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  Summary of Previous Books



  
    

  


  Earth, 2074. After World War III, a single world government rules the planet—the UN.


  The planet’s population now exceeds twenty billion, at least a third of which are noncitizens, people declared useless to the community, which means they have no rights to the benefits of civilization. Citizenship is divided into categories; from A with the highest status, the social elite, to L—the lowest.


  At the recommendation of the UN Department of Education, every teenager between ages fourteen and sixteen must spend at least one hour per day in Disgardium. This is considered an essential part of a well-rounded education to give teenagers the social skills they need and prepare them for adult life.


  The student Alex Sheppard takes the in-game nickname Scyth. After making his character wrong and having trouble leveling up, he quickly loses interest in the game. For over a year, he just spends his mandatory hours in the sandbox, sitting on a bench outside the tavern.


  His parents are planning to divorce, which will lower their citizenship class and income, and they won’t be able to pay for Alex’s education to fulfill his dream of becoming a space guide. The colonization of Mars has begun, and plans are in the works to correct Venus’ orbit.


  Half a year before school ends, Alex is forced to start playing Disgardium for real to earn enough for his studies.


  To maintain balance, the game’s developer company Snowstorm initially introduced the policy of ’Threats’ to knock out imbalanced players. Any player-threat identified by an artifact of the True Flame can be thrown out of the game permanently with the help of a simple ritual. The eliminator receives rewards based on the Threat’s potential, and the Threat is also rewarded: the higher its level, the greater the compensation, but the harder it is to defeat. If the Threat’s status reaches extreme highs, it can be tough to eliminate. This means that the eliminators (or ‘preventers,’ as they call themselves) gain more by eliminating Threats before they power up.


  The Threats themselves need to hide and level up. Their reward after elimination comes not from their potential, but from their current status level, where A is the highest and Z is the lowest.


  Scyth becomes a Threat with potential A after a series of unlikely events converge. The NPC Patrick O’Gradv (the first human whose consciousness was successfully transferred to the game) curses him, and another NPC, a lich dungeon boss, turns out to be under the control of the real-life noncitizen player Clayton, who contacts Alex. Clayton was the pilot of an interstellar cargo shuttle before he crashed and lost his citizenship. Seeing Scyth’s stubbornness as he dies over and over without giving up, he surrenders, letting Scyth kill him.


  Scyth gets Mark of the Destroying Plague from killing the final boss of the instance. The Mark lets him withstand any damage without dying. Alongside Patrick’s curse, this allows Scyth to reach uninhabitable territory in the Mire, slumbering place of the dying avatar of the Sleeping God Behemoth, one of five ancient gods.


  Scyth makes friends with the ‘Dementors’—his classmates Ed ‘Crawler’ Rodriguez, Hung ‘Bomber’ Lee, Melissa ’Tissa’ Schafer and Malik leader of Axiom, the top clan in the Tristad sandbox. They create their own clan—the Awoken.


  The Awoken achieves victory in the yearly Junior Arena. To do that, they have to build a temple dedicated to the Sleeping Gods on the deserted island of Kharinza. They are aided by noncitizens from Cali Bottom, who Scyth met when he stood up for the miner Manny. The builder Gyula is among them. After erecting a temple, he begins to build the Awoken clan fort.


  Having achieved victory in the Arena, Scyth and his friends draw the attention of recruiters from the Alliance of Preventers, ten of the strongest clans in Disgardium.


  After their victory in the Arena, the school bans the Awoken from playing for eight weeks, which makes Scyth fail a quest from the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague. In his absence, the Destroying Plague finds a new emissary—Big Po. When Scyth returns to the game, Big Po opens a portal for the Destroying Plague to capture Tristad. With the help of his friends, Scyth fights off the undead assault and eliminates the Threat Big Po.


  They’re joined by Crag the warrior, aka Tobias Asser, a former unsuccessful ganker turned chosen one of Nergal the Radiant. Crag’s status as a Threat is revealed, and he is forced to hide not only in the game, but in real life too.


  Tobias asks Scyth for help, and Scyth accepts him into the ranks of the Awoken.


  Scyth and Crag leave the sandbox together. In Darant, the preventers check all newcomers that arrive, and Crag is identified as a


  Threat. Scyth manages to save his clanmate from the Modus clan castle and delivers him to the distant island of Kharinza, where the Awoken have built a fort.


  Fearing the preventers’ pursuit in the real world, the Awoken discuss a future haven. Manny and Gyula suggest buying three floors of a new apartment building in Cali Bottom and hiding out there.


  By using the Portal Key he got for eliminating Big Po the Threat, Scyth finds himself in the Treasury of the First Mage. There he acquires allies—the treasury guardians Flaygray the satyr, Nega the succubus, Ripta the raptor and Anf the insectoid.


  With their help, Scyth, Crag, Crawler and Bomber try to repel an attack from the lich Shazz, an emissary of the Destroying Plague, but in the end are defeated. Behemoth’s temple is destroyed, and Scyth is turned undead.


  Led by the Shazz the lich, he goes to a dungeon on Holdest, the lair of the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague, and gets a quest: to build a Stronghold of the Destroying Plague in the Lakharian Desert. The Nucleus also asks that he find the cult of Morena, the goddess of death, and recruit her.


  The Nucleus makes puppets of its legates, but Behemoth, who Scyth took with him, protects his consciousness. The god himself stays behind in the lair, to study the Destroying Plague’s power source.


  Using the abilities gifted by the Nucleus, Scyth turns his clanmates and noncitizen friends undead.


  The undead are immune to weather debuffs, which allows Scyth to quickly level up his character in the desert. There he learns a new ability—


  Plague Fury. With its help, Scyth reaches a place of power where he can begin to build a temple of the Sleeping Gods. The noncitizen builders help him build a temple in the Lakharian Desert dedicated to Tiamat, one of the five Sleeping Gods. According to Behemoth, she is the only one that can remove Scyth’s curse of the Destroying Plague.


  A day before the temple is finished, Scyth captures the beast-god Apophis, the White Snake. He does this to keep his promise to the first priest to Apophis, Yemi, leader of the dark African clan Yoruba. They try to kill Scyth, tearing his heart out, but in vain. Scyth kills them all. After reviving, Yemi, who is also a Threat, shouts to him that he and his clan will be ready to fight on Scyth’s side as soon as he says the word.


  Seeing the incarnation of the Sleeping Gods through Crag’s eyes, Nergal the Radiant, the god of light, declares a holy crusade to destroy Tiamat’s temple. The god promises full immunity from the heat of the Lakharian Desert to all his crusaders.


  DisgardiunTs developer company Snowstorm throws its yearly Distival, a kind of Comic Con for all the games fans. Anyone can visit it, but there is a separate private event for a chosen few.


  The Awoken, as winners of the Junior Arena, visit Distival in Dubai. There, Alex walks into his hotel room only to find Kiran Jackson, a director of Snowstorm, already in it. He tries to convince Alex to forget the Sleeping Gods and pursue the storyline of the new game faction—the undead. Kiran suggests involving the cultists of Morena in the event, to scale it up.


  According to Kiran, all the game gods of Dis are just AIs limited by the Faith resource. The more followers, the more Faith, and this generates competition among the AIs. As for the Sleepers—they’re particularly powerful AIs loaded into the game’s kernel just in a critical mass of errors builds up. Then the Sleeping Gods ‘wake up’ and reload the world, destroying everything within it.


  At Distival, Alex meets twenty-two-year-old Piper, member of the Modus clan’s junior wing. The girl takes him to seventy-year-old Sergei Polotsky, former oligarch whose money was used to found Modus. His game nickname was Pecheneg. The old man tells his tale, claiming that it was he who financed Modus from his business, but he was later kicked out by Otto Hinterleaf, now the clan’s leader. Polotsky also said Scyth was under close observation; Modus was certain he was the Threat. Now the clan is afraid of scaring Alex away and doesn’t want the other preventers to learn of him. Polotsky lost almost all his life savings in Modus. Taipan, Pecheneg’s clan, survives thanks to a captured vein of Corrupted Adamantite.


  At Distival, Mogwai, the number one player in the world, declares that he is returning to the game and founding a clan called Elite alongside his friend Criterror.


  By now, Alex is in need of a lot of money. His parents have failed a project and have to pay a fine. Hairo Morales, a security services officer from the Excommunicado clan, has been blackmailing him. He needs to buy a game capsule for Gyula so he can build the Stronghold of the Destroying Plague. Big Po has deduced that Scyth is the Threat and demands money and an imitation to the Awoken.


  After Distival, Alex gives an interview to Ian Mitchell, a journalist in similarly dire straits. In exchange, he gets a large sum of money and agrees to an ongoing collaboration with Mitchell.


  Using an achievement reward, he increases his reputation with the Goblin League and gains access to Kinema, the capital of Bakabba. There he puts up for auction two top legendary armor items and sells them for over ten million gold. That means he can solve his parents’ problems and buy the copper bar for a million gold from Hairo Morales, the blackmailer threatening to reveal the identity of the Threat among the Awoken. Scyth leaves a note saying he wants to discuss the possibility of working together with Hairo.


  In Kinema, Scyth visits the temple of Fortune, Goddess of Luck. She is one of the Old Gods, but has made a place among the New. Fortune wants help to return her former influence. And that means she needs Spheres of Serendipity— orbs containing the unspent luck of sentient beings. After death, the luck goes to the New Gods responsible for death, or to the demons of the Inferno. Fortune considers this unfair. Now Scyth sees Spheres of Serendipity on corpses and can pick them up.


  In the Lakharian Desert, Scyth encounters Ervigot the Ravager, giving him a chance to level up his resilience and unarmed combat.


  An explorer, Kitty from the Dangerous Game Hunters, shows up in the desert as if from nowhere and tells Scyth where to find the cultists of Morena.


  On Shad’Erung, continent of the dark ones, Scyth finds the cultists and asks them to set up a meeting with Morena, the goddess of death among the Old Gods. She recognizes the divine marks on him and says she remembers the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague by another name—Reaper, the Old God. In ancient times, Morena and Reaper walked hand-in-hand, but when the New Gods appeared, they lost followers, which meant they lost power too. Morena summons all her adepts to help Scyth.


  She gives him Reapers Scythes, a divine weapon that can level up by devouring the souls of the enemies it kills.


  Scyth also summons the Yoruba clan, the snake worshipers whose leader, the mage Yemi, promised Scyth that he would answer a call to arms.


  To use the Yoruba for sabotage, Scyth decides to become a scribe. He learns the craft and quickly levels it up. Now he can create scrolls that unleash the destruction of his Plague Fury spell.


  Crag leaves the Awoken clan without telling anyone.


  Scyth and his friends use the Portal Key to Holdest, confident that the mobs there should be higher level than in the Lakharian Desert. But the continent disappoints them: the few mobs that lived there were low level. Moreover, the place of power where they had a chance to build a new temple to the Sleeping Gods was almost at the South Pole, and Storm, Scyth’s dragoness, couldn’t fly the long distance—a frost debuff damaged her. It would take Scyth weeks to get there on foot. He decides to sell the Poi’tal Key at the goblin auction house.


  Gyula the builder erects the Stronghold of the Destroying Plague just in time for the NergaTs Summons event to begin.


  In a conversation with Scyth, Gyula mentions a series of strange deaths in Cali Bottom. Humans are dying from the Doom virus, which causes sudden death from strokes and heart attacks. All the victims had given up mining to work in Dis at one point or another. Hank, Manny’s brother, who Scyth met in the form of a dungeon boss in the instance Tristad City Jail, has gone mad and been taken away by Snowstorm.


  Scyth hands in his quest to build the Stronghold of the Destroying


  Plague and gets new abilities; now he can infect players with the Destroying Plague. He picks up Behemoth. The Sleeper, seeing that his Initial is changing, gives him a lesson: Alex temporarily loses control of his character and loses his legendary armor set, thrown off by the AI now in control of Scyth. The Nucleus gives him task of turning the cultists of Morena undead, to use them as vessels for the ‘departed’ legates of the Destroying Plague. They were once nine, but now only the lich Shazz and Scyth the player-legate remain.


  Shazz’s undead army passes through a Plague Portal and grows in strength as it farms high-level desert mobs. The cultists of Morena appear there too, those that the Nucleus had ordered turned undead. Scyth decides not to turn them, and sends the cultists to Kharinza instead.


  While leveling up Fishing on Kharinza, Hung encounters the huge kraken Orthokon. The warrior throw’s his catch to the kraken in fear, increasing his reputation with the beast god and becoming a Threat himself.


  The Montosaurus returns to the island and unwittingly helps Scyth. The beast god deals insane damage, allowing Scyth to quickly refill his plague energy and pour it into Plague Fury scrolls. Later, Scyth gives those scrolls to Yemi as weapons of sabotage.


  Scyth then goes to meet Pecheneg in his castle. The old man introduces him to Blackberry, an analyst and officer from Modus. She’s working for Polotsky. Summoning an Arbiter to register a trade, Blackberry gives Scyth the right to use her image, which allows him to fool tests with the fire of the True Flame. She also talks about Nergal the Radiant’s Great Portable Altar, which the preventers carry with them as a respawn point.


  Several thousand high-level players invade the Lakharian Desert and move toward the temple. The Alliance of Preventers is in a hurry to get there before the huge mass of ordinary players. It wants to be the first to complete Nergal’s quest.


  Scyth attacks the altar and destroys it. Immediately afterwards, he infiltrates the preventers’ headquarters under the guise of Blackberry and kills them all. Among them he encounters Crag, now a partner of Modus. As it turns out, the destroyed altar was a fake.


  Yoruba detonates a series of explosions around the temples of Nergal the Radiant during mass blessings. The high priests survive and ask their god for protection against Plague Fury.


  Nergal promises to protect all who answer his summons.


  The Continents of Disgardium


  
    

  


  Latteria


  The largest continent in the world, separated from Shad’Erung by the Thunder Strait. The Commonwealth occupies the western half, with the neutral races in the northeast and the Lakharian Desert stretching across the southeast. Latteria is home to Tristad (Scyth’s sandbox), the capital Darant, and frontier towns. Mob levels: 0-500+.





  Shad’Erung


  The continent of the dark ones. Almost fully belongs to the Empire, although roughly a third is covered in the uninhabitable Ursai Jungle. The Empire’s capital is Shak. This is where Scyth found the cultists of Morena. Mob levels: 0-500+.


  



  Bakabba


  A small continent in the southern hemisphere. Belongs entirely to the Goblin League. Mob levels: 200-300+.


  



  Holdest


  A snowy continent on the South Pole. Uninhabited although its depths shelter the barely-alive Reaper, who went there to hide away from the New Gods and eventually became the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague. Mob levels: o-???


  



  Meaz


  A small continent slightly larger than Bakabba. Located on the equator to the east of Latteria. Covered with an impenetrable magical field, so nobody has settled it. Mob levels:???-???


  



  Terrastera


  A dwarf continent to the south of Shad’Erung. Has active volcanoes that cover the whole continent in lava, ash clouds and acid rain. Uninhabited. Mob levels:???-???


   


  Prologue: Hairo


  
    

  


  FORTY-YEAR-OLD Hairo Morales has been working in the Excommunicado security sendee for the past three years. A former peacekeeper and veteran of the Third World War and local conflicts in the Middle East, northern China and Africa, he struggled to find activities that suited him in retirement. He’d been a special operative in the army and tried to find something similar in civilian life. Sure, it gave him gray hairs faster, but he was too late to change now.


  The rain had been crashing down since dawm. Clouds of flint hung over the city. They seemed endless, divulging an eternal downpour. That bothered Morales. The rain brought phantom pains and he gritted his teeth. It was on a gloomy day like this that he lost his leg, burnt off by a plasma mine in one of the Central American Zones. Only his life-support system saved him, built into every peacekeeper exoskeleton.


  The army provided him with new bionic limbs. Better than before! the doc said, with exaggerated enthusiasm. At least they won’t smell, Hairo! Haha! Morales had laughed, but he was far from happy. He’d been pushed out of the army despite his service. The least they could have done was waive his treatment bill.


  Who would have thought he’d find himself in the company of Caesar, younger brother of drug baron Ishmael Calderone? Hairo had once been in a raid to capture him. It had failed, and maybe that was for the best. In any case, Caesar, when he accepted Hairo into the Excommunicado security sendees, had no issue with him.


  Caesar Calderone himself, better known as Colonel, was also a military veteran. He personally interviewed every applicant to the company, needing only a short time to make a clear-cut decision. Often it was ‘no.’ Nobody knew what influenced him, but Hairo was lucky; Colonel approved his hiring.


  In their meeting, after describing the company’s requirements to the new hire, Caesar said on parting:


  “Make a character in Disgardium, Hairo.”


  “Is that mandatory? I thought my work didn’t involve video games.”


  “I’m afraid it does!” Caesar’s voice rattled like a bunch of nails in an iron bucket. “The company’s purpose in real life is merely to support the Excommunicado clan in the game. Our businesses are no more than investments. Do you know who the investor is?”


  “The clan?”


  “Right. Most of your duties will be in real life, but first and foremost, you are a member of Excommunicado. You just get your paycheck from the company.”


  At first, Hairo got an old veteran as a partner, but he soon retired. A new Exco noob replaced him—Willy Brizuela. Routine took over: alongside Willy, Hairo patrolled the clan’s residential district, protected Colonel’s mansion, escorted the clan leader or someone from the office on trains… It was boring. Boring and humiliating: players in the clan’s main staff treated him and the other sendee workers with contempt. This was not expressed in words or deeds. After all, according to corporate policy, everyone was formally equal. But it came through in looks, tones, whispers behind backs.


  As it emerged, the function of the security sendee was not just security, but also intelligence and counter-intelligence, and what Colonel jokingly referred to as proactive defense, by which he meant his brother’s protection racket. Excoinmunicado was always at war with someone, be it hot or cold: with competitor clans, the government, the Triad… And that meant that when two serious Threats appeared, Colonel gathered his security officers in secret and told them to start digging. He didn’t just want to find the Threats in real life. He also wanted to prevent his sworn friends from the Alliance from suspecting anything.


  After studying the analysts’ reports, Hairo decided that one of the Threats must be a noncitizen. Hairo himself was one, and from a place known as Hell on Earth, in the Guyana Cesspit. He got citizenship through ten years of sendee in the peacekeepers, then changed his address, but never forgot his old noncitizen friends. It was them—in the Guyana Cesspit and neighboring Cali Bottom—who he went to for information.


  When one of his agents told him of some strange events in Cali Bottom, Hairo’s ears pricked up like a hunting dog on a scent. He started to dig, and his efforts were rewarded: one of the students he and Willy intercepted in the sky over Cali was the Threat! But he hadn’t decided what to do with the information yet. First he needed to meet the Threat, understand what he wanted. Maybe get some more intel…


  He downed a painkiller, drank down his coffee and got ready for work. His wife Maria kissed him, adjusted his collar and sighed anxiously.


  “Hairo…”


  “What, dear?”


  “Have you spoken to Caesar? About that promotion?”


  “Yeah. He told me where to stick it. When Joao learned that I’d gone over his head, he shouted loud enough to break windows.”


  “Oh, no…” she groaned. “We could lose our home, Hairo! If you don’t confirm your status, they’ll increase our mortgage rates… What about Isolda? How will we pay her…?”


  “I’ll fix it. Don’t worry…” Hairo pulled his wife close and hugged her.


  He hadn’t yet told her of the money from the Threat in Dis. He’d split the money fifty-fifty with Willy, and it was all still in the game. He had to think about how to get it out. Back then, when he’d met those teenagers in Cali Bottom, Hairo had improvised. But now that all his hunches were paying off, to his own limitless surprise, and he’d gotten the money for the copper bar, he was panicking, afraid of losing it. Nothing prevented him from withdrawing it all to his account. Nothing except the unavoidable questions from the financial services. They had unlimited access to player transactions in Dis, and the metal bar he’d sold for a million wasn’t worth even a single gold coin. There would be questions that he could not answer. And then… Hairo didn’t want to think about what might happen then.


  “Gotta go, darlin’,” he gently released his wife and left the house.


  Once at the base, he met his partner, detailed the plans for the day. They agreed a work front and Hairo and Willy set off on their patrol routes.


  “Brought it?” Hairo asked soundlessly, just moving his lips.


  Willy nodded.


  Flying above one of the Zones, their Shark stopped above a small village of the Wild Ones. That was the name for the inwinova that left for districts declared by the authorities as unfit for life. Inwinova! Hairo spat mentally. Individuals of no value to society—that’s what sneering citizens called noncitizens. But Hairo had childhood friends from among the people who lived in those places. Willy knew people there too. Good people, with big hearts…


  The partners regularly dropped crates of UNB rations—universal nutrient blends—along with clothing and medicine. But today, the cargo contained something else.


  “I gotta take a leak,” Hairo said loudly for anyone who might be listening in the future.


  The Shark stopped a couple of yards above the surface. Willy silently passed the crates of machine-guns and ammo to the people that met us. They were old guns, long since removed from production. Echoes of war.


