entered the building, I immediately unfurled a campaign of zombie annihilation.

On the first floor were a café, some little shops, and a library yet to be looted.

I moved slowly, and analyzed the working front using vision. I noted a children’s clothes shop stocking big brand names, where I would never have been able to afford even a hat. I would have to pop in and collect some clothes to keep the little ones happy and off my poor back.

I strolled around for an hour, shocked at the amount of work I found myself having to do. In those places which vision allowed me access to, there were very few monsters, although those I did find required a fair bit of getting at, breaking open doors and scooping out the crevices they’d packed themselves into.

There were five elevators. Why the hell did they need so many? One of them had two zombies trapped inside it.

The idea of inhabiting the building began to lose its appeal when I made my way up to the twentieth floor and discovered the charms of out-of-order elevators. Of course they might be recommissioned later, but I would have to bust a gut in order to charge them up with experience. I couldn’t imagine how much they would need.

By the time I reached the thirtieth floor, I was tired only mentally. My stamina was just fine, but the hike was incredibly boring and wearying. With the aid of vision, I saw zombies on each floor, most of them shut in their apartments. Super, just fucking super.

I’d been planning to clear the entire building myself and call everyone over when it was ready. Fuck that shit! I would clear the upper five floors and they could sort the rest out themselves. Were they combat officers or what? They could handle killing intellectual old ladies and dead dolled-up chickens.

I didn’t know whether it was luck or a trap, but “my” apartment was open. Inside was one zombie and the corpses of two humans. The chambermaid had been chewed right here, along with a male electrician.

I see.

As I walked through the apartment, I became lost twice before I became ecstatic at the number of rooms. Private sports hall, swimming pool, movie theater, four cloakrooms, two open fireplaces. I could go on until evening listing the pad’s attractions. In fact, it would be easier to list what there wasn’t. There was even a safe room concealed behind an enormous bookshelf.

So, it’s 12 o’clock at night, and I’m sitting in an empty Jacuzzi, a cigarette between my teeth, and drinking champagne worth more than my entire life so far.

Prior to this, with no little expense of strength and nerve cells, I’d managed to rid not five, but six floors of their zombie populations. As a result, some of the doors required new locks, but it was worth it. Then I barricaded two stairways with heavy furniture to keep out new arrivals.

The building had its cons as well as its pros, but I was not about to give up, especially now.

Okay, it was time to go home. But before I did so, I drew my telephone and took some photos of my new accommodation.


Chapter 13

IT WAS DARK BY THE TIME I went home, only the moon to light my way.

Until very recently, I’d been unable to take walks like this, but now I saw no problem with them at all.

The city was a completely different place at night. On the way, I met the most dangerous of beasties out hunting, and even I was terrified. The infected arachnid was bad enough by itself, but its level — 12 — made me wonder what its kill tally was.

The fruit bats also emerged from their sanctuaries and began to circle in search of victims. But what surprised me most of all was the fucking meatball. A total fucking nightmare, a round ball of flesh pocked with a multitude of small toothy orifices, rolling towards me at such speed I didn’t have time to be frightened.

I couldn’t risk shooting. Who knew what surprises it might bear? And I wasn’t so hardened as to be able to give it my absolute all in a nighttime fight.

A message from Polina: Are you okay? We’re worried.

It had completely slipped my mind to let her know I’d be late. I grimaced with mild guilt. It wasn’t very convincing.

I hadn’t found anything for the little ones either. I’d forgotten, my mind on other things.

I replied that everything was fine and I would only be back early morning.

Be careful and don’t forget I love you, she wrote. I felt a twinge in my chest. Nice though.

A sudden shriek, full of pain. I readied myself, bow in hand, prepared for the fight.

Not far away, the meatball was tearing chunks out of some poor soul who’d gotten caught just yards from home. As a spectacle it was none too dope, frankly. Teeth sunken into the man, it whirled around quickly, ripping off chunks of flesh and scoffing them down.

Very soon there was nothing left.

Shoot, I hadn’t wanted to get involved, but I was interested in the contents of the shoulder bag of a man who’d just been eaten alive.

Deciding not to take any risks with the meatball, I chose an air-strike arrow. I crept closer to get a better shot, and before it got its teeth into the bag lying on the ground, I shot it.

Hehe. As if hit by a truck, it flew through a window into a building, straight through the building, and out again through a window on the other side.

Interesting.

In case anyone’s wondering, it didn’t come back.

I calmly took ownership of the dead man’s bag.

Moving a safe distance away, I blinked up onto the roof and set about eviscerating the bag. Clothes, fuck them; food, ditto, packaging not intact, dodgy; knife, take it; more clothes, no need; flashlight, no need; pack of cards with pictures of naked chicks, good present for Fedya, it’ll make his day.

The journey back to the dormitory was more or less adventure-free, and when I climbed up to my favorite balcony, I began methodically to put arrow after arrow into zombies. No matter how much I wanted to slip home and eat, I couldn’t. The auction would finish soon, and I still had nowhere near enough boxes, so I had to work the night shift.

I eventually went home at six in the morning and straight to bed, bemoaning to myself, just before I drifted off, the lack of a normal shower.

* * *

Polina kept saying good things about Igor all day. Evidently, she was accustomed to his eccentricities, and sometimes she even liked them. But dragging the girls off to kill zombies? No, she was definitely not up for that. How much effort did she have to make in order not to be terrified and start screaming at the sight of a huge crowd of monsters? She must not do that, she must be strong, and not just for her daughter. She did not want to appear frightened in front of Igor now that he was her boyfriend.

She was still amazed at how he’d become her boyfriend. So many times had she tried to attract his attention, wiggling her butt in front of him, and like a dummy he noticed nothing. She was just beginning to understand she wasn’t his type, when the miracle occurred. Miracle was the only word to describe them ending up in the same bed together. After that night, his attitude to her changed radically and he stopped freezing, at least when they were alone together.

Igor was strange but kind, and not only to them but to others as well. He just expressed it in his own way. She noticed he had a peculiar way of separating people into “mine” and “not mine,” and he simply could not give a toss about anyone outside his group.

Contrary to the dorm women’s gossip, she was not with him purely for the convenience, and she actually harbored feelings for him. How could you keep your head with a man like that around? He was completely unlike all the rest. He didn’t give a shit about other people’s opinions, and he did whatever he liked. Where others would throw in the towel, he upped the ante. They hadn’t once been hungry since he showed up, and he never raised his voice at her or her daughter. She realized she could occasionally be a touch overzealous in conversation, but it was at precisely these moments that he came to life and was more like a human being.

Caustic tongues peddled tales to the effect that he was a tyrant and she only lived with him for food. Such brazen gobs were soon shut, sometimes forcefully so. Once or twice she went a tad overboard, but the problems had gone away after that, as all the bitches went silent. Varg had, of course, earned himself some serious authority, not always good, but effective. And who needed good authority? The new world needed the kind of people who knew where their interests lay and could survive anywhere.

Fresh in her memory was the time she and her daughter were threatened with rehousing in a storage closet. She would never forget the feeling of emasculation and her anger at everybody. Then Igor came to her rescue. And he didn’t even understand how much he’d helped them out.

They were somehow alike. She had also become disillusioned with people early in life. The first example was her husband. They’d shacked up young, and as a result the love was gone very soon, for both of them. They’d been talking about divorce for a long time, but never gotten around to it. He lived exclusively for his service, spending ninety percent of his time on it. And how many trysts he’d had there, she didn’t want to know. In time they’d become completely alien to each other.

Most of all, Polina had been concerned about Liza and how she would accept Varg’s candidacy, but everything had worked like an unexpected charm. Liza’s attitude to him was better than Polina could have imagined. The tittle-tattlers had also been whispering behind her back about how quickly the daughter had forgotten her father. But how could it have been otherwise if the girl saw her father once a year, and that in a party setting? He was not, as such, a bad person, but family life was not for him. He was forever away on long deployments. And then one day he wound up dead.

“Mom, is he coming back today?” It was late in the evening and Igor was still not home. Liza was always asking after him, worried no less than Polina.

He was held up today and possibly wouldn’t come home tonight at all, but she had nonetheless cooked dinner and spent time choosing new outfits. No matter what he said about the ladies’ weakness for nice clothes, she knew he liked getting an eye full of them.

She was concerned for him, but she didn’t want to write unnecessarily to ask his whereabouts. Polina already knew Igor did not take kindly to being doubted, and therefore she was not going to even entertain the possibility that something might happen to him. She believed in him.

He was home towards dawn, and only then was she able to relax and fall asleep, hugging Liza tighter.

* * *

My morning began with shouts. The clock said ten thirty; I had way overslept.

Shoot, what’s with all the yelling? Vision allowed me to see the source of the noise: children. The little ones’ friends were visiting, and they were all playing together in the living room.

“Good morning everybody,” I said, yawning as I entered the living room and plopped myself down at the table.

“Good…” replied the children in chorus and greeting before running off to the other room.

What, are they afraid of me? Ah, who cares? I don’t hurt children’s feelings anyway.

“How did you sleep?” asked Polina, entering with Katya.

“Okay. The kids woke me up.” I wasn’t complaining or angry. They were kids; what was I going to do?

“I understand. The girls have a lot of friends recently,” she said, biting her lip guiltily.

“Forget it, it’s not a problem,” I said, dismissing such an insignificance. The last thing I needed right now was hysterics. “There is one question you can answer though. Are we going on a zombie shoot today?”

The ladies exchanged glances.

“You must be hungry. You haven’t eaten anything since yesterday. We’ll quickly rustle you something up,” Polina jabbered, before shooting from the room like a bullet.

“Yes, yes, we’ll go get cooking,” said Katya, following her example.

Wow, what was that? Just like little children, they had to be strong-armed into doing anything.

Shoot, and it was such fun shooting zombies. Maybe I was missing something?

“What a shame you don’t want to,” I said theatrically loudly through the closed door. “I wanted to show you something out there, but never mind.”

One… Two… Three… Four…

“Show us what?” Incapable of reining in their curiosity, the girls stuck their heads out and directed it at me.

“Wanna go shoot some zombies?” Unfooled, I repeated my question.

“But sweetie—”

“Not interested?” I asked, going for the guilt trip.

“Well, only for an hour, no longer.”

“Two,” I replied, laying down my conditions in a tone that brooked no refusal.

“Monster,” Polina gasped, approaching me.

“Have a look at these photos, this will soon be our home,” I said, handing her my telephone.

Their reactions told me everything had been worthwhile. We had to stake our claim in that skyscraper, period.

This was followed by enthusiastic oohs and ahs. They’d forgotten about my breakfast and weren’t returning my phone.

I sensed they might start showing everyone the photos and boasting. Just so long as the other women didn’t send their menfolk over there to pick out a residence. Although admittedly they would be disappointed anyway.

Combat would not permit the misappropriation of living space, we had already discussed the matter. The upper floors would be occupied by the “elite,” below that the regular folk, and lower still would be service space, and barracks for the soldiers.

We had a lot of civilians and children who needed keeping as far as possible from the terrors. Nervous breakdowns were something we could do without. More than one woman had needed resuscitating after seeing her husband return from a hunt all covered in blood and with chunks of rotting flesh on his clothes. So the soldiers needed a space where they could get a wash, a rest, and a decent night’s sleep. They may have been family men, but they needed a separate space to relax, and there was plenty of that in the skyscraper. Just like work; there would also be plenty of that.

Attention! Henceforth, groups and clans will have access to a map of the locality.

The system had recently been treating us to notifications.

So, what was this map, and what was it served with?

Aha, a new line appeared in the group tab: Maps.

Hmm, I could see our entire city. The map looked interesting, and you could draw on it and leave markers and comments.

Let’s have a go then, shall we? I thought.

You do not have permission to add markers.

Come again? I don’t have permission? I wrote to Combat: Give me permission to use the maps.

I want to do some drawing.

The map opened some interesting new prospects for me and the group, especially the function allowing you to leave markers with explanations. In the future you would be able to find anything you wanted.

Combat didn’t make me wait long, providing immediate permission to all members of our group.

I wanted to get to work there and then, but noticed changes on the map. Combat had added some marks of his own and they were rather interesting. He’d marked certain houses and various parts of the city, with captions saying which groups were situated where, and who of our acquaintances were hidden where.

Then others joined in. It was amusing to keep up with all the new information, and when their touch paper had burned down, I entered the game.

It took me a whole hour to add my markers, most dispiriting for everyone studying the map.

I marked streets that were densely packed with zombies, dangerous houses and their occupants, and groups I’d come across on my travels. The map began to look like a mine field. I personally didn’t care, for I could go anywhere I wanted, but others would have a seriously hard time getting about.

One important thing I noticed on the map was that very close to us, three streets over, lived a small community comprising ten people who were marked as friends. Why hadn’t we taken them in yet?

I wrote to Combat. He said the place was crawling with zombies and there was no safe way in.

I spent a fair while poring over the map, surprised at its features. It wasn’t merely a map, but a whole encyclopedia. There was a Monsters section, which you could fill in with descriptions of their peculiarities.

There was also a database of weapons, armor, potions, and so forth. All this information could be filled in by people themselves, these places on the map being absolutely deserted right now.

A database manager would definitely need to be appointed to check incoming information and mold it into a definitive version. There would be no point if people were just going to write that zombies stank.

To kick things off I entered several descriptions in each section, so they knew at least something, and might, with any luck, ponder the benefits of a database. If you asked me, it was invaluable. I could buy anything I wanted on the trading platform, but first I had to know the original description of the item.

The system was full of surprises, to be sure. I was beginning to get the impression it was adapting itself to the people, preparing updates according to their development.

I reckon there’ll be more in the future.

The girls’ shoot was over soon. As I anticipated, they both gained level 3 and shuffled off home, muttering under their breath.

They became nervous only on the infrequent occasions when they saw a zombie archer or jumper, despite being under no threat whatever. Any dangerous elements were dealt with by me before they got too close.

I would have to call a break in their leveling. I mean, what if they grew to like it? I needed them at home as housekeepers.

I didn’t accompany them physically today, contenting myself with X-ray observation from the balcony, from where I continued my genocide. The zombie count had noticeably decreased in recent days, although there were still fucking loads of them, and the more zombies, the greater my reward. And since they were actively seeking me out, why not enjoy it?

One zombie dropped something strange: a trinket box. Nothing new in that, obviously, except this one was light blue.

My imagination suddenly began to draw such amazing pictures that I sensed I was going to get some super-rare item.

Wasting no time and ignoring the zombies, I blinked over and opened it.

You receive: an information card concerning a random item.

Artifact: the Cauldron of Nirrow enhances potions prepared in it, infusing them with random positive or negative qualities.

Interesting. I fell into thought, and on autopilot chopped off the head of an approaching zombie.

So, there weren’t only fact cards, but also description cards. Perhaps this was a chance for me to learn more about the items I wanted to buy.

I logged onto the trading platform, but found no light blue boxes or caskets for sale.

Not good.

I hadn’t been timing the goddamn zombie shoot, but this was fucked up. I was running out of arrows and would have to open more new cards.

So as not to get bored while mechanically whacking zombies, I simultaneously monitored the group chat and map, as well as what appeared to be a group bulletin board. There were two boards actually, one for the people, the second for the management.

People wrote all sorts of crap, as well as offering things for exchange. Combat’s board wasn’t so jolly. It showed me how many men we’d lost, along with their names and call signs. There were also requests concerning assistance for injured soldiers. Turns out we’ve got a hospital!

If my memory didn’t fail me, Katya had previously worked in a hospital, though not as a doctor. For reasons she understood, Combat did not offer her a job. Well, he wouldn’t, would he? I’m exaggerating, of course. As far as I knew, we had more than enough junior medical personnel.

Hmm, right now our hospital was home to twelve people, all with bullet wounds.

That was out of order: everyone else working while this lot put their feet up. Who was going to break sweat for the good of the group. And for me?

Never mind, I could take a break and go visit the soldiers in hospital. It was on the second floor, a bizarre choice, being a dangerous floor. Although in truth, none of the other floors had any spare space.

Today I learned something unflattering about myself. I was an asshole with little interest in the problems of others. I spread lots of necessary information and news among the group, which was time well spent on such an apparent trifle.

They were all my people now, and I wanted to live even better than now. It was nice that so many lives depended on me, and that I was needed here. For it to continue, I had to keep abreast of all events. After all, I couldn’t maintain the skyscraper alone, without the people. And anyway, what would be the point? To live my whole life there alone? Boring. I’d had enough of the joyless life. And I’d often told myself that my past life died along with the old world. From now on, I would enjoy my life and not allow past mistakes to be repeated.

I knocked and strode surely into the hospital, without waiting for a response.

“Ah, who the hell’s that?” inquired a displeased elderly man in a white robe, coming out to greet me. “I said not to disturb me!”

“Uh-huh,” I replied, as if it was any concern of mine.

“Varg?” the man continued, surprised to see me.

“The very same. And you…?” I was trying to remember his name. And failing.

“Call me Petrovich,” he said with a frown. His call sign.

I moved past him and found myself in a regular apartment very recently converted into a hospital. Beds stood everywhere, but there wasn’t a hint of any medical equipment.

“Did you want something or were you just passing?” The man was clearly in a hurry, yet he couldn’t tell me to get lost.

He knew me well; I’d seen him often in Combat’s office. He never said anything but always listened.

“I thought I’d check how the movables were getting along over here.”

“The soldiers, you mean?”

Wow, he understood my joke.

“Uh-huh, pay the wounded a visit,” I said with a smile, seeing no need to obscure anything. “I saw your announcement that you needed nurses, and here I am.”

He gave me a skeptical look up and down.

“You don’t look much like a nurse, more like a butcher,” he said.

I didn’t need him to tell me that, so I ignored him and turned to the people following our dialogue with interest.

“Now then, soldiers, who needs my help?” I inquired, surveying them with a smile.

“Petrovich, I seem to be feeling much better, you know,” said a soldier with a wounded hip. “I think I’ll go…” He trailed off and attempted to stand and leave.

“You see, doc, one look from me, and fighters are magically healed,” I told him, wiping away a tear of laughter, pride in my voice.

“For fuck’s sake lie down, Smirnov,” shouted the doctor. His feral yell shook the walls.

“Yessir,” said the soldier, lying instantly back down on his bed.

“Are you here to have a laugh or something?” the doctor asked, raging.

“Well, it’s been fun, but I’ve got to go. I’ll leave this here. You’ll figure out what to do with it, you’re not a child.”

Good luck. I left them twenty healing potions and made my exit.

As I left the hospital, I made a mental note to pop back occasionally. The patients were funny guys, and the doctor seemed a regular chap, if a bit nervy.

Anyway, it was time to go eliminate some more zombies. I hoped they’d managed to creep closer and that my little crossbow girls hadn’t zapped them all in the meantime. I was in urgent need of boxes. Lots of boxes.


Chapter 14

WHAT A BUMMER. I’d only just gotten into the rhythm as well. Those bastards don’t understand anything, I complained to myself as I trudged down the street.

Still, everything was good, and returning from the hospital, I settled down on the balcony to whack zombies.

I was interrupted by Combat, who came running personally and asked me to stop. Couldn’t I see that the mound of dead zombies had nearly reached the second floor. But I… What? I was fine, I needed boxes. I’d gotten so carried away that I’d left the people practically zombieless. They just didn’t shoot fast enough.

I was ejected from my favorite spot on the balcony and sent in search of large crowds of zombies in the city.

* * *

Sitting on a dusty gray Audi parked at the curbside, I tried to understand how this had come to be. I’d become so lost in thought that I’d wandered into an unfamiliar area and almost gotten lost. However, miracle of miracles, I now had a map. I opened it and was surprised.

I happened to be not far from the base of a group of people whom Combat had marked on the map as friends.

Two of them had skills. It said there were approximately fifteen adults, but not how many of them were women or children. Not exactly useful.

With my fingers hurting from so much shooting, I figured the only thing to do was pay them a visit.

Another quick check with the map told me I was very close to their building, but strangely there were no people in it.

Perhaps they’d moved? Or perhaps Combat had made a mistake and marked the wrong building? No, I dismissed that possibility off hand, he wasn’t the sort to make mistakes. More likely I was mistaken or the map was glitching.

But since I was here, I would reconnoiter the situation. My X-ray vision couldn’t reach them just yet, so perhaps they’d based themselves in a room further away.

The closer I got, the less I liked the situation. I already knew what had happened, but I tried not to think about the worst case scenario.

Five corpses were stuck to the wall of the building by a spiderweb. The web was different to the one I’d seen before, which was like a metallic mesh of sticky wires. By contrast, this was white, like that of the comic-book hero.

This was definitely not the doing of a monster. Monsters did not shoot their victims with weapons, and these corpses bore bullet holes.

I found the base immediately, abandoned, and recently so. In the spacious apartment were several corpses, shot in the head, bound hands, signs of torture.

So there it was, humanity in all its glory. What was to love about it? I should probably thank fate I’d been lucky enough to fall in with a reasonable group.

I was no saint either, but I didn’t kill peaceful people for no reason or for sport.

I killed extremists. Exclusively. If I were to be clipped one day by someone like me, I wouldn’t even take offense. I knew very well which direction I was headed and how my journey might end. Although I wouldn’t capitulate without putting up a fierce resistance, so nobody should count on that.

I came closer to the corpses and examined them. By the looks of it, they were a few days dead, although I was no expert of course.

As I wandered the apartment, I didn’t immediately understand what was unsettling me. To all intents and purposes, it looked abandoned, except for the kitchen, where I got the impression someone had recently been.

Hmm, I wonder.

I took a plate and wiped a finger over it. The traces of food were still soft and not yet moldy.

I would appear to have made a mistake.

I pretended not to have realized there were living people in the apartment. I looked slowly around as though in search of items to commandeer, while in fact investigating the whole apartment using X-ray.

There, movement beneath the floor. My bad: I hadn’t scanned the floor.

I did so now, and what I saw made my heart skip a small beat. Under the floor, scarcely breathing, lay a scrawny girl of about five. Trembling with fear, she clenched a piece of stale bread to her chest.

That’s why I hadn’t noticed her: she was tiny. I made a mental note to check all potential priest holes in future.

“Come on out, I can see you,” I said. “Don’t be afraid, I won’t touch you.” I wasn’t good at talking to children.

No reaction.

“Hey, you’re lying under the floor and clutching some bread in your hands. Come out, I’m not going to hurt you, I give you my word. I want to help you.”

The girl seemed to become even more frightened.

“Do you know uncle Combat? He sent me to rescue you,” I said, trying a different tack.

Still no response. She continued to stare off to the side, resigned to her fate.

“Listen, I’ve got some yummy food with me. If you come out, I can share it with you,” I said. Just then her tummy produced a loud rumble of hunger.

A couple of minutes later, she threw aside a floorboard in the corner of the room and climbed out.

Why was it so difficult for me to look at her? I could kill people by the dozen and not feel anything like this. Her filthy unfortunate appearance made me despise whoever had hurt her. The little girl’s arms were covered in cuts, and her sunken cheeks told me her last decent meal had been a while ago. The marauders who’d killed her family had taken everything they could find.

She’d probably been hiding under the floor all this time. No, more likely, someone had hidden her down there and managed to leave her a bit of food. Using vision, I saw a number of empty candy wrappers and something that appeared to be a piece of bread.

Fuck, what an idiot I was. I’d promised the girl I would feed her, but right now food might actually kill her. She hadn’t eaten for a few days, so solid food might not be such a good idea. Damn. Did that mean I’d lied to a child?

Apparently so. I sighed heavily; I hated situations like this.

“Take this and drink it, you’ll feel better straightaway, trust me.” I said, offering her a bottle of water.

Shortly before this, I’d turned away and surreptitiously added to it a vial of sleeping potion purchased recently on the trading platform, at a cost of ten whole boxes.

I expected hysterics, or at least mistrust, but she displayed nothing of the sort. Instead, she approached me slowly, her gait unsteady, and looked into my eyes. Her own eyes reflected a weariness and the inevitability of what was happening. The child had made peace with her fate.

Without saying a word, she grabbed the bottle and began chugging it greedily. She was very thirsty, dehydrated, I realized.

Five minutes later, the girl was fast asleep.

I felt mildly uneasy that all I could think to do with her was knock her out and take her to the dorm. It was literally my only thought, despite the poor thing having suffered quite enough already.

I didn’t like it when children went hungry, I just couldn’t be that callous. It made me think of my own childhood.

As the girl slept, shuddering occasionally, I carried her to the dormitory.

I had previously conducted an experiment, and I knew that my invisibility extended to children but not on adults. This was very strange, probably the system feeling sorry for them. Or perhaps it was to do with their size and weight.

Whatever the case, she and I were both invisible to everyone.

Entering the dorm and deactivating invisibility, I elicited a whole storm of emotions from the dorm dwellers, especially when I told them where I’d found her.

Leaving the child in the capable hands of Petrovich, I went to see Combat. It promised not to be the easiest of conversations.

“I see,” said Combat. He seemed to have aged by ten years. “That means Constantine’s dead, her grandpa, my old friend.”

“My commiserations.” It was all I could find to say.

And all Combat could do in response was nod and rub his neck wearily.

“And it was living humans who did it,” he said. “The damned world has gone mad. Zombies, mutants, the system, and they all have to fight amongst one another. What did the women and children do to deserve it all, huh?”

“I absolutely agree with you there. Nothing is easy in this world, and it’s only going to get worse,” I said, taking the glass of tea brought for me.

Tea wasn’t exactly what I wanted right now, perhaps something a bit stronger? Although it wasn’t quite time for that either.

“Varg,” said Combat in a serious tone, “we’ve got to get our people out of here urgently. We don’t know how many more we’re going to lose. They are all excellent guys and will form a robust backbone for our clan in the future. It’s all very well being strong in this world, but our human resources are not infinite. And I’m not talking about carrion feeders, there will always be plenty of them, but truly reliable comrades are few and far between. And it’s those people who are dying right now. We thought we had more time to spare.”

He was right, but late in admitting it.

“Why didn’t they get them out before?” I did not intend to remain silent, although I knew how difficult it would be not to. However, these were his people, so he should have dealt with this before. I always fulfilled my zombie-clearing duties.