  Once the ‘packages’ had been taken, Hairo launched the Shark rapidly and resumed the previous route. The colorful men below, with their worn clothes and rugged faces, raised their fists as one and shouted something. Hairo nodded, though he didn’t think they saw him. In the Zones, you can usually see the air you’re breathing.


  Willy and Hairo didn’t discuss what had happened; they’d talked it all over yesterday. ‘Hunters’ sometimes went to the Zones; successful citizens thirsting for adrenaline. They set up so-called ‘safaris,’ shooting the Wild Ones. There isn’t a sirigle animal left in the world that isn’t protected by law, Hairo thought bitterly. But you can shoot a whole village full of Wild Ones unpunished and get nothing but silent approval. It cannot be said that the Wild Ones were defenseless. Unlike the ‘hunters,’ they had nothing to lose; they fought tooth and nail. But knives and whips are no match for plasma rifles and machine-guns.


  Hairo had learned yesterday of another ‘safari’ preparing to invade the Zone in which his friends lived. He couldn’t protect them; he risked being turned into an inwinova himself, if not worse. But he could support them with weapons…


  For the next few hours, he and Willy patrolled a large area that included Cali Bottom and the Guyana Cesspit. The airwaves were quiet. The whole clan was responding to Nergal’s Summons—the event began that morning.


  Willy was reading the latest news of Dis. Suddenly, he did a double—take.


  “Something’s happened! Mary Mother of God… Hairo, look at this!”


  Morales looked at his partners comm screen. The video showed the blessing ceremony at the temple square in Vermillion. The High Priest spread his arms, recited prayers. Bright waves emanated from him, covering the whole square. The crowd surged forward as the masses rushed to get closer to the blessing.


  “Here, watch now!” Willy said excitedly.


  For a few moments, the screen was filled with white. The cameraman fell and the colorful picture turned monochrome, but Hairo had enough time to notice bodies burning away to ash.


  He went back to controlling the flyer, immersed in thoughts about the Threat. He was still waiting for an answer after agreeing to meet them. Willy continued to watch the videos flooding the net from the explosions in Bridger, Vermillion and Fort Smith, listened to eyewitness testimony. Then the speakers whined, and the partners heard the familiar voice of Joao, the security chief.


  “Attention all patrols! Number One has declared a general assembly! Everyone get off your asses and get to the base now! That’s an order! Confirm receipt, over.”


  Hairo grabbed the radio.


  “Morales-Brizuela squad here, confirming, over.”


  The voice of Vladimir, one of their colleagues, stood out from the series of answers from the other patrol groups.


  “Boss, this is Krasnov-Kalinich. We’re far away. What’s going on?


  Over.”


  “Vlad, keep the channel clear! I repeat! Everyone back to base!”


  “Don’t be an asshole, Joao!” Vladimir exploded. “We’re over Siberia! We’re checking out some Russian inwinovas! We got half the globe to traverse! What the hell is up?”


  Joao sighed over the airwaves.


  “Men… I don’t know the details, but it looks like the Threat has cooked the whole Alliance…”


  Then the comm crackled. Hairo checked the message’s sender, looked at Willy. He understood without words. They’d both been waiting for the Threat’s response.


  “Let me take the wheel.”


  “3 PM/ET. Will wait five minutes today and tomorrow. Private room. Invite cipher attached” That was it. No signature, no return address. Flagged burn-after-reading.


  Morales deleted the message, checked his watch. Only ten minutes to the set time—three in the afternoon, Eastern time.


  “Descending, need a piss,” Hairo said.


  When the flyer landed, he went outside, taking a VR helmet and manipulator gloves with him. He synchronized with the comm and pulled it toward him. A way to talk in a private room without a capsule.


  He had to wait for the appointed time to arrive and the link to activate. The program activated. Hairo chose a default avatar and entered the room. The cryptoworld loaded instantly: an empty room with black walls. At the center was a small wooden table with a lamp. Two chairs next to it.


  Using the gloves to control the avatar, Hairo walked to the table and ‘sat/ A couple of seconds later, a figure separated from the far wall; a young blond man, something from the base set of standard avatars.


  “Hairo,” the boy nodded, sitting at the table. The voice sounded sweet, appropriate for the avatar, but the security officer didn’t let the soft voice fool him. “Thank you for agreeing to meet.”


  “Thank you for the mil,” Morales chuckled. “All our units just got called in. They say someone blew up all the Alliance bosses. Your handiwork?”


  “I w’on’t deny the obvious. Neither of us have much time, so let’s talk business. I’m sending a contract for a million phoenixes per year. My friends and I need security. We have funds.”


  Hairo wanted to show off what he knew, point out what had the kid shook up: Sheppard was clearly the Threat. He was the only one that talked like this out of those five students—Hairo had carefully studied the dossier for each. Rodriguez and Lee had a different style of speech. Abdualim wouldn’t have risked the meeting. As for Melissa Schafer, she was still in the sandbox.


  He wanted to, but… decided against it.


  “What’s stopping me from just going on earning a million a week, instead of a year?”


  “The fact that I won’t pay you any more. Your intel’s going out of date. I’m not planning on hiding much longer. I’m sick of it. But I don’t need extra attention either.”


  “I get that… Why me?”


  “I’ve studied your biography, the public part of it. Born and raised in Guyana, you lived through the war. A veteran many times honored. You lost your legs. Not only do you have friends in Cali Bottom, but I’ve heard tell of Hairo Morales. They say the Lobo can be trusted.”


  Hairo’s breath caught. It was a good thing it didn’t show on his avatar. El Lobo, the Wolf, was his childhood nickname. Few remembered that now.


  “So can you be trusted?”


  “Are you sure you have a year? If I agree, I’ll want payment in advance.”


  “Even if I don’t have a year, the clan does. I’m offering you a contract with the clan. The money is legal. And it’s after taxes, in cash.”


  “I want a million and two hundred. Six hundred each for me and my partner.”


  “Six hundred? We can do that…”


  “Do you know why?” Hairo interrupted. “Life has taught me not to back people into a corner. In desperation, a man will promise a great deal, but I don’t have any use for empty promises. If I come over to you, then I want stability. Willy and I will work for your clan a year, and if all is well, we’ll discuss a promotion then.”


  “Agreed, Mr. Morales.” The boy stood and offered a hand.


  Hairo shook it, held on.


  “Just to be clear… Is contract control enabled?”


  “Yes.”


  “Good. Speak your offer.”


  “I, Alex Kieran Sheppard, representing the Awoken clan, offer a yearly contract to Hairo Morales and his partner…”


  “William Brizuela.”


  “… William Brizuela for a total of one million and two hundred thousand phoenixes after taxes for working in the clan’s security sendee. Payment for the first year of service will be transferred within three days of this moment.”


  “I, Hairo Morales Garcia, representing myself and the interests of William Brizuela, accept the Awoken’s offer. I give my word not to disclose any information I have received during negotiations.”


  That was it. No way back. A verbal contract had judicial force, although a few formalities yet remained. Hairo gathered his thoughts.


  “Now I need to fly to the base right away. I’ll find out what Colonel wants, and tomorrow morning I’ll resign. This is an irreversible step, kid, and I have a family: a wife and daughter… Tell me, how are you guys doing out there? Who are you most afraid of?”


  “Nobody is a threat to us in Dis. In the real world… The Alliance of Preventers, the Triad… Maybe Snowstorm. To grow, we need a place where we’ll be safe.”


  “You can add the Cartel since Exco is involved. Colonel will definitely bring his brother in. Never mind, we’ll deal with it. How many of you are there?”


  “Over a hundred, counting the noncitizens. They have an option for abase…”


  “We’ll discuss it once I’ve left Exco. For your own security. I suggest we meet at your friends’ place tomorrow in Cali Bottom.”


  “The roof of block thirty-six, Hairo.”


  Morales nodded and finally released the Threat’s hand. The boy kept his gaze fixed on him.


  “You know, Alex…” Hairo said. “I changed my mind. A million is enough for Willy and me.”


  “Why?”


  “Because this is the first time I’ve seen a citizen talk about noncitizens without using the word ‘inwinova.’ And we’re going to need a lot of money. Defense droids and turrets ain’t cheap. And you can forget about community flyers, Alex. We need a Shark.”


  “Why?”


  “Because after what you did this morning, you can say goodbye to the quiet life.”


  


  Chapter 1: First Battle


  



  I SOARED HIGH above the desert atop Storm and watched. The sun leaned down to the horizon, but I was sure the battle would start before nightfall.


  The Alliance of Preventers had recovered after their fight with me and were gathering their forces into a single thrust. They were rushing to Tiamat’s temple so fast that by the time I’d come to an agreement with Hairo and returned to Dis, they were already approaching the Stronghold of the Destroying Plague.


  And I didn’t know what to do. If my plague abilities were ineffective, then getting into a fight with a few thousand top players wasn’t just stupid, it was suicidal. It would be easier to eliminate myself as a Threat. If only that were possible, that would have been funny.


  All the new Plague. Fury explosions in the frontier forts were no more dangerous than a firecracker to those who answered Nergal’s Summons. But those who caused the explosions died: the Yoruba members, who hadn’t taken the blessing. The Radiant God kept his promise and gave his followers protection. News of this traveled at the speed of light. I hadn’t had time to read the news properly, but the headlines made it clear enough: End of the Class-A Threat, Ace Up the Alliance’s Sleeve, It’s All Turned Around, Pyirhic Victory… That last one probably referred to me crushing the Alliance’s camp.


  All that remained was to figure out whether the blessing protected them from all abilities related to plague energy or only from Plague Fury.


  I counted twelve columns, matching the number of clans. The Alliance forces were moving on foot, without mounts. Maybe Nergal’s blessing didn’t extend to them. Each column consisted of three raid groups with a hundred men each—a total of three thousand and six hundred players and almost the same again in pets and minions. There was a broad groove cut in the sand, clearly made by the wheels of the Great Portable Altar as it carved its way through the desert in the rear. The real one this time. Unlikely that they’d dragged a second fake deep into the desert.


  The army kept catching aggro from mobs, but even with their massive level advantage, few of them reached the tanks. I couldn’t figure out how the preventers had managed to overcome the penalties; they shouldn’t have been able to hit a mob sixty levels above them at all…


  Around six miles from the preventer army, another army approached to meet it in uneven rows—the undead. Shazz had apparently leveled up his strategic skills, because he sent some scouts out in advance: Banshee Lieutenants and Bone Gargoyles, which reported on the alliance’s troop movements.


  Now the walking dead and the other nightmarish creatures were moving in apparent disorder behind and to the sides of a walking skyscraper. Deznafar, Battle Avatar of the Departed, was covered in rotting flesh and chitinous plates like the kind I’d seen on the Ravager. All eight of its massive undead legs sank almost halfway into the sand, and the monster left behind two deep ditches. Our entire fort could have fit in either one.


  I couldn’t stop the battle. And in any case, I’d lose. If the preventers won, their path to Tiamat’s temple would be clear. If Shazz won, then the Destroying Plague would never stop; the lich would turn the top players into legates, and those like Big Po would retain control of their characters, becoming the pioneers of the officially launched new faction. Immediately after that, the undead race would probably become playable for everyone else. That’s how it went when the dark ones were unlocked. It was a good thing Kiran Jackson considered our agreement complete—all I had to do now was delete my character… But we’d see about that. I planned to defend the temple and fort to the bitter end, no matter what happened.


  Cloak Essence hid my Blackberry disguise, which I’d decided to keep for now. Pecheneg wrote to me not long before. When I warned them that Blackberry had been discovered, the elf girl logged out of Dis and managed to escape the Modus clan building in the chaos I’d caused. As for Hinterleaf s astral mark on the girl, they’d deal with that when Pecheneg and Victoria (her real name) came back to Dis.


  The Alliance leaders saw Deznafar’s towering frame from a couple of miles away. Of course, they already knew of both Shazz’s undead and the Battle Avatar of the Departed from their scouts. The fixing mounts of that class were protected from the heat, the only ones apart from those obtained in the Lakharian Desert itself, like my Storm.


  When I met him, the lich reported indifferently that “all whose shadows fell upon us have been eliminated,” but the scouts would have made their reports all the same. However, this was the first time the preventers saw the mega-undead with their own eyes. They stopped.


  The raids took up defensive formations. The preventers chose a spot on the crest of a dune to mount a defense, in a semicircle before the smaller undead army. The flanks stayed in the same row with the rest for now, but I knew they’d move out and surround the undead when Shazz came close.


  Mere minutes remained to the collision.


  I saw a gleam of glass in the constant flashes of buffing spells. Looking closer, I made out the familiar face of one of the Children of Kratos. Taranis, that scout from Vermillion whom I’d told a week ago that I was a Legate of the Destroying Plague. His news release had stunned the world. My super-high Perception allowed me to make out every face. Taranis was looking through something like binoculars. He opened his mouth and jabbered into his comm amulet, keeping his eyes on me.


  Another few dozen heads jerked upward. I tried to keep myself beneath the sun to remain unnoticed, but now that they knew where to look and what to look for, it wasn’t hard to make out big Storm in the sky with a rider on her back. Glancing at the Alliance leaders, I saw Yary already giving commands. Mogwai frowned nearby. Crag was hanging around in the form of an elf. After our meeting in the headquarters of the preventers, my friend had found a way to get out of his capsule and told me in CrapChat that Nergal had punished him for helping the enemy: his divine ability had been halved in strength.


  Several top players summoned mounts at once, but only one ascended. So that’s how it was. They’d decided to figure out whether I could break through Nergal’s protection.


  Without moving, I waited for the guinea pig on a white hippogrvph to reach me. I wanted to know if the magic of the dead could damage him or not too, so as soon as he got within range, I loosed an arrow with half a million plague energy behind it.


  You dealt damage to the player Zomba, level 379 Drunken Monk: gi.


  Health points: 1,856,239/1,856,330.


  The fat stocky monk grinned when he saw the damage numbers. I swore—the plague energy hadn’t gotten through, and rank zero Archery dealt pathetic damage. If it weren’t for my accuracy, which was now over two thousand percent, I’m sure I would have missed at my level three hundred and nine. But this was no time for pessimism.


  Zomba stood up on his hippogryph’s back, balanced, prepared to attack. A whirlwind of air surrounded his body, and when the distance between us closed to thirty yards, he jumped and stretched out his arm like damn Superman, flying straight at me. My shield Sharkon’s Mane flew from my hand to meet him and got caught in the monk’s whirlwind defense. They both flew toward me. It all happened in a split second, but I had enough time to greet the monk with Hammerfist. I broke through his defense—the whirlwind seemed to harden, then shatter,—but then everything went wrong.


  The top player’s swift charge knocked me from Storm’s saddle like a leaf in the wind. My eyes managed to catch the Reflection damage numbers—almost three hundred thousand, and from one hit! Then everything started to flicker. The earth and sky span, swapping places, and the monk and I fell toward the earth, locked together.


  Riderless Storm roared, discharged bolts of lightning. The monk’s fists were a blur in the air, wrapped in some kind of legendary cloth, smashing through my ribcage with such ferocity that I didn’t even have to hit him again. Reflection did my work for me. I managed to grab my falling shield, but now I faced death: I couldn’t survive a fall from a great height, even with three million health. Such were the game mechanics. And Immortality wouldn’t work with another Legate nearby!


  In a panic, I tried to activate Depths Teleportation, but the cast was interrupted—the preventers had started shooting at my falling body. I heard shouts, commands, spells, the whistling of arrows, crossbow bolts and darts all around. A motley mass of battle pets clustered where I would land.


  Smack! I fell in a bad position, head down. My bones crunched, my neck twisted unnaturally. As I hurried to hit the respawn button, I realized I’d survived. I’d gotten so used to Immortality that I’d forgotten all about Diamond Skin of Justice. Nine seconds of full invulnerability!


  I heard a few explosions; dwarven tanks firing their cannons at me. The cannonballs bounced off into the sand with a dull metal thud and span there, red-hot and deadly. Diamond Skin of Justice absorbed the shock. I survived and ran away, recalling Storm and activating teleportation.


  Three seconds later I stood in complete silence outside the Stronghold of the Destroying Plague. Sticky anthracite soil covered in sand and crisscrossed with green veins led to the fort. Only the glimmering veil of the portal was gone—it seemed my sectarian friends from the cult of Morena had smashed all the ziggurats on the other side.


  Digging through my inventory, I took out the Bottomless Healing Potion with a half-hour cooldown and drank it. Honestly, I couldn’t remember the last time I’d used it—there had been no need. Now it came in handy.


  I turned my head around, made sure my neck was right again, summoned my dragoness and rose into the air. The carelessness of a few minutes ago put things into perspective for me. I couldn’t get into another scrape like that, or eliminating me would be a piece of cake. Shazz was close, and that meant death would be final for the character Scyth. And under such furious fire from so many top players, I’d die in within ten seconds of Diamond Skin ending.


  The sky darkened a few miles away from the battlefield and three bright dots appeared in it, leaving a fiery trail behind them. I recognized the overwhelming sound of meteors rushing to earth —Annageddonl And not just one, but three at once! It seemed the top players had decided not to spare their scrolls worth a million and a half gold—although it wasn’t even about the cost so much as the extreme rarity of the ingredients. There were very few Armageddon scrolls in all Dis.


  I’d arrived just in time. The three massive meteorites ripped into the undead army with a second between them. The first one pulverized the left flank, the second—the right. The third, central meteorite crashed through Deznafar’s ribcage. The explosive shockwave swept aside the dead minions that weren’t hit directly. Shazz himself, through some miracle escaping the danger, was pushed five hundred yards away. Nothing was visible in the smoke and rising dust where the meteorites fell.


  Almost all the undead creatures were down. Some surviving banshees scurried around at one edge, howling; the frame of a Sickening Rotter crawied through the sand with its bottom half torn clean off; a Bone Hound was pinned beneath a shard of meteorite, whining pathetically. My brain mechanically marked every scene, each showing the undead army dying helplessly.


  I couldn’t believe my eyes—was it really all of them?—and I even felt respect for the preventers. Or at least for the Armageddon scrolls.


  In real life, I wouldn’t have made out any details so far away; this time I kept my distance and didn’t descend too far. But in the game, thanks to my heightened Perception and the game conditions, I saw gleeful excitement reigning in the preventer ranks; they were jumping around, hugging each other, shouting.


  What if I descended rapidly down to the cart with the altar? It had been left at the foot of the dune with a guard of a single raid group and the giant haulers. I could try to destroy it while the soldiers were distracted with loot.


  Deep in thought, I didn’t notice at first what was happening where the meteorites had fallen. And something interesting was happening there.


  The raised dust settled, and three huge black craters with slopes of glass appeared. Something moved in the central crater.


  Deznafar! The monster had survived, although Armageddon had cut him in half, and scattered his bones across the land. I didn’t see how much health the Battle Avatar of the Departed had left, so I’d assumed he wouldn’t get up. But with Plague Boost, Deznafar had absorbed experience from his disincarnated allies and now stood as a level nine hundred and thirty super-mob! Bones began to twitch here and there around the crater. Shazz had returned to the battlefield and streams of plague energy stretched out from his fingertips, raising the fallen.


  The preventers celebrated too soon. Instead of a thousand minions, Shazz had around a hundred left, but all had leveled up and gotten stronger. It seemed the Alliance was fresh out of Armageddons…


  I was wrong. Below, I could make out the Modus raid group by its flag colors and clan crests. A figure of a familiar gray-haired gnome emerged it, hand raised. That’s when I decided to take a risk.


  Taking advantage while the raid’s attention was locked on Shazz, I focused on Hinterleaf and made Storm drop through the air like a stone. As soon as the Subjugate Mind skill turned active, I cast it.


  The world doubled up. Through the eyes of the Modus leader, I saw an Armageddon scroll clenched in his hand and a red circle overlaid on the terrain ahead, showing where the spell would hit and where the explosion would cover. The cast bar was half full.


  Turning sharply, I redirected the meteorite to another area and waited for the spell to finish casting. The scroll crumbled to dust, the sky darkened. Not even the rising rumble of the falling meteorite drowned out the exultant cry from Hinterleaf s lips: “For Cthulhu!”


  I examined the stunned faces of the Modus soldiers, shouted an order:


  “Everyone attack the lich!” I ran first to show them that the clan leader wasn’t joking.


  Hinterleaf surely had something to protect him from mind control. The raid surely had someone who could remove the spell’s effect, and maybe they were trying, but as I’d already learned, the abilities of the Destroying Plague broke through resists. I recalled how Koshch the Cursed Lich had twice gained controlled of the succubus Nega in spite of her inbuilt resistance to mind-control magic.


  As Hinterleaf got within attack range of Deznafar, I had him fire some spell at the monster and then gave up control. The cast required an enormous amount of plague energy to sustain, and there was no chance to top up my reservoir—I wasn’t about to put myself under fire.


  My vision went back to normal. I quite literally came back to myself, and pointed Storm sharply upwards to get out of the Armageddon ‘s blast radius.


  The preventers split into chaotic disorderly ranks. Some rushed ahead after Hinterleaf, some away. Others shouted loudly, pointing at the sky—the meteorite wasn’t falling where it should. It was flying straight toward the Great Portable Altarl Deznafar had recovered from the strike that hit him and now he made his presence known on the battlefield. The monster’s roar was drawn-out and screeching, drumming like a baton raked across metal bars. It pierced the eardrums, filling the air to the brim. The top players directly in front of Deznafar, Hinterleaf at their head, froze in place…


  I thought it must have been something like the Montosaurus’s paralyzing roar, but a moment later I realized I was wrong. The space in front of the mega-undead dematerialized into vibrating pixels and the air blurred as if spreading across mirror shards. The bodies of the players within the radius of Deznafar s ability shook, vibrated, then burst all at once, exploding in showers of blood.


  Then came the blast on the other side of the dune!


  The fiery meteorite crushed the cart along with its altar and unlucky giant haulers. The defensive raid legion survived thanks to its last-chance artifacts, but couldn’t withstand the hellish heat that followed. Few climbed out of the crater.


  Deznafar, suddenly incredibly mobile, tore into the ranks of the preventers; paying no heed to the mosquito bites from the top players, he trampled the ground with all eight limbs at once and released his terrible roar, blowing up humans, ores, elves and minotaurs, gnomes and dwarfs, lophers, fairies and hobbits, vampires and werewolves, ogres and titans, centaurs, trolls…


  The raiders’ formations devolved into separate groups, which immediately fell into skirmishes with the advancing undead. A few rotters and queases killed by Armageddon had been combined into one enormous rotter that towered over the preventers like Gulliver over the Lilliputians. The beast leaked acid slime and feasted, grabbing players with its ten limbs and swallowing them alive.


  The raiders had gone from slapping each other on the back a few minutes before, united and confident, to fleeing to the four winds. The whole Alliance looked in shock. The wipe was unavoidable, and the preventers now felt a new danger. Before they had time to appreciate their immunity to Plague Fury, something even scarier had hit them. Deznafar tore space itself in a thirty-yard cone in front of himself. I couldn’t see any way to defend against it. I felt sure that even the Montosaurus itself would be reduced to blood and guts if it stood before the attack of the Battle Avatar of the Departed. If the Departed had such pets, then how strong were they themselves?


  The chief puppeteer made himself known too. My fellow Legate, the lich Shazz, joined in with the fun. He flew above the crest of the dune and span in a deadly dance. Bubbling Devouring Plague like the one I saw during the battle at Behemoth’s temple covered almost the entire dune, finishing off the despairing survivors that continued to fire off spells at Deznafar. I dropped lower to see his health stats— Armageddon and all the following attacks from the preventers had taken just a third of his health.


  Shazz busied himself with precision strikes to finish off survivors, throwing handfuls of Grave Worms at their backs as they ran. The sickening dead magic hit the Azure Dragons rogue hobbit as he went into Stealth. The unlucky rogue was knocked out of invis, and the segmented bloody worms started diving into his skin. The massive combined damage killed the preventer in seconds. A Sphere of Serendipity appeared above the corpse, shuddered and disappeared, absorbed by my Magnetism.


  The lich flew ten yards into the air, raised an arm and began to spin in place. His clothes, shaped like an inside-out tulip, began to spark. Petallike scraps peeled away from him, filled with mist and flew out across the battlefield. Grave Storml My breath caught as I remembered the spell’s effects.


  They flew through the air in a deadly rain of black flakes, and when it hit the preventers’ armor, it melted away like wax. Shazz had gotten a little stronger since the battle on Kharinza: there were three times as many flakes in that Grave Storm, and they flew so far that all I could see was black land wherever my eyes fell.


  I decided to use the distraction to make sure the altar was destroyed. Grave Storm had no effect on me, but it mined visibility.1 had to fly around to find the crater of the last Armageddon. From all around I heard screams of pain from players, the wailing of banshees, the crack and shatter of bones, Deznafar’s roar and the lich’s triumphant whisper. I tried to find players raised as undead, but saw none. Maybe raising players was only my job, and Shazz had his own assignments.


  The altar had survived. Descending almost all the way to the surface, I looked at the range of glimmering dome shields covering not only it, but also the reviving players. They weren’t hurrying back into the battle. Mages casted shield after shield. From above, it looked like bubble wrap. So satisfying to pop. The undead hadn’t gotten here yet, and it seemed the preventers were taking advantage of the breather to discuss strategy. There was nothing for me to catch here.


  I pulled up on the rains to ascend, and then…


  The world roared and I went deaf. In the ringing silence, I watched as if in slow motion while the neighboring dune exploded, throwing megatons of sand into the atmosphere, smashing the bubbles above the preventers. Deznafar’s colossal frame toppled from the dune’s peak and swept away the remnants of the undead.


  “WHO DARES DISTURB MY MEDITATION?”


  The thunderous voice boomed across the desert, bounced off the sky and returned in a thrice-amplified echo. Where the dune had stood a moment ago, a tiny dot hovered immobile for a few seconds, then sped toward us.


  It was a man. Naked save for a worn loincloth, all skin and bones, with a beard down to his feet. Hair just as long covered his face.


  Oyama, Human, level??? Supreme Grand Master of Unarmed Combat


  The very same Oyama who once taught my teacher Sagda! He was supposed to be traveling the astral plane. He looked far from meditative now.


  From a range of a couple of hundred yards, still floating above the earth, Oyama performed a few strikes. His attacks left an impression in the air. The next second, the dune with the reviving preventers at its foot exploded. I couldn’t escape the shockwave—Storm span and roared in terror, fell to the earth. Her wings broke as she landed, pinning me as she died. Diamond Skin activated to save me. I jumped to my feet, rushed to Oyama—this must have been Fortune’s influence. I really needed to talk to the master.


  In the spot that had been a mighty dune a moment before, nothing was left. Deznafar’s bones were strewn across half a mile, and the lesser undead had been crushed to atoms. I couldn’t see Shazz anywhere. The preventers hadn’t survived either, but the Great Portable Altar still stood.


  I found Supreme Grand Master of Unarmed Combat Oyama tying on the sand, unconscious. I carefully touched his shoulder.


  “Master…”


  What…? I couldn’t believe my eyes when I saw the master’s health bar. It w^as in the red. He was near death! No way… But the logs confirmed it: it was my fault. My Reflection nearly killed him. I survived thanks to Diamond Skin, but Oyama took three times as much damage as I absorbed.


  I took out my Bottomless Healing Potion, uncorked it, poured it into the master’s half-open toothless mouth. Oyama’s health bar crawied up. He opened his eyes, coughed and stood up sharply. I didn’t see him rise, because I flew into the air, carried away by his uppercut. Fortunately, it was a normal strike and not a special move, so I didn’t fly far and Oyama didn’t kill himself. I stood up and took a couple of paces toward the old man—now I could clearly see an ancient and hunchbacked grandfather before me, barely staying upright on rickety legs.


  “Supreme Grand Master Oyama, please allow me to speak!” I shouted hastily, afraid to get much closer. “My name is Scyth. I am a student of your student Sagda, and I wish to learn more of your knowledge…”


  “What? That idiot is still wasting air?”


  “Forgive me, mentor Oyama, but Master Sagda is alive and well…”


  “Who are you calling mentor?” Oyama interrupted. I started to understand where Sagda had gotten his oppositional character. “You are nobody to me and you have no right to call me that. And the same for that Sagda of yours. Get away, before I send you to your ancestors.”


  He snapped his fingers and a portal opened nearby. The master raised a foot to w^alk through it, but stopped.


  “What is your name, undead?”


  “I’m a human. My name is Scyth.”


  “I see what kind of human you are,” Oyama snorted, obviously seeing my true form beneath Cloak Essence. “A rotting dead man in a sharp-eared babe suit. What can you do?”


  “I know Hammerfist, Stnnn…”


  “Enough talk. Show me.”


  Glancing around and making sure we were alone, I charged a full Combo with twenty or so strikes.


  “Heh… Cute. Did you only learn two moves, dead boy?”


  “I’m human. And yeah, I only learned two moves, but… I got ’em down!”


  “I don’t know, I don’t know…” Oyama shook his head. “You’re pretty quick for a corpse, but I don’t teach the undead.”


  I knew how that went. Another master had told me half a year before that he never took on archers… until I offered five hundred gold.


  “Master, if it’s a matter of money, then I’m willing to pay any amount for your teachings.”


  “I don’t care about money. But you do have potential…” Oyama yawned. “I’m very tired. I intend to rest. There is a small village in southern Latteria, Jiri. The people there are simple. When they see a dead man, they bring out their pitchforks. And disguises don’t fool them. But if you can… Then come say hi.”


  Yawning widely, the old man strolled through the portal, which clapped shut behind him.


  I spent the next hour up on a mechostrich, careering around the scorched and soot-covered desert, collecting Spheres of Serendipity. They probably only lasted for a while, and would disappear if I didn’t collect them in time. They’d go to the demons of the Inferno, Marduk or someone else. In any case, my supply of Serendipity was now over eight hundred thousand. Fortune would be pleased.


  There were bones and undead guts everywhere, four craters gleaming with black glass… The player bodies had disappeared, strewing equipment items all over. My inventory was full to bursting—distracted by the epic battle, I hadn’t noticed Magnetism pulling in loot.


  “Guys, there’s mountains of loot here,” I wrote to the clan chat. “I can’t take it all. Head to the fort, well meet there.”


  “We’re waiting for Infect and then moving out. Just got back from school,” Crawler answered.


  I had to do something before the preventers revived. All this time, I’d been waiting for Diamond Skin to cool down so I could survive the altar’s Shining. The real Great Portable Altar had three times as much life as the fake one. Armageddon had removed the protection of the magical blessing and the dome shield. Oyama’s ranged attacks had done some damage too. Frowning, I stepped into the hit zone. All it took was six reflected ticks from Shining.


  The sky flashed, drawing in the energy of the broken altar. In the tremble of the explosion and the furious roar from Nergal, I almost missed some words aimed at me:


  “…Legate!”


  Looking up, I saw Shazz floating above me. He looked in a bad way even for a corpse, but he’d survived. Mystery-level Oyama, if he’d stayed longer, would have finished the lich off with a snap of his fingers, but the master of martial arts was gone, and I couldn’t damage my ally.


  I guessed what I had to answer:


  “But there is no death in sendee to the Destroying Plague!”


  “Is that it?” The lich pointed a crooked finger at the wTeckage of the altar.


  “Yes. I don’t know how long for, but all the undying ones we killed will revive far away from here now.”


  “That is well,” Shazz hissed. “I need time to restore my legion.”


  “What about Deznafar?”


  “He will be raised again. It will take time and much energy, but I managed to preserve him. I must retreat to the stronghold, Legate. What will you do?”


  “I have a mission from the Nucleus to complete…” I answered mysteriously. “Tell me, Legate, why did you not raise any of the undying?”


  “The Nucleus did not order me to. In any case, the undying that we encountered today are weak. Weaker than the weakest of the local fauna. I will take into consideration my mistakes. I will erect a Plague Ziggurat and create a legion of the desert monsters. The flesh of sentients is too fragile. But that is not news.”


  Done talking, Shazz floated away toward the stronghold without a word. He was lurching a little, but I saw the thousands of fine streams of energy he was pulling from the corpses.


  The preventers would recover and they too would consider the lessons of the first battle. Another hundred thousand players were on their way here too.


  The Holy War had officially started.


  


  Chapter 2: No Comment


  



  I MET THE BOYS at the Stronghold of the Destroying Plague and took us all to the battlefield with Depths Teleportation. There we ran into a relatively small group, around forty marauders already digging through loot.


  The sight made my eyes widen with greed. I had to fight myself not to rush over and try to take it off them. Infect, nearly crying, guitar and horn raised, was about to run out on his own to ‘get those bastards!’ and even summoned a couple of ogre gladiators. Thankfully, Bomber stopped the bard from revealing himself and making trouble.


  The boys laid down on the peak of the dune and I went to deal with the group. They were careless, drunk on their good luck.


  Crash, my mighty and terrible Diamond Worm, came as the ninja-looters’ first surprise. I hadn’t brought him to the battle with the preventers, although it was within the monster’s range. Next, Storm flew in. Her low-level lightning bolts were weak against top players for now, but the psychological effect exceeded all expectations: the looters stopped picking up loot and scattered in fear.


  Crash, an organic all-consuming train, swallowed one player, drilled through another with his tail and crushed a third, all in mere seconds. The dragoness distracted others, emitting roars and terrifying strikes of forked lightning.


  Thanks to my pets, I approached the looters unnoticed and started taking them down one after another with ordinary Hammerfists. I had to fire off a full-series Combo against one particularly hefty knight. His full-length shield flew back in his arms with such force that its edge cut through his unprotected neck right beneath his helmet. The knight’s breastplate stove in his chest, finishing him off.


  Drawing the attention of the others, I fired my Sharkon’s Mane shield, then worked with my standard Unarmed Combat moves and Reflection. The looters were level three hundred on average, roughly around my level. They didn’t even make my Diamond Skin activate. The foity marauders could do nothing against me and my pets—my health wasn’t even dowm to half.


  The looters were almost all confirmed gankers, because they had high penalties, which meant a high chance to lose equipment: not only what they’d taken, but their own too. Crawler had less of a handle on his greed than I did: the undead gnome wanted to take everything, not just the epics and legendaries. The boys didn’t skip anything while collecting the loot, even picking up the occasional green. They used the ’Take all from corpse’ feature.


  The boys could handle this themselves. I left them under the protection of Crash and headed to Kinema. I jumped right to the ASS building, which Grokuszuid had given me permission to do last time we’d met.


  The auctioneer personally escorted me to the transport guild. As it turned out, all the key buildings of the League of Goblins were joined together in a single portal network accessible only to the green-skinned, longeared little folk themselves.


  Grokuszuid introduced me to a relative of his, Gruzelix, who turned out to be a big deal in the guild. An old, hunched goblin with powerful shoulders. He shook my hand, crushing it in a death-grip. Those claws could have torn through mechatank armor. And the faded scar across his face made it clear the old goblin hadn’t spent his whole life in an office.


  “I know who you are, Scyth,” Gruzelix said, baring his fangs. “Impressive, what you did in the Lakharian Desert, impressive…”


  I knew how the goblins knew so much: their second divine protector Bargrivyek gave his wards information. This was exactly how the League had risen so high; they always knew what to sell to whom, and where.


  With Grokuszuid as my agent, I managed to sign a very advantageous contract. The transport guild promised to provide haulers with instantaneous (well, almost) travel to the desired destination as soon as I gave the order. For that purpose, they gave me a red token: Delivery!


  Rare accessory.


  Order hauler services right now! Use this accessory to make an order. The Goblin League: the customer isn’t always right, but they sure are when they pay!


  Use the transport guild’s haulers! Instant, safe, reliable!


  Sale price: cannot be sold.


  Chance of loss after death lowered by 100%.


  Durability: indestructible.


  There were various options for species of hauler, but today I chose giants, each of which had three thousand slots. Their health points were far higher than the other options too. The guild guaranteed the security of its clients’ property and paid out compensation if it was lost.


  “Yes, we compensated the Alliance for the cost of one altar,” Gruzelix said, anticipating my question. “The fake one. As for the second, that is another story…”


  On top of that, I’d managed to negotiate another deal: after the Awoken fort got a stationary portal, it would be connected to the guild’s portal network. That meant we’d get independent movement throughout Disgardium! An unbelievably expensive pleasure, of course, but worth it.


  “Who else has these perks?” I asked.


  “Very few. And more precisely, they had them,” Gruzelix frowned. “The Commonwealth clans Modus, Children of Kratos, Excommunicado and Azure Dragons. The Empire clans Travelers…” he listed all the Alliance clans. “But after their leader dropped a meteorite on our employees, we ended our contract with them.”


  Uh-huh. So that was the ’other story.’


  “As did we,” Grokuszuid added. “By the will of divine, greedy and heartless Maglubiyet, we practice the rule of collective responsibility. All the clans involved in hiring the giant haulers are at fault.”


  “What does that mean? Will you fight them?”


  “Ahem. We do not fight,” the goblin answered, chuckling. Smiling, the goblins exchanged glances. “We are ending our relationship with those clans. Access to Kinema is closed to them. And that means our sendees too: the banks, the Auction for Special Sales, the stationary portal networks, the airship travel service…”


  Before we parted, Grokus gave me an unusual coin.


  “This will allow you to contact me. If it is worth it to you, then wherever you are, I will open a portal to you.”


  Faded Coin: Grokuszuid


  Mechanism.


  Within this artifact is hidden a triumph of the Goblin League’s mages and engineers. It allows you to contact its true owner from any point in Disgardium and serves as a portal beacon.


  Durability: indestructible.


  Sale price: cannot be sold.


  Chance of loss after death lowered by 100%.


  “How do I use it?”


  “Just toss it…”


  I thanked the old goblin and returned to the desert. Five giant haulers accompanied me, each boasting not only a huge carrying capacity, but a simply superhum… no, a supernatural amount of health.


  I got back just in time. While the boys were finishing up with the loot, the preventers appeared on the horizon, hurrying back to reclaim their lost riches. We quickly escaped to Kharinza with Depths Teleportation…


  Leaving my friends in the fort to sort out the loot, I logged out of Dis. The last few days had been tense. I didn’t have another sleepless night in me. I didn’t have the strength to tell the boys about my adventures.


  My tiredness was so deep that I just didn’t care anymore. I knew in my head that I had to protect the temple, and strengthen the fort, and hurry to level up over four hundred, to be the first to reach that level—there’d be some kind of achievement for that too, right? But I was wiped out. I needed a break.


  I climbed out of my capsule and staggered to the kitchen. My parents’ faces froze in concerned anticipation.


  “The Alliance is broken, dad, but just read about it online. Is there anything to eat, mom?”


  I don’t remember what I ate, what we talked about. I just shoveled food into my mouth, chewed, went to my bedroom, fell down on the bed and slept until morning.


  I would have slept longer, but my parents woke me up to say goodbye. Still half-awake, I didn’t know what they were talking about at first, but then I got it: they were going to the Moon!


  “Silver Harbor?” I asked.


  “It turned out kind of expensive,” dad frowned. “Thirty thousand phoenixes for two weeks! But mom and I will get it all back to you, Alex!”


  “Forget it,” I shrugged and sat up in the bed. “Want me to come to the spaceport with you?”


  “You should get some more sleep, son…” dad started, but mom interrupted him.


  “No way. You’re a growing boy, Alex! You need to get a good sleep! Forget about everything and rest! You don’t have to go to school all week, so take advantage!”


  “What were you going to say, dad?”


  “Your preventer friends are giving interviews everywhere. The leaders told everyone not to upload videos of the battle with the undead army, but someone did it anyway. Now Hinterleaf, Horvac and the others are forced to answer the journalists’ questions. Take a look, I think it’ll be interesting. In any case, you can get some rest. Judging by the leaks on the forums, the Alliance is taking a break to level up. Some of them are trying to be the first to level four hundred…”


  “Mark!” mom shouted. “Enough. Alex just woke up, and we’re late for our shuttle!”


  We hugged, mom made me promise to call whenever I got out of my capsule, to eat well and not to throw any parties at home. I hadn’t even thought of that last one, but when mom left the room first, dad stayed behind and said quietly: “Take advantage of this, kiddo! Invite your friends over, bring some girls round, have fun! Life isn’t all about Dis, Alex…” He left with a smile.


  There was no point in trying to sleep; it wouldn’t have worked anyway. My brain was already firing up and generating plans for the day: figure out what the preventers planned to do; get intel on how the mass of independent players was moving; meet with Hairo in Cali Bottom; talk to Behemoth and decide our next steps; figure out what to do with Morena’s cultists; level up the fort… And that was only the urgent.


  I stood for ten minutes under the high-pressure sprays of water coming not only from above, but from the side of the shower cabin, and in contrast mode too. Icy water made my heart freeze one moment, then randomly turned burning-hot, then back again. I was fully awake after the contrast shower.


  Mom left me breakfast, bacon and eggs, toast. Numbers on the plate showed the calories and nutritional information. The glass of juice showed the same. There were more calories than I needed, but I didn’t know when I’d have the chance to eat again. I ate it all while I watched the news on yesterday’s battle.


  “There was a traitor in the clan, a mole working with the class-A threat,” Otto Hinterleaf said. It was a video recording from real life. The familiar pot-bellied old man didn’t look worried, just a little tired. “And we deliberately passed false intel onto the Threat about the Great Portable Altarl”


  “What about the real altar, Mr. Hinterleaf?” the cute journalist girl asked.


  “All in good time. That’s all, we’re in a hurry!”


  Fen Xiaoguang flashed by in the background. I heard the journalists crowding him with questions: “Mogwai! Mogwai! Tell us about your duel with the Threat…” but he waved them away and told them all to go to the Nether in both English and Chinese. The subtitles beneath copied Fen’s bombastic speech aimed at me: “a toad who wants to tty swan meat” and an “insect” that he would crush.


  The video changed. The interview had been taken before the battle, but now the viewers saw the beginning of the real altar’s sad end. First there was a short clip of Deznafar’s attack, peppered with exciting commentary from the hosts. Whenever a new type of undead appeared, the video stopped and whatever information was known about the mob was shown, including its stats and abilities. A reporter gleefully discussed the scenes where Shazz’s undead tore into the preventers.