Combat sighed heavily and also took a cup of tea.

“Bloody zombies, they used to hamper us just going into town normally, and I was afraid of losing all my fighters in one fell swoop. Now we can go out on sorties, take our people around town, but there’s nowhere to house them, the dorm’s overcrowded,” he said in all seriousness, rendering my jokes inappropriate.

“The place I was talking about is nearly ready,” I said, seeing no point in keeping secrets. “I’ve secured a beachhead there. I’ve cleared five floors, and their approaches are barricaded, perhaps not incredibly skillfully, but it’ll do for the time being. Starting from there, your fighters can clear the lower floors. I don’t think there are any mutant zombies in the building, just a smattering of regulars, perhaps a few hundred, maybe fewer, I haven’t counted them.”

“Excellent news. We have also had a powwow, and we’ve decided to place our faith in you. We have already begun preparations for the move,” said Combat, reflecting the meeting’s majority decision.

“Then I see no reason to delay,” I said, smiling and leaning back in my seat. “Everyone must be ready by this evening. I’m going to try and get hold of one more powerful item that will transfer us all directly to the skyscraper. By six this evening, I want people ready with everything they can take with them. There will be no second chance. And for the love of the system, nobody takes any old furniture or crap like that. And please make sure Quartermaster understands, otherwise he’ll dismantle the building and take every last screw with him.”

“Very good,” said Combat. “We’ll be waiting for you at six. It won’t be easy, but I promise everyone will be ready.”

“Good.” For some reason, I’d thought it would be more difficult to convince them. “Now, as for the girl. She needs to be found a normal new family. And I warn you straightaway, that is not open for discussion. If I catch anyone treating her with disrespect, I shall wade in immediately and I won’t be responsible for my actions. Consider it a hang-up of mine.”

“What the hell kind of person are you, Varg?” asked Fedya, unable to contain himself. “All you ever want to do is kill.”

“I speak the way I know,” I replied with a shrug.

“You don’t need to worry about the girl, we’ll find her a suitable family,” said Combat mollifyingly, “I’ll see to it personally.”

“Well since that’s the case, I shall also go and get ready,” I said, and not waiting for their response, I rose and left.

* * *

By six o’clock that evening, I was in possession of a teleportation scroll. A thousand gray boxes was no joke. I had to sell a fair number of other boxes and caskets, as well as, before that, killing a shit ton of zombies in order to amass the necessary quantity.

If the dorm residents were to learn how many boxes I’d given away, there would be hysterics.

The place was buzzing like a distressed anthill, people running and shouting in a continual scrum. Until, that is, Combat made an entrance, at which point his fighters soon established order.

The bossest of all were, naturally, Polina and Katya. I threw all their stuff in my inventory, but it wasn’t big enough. Then they started bringing out other stuff they “needed” and stacking it in a huge pile which would take me five trips. I couldn’t imagine needing so much stuff.

Then Quartermaster asked me to do the same, before Fedya asked me to help others. Everyone had so much shit that they physically couldn’t transfer it all in one go. Right now, even considering the absence of security in all the stores, certain necessary items were nonetheless in deficit.

Excepting the girls and Quartermaster, I told everyone where to get off. The soldiers could carry everyone else’s belongings; it would only take them a few runs.

By 7 o’clock, people still weren’t packed. Or maybe it just seemed that way to me. I was probably expecting everything to run with military precision, and that people would be prepared for the move.

“Are you sure it’s safe, sweetie?” Polina asked. She trusted me, but was just making sure.

“You’ve got nothing to be afraid of,” I said, hurrying to calm her before letting her in on the plan. “I’m going first, and if everything’s okay, I’ll come back and give you a signal. Then Combat’s soldiers will enter the portal, and when they come out into the skyscraper, they’ll immediately secure and cordon off the perimeter.”

“I’m not afraid,” she said, looking around and casting a sad gaze over the apartment. “I’ve got used to this place, that’s all.”

“You can change anything you like about the new place.” It didn’t matter to me, and I didn’t want her to feel she had to ask. “If you like, we can choose a smaller apartment.”

Her reaction was instantaneous.

“No! Everything’s fine, there’s no need to change anything, I’m happy with everything as it is,” she said, before giving me a quick peck on the cheek and running off to pack her belongings. “I mustn’t forget to change,” she muttered as she left.

Her reaction left me chuckling inwardly. She was like me, only her weakness was clothes, where mine was bows.

* * *

“We’re ready, you may begin,” Combat ordered.

People had eventually gathered and were now waiting for the signal. In terms of planning the move, the soldiers had been thorough as hell, the entire operation worked out to the second, and in the finest detail.

On arrival, folks were not allowed to just scurry away and claim themselves some living space. Instead, while some soldiers were clearing the floors of zombies, others would billet the new residents. The hope was that it would be done by morning.

The citizens had to wait in the corridors until they were allotted accommodation. Combat’s number one requirement was order in all things, and he didn’t want chaos to reign.

Such a large mass of people in an enclosed space made me seriously jumpy and forced me to hide in invisibility. That way I could at least take a breather and calm down.

I was surprised by the people’s attitude to the apportioning of apartments. I had assumed they would all want something like my penthouse, and that fighting and mayhem would break out. But quite the opposite was true, and they all rejected the larger spaces for somewhere smaller.

As Combat explained to me later, everyone was hoping to get, sooner or later, an artifact to provide electricity. They would also not turn their noses up at other similar artifacts which would likewise require feeding with experience. And this is where the problem of their greed arose. Nobody wanted to work exclusively for artifacts for the sake of a large living space, although it was true certain families had joined forces and were requesting larger apartments for three or four families to cohabit in.

I hoped that in the future such coalitions would not snowball into an opposition party, because I wouldn’t want to have to kill them. As far as I was concerned, Combat’s policies made him perfect for the position of head honcho, and I wasn’t planning to tolerate anyone else’s.

I entered the portal in the dorm and exited it in the skyscraper. Glancing briefly around, I saw no danger, so I went back and gave the command for the soldiers to execute the move.

Later, during the clearance operation, I was able to witness the true striking power of soldiers with experience of multiple hotspots. How adeptly they dispersed throughout the apartments, exchanging brief commands, mostly in the form of hand signals or system messages. No holdups or superfluous movements, they acted as a single organism.

I didn’t even feel compelled to intervene. The soldiers opened one apartment after another, clearing them briskly. Following this, squads of volunteers removed all the corpses from the apartments, shrink-wrapping them before lugging them to the portal.

With two floors cleared, the soldiers gave the command to begin, upon which the civilians, loaded down with heavy baggage, began unhesitatingly to move into their new home.

The portal was three meters wide by three meters high, and accommodated three people at a time. The transfer was soon done and dusted, and it was my turn to transport my cargo.

But first I accompanied my girls to their new apartment, where I had preliminarily dumped the first consignment of their possessions. There was no point in them sitting around with everybody else when they had a ton of furnishing work to get on with.

Then I withdrew, leaving them three soldiers by the door for protection.

Technically, the soldiers should have been on the clearance job, but Combat had granted my request without a fuss. The old man knew how to butter me up.

I couldn’t actually believe he’d served in the army his whole life. Analyzing every step, and always two steps ahead, he was more like an experienced diplomat than a soldier.

It took me five trips back to the old apartment to collect all our effects. Polina had even packed all the kitchen stuff, with the exception of the furniture.

Meanwhile, Combat’s guys cleared the building as far down as the twentieth floor, which was surprising; they worked much faster than me.

They were a crew truly in its element, and I occasionally caught a glimpse of them using their skills during the process, which meant they were gradually getting used to them.

Also praiseworthy was the way they dealt with the problem of corpses, transferring all the dead zombies back to the dormitory via the portal. The portal would remain open for another three hours, which I guessed would be sufficient time to dezombify enough apartments to house everyone.

The soldiers also organized a field kitchen, and the people were served porridge and tea while waiting in the corridors, thus easing their disgruntlement at the long wait. Since they were being fed and watered, they were not against being patient for a couple of hours.

No matter how well we were developing, food and water were still a problem.

That said, I’d been given four books in reward for my test victory, two of which involved the creation of water. So now we had two magi able to create a water sphere out of thin air. Experiments were conducted, and it was discovered that the spheres didn’t necessarily require throwing, but could simply be placed in some kind of container, and drinking water would result. The only problem was the quantity of water and the number of people who needed it.

“Mommy, are we all going to live here together now?” a small girl asked her mother as they walked by.

“Can I have some more porridge?” a sixty-year-old man asked a food deliverer.

In invisibility, it was easy to walk among the people and eavesdrop on their conversations. In that mode, I did not feel discomfort, or the desire to get as far away as possible from people.

There was nothing for me to do around here. It would be pointless for me to help clear the floors, since I would only be getting in the way. So, home it was then, the system preserve me! Polina and Katya had immediately undertaken home-improvements and the beautification of the place.

They wanted to get me involved as well, but I made my excuses before it was too late. Before I did so, however, I set up an electricity-production artifact for them, and asked Combat for another three bouncers, promising them three gray boxes apiece for their trouble. They were now working in the apartment as loaders.

I decided to follow in the wake of the clearance groups to double check they hadn’t missed anything.

Evidently, they’d done good work, leaving not a single bedraggled zombie anywhere. They were now in the process of clearing the fifteenth floor.

Their task was to work their way down to the first floor, where with Peter’s aid, they would construct a control point to keep undesirables out. I did not probe too deeply into their business. I’d heard them speak many times of the inconvenience of the old dormitory, that there was not enough room for them to defend the building effectively. Now they had a whole skyscraper to roam. I didn’t know the first thing about the business of defense, so I wasn’t going to stick my nose in.

They’d gotten down almost as far as the first floor, with its shops and vestibule, and there were so many zombies, and ever more coming in from outside, that I felt I had to interfere. A bit of assistance would not go amiss. Or so I thought.

“Varg, can you let my guys do everything by themselves?” squadron leader Shatun asked. Was this a request for me not to interfere? “They’re bored of sitting around doing nothing.”

I understood. They were tired of doing battle according to others’ rules, and now they wanted to show what they were capable of.

“I’ll go and do some clearing on the street then,” I replied and, without waiting for a response, headed for the door.

“Is it clear out here, Varg?” asked Shatun, when they were done with the inside of the building and came out into the fresh air.

“No, it’s filthy,” I sniggered as I looked at the piles of corpses. “But if you’re asking about live ones, then yes, it’s clear.”

His response was a reserved nod.

“Perimeter cleared by Varg,” he said into his walkie-talkie. “The corpses need clearing away.”

They would need to hurry; the portal would be shutting soon.

“Will you have enough time, or should I connect an artifact to the elevator for you?” I offered. I did not wish to live in a shithole.

“We’ll be fine on our own,” Shatun said with confidence, approaching me and sitting down wearily by my side. “Group 106, sweep the entire first floor for anything that might have been missed. The rest of you, check everything carefully one more time, and then get busy with the perimeter,” he said.

I suppose I’d been expecting them to encounter problems and call me in to help, but they were coping admirably by themselves. I was evidently accustomed to being needed everywhere.

I wasn’t offended, though. Quite the opposite in fact.

“Don’t take this the wrong way, I trust you, but you might have missed some lurking infecteds,” he said, explaining why he was double checking everything after me.

“I understand. Just so you know, my offer of the artifact still stands.”

I’d bought a dozen of them especially for just this kind of situation. And anyway, life would be very hard here without electricity. I didn’t want to have to hump it up and down the stairs all the time.

“No need,” he assured me. “If you’ve got a spare one, you’re better off giving it to Combat, he’s got plenty of problems.”

Perhaps I should set up a charity fund? Why not? Good idea. People would be able to live in a less fancy building. It was me who’d wanted to move here, and I’d played fast and loose with their routine and led them into uncertainty.

I couldn’t give a toss what other people thought about me; right up until the moment their opinions began to impede my comfortable life. While I was still considered necessary, I would continue to live on easy street. If, for whatever reason, people stopped letting their children near us, concerned for their safety, or stopped talking to the girls, then my problems would begin, and I could not let that happen.

I probably needed to buy myself a reputation. As well as for Polina and Katya.

Excellent idea: I would have to buy everyone.

That was settled then. Just one problem: I had very few gray boxes remaining. A miserable hundred. Ah, never mind, I would think of something.


Chapter 15

A MESSAGE FROM COMBAT: Varg, we’ve got problems, please come see me.

How can there be problems here so soon? We’ve been here two hours, for fuck’s sake.

Stubbing out my cigarette, I shuffled off in search of Combat. He hadn’t thought to tell me where he was. Or maybe he just forgot; it was very easy to get lost in here.

I found him on the twenty-seventh floor, previously home to a large company.

People ran to and fro, establishing order.

General Director claimed the sign on the door to the room I found Combat in. He’d chosen himself a none too shabby office. Wow. Stepping inside, I was able to appreciate its dimensions.

Everything screamed expensive tastelessness. The floor alone must have cost as much as my previous apartment. Actually, that’s bullshit, twice as much.

Sitting at the desk, Combat did not immediately notice me through the bustle of people in the room.

“You called for me?” I asked loudly, to attract his attention.

“Varg” — he motioned for me to approach him — “come through, I’ve got some important business for you.”

“I’m listening.”

“I’ve just received word that they won’t be able to billet everyone today, and it’s a problem,” he said. I saw absolutely no tragedy in it. Why couldn’t they just spend the night and another day in the corridors? “There’s too much work to do and not enough people to do it. We have to find homes for everyone, appropriately and according to their desires. And make an inventory of everything, so we know what we’re giving to whom. Many of the apartments haven’t got the usual appliances like refrigerators and cookers.”

Why did they want refrigerators when there was no electricity? Was Combat planning to provide everyone with artifacts at some point?

“So where’s the problem?” I asked with a non-comprehending frown. “And what has it got to do with me?” There are loads of empty apartments, just go take what you need.

“You think you’re the only one with a brain around here?” said Combat, grinning. “I told you we haven’t got enough hands, even to make an inventory and allocate everything fairly.”

“Do you need me to help lug stuff around?” I asked. I didn’t care much for that.

“No, you just need to tell everyone that apartments will be allocated tomorrow afternoon. You’ve got a certain authority and nobody will argue with you. And I’ll stand next to you, nodding.” That was how the request sounded.

“Can I maim some of them?” I quipped, before immediately turning away to dodge a flying notepad. “I’m joking! Keep your hair on, it was just a joke.”

Combat was seriously on edge and looking at me irately with his nostrils flared.

“Fine, let’s go meet the people,” I said.

But what was I going to say? He wanted to give me over to the mercy of the crowd. They would eat me alive. Varg was dispensable.

Oh, what an arduous life I lead.

“Attention!” Combat shouted over the general hubbub. “Varg has an important announcement for you.”

Son of a bitch! So many people looking at me. How out of place did I feel?

Now then, Igor, pull yourself together, don’t be nervous. You’re an obscure beast to them as it is, so there’s no need to ram it home.

“Basically, this is the situation,” I began, in my trademark manner, “there are freaking loads of you, and even more apartments, but the soldiers haven’t finished clearing the whole building yet.” By my side, Combat ground his teeth. “So, the allocation of apartments is postponed until tomorrow. You will have to spend the night in the corridors, but it’s not all that bad, believe me. Sleeping on the street is more frightening.” I could see some people beginning to wonder what I was driving at, but remaining silent. “However, I don’t want to cast a shadow over the day, so to ensure you get a decent feed, I’m going to give you some of my personal supplies. Also, Combat, who is highly regarded in all your eyes” — I turned to smile at him — “will be conducting a lottery, with five winners. The five people who draw the five lucky tickets will receive an electricity-producing artifact from me.”

Combat’s teeth clenched again as he realized the dirty trick I’d just played on him. He would now be eaten alive if the lottery didn’t go ahead. I had no clue how to organize it, I merely wanted to get him back for the public-speaking trap he’d set for me.

The general reaction to my announcement? The word that stood out was “food.”

Recent weeks had seen people properly starving, and food was now their main currency. Of course nobody was fainting from lack of food, but then again, nobody was eating to their heart’s content either. I lived a day-to-day existence, but the management was forever having to stock up on strategic supplies in case of some emergency.

“You’re an asshole, Varg,” said Combat, realizing I had passed the buck to him and come up smelling of roses myself. “Have you at least got those artifacts or are you going to make me bear them?”

I briefly entertained the notion that such a birth would be quite something to behold.

“Here, take this,” I said, handing him the artifacts demonstratively so that everybody had a good view.

“Asshole,” he repeated, to my back as I left.

Phew, a narrow escape. Despite wanting to flee from the crowd, I had held my shit together not half badly.

I’d done my duty and there was no sense in hanging around.

I headed to our improvised kitchen, i.e. an apartment with six gas stoves. They had enormous pans on them and were fueled by gas cylinders obviously from Quartermaster’s old hoards.

On the way there, I opened quite a lot of boxes which I was planning to give away. I had no need for pasta or porridge, and buckwheat turned my stomach.

“Hello, ladies!” I said in greeting to the women in the kitchen. They completely ignored me, that’s how busy they were. “I’ve brought you some boxes of food. I’ll leave them on the table. In approximately three minutes’ time, an absolutely non-angry Combat will drop by and explain everything. Thanks for hearing me out, and good day to you.”

Without permitting them time to respond, I closed the door behind me on the way out. Less conversation meant healthier nerve cells.

I wonder if this crazy day will ever end?

* * *

The mass exodus had added a tinge of insanity to yesterday and last night. Wanting to get everything organized in our new ginormous apartment, Polina and Katya had only gone to bed towards morning.

When I got home, another surprise was waiting for me. On my first visit, I had picked out for myself a sumptuous bedroom with panoramic windows and a huge comfortable bed. You could play football in there without concern for lack of space. I’d imagined myself sleeping alone in there and reveling in a life of luxury.

So imagine my surprise when I arrived home to find my bedroom gone, replaced by OUR bedroom.

The girls had dragged their beds through from the other rooms and stationed them next to mine. The large panoramic window had been sealed shut with protective blinds that were more like armoured plates. They hadn’t wanted to leave the windows open during the night. They were afraid to sleep alone, you see, but with me by their side, they feared nothing. The only thing they had omitted was to ask me what I thought of everything.

Obviously I might have tried to argue with them and protest my right to freedom, were it not for the children standing in front of them. The girls looked at me so mournfully that I caved in on the spot. No argument of mine was going to meet with any joy there.

I needed to let off some steam and take a break from all the relocation hecticness. My first thought was the old gas station. Interestingly, it hadn’t died, despite having every chance to do so. Its inhabitants were all still alive, even growing in numbers, and the walls were hung with even more dead bodies now. I wondered how they’d sneaked in there. How had they gotten passed the zombies and into the building?

This time I decided to change my strategy. On my last visit, I’d shot from afar, giving them time to barricaded themselves inside. Plus, if the two manacled people in a storage closet were anything to go by, my not seeing the thing through to the end would have negative consequences for others.

Just one thing I didn’t understand: why were there so few zombies? They continued to come in their droves to the dormitory, whereas here I counted no more than a hundred, and they weren’t exactly at pains to get at the people.

I blinked calmly onto the roof and shot twice in quick succession from a short distance, piercing the heads of a crossbow-wielding youth and a man with a rifle.

You have killed a survivor.

The capacity of your inventory is increased by 5 kg.

you have killed a survivor.

The capacity of your inventory is increased by 7 kg.

My conscience was clear. They had killed. Many times.

I wondered how much someone would get for whacking me. Two hundred? Just imagine their face when they saw that figure.

Aha, they hadn’t closed the door behind them, counting on nobody being able to get through. A fatal mistake.

An insidious smile crept across my face as I took from my inventory a vial bought two minutes ago. The Poison of Shurshu.

I bought the poison specifically for fighting in enclosed spaces, where, in my opinion, it was most effective, killing in five seconds. We would see.

The gas station was divided into two main zones, one for sleeping, one for hanging out.

Using X-ray vision, I counted fifteen people currently sleeping in the sleep zone, dead to the world and helpless. Hacking them to pieces was not an option, too much noise, whereas poisoning them would do the trick just fine. I would give it a go.

The slumberers included women, but since they weren’t tied up, their fate was also decided.

Two slept with open mouths, so I dropped the poison right down their throats and waited. A few seconds, a few brief jerks, a mouthful of foam, and a silent expiry. Excellent!

Then I took from my pocket a long hypodermic needle, swilled it generously in the Poison of Shurshu vial, and stabbed it carefully into the sleepers. Some it entered like a knife entered butter, while others it merely scratched, as though bouncing off stone. I guessed the difference had to do with their skills. Excellent, we don’t know what skills they’ve got.

System notifications came flooding in one after another. It took my victims somewhere between five and ten seconds to die from the poison. A perfectly acceptable result.

I finished up here and quietly, invisible, moved through to the next room. There I counted another twenty souls going about their business. Two of them, uninhibited by a room full of people, were copulating in a corner, the woman dominant in the amatory duel.

While they were occupied and unaware of their surroundings, I administered two quick injections before noiselessly retreating. The man was indeed weaker than the woman, and his convulsions came first, while she, dummy that she was, didn’t realize anything untoward had happened and continued to ride him. You could say she’d fucked him to death.

“Drop dead, cheat!” Two people sat playing cards at a table, the stakes food and bullets.

Hmm, well if you insist, maybe he should drop dead.

Invisible, I approached the accused gambler quietly from behind and made a shallow injection into his neck.

The man slapped his neck, as though swatting a mosquito, and continued his card game.

Five seconds later he collapsed sideways, his hand gripping his throat.

“What did you do, you motherfucker?” Shouts from all sides were directed at the player who had recently wished his opponent dead.

“N-nothing, I didn’t think… I didn’t want…” he stammered. He thought his words had killed his friend.

The lovebirds had also fallen silent. Excellent. They were concealed behind an improvised curtain, and no one had noticed their deaths. Meanwhile, under cover of everyone’s arguing and cussing, I administered further dexterous injections of poison.

Shit. I got carried away and inserted the needle into one guy deeper than necessary.

“Ah, fuck!” he screamed, grabbing at his lower back. “Something bit me.”

That’s right, death bit you, my friend.

One after another, people began to collapse and die. By the time I’d been at the gas station half an hour, just three people remained alive.

It was an interesting means of attack I’d chosen, yet it didn’t bring me the same satisfaction as shooting from a bow. This method was more like the intricate handiwork of a surgeon, whereas I preferred to watch them die in agony from my arrows.

Just this one foray added a whole eighty kilograms to my inventory. Fantastic. A contented smile spread across my face; no small improvement, to be sure. At this rate, I would soon be carrying tons of stuff around.

A large inventory was, of course, not needed exclusively for rewards, but also to make living conditions comfortable during future tests or journeys. You could take a large bed with you, for a good night’s sleep, or even a whole room.

They had almost nothing of any practical value. Poor guys, what could you say? I took all their weapons and ammunition, not that they were in abundance, mind. Also, I found some gold knickknacks, but the mere thought of whom they might have been stolen from made me reject the idea of taking them for my ladies.

Before I left, there remained the question of what to do with the prisoners.

Entering the closet, I discovered them tightly bound and gagged. A terrible stink hung in the air, probably the result of all the prisoners who had been held here.

I approached from the side and removed the gags from their mouths, but I didn’t turn them to face me, for I had exited invisibility mode.

“I shall ask you just the once, and you get just the one chance to answer genuinely,” I said sternly, even a touch gravely. This on top of the fact that I really couldn’t care about them. “Who are you? How did you end up here? And can you give me one good reason why I should leave you alive?”

They appeared to understand first time and made no attempt to shout or demand anything.

“I’m Maxim, this is my wife Zhanna,” the man said, trying to speak firmly and confidently, despite the numbing pain in his hands and feet. “We were captured while we were looking for a place to spend the night. The bastards wanted to feed me to the zombies, and my wife…” The last couple of words stuck in his throat. “We didn’t kill anybody apart from infecteds. Please don’t kill us, we can be of use to you or your community.”

“Are they all dead?” was all the girl could ask.

“Yes,” I said. She was cheered and sighed her relief. “Have you got skills?” I asked them. For me, this was the most important question. “How exactly can you be of use to our community?”

While I was questioning them, I wrote to Combat and asked what to do with them.

He immediately suggested bringing them to our new home; he needed people. But didn’t he also need food? What was he planning to feed everyone with?

Since early morning, the yard hadn’t been teaming with zombies, but with soldiers waging total war on every last zombie in sight.

The fact that the zombies had access to the old dormitory building from all sides seriously restricted the soldiers’ scope of action. Whereas here in the skyscraper, they could afford to give more or less zero fucks about zombies and shelling. Snipers would soon pick off trespassers, who would not be able to tell which window the shot had been fired from.

Thus, Combat was probably right to accept people into our group. His plans for the future included a kindergarten, a school, and a hospital, as well as a shooting range, a small training area, and other military stuff. Practically an entire little town. I liked it. While I was at the top of the chain, that is.

While it was true that the realization of such a plan would cost a ton of man power and resources, it was nonetheless a good idea and entirely possible. If the soldiers had more time to hunt, there would be plenty of food to go around. And besides, the unoccupied populace would need busying with necessary and useful tasks.

“I’m a programmer, my wife worked as a nurse,” the man said, to my delight. Now I would definitely have to bring them home with me. There was enough electronic crap in the building to make one’s hair stand on end. A programmer ought to be able to deal with it all, or learn along the way. If not, it was his problem.

Nurses were not exactly in great demand, since we had plenty already, but a full-fledged hospital could now be organized, and not just for injured soldiers, but for the civilians too.

“It’s a regular community with simple rules. No slavery, but a lot of work.” They didn’t have much choice, but just in case, I felt compelled to offer them a second option: “If you’re not interested, I can untie you and we can go our separate ways.”

The man looked at his wife in expectation, but she seemed not to care either way. She realized she wasn’t going to be raped, and reacted by letting the tears flow.

“We’ll come with you,” said the man, making the decision on her behalf.

The walk back to the new dormitory was brisk and breezy. I cleared, while Maxim was astounded at everything.