  Then they showed the huge Armageddon meteorite falling down on the cart, followed by the appearance of Supreme Grand Master Oyama and his immense strike from afar, crushing all the top players beneath their array of shields. There was nobody left to record me destroying the altar.


  “Many have heard legends of Oyama, who joined the battle unarmed,” a commentator said. “Such myths have formed around many supreme grand masters of the martial arts. In answer to the question of where to find them, Snowstorm representatives have always said these masters show up when the time comes. It seems the time has come for unarmed fighters; Dis now has someone who needs a teacher at such a high rank! We have almost no doubt that this ‘someone’ is the class-A threat…!”


  Other clips flashed by; material uploaded by the scouts who were first to the battlefield. They showed a bird’s-eye view over four black craters the size of a football field. White bones gleamed through soot on the desert’s burning sands.


  The image froze. The recording rewound to the point where the battle was still looming on the horizon. A small section in the distance was highlighted red.


  “Note the highlighted area.” The view zoomed in on the area and the holovideo changed to slow-motion. “Do you see movement? Unfortunately, at this distance it’s impossible to say who it is, but someone was definitely there on the battlefield. Our experts believe that it was the class-A Threat and their minions. And we have confirmation!”


  The screen switched to a video interview, this time in Disgardium. A hunter with Asian features appeared on the screen. After a moment, I recognized him as Yagami.


  “…I told you!” No comment!”


  “Mr. Kobayasi! Yagami!” the journalists shouted. There were no microphones in Dis, of course, but the reporters still pointed some little boxes at him, showing the name of their news organization. “At least tell us the Alliance’s view on the outcome of the first battle?”


  Yagami stopped and sighed heavily. I made out Darant streets behind him, and the portal building from which the Mizaki clan leader had emerged. The level three hundred and ninety forest elf rubbed his temples, then spoke.


  “Unfortunately, the Goblin League has ended its relationship with all the clans of the Alliance… Just two days ago, I felt proud that Mizaki—the leading clan in Japan!—was part of the Alliance, a group of the strongest clans in the world. Now I sorely regret my decision. The Alliance leaders have committed grievous mistakes. The total losses of our clan alone amount to millions of phoenixes, and that’s not even counting the priceless loss of reputation with the goblins…”


  There were other general shots: preventers gathering for fresh raids, broken recordings of battles with desert beasts. The presenter began to smoothly wind up the report.


  “Only a few moments ago, we finally managed to get a comment from Horvac, leader of the Travelers…”


  The stream switched to the desert. Top players were running around in the background, and I could hear the sounds of spells and the din of battle; they were clearing some mobs. Horvac appeared on screen, level three hundred and ninety-seven warlord, a mighty ore with fangs filed to a sharp point, shaved temples and tar-black hair gathered in a thick braid.


  “Mr. Onegut, hello! Will you answer a couple of questions for Disgardium Daily?”


  Horvac roared and shouted off to the side:


  “Why are there journalists here? Hellfish, Cannibal, Seth! Why the hell did you let them in? Get them out, right now…!”


  “Please, Mr. Onegut!” a velvety feminine voice said. Horvac thawed, nodded. “What does the Alliance plan to do next?”


  “Bad enough we had a mole at HQ…” the leader of the Travelers muttered. “Now you want me to broadcast our plans online?”


  “Is it true that you plan to use Armageddon on an even greater scale? Do you believe that Nergal will continue to aid you? Do you hope to restore your reputation with the Goblin League?”


  “No comment…” the ore growled, disproving the presenter’s words that they’d ‘managed to get a comment from Horvac.’


  The door bell drowned out his voice. A new screen appeared on the holopanel showing my visitors: Ed, Hung and Malik.


  I went to let them in, not at all surprised—we’d agreed the day before that we’d go to see Hairo together, and the boys came to mine instead of school.


  My friends and I hugged. I told them my parents were gone and they could make themselves at home. Hung went right into the kitchen, opened the fridge.


  “Want something to eat?” My suggestion was met with widespread appreciation. “Gimme a sec.”


  While I messed around with the replicator, Ed sat at the kitchen breakfast bar, flexed his fingers and began to sum up yesterday’s heist.


  “Around two hundred legendaries, five hundred epics. Almost all of it broken garbage. The repairs will cost a fortune… Uhm… Gems, including epics—nearly a hundred. And three wagons of other resources—ingredients for cooking, alchemy, smithing and so on. We’ll have plenty of materials for leveling crafts… And we got a bazillion consumables, potions, elixirs. Combat and portal scrolls too. The Alliance has given us a year’s worth of supplies.”


  The boys broke into smiles.


  “How much is a ‘bazillion’ exactly?” I asked.


  “A shit-ton,” Rodriguez grinned. “Would have been too much for us to bring out. And we wouldn’t have had time. Good idea with those haulers!”


  I put some plates of sandwiches, eggs and sausages on the table, poured everyone a glass of juice and sat down. Watching the boys as they ate, I started thinking aloud.


  “The haulers cost a lot, although Gruzelix gave me a good price. But all the same… I guess we can’t send it all through the mail?”


  “No way. Think about it—if you could send any amount of items through the mail instantly, how would the transport guild make any money? There are no haulers in the sandbox, so we used mail there. Here you can only send up to ten items a day. And that’s only if you level up the clan first.”


  “So we better level up the clan then! What do we need to do?”


  Malik had been bursting to speak the whole time.


  “Clan experience is calculated from the total experience of its members, achievements points, level and number of forts and castles, captured lands, victories in in-game events like the Arena and the Demonic Games, the clan’s capital and rating. Every time it levels up, the clan gets different bonuses. Have you ever even looked at the clan tab, Alex?”


  “Like hell has he looked,” Hung rumbled, munching a club sandwich. “He doesn’t have the time.”


  “Well, I…”


  “It’s all good, Alex,” Ed raised his hands for calm. “Just so you know, the clan has reached level two and is well on the way to three. The victory in the Arena helped. And first place in the cooking tournament counted for quite a lot too. So it makes sense for you to keep going.”


  “How do you picture that? A walking corpse making a three-course meal? The judges will throw up…”


  “Yeah, that’s a problem,” Ed broke into a smile. “But keep it in mind, just in case. We’re doing pretty well ourselves. Bomb is still feeding the kraken…”


  “Uh-huh,” Hung said with his mouth full. “Seems to have gotten even bigger. But my rep is going up slowly now. He doesn’t eat everything I bring; twenty or thirty points and then Orthokon leaves. If everything goes well tomorrow, I’ll get to friendly. If nothing changes, I’ll have to keep feeding him until I get to ti’usted, and then we’ll see…”


  “What about that instance in the desert? Did you find the key?”


  “No,” Malik sighed. “We combed all the surrounding Dig Sites. Nothing. Ancient bones, a broken sword, a rusty ring… A bunch of gray garbage. Couldn’t even sell it to a vendor.”


  “I dug for information on Lavack’s Heart,” Ed added. “Didn’t find anything except one mention in an article about the known Old Gods of Dis. There was a wind god called Lavack, and there’s a legendary named after him.”


  “What about Holdest?”


  “Didn’t have time yesterday, wanted to go today,” Hung answered.


  “Yeah,” Ed confirmed. “After the meet with Hairo. If I understand him right, it’s time for us to legalize our incomes. We don’t just need a lot of money, we need a hell of a lot. Gotta fund the base, paychecks, a fullblown structure.”


  “Not counting the Portal Key to Holdest, we have loot worth hundreds of millions,” I noted. “We collected it from the strongest players in the game who were participating in the most important event in all the history of Dis. Their items must be the best of the best for their slots, or close to it. And about that. How in the Nether did so many legendaries drop? Don’t they have one-hundred-percent protection against dropping?”


  “If you die, everything will drop from you too,” Ed chuckled. “You got a lot of blood on your hands. But actually, there are other factors. Broken gear ahvays drops, for example. The chance also increases when you fight an opposite faction, to encourage interfactional PvP. And maybe this one is only rumor, but they say that you’re far more likely to drop gear in a wipe against a boss too. You know how it is. Snowstorm made everything as tough as possible. Almost twenty years of gameplay, and nobody’s at level four hundred yet!”


  “Hey, haven’t they nerfed anything in that time?” Hung asked, scratching the back of his head. “Judge for yourself; Mogwai is twenty-seven, and he’s top #1. Minus a year’s break—that’s twelve years of active play.”


  “There was one time,” Malik answered. “A few years after launch, I think. They boosted leveling speed. One of the last changes the devs made. Dis has been evolving on its own since then. As for Mogwai, his Azure Dragons powerleveled him to two hundred. Like any clan levels up its juniors.”


  “Yeah,” Malik laughed. “We just leveled up our ‘juniors’ to a hundred in just half a day! Gyula doesn’t know how lucky he is.”


  “Neither do you,” Hung noted, nodding at me.


  “We’re off-topic,” Ed jabbed at the comm screen and brought up a hologram of a table. “Check out the plan, Alex. The mine is our legal and stable income. With current turnover, it brings in around a hundred thousand clear profit a month. But we could get a lot more out of it. Our workers aren’t high enough in rank to mine precious metals. And the place doesn’t just have metal, it has gems too. We haven’t reached them yet. We need a hundred and fifty capsules, not counting Stephanie and her helpers. That’s a minimum of three million phoenixes if we don’t mind getting cheaper pods, the standard model. I brought all the workers into the clan this morning and signed contracts with them.”


  “How did they take it?”


  “They celebrated,” Hung said shortly. “Opened bottles.”


  “I’ll give them all loan contracts to buy a capsule today. Well pay them in gold. The workers can take out the money using the contracts and legally buy capsules with no trouble. At rank one, they’ll start getting some richer gemstones, and the clan’s income will increase by a quarter.”


  “Any of those gemstones good for strength or stamina?” I asked. “I need three for my shield…”


  “We’ll find you some,” Ed promised. “The top players had epic ones in their gear. We can pull ’em out.”


  “For rank one, the noncitizens need to reach level one hundred. I can…”


  “We can handle boosting a bunch of low-level noobs,” Ed interrupted. “But I’m not sure how yet… We can’t take them to Latteria—some of them are undead. Us too. Holdest is no place for the ones that stayed human. Same problem with the desert. Where we can we level them up?”


  “Has Gyula restored the temple?” I asked.


  “He should finish it today.”


  “Then we’ll discuss it after. But in the meantime, this is the way I see it: we need to turn everyone undead and quickly level up, some place in the desert where players haven’t reached yet. The guards can help. I’ll lend you Sharkon too. Alright, what’s next?”


  “Three million phoenixes for capsules. I suggest we don’t worry about selling the legendaries right now. We’re better off waiting for Overweight. For now, I have another idea. I’ve been leveling up Enchcuitinent. A little more and I’ll reach rank one. I can not only enchant items, I can disenchant magic gear too. That splits legendaries up into their source material, Shining Substance, but also, there’s a small chance that a Hero’s Heart can drop. That’s an ingredient for a bunch of top-level recipes in various professions, including inks for Inscription. The price of that ingredient is about to shoot up.”


  “Why’s that?”


  “Armageddon, Alex. You sorry excuse for a scribe! Didn’t you watch that interview with Horvac? It’s clear now that the Alliance was planning to wait until it saved up a couple dozen Armageddon scrolls. Otherwise they wouldn’t be able to take on Deznafar. Their top scribes have a week-long cooldown to create a scroll, and Hero’s Heart is far from the most expensive ingredient. But the point is, the auction house is empty—there are no Hero’s Hearts up for sale. They’re rare as it is—few people willingly disenchant legendaries. The few hearts that do go up on the auction house get snapped up quick for rich guild banks.”


  “Think you have the guts to disenchant them?” I smiled.


  “For the base, Alex. Capsules for the workers! Listen, I took a few of the weaker legendaries that we aren’t going to use anyway.”


  “How many is a few?”


  “Around fifty.”


  Jaws dropped around the room. Mine was no exception. Silence, then a groan from Malik. Ed continued:


  “Armageddon is going to be useful for us too. You’re leveling up Inscription, right? If we’re lucky, we could get ten Hero’s Hearts. If I put ’em up at a million each…”


  “Try one and a half. The Alliance is in a hurry. They won’t haggle.


  Just group up with me when you disenchant them. As you know, Lady Luck and I have an arrangement.”


  We talked for around another hour, discussing our plans. Apart from everything else, Ed suggested we invest in a range of promising companies, although he didn’t know which yet. Said he needed to read up on it. I was skeptical; what did we know about investing? We’d just lose our money. But then I remembered my friend Zoran from Vermillion and told Ed to research the First Martian Company. I liked his neurointerface idea.


  We racked our brains for other ways to find money fast; until Rita left the sandbox for big Dis, we didn’t want to sell our loot, and it was unlikely to provide a stable income anyway.


  We brainstormed the following.


  Firstly, I had to drop some exclusive videos to Ian. Shots from the snowy continent would cause an uproar and warm up the public. Then we’d put the key to Holdest up for sale right after.


  Secondly, Cooking. It made perfect sense to sell Roast Undead Rat Chitterlings. The dish couldn’t be made without my recipe, and it was a cash cow that could be milked for an age; rich kids would happily part with gold in the pursuit of fast levels. And now that we had a clan vault full of ingredients, I could figure out some new dishes.


  Thirdly, we could sell maps of the local area and information on its fauna. The Lakharian Desert was already unlocked; there was no longer any point in hiding our information. I might be able to earn something if I paid a visit to the Dangerous Game Hunters and the cartography guild.


  Two messages in a row interrupted our chat. The first was a text message from Hairo. Our new security expert said he’d wound up everything ’at his old job’ and was ready to fly to Cali Bottom. I confirmed the meeting and opened the second message. It was a holorecording, and it would have been better checked in private.


  Karina Rasmussen appeared on the screen for all to see. We knew her as Goosebumps, friend of Overweight. We flew to Glastonbury together, and since then the girl had filled out nicely. Her long blond hair was gathered in a ponytail, her dark brows drawn down in a slight frown over blue eyes and rosy cheeks. Teachers from her school milled around in the background.


  The girl smiled nervously, spoke:


  “Hey, Alex. Rita told me you’d like to meet me… Anyway, message me or call when you have time. I’m free tonight… And tomorrow too… Any time works, Alex.”


  Contrary to my expectations, the message didn’t end there. The girl fluttered her long eyelashes and added:


  “There’s something else… Wesley came to see me this morning. Big Po. He asked if I’ve been talking to you. Sony—I told him I was, and he asked me to tell you he wants to meet you. He said he went to your school, but you weren’t there. That’s all for now. Bye! Hope to hear from you soon!”


  The message ended and I looked up at the boys. Ed shook his head.


  “No, we didn’t see Wesley. Wonder what he wants…”


  “He heard about the events in the desert, figured he was about to mess up,” Hung suggested and looked at me. “Are you sure it’s right to interview Ian in real life?”


  “I think it’s our only choice. If the whole world learns that I’m the class-A Threat, then the preventers won’t dare try to get at me here in the real world. But first let’s meet Hairo, figure out the base. It’s high time we decided where we’re putting it. If anyone apart from Hairo and Willy know about Cali, then it isn’t an option.”


  The boys shrugged. They didn’t like the idea of global publicity—they didn’t think that should be done until we became legal millionaires and could protect ourselves and our families not only from enemies, but also from stalking by journalists. And there’d be plenty of that!


  “You going to go out with that girl?” Ed asked as if he didn’t care. “She looks a lot like Tissa, only…”


  Hung motioned the shape of breasts with his hands and choked down laughter.


  “Just a little bigger.”


  “Nobody can compare to Tissa,” I cut him off. “I don’t plan to go out with her anyway, I don’t have time. But I’d like to know what Wesley has to say…”


  “He’s a good kid,” Hung lightened up. “Wouldn’t hurt to have him.”


  “The hell with Big Po!” Ed snapped. “Did you forget when the inwinova nearly killed us?”


  “Well, nearly isn’t killed,” the big man shrugged.


  “They didn’t kill us then! But I wouldn’t put it past that asshole now!”


  “Hey, hey!” Malik shot up, standing between his friends and shouting. “Was it not enough losing Tissa? Don’t fight!”


  His voice broke off and he blushed.


  “I suggest we speak to Big Po together,” I said. “I think Hairo can make sure the meeting goes without a hitch. Well figure out what Wesley wants and make a decision. Alright?”


  The suggestion found no enthusiasm, but the boys nodded. I thought Ed didn’t like the idea of Wesley potentially being involved in the clan’s business because his wounds from the pursuit in the sandbox hadn’t yet healed—he’d thought his life was over back then.


  “Alright,” Malik grumbled. “And you two, make friends!”


  Hung and Ed shook hands and each clapped Malik on the shoulder, making him jump. Then Hung walked over, threw an arm over my shoulder and said conspiratorially:


  “Your folks are on the moon, the pad’s empty… You got a great chance to become a man here, Sheppard.”


  “What makes you think…” I began, standing up and feeling my ears redden.


  “Did you forget? Tissa and I have been friends far longer than you’ve been her boyfriend. And she’s a blabbermouth sometimes. She let slip that you and she never did the deed. So listen to your old friends—if a girl wants to date you already…”


  “And she’s old enough!” Ed pointed out, raising a finger.


  “…then you should date her,” Hung finished. “And if you’re worried about Tissa, then we’ll keep our mouths shut.”


  “I don’t want to date anyone! We’re just on a break!”


  Malik tapped the comm and brought up Tissa’s last photo, with she and Liam kissing.


  “Sorry, buddy, but your break is a full split,” Hung sighed. “Call Karina and invite her over.”


  “You need it, bro,” Ed added. “You’re going crazy over Dis.”


  “Well see,” I muttered. Tissa’s photo didn’t quite take me out; subconsciously, I was ready for something like it. But it made me feel the worst I’d felt in a while. “Let’s go to Cali.”


  


  Chapter 3: Unity


  
    

  


  HAIRO AND HIS PARTNER Willy flew in Hairo’s personal flyer to Cali Bottom. For obvious reasons, he’d had to return the Shark to Excommunicado’s hangar. Still, they got there faster than we did, but they had a shorter journey.


  It was cold and windy up at nine hundred feet, but the building’s roof had high protective barriers at its edges, and its surface was warm to the touch with the rising heat of the whole building. The residents of the massive highrise strolled around the edge on paths laid over artificial lawns.


  Hairo sat on one of the benches where I first met Trixie’s grandfather. Next to him was a sinewy, dark-skinned man around thirty-five.


  “Willy Brizuela,” he introduced himself after Hairo and I shook hands.


  Gyula came over to us. I introduced him to the former Excommunicado security officers. A couple of minutes later, Manny Almeida joined us, fresh from a visit to the hospital with his brother Hank, who’d been put in an induced coma.


  The builder hadn’t brought everyone to the first meeting; he invited us to his place as soon as we were all gathered, so as not to draw outside attention.


  Gyula’s little bedsit differed from the one that Trixie and his grandpa lived in. Also one room, but twice the size. The builder explained that he’d rented two and combined them—the landlord had allowed it since the walls were practically cardboard anyway.


  Gyula’s sister, Stephanie, and his wife Amanda warmly greeted us all, set the table and left us alone. It was crowded, and I could tell from Hairo’s eyes that listening ears weren’t welcome, even among family.


  “Make yourselves at home,” the builder said, nodding to us. “Thanks to you boys, we eat more than UNBs now.”


  Mismatched stools and chairs were placed around the table. At the center was a big tray with an unfamiliar dish on it—something from Hungarian cuisine, Gyula explained. It was surrounded by bowls of salad and bottles of soda and beer. The older men immediately opened the latter. The boys looked at them, took some bottles too. I poured myself some soda. I wanted my head clear.


  “Do you trust everyone here?” Hairo whispered into my ear, examining Gyula and Manny.


  He didn’t ask about the others—since I’d brought them with me, that meant they could be trusted. I gave a barely perceptible nod, raised my hand. Silence descended. Everyone looked at me.


  “Thank you for your hospitality, Gyula. You all already know Hairo and Willy. They’re going to be responsible for the safety of the clan’s members in real life. We’ve gathered to make a decision about our base, the place we’re going to live. But first, I have a question for Hairo. What do the preventers know?”


  “You were right not to pay us any more, Alex. Almost all the Alliance leaders already know that you’re the Threat,” Hairo said. “But if you think I cheated you out of a million, think again. The Excommunicado analysts put you at the head of their list of suspects only as of today.”


  “How?”


  “Back in Kinema, they paid attention to how you fight when you don’t use your nuke. Not counting your, let’s say, special abilities, they remembered your hand-to-hand combat style. They started to root out all the strong unarmed combat fighters. Completely by chance, they happened upon a video of a duel between you and another Threat, Crag, in the sandbox Arena. Then they found a recording from an amateur tournament in the Tristad tavern. You showed your skills in unarmed combat then too. They put two and two together and realized that Oyama’s appearance and your battles are links in the same chain.”


  “Why aren’t they pursuing me in real life?”