“Are all of you so, um… hardcore?” he asked, struggling to find the right word.

“You’ll see,” I replied curtly, not wishing to be overly verbose.

I needed to concentrate my attention on our surroundings. The one time I did become distracted, we nearly got caught in a trap set by a new mutant beastie. I clocked it under the ground, crouching in an open manhole and waiting for a victim.

The level-22 Mutated Worm was no laughing matter.

A massive slimy worm, aggressive black and red coloration, seven meters in length, girth of an adult human, mutant eyeless head, maw studded with powerful rows of sharp teeth. Fucking frightful.

I would now have to use my X-ray vision to keep a check on events underground as well. This was the first mutated thing I’d seen beneath the surface, and I was afraid to think what else might live down there. My worst nightmare was a snake the size of an elephant.

I handed over the new residents to Combat’s people and headed back into town. At first the couple couldn’t believe it when I showed them where we lived. They said they’d been hiding in basements, constantly on the run from zombies. It was odd they hadn’t been eaten yet.

I’d let off some steam and in theory could relax, but I was still bored, which was why I decided on another stroll. Before that, I marked the worm’s lair on the map with a thick red circle.

Back in the city center, I visited stores not yet looted, collecting bribes for the little ones to leave me alone. Naturally, I couldn’t forget my beloved self, so I went to a sports shop, where I was lucky enough to find some arrows, albeit very few. Still, there was plenty of other useful stuff. And now I could go home.

Chilling in the Jacuzzi, I reflected on what a grand idea the move had been. Such a simple pleasure was certainly worth the boxes spent.

I had also fixed us up with water. It took me eight attempts, but I found the necessary artifact, and it ran on experience. The girls were overjoyed to be able to wash in warm water once more.

The artifact was called a Water Reaction. I couldn’t understand the strange name, but who cared?

The only problem was that I needed twenty of them. One artifact was not meant for the whole water system at once, just for a single tap, and they cost fifteen gray boxes, or five red, apiece.

“Am I interrupting?” Polina asked languorously as she crept up on me from behind. I hadn’t heard her come in.

“I’m always glad to see you,” I replied with a smile, as she nuzzled into my neck. Her fingers gently massaged my shoulders, then slowly worked their way downwards.

Turning my head towards her, I was robbed of the power of speech. She stood there wearing only a see-through négligée, and biting a full red lip.

“I missed you so much,” she whispered voluptuously in my ear. “You were gone so long.”

She removed her hands from my shoulders and came round to stand in front of me. Her body was working its magic on me and I devoured it greedily with my eyes.

With a single nonchalant flick of a finger, the négligée dropped to her feet, and she stood in front of me in all her naked glory.

My brain ceased to function properly at the sight, and I started chatting gibberish.

“Somebody might come in. Katya. The girls.”

“Nobody’s going to come in, sweetie, nobody’s going to come in, I locked the door,” she said, slipping slowly into the tub, allowing me a proper eyeful as she did so, before lying on top of me.

There is only one word for what happened next: spectacular.

We spent three hours in the bath, after which I felt born-again.

A great end to a hard and stressful day. I wanted to lie there forever. But who would let me do that, huh?

A notification came from one of the commanders of the patrol squad: Movement detected in the third quarter. Approximately twenty armed people counted.

Not my business, they can cope by themselves, I told myself.

Although I was intrigued who it was, dammit.

Do not engage, await reinforcements, came the general message from Combat.

My mind was made up in real time as I read it.

I’m also game for a rumble,” I wrote, to the “delight” of soldiers.


Chapter 16

I WAS LATE FOR THE RUMBLE. By the time I arrived, the soldiers had already dealt with the enemy.

The people were not from Rotny’s gang, but they did all have weapons, and I even spotted one with a skill. He was flinging bright spheres left, right, and center, which exploded in the air with a deafening sound.

The venue for the rumble was a multistory car park opposite our skyscraper, and the shootout attracted zombies from all around. They liked noisy places.

One amusing moment was when three idiots hid behind a car and were almost immediately shot. And here was me thinking a car would protect you from bullets. Does that mean they’re lying to us in the movies?

I saw no point in meddling in our soldiers’ coordinated operation; I would only make the situation worse. Since they’d been first on the scene, let them have their fun. I selected myself a convenient spot on the first floor and began shooting new zombie arrivals.

The battle soon ended in a landslide victory for the soldiers and the taking prisoner of four enemy humans.

Nothing else of interest cropped after this foray, and in the light of recent stressful events, during which I had begun to notice myself making mistakes, I took a week’s break to chill. It might lead to negative consequences, so I didn’t just sit around at home all the time. I occasionally entertained myself by shooting zombies around the building, but I didn’t go out on proper sorties.

Those days saw me improve by just two levels, but I was now a proud level-seventeener.

You have gained level 16. Your body has become stronger. Your lungs and vascular system are now twice stronger.

You have gained level 17. Your body has become stronger. You now have a powerful immune system and will not be affected by human disease.

Disease had never affected me anyway, but now I could afford to be absolutely carefree. Mind you, that “human” modifier was unsettling. I hoped I wouldn’t catch an infection from some other race or organism. Who knew where else the system might send me when it invented a new test?

During my week off, the group did amazing work with the infrastructure and security of the building.

To begin with, the girls and I whipped the apartment into shape, binning whatever we didn’t need and arranging the furniture in the rooms. At long last I was able to enjoy life to the full. What more could a common man desire?

All the people were safely housed in their apartments, and there was room for everybody, so now we had one problem less to deal with. Also marvelous was that most people managed to find themselves work. The skyscraper suited us just perfectly. It was much simpler to ensure everybody’s security, and all the windows up as far as the twentieth floor were firmly shuttered with RPG-repelling armoured plating. The previous owner had no doubt been a paranoiac. I wondered where he was now. Was he alive and well? Or was he running around town, drooling and preying on living people.

Any superfluous stairwells were barricaded up, and with Peter’s help, stone observation towers were erected in the grounds of the building. I was now able to observe the full measure of his mastery. In the absence of disrupting factors, his skill was unparalleled.

And on top of this, on his own initiative, he used his skill to complete another stone tower that abutted a fence already built there. Everyone could now safely come out into the yard for a stroll. Obviously they had to book an appointment to do so, but they were nonetheless delighted.

Combat and his team also went the whole nine yards to establish themselves, and their new “office” took up an entire floor, the analysts being allotted their own convenient workspace, much like everyone else.

Squads of soldiers were now making constant forays into town to fulfill assignments, both combat and non-combat, from the high command. They were also earning more gray boxes from the system. That said, incidents were a regular occurrence too, sometimes in the form of confrontations with other survivors. So far nobody had died, although I did see one injured chap being carried home. The poor guy had gotten unlucky when he stepped on a leghold trap in a building as he was fleeing some zombies.

“Sweetie, would you like some more potato?” Polina offered.

We were currently having lunch at a beautiful wooden table hand-carved in who knew what century.

“I wouldn’t say no,” I replied with a smile as I took the plate from her.

The more time I spent with Polina, the more relaxed I became, and softer perhaps. I understood no good became of becoming so attached to people, but it didn’t work with everybody. Nobody else invoked any emotions in me, let alone pleasant ones, and any interaction made me want to don my protective invisibility or simply run away.

“Salad?” Katya was hanging over me, her ample bosom pressing into my back.

Confusing. Katya seemed to be making overt overtures to me, while Polina pretended not to notice. I didn’t know what to do. Two girls? Why? Maybe it was Polina’s way of getting rid of me? Does she not understand there’s no way out of this now? It may sound egocentric, but that’s the kind of guy I am.

She and Combat were the only ones who had any kind of a handle on my psychological makeup. Everyone else thought of me just what I wanted them to. A little manipulation, and they would do anything I wanted. In the eyes of many, I was a hero, which suited me just fine.

Roaming the corridors of the skyscraper in invisibility mode, I frequently overheard people drawing conclusions. Some of them trashed us, envious, but in the most part, people were well disposed towards us. They understood who was the biggest contributing factor in their tranquil lifestyle.

It was only in my new sanctuary that I could feel calm and relaxed.

“Tasty salad, thank you,” I said to the brunette, pretending not to notice her full breasts in my face.

“Have you visited the massage parlor, sweetie?” Polina asked out of the blue, while I was lost in thought.

“Hmm? What? Massage parlor? No, I haven’t,” I replied mechanically, trying not to think about potential ramifications.

“There’s an enormous massage chair, as well as a whole assortment of aroma oils and creams.”

I assume I’ve got no choice, right? I thought with a mental sigh. It was very difficult to refuse her anything.

Sometimes Polina was like a small child, always bright-eyed and bushy-tailed. The impression you got when you first met her was that all the chaos simply passed her by. Yet it was a false impression, for I clearly remembered her trembling with fear in my embrace when we were attacked, and crying when I left for the test.

“And Katya is a professional masseuse,” she added with a sly smile. Not remotely embarrassed, Katya awaited my reaction. “She did a course some time ago. Don’t you want her to show you her artistry?”

I nearly choked on my salad. Give me a massage? Shit, she was openly trying to bring us together.

“Have a drink of water, sweetie,” Polina said, pouring a glass and sitting down opposite me.

“Uh-huh, thank you,” I said, gulping it thirstily.

“Uh-huh? So that’s agreed then, yes? Great. Katya, I told you he wouldn’t have a problem with it,” she said, laughing.

My eyes widened. How was it “agreed”? What massage, woman? I was thanking you for the water. Pity I couldn’t say it out loud.

“I’m sure Igor will like it,” said Katya, proudly thrusting out her chest.

Doubtless. Doubtless. All I could do was shake my head, but they paid me no more attention, running off to prattle about whatever women’s things they had to prattle about.

A message on the general chat: We’re under attack. Urgent backup requested. It was from Beaver, a group leader, and was accompanied by notes on the map.

Great lunch, I thought, mentally opening the map to see where they were trapped. It would take the soldiers twenty minutes to get there, and me less than ten.

The soldiers wouldn’t make it in time. Even more reason for me to step in.

I’d had a break and that was enough. Despite its brevity, I had to admit it had done me some good, and I was already bored and ready for more adventure. What a bizarre fellow I was.

While the soldiers were kitting themselves up, I was already running to the rescue, concerned about missing all the fun.

As I ran towards the spot marked on the map, I could hear no gunfire, and that was strange. Surely I wasn’t late? I didn’t spare my blinks, using them to cover distance as fast as possible.

I spotted the enemy straightaway, likewise the remains of the squad. Shit, three dead.

Fuck, they were people from our group, and I didn’t like that.

A group of people I didn’t know had captured the rest of the fighters. I reckoned among them were people with powerful skills, for they acted very confidently and were defended on all sides by armed people.

And who’s this Little Boy Blue? I thought to myself when I spotted a lad with bright-blue hair, laughing with abandon and speaking to the manacled captives as he brandished a dagger in their faces.

Hold on a second, are they bound with chains? That meant one of them had a skill connected with metal.

Another guy stood out from the crowd as well, very similar to a hulk, only in miniature. Naked torso and bulging muscles, except his skin color was normal. He was doubtless their tank. So who’s little boy blue then? The commander? Am I missing something?

Then they surprised the fuck out of me. And unpleasantly so. The most unremarkable of them waved a hand and opened a portal.

Just who had our group happened upon here? Three people with such powerful skills, and supported by a squad of men with firearms. As I inspected them, the hulk grabbed hold of the prisoners’ shackles with a view to lugging them into the portal.

What, are they about to steal away my people?

Over my dead body. You’re dead meat, clowns.

My instinct told me the hulk would not be easy to take down, especially with basic arrows. But as the saying goes, why bang your head against the wall when you can just jump over it?

I produced a poison-bite arrow and ran at them fast before they had time to split.

I drew the bowstring so hard it gave a plaintive squeak, before I let the arrow fly right into the hulk’s cheek.

“Arrrgh,” he growled, and let go of the chains, grabbing at his new wound instead. Well, I say “wound,” but actually…

Fuck, I was right. The arrow didn’t pierce his thick skin, merely grazing his cheek. Unfortunately, I wasn’t given the chance to examine the finer details, for little boy blue reacted lightening quick to recall his chains. They began to slink around him, like snakes, protecting him from danger.

“Who dared to do this?” roared the wounded musclehead, who was two minutes from corpseville, although he didn’t know it yet. “I’m gonna kill him!”

Uh-huh, kill away, if you can catch me. Unbeknownst to them, I was standing behind them.

The next arrow, a basic, I fired at the portal operator. It did not reach its target, deflected at the last moment by a chain.

“Over there,” shouted little boy blue at the top of his voice, waving a finger in my direction. “Shoot over there.”

It was amusing to watch them relentlessly pound a spot I had already vacated.

Little boy blue realized they hadn’t got me, and extended his chains to defend both himself and Mr. Teleport. They weren’t concerned about the hulk because they knew he was strong and thick-skinned.

In the meantime, the hulk had turned from green to red and was whirling his head rabidly, but the others were oblivious. The arrow would have killed a Supreme Shaman, let alone a hulk.

Then the guy with the chains had a lightbulb moment. “He’s invisible,” he said. “Keep a watchful eye out, he can’t remain invisible for long.”

Oh, what a confident young man. Let’s just see how long I can keep this up. I blinked over to the neighboring building and shot off two arrows from there, before immediately rolling and blinking to the side and firing again.

Sadly, I just couldn’t seem to touch him, for his chains repelled all my arrows. By this time, the hulk was down on one knee.

“It’s time for us to leave, Steelo, the portal’s just about to close,” said Mr. Teleport.

Yeah, like I’m gonna just let you go! Changing tactic, I quickly knocked down the ones who were armed and not protected by the chains.

You have killed a survivor.

The capacity of your inventory is increased by 4 kg.

You have killed a survivor.

The capacity of your inventory is increased by 4 kg.

You have killed a survivor.

The capacity of your inventory is increased by 4 kg.

There, see, I should have started with them.

I might have hammered them with a fire arrow, but I was afraid the flames might reach the prisoners passed out on the ground.

That reminds me, where’s the backup gotten to? I quickly opened the map and saw they were still on the way. Surprise.

“Steelo, T-minus one minute!” Mr. Teleport was getting nervous.

Chain Boy chucked a wobbly and sent one of his chains flying. It flew at the closest rooftop and smashed it. Already in a new position, I fired more arrows at him.

“Let’s go!” spat Chain Boy angrily, before launching another chain at the prisoners in an attempt to hook them.

I could not allow that to happen, so I launched a spirited fusillade at him, forcing him to withdraw his chain.

Realizing nothing was going their way, they beat a hasty retreat towards the portal. All of them, that is, except the hulk. The big man was now prone and not stirring, and it never occurred to them to even look his way, no doubt sure of his invulnerability. Let it be a lesson to them.

“Han! What are you doing lying there?” Chain Boy eventually turned his attention to his comrade. “Quick march into the portal, it’s about to shut.”

You have killed a survivor.

The capacity of your inventory is increased by 30 kg.

Uh-huh, keep calling him, you idiots. How many people did that gorilla kill?

“Han! Get up!” they shouted from the portal.

“It’s time to go, let’s get a move on,” the commander ordered.

The portal operator grabbed at the commander’s sleeve, attempting to attract his attention. “I think Han’s dead. And we’re going to be dead as well unless we get out of here right now.”

As he entered the portal, he scoured the locality for me with a baleful expression. I didn’t want to upset him, so I made myself visible right at the very last moment. I waved him a greeting, then flicked him a middle finger.

The portal snapped shut and the enemy was gone. I breathed a sigh of relief and calmed down, the adrenaline in my blood slowly cooling.

I now had to keep the soldiers alive and not eaten by zombies until Combat showed up. A dozen or so zombies were already shuffling in the direction of the free feed. I quickly put them out of their misery and went to inspect my trophies.

All the soldiers’ possessions had been taken, which wasn’t good. Quartermaster would administer such a tongue-lashing that they’d wish they hadn’t survived.

I came closer to the dead hulk, thinking he might have something of interest for me. After all, he hadn’t come out to fight with only the pants he was wearing, had he?

As it turned out, he had. And his boots were size 58 as well. Fat fuck.

And what’s this I see? I didn’t immediately understand what had attracted my attention. Something lay by Han’s body. That’s strange. I definitely remember his hands being empty, and he didn’t have time to take anything from his inventory, I had one eye on him all the time. It wouldn’t do to under estimate me like that.

The object that had caught my eye was partly crushed in the dead man’s massive hand.

I kicked the hand aside unceremoniously and picked up the strange object.

Evaluation.

Demonic skill grimoire: Body of an Org, level 3.

Creates a body like that of an Org. The power and strength of the body is the chief weapon of the Orgs.

Important note: a demonic grimoire carries a 30% chance of being activated successfully and a 70% chance of death.

Now there’s a turn up for the books. A demonic book.

Surely demons didn’t exist as well? Life was becoming more fun-filled with every day. Although it wasn’t learning of the existence of demons that frightened me, so much as I myself. Why was I immediately interested to see what color their blood was?

Never mind, all in good time. I decided to take the book with me, but not to use it. Be transformed into an ugly fucker with a 30% chance of survival? No thanks, not my style. What was the point of strength like that if poison was going to kill you so quickly?

“Halt!” somebody shouted from behind me. “Hands behind your head, quickly, and so I can see them.”

“Are you tired of life?” I asked, ignoring the command and turning around. “Have you not been accepted or something?”

“Varg?” the soldier asked in surprise as he lowered his weapon.

“Who were you expecting?” I chuckled.

“You were at home just now. How did you get here so fast?” he inquired.

“Quit jabbering!” said Shatun, interrupting us. “Varg came to help and that’s all you need to know.”

“And just in time, I can tell you. I saved these three, but I was too late for those three,” I said, indicating with a hand.

* * *

Silence reigned in the conference room, everyone contemplating the news I’d brought back to the skyscraper.

“Are you absolutely sure it was a teleport?” Combat asked for the nth time.

“If it wasn’t a teleport, they would never have gotten away from me alive,” I said with a shrug. “I could have killed them, but then three of our guys would probably have died from the explosion or dark-energy exposure.”

“This is very important news,” said Combat. I’d never seen him so worried. “We’ve received information that in neighboring towns there are groups that have lots of people with skills connected to demons. All they do is attack people and take them prisoner.”

“So the world’s rolling towards the abyss, what’s new? On a side note, could you pour me a wee dram?” I inquired, gesturing to the open bottle of cognac in his hand.

Combat nodded to his assistant, who brought me a clean glass.

“The world isn’t rolling towards the abyss, it’s already in the abyss,” he said, drumming his fingers on the table in contemplation. “We already know who you ran into. In Snowtown there’s a group that regularly fights those freaks. They call themselves the Call of Urus.”

“They evidently decided to expand their hunting ground.” Even a fool could see it. “The hulk dropped one mother of an inventory enhancer. I reckon he had at least half a hundred killings to his name.”

“Hulk?” asked the man sitting to Combat’s left.

“Forget about it,” I said dismissively. “It’s just what I called that fucker with the Org skill.”

“I see,” the man said.

“By the way, what are you thinking of doing with the book?” Combat asked slightly nervously, while trying to appear calm.

I could understand his reaction. He did not want to lose a strong fighter for no reason at all.

“Don’t worry, I’m not going to use it, it would be more trouble than it’s worth,” I said, picking it up again for emphasis. “If you ask me, it’s not worth the effort. I don’t want to end up in slavery to a demon, or anything else for that matter. The name of the book speaks for itself. I still like the system more. It might not provide excellent rewards very often, but at least it doesn’t take lives.”

Incidentally, it was the first book in my memory that could be transferred to someone else without hassle. I had had the idea of supercharging one of our guys, but I immediately rejected it. Who knew what side effects there might be and how the demonic baloney might affect him?

“Do you need reminding who started this whole worldwide shitstorm?” Combat asked with a raised brow.

“No, I remember perfectly well, and it’s one more bonus into the system’s piggy bank from me,” I said, making no attempt to hide my snigger. “Right now I’m content with everything.”

“Pfft,” said Combat, shaking his head. “Tell that to whoever’s been turned into a zombie, or whoever’s died by zombie tooth.”

I remained indifferent to his anguish.

“People have always died, and at least life isn’t boring now, so as far as I’m concerned, everything’s good.”

“Your incorrigible. Surely you must have lost someone?” He was trying to reach out to my heart again.

You’ve picked the wrong guy. The wrong guy.

“You can’t lose anything if you’ve never had anything,” I said. In this respect, life was easier for me than for everyone else.


Chapter 17

THIS TIME I DECIDED to wait until the end of the meeting and probe into the matter. My feathers had been ruffled by too many new people who thought they could do whatever they wanted in my city.

We hadn’t come across anyone with such strong skills before, and the meeting gave everyone a different slant on the situation.

Combat’s soldiers were not only receiving rewards for killing zombies, they were also managing to find and gather reasonable stocks of food on their jaunts around town. Hunger was certainly not going to blight anyone in the foreseeable future.

And they were busying themselves with the search for reliable new skilled workers, and the rescue of old brothers in arms.

New recruits were joining our group, but not as quickly as Combat would have liked. Our squads had already mustered everyone who lived in the vicinity, and were planning to gradually venture further afield. There were still too many zombies in town, so they were forced to patrol slowly among the smaller back streets.

Today they would select a street and clear it totally, and tomorrow it would be heaving with zombies again. Then out would come the dogs, the forest clean-up crew, to devour the deadmen.

“Has something happened, sweetie? Everyone’s talking about the rescue mission and the unusual enemies you locked horns with,” said Polina, laying her hands on my shoulders.

“They speak the truth. We had some visitors who wanted to enslave everyone or sell them to the demons, we don’t know yet,” I replied. Polina could be trusted, she was no idiot, and she didn’t have a loose tongue.

The girl sighed heavily, walked around me and settled herself on my lap.

“So, your holiday’s over? Now you’re going to be taking risks again, as always, right?” she asked, dejected.

“There’s no other way to survive in this world,” I said, pulling her towards me and kissing her tenderly.

“That’s an interesting way to shut me up,” she said with a coy smile. “But I like it. Maybe I should just talk more? Seriously though, be careful, I need a live man, not a dead hero.”

“Trust me, those snowflakes can’t kill me, I’ll make mincemeat of them all.” A bloodthirsty smile spread across my face and was instantly wiped away by the girl’s reciprocal kiss.

“I believe you,” she said, planting a final kiss on my cheek before scooting off to the kitchen, her hips swaying appetizingly.

So that’s what she’s doing to me? She was the only one who made me feel truly alive, calm and relaxed. Perhaps we should call the apartment “The Sociopath Sanctuary”?

Just as I was starting to think about the day’s jaunt into town, Polina and Katya burst into the room, looking genuinely alarmed, and with the frightened Liza in tow.

You didn’t have to be an expert to understand something had happened to the girl.

“What’s up?”

“Liza’s been invited to a test,” said Polina, her voice trembling and her face pale. “I beg you to do something.”

A test? For a child? That’s not even funny, system, there’s no need for that, she’ll have no chance of survival.

I said the first thing that came into my head. “System, I’m prepared to take her place.” You never knew. It might be a system scheme to give a parent the chance to substitute their child in a test.

Yeah right, miracles never happen.

“Okay, everybody calm down,” I said, more for myself than anybody else, since it would not help Polina in her present state. “Liza, don’t do anything and don’t accept. Read the notification again carefully.”

The girl was scared and shuddering.

“Read it aloud,” I said, urging her.

And she began to read.

“Attention! You are being offered the opportunity to undergo a personal test, for which you may receive special rewards,” the girl read slowly, staring ahead. “There’s another important note as well.”

“Read it,” I said, approaching and embracing her, just in case it was possible to transfer two people.

“Important note,” she began, “For reasons of your young age” — here it comes, this should be what she can’t do — “you may take with you a companion, anyone lower than level 20, and only with their agreement.”

For fuck’s sake.

“That’s all?”

“No,” she said, shaking her head and looking at me in hope, “below that it says Accept or Refuse.”

Bingo!

“Liza,” I said, stroking her head assuringly, “what you have to do now is say silently in your head: I refuse.”

“Definitely?” she asked in a trembling voice.

“Yes, go ahead.”

She hesitated as we watched her closely. I didn’t let go of her.

“It’s gone!” she said, to our joy, and bursting into tears.

“Good girl. Everything’s okay. Everything’s going to be okay now.” I hugged her tighter.

Then Polina took her from me and embraced her feverishly.

“Thank you,” she whispered, her eyes welling with tears.

“You must all remember how to do that, and in case anything happens, you come running to me,” I said, thinking what a fool I was not to have explained all this before.

“That was really scary,” said Katya, exhaling heavily, her expression no calmer then Polina’s.

I was pretty fucking scared too. It was probably the first time I’d ever been so worried for another person. The mere thought that I might lose my ladies was unbelievably painful. They were a ray of light in this world of chaos, and they held me afloat, not letting me sink to the depths of insanity.

* * *

“Do you all understand what you’ve got to do?” Combat asked me and the soldiers before we set out.

“Yes sir,” they barked in chorus.

Combat turned his gaze on me.

“Yeah, I get it already,” I said.

After what had happened with Liza, I’d stayed with my ladies right up until the start of the mission.

Today’s mission was to find a certain friendly community of people who had expressed the desire to join our group.

Thirty fighters were assigned to the task, and I’d been asked to accompany them. When I agreed, everyone broke out satisfied smiles, and the decision was taken to only send twenty men after all.

“Shatun, you’re in charge, but listen to Varg and don’t argue with him, or else you’ll be in the doghouse,” said Combat, threatening my comrade, who, upon learning I was going with them, nigh throttled me in a bear hug.

“I understand,” Shatun replied seriously, before dishing out orders. “Squad, we move out in five minutes. Check your equipment and ready yourselves.”

The first two streets were no problem, having been carefully cleared that morning and therefore void of zombies. Pity it wouldn’t stay that way for long. The night would see the arrival of more zombies, and in far greater numbers.

The streets were practically never empty. No matter how many I cleared, they would all be crowded with zombies by the next day. The system would not permit people to relax. Another red flag was that zombies were replaced by ever increasing quantities of their brothers.

System moves like this made me think only the worst. The city’s population was probably just over a million people, approximately seventy percent of whom were now zombies, yet there weren’t that many to be seen on the streets. I had, however, noticed huge crowds of zombies underground, near the subway. What would happen if they all emerged from their shelters one day? What if it wasn’t the system, but the zombies had their own ringleader who set up the figures on the board, like an experienced chess player? I hadn’t seen giant monsters or zombie jumpers, for instance, for a very long time. Perhaps they’d died out, or were simply keeping a low profile and waiting for their moment of glory.

Even more perturbing were new details concerning other groups. For some reason it was only our city’s poor excuse for a military that was unable to organize a proficient defense of its territory in time. In other cities, the military had taken immediate firm control of their units, and now they all had their own well defended bases.

They had plenty of weapons, armor, and supplies, and their only problem was machinery, what with fuel being a problem everywhere now. Although in the capital they had managed to carry out an airstrike on a horde of zombies. Why they called them a horde, I did not know, but I had heard that the reward for the airstrike was ten levels.

That freaked me out. Ten levels in one go! Pity it couldn’t be repeated. They’d tried a couple of times, but the plane was downed by a flock of flying kamikaze beasties which smothered it with their bodies and died along with the crew in the ensuing crash.

Combat also said that our relations with other military units were strained. They’d informed him that he was obliged to join them at the first opportunity and hand over his people to their command.

The generals were assholes, acting exclusively in their own interests, each grabbing as much power as they could and leaving other survivors with no chance.

“Halt,” I said, freezing sharply. “Four spiders in the building up ahead. We’ll have to skirt around them, it’s too dangerous around here.”

“I don’t see anything,” said our commander, producing a pair of binoculars and trying to make out what I’d seen.

“Just trust me.” I had no desire to get involved in an argument. “Going around them is not an option. There are too many zombies on the other streets. It’ll take us until evening to clear them all.”

Of course he was right, but spiders were no joke.

“We’ve got skills as well,” Shatun reminded me, “maybe we can use them?”

“Battle skills?” I asked, just to make sure, as I thought how best to move forward.

“Only two. One can shoot stone bullets, the other can throw clusters of fire.”

Hmm, stone bullets. Not bad.

“In that case,” I said, “I’ll go draw them out, and you prepare the men for attack. Don’t make a sound. Let the fighter with the stone skill do his thing. No fire.”

The spiders were concealed in two buildings, two on one side of the street, two on the other. They’d spun a scarcely visible web over the ground and were lying in wait for their prey. If you stood on the web or touched it, the arachnids would instantly scuttle from their hideaway, and you stood no chance of survival.

What to do? There were four of them and only one of me. My fighters might, of course, be able to take them down. Then again, they might not. It was risky, but Shatun wanted to move quickly ahead, and who was I to argue with him? It wasn’t me at risk of perishing.

Cloaked in invisibility, I approached the danger zone and took from my inventory a regular stick, which I threw ahead so that it landed right on the spiderweb.

The arachnids came tumbling out of the houses in anticipation and gyrated in search of their victim. But their victim wasn’t there.

My first arrow pierced the belly of the largest one, which squealed and whirled from the pain, while its brethren dashed about, looking nervously in all directions.

They couldn’t see me, but two of them spotted my fighters and sprinted towards them at full pelt. Well guys, you signed up for this, as they say, and now it’s your problem.

I continued firing at the other two. The crystal arrows were quite effective if I aimed for the head, the shards penetrating the brain or whatever they had in there. The first one soon fell silent, and I concentrated on the second, which was destroying everything in sight in the hope of wounding its attacker. It’s no use twatting that Mercedes, I’m not in it.

The monster deflected one of my arrows with a hairy paw, and probably by intuition made a beeline for me. I wonder if it’s worth trying poison?

I quickly drew a poison-bite arrow and let fly. It hit the target, and the poison should have begun to act almost instantly, yet the spider showed no sign of dying.

Let’s go see how the soldiers are getting along. Not very well, as it transpired. They’d managed to immobilize one spider by breaking four of its feet, but the second was still charging them down. Why wasn’t the guy with the stone bullets firing? Surely he couldn’t have run out of ammo so soon?

What would I say to Combat if a spider ate the squad for breakfast?

Two blinks backward, and I started shooting at the spider that was almost upon them. My third arrow struck a joint in one of its rear legs, and losing coordination, the beast collapsed to the ground and continued its journey sliding on its belly. It had built up a respectable speed and slid at least twenty-five meters.

I was now certain the soldiers would be able to finish off the injured beast, so I turned back to mine and began thwacking arrows at it as I ran. When the arachnid breathed its last and died, I was finally able to relax. Spiders were clearly not easy opponents, and shooting dumb zombies was much more fun. It hadn’t actually been that difficult, but it was most disconcerting to watch them punch an enormous fist right through a car.

When doing battle with mutant zombies, any mistake might be your last. My X-ray vision was a godsend, allowing me to see the positions and numbers of my enemies. And it saved me from trembling at every little rustle and constantly having to check behind me.

“How are you?” Shatun asked as he ran towards me.

“I’m okay, as always,” I replied calmly. The fight had been nothing to write home about.

“Ghastly beasts,” he said. “We’ve never come across anything so huge before, and I must admit I don’t particularly want to again.”

“I didn’t like them either, too dangerous, and not to be underestimated. Anyway, we’ve got to get out of here. We made a quite a racket and the zombies will be here soon. Let’s leave before we get trapped here for the foreseeable future.”

“I understand. Squad, move out,” Shatun commanded.

We made it almost unimpeded to our meeting place with the survivors. Almost. We had to do some running and hiding, and shooting of zombies, and one soldier got wounded. The idiot lost his footing and fell over. FFS. He’d survived the zombie apocalypse, only to break his leg by tripping over a dead zombie. And his leg wasn’t the only problem; he’d bashed his head as well. Shatun was furious.

We were now three fighters down: one limping invalid, two propping him up.

On the positive side, I earned a blue trinket casket, the likes of which I hadn’t seen for a long while. The system had recently begun giving me less and less interesting rewards, mainly gray and red boxes.

I vanished into invisibility and, away from prying eyes, opened the casket.

You have received a Hint-Fact card.

You receive Fact № 432.

Yellow trinket caskets bearing skill books remain lying on the ground for ten minutes after dropping. If they are not picked up within this time, they disappear. A yellow trinket casket may only be picked up by whoever killed its infected carrier.

I wonder how many caskets I’ve missed by not noticing them.

It may have been harsh, but I liked this tactic of the system. It meant there would never be a chosen few wanting to send an army of slaves to harvest skills for them.

Everything in this world was for sale, except skills and levels, making them a unique achievement for a person, to be strived for.

“Someone’s going to come down and let us into the building,” said Shatun when we arrived, snapping me out of my musings.

“Excellent. You go ahead. I’ll have a scout around here,” I said, having zero desire to be in close proximity with strangers.

Activating invisibility, I took a seat on a bench and waited until they came to a decision inside.

It took them about an hour to get ready to leave. Freaking tortoises. They’d been warned in advance of our arrival, and they ought to have been standing outside in readiness.

Half a hundred souls stepped cautiously out onto the street. They were all very different, layers of dirt being their only common feature. By all appearances, their water had run out long ago.

“It’s time to head back, Varg,” Shatun shouted. I exited invisibility and terrified everybody.

“If anyone points a weapon at me, I shall not be responsible for my actions,” I warned him sourly, and absolutely unjokingly.

We moved very slowly and it annoyed the hell out of me. The new recruits walked like they were out for a stroll, hoping the soldiers would protect them in case of danger, which was very presumptuous of them.

I took point, reconnoitering our path. Upon reaching the place where we’d faced off with the spiders, we saw the whole street to be crowded with zombies.

“Hey, kid, let me have your bow, and you hold my shield. I’m better than you; I at least know how to use it,” the man walking behind me said, suddenly grabbing my shoulder. He very soon paid for his impertinence.

On autopilot, I span around, grabbed his arm, and twisted it until it would twist no further.

A crunching sound, and pain arose in the man’s eyes, but with my hand clamped firmly over his mouth, he wasn’t able to shout out.

“Should I break your neck?” I asked indifferently.

I’d broken his arm so quickly that his people were in shock, not quite following what was going on.

“Varg, stop!” shouted Shatun. Then he instantly fell silent, realizing his stupidity, before signalling his people the command to prepare for action.

His shouts attracted zombies, and they came running. Is it just me, or are they becoming lighter on their feet?

“Basthard,” hissed the man, who didn’t understand how close he was to death.

“Varg, I beg you, calm down, don’t kill him!”

“Why the fuck did you break Dmitri’s arm, you snot-nosed punk?” asked the leader of their group, bearing down on me with eyes an angry shade of red.

“Shatun, if he comes a step closer, I’ll kill him,” I said, calmly presenting Shatun with a fait accompli. He was aware the situation had gotten out of control.

“Tactic, stop!” Shatun shouted as he approached the man and tried to shut him up.

“He attacked my man for no reason,” growled the other. “I’m going to deal with him right now.”

Shatun paled at the reaction and gave me a beseeching look.

I, on the other hand, was just beginning to enjoy the spectacle.

“Let’s just say they got lost,” I said, a frolicsome smile breaking out on my face, and my hand gripping the man’s neck all the harder.

How quick Combat was with his message: Varg, don’t kill them, I’ll sort this out! Shatun had realized he was in too deep and written to the big guns.

“He violated the agreement and came for my bow. I warned them I’d kill anyone who coveted my possessions,” I said in an icy tone, taking them all in with a menacing look.

“They don’t know our rules yet,” said Shatun, nervously justifying their behavior.

Hmm.

“So do we lose them then, or not?”

“Varg—”

The people followed the conversation aghast, not knowing what to do. A dozen of our soldiers ran to keep the zombies at bay, while the remainder prepared to get stuck in should I get murdered. Tactic’s people were not yet ready to risk bearing arms against Shatun’s severe stare.

“I beg of you, don’t kill my brother,” yelled a frightened lad of about sixteen as he came haring towards me.

In that instant Shatun was gripped with real terror, for he knew what I would do next.

Shoot, the fucker got lucky. Killing him in front of his brother would reflect none too well on me.

Although… And once more I produced that crooked smile.

“Which one don’t you want me to kill?” I asked. Zowie! And here was me thinking Shatun couldn’t possibly get any paler.

The kid pointed at the motherfucker with the broken arm.

I did not hurry to release him, first looking carefully into the kid’s eyes. There I saw a determination to lash out at me mixed with fear and resignation for the life of a kindred soul. A brave kid.

“Fine, live,” I said, shoving the man ahead and turning to face his people. “When we arrive at my skyscraper, you will be issued with rule booklets. I would advise you to read them carefully, especially the first few points, which concern me. Does everyone understand?”

“Varg, maybe you could just calm down and help us, otherwise the zombies are going to tear us to shreds right now,” Shatun said nervously.

“Fine. I will now show you why it’s best not to make me angry,” I said, drawing my bow and charging down the zombies.


Chapter 18

OOH, HOW RUFFLED WERE MY FEATHERS just then? Some moron thinks he’s better with a bow than me? I’ll show you how it’s done, you piece of shit.

There really were a lot of zombies.

Using blink, I leaped onto the small terrace of the next building and took out my basic arrows.

One, two, ten, thirty. I fired off shots like a mini sentry gun, smiting monsters without a single miss.

The fighters did not stand idle either, surrounding and protecting our new recruits. A zombie hound ran towards us hell for leather and was first treated to an explosion arrow, then finished off by a basic.

A message from Shatun: Varg, a new wave of zombies from the north.

Copy that.

Blinking and running, I found a new position, again up high, but this time on a balcony. Then I began shooting the fresh batch of infecteds heading for us.

I kept one eye on the new group; they were doing just fine. Shatun had exchanged his machine gun for a sword and round shield, and was now annihilating infecteds here, there, and everywhere, while his squad kept pace with him, even finding time to gather the rewards dropping from dead zombies. I was too busy playing sentry gun to even think about collecting rewards.

“Heads down, keep together,” Tactic commanded his group.

It was a good job they weren’t being allowed to fight, for even I would not want to interfere in our soldiers’ concerted effort. I didn’t like others getting under my feet either.

While Tactic’s group was not in the best shape, we didn’t know what they were capable of.

Ooh, that’s not good. On the next street, I saw the arm of a hulk sweeping through the upper floors of a building and destroying it.

I myself was afraid of such unpredictable enemies.

And it wasn’t only me who had seen it.

Where are you going, Shatun? I thought to myself. Why the fuck was he running towards a hulk?

I felt compelled to follow him, mentally skimming through the options for the most effective kill. We had to get out quickly, otherwise we’d be there until morning, fending off wave after wave.

I drew my bowstring and tried to put an arrow in the mutant’s massive head. I missed and got its ear.

“Graaaagh,” it roared.

Drawing level with the monster, Shatun sprayed it with flames, which only made the situation worse, because now it was on fire, and all the angrier.

So much for keeping noise levels down. It’s going to tear into us now! I began whacking it with dark-energy arrows. The first ricocheted off its upper arm without leaving so much as a scratch, but when it hit the ground beneath the monster’s feet, an obsidian blackness spilled from it. My second arrow struck it right in the eye.

I very much hoped that would do the trick.

Shouting would have taken too long and not been reliable, so I wrote Shatun a DM: We’ve got to get out of here soon, otherwise we’ll have all the infecteds in the area on our backs. You make a break for it, and I’ll cover you.

How had I learned to fire arrows and compose messages simultaneously?

Roger that! His reply was instant, and he ran back to the group.

While he was massing the troops for retreat, I did not spare my arrows, shooting the wounded hulk without respite, in the hope it would eventually drop down dead.

I couldn’t understand at what point the simple escorting of people back to our base had grown into an insane marathon around the city. I’d used up boatloads of arrows and other ammunition, and we still needed to get home.

On the way, we got into another scrape. As we were taking a shortcut through a park, we heard bursts of machine gun fire in our direction. Luckily no one was hit, but I made a mental note of the suburban house where the shots had come from, and promised myself to return there at a later date.

We made it back to the skyscraper at a run, trailed by a bunch of zombies, and were saved by our fighters in the building, who immediately joined in the fun, using their weapons and skills to lay waste to the infecteds.

I joined in the general firefight, getting my hands on some boxes at last. I also caught sight of another lad retrieving a dropped yellow trinket casket. Lucky guy.

The fighters had been seized by a certain pride. Until very recently, they hadn’t even been able to set foot outside the old dormitory, yet here they were, spoiling for a fight. Also of note was the good work of the snipers, who kept the powerful zombie mutants at arm’s length.

When it was all but over, with just a smattering of infecteds left, I decided to go home without waiting for the end of the show. I was more interested in the question of what I was going to be fed today.

* * *

“Tell me, Anton, did I not warn you about Varg? What the hell was Dmitri playing at, picking holes in his archery skills and demanding his bow like that?” Smoking nervously, Combat eyeballed his old friend.

It was not how he’d envisaged this meeting of two old battle buddies.

“Zhenya, how was I to know you’d taken a psycho under your wing?” Anton asked, unafraid to share his opinion of Varg. “He’s uncontrollable. He needs shooting like a rabid dog before he does any harm to others.”

“How wrong you are, my friend,” said Zhenya Combatov with a crooked grin. “It is exclusively thanks to his resourcefulness that we are still alive. We’ve never had any problems with him before, and a few elementary rules need to be adhered to, that’s all. He never pokes his nose in anyone else’s affairs, and he demands the same respect from others. Even in our meetings, my people refrain from saying anything unnecessary, so as not to upset him.”

“That’s just what I’m talking about. He considers this building his own, yet he’s nobody. Plus, I heard he fed one of your guys to the deadmen. How do you explain that?”

Combat hoped very much that Varg could not hear through walls. That he could see through walls, they had guessed long ago.

“He killed a man who was just about to commit rape, and that is something entirely different. And if we’re talking about the skyscraper, you can’t even imagine how many gray boxes he contributed to it.” Combat himself could only imagine loosely, and that was because he communicated with me more than anyone else. “The price I heard was no less than five hundred.”

This new information made Anton freak out.

“And you think that’s normal? Wasting a month’s worth of resources for the whole group on the cockamamie wishes of a callow youth? Maybe it wasn’t worth indulging his desires?” In his indignation, he allowed himself to strike the desk with his fist.

“Get a grip on yourself,” said Combat, raising his voice.

“Sorry, I’m a bit on edge today.”

“Varg owes nobody anything, and he earned those boxes by himself. And for God’s sake, I urge you not to repeat any of this in his presence. Not even I would be able to save you.”

“Save? Me? I’ll go and shoot him myself right now!” The implacable man could not forgive me my insult.

Combat felt nauseous. He knew full well what I might do if an individual like this came a-knocking on my door. And if he frightened the children, well…

“Zhenya, if you do that, I’m afraid your death will be very quick, and believe me” — Combat took a short pause — “it will—”

“And what do you suggest I do? Tolerate all this?” Anton interrupted, unable to rein himself in. “Pour me another shot, will you?”

“Yes. I suggest that, with regard exclusively to this person, you swallow your pride. He will never overstep the mark first, and I won’t allow him to be provoked. And from now on, you’re off the hooch, otherwise you’ll get hammered and go have it out with him.”

“Zhenya, we’ve seen action together, and you know damn well what I’m capable of.”

“I know,” said Combat. “That’s why I’m saying forget it. This is your first day here. You will soon be brought up to speed, and when you learn of Varg’s deeds, you will not want to go have it out with him, I can assure you.”

“Even so, my opinion of him is not going to change,” said Anton, digging his heels in.

Combat was aware of his old friend’s obstinacy, but he also knew Anton was no fool. Anton had served under his command for many years, in which time they had gotten to know each other well.

“I have nothing more to say to you on the subject, period. I will explain everything to your people myself. Oh yes, your Dmitri is being dealt with by a medic and will soon be back on the rails. Largely, by the way, thanks to a potion given to us by Varg.”

“Maybe I should shoot him after all?” Anton said, making one last attempt to get his point over.

Just then there came a knock at the door. It was a knock that Combat had memorized by heart, and he raised his head to the heavens.

“O System, give me the strength to cope.”

* * *

“Well, sweetie, you caused quite a rumpus out there,” said an excited Polina, in lieu of good morning, as she clung to my neck. “Right now, our whole group is discussing how you broke that guy’s arm.”

“Pol, let me at least take a shower,” I said, yawning sleepily and trying to break free.

“Sure, sure. But first tell me what actually happened. I’ve heard so much from different people that I don’t know who to believe.”

What can you do with curiosity like this?

Only later did I realize how much I’d overreacted. People had been scared, and I’d made myself look like some kind of animal. All said and done, I couldn’t care less, but I did have to live in the same building as them. I should have just clocked him one, or subtly broken a finger. The break actually turned out pretty bad; open fractures never look nice.

Then again, he shouldn’t have gotten my dander up. I seriously did not like people touching my stuff. I’d never had many personal possessions in my life, and the few I did have, I did not allow others to take.

I wasn’t going to tell anyone that, mind. Let them think I was happy with everything and would do that to anyone. It was the most likely outcome for anyone who crossed my path. In moments like that, my adrenaline levels went through the roof, and my reactions were quicker than my thoughts.

Had it not been for the copious witnesses, I would probably have just buried him and been done with it.

Those witnesses had not yet had time to become my people. They were basically strangers, and I didn’t care much for strangers.

“Fine,” I said, capitulating to those beautiful supplicating eyes. “It happened like this…”

Ten minutes later.

“What an idiot. He tried to take your bow, and insulted you on top of that? I can imagine how scared our guys were just then.”

“They were all wearing balaclavas, so I couldn’t see their faces, but Shatun went white as a sheet.”

“Thank you,” Polina said, rewarding me with a kiss. “Now run along and take that shower.”

“Thank you for your permission,” I replied, taking a jocular bow and heading for the bathroom.

Standing there under the warm water, I did not want to think about anything. I just couldn’t be bothered. I’d spent half the night trying to assuage my fury, and I seemed to have almost calmed down.

Anyway, on our return, I was wicked angry, so I went to see Combat to tell him my position on the two jerkoffs who’d fucked up our operation.

They had been told, in clear Russian: You are being saved, so don’t get in the way.

Tactic, the group commander who’d stood up for the recently crippled man, turned out to be a friend of Combat’s. For some reason, he decided he could give orders, and moreover boss me about. How mistaken he was, the poor weedy thing.

In Combat’s office, he talked down to me, foaming at the mouth, as he told me what he thought of me. Then he figured he could amaze me by announcing his glorious level 6 as evidence of his strength and heroism.

It was at this point that my bad mood vanished as if by magic, replaced by laughter. A crummy sixer had dared to admonish me. Ha!

Although that was no way to think, dammit, or it wouldn’t be long before I developed a superiority complex. I would have to be more restrained in my thoughts. Smugness never helped anybody.

I am sorry to say, however, that I was not restrained, and I did proclaim my level, for swagger is what makes us who we are. Even Combat was lost for words. For some reason he thought I was 10 at most. I caught him eyeballing me somewhat strangely, without animosity or envy, but with ill-concealed respect.

Anyway, we agreed mutually to bring a halt to the confrontation and keep the peace. Or to be more precise, they agreed. I didn’t give a toss. Leave me alone, go about your business — just so long as it’s not to the detriment of our community — and everything will be just fine and dandy.

After finishing my morning toilet, I entered the living room, where a delicious breakfast awaited me.

I was more and more convinced that Polina had a skill closely connected to the culinary arts, and that her level was no lower than 7.

“Igor, just imagine, a girlfriend of mine was in yesterday’s group, and while you were showering, she dropped by to say hello,” she said, clearly working up to something. “Is it okay if I invite her to dinner this evening? She’ll be amazed when she finds out who my man is.”

“She’ll think you live with a monster, and that I keep you here by force, and she’ll start a crusade against me,” I suggested facetiously, prompting giggles of amusement.

“The main thing is that she doesn’t want to become number three,” said the smiling Katya. I didn’t understand what she was driving at.

“No-o-o,” Polina drawled. “She has a husband. And anyway, I don’t want to spend too much time with her. We’re not that close.”

The ladies were in an excellent mood, chatting gaily and laughing. Their daughters had gone to play on another floor, where a kids’ room had been set up. Katya told me in secret that in their children’s world, the power-grabbing had already begun.

After thanking them for the delicious fish salad, and pasta with stewed meat, I rose from the table.

It was still morning and there was nothing to do, so I decided to pay a visit to Quartermaster.

Mikhail and I drank a shot to our meeting, and gassed about life for half an hour. Then I gave him all the crap I had no use for, and was able to assess the size of his storeroom. It was incomparably larger than the previous one, at four hundred square meters, some hefty storage space. He had commandeered some shelving from the local shops, and now sat in state in a soft leather armchair, like a dragon safeguarding its treasure.

After Quartermaster, my next port of call was Shatun, to find out how the poor guy was doing after the travails of yesterday.

He was back to calling me “brother,” and there was no trace of yesterday’s austere tough guy. Strange people, these soldiers. So serious out on maneuvers, yet such boneheads at home.

Afterwards, I donned my invisibility and went for a wander among the people to do a spot of eavesdropping.

The newcomers walked the corridors with their rulebooks, learning them by heart.

There was much gossip about me, but if they’d known I was within earshot, there would have been much less. An interesting thought occurred to me.

Just as two women were discussing me and my barbarity, I walked past them and deactivated invisibility. Not looking their way, I pretended not to have noticed them and continued on down the corridor. Then I disappeared around a corner, before turning back to see that one of them had developed a twitch in her eye.

“Masha, let’s just forget it, huh? Let’s talk about the weather instead.”

“Uh-huh,” Masha agreed. Then she said, “You’re right, he’s a good guy, that Varg. Just look at the order he’s created. The outside world is total chaos, but in here it’s like a hotel, and most importantly it’s safe. And that’s to say nothing of the job opportunities. Everybody’s busy doing something.”

Flattery accepted, and screw the fact that it was all Combat’s doing and I was more of a strawman.

“You’re right, Masha, we’re very lucky to have been accepted into this group,” the second lady said, purposefully loudly.

Pleased by their reaction, I continued my meanderings, my mood heightened by mischievousness. By tomorrow everyone would know I might appear by their side without warning and listen in on their conversations.

Now then, who’s this creeping around quietly in invisibility? Who was this copying me, albeit very lamely? Clearly a level-one skill and too easy to spot if you looked carefully.

A teenager, about fifteen, with thick shoulder-length hair, was stealing towards the kitchen, checking constantly around him. An invisible thief? My curiosity piqued, I decided to follow him.

I thought I recognized him from yesterday’s group, but I couldn’t be absolutely sure.

Reaching the kitchen door and looking furtively around, the kid waited for it to open. When the lady cook came out into the corridor, he slipped inside, quiet as a mouse. I did not need to follow him, as I could see perfectly well with my vision.

I wondered what he was looking to steal. Or perhaps the little bastard had merely confused the kitchen with the communal shower room? That’s a point, do we have communal shower rooms? If not, perhaps I could create some, so he had somewhere to go.

The kid approached the countertop, snatched five pieces of freshly baked bread, and quickly backed up towards the door.

I had no idea how to react. On the one hand, he was a thief, while on the other hand, he was a hungry teenager.

The theft seemed insignificant, and could easily have a blind eye turned to it, though it could also be the beginnings of a thievery snowball.

I opened the chat and wrote to Combat.

How many invisibles are there in the group? I wanted to sound out the situation before taking action.

You and Fedya. Why? The reply was quick, as if he’d been sitting there waiting for my message. CAUSE FOR ALARM? He quickly twigged what was going on.

No, everything’s okay. Wait for me in your office, I’ll be there in a minute. I’ve sniffed out a rodent.

Fine, but the soldiers will be ready JUST IN CASE. The old guy was paranoid, but that was a likable quality in a leader.