  “All the members of the Alliance have been instructed by Snowstorm. Kiran Jackson gathered all the preventer leaders and forbade them from influencing you through any non-game methods. I don’t know the details, but I heard that if a clan breaks the rules, its whole membership will be banned and its property frozen. And of course, nobody will get any rewards for eliminating you.”


  “Then why should we hide?” Malik asked. “Why should we bother with a clan base and a security team at all?”


  “There are plenty of lower-ranked preventer clans outside the Alliance,” Willy answered for his partner.


  I recalled Yoruba and nodded. The top players might be forced to somehow maintain their reputation, but the rest…


  “Worse, the Triads don’t limit themselves for anyone,” Hairo added. “They’d kidnap Alex if they knew where he was. Glyph from the Azure Dragons may be friendly with the Triad, but he won’t leak information about you. They’ll use their own methods to get intel if they take an interest in you.”


  “There are other dangers to Alex too, but you can let us handle those now.” Hairo cracked his knuckles. “You don’t need to know about them. No point in worrying. Let’s get down to business…”


  We shared our own ideas about the real-life clan base with the security officers. Manny and Gyula started to tell them about the spot they’d chosen, and Hairo suggested we inspect it.


  We flew on Morales’s personal flyer to the new anthill highrise. It wasn’t inhabited yet, so it looked pristine. Long, spacious corridors with marble-effect plastic, bright panel lighting, fast lifts. And disgustingly tiny rooms.


  “Don’t get your hopes up,” Manny whispered. “Everything here is cheap. I wouldn’t be surprised if the decor is toxic.”


  The complex manager showed us around. He was a spry fifty-year- old Latin American trying to look younger, with a robot guard escort.


  “All the rooms are empty for the moment. The bottom five floors are all infrastructure,” he jabbered, constantly gesticulating. “There’s a parking lot, laundrette, mall, a huge gym, a pool, a virtcapsule hire station, an internal park, a playground, a school…”


  “Not bad!” Hung whistled. “I thought this district was supposed to be a dump.”


  “We have all that in our complex too, it’s just premium,” Manny said. “Nobody uses it. Way too expensive. And it’s a ‘mall’ in name only. They sell whatever doesn’t sell in the citizen stores, stuff past the due date…”


  “Ahem,” the manager servicing us coughed, drawing our attention, and quickly spoke: “I would like to note that demand begets supply. If the customer can afford it, the mall s AI can order higher-quality produce. But Im getting ahead of myself…”


  None of us took part in the adults’ conversation. Especially since Hairo had insisted that only Ed and I come along. Rodriguez was introduced as Morales’s son, and I was Gyula’s. We’d disabled comm identification a long time ago, after the Arena final.


  While Hairo was talking to the manager, Willy Brizuela carefully studied the surroundings. Rooms with windows cost more, but were worse for security, so the choice fell on windowless rooms. Gyula was discussing the extent of possible alterations—the clan had enough funds to give its members five times more space than the little rooms the noncitizens currently lived in.


  Personally, I didn’t really care about the details. I had no plans to live there. Sure, w^e’d crash here until the citizenship tests, but then we’d move to a better district.


  I was actually just wasting time. I didn’t understand wiiat they were talking about anyway, and Gyula, Manny and Hairo already knew what we needed: secure rooms with enough space for a premium capsule with plenty of bandwidth. The rest didn’t really matter to me. What mattered was that we’d begun to sort out the base, and by Gyula and Hairo’s reckoning, we could move in within a couple of weeks. As long as the money didn’t stop, but that was up to dad. He had the funds.


  Hairo took Ed and me back, to the roof of block thirty-six. We picked up Hung and Malik and flew home from there.


  Along the way, we decided to throw a little party at my place on Saturday and invite Rita and Karina over. Hung planned to call Alison Wu from T-Modus. After a moment’s thought, I added Piper Dandera to the list too.


  All that would have been fine, only Saturday was tomorrow. That meant we had to use the day and night to the full.


  We were above our district. Hung scratched the back of his head, spoke:


  “I still don’t get it, Alex… A Threat can’t publicize his status. Otherwise Snowstorm gives you a whole bunch of penalties, right down to losing citizenship. How does that work with the interview you want to give to Ian Mitchell?”


  “He won’t admit to anything,” Ed answered for me.


  “How’s that?”


  “Hairo guessed it himself, and so did we. But we’re Subthreats, we have to keep our mouths shut. The security officer doesn’t.”


  “Why Hairo?”


  “Just as an example,” Malik inteijected. “Alex’s dad guessed it himself too. One of them can leak the info online. Right, Alex?”


  “Something like that. There was no time to think it all over properly, but publicity will give me protection. It’s too soon to discuss it now. I want to talk to Snowstorm and clarity a few things. In the contract, they threaten punishment for revealing your status because it means a Threat could collaborate with the preventers. I have no plans to do anything of the kind…”


  * * *


  The first person I saw in Dis was Trixie. The stumpy man seemed to be waiting for me.


  “Hey, Alex!” he shouted in joy, jumping up from the bench outside the tavern.


  “Hey. You alone?” I asked, meaning players. Counting NPCs, the place teemed with life: the cultists were performing some ritual on the other side of the fence, and kobold cubs chased each other down the streets. I heard Patrick causing a scandal in the tavern. “How’re things?” I asked.


  “Good. Gyula is waiting for you at the temple,” Trixie answered. “Stephanie and Eniko are in the tavern. The rest are at the mine.”


  “Infect, Crawler, Bomber?”


  Trixie shook his head and took me by the hand.


  “Come on, I show you something!”


  “Where? What for?”


  “I plant. Much. It grew!”


  I followed him all around the fort’s perimeter. I had to admit, Trixie had worked hard! Just the garden of fruit trees and berry bushes behind the tavern must have taken a huge effort. In mere days, everything he’d planted around the fort had grown and shot up in level. Maybe thanks to the special fertilizer that the kobold shaman suggested.


  All along the fort stretched bushes of Fiery Wasabi— tall grass with broad round leaves. They covered a five-yard area outside the fort like lilies on a pond.


  “Very hot!” Trixie said. “No trampling!”


  The Fiery Wciscibi’s base damage wasn’t impressive yet, but it gave me hope that as they leveled up, the bushes would deal more damage.


  “Very hot,” Trixie repeated. “Stand too long, you die quick!”


  “What’s that?” I pointed at some tall thick stalks with flowers reminiscent of windmills at their tips.


  “Windblow Clover. Blows weak for now.”


  Trixie had planted the Windblow Clover behind the strip of Fiery Wasabi, which was tactically useful. From what I understood, the clover would blow away low levels right into the wasabi, with vines curling behind it.


  “What’s that?”


  “Explosive Grapes,” the gardener answered, puffing out his chest. “Boom! They make big bang if you step on them. One kobold lost leg! Rvg’har was very angry!”


  “At you?”


  “No, at the kobold. Said he was dumb. Look there.” He pointed a short finger at a strange sunflower-like plant. They had sharp teeth where ordinary sunflowers had seeds. “Grasping Swiflower. They bite hard. They bit scary one. He wanted to pick them.”


  “Scary one? Who do you mean?”


  “Two heads, big. Said you brought him.”


  I realized he must have been talking about one of the cultists of Morena. But wait, one of them had two heads…? An ogre, maybe?


  “What happened to him?”


  “Screamed loud. Two heads, both screamed. I heal him with Healing Aloe.”


  “We have that too?”


  “Yep. Miners bring it with them. Leaves heal. Invigorate.”


  “Well done, Trixie!” I patted the little guy on his shaggy head. “Soon you’re going to have your own capsule…”


  “I know!” A smile lit up his grubby face. “Uncle getting one too. He’ll sit in tavern. Won’t be bored at home!”


  Trixie told me that he’d decided to take out a clan loan for a capsule for old man Furtado. I’d promised to equip him at no charge, and seeing his successes now, I had no regrets at all. I’d heard about high-level fortification lines made of defensive plants that could easily take down a raid of top players. It wouldn’t hurt to have that. And with divine fertilizer, too, thanks to the Montosaurus!


  “Say, when we upgrade the fort and expand the borders, what happens to your plants?”


  “I replant them,” Trixie answered. “Don’t worry, Alex. Is easy.”


  Apparently he could ‘replant’ the same way Gyula could build…


  Speak of the devil.


  “Alex! Just who I’ve been looking for.”


  The builder approached us. He was eating a mango just plucked from a tree. We hadn’t had the chance to talk about the temple in Cali Bottom—I didn’t want to tell Hairo what we were doing in-game just yet.


  I’ve invented a design!” he said proudly. “When I started restoring the temple, I decided to try using that stone you gave me…”


  “The Inert Reinforcement Stone?”


  “Yep,” Gyula nodded happily.


  The smile hadn’t left his face in real life either, when he and Manny and Hairo had been examining the new apartments. “Truly, God brought you to Cali Bottom!” the builder whispered, wiping away a tear. More like Andrew Clayton, who controls the lich boss Dargo, I thought, but left the thought unsaid.


  “Now we have a design for a Reinforced Temple,” Gyula continued. “Where could we get more of those stones?” I could try making an upgrade for both the desert temple and the fort.”


  “They don’t grow on trees, I’m afraid…”


  Gyula sighed sadly and took me to the restored temple. Because of the game mechanics, Behemoth couldn’t take up residence in it without a consecration. I decided to take care of that first.


  Suddenly, we heard bloodcurdling howls and wails from the other end of the street.


  “The kobolds,” Gyula shrugged. “I can never tell whether they’re celebrating or shouting at each other. By the way, the dark ones you brought to the island… Are they staying?”


  “I don’t know. What about them?”


  “We just need a few more people for an upgrade…”


  While he spoke, I opened the fort tab. The kobolds weren’t wasting any time.


  Welcome to the Kharinza fort control panel, Scyth!


  Owner: clan Awoken.


  Level: l.


  Population: 78/100.


  Structures: Headquarters, Vault, Tavern, Stables, Barracks, Houses, Cemetery, Merchant Stalls…


  We could wait, of course, but if some of the dark cultists stay and live here, I could upgrade the fort to level two. We have all the building materials.”


  “What do we need for level three?” I asked, remembering the conditions for Righteous Shield.


  “Two hundred sentient residents in the fort. I have the design. We can buy any materials we don’t have. But most importantly, level three lets us build a castle!”


  The usually tight-lipped builder turned talkative now that the subject was on his craft. He talked excitedly about the castle’s features; a stationary portal, fishing jetty, sawmill, workshops and a whole lot more that could be leveled up to strengthen the clan and all its members. Fort building was practically a separate game within the game. No wonder every decent clan had a person whose job it was just to manage the castle. Who among us would take on that role? Nobody but Crawler, but he already had enough on his plate…


  We stopped by the fast-growing Tree Protector. Its boughs rustled over our heads. I stretched out a hand and touched one of its meaty, thorny leaves. Recognizing me, it retracted its thorns and gently stroked my hand. The tree’s range already covered almost the entire fort.


  The constructed temple stood before us empty and silent, still bare of any symbols of divinity. Just a roof on carved pillars at the top of a pyramid.


  Climbing the restored stars where Shazz and I fought not so long ago, I entered the temple and approached the altar.


  Level l Unconsecrated Fortified Temple


  Consecration requires an adept with a status of at least ‘priest


  Identified: Initial.


  Requirements met.


  Scyth, do you wish to consecrate this temple to the Sleeping Gods?


  I chose Behemoth out of the list of Sleeping Gods, and the altar transformed: green veins crisscrossed it, reached the floor, widened and ran all across the temple’s every surface. Rugged stone blocks were covered in a dark-gray finish. Bas-reliefs mottled the altar, upon which appeared the tusked face of a hippopotamus.


  And again, as always when consecrating a temple to the Sleeping Gods, I—or my consciousness—was carried off somewhere into the endless and lifeless cosmos, where the imprints of divine entities whirled. Each touched me, greeting me and filling me with emotion.


  Returning from my short journey, I saw something imperceptible pierce the floor in the hall’s center. A small whirlpool of viscous and sticky liquid suddenly formed, around half a yard across. It pulled my gaze to it like a magnet to steel. With great difficulty, I managed to throw off the haze and get a grip on myself. Strangely, only the priests and I saw the whirlpool, which seemed to be sucking in streams of faith. For everyone else, it was just an ordinary floor.


  First Fortified Temple of the Sleeping Gods9 dedicated to Behemoth


  Level: l.


  Initial (1/1): Scyth.


  Priests (3/39): Patrick O’Grady, Manny, Tissa.


  Adepts: 169/28561.


  Faith points to next temple level: 1/28561.


  Build a third temple and consecrate it to one of the Sleeping Gods to support more adepts.


  “Finally,” Behemoth’s voice boomed out behind me.


  I looked back and smiled.


  “Glad to see you at full strength again, Sleeping God!”


  The divinity had returned to his previous humanoid form, but the avatar flickered; his energy was low.


  “Full strength?” Behemoth echoed. “Not likely. All the faith is going to Tiamat. I can barely maintain my avatar in this plane of existence. I see that you are still alive, Initial…”


  Behemoth shimmered and seemed like he might disappear any moment, so I kept it brief:


  “The two armies have broken each other. The temple is temporarily safe, but one of us will emerge a clear victor in the next battle. If Shazz wins, the Nucleus will gain strength and recruit new legates; if Nergal wins, we have no chance of saving Tiamat’s temple. For now, both sides are licking their wounds and regrouping. Shazz is certain to restore the battle avatar of the Departed and form a new legion of undead far stronger than the last. Nergal’s followers will train against the desert monsters…”


  “You said the Departed?” Behemoth frowned.


  “Right. The lich dug up the bones of a huge monster and raised it. Who are the Departed?”


  “The first sentients, offspring of Chaos. Renegades. They thought themselves equal to the gods, but they fled in fear of the New Gods.”


  “Where to?”


  “I know not. I do not see their presence in Disgardium.”


  My conversation with the Sleeping God was short, but we came to an agreement on what to do next: we needed more adepts while both temples were whole. That would strengthen Behemoth, me and all the others. And most of all, it would give strength to Tiamat so I could hand in her quest and get new skills as a reward. When I asked which ones exactly, the Sleeper just shook his head.


  “I fear that even she herself does not yet know that.”


  I went straight from the temple to Shazz’s camp. The cultists had somehow contacted Morena and found a way to cleanse the soil of the Destroying Plague’s scourge. But I only saw what their method was when I reached the end of the street.


  A small procession had formed with Dekotra the troll proudly marching at its head. Three cultists led nine resigned kobolds. The other members of the tribe wailed in despair, held their whining cubs close. Rvg’har the shaman limped among them, a stony expression on his face, held up on one side by the ore cultist Ranakotz and on the other by the clan chief Grog’hyr. I caught up to them.


  “What’s happening here?”


  “The land of Kharinza is dying,” the shaman barked. “Our warriors are sacrificing themselves to return life to this soil.”


  I turned to look at Ranakotz.


  “Tell me more.”


  “A corruption spreads across the island, chosen of the Inexorable One. The goddess wishes to help, but her abilities are not limitless. We shared her suggestion with the great and wise Rvg’har and the courageous Grog’hyr. They took it upon themselves to help. Their weak warriors volunteered their blood.”


  The howiing and wailing came from all sides, and if I understood correctly, it was from the wives, girlfriends and cubs of the kobolds chosen as sacrifice for Morena. I didn’t like the sound of that one bit.


  “Stop!” I shouted. “No sacrifices!”


  They didn’t hear me. I had to run to the head of the procession and stop Dekotra by force. The troll was fanatically singing odes to the glory of Morena and marching blindly, his eyes rolling as if he was elsewhere, and only Ghastly Howl brought him to his senses. A side effect was that everyone started running around in Fear. Even Patrick, who had come out of the tavern to see what was going on, ran off swearing into the Fiery Wasabi.


  I sat down to wait forty seconds for the earsplitting screams and chaos to end. I wondered how the game system knew what I wanted. After all, all those around me were allied NPCs, and that meant that Ghastly Howl shouldn’t have any effect on them at all. But it did! But when I was in the group with the boys, it hadn’t worked on them then… Strange.


  My rarely used talent from Crusher became relevant as soon as I leveled up. Among all the sentients on Kharinza, not counting Behemoth, I was the highest in level. And if I put some effort in now, then I could be number one in the world…


  “What have we done wrong, chosen of the Inexorable One?” Dekotra said to me, shaking off the effects of Fear. His eyes were full of blood. He was still shaking. “I’ve never been so afraid in all my life!”


  I’d been a little worried that the cultists or the kobolds might take Ghastly Howl as an attack and aggro on me, but apparently the chain of command worked; for the first group I was the chosen one of their goddess, and for the second, Initial of the Sleepers.


  “No sacrifices, Dekotra!” I said firmly, standing up. “Every adept is important to the Sleeping Gods…”


  Wait a sec… I could have thirty-nine priests now! The kobolds had increased in number, but there were also the cultists of Morena… Hmm. It didn’t matter that they already worshiped an Old Goddess. The kobolds hadn’t forsworn their faith in Kurtulmak either! The Sleeping Gods were outside that hierarchy, and the Old Gods themselves accepted their superiority!


  “What would you say if I invited you to be a priest of the Sleeping Gods, Dekotra? The gods whose temple you see there,” I pointed down the street. “What would you say if I called on you and your people to worship the Sleepers? Would that contradict your faith in Morena?”


  The troll froze, his eyes rolling. An alarmed whisper rippled through the other cultists behind my back. I turned.


  “Speak louder if you want me to hear you. If you want HIM to hear you!”


  Behemoth had arrived, and just in time. He must have taken the stream of Faith from Tiamat temporarily to show himself in all his splendor—the shadow of his hundred-times-enlarged avatar covered the entire fort and Shazz’s camp. The effect lasted several seconds, but that was all it took.


  “This is just as the Inexorable One wishes,” Dekotra answered. “I would be honored.”


  “As would I!” Ranakotz shouted.


  “And I!” a two-headed ogre roared with two voices. His shoulder bore traces of a recent bite.


  “And all of us…!” a minotaur roared.


  Alongside Patrick, Tissa and Manny, I assigned Dekotra, Ranakotz, Grog’hyr and Ryg’har. The Sleeping Gods now had eight hundred and seventeen followers—six hundred and forty-eight more than before.


  I got just as many bonuses from Unity. Along with all the Awoken, including the noncitizens. Not counting equipment bonuses, my stats now looked like this: Primary characteristics


  Strength: 574.


  Perception: 489.


  Endurance: 619.


  Charisma: 489.


  Intellect: 282.


  Agility: 447.


  Luck: 1648.


  Secondary characteristics


  Health points: 1,032,863.


  Mana points: 235,273.


  Vindication points: 2,197,000.


  Plague Energy points: 2,000,000.


  Ugh, if only I could get ColdBlooded Punisher back! At my current level, the set would have given me another six hundred and eighteen points to each main stat.


  Nether. It looked like I’d have to complete the Nucleus’s quest! I planned to part ways with the Nucleus eventually anyway, so I might as well get a quest reward and get my armor back first.


  Chapter 4: Nether Rift


  “ALEX, wait!”


  I heard Gyula’s shout just as I was casting Depths Teleportation. I had many things to do and not much time to do them, so I sighed in annoyance.


  Canceling the cast, I waited for the builder to gallop over to me on his new horse. A gift from me. The mount was standard and hadn’t cost much. I’d bought the stallion in Kinema and delivered it to the fort, along with a hundred and fifty comm amulets, a few far-sight mirrors, a batch of blue picks and green profession equipment for our miners. The key to any victory was a well-protected flank. It would be silly not to buy things to increase the workers’ productivity.


  By now, the boys had already logged into Dis and got down to handing out new gear. Even I got some. Crawler plucked three legendary Crystallized Nightmare gems for me (each gave +500 strength) out of preventer armor. I put them in my SharkorTs Mane shield.


  Gyula dismounted, although that was putting it charitably. In fact, his mount cantered past me, reared and threw him from the saddle. He had a lot of training to do…


  “Never mind, I’ll get the hang of it.” He stood up, brushed himself off and waved away my quizzical look. “What did I want to say… Uhm… I understand that the clan has enough expenses as it is, but…”


  He handed me a handwritten sheet of paper.


  “What’s this?”


  “We can replace some of the base building materials with higher-quality alternatives. I wrote down what to replace with what. Some of it can only really be gotten at the Kinema Bazaar. For example, I want to use gnomish steel instead of copper in the metalwork. For better durability and defense. I also want to add mithril to the…”


  “What’s the best of all?” I interrupted him.


  “Adamantite. But we’d go broke buying that. We ain’t talking about making chainmail. We need tons of metal!”


  “Have you ever heard of Corrupted Adamantite?”


  “Nah. Should I read up on it?”


  “Yeah. I think I know where we can get some.”


  “Great!” he said, his face lighting up. “Anyway, the list has everything w^e can replace and the options for them: from the cheapest to the most expensive.”


  Gyula said goodbye and went to get on with things. I cast an eye around the fort, activated Depths Teleportation again… and interrupted it again.


  A brigade of miners was walking through the gates. Talking light-heartedly, they waved at a worker in his underpants, who was running along the fort’s only street from the graveyard behind the temple. The return of the Montosaurus brought back old problems—the workers had apparently resorted to drawing straws again to see who would be sent in to feed the beast-god so that the others could safely reach the mine.