Interested to see where the kid would head next, I continued tailing him, and when we came to an empty corridor, I pounced. Well, I say “pounced,” but really I just grabbed him by the scruff of the neck and threw him over my shoulder. Then I hauled him off to see Combat, him cussing all the way and clueless as to what invisible force had nabbed him. With the two of us being visually imperceptible, the situation must have been most bizarre for the few people we passed along the way. One old lady crossed herself, before disappearing into a room and slamming the door behind her.

“Here you go, a gift,” I said, dropping the kid, whose invisibility had waned to visible.

Combat had pretty much figured out the situation, and looked the youth up and down with interest.

“My guess would be an unaccounted invisible.” Combat said.

“Evidently so,” I said. “Although why he was stealing food is more a question for you. Surely things aren’t so bad that he missed out on his crust?”

All the way here, he’d clung to his stolen bread for dear life.

“We haven’t had time to work out entitlements for the newcomers yet.”

“Combat” — I raised my voice — “I don’t care what you do or how, but since you’ve taken it upon yourselves to create your own community, be a good sport and provide for everyone, huh?”

Our eyes met. Neither of us wanted to climb down and be the first to look away.

“I understand,” said Combat. He had no choice.

“Good. You’re an old and experienced soldier, so don’t forget about the children. Maybe you could organize some sort of fund? Or would you like me to do it?”

“Uh-huh, yes, come to the next meeting, and we can put our heads together on the subject.” The man’s face broke out in a cunning smile.

Fuck, I fucked up. Didn’t think of that. I didn’t like their meetings and other similar crap. If you asked me, action was better than words.

But it was too late to back out.

“Okay. I’ve got an idea,” I said, leaning on the desk with my hands. “Perhaps Polina could help you in the matter, on my behalf, and see to its completion?”

The prospect of this made Combat’s smile disappear in a flash. Indeed he screwed up his features at the mere thought of that woman throwing her weight about in his office. Her energy, bullheadedness, and sense of duty would squeeze the life juices out of them all, on the way to achieving what she wanted.

“Not Polina. I’d be concerned too many of the old guys would go out zombie bashing just to avoid meetings.”

“That sounds great then.”

As I was half way out of the door, leaving the confused kid to Combat, who would find him a place where he could be of use to the community, Combat stopped me.

“Varg, since you’re here anyway, take these documents,” he said, producing a file from the desk drawer and throwing it onto the table.

“What documents?” I wanted to crack a joke, saying, I’m not going to sign anything.

“This is all the information we’ve gathered on the Call of Urus group. It may not look much, but I can assure you it’s plenty to be going on with.”

I read the file on my way into town. The weather was superb, and my mood was inciting me, in a whisper, to take a stroll.

What could be better than shooting zombies?

“And where are you off to?” a voice said. I beheld a figure leaping adroitly from wall to wall. Unfortunately, today was not his day, and two arrows sent the jumper to his final rest.

As I walked, I shot everything that moved, as well as glancing into the windows of shops and other establishments. If I found something interesting, I marked the spot on the map, with an annotation so the soldiers would be able to find it later.

At the same time, I cleared the useful shops of any danger. On a quiet narrow side street, I found a small grocery storehouse, without a sign, which looked unlooted. Inside sat three zombie archers and two jumpers.

Dealing with them was not difficult. First I took out the jumpers, then I blinked over to the archers and beheaded them.

Interesting. It appeared they hunkered down specially in buildings people might want to visit, and lay in wait for their victims.

As I walked along George Afonov Street, my attention was caught by something, I couldn’t tell what, moving around inside a bank.

Using X-ray vision, I counted forty-three people who seemed to be living quite happily in there. The building was well reinforced, with thick walls and armoured windows, and some of its balconies and windows covered by grilles. And if the number of dead zombies littered around was anything to go by, the residents appeared to have some balls.

A message from Combat distracted me from my scrutinizing the bank.

Varg, we’ve got problems. Well yes, it made sense. What else could they possibly have to tell me? I’ve been contacted by some people from the Call of Urus group. They’re demanding your head, along with the book you stole from them.

Send them packing, I wrote. I couldn’t give a toss about any Uruses. I had seriously pissed them off by killing one of their strongest.

I read in the dossier that they were very strange and unprincipled, and nearly all of them had sold out to a demon or some other kind of monster. They made their living exclusively by capturing people, and they had an abnormal number of people who possessed skills.

And that’s not all, Combat continued, delighting me further still, directly after them, Fedot got in touch with me as well. He needs you alive, but bound.

My mood changed in an instant, not a trace left of the joy or merriment that were now replaced with extreme anger and bloodthirst. I wanted urgently to tear out someone’s Adam’s apple with my bare hands.

Fedot. That means…

Just as you said, I sent them all packing. Now we’ll have to prepare for some serious nastiness.

Copy that, I wrote curtly, before adjusting my route.

Stroll canceled. I was expected, and it was an invitation I intended to accept.


Chapter 19

THE FOLKS OF THE CALL OF URUS GROUP were unfortunately a long way away, but it wasn’t them I was interested in right now. Rather it was Fedot and his Anarchy band, who were close by, so I decided to pay them a visit.

Jeez, what an unforgiving lot. What was the big deal? All I’d done was rough their guys up a bit in the dorm, and maybe burn them twice, but they weren’t exactly saints either. And they needed me, you see, and since I was needed, I would pay them a visit. Why the hell not?

How negligent they were.

From a distance, I saw them roaming the vicinity, killing lone zombies. I counted three groups. Wow, how they’d wised up! Arming themselves with system gifts instead of firearms.

The first group I took out so quickly they didn’t even have time to understand who was shooting at them. Ditto the second group. The third group managed to rattle off a message about me. No doubt Fedot had read a system notification concerning who was killing his people, and was now giving the order to return to base. But who was going to let them leave here?

I used only crystal-tipped arrows, making their deaths as “pleasant” as possible, and their yells of pain were so loud they could be heard for several blocks around.

That’s right, scream as loud as you like. Attract as many zombies as you can.

Why did these palookers think they could take my stuff? How come they couldn’t put up a worthy resistance, yet they dared to threaten me and stipulate conditions? They needed me, and here I was, but where were they? Why was there no assault team here? Did they need Polina? Come on out and tell me to my face! Why were they all hiding like wounded dogs?

I was very, very angry. Cut to the quick. They must be made to cry tears of blood.

After finishing off the last of Fedot’s fleeing people, I made for their headquarters. It took me five minutes to get there.

Not a bad setup they’ve got here. Firing posts now stood atop towers that once served as prisoner-surveillance points, and the entire territory was clear of zombies. Also, they’d reinforced the old fence with new walls of cars, creating a double barrier to deny the zombies close access to the base.

Until very recently, such walls had been the stuff of dreams, but now… Well, were these really walls? In all seriousness, they were nothing more than a low fence. Take my skyscraper, for instance; those were real walls. Whereas this was merely a piss-poor excuse.

I sent Combat a message: Write to Fedot and ask him why they’re hiding from me.

Strange. It was suspiciously quiet, nobody to be seen. All I could see was machine gun barrels protruding from the tops of the firing positions.

* * *

“You sent that psycho to see Anarchy?” Tactic asked. He was having problems understanding what was going on.

“That’s right,” replied the thoughtful Combat. “I used to think Fedot was a dangerous unprincipled bastard. But now I don’t even know who’s the scarier. He’s already sent me a dozen messages. First he wrote that he’d exterminate them all if we didn’t surrender. Now he’s writing the same again, but this time he’s demanding we get Varg out of his hair.”

At an emergency meeting concerning the situation, everybody listened to their leader, and nobody knew what to think. My behavior appealed to some, while others were wary of my unstable character and thought I might cause a lot of problems. However, they agreed unanimously that they wouldn’t cope without me, and that I truly did solve all their problems in double-quick time.

“How can one man terrorize a whole group of a thousand? How?” It was Tactic’s opinion that the situation was insane and went beyond the rules of warfare.

“He’s Varg, that’s all there is to it,” said Combat, bearing his teeth. “I told you, anyone who infringes on his personal space will have hell to pay. That reminds me, how is Dmitri?”

Tactic signed a heavy sigh. There were problems with Dmitri. “Bad.”

“Is the wound not healing?”

“No, the wound’s fine, they patched it up and his arm’s as good as new. But the information he overheard in hospital about Varg seems to have traumatized him much worse. He’s always considered himself invincible, and he’s right, but your people told him so much about who Varg dared to take on.”

Dmitri had always been a warrior, but this time he’d been brushed aside by an average guy who could have killed him with his eyes closed.

“Wounded pride,” said Quartermaster, sniggering into his whiskers.

“It’s not just pride,” said Tactic, who didn’t like seeing his men like this. “I reckon he’s scared of Varg now. And when Varg’s woman brought pies for the injured soldiers and asked how he was doing, he lost the power of speech. And she tried to reassure him that Varg hadn’t broken his arm deliberately, and that generally he was a good guy.”

“Be careful saying things like that. What if he takes exception to something?” Combat asked, reminding him whose girl she was.

Although truth be told, Polina had earned herself a good reputation over time, and to many she was an icon. She never stopped helping people in trouble, even during the hardest of times, often sharing her food with hungry women and children and never asking for anything in return.

Most people did not understand why the girl blithely gave away the food of such a frightening man as Varg, and could only imagine what she surely must have to put up with as a result. Very few knew the truth, and she considered it beneath her dignity to justify herself to anybody.

A couple of times she’d been called a slut, in response to which she had merely smiled. But when they started slagging off Varg, then it was fisticuffs. When Polina’s fights with other women were reported to Combat, he thought he might lose his hair out of fear when he imagined what Varg would do in return for the merest scratch on her. For this reason, a new item, concerning Varg’s women, was added to the rulebook.

“What’s his kill tally, do we know?” The question was of interest to everyone.

“No, we don’t,” said Combat with a shake of the head. He was interested himself.

“Maybe we should ask him?”

“What, are you nuts? Fuck that shit, let him entertain himself,” came the instant response.

The next suggestion was: “What about asking Polina to find out?”

“Semion, you’ll be in the kitchen polishing pots in a minute for suggestions like that,” said Combat, losing his rag.

“By the way, the soldiers found three of Varg’s markers in the city center yesterday,” Quartermaster said, diplomatically changing the subject. “Two hundred kilograms of various kinds of pasta, two sacks of sugar, a hundred and seventy tins of food, and some other sundry stuff.”

“Excellent news.” Tidings like that always made Combat happy, because what he wanted least of all was for his people to go hungry. “We could do with finding some electricity-producing artifacts as well.”

“We-e-ell,” said Quartermaster protractedly, “you’ll need to speak to Varg about that.”

Tactic swore angrily, his brain exploding at the news. “What the fuck is going on here? Is the whole world in bed with Varg now? How the hell does he get to be the plug for all your holes?”

“We were shocked ourselves to begin with, but then we got used to it,” said Fedya. “And you’ll get used to it too. The main thing is to observe the rules, and everything will be fine.”

The conversation continued to revolve around Varg, eliciting yet more torrents of expletives from Tactic.

“And the last item for today” — Combat looked wearily at his list — “we need ammunition, we’re almost out.”

“Only Varg can help with that if you need large quantities,” said Quartermaster, shrugging as though he was stating the obvious.

“ARE YOU TAKING THE PISS? IS THERE ANYTHING YOU CAN DO WITHOUT HIM?” Tactic shouted, knocking over a chair on his way to find the secret stash of cognac.

When the laughter had abated, the suggestions continued.

“What can we offer him in return?”

“A chick?” Fedya could see no alternatives.

“That might be going too far.”

“Maybe we can find him some housemaids to clean his penthouse?” said a hitherto silent man, reminding everyone of the size of Varg’s apartment.

“Polina might rip our heads off, she’s feisty like that.”

“What about building him a shooting range?”

“Who said that? Ah, it’s you, Mikhail. Excellent idea. It would be somewhere for the soldiers to train as well.” The proposal was approved by all on the spot.

* * *

Twenty-four hours and five thousand dead bodies later, my fury was marginally assuaged.

Now I had them under siege. I was in charge of the situation around here, not them. From time to time, I launched exploding arrows and air arrows into the building, which demolished the armor plating on the windows and provided me free access to the main building of the base.

When they tried to come out into the yard to attack, I would shoot them, protected by invisibility, until those remaining alive fled back inside in terror. X-ray vision showed me that many of them sat quietly in their rooms, making no attempt to venture out. They didn’t even know if I was inside their building or outside.

“You idiot, you’re not an inmate anymore, get it? You can’t keep us locked in here forever. We’re gonna get you, you shitting invisible man,” shouted some psycho into a bullhorn. More than likely Fedot.

I could imagine how jittery he was. Entering their base using blink and killing them had been a cakewalk. The most important thing was not to bump into anybody with a strong skill.

Replying to him was pointless, I wouldn’t be heard, and I didn’t want to come too close, because they might start shooting blindly and hit me. Several times the stone and fire skills whizzed past me too close for comfort. My leg even got scratched by some shrapnel from a brick building hit by a missile.

“Why the silence? Not got the balls to show yourself and fight a duel with me? I’m ready to come out right now, or can you only kill knavishly from within invisibility?” Fedot asked. He wouldn’t let it lie.

What’s he trying to achieve? Is he double daring me? How silly.

Sitting atop one of their towers, I scratched my head as I had another good look around. There was something about his behavior I didn’t like; I sensed a trap. What had gotten him so worked up, so confrontational, as to throw down the gauntlet? Funny.

And soon enough I turned out to be right. Still shouting, he tried to attract my attention. And it might have happened for him, were it not for my X-ray vision, which enabled me to see a portal suddenly open inside and my Urus friends emerge from it.

So, they’d managed to cut a deal and would now try to hurt me together. Yeah right, dream on.

Two blinks, and I was out of the prison grounds and hiding in a nearby building.

And a good job too, it transpired, when five minutes later an embittered crowd of people spilled out through the doors of the base.

Judging by their appearances, it was two dozen skill holders who had arrived via the portal, and a hundred of Fedot’s no-frills soldiers.

All those with skills wore identical gray clothing, which made them stand out from the crowd. They immediately began to scan their surroundings, and the blue-haired kid I recognized from the previous rumble started barking commands. Then they divided into four squads and set off to scour the immediate vicinity in search of me.

Should I stay or should I go home? That was the question. The main thing was that they shouldn’t take it into their heads to march on our building en masse. I remembered that at the last meeting, Quartermaster had sighed dismally as he mentioned the deficit of munitions. The soldiers would not be able to withstand an open battle, and we didn’t want to lose people. I honestly didn’t know if I could kill them all; more than likely not. My strength was in my mobility and invisibility, and if they started killing everyone in the skyscraper, I would be forced to either surrender, or abandon everything and run. I didn’t care about the mass of people, but there was Polina, Katya, and the girls to think about. And I was accustomed to having Quartermaster and Combat around.

So I had to do something urgently with this cheerful lot. After all, it was eminently possible that it might occur to them to pay us a visit.

A few minutes later, a solution was found and accepted. Bingo.

I crept closer to one of the groups, occupied a convenient position, and let fly with an explosion arrow. Four were immediately killed by the resultant flames, but those with skills were untouched, luckily for them. I wasn’t upset; I had a different goal in mind.

I deactivated invisibility, and a one-man show began.

They saw me and charged. I was too far away for them to shoot me, so I hightailed it in the other direction.

“Found him!” came a female cry. “Help us round him up!”

They’ve found me, excellent. As I ran, I played the harassed prey, stumbling in places, or deliberately missing as I shot on the hoof.

They fell for it and began whooping and hollering as they chased me.

Occasionally it was impossible to avoid zombies, so I donned invisibility. Then, when the danger passed, I became visible again, giving them to understand I was running low on mana and would not be invisible for much longer.

When they got waylaid by zombies, I had to wait for them, feigning shortness of breath in a doubled-over pose, before renewing my escape.

I could see the rest had caught up with this group, which was good. And the fucker with the teleportation skill had taken a shortcut and opened portals in several places up ahead. Did he reckon himself some kind of brainiac?

Excellent, my naïve friends.

Combat was concerned for me. Varg, are you okay? Fedot wrote me you were dead in the water and he would soon be bringing your corpse home to us.

Tell him to fuck off from me. And tell him thanks for his seventy-two dead people who enlarged my inventory significantly.

We ran around like that for an hour and a half. The hardest thing for me was to choose routes involving fewer zombies. Occasional lightning and fireball skills came my way, but I was able to activate invisibility in time, deactivating it a couple of meters later.

“He’s got no mana left!” came my pursuers’ joyous howls.

Haha, wrong, guys! Although technically they were right, I didn’t have any mana, because I had no need for it.

And here, at long last, was the derelict concrete factory. I ran inside, grinning from ear to ear.

No sooner was I inside, out of harm’s way, than I activated invisibility and blinked five times until I was well out of sight of the entrance.

The people running after me had no clue who lived in the building, and were no doubt delighted to have chased me into a dead end. Exhausted but pleased, the idiots ran inside and began to seek me out, by which time I was looking down on them from my perch atop an industrial smokestack that towered above the whole factory.

I had stumbled across the factory purely by chance and been amazed to see how many different kinds of undead were hiding out here. I marked the place on the map with a very thick circle. It had been too risky to kill them that time, but now they were just what I needed.

Hulks alone numbered a dozen, and deep in the basement lived an entire family of arachnids that had woven their webs throughout the below-ground floors.

The chimneys were inhabited by zombie fruit bats, but they paled in comparison with the zombie archers and jumpers, as well as a shit ton of those ugly motherfuckers that looked like meatballs with teeth.

From the top of the chimney I could hear practically nothing, so I shifted to a lower one.

“Find him! He does not get out of here alive!”

“Can I have him? It’s been ages since I tortured a cute little boy,” squeaked a maniacal woman.

“Don’t you have enough slaves?”

“I haven’t got any slaves,” replied the woman, with a gloomy frown. “They all died.”

“That’s because, you dumbass bitch, you torture them all to death and then demand fresh meat, and there hasn’t been much of it around recently. The Army guys are getting more and more brazen.”

Interesting information about the girl; I would have to remember it for future eventualities.

“Every respectable girl should have her little weaknesses,” she said, covering her mouth coquettishly with a handkerchief and laughing dementedly.

It appeared I had found my audience. If I played by the book and accounted for the similarity in our characters, I should nip down and join them.

A bunch of freaks and maniacs; what more was there to say? Unfortunately, we were on opposite sides of the barricades.

So it was time for them to die, and for me to go home and lie in a warm bed, side-by-side with Polina.

There were people here with strong skills who could create defensive barriers that were hard to pierce. Each of them would require at least ten arrows, so I proposed the job be done for me by the local inhabitants.

I took two grenades from my inventory and remembered how I’d been taught to use them. Pulling the pins, I lobbed them into the crowd.

Two almost simultaneous explosions resounded throughout the whole factory, but my enemies merely shrugged them off, for the grenades landed nowhere near them and brought me no gain.

“Look, he’s up there! Shoot!” one of them shouted.

That’s right, shoot yourself up the ass, I’m already on another chimney.

Two high-powered sickles flew into the tower I’d just vacated. This was followed by indiscriminate firing and the hurling of lightning and stone skills, all of which created an awful lot of excess noise.

“RAAAAAGH!” And out came the locals. I smiled and broke out the popcorn. That’s right, popcorn, what of it?

“Waaaaagh!”

“Raaaaaagh!”

“GRAAAAASH!”

Human shrieks mixed in with the howlings of monsters from every direction. Man, you guys are fucked, I eulogized them in advance.

Zombies and mutants came crawling out of every nook and cranny and set upon the people, whose frightened faces and histrionic wailings had me in raptures of morality.

One giant zombie put a hole through a shield before crushing its owner’s body like a tin can. A gaggle of small dog-sized arachnids threw themselves on a guy in a cloak and tore him to pieces as blood sprayed everywhere.

Before it was too late, I remembered my telephone and began filming. This would be a proper movie to show Combat.

And there was plenty to show. Even I, who had seen plenty of different kinds of monster in this new world, was left breathless. A bloodthirsty mass of raggle-taggle mutants and zombies came running and crawling out of the woodwork. They clawed, they bit, they rent asunder simple soldiers and skill holders so fast that their victims stood no chance of putting up a decent fight.

Here was someone with a fire attribute trying quickly to create a fire wall, but his head became detached from his body due to a razor-sharp slash to the neck from a new kind of zombie I’d never previously seen. The zombie was fast, even very fast, and instead of arms it had bony blades right up to its shoulders.

Fuck, I wasn’t expecting that. I dread to think what might happen if a whirlwind like that got into the skyscraper. I wouldn’t be able to do anything. Nobody would be able to do anything. Everyone would die.

“No-o-o… a-a-arrrrgh.” Three spiders went to work on a man all at once.

This hell of human stupidity and arrogance lasted no longer than five minutes, and was survived by just five of the smartest folks with skills. Almost immediately, little boy blue gave the command to open a portal and they disappeared, leaving their people to be annihilated by monsters.

In those five minutes, nearly everyone died, including many with ineffectual skills.

At a push, our entire group had twenty people with skills, and even then, over half would be useless. Whereas these beauties, the best of the best, had first-rate skills… Well yes, “had” being the operative word. Maybe the system only gave strength and capabilities to inept people?

Watching zombies chow down on my enemies was most gratifying.

Waiting until the monsters had finished off their business and slinked back into their dens, I returned to ground level, where my nose was immediately struck by the stench of blood and feces.

Hmm, and each of them has indeed dropped a grimoire.

It’s still tempting. If I use them and survive, I’ll become one of the strongest people in the world, right? And then I can fuck everyone off and go it properly alone. Could I, though? I can pretty much do anything now anyway. Ah, never mind, it was just an aside.

Gathering up all the grimoires and undamaged weaponry, I got the hell out of Dodge.

An interesting foray. Shame I hadn’t killed those freaks myself, but a bloodbath like that was too risky to get involved in.

I entertained the thought of collecting their heads and dumping them on Fedot’s turf. After all, from what I’d heard, he hadn’t exactly been a fearless comrade to them. However, you couldn’t put body parts in your inventory, and I didn’t much fancy carrying them in my hands.

Varg, where are you? What happened? They stopped writing me threats… completely... ooh, it looks like fun over there.

Fedot called for help from a Call of Urus squad. I didn’t go into detail. Combat was the leader and needed to be up to date on events, so as to avoid doing anything stupid in the future.

Is everything really that bad? Are you okay?

Yeah, it’s bad. Fifteen guys with great skills dead, along with a hundred of Fedot’s basic soldiers.

Let him figure out for himself what that meant. I didn’t wait for a reply.

Combat was in such shock he didn’t know what to say.


Chapter 20

THOSE DAMNED URUS. All the way, all I could do was think about them. Even sleep took a back burner, despite me not having slept for over twenty-four hours.

Where could they have gotten so many skills? And what was that demonic grimoire all about? Perhaps it was something to do with a test? Were they really demons?

What freaking demons? Exactly. They didn’t exist, right?

Everything connected with them was too bizarre. How could I possibly fend them off if they suddenly rocked up at my home? How many could I kill? Ten, twenty, thirty people? It didn’t matter, I’d be killed myself in the end anyway, and everything would turn very sour for our people.

An urgent plan needed hatching. Just when I was beginning to believe I could handle anything, harsh reality brought my self-esteem crashing down to baseboard level.

It was excellent that people were developing and growing stronger, and it was at just these moments that you needed a loyal group.

I entered Combat’s office gloomier than a thundercloud, and when they saw me, everyone went quiet, even Tactic.

“Everything okay, Varg?” Combat asked, preparing to take any burden on himself.

“We’re in the shit, deep shit,” I said, to the delight of those gathered.

“Urus?” he speculated sullenly.

“Not just them. The thing is, Combat, you all have to get stronger in every respect, and very very quickly. I realized today just how far behind the other groups we are.”

I could see by their faces that not everyone agreed with me, but they maintained a tactful silence.

“Take a look at this, I made a video especially for you. And have a good think about what you’ll be able do to these Urus, and the zombies, when they come here. And yes, that means when, not if,” I said, handing the telephone to Combat and plonking myself down wearily on a soft sofa in the corner.

“Fuck me,” said Tactic, expressing the general opinion of the shocked group, “is that even legal?”

“Am I to understand you lured them into a trap?” asked Combat, connecting the dots.

“That’s right. The concrete factory is out of bounds to you, so steer well clear of it. Now, you’ve got things to discuss, so if I may, I’ll go get some sleep, my eyelids are sticking together,” I said, yawning demonstratively.

* * *

“What do you reckon?” Combat asked the men present.

“I reckon we need to retain Varg at all costs, even if he demands a different virgin every night,” one of the analysts said. “He dealt with a group that could easily have eaten us all for breakfast without choking. Maybe I’m exaggerating, but we would have lost a lot of people.”

“I hate to say it, but the facts speak for themselves,” said Tactic through clenched teeth. “Life would be very tough for us without Varg. There’s too much in this new world that we don’t understand, and Varg is someone who barrels ahead without concern for the consequences.”

“What the hell is he playing at? Why, just when everything seems to be looking up, does he bring such excellent tidings from the external world?” Fedya asked, groaning and hiding his head in his hands.

Combat was in total agreement.

“We need to give this question more thought, but now I want to hear from the analytical department. What’ve you come up with concerning a fund for families with no breadwinner or who can’t fight to earn food in the form of rewards?”

* * *

“You let me down badly, Steelo,” a well-groomed, strapping, and surly man in a long coat asked. “You were given a task to return our benefactor’s gift, but instead you lost fifteen gifts, and a host of his devout followers.”

The man eyed his subordinate indolently from beneath his brow. He couldn’t care less about the people who had died, and the only thing that worried him were the gifts, which were currently in the hands of a stranger.

“I beg your forgiveness, O Finger of God, a nefarious fuck, um, person lured us into a trap,” mumbled the man, kneeling down on one knee and not daring to raise his eyes to his leader.

“Today we lost brothers and sisters, and you’re begging for forgiveness?” boomed the bass of the outraged voice. “You must be punished. Your punishment is to activate another grimoire, and if you survive, you will be ordered to find Varg and return our gifts.”

The man shook with fear. He remembered the thirty percent chance of success and was very scared, his eyes tearing up. Despite the death he had sown all around, he himself was deathly scared of it. And fresh in his memory were the deaths of those unlucky not to have made the lucky thirty percent.