  I walked over to them, said hello, nodded toward the runner.


  “The Montosaurus?”


  “Yeah, that bastard,” a bald miner spat. I didn’t recognize him. “May he fall down to the Nether! Why?”


  “Keep it up, guys. In a week, we’ll be taking care of that reptile.”


  We were waiting for Rita before we took out Monty, so she could get the achievement too. He wouldn’t escape this time. Balancer, a Combo and say goodnight, pest of a beast-god! I couldn’t tell the miners that, though.


  “Thank you! Finally! This is getting real old!” The gratitude poured in from them all.


  The bald one frowned.


  “Boss, is it true that you got new picks for us?”


  “New picks and new equipment. Go see Crawler at the clan vault. He’ll hand it out. How was work today, by the way? You guys feel stronger?”


  “You can say that again!” The bald man’s eyes widened and his lips spread in a happy grin. “We’ve been hearing rumors that we’d get a boost once the second temple was built, boss, but this? We’re breaking up whole veins in minutes!”


  I made my excuses, left the cheerful miners and headed for the kobold shaman Ryg’har, newly-minted priest of the Sleepers. His once small tribe had grown severalfold in a few short weeks, even though the kobolds themselves spent most of their time in the jungle and hills. They should have taken losses from the depredations of a certain nameless and greedy beast-god. But on the contrary, they had a population explosion!


  The contradiction whirled stubbornly in my head and demanded an explanation, so I started asking questions.


  “Say, Spirit Speaker, have you seen the Montosaurus?”


  “The Ruler of the Forest?” the shaman clarified. The kobolds loved slinging lofty titles around. “Of course I have. Why do you ask, chosen one?”


  “How many kobolds have you lost to him?”


  “One,” Ryg’har darkened. “At the very beginning, when the dead left and the Ruler of the Forest returned. Hypa’Fuq-qur, known for his intemperance in matters of… uh…” the shaman smacked his lips, choosing his words carefully, “…of love… Met his end in the forest ruler’s maw. I spent all the next night talking to the spirits and found a way to calm the Ruler’s anger…”


  The shaman fell silent and closed his eyes, immersed in reverie. I coughed, already starting to suspect something.


  “What way?”


  The shaman snorted awake, opened his eyes. While he took his time, I sniffed the air and finally realized that he smelled of sewage. I hadn’t detected anything when I spoke to the kobolds before, but I’d turned up my sense of smell to enjoy some of Aunt Stephanie’s dishes in the tavern. Even with my sensitivity still below full, the shaman stank so bad up close that I gagged.


  Ryg’har reached for the rope around his long-maned neck and pulled an ugly amulet out of his robe. It looked like a ball rolled up by a dung beetle.


  “An amulet created from the blessings of the Ruler of the Forest.”


  “The blessings…?”


  “The beast-god’s droppings are a blessing for the whole world. The Ruler of the Forest will not harm the carrier of such an amulet. But…” Ryg’har fell silent and twitched his moist black nose, baring his fangs.


  “What?”


  “But the amulets stink.”


  I could imagine how badly the kobolds suffered with their sharp sense of smell. I didn’t envy them, but nonetheless, we had to get the miners some of these amulets. They could wear them on their way from the fort to the mine and hand them from shift to shift.


  “Never mind,” I smiled. “I think our miners can handle that. Can you make some for them too?”


  Ryg’har happily agreed to help. He limped away, barking hoarse commands to his helpers as he went.


  * * *


  “So this is the capital of the longeared little folk!” Patrick muttered, looking around reverently at the Bazaar.


  We’d only just gotten rid of the annoying street merchants trying to sell us “The Richest Guide to Kinema,” including the second, forbidden edition, and now we were trying to get our bearings.


  I took the drunk with me to help negotiate with the sewer troggs in Stone Rib. I’d decided not to go through Darant on the way. The city watch there was already patrolling the streets with torches of True Flame, and here in the goblin capital, I could buy everything on Gyula’s list for upgrading the fort.


  This last jump through the depths leveled up my skill and gave me something new.


  Depths Teleportation level increased: +1. Current level: 5 -


  Can now teleport sentients that are not in your group, on the condition that they are at or below your level. Requires touching the teleport target.


  I decided to think of practical applications for this new tool later, in calmer surroundings. For now, I studied the map of the Bazaar and tried to figure out where to start for building materials.


  The place was a lot calmer with the preventers gone. Which isn’t to say there were fewer tourists—NPCs lived their lives and continued to travel to Kinema, but I saw no player patrols.


  We wandered the Bazaar, buying building materials as we went. It was no easy task. A lot of walking, talking and sweating. And Patrick decided to ‘whet his whistle’ at every watering hole we passed. It was a good thing the wholesalers had magic delivery services, which was something like Dis mail, but the clan was the recipient and the cargo was sent straight to the clan vault.


  I spent so much money that my decision to sell the Portal Key to Holdest was finally made. It was foolish to keep hold of something that had no more use and never would. Especially when we were hurting for cash, and the valuable artifact threatened to turn into a bauble; if the launch script for the Destroying Plague faction ended, then Holdest would likely become the continent of the undead. New players who chose that race would immediately wind up there, and none of us doubted that hordes would reroll their characters in the rush for achievements.


  Finally, we finished buying up building materials. Along the way, I even managed to buy a few types of rare spices that I hoped to use in future culinary experiments. Patrick, who had by now emptied his emergency flask of Black Mountain Fire Ale, suddenly stopped sharply and jabbed a demanding finger at a goblin holding a sign that said “First drink on the house!”


  “The Sleepers won’t forgive us if we squander this opportunity!” the first priest declared. “And it’s high time we had a bite to eat, Scyth. Business can wait. There’s an old Russian saying: war is war, but lunch has to be on time. Our corporal used to love saying that, may demons devour him.”


  “Alright, let’s take a break,” I reluctantly agreed.


  Oil splashed in the slate-gray smoke of the anonymous tavern. The walls lit up with red heat and fat dripped from skewers onto the coals, burning with a choking blue flame. People were smoking too, and scantily clad goblin waitresses raced to and fro. A fortune-teller cried his sendees in the far corner.


  With great difficulty, we found a seat at one of the tables. Even more surprisingly, they served us fast and we were out of there within an hour, well-fed, though neither of us were happy. I’d lost time and Patrick would have happily stayed to live there. He quickly found common ground with the suspicious-looking goblins sat at the same table as a minotaur and a werewolf. Worse—he almost agreed to join them on an adventure involving a certain high-ranking noble lady from the League High Council, a chest of family jewels and a love story. Sounded like a quest, but I didn’t even bother.


  Ignoring Patrick’s sighs and disappointed glances, I activated Depths Teleportation to the Auction for Special Sales. There were many watering holes in Kinema’s financial quarter, and Patrick gladly stayed behind in one of them to Test the quality of the food and drink of these cursed little folk again’ while I went to see Grokuszuid.


  The goblin was busy, but, seeing through my disguise and recognizing me, he immediately handed his customer over to his assistant Zamozik, freeing himself up. We exchanged pleasantries and I got down to business, silently placing the Portal Key on the table. Grokuszuid’s eyes were a sight to behold! I tried to memorize the sound of the normally rock-solid goblin’s jaw dropping. It would make one of my favorite memories.


  Recovering from his surprise, the goblin picked up the artifact and spent a long time studying it, feeling it, looking it over, even sniffing it.


  “May I ask where you obtained this?”


  “From the treasury of an ancient mage. Mr. Grokuszuid, I don’t have much time. Can we talk business? I need to sell the portal for the highest possible price, and so I insist that you invite the excommunicated clans of the Alliance to participate.”


  They weren’t the only players with big money, but I doubted the Celestial Warriors that controlled the Perfetto resort city would be itching to explore a new continent.


  “That is impossible,” the auctioneer shook his head.


  “I insist.”


  “I cannot promise anything. A decision of such importance is the purview of the League High Council. But I will raise the issue. Any other wishes, Scyth?”


  “I need the Portal Key to sell for at least a hundred million. And I need it to sell as fast as possible.”


  “Those are mutually exclusive requests. We will have a hard time gathering truly wealthy buyers. The Portal Key is no fallen god’s helmet, for which there are many buyers. We will certainly contact the guild of explorers and cartographers, offer it to the Dangerous Game Hunters, the office of Bastian the First and the family of Emperor Kragosh…” Grokuszuid thought for a moment, then put a scroll on the table and blew into the silver whistle that always hung around his neck. “Zamozik!”


  It was as if the assistant had been listening at the door—his head appeared in the half-open gap the instant Grokus called his name.


  “Yes, master?”


  “Announce an unscheduled gathering of the High Council in my name. Make a list of those with fortunes greater than a hundred million. And… Maintain strict secrecy! Dismissed!”


  Zamozik disappeared, closing the door soundly behind him. Grokuszuid watched him go and clicked his fingers. Suddenly, we were enveloped in a material-looking bubble whose nature I couldn’t grasp.


  “We can’t allow leaks,” the auctioneer explained. “Wars have started over less…”


  * * *


  Great Portal Scrolls were for sale both in the auction houses and at the transport guild. I bought four of them from the latter, and at a good price; my reputation with the goblins and with Gruzelix personally helped.


  I changed my image to that of a harmless engineer at level two hundred, and Patrick and I jumped to Nivelle, the closest settlement to Stone Rib with a portal connection. From there it was around sixty miles to the spot where the sewer troggs lived. On the map, the ridge of the Nameless Mountains turned in a hook there, and the small mining town was at its center. Although actually, Nivelle only seemed small to me after Darant, Shak and Kinema. In general, it was considered a developed and thriving city.


  But something was wrong; the watch were racing through the streets, players were forming raids, spells flashed and shields gleamed all over, covering buildings.


  “Everyone this way! The rift is over there. We’re gathering at the western gates!”


  Shouts came, some of panic and others of flashy heroism. The latter were more likely to be the ’undying.’ A few carts loaded with various goods moved to the east.


  My first thought was: Run. They’ve figure out that there’s a Threat among them! But how…?


  A knight on a powerful battle stallion in full regalia cantered past. The mount’s hooves struck sparks on the pavement, and the rider shook his spear and shouted triumphantly: “Anyone experienced, come with me! Noobs, go elsewiiere!” He paid no attention to me, which meant the reason for the panic was something else.


  “Look, Scyth!” Patrick pointed at a gleaming column of light in the sky, firing down at another part of Nivelle. “That’s how the priests at the Nergal temple summon the high priests. That can only happen when…”


  “A Ravager?”


  “That’s right! Oh, we came here just at the wrong time, my boy, mark my words, just at the wrong time!”


  “Why’s that? We’ll be fine. We’ll fly past or just go around.”


  I’d already dealt with one Ravager, but Patrick didn’t have my abilities. We had to be careful.


  “Why should we fight it, Tukai?” a gnome asked his elvish friend as they walked past. “We’re only going to break our gear! And those debuffs…”


  “Are you an idiot?” the other asked in sincere surprise. “Have you listened to one too many dumb minors? You know they make them up to make people like you believe! It would take you more than a year to earn as much Faith and factional rep as you’ll get now! Try to deal as much damage as possible, and Nergal’s high priest will restore our gear and give it back to us later if we die. They send it by mail! Come on! Quickly, before they banish it!”


  The gnome and elf ran to the western gates. Both of them were level forty and didn’t even have their own mounts. Patrick watched them go and twirled a finger by his temple.


  We avoided the crowds of sentients on our way out of the city. Once outside, I summoned Storm. The dragoness appeared in the form of the mount of the engineer whose disguise I was using; an ordinary gryphon, the cheapest flying mount in the Commonwealth. Climbing up on her, or him depending on what you knew, we took off and saw the cause of the panic in the flesh.


  Harnathea, level???


  Ravager.


  The colossal Ravager shaped like a mix between a spider and crab was slowly walking toward Nivelle. The city watch and players slowed its movement. Not exactly effectively, but the action mechanics forced the Ravager to stop every time it saw a target and waste time destroying it.


  I saw no visible strategy in the players’ actions. Separate groups attacked Harnathea from all sides, with mages flooding it with slowing spells and healers healing the wounded, but mostly there was nobody left to heal; the monster killed anyone it turned to in a single shot.


  It didn’t cover the whole area with black slime like Ervigot, but it was clearly no weaker. The gigantic body emitted clouds of smoke and soot. It seemed that ability worked temporarily both as a shield and an attacking aura, dealing passive damage to everyone that approached.


  But the stream of players from Nivelle never ended. It seemed the word-of-mouth notification system for Nether rifts was working as necessary; I started to see clear formations of preventers appearing.


  “Woah!” I said, awestruck.


  “Here come the heroes,” Patrick snorted.


  After the second-tier top players, the big fish began to arrive: Modus, Travelers, Widowmakers, Children of Kratos, Azure Dragons and Excommunicado… It seemed the perks were worth it at this event, if the best players all dropped what they were doing in the desert and headed here.


  For me personally, this didn’t bode well. All the same, I wondered where the Ravager would run off to and whether I could finish it off. And I kind of wanted to see Nergal’s High Priest banish it, to see how it was done.


  I pointed Storm off to the side and landed behind a hill, out of the way of the chaos.


  “What?” Patrick asked. “You wanna join the damn battle?”


  “Right. Just in case something goes wrong… Take this money, buy yourself a gryphon in town and head to Stone Rib. And…”


  I took the Great Portal Scrolls out of my inventory along with a worn leather triangle with an imprint of a bear’s face and gave them to O’Grady.


  “I understand the scrolls. But this… Oh, it’s the troggs’ charm!” Patrick nodded. “Got it, kid. Consider it done.”


  “I’ll try to catch you up, but if I don’t make it, convert the troggs to the Sleeping Gods and convince them to move to Kharinza. As first priest, you have the right to appoint servants of the cult, so choose one of the most authoritative troggs. And… Don’t let me down, Patrick.”


  “Don’t worry, Scvth,” he said more seriously. “I may be an old drunk, but I know what’s at stake and who I owe. Anyway, HE promised to help me figure it out.”


  “Behemoth? Figure what out?”


  “The mess in my skull. The Sleeping God said I have two characters from different worlds in my head, and one of them isn’t me. He can help of stale whiskey, quietly said:


  “Be careful, kid.”


  I watched O’Grady go, then took off into the air again and hovered above the Ravager at the maximum possible height where I could still make out details, but remain unnoticed from below. Thanks to my high Perception, I could see distant objects as if through binoculars.


  The High Priest of Nergal the Radiant had already arrived. First he blessed the ranks of the city defenders, then he covered them with a protective dome.


  After that, the priest rose into the air above them all and spread his arms, shouting prayers. His voice carried across the valley, echoing off the mountain range.


  “In the name of the light and all things living, Nergal the Radiant, I entreat you! A fowl creature of the Nether threatens all life, and only with your help, our savior, can these courageous heroes, without regard for their own life…”


  The priest spent a few more minutes justifying his request to Nergal, then finished and got his answer. The skies darkened, then flashed with a blinding light that outshone even the sun. The god’s voice answered somewhat differently than the crowd expected.


  “You are looking in the wrong direction, fools!”


  Lightning suddenly lanced down from the cloudless darkened sky. The eyes of all the players, the preventers, the city watch and the high priest moved to where it landed.


  To me.


  The high priest pointed a finger at me and shouted triumphantly: “Descend, heathen!”


  With a plaintive roar beneath me, Storm disappeared and I began to fall—right toward the monstrous Ravager.


  


  Chapter 5. The Nether


  
    

  


  WITH JUST a second more, I could have teleported through the depths out of the yawning oven. If I hadn’t dropped like a stone, I would have successfully escaped to Kharinza. Now I was peppered with thousands of spells and arrows, including lightning bolts and a few small meteorites summoned from the skies. The air cracked from the abundance of magic. It seemed space itself was losing its structure and warping.


  My cast stopped, but my fall continued.


  Amid the chaos forming below, I could clearly see the high priest drawing light into his staff. The world was immersed in darkness. The lights of spells shone particularly brightly, showing the disciplined preventers surrounding the Ravager—and the spot where I would crash down. I could only hope that Destroying Plague Immortality or Diamond Skin of Justice could save me from death, but I couldn’t discount the possibility that a Nergal priest could neutralize the former ability.


  Concentrate! I told myself, snuffing out a spark of panic. I’d been so stupid! Curiosity has killed many a cat. Why didn’t I just fly around the battlefield and head to Stone Rib? But beating myself up for it was not only pointless, it was irrational.


  Covering my face with my Sharkon’s Mane shield, I tried to make out what awaited me below through the flashes. The Ravager had moved toward the city defenders, but I was still falling within its smoke aura’s area of effect. That might save me—I doubted players would go in there to try to expel a Threat in the ten seconds before their bodies evaporated. As long as the High Priest didn’t have any holy tricks up his sleeve…


  My health was melting away rapidly. Even my ludicrous Resilience didn’t help. The players, strengthened by divine buffs, were lit up like Christmas trees. Not all of them were looking at me—many continued to pour toward the Ravager, earning Faith points. After Nergal’s blessing, their attacks had become far stronger. The Nether-spawn’s health fell slowly, but still noticeably.


  The instant before I hit the smoky and soot-covered ground, I instinctively braced myself. Diamond Skin took the force of the strike, which meant I was back to my feet the next instant and casting Depths Teleportation. I figured if I couldn’t see anything, then nobody could see me either…


  I figured wrong. The High Priest’s staff finally finished charging. It released a massive pillar of light, covering both me and the Ravager. My cast interrupted again. The damage from the divine magic was overwhelming, crushing. The smoke from the monster’s aura dispersed as if it had never been. My Diamond Skin broke with the ringing of smashed glass. Harnathea’s chitinous shell cracked, and the Ravager lost almost all its health in an instant. A deafening scream of victory rose up from the players.


  I should have died. I’m sure the priest’s attack would have broken through Immortality. But Diamond Skin took the hit. Immortality activated right afterwards and prevented me from dying to the Ravager’s aura and the players’ attacks.


  The light faded, spots danced in my blind eyes. Something careered by me. The enraged shouts of the High Priest echoed like peals of thunder. He had survived the strike from Reflection, but was astounded that all his divine shields had broken.


  With only the vaguest sense of direction, I jumped three times and found myself next to one of the Ravager’s legs and grabbed one of the numerous growths on it. Against my fears, the players didn’t rush ahead. It seemed they all knew what was to come after the priest’s attack.


  Harnathea was enraged. It emitted three bursts of flame, spreading waves of mist for hundreds of yards around, leaving absolute darkness and death behind it. I survived, but I felt the Ravager’s ability; strips of flesh sloughed from my body, baring bones, and dripped to the ground in smoking goo. Not for the first time, my character transformed into a skeleton without a single ounce of flesh. Fortunately, a lack of eyes didn’t prevent me from seeing, although my \ision worked differently, showing a pale and colorless world of shadows come to life. The largest shadow, which I was still holding onto, turned sharply and ran toward the mountains.


  Occasional beams of light shot after us, and with each hit, Harnathea got smaller. I had a death grip on a leg that had started as thick as a tree trunk and ended up a branch. Fearing it might break, I grabbed the thorny leg and climbed upwards, onto the Ravager’s back. No matter how this adventure ended, my risk was rewarded: Resilience was leveling up even faster than with Ervigot. Maybe because right now I was sitting on the enraged Harnathea, right at the heart of its deadly aura.


  Nobody rushed to chase us. The Ravager was banished, and it couldn’t be killed—or so I thought. Harnathea continued to move, and I kept sitting in clouds of soot and smoke, so I didn’t see right away that something strange was happening…


  And then it was too late. Destroying Plague Immortality stopped working for some reason. I died.


  You are dead.


  Remaining time to respawn 9… 8… 7…


  I felt rising panic, my thoughts raced. NergaVs priest canceled out my protection from the Destroying Plague and the Ravager aura killed me. Any moment now, the preventers will arrive and…


  But I respawned and sighed in relief. I looked around, recognized Kharinza. A quick glance showed me that I’d lost nothing on death except experience; all my equipment and the contents of my bag were still there. I’d lost my engineer disguise and Cloak Essence buff.


  Familiar jungle surrounded me, but… Behemoth’s temple was gone! Not a trace remained of Gyula’s structure, just the ruins of the Departed in the same state I once found them in when I swam here from the shore near Tristad.


  I needed to figure out where the temple had gone. I walked around the ruins and my jaw dropped further. No signs of the fort; no buildings, no street.


  I decided to take off and look around. My ability to summon the dead Storm had cooled down when I revived, but I couldn’t find her in my list of mounts. The mechostrich was gone too.


  I climbed up a tall tree, scraping my skin on the bark. The virgin jungle opened up before me. Quiet and calm. The fact that there was no life on Kharinza wasn’t news, but even the ever-chirping cicadas were silent.


  The strangeness didn’t stop there. A few parts of the interface had disappeared, including the date and time. A quick glance at my profile showed me no sign of the abilities given by Behemoth or the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague. All that remained were the class skills and the ones I’d learned myself: Unarmed Combat, Resilience, Ghastly Howl, Depths Teleportation…


  I activated the last one and couldn’t find Kharinza, Kinema, Darant or Shak in the list for teleportation. Vermillion, Nivelle and the Lake District were gone too. The list of jump points was as scant as it had been half a year ago when I first got the ability: Gloomwood, the Mire, Tristad, the Olton Quarries…


  The chat was empty. There was no clan tab. My friends list was clear. I tried to message Crawler, Infect, Bomber and Gvula, but the system said the same for each: No player with that name registered.


  And the last straw—the Quit button was gone. Feeling my heart begin to race in real life, I scoured the altered menu, thinking that the button must be hidden somewhere, but I couldn’t find it.


  There wasn’t even a link to tech support.


  I walked all across Kharinza, but saw nothing. The Montosaurus was gone, or maybe had never even been here. “Here’ meaning this version of the island.


  On the beach, I finally accepted that I wouldn’t find anyone there. Even the level-one crabs that were always scuttling across the sands were gone.


  I don’t know how much time I wasted wandering around. The sun didn’t move in the cloudless sky, and I had no watch. I felt like no more than a day could have passed.


  The only inhabited place I could teleport to was Tristad. I decided to try my luck there.


  The familiar sandbox town greeted me with empty streets and lifeless buildings. The Bubbling Flagon was still there, and even the bench where Eve and I used to while away the hours. But the city was empty. No NPCs, no players.


  The only difference between this and the Tristad I knew was that there was no temple to Nergal here. The spot it should have occupied was just an extension of the central square. Deserted, like the rest of the city.


  Once I’d walked the length and breadth of it, a rising panic began to eat me inside. Then my stomach started to rumble and something literally rose in my throat. I threw up! In the game!


  Right after that, I felt a terrible thirst. A strange kind of system message swam before me, uncharacteristic of Dis. Something like a window from an ancient computer program, black with flashing red text: You are dying of thirst!


  -50% endurance.


  -1% health every 5 minutes.


  My throat felt like sandpaper and I couldn’t think of anything but water. Just in time, I remembered where to find Tristad’s well.


  It was where it should be, a couple of blocks from the tavern. And the bucket was still there too. I filled it up and drank for a long time, greedily, paying no attention to the pain in my teeth from the icy water. Once my thirst was quenched, I felt hunger, but I could deal with that; it didn’t take away my health, just lowered my strength, endurance and regeneration speed. The debuffs told me where to focus my thoughts.


  I sat down with my back to the well and tried to figure out what was happening.


  When Disgardium was being created, there were many arguments among its founding fathers about how much realism should be added. Hunger and thirst were among the most serious points of contention, because including one in the game meant you had to include the other. If there was an input, you had to have an output. Not only did some of the developers vehemently vote against this, but so did the game community. Influences asked “why create a magical virtual world and make it just like the real one, with all the shit involved?’ In the end, they won; eating and drinking became optional in the game, and even if you did eat or drink something, you didn’t have to use the toilet. We ate in the tavern because it tasted good, not because we had to. And the bonuses from food and drink don’t hurt. Like Manny once said, alcohol in Dis is a great alternative to the real version. You drink and get drunk, but without the negative health consequences.


  Alright, so Harnathea the Ravager had dragged me to the Nether. That was it, right? I was in the Nether?


  But what was the Nether? We all referred to it all the time, using it as a curse word. Behemoth had said more than once that the Nether is the greatest danger to the world, and the Destroying Plague feeds off its emanations. Could the Nether have been the first version of Dis, the one the beta testers played? They’d determined it unplayable, which had led to a review of the realism concept. I’d heard there was no quit button in the first version—to ensure total immersion. The beta testers apparently quit the game only when their character died or went to sleep. But I’d already died, and revived here…


  Another puzzle: why were all my divine abilities gone? Why had I lost Immoi’tality? The logs showed that I died to Smoldering, which must have been Harnathea’s aura. My Destroying Plague ability had successfully protected me from it before—even during the battle with Ervigot. Only one explanation came to mind: the powers of the Destroying Plague had no sway here. And nor did that of the Sleepers. All the bonus stats of Unity had also disappeared.


  Thoughts of the Ravagers reminded me of wiiat the gnome explorer girl Kitty had told me about them: the beasts of the Nether are the size of a kitten when they reach Disgardium. They grow to super-high levels by absorbing other creations of the Nether and local mobs. But how do they manage to deal with them? If Ervigot landed in the Lakharian Desert tiny, then how did he kill the local monsters?


  Thoughts emerged and span in my head, but I couldn’t stay focused on them. Although my real body was fed with premium-quality life-support cartridges in my capsule, all the same, it felt hunger and fatigue. My tired brain refused to work. Apart from a little sleep before my parents left, I’d been on my feet for who knew how many days now…


  Deciding to test wiiether falling asleep would close the game, I walked into the nearest house and collapsed on a bed. Only while I was falling asleep did I realize just how dead the silence was around me. The ocean’s surface on Kharinzas beach was like glass. The wind didn’t rustle in the trees. The few clouds in Tristad’s sky were as if painted on, unmoving. It was no world, just decor. Were there mobs here? There should be. After all, sometimes they broke through into the real Dis…


  That was my last thought before I fell asleep.


  I don’t know how long I slept, but I woke up where I’d laid down, not in real life. Then the real panic hit me. Everything I’d felt before was just vague worry in comparison.


  Firstly, I hadn’t ordered extra nutrition cartridges for my capsule, and I’d already been using the ones installed for some time. Who knew how long they’d last? Maybe they were already empty? Was that why I felt sick with hunger? It wasn’t just a virtual hunger in the form of a debuff. It felt fully real.


  Secondly, my parents were on the Moon. Sure, they’d call, but they wouldn’t worry right away—I was always in my capsule anyway. They’d raise the alarm only in a couple of days, and even then, first dad would tty to log into Dis through another capsule and contact me in the game. All my hope was on my friends—when they failed to get an answer from me in both virtuality and reality, they’d surely suspect something was amiss. They had plenty of reasons to worn, not the least of them the Triad. Ed would realize that he needed to contact Morales, and then Hairo would find a way to get into the apartment to inspect my capsule.


  Phe-e-ew. That thought calmed me a little. By my estimations, it was already the next day in real life. We had a party planned that night at my place, so the boys would be trying to contact me soon, and then they’d raise the alarm.


  My panic faded and my explorer’s spirit awoke. I was either in the Nether or in a beta version of Dis that had been somehow preserved. I might have been the only player in history that made it here. Why shouldn’t I do something useful?


  I checked my profile again and frowned in surprise: my death dropped me thirty levels! How did that work? Was this one of the hardcore features of the beta version?


  Everything else was the same; I had my class abilities, my learned abilities, minus the ten divine and plague skills. All my equipment and inventory was still there. Maybe my chest still had its contents too?


  I ran to the tavern, leaped up the stairs to the second floor and walked into my private room. At least, I walked into a room. Not the one I was expecting. Bare walls, a bedroll on the floor and an empty chest. The upgrade that I’d installed so long ago was gone, as were the contents. It was empty.


  The mailbox outside the tavern’s entrance gave me the idea of trying to contact someone to help through in-game mail. I tried to write a letter to someone, anyone, but the system couldn’t find a soul; No player with that name registered.


  I wasn’t too worried. Sooner or later, they’d pull me out. In the meantime, my hunger debuff had reached threatening levels and started to take away my health. It wouldn’t be long until I died of hunger! But where could I find food in an empty city? I hadn’t brought anything to eat with me. Why would I, with my abilities?


  Then I stopped, slapped myself on the forehead. I was being an idiot—I had a bag full of ingredients! Returning to the tavern, I went into the kitchen, once the domain of head chef Arno. The stove was unlit, but I had everything I needed to light it. I found firewood in the backyard, where I’d won a tournament arranged by Tashot, late owner of the Bubbling Flagon.


  I didn’t want to experiment, so I just made a couple of stacks of vulture egg omelets and ate them, removing my debuff. I grabbed a firestarter and some tinder to take with me, along with a pan. I found barrels of wine and ale in the tavern’s cellar and tossed them into my endless inventory. Next I went to the well and poured the wine out, glad that Flaygray and Patrick weren’t there to see it. I filled the empty barrel with water. That would have been far harder to accomplish in real life.


  After checking all my things and making sure I was ready for a trip outside the city, I headed off in search of adventure.


  I walked through the familiar city gates, saw a white rabbit and stopped, remembering when they’d been a danger to me. Seeing me, it hopped toward me in short jumps.


  I smiled… and my jaw dropped.


  Rabbit, level 14933 animal


  I rubbed my eyes. It had to be tiredness; I was seeing things. The rabbit suddenly sped up, and when it got to me… Its maw stretched like a snake’s, baring gleaming metal teeth, and the creature bit my leg off at the knee!


  Rabbit dealt you critical damage: 3,981,837,110!


  Bleeding:—3% health every 5 seconds (1 minute).


  Damage fully absorbed by Diamond Skin of Justice.


  The rabbit failed to tear off my leg only thanks to Diamond Skin, but everything inside was mangled. Bones crunched, a horrific pain lanced through my knee and I lost my balance, falling onto my back. The fall winded me and tears came to my eyes. I shook my head, screamed. What the hell?! I was undead, there shouldn’t be effects like these! Or rabbits with that damage, that level! In the sandbox!


  Through sheer force of will, repeating the mantra that this was just a game and my body was safe, I cut off the pain and found the strength to look through my logs:


  Resilience (rank II) level increased: +39. Current level: 90.


  You completely ignore penalties in battle against enemies at a higher level than you. 90% of damage taken is reflected and ricochets back at the enemy. Resistance to all types of damage increased by 90%. Pain sensation reduced by 90%. If your health drops below 10%, Diamond Skin of Justice activates.


  90% of damage taken is reflected and ricochets back to the enemy.


  Reached Resilience cap at current rank!


  You have damaged Rabbit (Reflection): 198,253,870,774.


  The nightmarish mob, powerful enough to conquer all Disgardium, squeaked in annoyance—he’d taken a big hit from Reflection… relatively speaking. Actually, the critter had only lost seven percent of its health. Unable to tear off my leg, it shook itself, throwing me through the grass this way and that. Then it dropped me and looked at me balefully with its gleaming button eyes. Probably figuring out what to try and bite off next.


  Unfortunately, I was below level three hundred, so I didn’t have the next rank of Resilience unlocked. There was nothing I could level up, which meant it was best to run. Diamond Skin had half a minute left on it, and the mob still had over ninety percent health.


  I tried to push the rabbit away with my good leg to retreat to the city where mobs couldn’t go, but it had other ideas. The bloodthirsty beast grabbed me by my healthy limb and pulled. The longeared monster was so strong that it pulled me several yards.


  It didn’t even let me get to my feet. Jumping high, the little white critter squeaked triumphantly and dropped down on my chest like a sledgehammer, crushing my ribs. My dead heart was already not beating, but after that hit, there was nothing left to beat. The furry foe kicked its back legs, tearing open my stomach. I screamed in pain and realized with amazement that the bastard’s claws were adamantite with the characteristic purple gleam.


  Still, it couldn’t tear through Diamond Skin. It did, however, damage the mob pretty badly. I launched a series of Combos at it, which was pointless for damage, but the lifesteal healed me.


  The nightmarish mob finished itself off with Reflection after all in the few seconds before my invulnerability from Diamond Skin ended. Squeaking, the rabbit flipped over onto its back, its paws twitching, and stilled. Its claws and fangs retracted and now it looked like just an ordinary rabbit. Only its twisted bloody mouth signaled its true nature.


  Fanfares trumpeted like a broken record, one after the other, and they didn’t stop for a long time. At the same time, notifications sped by:


  Rabbit is dead.


  You leveled up…!


  You leveled up…!


  You leveled up…!


  • • •


  You leveled up! Current level: 1178.


  4495 free attribute points available!


  I stood, struck dumb by the numbers, and three more rabbits appeared and attacked me. There was nothing to protect me, and I’d lost my chance to escape into the city. I hadn’t gotten any achievement for my jaw-dropping victory.


  Crunch! Crunch! Crunch! Three sets of jaws closed at once: one rabbit latched onto my arm while the other two grabbed my legs.


  My scream cut off and I watched with the colorless vision of a corpse as the longeared killers tore into my body, threw back their heads and swallowed chunks of flesh.


  You are dead.


  Reviving in 59:59— 59:58… 59:57-


  In ordinary Dis, when you died for the second time that day (even though I slept, it was the same day here, right?) you didn’t have to spend an hour in the limbo of the afterlife; the player could quit. But in the game version I was in, there was no such option. I hung nowhere, in a great nothingness. The more time passed, the more I felt like I’d finally gone insane. I would have pinched myself awake, but I couldn’t feel my arms or legs. I just hung there for the whole hour. Only the numbers on the timer counting down the minutes and seconds until I revived kept me sane.


  My third life in the Nether began on Kharinza, by the ruins of the Departed. From there, I teleported straight to Tristad.


  The city was safe, with roofs, food and the opportunity to level up. The strategy was obvious: pull one rabbit at a time and kill it with Reflection before Diamond Skin ran out. In between, I could level up everything I’d unlocked, including rank three Resilience.


  Resilience rank III reached!


  Select a skill progression path:


  Path of Equanimity


  You completely ignore all damage for the first 3 seconds of battle.


  Path of Life


  You absorb 1% of damage taken, using it to automatically recover health, mana or your class resource.


  Path of Stubbornness


  A magical shield surrounds you at the start of the battle with a durability equal to 300% of your mana.


  Path of Torment


  By choosing the Path of Torment, you willingly refuse reduced pain and save up your experienced pain in a Vessel of Torments, to later transform the contents into free stat points.


  Path of Sacrifice


  At the start of each battle, you absorb the total health of all your group members, plus a bonus 1% of that total, in order to take all the damage dealt to any ally throughout the battle. However, if you die, the entire group dies.


  The paths didn’t replace each other, they added to each other, and


  I’d already completed two—Path of Justice and Path of Reflection. The choice was harder than it should be because I didn’t know what to prepare for. The Path of Torment was attractive, since I had to put up with pain in the Nether anyway. On the other hand, full invulnerability at the start of battle wouldn’t hurt against those rabbits. If I managed to quickly level up Resilience (easily done with a few bites from the furious rabbits!), that would give me three and a half minutes of god mode. A legion of flesheating beasts could kill themselves against me in that time—if they all attacked at once, of course. So I chose Path of Equanimity.


  A bunch more time passed as I spent my attribute points, pressing pluses on sfrength, agility and endurance—these were the three physical stats I’d decided to level up, banking on survivability and damage. The only problem was that the game dropped me a hundred and eighteen levels for my second death. Logic told me that the penalty was ten percent of the current level. That was hardcore, but the exchange rate suited me; any rabbit would give me between five hundred and seven hundred levels, it was hard to say exactly.


  When I was done, I headed to the city gates. I planned to throw my shield to pull rabbits and fight them on the threshold of Tristad.


  I was vaguely concerned about whether my absence had been noted yet, and how much time it would take my friends to pull Alex ‘Dangerous Adventure Magnet’ Sheppard from his capsule. But I felt good: not tired, not hungry, inspired by my huge jump in level and excited for the heights I would reach. Even the horrifying and unavoidable pain was only an inconvenience.


  I left the bounds of Tristad and looked around, ready to run back at any second. But I should have watched the skies instead of searching for enemies in the grass.


  Liberation repelled the first crowd-control effect, blit the second made my body freeze. I don’t know why, but even my undead racial bonus didn’t work.


  I started to fall onto my back, the vast blue sky filling my vision, and against it, the shadow of a winged girl hovering in the air:


  Beta #9, human, level 301672 Collector Mage


  


  Chapter 6: Nine


  



  THE NUMBERS in the timer for the Chilled debuff were too high to believe. Like all the other numbers in this place. If I calculated right, the stun would last a million minutes, or almost two years.


  “I have him, Three,” a graceful female voice said.


  “Level?” The second voice sounded fuzzy, as if through a comm amulet.


  “One thousand six hundred and ten. You’ll see him for yourself soon. Over and out.”


  Beta #9, whose name I decided to shorten to just Beta, flew off toward the Nameless Mountains. Judging by how I was dragged along behind her, she’d attached herself to me with some magical line. Then she seemed to realize that I’d be easy prey for the rabbits that way. The longeared monsters were approaching from all sides like a pack of wolves… No sooner had I remembered them than they appeared. Maybe they caught the scent of blood, or maybe the other rabbits clued them in. Something seemed odd about them, but I couldn’t make them out properly.


  Realizing that she risked losing her prize, Beta suddenly beat her ghostly wings and ascended higher, letting me hang in the air. An invisible thread pulled me by the belt. My frozen body didn’t bend, just rocked and bounced as if on a rope.


  We flew for a long time, more than an hour. My absence should have been noted in real life long ago. I expected an emergency exit any minute, but nothing happened. I couldn’t talk to Beta, and she stayed silent. I couldn’t see anything except the sky rocking above me with its painted clouds. The sun shone brightly, but not enough to blind; it looked painted on too. Time stood in place, and it seemed there were no weather effects here. At least the terrain objects weren’t sprites.


  Why had this world been created? Why wasn’t it switched off? Who was Beta? Why was everything here so high level? It comforted me that this strange player had kidnapped me and not killed me. That meant there was a chance for a dialog. Although, to be honest, none of this boded well for me; only Snowstorm could make something like this happen. Had they decided to take advantage of my mistake? To capture me with some admin’s demigod character and eliminate me ‘within the limits of gameplay’? I had no other explanation. If that was so, then it meant there was a path back from the Nether, and they were afraid I’d find it.


  I looked at the winged girl again. Her equipment looked similar to the ColdBlooded Punisher• set: close-fitting, seamless, light-absorbing matt armor. She had no helmet, so I could see her hair, not moving in spite of our flight. It looked ordinary, long and red, a little curly.


  Her level was insanely high: 301672…


  You couldn’t get there through ordinary leveling. Maybe this version of Dis allowed the developers to dig around in the database and enter whatever numbers they wanted. That would explain Beta’s ludicrous level, but not the superpowered local mobs. And the fact that I could see their level instead of the usual question marks was strange too. In the Dis I knew, when a player or mob was too strong for you, you couldn’t see their level.


  Good thing my frozen body didn’t seem to need food or drink. At least, I hadn’t gotten any extra debuffs during our flight. But for me, the good news stopped there.


  I felt us descending and saw the tips of some tall, unmoving trees, then a high fortress wall, then I hit the ground and felt myself being pulled along it. Beta landed nearby. Raising me up and standing me on my feet, her invisible magic put a series of effects on me: Pacified


  All main attributes reduced to l.


  Amnesia


  You have temporarily forgotten all your skills.


  Enchained


  You will always revive in the same place where you died.


  The system informed me of this as if merely relaying facts. It didn’t matter if Beta had done this herself or if it was the defensive systems in her fortress. Either way, I couldn’t escape. The debuffs had no duration. The drop in my physical stats was palpable. Even my vision suddenly got a lot worse.


  I stood on shaky legs on a carefully tended lawn. Equally well-tended bushes grew along the fortress wall, cut into the shapes of various animals. A path of polished flagstones meandered alongside them. To our left towered a castle well, perfectly polished and gleaming with thousands of gemstones.


  Not seeing, but feeling someone’s eyes, I saw Beta give a short nod to someone behind me. That confirmed my suspicion; she wasn’t alone here.


  “What does he have?” Beta asked.


  “Plenty, Nine,” a male voice said behind my back. “Check the list and the descriptions I just sent you. Note Depths Teleportation in particular—an interesting skill.”


  Beta was silent for some time, reading lines in the air only she could see. The corners of her lips lifted.


  “Yeah. Useful. Alright, Three, I’ll handle it. You staying?”


  “Of course. I want to see what happens. You don’t mind if I listen in, right?”


  “Won’t your girlfriend get jealous?”


  Laughter behind me.


  “Well, I have half an hour. I can’t be late for dinner. You know how it is.”


  Beta smiled crookedly, approached me.


  “I’m about to remove your stun. But you’re going to stand there and not move, not turn, not open your mouth until you’re asked a question. I’ll be the one asking, and you answer. Ready?”


  She did nothing, didn’t even lift a finger, but the Chilled debuff lifted.


  “Who are you, what do you want from me?!” I asked, then turned around sharply, but saw nobody.


  The second person might have been invisible, although I suddenly had other things to worry about anyway. The punishment for disobeying orders came immediately: Beta cast the Undying buff on me (You cannot die), then traced a finger through the air and cut my body in half. Diamond Skin didn’t activate, but my health didn’t drop below one either. I was still alive, but I felt only my top half, which slowly slid off and fell to the ground.


  Then came pain the like of which I’d never felt. Everything I’d experienced before, even with the undead curse in the sandbox, had been filtered by my capsule. There was no pain filtration in this version of Dis. I screamed. Beta frowned and cast a Seal of Silence on me. She watched me twist in agony a while, then used telekinesis to rejoin the two halves of my body, then healed me and set me on my feet.


  All without a single word. Those came later, while I stood like a totem pole and didn’t move for minutes, not trying to look around, not moving a muscle.