“And you were lucky, you saved Edward, and he’s our only teleporter.”

“I… I’ll do everything, O Finger of God,” the man promised in a trembling voice.

* * *

My awakening was epic. I felt like a tin can crushed beneath a steamroller, my head droning and my whole body aching. Turns out being awake for so long is bad after all.

Or maybe the nervous stress was to blame. I didn’t panic when out on a sortie. Sure, I got stressed, but I was collected and focused in battle against an enemy.

Yesterday had left an unpleasant taste of blood in my mouth, but the expansion of my inventory to two hundred kilograms was heartening.

Mmmm, that smells tasty. Once again Polina had decided to amaze me with her prowess, and it smelled like something baking. My belly began to rumble, expressing its attitude to my inaction.

It was time to get up and treat myself to a nosh-up.

“What is that tasty aroma wafting throughout the whole apartment?” I asked as I emerged from the bedroom.

“I told you it would work,” said the delighted Polina to her girlfriend. “He always wakes up when there’s a tasty smell in the air.”

“There are other ways to rouse a man,” replied Katya, smiling enigmatically as she looked at me.

“My… want… eat,” I announced, sitting down at the table without protest.

“We sat here worried while you were out gallivanting all day,” Polina joked, feigning a sulk. “It’s good you wrote to us. We were thinking you’d had a bellyful of us and decided to run away.”

“Where am I going to go when the food here is so tasty?” I said, trying to flatter the ladies and, judging by their smiles, hitting the jackpot.

And very contented smiles they were.

“You’re right, you’re not going anywhere.”

I was now canoodled and kissed, and not only by Polina. While Katya was more restrained, her wantonness was nonetheless growing, and she kept a close eye on my reactions. What, was I having a bad time of life? Polina was neither blind nor stupid, and her silence merely meant she was happy with the situation, so why should I rebuff Katya’s attentions?

The pie was mouthwatering, as was the freshly squeezed fruit juice.

While I was gorging on pie, I ran my eye over the fresh news from the group, checking on the work Combat was doing. Two funds had been set up, and now everyone had to contribute one gray box to their own fund. Red boxes, and all the others, went into a collective fund.

I wondered whether I also had to chip in. After all, I was sponsoring them fairly generously as it was. Mind you, I had managed to amass seven hundred boxes.

That would need sorting out today, so I decided to ask the fountainhead: Combat, how did the idea of the funds go down with the people?

Badly. We’re working on it. You don’t have to contribute any boxes. That was quite some concession. What about the fact that I was the fucking founder?

I understood why people weren’t overly keen on sharing stuff, when the zombies weren’t dropping so many boxes. It stood to reason they wouldn’t exactly be delighted by new ideas such as this.

I popped along to the recently created fund office, to find two girls sitting there, Quartermaster’s assistants. They were taking receipt of boxes and keeping a thorough account.

“Eek,” came the initial reaction of the blonde, who saw me first.

“What’s… Wow,” said the other, freezing.

All the other people present, who were making inquiries about the new rules, fell silent and regarded me with interest.

Without a word, I began unloading boxes onto the table in front of the gobsmacked girls. Altogether there were a hundred, fifty for each fund.

“This is my contribution to the funds. Make a note.”

“Yes, yes, certainly,” they said, snapping out of their stupor and hastening to make a new entry.

My good deed done, it was now time to busy myself with the trading platform, which took up the next hour of my life.

I bought twenty water artifacts, thirty electricity artifacts, and fifty healing potions, as well as some cheap level-one system weapons.

The guys needed a treat, and system weapons were eons better than firearms in close combat with zombies. They were more practical, keener, and did not blunt. My spear now broke more than it stabbed, and it was time to scrap it. It seemed a pity to do so, however, so I kept it anyway.

Clubfoot had broken his sword, and everyone had gotten to hear about it, although just how he’d managed to break a system weapon was beyond me.

All the new goodies, I took to other collection points, which were also manned by girls. It was my way of providing people work while not distracting their boss. Combat had quite enough on his plate as it was, and he could at last take a short trip into town with a squad to do some leveling-up.

The people were stunned to silence. Prior to this, they hadn’t been able to see how much decent gear I was bringing to Quartermaster, but now I felt they should know. They had to know what chickenfeed was demanded of them, and I hoped they would now have something to strive for. What surprised them most was the hundreds of red boxes I reluctantly handed over.

Yesterday I’d witnessed the true strength of other groups and realized we stood no chance in battle against them without armaments. Aside from which, people needed simple conveniences, for just as a communal bathhouse was no good, neither was a single electrified room for a hundred people.

For myself I bought a couple of items for the future improvement of my current wardrobe. It was not good that you needed a ton of clothes for the sake of a single level.

Having taken care of all my business in the skyscraper, I went out on another hunt to make up for yesterday’s, which was cut short.

And I rolled like a steamroller, never letting my bow out of my hands, and dispatching everyone I came across. On my way to the drugstore I contemplated how quickest to level up. I could do with getting to at least level 30, at which point I might be able to demolish concrete walls with my bare hands. Yeah right, dream on.

New annotations had appeared on the map in those places where I’d marked finds useful to the soldiers. These places had been cleared, and the fact chronicled for me.

I made my way slowly through the streets, clearing them and collecting rewards, and eventually reached the drugstore in the outskirts of the city, only to find it occupied.

A lone girl sat in the center of the drugstore, trying to heat tins of food over a fire she’d lit on the dirty tiling.

I couldn’t believe my eyes, at first taking her for just another zombie or mutant, but no, she was in fact a girl, albeit an armed one. By her side lay a katana smeared with dried blood.

Entering the premises quietly via the broken door, I stopped still to observe her. She was completely unaware of my presence and continued her tinkerings with the fire. How come she’s so calm? True, there were no zombies visible out the window, but even so, this was an incredible display of either recklessness or stupidity.

“Would you like a pie?” To the girl’s astonishment, I emerged from invisibility with a piece of pie in my hand. Polina had slipped it to me.

Her response was to brandish the katana in front of my face. She would previously have been able to kill or maim me with ease, whereas now it was all too slow. It was in these situations that I perceived the gains made in leveling-up.

“Who are you? How did you get so close to me?” she asked, perking up and jumping to her feet.

“Lower your toothpick or you’ll prick yourself,” I replied languidly, not looking at her.

“I’ll ask you again, who are you?” The girl was anxious. “I’m not gonna give you anything,” she whispered, looking nervously at her food.

“So aggressive and so hungry. Have you not tried killing zombies to feed yourself?” I asked, grinning and taking a step forward.

She took exception to this and activated her skill. Her speed doubled in an instant, and she flung herself at me lightning quick.

She was still way too slow, however, and summoning my spear, I knocked the katana from her hand in one flowing upward motion, while continuing to hold my pie in the other hand.

“So do you want some?” I smiled and held it out again to the nervy girl.

Having no choice, she fell silent for a time, keeping an occasional eye on her weapon, no doubt plotting how to reach it.

On top of everything else, she also looked devilishly tired and her eyes were drooping. She was pooped, although I have to admit she was still strong and nippy.

Even so, she had no choice, so she had to answer my questions. He who is strongest is also right.

And this is what I learned:

Practically all the boxes that dropped for her were either red or pink, sometimes blue, but never gray. She was tired of being hungry. Her skill was tailored to speed, but it demanded a lot of calories. Trips out to the shops in search of a crumb drove her, more often than not, into the red, after confrontations with crowds of zombies.

Well yes, not everyone can go invisible.

She was exhausted and hadn’t slept for several days, and recently she’d had to kill a couple of roughnecks who had taken the absence of rules to mean they could do whatsoever they desired. Now they were dead, and here she sat, trying to get the week’s first hot meal inside her.

“I’m Varg, of the Honor group. I’m guessing you don’t know anything about the groups. Basically, they’re survivors who’ve joined forces and now live together,” I said, while she munched pie and narrowed her eyes pleasingly in delectation. “If you like, you can join our group. Then you’ll have water, food, and electricity, but you will have to work for it.”

Oops, what an idiot. Those last words made her choke on her pie and regard me with suspicion. I could only imagine what plans she’d hatched.

“And no, it’s not what you’re thinking. You’re thinking it’ll be some idiot who only wants you for your body. But I must disappoint you,” I said, waving my hands theatrically. “You will have to work with your hands, for example, chopping zombies or helping prepare food for everyone in the kitchen.”

“Why should I trust you?” she asked. Her entire look emanated mistrust.

“Well, for example, we need a fast vegetable chopper,” I said mockingly. “I reckon you could slice enough potatoes for everyone in a couple of minutes, and if you can shred enough vegetables for a communal salad in the same time, you’ll very soon earn a reputation in the kitchen.”

“Are you taking the piss?” she asked, taking a helpless peek at her katana and an angry one at me.

“I am,” I said with a smile. “To put it bluntly, you’ve got no choice.”

It seemed to me she screwed up her features even more at the word “kitchen,” and when I mentioned her lack of choice, she sighed her despair.

“Okay, I’ll come with you,” she said, chewing her mouthful of pie.

“Uh-huh. Even if you didn’t agree, who in their right mind would refuse a warm bed and the pleasant company of clean people who don’t stink of zombie?”

Fuck, I’d blurted out the wrong thing again, and her look of mistrust returned with doubled intensity.

“Don’t look at me like that,” I said, irritated. “Who else is going to need a bag of bones like you? Give me two minutes, and when I’m done, we can go.”

The drugstore was almost untouched, unlooted, and I was able to treat my inventory to fifty kilograms of medicines, as well as a hundred kilograms of diapers, medicinal spirit, and other bits and bobs.

And all this under the girl’s astounded gaze.

“Strong,” she said in a barely audible whisper.

“Let’s go, I’ll show you the way.”

I led her home without incident, and after releasing her into Combat’s care, I set off to find where I could deposit the medicines and other stuff. Where they accepted boxes and weapons, I already knew, but I didn’t know where to get rid of the rest. It would have been easier to take everything to Quartermaster, but there were appearances to keep up for everyone else’s sake. Let them know who was Big Chief Bread and Butter around here.

During my meanderings around the city, I now paid more attention to the houses and their occupants. Before, I couldn’t have cared whether they were hiding or not, screw them, but now they were potential human resources for the betterment of our group.

I was distracted by a message from Combat: Excellent news, Varg. We have our first handicraftsman! He can make arrows and simple weapons, but he needs raw materials.

How is that useful? I couldn’t see anything remotely cool in that. A teleporter skill would have been just the ticket, but this?

We can make our own weapons. Even arrows.

Hmm, I thought, I might have my own personal arrow supplier. It remained only to figure out the catch, and how soon he would want to hang himself because of the volume of orders.

He’ll need blueprints too, Combat added, as though dropping an afterthought but actually dropping a hint.

I see.

I logged on to the trading platform and entered blueprints in the search box. Great Scott, how many were there? And why were they so expensive? Had everyone lost their marbles? Fifty to a hundred boxes for a crossbow-bolt shaft? They’d completely fucking lost it.

My paupers would have to club together for a month for just one so-so blueprint.

But it’s not all that simple… wrote Combat, unable to finish his thought.

Of course it wasn’t, I thought.

He continued: He’s got a new separate column for handicraft experience, and when he makes things, he gains experience and levels. And the higher his level, the more interesting the things he can make. Or at least that’s what’s written in his profile. All the information is on the group board, have a look and familiarize yourself with it.

What, do I have to bring him nightstands and door handles now? What nonsense.

If you asked me, it was easier to buy ready-made arrows and other stuff on the trading platform.

An amusing picture: three hellhounds unable to share a fresh human corpse and now fighting among themselves. Three arrows, and the doggies were tranquilized. Forever.

You have gained level 18. Your body has become stronger. Your bones and vascular system are improved.

At long last I achieved a new level. Strong bones were a good thing. I wondered if a bullet would be able to penetrate them.

So overjoyed was I that I did not try to avoid the next meatball I came across, deciding instead to fight it. My first arrow went right into one of its toothy mouths. It squealed with pain and began skipping from side to side in an attempt to reach me. The action took place on a wide street, so it wasn’t hard for me to blink away and shoot it from a different angle each time. It expired after arrow number five.

I didn’t know what to think. I was level 18, yet I’d experienced almost no truly difficult battles. All I did was pummel stealthily, and scarper if danger reared its head.

I visited another three drugstores today, but didn’t fill even half my inventory, and it would soon be fully dark and time to go home. In order not to return empty-handed, I collected a bunch of other things we needed, such as furniture and metalware for our new master craftsman. For starters, perhaps he could at least learn to make crossbow bolts? I would somehow cope without arrows, for if he made a mess of them, what would I do then? Shoot twigs?

I had to buy a blueprint for them. I was beginning to feel like a nurse in a kindergarten. The funniest thing was that I was playing a very central role in all this, and I liked it. How interesting life was at the end of the day.


Chapter 21

URGENT REQUEST FOR HELP, said the heading of a notification for everyone in the group. We are surrounded by a large group of zombies on the corner of Bismarck and Trade.

Shoot, I was almost home. I looked mournfully at the skyscraper’s silhouette in the distance.

Wait there, we’re sending backup, they’ll be with you in 25 minutes. Combat did not spend days on end in his office for no reason; his reactions never made anyone wait long.

We don’t have that much time. This is probably goodbye, wrote the fighter. Tell our wives and children we love them, and look after them when we’re gone.

For fuck’s sake, what a milksop, I thought. They should be busting a gut to get back to their loved ones. I escaped from another world on bare bones and rivers of blood, and this lot were preparing to die in their native city.

Hang in there! That’s an order! I liked Combat for his stern manner; it was how a leader should be.

It would take me ten minutes to reach them, maybe five or even three if I hurried and used blink.

The question was, were they worth busting a gut for? I suppose it is my group, and they are soldiers. Fine, you’ve talked me into it. And anyways, how can I miss out on a good scrap?

Whenever I was preparing for a foray, I also understood I might not return, and that was fine with me. All this living on the edge afforded me great pleasure, and living for pleasure was always a fine thing.

I about turned and hastened to their assistance.

When I arrived and was able to assess the situation, I found they hadn’t exaggerated the danger. There really were an awful lot of zombies. In one place there was a host of archers and jumpers, as well as hellhounds, and even a number of arachnids.

The guys were hiding in a small shop and trying to shoot through the broken window. The zombies, however, despite their losses, were almost upon them.

Why, just when I’d provided a load of red boxes, did the shit have to kick off and make them use all up their resources?

The archers were aggravating the situation, and that sucked.

I did not like the way things were going. Just a couple of days ago this street had been completely safe, no more than two or three dozen zombies in sight. What had provoked this onslaught now?

There was no time for deliberation, so I immediately launched two explosive arrows and two air arrows into the crowd of monsters, in an attempt to distract them from the fighters.

Their situation was eased for a short time, and I was now working with a small arrow-propelling minigun, thwacking arrows at the speed of light into anything that moved.

Or at least that’s how it appeared to me.

One zombie jumper managed to leap in through the window, and I didn’t have time to take it down, but thankfully it immediately flew back out as the result of a shotgun blast.

The situation was becoming more heated with every minute, zombies pressing as though set in motion and lead by somebody else, and I didn’t like that.

If it was going to continue that way, reinforcements would not help.

Attention! Personal test!

Help your people survive by personally killing 250 infecteds.

Reward: gray boxes, 100 pcs.

If you refuse or fail the test, you will receive no test invitations for 1 month.

Well, fuck. Was the system double daring me? No sooner had I entertained the thought that the soldiers were toast and I wouldn’t be able to help them, than the system showed its face, bandying ultimatums about.

No way! If they were prepared to die, I would hire a necromancer and have them resurrected. Fuck that, no death for you! I would kill all the zombies and hand the soldiers over to Combat, who would make life so much fun that they’d wish they’d never been born.

That was my thinking, right up until the moment I saw the three hulks. Reinforcements would definitely not help now, and when a basic arrow rebounded off one of their necks, I realized just what hell was about to break loose.

I quickly sent a message: Get the hell out of there! I’ll hold them off.

Blinking down from the roof to the street, I took out my old spear and waded in for some close combat, without invisibility. It was risky, but what the hell, I had to attract their attention. Fortunately scratches and bites were no threat to me now, and that was a game changer, a serious game changer.

I fought like a lion or a lion cub, depending on which way you looked at it. With one powerful swipe of my spear, two zombies were sliced in half; I had too little time to aim accurately at their necks.

When I got sick of blinking, I realized things were now much more serious.

I alternated my archery with some spear work, but with these numbers of opposition, the spear was nigh useless. The only thing that helped were my special arrows, of which I didn’t have many, so I was forced to select the most dangerous clusters of zombies for this special treatment. Thus, with the aid of dark-energy arrows, I was able to waste the hulks.

I heard sounds of distant gunshot, and figured the backup was itself in need of backup. Much like me.

For some reason, I wanted to laugh. All my muscles were tense, and burning with the fire of pain, yet I smiled the smile of a happy child. There you go, you see! How nice is this? I was, no doubt, utterly sick in the head, but right now I felt sincerely happy and free.

The soldiers came to my aid by scaling the façade of the building onto the sloping roof and firing down from there.

Out of the corner of my eye, I noted that the whole squad had survived, which pleased me no end, since the system had definitely not mentioned me having the right to misplace a couple of people.

What I didn’t understand, however, was why they hadn’t left.

Shit, why are they still there? They’re fucked if any fliers show up.

“Hang in there, Varg!” a soldier shouted from the rooftop. I could scarcely hear him. “Five squads are on the way to help us. We just told Combat what fun we’re having here.”

I was receiving notifications but ignoring them; it was hard to find time for reading in the heat of battle.

The crappiest thing was the blood, which had become my second skin. The smell made me nauseous, and I wanted to howl but couldn’t let myself. Every second was busy with spear strokes to keep the zombies at bay.

It was perfectly possible I might be able to escape over the rooftops, but it was strictly a fallback scenario. If I were to flee, the zombies would switch their attentions back to the fighters, and the system had given me a task to help them, which meant I couldn’t lose them.

My spear died. With a resounding “ding,” it was deprived of its tip.

And things became even worse.

In place of the spear, I took up a level-one two-handed sword. It was about the same length as a short spear, and my level allowed me to hold it with ease.

Strictly speaking, a spear wasn’t the best weapon against zombies anyway, and it had become inconvenient to use. I needed something like a glaive or a katana.

Without meaning to, I recalled the blonde girl with the katana. She was an interesting character, no two ways about it. I was sure that when she was made to level up, her speed skill would enable her to become a tasty warrior.

“RAAAARGH.” A gigantic fucker came at me from close range, roaring, while at the same time pushing aside and killing its little brothers.

“What are you wailing about, scumbag? Wanna kill me? Come here and I’ll kill you instead.” Unaware of what I was doing, I responded by screaming back and producing my last dark-energy arrow.

After a precision strike to its chest, making the regular zombie fly back into a crowd of its own kind, I drew my bowstring again.

As I pulled, so the voices became louder, and it seemed to me they were laughing. Wait a minute, where were they coming from? Had my last arrow been laced with amanita muscaria? Perhaps I’d totally lost the plot?

Who is that laughter intended for? I thought to myself, as I decapitated yet another zombie and prepared to strike again.

Strike, lunge, blink, blink.

I didn’t have time to calm my giddiness and jump aside, before two zombie arrows slammed simultaneously into my chest.

“Kha…” came the sound of air being forced from my lungs.

Saved by my armor, but fuck, how it hurt.

The spot where the hulk had so recently stood was now a bare patch of ground, save for the dry bones emanating a dark miasma. The laughter began anew. Something was funny. They were laughing at me.

Funny?

Now then. Hallucinations. An evil smile, verging on insane, appeared on my face.

I was also capable of laughter.

* * *

Vadim’s gang of five were spared by a miracle when they bumped into a roaming horde of zombies. And that miracle was Varg’s doing, for he who arrived just in time and drew all the monsters’ attention onto himself.

The soldiers sat on the roof and realized just how feckless they were. They were contemplating coming down to participate in this final battle with me, when I switched to the other side, leaving them impotent by themselves. Two of them had skills, but none had either mana or strength.

So basically, I was fighting exclusively for their sake, something they found most disagreeable. These seasoned warriors were freaking out at their own incapacity.

“Where’s this backup they were talking about? Why’s it taking so long?” asked Vanya angrily, unable to rein himself in and banging his fist down on the roof.

“They’re on the way. The first group got ambushed,” Vadim replied, clenching his teeth so hard it hurt.

“Varg is certainly a rare old jackass, but I wouldn’t want him to die on account of us,” said Andrei, call sign Tower.

“Guys, what’s that?” Ivan’s expression was one of concern, and his comrades hastened to follow his gaze.

It was quite something to behold.

I had only recently taken two needles to the chest, which you’d think ought to have killed me stone dead. But instead, I merely flew a couple of paces backwards and landed on my feet.

“Is he actually human?”

“As Combat puts it, he’s just Varg.”

What happened next surprised everyone.

I began to squirm in an unhuman fashion and broke into wild peals of laughter.

“Am I the only one creeped out here?” Andrei inquired, just to be safe.

Still guffawing, and taking a firmer grip on the massive sword I held in one hand, I charged the enemy.

What happened next will probably remain in people’s memories forever. A bloody slaughter, in which a human put a crowd of infecteds in their place.

Alternating bow and sword, I fired from all angles without even taking aim. An eerie dark energy, visible even to simple humans, spread out and swallowed the beasties, leaving behind only their blackened bones. Frost arrows froze dozens of zombies, which were then hacked to icy smithereens by swishes of my mighty sword.

Air arrows blew the enemy around like autumn leaves in the wind.

Eventually the cavalry arrived, like in all the best American movies, except towards the end of the battle. They froze in amazement, not knowing how to react or what to say.

“I don’t know about you, but just in case, I’m going to learn those rules concerning Varg,” muttered one of them.

“Is that actually possible? How can a regular human stop a whole horde of those creatures and remain alive?”

“He looks wounded,” said someone else, disagreeing with the previous speaker.

Everyone inspected Varg closer as he walked towards them, sword in hand, his gait crooked.

“Surely that’s not the end of him? He’s not going to become a zombie, is he?” The mere thought struck fear in the hearts of the people.

Some were afraid to lose such a strong confederate, while others’ eye were filled with dread at the thought of ferocious zombies running around town and hunting them down.

“Don’t worry, I’m not going to become a zombie,” I said as I approached them, my voice emotionless and shiver-inducing. “I was given immunity from infection at level 15.”

Fifteen?! the people wanted to shout at the tops of their voices, this particular factor obscuring the fact of my immunity itself.

“Don’t just stand there, cretins!” shouted Fedya, chief of the reinforcement brigade, when he came to his senses. “Go help the man. Can’t you see his legs are barely holding him up?”

Everyone jumped to it at once, and I was provided with two shoulders, which I leaned on heavily. The soldiers did not grimace at the blood and clumps of dead zombie flesh bespattering me, for today it was nothing but an honor to help a hero who had halted a horde and saved their comrades.

I surprised everyone more than once on the way home as well. I had lots of small cuts and grazes, and even a bite mark in my shoulder, all of which were bleeding, so I had to stop regularly to drink potion, two of vials at a time. It was only after the tenth vial that my condition began to stabilize.

“Help him to the hospital unit,” Fedya ordered.

“No, not the hospital, home,” I said. “I’m fine, just very tired.”

Fedya took exception to this, but who was he to argue with me right now?

Combat was immediately informed of my infection theory, and he made the difficult decision to trust me in the matter. He certainly trusted my immunity, but to be on the safe side, there would be two squads patrolling my floor today, ready to call for help at a moment’s notice.

When they brought me home, what greeted the soldiers in the corridors was the people’s pale faces and eyes full of fear. Some residents fainted at the sight of me caked in blood and the grim-looking soldiers, many of whom had managed to level up by launching themselves headfirst into today’s shit. Some were wounded; Petrovich was in for a long day’s work.

After preparing the ladies for the possibility of my situation being bad, and wanting personal assurance of my right-mindedness, Combat was walking nervously up and down outside my apartment.

“You decided to distinguish yourself, as always, right?” he asked in an understanding tone.

“And you got yourselves into a scrape, as always?” I replied, returning the jibe with a wry smile.

“Not everyone can be a hero. The community needs leaders, doctors, and a minimum of simple folk to keep house for the heroes,” said Combat.

“I look more like a scarecrow than a hero,” I snickered. “How many people won’t be able to sleep tonight out of fear?”

“True enough,” Combat said, laughing and approaching for an embrace, without aversion to my appearance. “I’m glad you’re okay, and thanks for rescuing my people. You helped a lot of families today by saving the lives of their breadwinners.”

“Any time. Always glad to help. Just not tomorrow, perhaps,” I said, rocking in my fatigue. “Am I in trouble?”

Combat smiled and nodded in the direction of the apartment entrance.

“If you mean them, then yes.”

“Oh well,” I sighed mournfully, shuffling towards the door.
* * *
You have annihilated a horde and contributed 70% to this victory. You are the first person to complete this test alone.


You are offered a choice of reward:

Mastery Stone of Ivar Tuatkhu,

Mastery Stone of Edeyna Adjar,

Mastery Stone of Tera Tiong.

I received this notification immediately following the fight, but before that I had also received another:

You have gained level 19. Your body has become stronger. Your reactions and speed are increased due to the enhancement of these processes in your body.

You receive gray boxes, 100 pcs.

While I was still locked in my battle trance, the system had peppered me with notifications, and standing there surrounded by mountains of disfeatured corpses, I managed a smile, despite struggling to breathe. That was trippy, I thought. My recollections of the skirmish were sketchy. I remembered only my laughter, and the tempestuous ecstasy of battle that had filled me. After that were only fragments.

On the way home, I had been able to bring some order to my thoughts, and I was very pleased with myself. Dog tired, yet victorious.

It was exactly the kind of battle I had long yearned for, the kind to which I could give my all, venting myself without restraint. The only downer was that I’d given myself away, revealed my talents. But who cared?

And then there were my supplies, which I’d spent so long amassing, but which were now running low, and I had no clue how many days I would need to compensate those losses. The site of the battle was now out of bounds for a month, crawling with carrion feeders as it would be.

Every step wracked my body with pain, so I hammered potions unsparingly, disregarding the negative side effects; I would worry about those later. Vital now was stemming the blood flow and building the strength to get home, which was well facilitated by my regeneration.

But the most terrifying thing was actually coming home, for the girls had definitely never seen me this way before.

“Help me!” Polina shrieked to Katya as she ran towards me.

“Where shall we put him?” Katya asked.

“Hey, I am actually here, and I can walk by myself,” I said, attempting to prove my self-sufficiency.

“Be quiet, sweetie, please,” Polina said, to silence me, before turning back to Katya. “We take him to the bathroom to wash him and dress his wounds.”

And so they dragged me, against my wishes, to the bathroom, and threw me in the bath.

The worst thing was watching the ladies’ faces, their brows knit at the sight of my injuries, and the menacing look Polina treated me to.

“In my defense I will say that today was an excellent day,” I said with a goofy smile, leaning my elbows on the side of the bath.

“Sweetie, do you want your beloved to turn gray early?” asked Polina reproachfully. “I was beside myself with worry.”

“I’m not that easy to kill, you know,” I said, trying to straighten up proudly, but groaning with the pain.

“You’re behaving like Liza,” she snorted. “Katya, we need to climb into the bath to take his armor off.”

They’d fiddled with it together for ages, but to no avail.

“There’s no way it’s coming off without water, it’s stuck fast to his body,” she said, turning the faucet handle and sluicing me with warm water.

“Let me just lie here for ten minutes, and then you come back,” I suggested, in serious need of a chill.

“Like that, is it?” Katya asked, frowning. “Don’t you worry about us.”

“Uh-huh,” Polina agreed. “You just lie there and enjoy being washed by two beauties.”

I was helpless, no strength left to resist, and not remotely embarrassed in front of Katya. It must have been my tiredness taking its toll, or maybe I was just used to her.

With my filthy stinking armor ripped off, the girls began to undress.

“What’s all this about?” I asked, gesturing towards the discarded clothes.

“It’s no fun sitting in the bath in wet clothes,” Polina explained, as though to a child.

All I could do was shrug. Who was I to resist two charming girls in their underwear? I would lie here and enjoy the view.

“So many wounds,” said Polina, shaking her head forlornly.

“These are just little scratches, they’ll be gone tomorrow, I’ve got a regeneration skill. And I’ve got immunity against infection, so don’t worry, I’m not going to become a zombie.”

Katya kept pace with Polina, running her hands studiously over my cuts and bruises.

And two hours later, I was squeaky-clean from head to foot and luxuriating in the clean warm water, two tired ladies nestling into my sides.

“Is this okay?” I inquired, just to be clear about the situation.

“We’re tired, let us rest,” Polina said, rubbing herself against me.

“Uh-huh,” Katya confirmed.

After soaking to our hearts’ content, we stepped out of the bath and dressed. War was one thing, but it was time for dinner, a reminder of which was the rumbling in my stomach.

After food, I felt sleepy again and was led to the bedroom, where a new surprise was in store. The girls refused to bed down in their own cots, preferring to join me.

“Girls, you’ll have to sleep by yourselves in your room tonight. We have to be with Igor. He’s been wounded and might need our help at any moment,” Polina told Liza and Anya, who weren’t at all against the idea.

After putting the girls to bed, the ladies returned to my room. They draped their legs over me possessively from both sides, and thus we all fell straight asleep.

I didn’t have the strength to say anything, let alone ask what Katya was doing in my bed.


Chapter 22

THE MORNING OF THE FOLLOWING DAY was fantastic. Never in my life had I experienced such pain. Every cell in my body hurt and moaned, my tendons refused to contract, and I lay there like a vegetable, staring dumbly at the ceiling.

Yesterday I’d squeezed my body dry, and today I was paying the price. Even a regular zombie would be able to kill me today.

Upon hearing this from me, Polina growled discontentedly that I should stop behaving like a little boy, and left the bedroom.

I could do nothing but listen to my pain. How many different shades and tones it had.

When Polina returned, she wasn’t alone. She had Katya in tow, and she signed over the care of my dysfunctional carcass to her girlfriend’s sensitive hands.

“You should have come to me for a massage long ago, sweetie, but you were always busy, so now the massage has come to you,” said the girl as she sat down beside me, smiling victoriously.

“Fine, I consent, but do masseuses really work in such scanty clothing?” I asked, concerned how my body might react.

Katya was dressed in very short shorts and a similarly short top. No less beautiful than Polina, she was a fiery brunette, who had definitely broken a heart or two. Outrageously toned tush and buxom breast on a perfect and naturally swarthy body, of which I had gotten a major-league eyeful yesterday.

“Oh come now, it’s nothing you didn’t see yesterday,” Katya said dismissively, as she turned me over onto my front. “We’ll begin with your back.”

For nearly two hours, my body was kneaded carefully and gently, and gradually brought back to life. I’d never thought a massage would actually help. In fact I supposed I would relax and drift off to sleep, but no, I really did feel better, and my bar-taut muscles were somewhat softened.

Bliss. How else could I describe the procedure?

“Do you like it?” Katya asked.

“Yes, don’t stop,” I replied, not wishing to deny the obvious.

Not everything was smooth, however. If I now accepted Polina with absolutely no concerns, I was still nervous around Katya sometimes, and it could not carry on this way. I urgently had to change something in my head if the situation were not to become a nightmare.

After my back, she moved on to the rest of my body. The whole massage took a fair chunk of time, and really was very pleasurable.

Then Katya left me. Soon bored of just lying there, I decided to get to grips with my gift from the system.

Even very recently I wouldn’t have been able to contemplate it, but now I felt well enough to put my free time to some use.

The system had presented me with a choice of three mastery stones. They had no descriptions, and the only thing I managed to glean was that two belonged to women and one to a man.

The system was a woman. Otherwise, why would it give me women’s mastery stones? What if they were high-class prostitutes? I wouldn’t be able to cope with that kind of knowledge.

After a few moments’ thought, I made my selection and notified the system.

“My dear, I choose the mastery stone of Ivar Tuatkhu.”

You have made your selection.

The stone appeared in my inventory, and I summoned it to my hand and immediately activated it.

Evaluation.

Mastery stone of Ivar Tuatkhu.

Ivar was the twelfth son of a chief, and spent all his life fighting for lands and expanding his tribe’s territories. During his 40-year lifetime, more people died by his hand than he could keep count of, and his cruelty earned him the nickname “Bloody.” He was killed by a poisoned arrow, but before he died, he managed to split the archer’s skull with a two-handed poleaxe. All Ivar’s main weapons were of the two-handed variety. He considered the poleaxe and the war hammer alone to be the weapons of a god of war, and his command of them was masterful.

How interesting the system was: I fought with a two-handed sword, and the system gave me the knowledge of someone who fought with two-handed weapons; I was an archer, and Ivar was killed by an archer. It was as though the system had decided to play a little joke on me. Was it amusing to give a warrior’s mastery stone to an archer?

On the other hand, in an open space, my bow wasn’t exactly a silver bullet. Then again, you wouldn’t get far fighting in an enclosed space with a two-handed weapon.

Anyway, lying idle was boring, so I would give it a go. No point nickel-and-diming. I activated the stone mentally and fell into a deep and lifetime-long sleep.

My awakening was even more “pleasant” than the previous time. I slept for twenty hours, and awoke in a sweat-soaked bed, my muscles burning, and worst of all, unable to move my limbs normally.

Ivar was a damned berserker. He lived exclusively for the fight, and the difference between me and the previous archer was monumental. My tendons had been twisted into ropes dozens of times until my body had developed muscle memory and was adaptable to different kinds of move.

Raising my head, I saw that the girls were still asleep, and that I was covered in wet rags. I guessed I’d been running a fever and they’d tried to relieve it.

My attentions turned once again to Ivar, and I could now say I’d seen everything in this life. So much blood, so many chopped-off heads and dying screams.

In the last battle, I’d been like a farmer brandishing a stick against an elite knight, whereas Ivar did not brandish sticks, instead creating bloody art, which I now had to pay for again.

My body baked and burned, and my throat was so dry that even wheezing was painful.

“Do you feel bad, sweetie? Are you in pain? How can I help?” Polina wasn’t asleep after all, but just lying quietly on her bed.

It was a mystery how she’d realized I was awake.

I could not reply, and all I had the strength to do was take a healing potion from my inventory.

“Do you want to drink the potion?” Polina asked, the penny dropping. “Wait a second, I’ll help you.”

She scrambled onto my bed and carefully poured the contents of the vial into my mouth.

A pleasant cool spread around my throat, and I was able to speak at last.

“Everything’s fine,” I wheezed weakly. “Strength…. payment… tomorrow… order… potion.”

Consciousness began to leave me again, and with the last of my strength I tried to say everything was fine, but it didn’t come out right.

“You’re worrying me again,” Polina said reproachfully, pouring more potion down my throat. My eyes closed and I blacked out.

The next awakening was starkly different. According to my estimation, roughly another twenty-four hours had passed, and my body had nearly ceased to hurt, regeneration and potions working their magic.

Now I felt really awkward in front of the ladies. They were still asleep, but I could sense an unpleasant smell emanating from me. I urgently needed to take a shower; I’d been sweating so heavily that the sheets were stuck to my body.

Jeez, who would have thought Ivar was so hardcore? The archer hadn’t had a tenth of what he had.

Ivar was like a Viking, but not of our world. We did not do battle with dragons, nor had we flying longships.

Trying not to rouse the ladies, I crept quietly from the bedroom and took a shower, before devouring practically the entire contents of the fridge. I was so hungry I could have eaten dry buckwheat.

It took me an hour’s grooming to feel human again.

Hung up to dry in the bathroom was my armor, washed by my ladies.

How strange did that sound? “My ladies.” Mind you, they had treated me with immense care and tenderness. I’d never experienced anything like it in my life before. Accustomed to seeing all the worst in people, I had the opportunity to live a truly happy life at last.

After finishing my business at home, I went to see Combat.

Outside his office door stood a line of people, none of whom I needed. No sooner had I deactivated invisibility, however, than the line parted to make way for me.

“Not expecting me? Well here I am!” I said, bursting jauntily into the office, already knowing, thanks to X-ray vision, I wasn’t interrupting anything important.

Combat initially wanted to bark at his unwanted guest, but when he saw it was me, he approached chirpily.

“Good to see you, Varg. Boy, did you give us a fright!” he said, shaking me firmly by the hand and motioning me towards his desk. “Cognac? Maybe you’re hungry?”

“Me? Hungry?” I replied with a smile.

“Ah, yes. You’re not going to go hungry with Polina around. That totally slipped my mind.”

“I’m here on another matter. How are things going?” I was interested to learn what had happened during my two-day absence. “No one causing trouble? What about the anarchists and the Urus?”

“Everything’s pretty quiet at the moment, I mean in terms of enemies,” Combat said, failing to conceal the relief on his face. “You gave them a proper seeing-to, and now we’ve got time on our hands. I don’t know how much, but at least some. And your antics with the horde left a deep impression on people. They’re spoiling for a fight now, and we’ve got” — he paused to read from a sheet of paper — “fifteen squads out hunting and gathering materials.”

Delightful news. Evidently the halfwits needed more stress before they started making an effort.

“And the funds?” I asked.

“Also going swimmingly. That was a fine trick you pulled by making your contributions in front of everybody. Now everyone’s whining less, and some people are contributing more than their fair share. The funds have already helped many incomplete families begin to feed themselves normally. By the way, we’ve got some single girls if you’re interested?”

My hostile look spoke for itself.

“Fine, I understand, I’m not stupid,” he said with a smile. “I can see you’re having fun as it is.”

“Lots of fun. By the way, how’s your new handicrafter?”

“It’s good you asked.” The question was clearly important to him. “We bring him all sorts of wooden and metal products, so he’s got plenty of materials” — he paused again and looked away — “except for recipes.”

“How does his craft work? There’s something I don’t get. The rundown on the group board isn’t complete.”

“That’s right, in order to avoid leaks of important information, we don’t put it all there. But concerning his craft, it’s all very simple. He creates a sort of circle of influence, into which he puts the ingredients he needs, then he pours in mana and chooses a recipe, according to which the transformation takes place. The ingredients disappear and their place is taken by a crafted object. Although truth be told, we haven’t tested it yet, we’re just going on the knowledge the skill gave him.”

Knowledge the skill gave him? WTF? I wanted to shout. Why don’t my skills tell or teach me anything? Surely they don’t think I’m a total idiot and there’s no point even trying?

“I see,” I said, thinking through the possibilities. “Can he make potions as well?”

“No,” Combat said with a negative shake of his head. “The thing is that the skill of a crafter is universal. When he was studying it, he had a choice: tanner, gunsmith, stonemason, potion-brewer, and so on.”

“So why didn’t he choose potion-brewer?” If you asked me, it wasn’t the least useful profession in these times.

“He only had a minute to make his choice, and he considered collecting herbs and messing about with them below his status,” said Combat, sniggering at such logic.

I beamed a smile.

“I take it he already understands the severity of his mistake?”

“Hell yeah!” said Combat. Poor lad, I thought. I almost felt sorry for him. Joke. “Anyway, take this, it’s all I can find right now. There are more recipes for a potioneer, but we haven’t got a potioneer.”

“I see,” I said, taking the recipe and familiarizing myself with it.

While we were chatting, I bought on the trading platform a recipe for the simplest crossbow bolts with rusty tips.

“There are more, lots more, but they’re very expensive,” I said, putting a damper on his imagination.

The trading platform really did have a variety of swords and other miscellany, but prices reached as high as three hundred gray boxes.

In the meantime, judging by his strained expression, Combat wrote a message. All these system things were hard for the older guys.

“Lyuba will be along soon to study the recipe,” Combat informed me.

Fuck, our gunsmith is a chick. Chicks and weapons are incompatible. It can only mean trouble.

Three minutes later came a knock on the office door.

“Comrade Combat, private Lyubomir reporting for duty,” the soldier enunciated clearly, regarding us anxiously.

“At ease,” Combat snapped. “Take a chair and sit down.”

Fuck, it’s Dog End. So you’re Lyuba. That’s awesome.

“Varg, this is Lyubomir, call sign Lyuba, our gunsmith,” said Combat, introducing him. “I daresay you know Varg, so I shan’t bother introducing you.”

“Yes sir,” replied Lyuba.

“I know your craftsman, only I knew him as Dog End,” I said, informing Combat that we’d already met.

“Ha, you’re right, that’s a more suitable nickname,” said Combat with a chuckle. “Take this, Lyuba Dog End,” he continued, holding out the recipe, “and study it quickly. Then give us a précis of it.”

Lyuba was already unhappy with the situation. Blushing red with embarrassment, he took the recipe scroll, and a few seconds later it disappeared into thin air.

Combat and I observed him closely as he read what was written.

“I can now make bolts,” he said, stating the obvious. “I will need mana and any kind of wood. But the better the quality, the less I will need. The same goes for steel, only it says the quality of the materials does not affect the result, so I can use a choice steel ingot but will nevertheless produce a rusty bolt,” he said.

Not all bad, if you asked me. Even a rusty bolt would kill regular zombies just as effectively, which was still fantastic for the soldiers.

A single consolidated squad salvo would equal minus five zombies. By the time they were replaced by new arrivals, the squad would fire off another couple of rounds, perhaps more if each member had a number of crossbows each.

“You have passed the test,” said Combat. “Things should go more smoothly now. “Dog End, oops, I mean, Lyubomir, go report to Tactic, and he will give you work for the foreseeable future.”

“What about leveling up?” the youth asked, disappointed.

“Do you get experience for your craft?” asked Combat. He was smarter than I thought.

“Yes.”

“Then you’ll level up via your craft as well,” said the boss, before nodding his subordinate towards the door.

We remained sitting for another couple of minutes, chatting about this and that, and an interesting idea for some fun occurred to me.

“Combat, what’s your current level?” I asked. I really couldn’t remember.

“Four,” he said, after a moment’s hesitation.

“It should be at least 10,” I said disapprovingly. “Don’t you think that when your soldiers’ levels are higher than yours, they might start wondering why you’re in charge of them?”

“How can the management trust those dolts?” Combat spat. “They can’t even fucking carry out a direct order first time. They’re a gaggle of imbeciles. We haven’t got enough professionals, just a load of civilian and indoor soldiers who’ve never set foot outside but just sit around doing piffling jobs.”

“What about your combat officers?”

“Now they’re good lads, real men,” said Combat, proudly thrusting his chest out. “But there aren’t many of them. And the system’s behaving oddly, like it’s gone mad. In the last two days, ten people have received test invitations and refused them, at the cost of a level each.”

“At least they’re still alive. Believe me, there’s not much enjoyment to be derived from a test if you’re badly prepared.”

Attention! The Call of Urus group challenges the Honor group to a duel.

The Call of Urus group stakes 200 gray boxes.

Important note: only the leader of a group may propose a duel, take part in a duel, place a bet, or select an opponent.

Important note: the selected opponent has the right to refuse.

Important note: the challenge may be refused without incurring sanctions from the system or the challenger’s group.

“Bastards,” Combat said, striking the table angrily with his fist. “Those lice just can’t leave us alone. They’re forever trying to provoke us.”

The telephone on the desk beeped its notification of a message received.

Combat frowned and read it.

“And?” I asked, also interested in the contents of the message.

“The chief of Urus says their fighter is expecting you,” he said, showing me the screen in confirmation. “I’ll tell you straightaway, I’m against the idea. We can easily refuse without any consequences.”

I did not agree. A duel. That’s interesting, right? Probably. And I really liked killing the Urus.

“Has everyone seen that message?” I asked. If they had, then Polina was sure to have guessed the intended recipient of the invitation.

“Yes, they have,” he said, confirming my suspicion.

“Then I haven’t got much time,” I said, ensnared by the thrill of the challenge. “Accept the challenge and nominate me.”

“Are you sure?”

“One hundred percent. It’ll be fun.” Wasting no time, I hit the trading platform and began quickly buying up essential consumables for silly money.

“Well, good luck then!” he said.


Chapter 23

ONCE AGAIN THAT FAMILIAR DARKNESS, followed by a quick jerk, and my consciousness was ready to work. Such an awakening was by now no novelty, though I still wouldn’t call it pleasant.

With no time for rumination, I sat bolt upright and looked around.

This time I found myself in an interesting place, you might even say atmospheric.

A stone hall with a unique floor mosaic depicting a fight between two knights in armor. Gray stone columns around the outside, atop them niches housing human-size stone gargoyles. Each of the gargoyles held in its taloned paws an ancient weapon, giving them the appearance of petrified guardians. The only lighting in this sacred place was dim and provided by flames dancing in metal bowls suspended from the ceiling.

An atmosphere of triumph lingered, a reminder that two people would soon come together in a fight to the death, and not the first this hall had seen.

Fight begins in: T-minus 1 minute.

That meant I had time to prepare, and then we would see where I’d been dumped this time.

The hall was like a medieval throne room for special receptions, or perhaps even a ceremonial arena.

Something stirred at the end of the hall, and I focused my gaze there. It was my opponent shaking his head, attempting to get his head together.

I was certain he hadn’t been there before, which meant we were initially hidden from each other by some kind of shroud, allowing us to gather our wits. Apparently, however, this wasn’t helping my opponent, who was having problems finding his legs.

Obviously a lightweight. I’d required far less time to find my own legs, while this fucker was still lying there.

I wondered whether, like the bad guys in the movies, he would give a spiel, or whether he would simply try to kill me. And what about the grimoires? Would he request their return politely, or demand it with menaces? I didn’t know why I might need so many of them, but I wasn’t about to hand them over just like that. I’d played too dirty a trick on the Urus to want to give them a boost now. While it was true they did have some good skills, I would probably risk it were it not for the demonic modifier.

Meanwhile, my opponent seemed to have found his feet and was now shuffling slowly in my direction.

A tall man of about thirty, maybe younger, and jacked like a gym regular. The only strange thing was his dress sense. Set against even my light leather armor, his regular shirt and pants looked out of place. Had he been planning a day at the beach?

“Varg, we meet at last!” he announced triumphantly as he approached.

A touch too much pathos. Was this their chief? Or the son of his mother’s girlfriend?

“Are you the chief of Urus?” I asked. It was better to be sure than to keep guessing.

“Chief? Haha,” he replied, laughing in a not entirely personable manner. “No, boy, I am not the chief, but you can take my word for it, I am quite enough to vanquish you here and now. You probably aren’t aware, but the challenging party gets to choose the venue for the fight, so we specially chose one where you can’t use your shitty bow. That’s right, and your invisibility won’t help you here either.”

I see. Is this one tired of life as well? He called my precious shitty. He’ll get an arrow of darkness up his ass for that.

“Tell me, did I kill all the dumbasses in your group? Are you the last one left?” I asked. I was relaxed and in high spirits, which ought to bug the hell out of him. “Why are you so weak? Surely the demon you sold your butt to can’t have so little faith in you whores that it couldn’t even give you normal strength?”

For a tiny second, his grimace changed to a demonic scowl, but it was enough for me to notice how vulnerable he was.

“You will answer for your words, I promise you,” he said, summoning his armor from his inventory. “You think your invisibility and arrows will save you? You don’t have to answer, but you are mistaken, your pride will be your ruin. You should not have accepted the duel, but our chief was right, you are stupid and proud and could not refuse. The description we received of you was quite precise.”

He spoke and spoke, and I was deeply uninterested in what he was saying, more so in his armor. Had it been made by a drunk, one-armed welder in exchange for a bottle of rotgut? How could anyone make something so shoddy, let alone wear it? It had square fucking corners.

I couldn’t help but burst into laughter.

“Fuck me, brother, you look like a trunk,” I said, wiping away the tears. “Did you crawl inside a box stove or something?”

“I’m gonna rip your heart out and eat it!” said the man, shaking with anger. “And we know you live with two girls. Do you know how much we’re offering for their heads? The hunt for them will soon be on. Pity you won’t live to see it.”

I didn’t stop laughing, but I committed his words to memory.

Fight begins in: T-minus 3…2…1…

The system had not counted down to 1 before the man started to change before my eyes, his body covering over in a stony skin that made the tiles beneath our feet begin to crack under the additional weight.

I immediately activated invisibility and moved up to sit with one of the gargoyles, my arms around its neck in a brotherly embrace.

“Come on, shoot me! What are you waiting for?” he shouted, twirling on the spot with his arms held out in invitation.

Fuck. Big fuck. I had no idea how I could’ve agreed to this.

How come it was always this way?

You’re expecting a worthy opponent, and you’re sent a basket case with the brains of a chicken.

God Almighty, are you going to draw your weapon, or are you just going to stand there and rely on your invincibility, I howled mentally at my opponent’s stupidity.

“Go on then, shoot! What are you waiting for?” The two-meter provocateur would not be tamed.

He was seriously winding me up, besides which, I remembered what he’d said concerning the girls.

This morning, inspired by Ivar’s style, I had specially bought up a bunch of two-handed weapons.

The War Hammer of Gras, level 4, a behemoth weighing the same as me, found its way into my hand. On one side was a smooth surface, on the other a massive cone that would put a hole in a wall.

I blinked up to ceiling level directly above the dork, gripping the hammer tightly in both hands. He was still looking for me, whirling around on the spot, when I plummeted down upon him with maximal backswing of the gigantic tool.

Thwack.

The hammer smashed straight into his helmeted head.

The duel is over. The victor is Varg.

“Is that all? Are you having a laugh?” I was unable to contain my disappointment. “So much grandstanding, and one tiny little thwack?”

Stone Skin demon grimoire, level 4.

This was the name of the book the loser dropped. Pity his brains weren’t made of stone as well.

It wasn’t even funny. I’d spent more time listening to his nonsense than fighting him.

Shu-shu square armor, level 5.

Is this some kind of joke? What freaking shu-shu? Are these fucking people battle boxes?

Fine. I am in serious need of a drink.

I threw the armor into my inventory. I honestly didn’t know why. The only thing it might be useful for was target practice. Was it tough? Probably, yes. Was it useful? Absolutely not.

Return transfer in: T-minus 3..2..1...

A brief moment later I was standing, albeit totteringly, in Combat’s office, where a whole crowd of people was gathered.

“That fight was over twenty times quicker than usual. Tell us honestly, were you fighting for the whole twenty minutes?” Fedya asked me despondently.

“No, just the one minute,” I replied with a heavy sigh. “He was a downright cretin, a waste of time.”

“Twenty boxes for one minute is a waste of time?” said Tactic, shaking his head in shock as he went to pour himself a cognac.

“Do you want your prize?” Combat asked, hoping I would refuse.

Shoot, I thought, too many people, not worth spoiling my reputation over something so small.

I thought of a way out of the situation and said, “Divide it between the funds, in my name.”

“Sure thing,” said Combat, happy to consent.

“I don’t know what’s wrong with the Urus for them to send such a dork up against me.”

“How easy was it?”

“He died without even taking his weapon in hand. I just wanted to check how he would take the strike first.”

“And?” asked three people at once.

“He died from the first strike,” I replied, somewhat aggrieved.

“Fuck,” said everyone in chorus.

Even these people agreed it wasn’t fair. I’d been wanting some serious fisticuffs that would’ve afforded me some serious pleasure.

The company of people was beginning to stress me out, and I saw no reason to remain among them. Going home was also not an option, because Polina would bust my balls. Very well then, I think I might just go for a hunt.

I was fully rehabilitated, and my blood was demanding an input of adrenaline after such a disappointing duel.

And so I took the notion to visit a certain small group and clear the way there for a rescue party.

I hoped that after the last fight, the group had battle-fit soldiers who were done recuperating.

I descended in a lift which transpired to be nearly out of juice, and on the way down I charged it for a week. You never knew, some poor folks might get stuck inside.

Outside was a hive of activity, lots of people in the yard. Some were building barricades from garbage left by other groups after forays into town. Soldiers policed the perimeter from their towers, and in the windows I noticed snipers and lookouts with binoculars.

Shoot, now they’re using furniture. That it should come to this.

Before I was spotted, I activated invisibility and blinked myself out of the skyscraper’s grounds.

The condition of the streets was dispiriting, everything overgrown and neglected. Who would have imagined that a place so recently bubbling with life could now be nothing but desolation and death?

On the way to my destination I shot zombies and gathered rewards. I had expended a lot and needed to recuperate my reserves.

But the most dispiriting thing was the number of brown boxes I had. Pretty much nobody was buying them on the trading platform, and I had over five hundred of them, just taking up space. I would have to give them to Quartermaster. It was pointless me opening them, for I had no need of fishing tackle, tents, hammers, coils of rope, tables, chairs, or — and this really took the cake — adult toys. Of course I wasn’t against experimenting with girls, unless it involved being thrashed with a whip.

“Aurghg,” mooed a zombie that was missing its lower jaw.

One shot felled the beastie.

Another few shots did the same for its friends.

How nice it was to fell zombies. Nothing else came remotely close. They say there are three things a person can do forever: eat, watch other people working, and shoot zombies.

Their numbers increased in proportion to my progress, as did the number of boxes bolstering my reserves. Whereas my stock of arrows was only dwindling. It was high time to consider a new batch from the trading platform, except I didn’t have enough boxes.

I also needed to buy charged arrows, but a single card might cost fifty boxes.

As I walked down the road, I witnessed an interesting scene: two hellhounds fighting each other in a battle to the death, growling and tearing each other to shreds.

What had they not been able to share? And WTF? They were members of the same company.

The answer soon made itself clear. Hiding in a car were two ten-year-old children, a boy and a girl.

“Fuck me, what are they doing here?” I said beneath my breath, before hurrying over to the site of the battle.

I decided not to disturb the two frenzied beasts. What did I want with unnecessary problems?

So I waited until one was victorious, biting through the other’s head, and only then did I begin shooting at the victor. After the third arrow, the only remaining victor was me.

I wrote a message to Combat: I’m putting a marker on the map. Two children in a red Audi, the approach is relatively clear.

They’d locked themselves inside and were clearly afraid to come out, and I was not going to frighten them. A menacing-looking man approaches two children and tells them to stay put. How are they going to react? Hard to say. What if they run?

The reply from Combat read: A group will be there in seven minutes.

I sat concealed in invisibility, killing only the odd zombie that approached the car, and making sure the kids didn’t flee.

The children would be fed and accommodated, I had no worries on that front. It was precisely the idea behind my funds.

Despite my attitude to people, I did understand the importance of increasing their numbers. The more people, the more working hands, the more comfortable my life. Living alone I would never be able to arrange such a cushy life, no matter how strong I was.

I had to think about the girls too. I didn’t know if the word “love” was suitable to my situation, but I felt at home with them and attached to them.

As promised, a minute early even, the group of soldiers arrived.

They turned around and left immediately, taking the children with them and leaving me to continue on my way.

Walking the length of another deserted street, I found myself on a square, and surprised.

“Unlucky for you,” I said, shaking my head.

The square was decorated with ruined tents and gnawed bodies, as well as a stage which, by the looks of it, had been hosting a concert on the night of the apocalypse. The drummer had been eaten alive at his kit, and the square had seen one hell of a bloodbath which had left people with no chance.

Looking around, I saw nothing of interest, except for some unopened kegs of beer, two of which I promptly snaffled. They would come in handy as gifts, one for Combat, the second for Quartermaster. I might have taken a third, for Shatun, but why? He had a daughter, so he had no business getting pissed.

* * *

Idling my way towards the small group of survivors marked as friendly, I began to feel shamelessly bored.

I didn’t come across very many zombies on the way, and I avoided those streets that were crowded with them, because among them were lots of mutants. The rewards they dropped were almost always the same, and the risk factor was high. I might easily get an archer’s spike in my brainiac head.

Boom!

Hmm, who was this being so brave? I thought, surprised by a sudden loud explosion.

A fight was underway close by. It was a little out of my way, but what the hell.

Several blinks upward, and I was sprinting across the rooftops in the direction of the melee, wondering what the fuck was going on.

The rooftop route and blinking made the journey short, and I was there in a minute. As I jumped over the last roof and slid down the eaves, the field of battle, or to be more precise, the field of battery, opened up before me.

Standing in the road was a tall woman lashing a group of people with two burning bullwhips. To the side burned two halves of a car she’d whipped in half.

“Surrender, and we will spare you, even though you killed two of our men,” bawled a bearded man.

“Screw you,” the woman said, scarcely audibly, what was left of her strength draining fast.

“Idiot woman,” said the beard with a shrug, summoning a revolver from his inventory.

Crack!

I had no time to react, because the man cocked the hammer and shot her with prodigious speed. A red spot bloomed on the woman’s forehead, and she dropped down dead, her whips vanishing instantly.

Aha, and here’s me thinking “what an interesting weapon, I want one,” when it’s just a skill.

“Stubborn bitch,” the beard spat.

“What the fuck have you done? We’re under orders to bring her in alive,” said one of his accomplices, grabbing his shirt and shaking him.

In response, the beard threw his companion aside, like an overplayful puppy, with a single brisk flourish.

“Don’t you dare touch me!” said the beard threateningly. “Know your place, or you’ll be lying down next to her. Your level isn’t high enough to boss me around. I decide what I do.”

And so they bickered, seemingly untroubled by the danger posed by the zombies crawling from every nook. They were reckless and dumb, and I didn’t like them, particularly the bearded one.

Why the hell is he behaving like me? Who gave him the right to consider himself better than others? Is he immortal or something?

Let’s find out, shall we?

He’s got a skill speed, so let’s find out just how fast he is, the no-good killer of women.

I didn’t care that there were ten of them. I needed the beard’s head.

The bow in my hands provided confidence and a pleasant warmth, and the crystal-tipped arrow flew towards the man, heralding death.

I couldn’t say how he managed to see it, nor how he managed to react so fast, but just then a thin man came for the beard, who used him to shield himself from my arrow.

“Huh?” said the injured man, clueless as to what had happened. And then “Aaa–aaaaa,” shrieked his body, as it sprayed everything with blood.

The guys promptly pointed all their skills and weapons at me. How sweet.

I took up my hammer, and then I took immense pleasure in using its blunt side to whack a man taking aim at me from the roof.

His ribs cracked loudly, and he plunged to the ground like a ragdoll.

You have killed a survivor.

The capacity of your inventory is increased by 8 kg.

Just then, shots were fired and a couple of skills launched in my direction. Pity I wasn’t there anymore, having already blinked away.

Dummies. You ought to be hotfooting it out of here, not standing around bitching at each other.

Now that’s more like it, I thought, genuinely jubilant to observe them now turn to shoot at the zombies.

There was just one thing I didn’t understand. Just what kind of city did I live in? Why the hell did every second person have a weapon. Perhaps I was missing something?

Sitting on a roof, I opened a can of cola — Pshh — before sitting down to savor it as I feasted my eyes on the battle between the people and the zombies.

I switched off my invisibility, but still they didn’t see me. Bad mistake on their part.


Chapter 24

A MESSAGE FROM COMBAT: Varg, what have you done now? I’ve just been contacted by the leader of the New Strength group, and he says you’re killing his people.

How quick they were to complain. When had they found the time? I looked down at the group struggling to fend off zombies.

Yeah, I killed a couple of motherfuckers, I replied matter-of-factly. I’ll finish off the rest now, don’t you worry, I continued, trying to placate him.

What did they do to you? he asked. He had long known it was pointless to argue with me.

I didn’t like the way they looked, I wrote, observing the beard’s distorted face as he was attacked by six zombies at once. Despite his speed, he was struggling to hold them at bay with his saber.

It doesn’t matter anyway. They’re demanding we give you up and deliver you to them in restraints. Good thing Combat wasn’t one to capitulate.

My response was, as always, curt: Tell them all to fuck off!

At least tell me what they did to you, he wrote, still trying and get a grip on the situation.

I saw no reason to hide the truth.

I watched them shoot a civilian woman who had a powerful skill. She might have been useful to us. And on top of everything else, one of them was very full of himself.

Combat didn’t reply for a few seconds as he digested my report.

Copy that, he wrote eventually.

Of course I didn’t like the man with the superiority complex, but that was not the reason I was killing them. It was simply that he’d shot a person, which meant he should be prepared to die himself, so why not let that happen today?

Things were hotting up down there. The group’s attention was constantly being diverted from the beastie battle as they looked around in expectation of an attack from me.

The zombies had them trapped against the wall of the building, and to make matters worse, the zombies just kept coming and coming. It was their own fault for making too much noise, so it was their job to extricate themselves.

In the meantime, I checked the information about the group to see what they were all about.

And would you believe it? It was the group of the general who’d demanded that Combat’s people ditch their families and come over to his side. He needed only warriors who were prepared to die for him and his authority. The group’s name spoke for itself; they wanted to be at the head of the new society. And perhaps that was how things needed to be done in these times, building a new world on the ruins of the old. But who was to say I would like it that way? I did not want to, and I would not, work for some bloke and carry out some bloke’s orders.

Whatever I did for my group, I did because it was my personal desire. I helped them because it was beneficial to me.

“Hold them back! Don’t let them break through!” the bearded man bellowed, brandishing his sword.

Where’s your imagination, system? Why do I only ever see swords? Let’s see some combat gnomes with hammers, or some Indians with blow darts.

“We can’t fend them off forever. We need—” We didn’t hear what the man wanted to say, because purely accidentally I dropped a full bottle of cola and it landed right on his head.

You have killed a survivor.

The capacity of your inventory is increased by 7 kg.

Fuck. There was a reason why, as well as cans of food, I always carried drinks in glass bottles.

“Bastard!” yelled someone down below, narrowly dodging my second full bottle of cola.

Because they were trapped against the same building whose roof I was sitting on, it wasn’t possible for them to shoot me, or even attack me with their skills. And I could see they were beginning to tire.

Yet they were fighting so valiantly and clutching on to their fragile lives, just like the woman who had stood fearless before them until her very end. But they’d shot her all the same, simply because they’d been able to, which meant I could shoot them. My lips spread into a smile of pleasure.

By now the poor bearded man was moving like a regular human, depleted despite his initial swagger. And so it was time to finish them off, otherwise the zombies would rob me of my bonuses. And so I drew my bow and let fly.

You have killed a survivor.

The capacity of your inventory is increased by 8 kg.

The arrow entered its victim through the crown of his head and became lodged in his body, causing instant death.

You have killed a survivor.

The capacity of your inventory is increased by 7 kg.

The next one died in the same fashion. It wasn’t exactly convenient to kill them from my bird’s-eye position, and I pretty much had to hang over the edge of the building. Not that I was afraid to fall, mind, since I would always be able to blink my way out of trouble.

Two of the group broke formation, and the zombies now had access to the humans, who at this point were still alive.

It’s all over, they’re fucked.

All of them, except for the beard. He wasn’t quite so artless as the rest, and pushing off, at an accelerated rate, from the back of a fallen comrade, he managed to jump up to a second-floor balcony. Well done for using your battle buddy as a springboard! Shame it wouldn’t help him ultimately.

I watched him closely and waited to see where he would appear next. He spent a while leaning against a wall in a corridor inside the building, trying to get his breath back and his head together. But he didn’t have much time, because the zombies came piling in through the main entrance downstairs. Clever beasts; they would always find a way through.

Hearing the clamor, the man set off again. Was a couple of minutes really enough for him to recover? I clocked his direction, and moved to keep ahead of him. He was clearly hoping to jump out the other side of the building and land in the next street, so he approached a window at a pace and took off. It was only the second floor, but he didn’t look before he leaped, and he couldn’t have known I was already waiting for him.

“Hi,” I said, appearing right in front of him and waving my dagger in his face.

“Arrr,” he growled, accelerating again and managing to avoid a deadly strike. All I managed to do was leave a scratch on his chest. “You bastard,” he croaked.

“How do you find the weather today? Most agreeable, wouldn’t you say?” I asked, unable to think of anything else.

“Why the hell did you attack us? We have no conflict or disagreement with your group,” the bearded man said, playing for time as he clutched at his wounded chest.

He looked at me so balefully, so much aggression and hatred in his eyes, that he rose in my estimation. He thought he could play for time until his next acceleration, and he clenched his fist, preparing to summon his weapon.

“You’re already imagining yourself ripping out my guts and hoping it’ll kill me, yeah?” I asked, ignoring his question, as I struck a pose of maximum chill without either invisibility or weapons.

His eyes darted all over the place as he pondered how to win a couple of seconds to survive.

“I’m going to kill you,” he said. I’d heard the phrase so often in recent times that I was used to it. “What the… hrrgh.” He wanted to say something else, but instead fell to his knees in a feverish tremor, thick red foam spilling from his mouth.

“You didn’t dodge that strike by yourself, I allowed you to,” I said, giving him to understand what small beer he was. “The blade was poisoned; I’ve got no reason to kill you with a single blow. There’s no point me waiting for a reply, since the poison’s already nearly killed you, so I shall bid you farewell.”

In actual fact, I wasn’t a hundred percent sure about that, and was ready to react if he didn’t die. Who knew? What if he suddenly decided to take me with him and produced a grenade? That did not happen, however, and he breathed his last calmly and wordlessly.

You have killed a survivor.

The capacity of your inventory is increased by 35 kg.

He had taken many lives. I wondered whether it was only women he hunted and killed, or whether he actually had balls, but I would probably never know.

Approaching his body, I flipped it onto its back with a boot. At first glance, there seemed to be no useful trophies to claim. His black special-forces uniform was old and shabby, and his hands were empty. No doubt everything was in his inventory. I checked his pockets for interesting finds, but drew a blank. What a scummy bastard to carry everything in his inventory, just like me. Just to be sure, I ripped his uniform off, but beneath it found nothing except for a cracked medallion in the form of a shield.

Evaluation.

Disposable protective amulet, broken.

The bastard had something useful on him after all. And interesting. I logged onto the trading platform, but could find nothing like it. I didn’t understand why protective amulets were such a rarity, and I wanted ten of them. Disappointed and disconsolate, I went back up to the roof, from where I witnessed zombies polishing off what remained of the beard’s squad. I didn’t bother evaluating him to find out his name. It made no difference to me, he was a corpse. I took out my bow and began methodically shooting the zombies, using the opportunity of a horde of them gathered together. Five minutes later, I received my first interesting loot, in the form of a blue trinket casket. I liked them, I couldn’t help it, sometimes they contained very interesting information. I blinked down to it, and after smashing in the head of a nearby zombie, I picked it up. Then I blinked back up and opened it.

You have received a Hint-Fact card.

You receive Fact № 874.

Not all infecteds and mutants can be killed by a strike to the head.

It could have been better, but it wasn’t bad. If a zombie refused to die, I would instantly know what the problem was.

The card dealt with, I continued shooting my stupid friends.

“Where are you going?” I asked, noticing a jumper trying to reach me, grappling the façade of the building with its claws.

Two arrows, and its body plunged downwards.

The clearing operation brought me two hundred gray boxes. The rest I didn’t even count, I wasn’t interested, except for the red ones, of which there were only thirty-five. They would come in handy for the soldiers, who went through ammunition like nobody’s business. All in all, a pretty fun day, although it was true I had again spoiled relations with another group. Shame I couldn’t give a toss about them, but I had no time for people like that. I did not touch peaceful people, while those who considered themselves great hunters, I killed without the slightest regret.

While I was collecting my trophies, I spotted a camping and fishing store. It would have been a sin not to check it out. The shop windows had been ransacked and the shelves were half empty, and inside there was dried blood on the floor, but there were no zombies to be seen. I wondered around for ten minutes, collecting items that might come in handy in the future, such as knives, ropes, compasses, and fishing tackle. I didn’t know what things the guys might find a use for, but Quartermaster would certainly be pleased. I couldn’t imagine him refusing anything. I also took a tent. The system had given me one early on, but now I had one with a ridiculous price tag.

I hit the jackpot when I took a peek in the stockroom and found some large boxes in a dark corner. Opening the first one I came to, I found new camouflage fatigues. They would definitely not go to waste, for many of the soldiers’ uniforms tore all too quickly. I did not share their love of that particular style, but I wasn’t remotely concerned with others’ opinions, and they could run around hunting in Gucci suits if they so wished.

I stripped the stockroom bare, left the store when there was nothing left of interest, and just in case, put a marker on the map, with a label to that effect. It would also be good to find a drugstore on the way, for our level-less people fell sick often. Our doctor needed unburdening in case of force majeure, for he never had any manа.

I stood on the street beside a mountain of corpses and contemplated where to go next. I’d gotten too sidetracked in the store and wouldn’t make it to the group of survivors before sundown. Not that it was a problem, mind, because I hadn’t promised anyone anything.

Before I forgot, I logged onto the trading platform and placed an ad offering to buy a protective amulet for a hundred gray boxes, although my hopes weren’t high, it being such a rare item.

Okay, I would follow my nose, and perhaps I might find something of interest. Strolling in invisibility mode was most pleasurable, and at the same time super effective in terms of killing zombies.

Varg, we’ve received some urgent information, Combat wrote. Was he bored? The west of the city has been occupied by a strong new group.

For some reason he’d been writing to me a lot today.

Is that an invitation? The information perked me up.

It’s a warning not to go there, he replied. Jeez, I was even more curious now. We’re told the occupiers are a certain sect who are even worse than the Urus.

What, vegans? I asked, chuckling at my own joke.

Funny, but no, he wrote. Wow, I could actually make Combat laugh. Surely it wasn’t another End of Days looming? Necromancers. They control the dead, he continued.

They can be killed though, yeah? I asked.

Anyone can be killed, but these are no joke. They’re organizing a mass genocide of people, and everyone’s fleeing the area.

Okay, I’ll bear that in mind. It was necessary information, and I now knew what might be waiting for me there.

In a walled yard, one wall was bedaubed with a sign reading: There is no God!

Was it written in blood? I began to investigate all the houses around the yard, and using my X-ray vision, I soon found the artist.

Now here’s a little drop of insanity.

A half-naked, lean old man sat on the floor, carving up a human body. I came closer — not too close — to get a better look. His expression was crazed, and his hair long, thinning, and gray. He looked dreadful, and his mumbling wasn’t exactly helping. Vision allowed me a good view of how quickly his lips were moving. My curiosity growing, I decided to get closer, but there was a problem: the doors and windows were barricaded. How could I get inside?

“Help! Anyone alive in there? I just narrowly escaped from the deadmen!” I shouted repeatedly, banging on his door. Who was to say it wouldn’t work? “Help, I beg you!”

All the while I watched him. Like a wildcat, he jumped sharply up and rolled his shoulders. His insanity seemed to vanish, and now he was a regular old man creeping suspiciously toward the main entrance.

“Who’s there?” he asked in an ordinary, if mildly husky, voice. “Get lost! I’m not expecting guests.”

Hmm, an interesting situation: he was now absolutely no different from a regular person, but just a couple of minutes ago the picture had been very different. What was going on? He now seemed of relatively sound mind, but the young guy’s body he was carving up suggested otherwise. And the three heads in the refrigerator didn’t exactly add to his trustworthiness.

“I need help,” I said in a doleful voice. “I got separated from my group and chased by zombies. Can you let me in?”

“Have you gone mad, son? Wait a second, I’ll open it,” he said. What a charitable and genial old man.

He began to dismantle the barricade of furniture, and seemed to have no problem with it, although he grunted a bit for the sake of appearance. Standing outside his door, I began to wonder whether I was really interested in what was going on inside. He was certainly not level 1, dragging a chest of drawers with ease, as though it didn’t weigh fifty kilos.

The door opened, and before me stood a hunched old man whose legs barely supported him. Hamming it up a bit, grandpa, aren’t you?

“Come in quickly before the deadmen see you,” he croaked, gesturing me inside.

He did not rebarricade the door, merely shutting it on the latch.

The old man took me through to a kitchen, the one with the working fridge, which was strange. On the wall was a small crystal, which I immediately evaluated.

Tiny shard of electricity production. Allows the charging of one item. Charging by mana or experience.

An interesting gem. I would have to seek one out on the trading platform.

“Take a seat, son, take the load off your feet,” he mumbled in a geriatric matter, before sitting down himself, pretending the action was a struggle.

I saw no reason to refuse, so I sat on an old stool by the table. The table was empty, save for an empty mug. In my turn, I also acted, playing the role of a frightened and clammed-up youth. The silence was broken by the old man.

“So, Varg, tell me, why did you come to see me?” he asked, blindsiding me, before moving in for the kill. “Are we going to continue with this farce, each of us playing his own part?”

Was it a skill? If such a skill existed, I needed it. I couldn’t even begin to guess how he knew my name.

“No,” he said, shaking his gray head. “The master said, among other things, that you would try to kill me.”

Not a trace remained of his former infirmity, and now sitting before me was a very alert human being.

“Master?” I asked.

“That’s right,” he said, without going into detail, which was a pity because the bad guys in the movies usually liked to talk a lot. “So, why did you come to see me? I don’t believe you just dropped by for a cup of tea.”

I sniggered and said, “I see you don’t fear death.”

“Oh come now,” the old man said dismissively, “I’m not planning on dying. The master would not allow it.”

Before I managed to respond, his ears pricked up and he looked about as if he’d heard something.

“Time is running out and I must leave soon. If you want to fight me, you’ll have to get a move on,” he said, turning back to me and tensing, though not looking the slightest bit frightened.

I had no idea what he might have been talking about, but he was right to say it wasn’t worth wasting time.

“Why did you kill those people, grandpa?” I asked, pointing at the fridge containing the heads.

A pleased smile lit up his face.

“Oh, it’s an amusing story, but there’s no time,” he said, tutting his disappointment at not being able to describe everything in all its glory. “So I’ll be brief. They came to rob a poor old man, but the old man killed them, and now they’re all dead, but the old man isn’t dead, the old man is alive, and continues to serve the master.”

What is this nutter chatting about? And why have I got the willies? Have I made a mistake and stuck my nose in someone else’s business? How the hell is this old man so calm? He was looking at me without a trace of apprehension. Did he really not understand I could break his body with a single hammer strike, or pepper his house with arrows of darkness.

“Why are you so calm? Where do you get your assuredness from?” I asked, summoning my massive hammer for greater effect.

The old man merely smiled and said, “The master says you will not kill me, hehehe. It is something else that interests you, and in return for it, you will not touch me.”

He was beginning to rile me. I didn’t like such cocksure people.

“The master says I must tell you and…” He froze with his eyes closed for several seconds. “Ah, that’s it. Your answer, yes! Those grimoires will bind your soul to the Urus, and your soul will belong to them.”

As I began to see the old man in a different light, my hammer disappeared back into my inventory. I had come here specifically for the pentagrams drawn in blood on the wall. The whole room was covered in them, and I thought they looked familiar, similar to the ones I had seen in the grimoires.

“I’m listening,” I said, my tone softening.

“To us, Urus is a demon, but to them… it doesn’t matter. What matters is souls. That’s right, souls, souls, souls...” he managed, before trailing off to a whisper, his whole body in paroxysms. “Urus gives them strength, and in return takes their souls. Souls are victims. Not simple victims, but bloody ones, and they must shriek and suffer before the end. HAHA! Shriek for all their worth.” Grandpa had gone mad, whispering nonstop and licking his lips.

“Maybe I should finish you off, grandpa? Put you out of your misery?” I suggested quite seriously. His look was absolutely deranged.

“UNACCEPTABLE!” he shouted, jumping up and knocking over his stool, but quickly regaining his calm, and his seat. “Only the master has the authority to do that.”

Is this a one-man sect I’ve stumbled across? The old man had some kind of master, and judging by what he said, it was a demon. It might be an entity or an intelligence from another world, which had gotten inside his head. Why not? Other worlds did exist, just like the system with its endless possibilities.

“What a shame. Such a shame. You can’t get at his knowledge, or experience his strength,” grandpa burbled. “He speaks through me, you are not suitable for him, but you are needed, yes, very needed. Urus. You are an enemy of Urus. You stole their grimoires, and they are now up in arms. And Urdaosh does not like Urus, and will be glad of any problems you can cause for them.”

I was so engrossed in grandpa’s ravings that I missed the moment of the explosion in the room. The only thing I managed to do was hunch myself over and tense my body, so as not to go flying into the fridge containing the old man’s snacks.

To grandpa, on the other hand, the explosion was like water off a duck’s back.

“The master is calling me, everything is ready, I must return to him,” he ranted like a loon. “I must tell you that Urus’s strength is only in its followers. Without them it has no authority or rights. Kill them all and take their gifts.”

“What the hell is going on here grandpa?” The turn of events was unnerving me. Perhaps it was the bright-red portal into the abyss, which had opened in the next room.

He ignored my question and continued babbling.

“Remember this: do not dare to use the gifts of Urus yourself, otherwise your fate will be predetermined!” he rasped, and made for the portal.

“How are you feeling?” I said, unable to resist having a dig.

He turned around and in a perfectly calm voice said, “Stupid child, I am not a slave but a servant. The master believes in me, and it is a great honor.” As he went through the door, he turned back to me again and said, “Now run! The master does not wish your death. He says he is not against you killing his meat.”

I didn’t initially understand what he was talking about, but a very short while later, when the penny dropped, wow, I was astounded. Ghastly four-legged creatures came crawling out of the portal. They were like hellhounds but more repulsive, with no skin, so you could see their muscles contract, and blood dripping from their maws.

I sat transfixed by all this, but ready to react lightning fast and destroy a boarded window to make my getaway.

“Take me, my master!” the old man yelled, before taking a run up and leaping into the portal.

Oddly, the beasties didn’t touch him, solicitously making way for him instead.

No sooner had he disappeared into the portal’s glow than more sweet doggies came skipping out, and I realized it was time to run.

The portal began to crackle, as did the air in the room, and I got the impression the very fabric of the universe was about to tear. And then there was the smell. It should have smelled of sulfur, but no, it smelled of blood.

“What have I gotten myself into this time?” I muttered beneath my breath, as I looked at all the insanity.
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