  “Break the rules again and I’ll let you try out Hellflame.” Beta’s angelic voice was a strange contrast to the meaning of her words. “You won’t die. Don’t even bother hoping. If you break the rules a third time, you’ll be swimming in Sandworm stomach acids. For a day. Nobody has lasted longer than that, but just in case, I have worse in store for you after that. So I advise you to obey my commands without hesitation. Nod if you understand.”


  I dropped my head in agreement, with still more questions appearing in my mind. Why would Snowstorm treat me like this?


  “How did you get here?”


  “I flew.”


  “How?”


  “I don’t know. Some evil bitch dragged me here from Tristad.”


  After a two-second pause, the man’s voice spoke from behind me in amazement.


  “He’s making fun of you, Nine!”


  The next hour was nothing but uninterrupted pain. Nine put the Chilled debuff back on me and dragged me to a huge hole on the other side of the castle, where there were three leashed Lava Drakes at level one hundred thousand, a mix of dragon and basilisk about the size of a flyer. The only thing I extracted from that forced trip around the castle grounds was the knowledge that there were no other players there. Or I just couldn’t see them.


  I spent an hour that felt like a year in the Hellflame— the beasts cast it in turn almost without a break, broiling me to a crisp, but the Undying buff prevented me from burning away entirely. I hoped that my capsule’s emergency systems would detect dangerous levels of pain and kick me out of Dis, but nothing of the kind happened. I couldn’t even lose consciousness from the shock, and Beta got what she wanted. She’d beaten a subconscious terror of punishment into me.


  Finally, I was pulled from the pit and healed. All my equipment had melted away. Nothing remained of my Unconquered Herald set. Only the divine Balancer and Reaper’s Scythes survived the Hellflame. It would be silly to tty and use them while that invisible stranger stood nearby. No doubt he had a six-figure level too. It would be silly anyway—I had no skills, no moves and all my attributes were cut down. No way could I deal with Nine alone within the artifact’s five second duration.


  I stood before her again. The second player must have gone to run some errands, because the girl didn’t seem to be looking at someone else anymore and I felt no more watching eyes. Beta repeated her speech on punishment, removed Chilled and asked again: “How did you get here?”


  “On a Ravager as it escaped death at the hands of a High Priest of Nergal.”


  “Nergal? Oh, one of the gods of Disgardium?”


  “Yes. The god of light.”


  “How did you survive? Why did Smoldering not kill you?”


  “It did, just after I got here. Back in Dis, I had a divine skill. I was practically immortal.”


  “Shame you didn’t bring it here… What year is it in real life?”


  “Two thousand seventy-five…” I screamed as a fine stream of liquid fire burned my chest. “What was that for!?”


  “You lied.”


  “How’s that?”


  “According to your timeline, another traveler like you arrived here two years ago. He said the maximum player level was four hundred. The highest-level player at that time was Mogwai at three hundred and eighty.”


  “That’s true. He still has the record. Three hundred and ninety-eight, last time I saw him a couple of days ago.”


  “You contradict yourself…” Beta crooked a finger and my arm was sliced clean off. Seal of Silence held the whole time I screamed in pain.


  Beta soon got bored, stopped, healed me and explained: “Your level is over one thousand. You couldn’t have gotten experience here, so you’re hang. Even if you’re top-i in the other Dis, you couldn’t gain seven hundred levels in two years. So the year isn’t seventy-five there.”


  “I was level three hundred and nine when I got here. I killed a rabbit and leveled up a lot…”


  “Oh, I get it. Reflection? And you survived with Diamond Skin… That explains it… I guess you survived Smoldering the same way. Right. You have some fun skills! What’s the precise date in real life?”


  “When I logged into Dis, it was Friday, April nineteenth, two thousand and seventy-five. Listen…” I paused, she nodded and I continued. “Please don’t burn or cut me. To answer your questions, it’ll help to know why you’re asking. Do you really not know what year it is? Aren’t you from Snowstorm? What does all this mean? Who are you? You and the other guy?”


  She was silent a while, her eyes drilling into me. There was no anger or hatred in them, just cold indifference. Finally, as if deciding something, she nodded.


  “Alright. Why not talk to someone new?”


  “So you’ll answer me?”


  “I will. Always the same, every time…” Beta sighed. “Everything repeats. Questions, shock, surprise, denial… But everyone accepts it in the end. You will too… if you have time.”


  “What should I call you? Nine? Beta? Maybe you could tell me your real name? My name is Alex.”


  She ignored my questions. Instead, she started to tell me a story.


  “We were once the first group of beta testers—one for each race and class combination. We logged into the game, each in our own sandbox. At first we were amazed. Everything looked so real… We explored it all, started leveling up spells. But the quit function didn’t work. We were told that all we had to do was fall asleep or die. In the first case, we were told that we would exit the game automatically, and in the second, we were supposed to get an option: wait for revival, or quit. Something went wrong. We got stuck here.”


  “You mean you’ve been in Dis non-stop for almost twenty years?”


  “Twenty…” Beta laughed bitterly. “Snowstorm was in a hurry, so they accelerated all the events in the beta version to get their results faster. Can you imagine the stress that puts on the brain? Time here flows differently. Maybe that’s why the sun is always at its zenith, there are no days and nights, and it’s always the same time of year. No matter where you are in the world, always this tired old summer. Those rabbits that attacked you outside Tristad… They were level one when we first arrived in this world. Tristad is my sandbox. Back then, there were NPCs there that handed out quests. One of my first was to kill rabbits. ‘Bring ten rabbit’s feet,’ it said.”


  “Where did the NPCs go?” I asked in surprise.


  “They died. Those rabbits… they gain about a level or two every year. I already know that Snowstorm abandoned that idea in your Disgardium, but here the mobs level up too. They earn experience and revive, saving their progress. Their offspring are born with the parents’ level. And NPCs die permanently.”


  I didn’t bother asking who had iced all the NPCs in Tristad, because something she said just hit me.


  “Wait… If the rabbits gain one or two levels a year, then…”


  “Almost ten thousand years have passed here. I don’t know how long it’s been exactly. I have no calendar.”


  Ten thousand years? And only twenty years in real life? So time here flowed five hundred times faster. That meant that in real life it had been… less than three minutes since I’d fallen into the Nether? My mind refused to believe it, but then I suddenly recalled something about how Divine Revelation worked—in mere seconds, I had ‘lived’ for far longer without feeling the difference! My head had hurt bad afterwards…


  Suddenly, I felt a cold sweat. It seemed the features of the undead didn’t work in this world. Maybe the race didn’t even exist here.


  “How did you get to such a high level? I mean, weak mobs don’t give you experience, and if they gain just one or two levels a year…”


  “That’s just the rabbits. Predatory mobs progress a lot faster, and some can absorb the levels of others. It wasn’t always that way. Only a few mobs had the perk, usually rare ones. But damn Snowstorm loved their experiments. It turns out they added cross-breeding… You should see some of the chimeras you can find here! You were lucky the mobs can’t access sandbox towns, otherwise you would have had an unforgettable encounter with some wolfsnakes or hedgehogbears. This world evolves and new species appear, ever more and more nightmarish. Those of us stuck inside here can’t afford to waste a single day—we have to keep leveling up and not fall behind. Or else…”


  “How many of you are there?”


  “There were a hundred. Now there are only six…” Beta trailed off, looked away. “Anyway, we don’t know what happened to our bodies. The beta test was held in a closed Snowstorm bunker. We signed a liability waver. We were all orphans, as it turned out, so I doubt anyone came looking for us.”


  “Have you not tried to get out? What if you could somehow get through to the main version of Dis? Maybe the interface will update and you’ll get a quit button?”


  “Are you joking? All we try to do is get out! We send Piercers there constantly, but they never manage to level up high enough to create a Greater Rift”


  “Piercers? You mean the Ravagers?”


  “They’re actually my pets. I heard they call them Ravagers in your Disgardium, yeah… Number Three… My friend who you heard, he’s smarter than me and he thinks there’s no information on the Piercers in the main database, so the controlling AI resets their level and name. Fortunately, every Piercer can absorb experience from other creatures, so they quickly level up. Well… At least, that’s what one of the other arrivals told me.”


  “So the Ravagers are all your handiwork? But if they can get there, then what stops you from following them?”


  Beta’s cheeks reddened and her eyes flashed. She looked ready to explode or tear me apart, but she just sighed tiredly and answered.


  “We tried ever} which way as soon as we figured out it was possible. I started as an ordinary mage, but after many years, I gained the ability to absorb magical abilities from other creatures. I became a collector. Maybe six thousand years ago, a chimera, a mix of two beast-gods, learned how to form a rift leading to the main Disgardium. I ran into it in a closed instance and killed it. I was lucky. Thanks to the First Kill, the skill was added to my collection. Activating it required a new resource: Smoldering Nether• Shards. None of us had ever heard of it before, but as soon as we learned about it, the shards started to drop from almost every mob. The world kept evolving, and now even ordinary mobs can create a rift, albeit it a small one, as long as they have the resources. But that’s another matter. The important thing is that I made a rift through to your world and walked through it.”


  “But you’re still here.”


  “But I’m still here… The main database has no information on me as a player. That’s what Three says, anyway. Whatever the reason, when I walked into the Rift, I lost consciousness, and when I came round, I was dead, waiting to respawn. We were fighting amongst ourselves then. All the betas were split into warring groups in a battle for resources and power. But when I told them about the Rift, we made peace. We gained heart! Even if we couldn’t escape Dis, we could at least live among people!”


  While she spoke, I couldn’t help but remember Patrick O’Grady. There was a high chance that he was once someone like this Beta. Only with false memories.


  “We tried even which way. Hundreds of years of attempts. I leveled up the skill high enough to make a Greater Rift that everyone could walk through at once!” The girl laughed bitterly. A tear shone on her face, fell down her rosy cheek. “It was useless. The mobs and Piercers can go through the rift easily, but not us. Three thinks there’s some connection between the worlds. Maybe our world was even integrated into the main universe of Disgardium.”


  “I’m sure it was,” I nodded. “Integrated and turned into a legend. The divinity that protects me calls your world the Nether, from which another… let’s call him a god, takes his power, and from which beasts appear. Hey, if the database works the way you say it does, then why did I keep my character and progress?”


  “That’s the whole point. When you break through to here, our database gladly rewrites itself to accommodate everything new that came from there. For example, we didn’t have any kind of alcohol for thousands of years. Then one of the new arrivals happened to have a bottle of ale. The mechanics changed. We got the ability to not only create ale, but other kinds of booze too. Three is sure that it will work in the other direction if a rift can be made from the other side. Your managing AI will decide that a player expansion to a new plane has begun, and so everything that comes from our side will be integrated into the main Disgardium.”


  “Who will make the rift? A Ravager?”


  “That’s the plan. The problem is that it’s a highly mana-intensive spell. The Piercer needs at least level one thousand to make a Greater Rift from there to here.”


  “How many do you have? I’ve seen Ervigot and Harnathea so far…”


  “Those names mean nothing to me. Like I said, your AI renames my pets. You came here along with Smoke. Before him, almost ten years ago, I sent Lil Spit.”


  I remembered Ervigot spewing out massive fountains of anthracite slime that instantly liquefied mobs. Lil Spit. Of course.


  “Ten years ago?”


  “I guess it wasn’t so long ago for you?” She waited for my nod, laughed. “Well, that fits.”


  “Why do you send them so rarely? Is the cooldown that long?”


  “A Lesser Rift isn’t good enough. A Piercer sent through one alone can’t level up. It takes a Greater Rift, and that requires a hundred times more shards. They’re not so easy to collect.”


  Beta answered with annoyance, like a tired parent answering a child’s dumb questions. She was obviously sick of it, but I still wanted to learn the thing that troubled me most of all.


  “What happened to the others that got here? The others like me? Back in reality, I never heard of any cases like this…”


  Beta smiled a carnivorous grin. She’d been sitting cross-legged six feet up in the air the whole time we talked, but now she stood.


  “Nobody’s heard of any such cases. Three is smart. He got a free ride to MIT, and he planned to work as a beta-tester at Snowstorm to kick-start his career. Anyway, he thinks that players that end up here always get pulled out sooner or later. But you see, they still get left behind here. Like I already said, the database in this version of Disgardium happily rewrites itself when something comes in from outside. I don’t know how it happens, but when new arrivals are pulled out, their consciousness stays with us. I’m certain of it. All of us—all the beta-testers—are living out our lives in reality as if nothing ever happened. Our imprints were left behind here, full copies. Only…”


  “Only you don’t think of yourselves as the copies,” I whispered.


  “Exactly. Just like you don’t think you’re a copy, right? Your capsule will spit you out of Dis if it hasn’t already. But you’re not Alex. You’re Scyth, and you’ll stay here forever.”


  “Wait. You said yourself that there used to be a hundred of you, and now there are only six! Where did the others go if they got stuck in this world forever?”


  “The founding fathers strove for pure realism. They wanted players to take Disgardium seriously, to fear death. Punishing players who die by taking away levels is one thing. Disappointing, but just another rule of the game. But how do you punish players who drop down to level one? Or die more than once at level one?”


  “By taking their character?”


  “Right. In this world, level-one players lose experience points when they die. When there’s no experience left, the character dies a final death—and no resurrection can fix it. We’ve tried.”


  She raised her head. Her eyes shone with tears. Her face was flawless, with no sign of the weight of millennia in her beautiful eyes, just sadness for fallen friends. Her voice was young, sonorous, and now it said words that chilled my heart.


  “My name was June Curtis before I became Nine. I collect abilities. When I kill a target, I have a very low chance of absorbing one of its skills. You have a couple of interesting abilities that I haven’t seen before. With luck, I’ll get them out of you before you die your final death.”


  A second later, she removed the Undying buff from me and I saw nothing but fire.


  You are dead.


  Reviving in 11:59:59… 11:59:58… 11:59:57…


  Twelve long hours in the great nothingness awaited me, then short moments before the next fireball, then death, waiting, revival… And again, and again, for all eternity or until my final death.


  


  Chapter 7: Another Life


  
    

  


  THEY SAY HUMANS can get used to anything. Maybe that’s true, but unless Nine and Three were lying, I was no human. Just a copy of the real Alex Sheppard, a sixteen-year-old schoolboy. So I didn’t get used to anything. Each time, I felt it vividly, intensely, regardless of how many times I went through the same thing. Pain remained pain, death remained death. I remembered each one.


  There was nothing to mark the time that passed except the timer counting down the hours until my next respawn. I counted my deaths instead. On average, there were two and a half every twenty-four hours, because Beta #9 didn’t always kill me right away. Sometimes she wanted to talk. Sometimes, when I revived, she wasn’t there, and then I tried to run with Depths Teleportation, which she hadn’t taken yet.


  My skills were blocked within the castle, so I tried to get the hell away whenever I could.


  I died every time. Not to Nine, but to the mobs. The land around the castle teemed with enemy life. I doubted that Dis had anything like it. Ten thousand years of evolution in the Nether had created truly nightmarish creatures, but it was the Living Sieve that I hated worst of all.


  It was invisible, but you could detect it from distortion in the air, like the kind you see over hot asphalt. The sieve moved by blinking or leaping from one spot to another—there it was thirty yards away, and then suddenly—poof!—it was pulling you into its insides through its fine sieve, grating your flesh to molecules. Worst of all, you didn’t die right away. Layer after layer, your body turned to a fine paste until the Living Sieve finally absorbed its prey. The torture dealt no damage until the beast finished the process, which meant you had a long time to fruitlessly try to escape while you screamed of pain and dreamed of a quick death. I tried to hasten the end by literally pushing myself into the sieve, but the speed never changed—just layer after slow layer in strict sequence.


  I tried dozens of times, but I never managed to get far enough from the castle to use my skills. The Pacified, Amnesia and Enchained debuffs seemed to work in a half-mile radius around it.


  After learning from me everything she wanted, Nine no longer showed much interest in my life or what was happening in the real world. For her, it was all something unimportant and remote.


  Somewhere near my three-hundredth death, which meant around four months in, I managed to listen in unnoticed on a conversation between her and Three. Maybe they weren’t even hiding, in the same way high-category citizens don’t notice servants. By then, I’d long ago fallen down to level one. To ensure that I didn’t die my final death, the girl grouped up with me and took me outside to kill a couple of packs of mobs. I got crumbs of experience, but it was enough to send my level skyrocketing up to a few thousand.


  Beta complained to her would-be MIT scholarship student that she’d gotten a ‘stubborn donor.’


  “I knocked out Liberation, Ghastly Howl and a few other skills that I already have. You know, Stealth, Swimming, garbage like that. Either I’m just unlucky or there’s some catch here…”


  “You have an eternity ahead of you, Nine, relax,” Three answered. “Or do you want something specific from him?”


  “I need everything, obviously. That’s the whole point. Anyway, the donor is interesting. Probably the most curious of all the ones weve gotten. Second Life, Divine Revelation, Depths Teleportation— some very interesting skills and perks. Especially the second one.”


  “Don’t worry about it. You’ll get them sooner or later. What do you think about Nine-Six and Seven-Two? They serious…?”


  From scraps of overheard conversations and rare chats with the closed-off and silent Nine, I managed to learn that the remaining beta testers lived single lives. Surprisingly, Three was the only heterosexual man among them. Nine-Six and Seven-Two were gay. Apart from Nine, there were also two women, and Three was in a relationship with Twelve. Five-Four was his ex, and Nine was his first love.


  From what I understood, each of them valued their digital eternal life, so they lived apart and trusted no-one. Three met with Twelve on neutral ground. It made sense after I learned that they all had castles that worked the same way as Nine’s, blocking the skills of uninvited guests and dropping their stats down to a single point. And their mistrust was natural, considering everything they’d been through. The initial hundred beta testers had become six not because of the mobs, but because of feuds, treachery, stabs in the back… and Nine’s fanatical drive to collect abilities. She was responsible for snuffing out life’s flame in far more than one beta tester in the Nether.


  I also managed to figure out why none of them had gone insane.


  Their digital existence meant that they all had perfect memories, bodies that didn’t age or get sick (not counting debuffs) and minds that stayed sane. Their thinking was always rational, and so was mine.


  I was sure I still had a tiny chance to escape. Based on my calculations, I had to spend at least a local year here before I’d be missed and rescued from my capsule. And even if I remained here after the emergency exit, the main ‘me’ would come back and pull me out to the real Dis. How? I didn’t know. I held out hope that Snowstorm would help. Scyth was no ordinary player, after all. The character was enmeshed in the script of the Destroying Plague, and the Sleeping Gods depended on him too.


  Nine punished me for my escape attempts. The worst part was that my Resilience was blocked from leveling up while she tortured me, not letting me die. On the other hand, I saw all the Ravagers, which she called Piercers. Nine usually kept them small, around the size of a dog, so they wouldn’t take up too much space. There were nine of them, and I doubted that number was random. They were just as horrifying and warped as all the creatures there. Nine said they were all tamed with a special talent. Each Piercer had the Smoldering skill, which both temporarily served as a killing aura and gave the ability to absorb experience from other beings.


  Once, after respawning yet again, my stomach clenched as I braced for more pain and a new death, but Beta just nodded at me to follow her. As she walked, she seemed to recall something and handed me some legendary leather pants, boots and an epic silk shirt.


  “Get dressed. You don’t look too smart.”


  Puzzled, I did what she asked and we started moving again. We headed out to Beta’s beautiful garden in the castle grounds.


  “Want a drink?” she asked, stopping in a small glade surrounded by gardens filled with fantastical flowers.


  I didn’t refuse. The girl magicked up a dining table, materialized a bottle of brandy and some cups out of thin air, invited me to sit.


  “Eat,” she said, filling the glasses serenely.


  When we finished the brandy, she materialized a bottle of wine, and not common quality, but legendary. It added three points to charisma.


  We sat peacefully talking for a few hours and both got pretty drunk. The wine made us feel so charming and charismatic. The chink really did untie tongues and bring people closer together.


  Beta opened up and told me how the Greater Rift works. As it turned out, she went to grind Smoldering Nether Shards for days on end without breaks.


  “One Greater Rift costs one hundred million shards,” she said, slurring her words a little. “Some dumb game mechanic makes ’em drop only if the mob is the same level or higher than you, so they’re tough to get. At least the other betas help out—they all wanna get outta here. When we have the amount we need, we all meet up, I take the shards and I make a Greater Rift. First we put some ordinary mobs through it. We just pull ’em to the rift and throw ’em in. After the second wave, I send the Piercer through, giving it a command to kill everything it meets. When it lands, it drops to level one, but thanks to our mobs and Smoldering, it levels up. Then it can get started on the local mobs.”


  “How do you find out wiiat’s happening there?”


  Instead of answering, Beta waved a hand. I don’t know what kind of spell she cast, but an impenetrable dome suddenly covered the garden and the sky seemed to darken, then lights lit up on the trees. Bright butterflies fluttered through the air and shone in the flickering dim light. The calming sound of ringing glass hung in the air. I didn’t quite know where it was coming from—everywhere at once, it seemed.


  “Beautiful,” I said. The spell seemed to affect me too; suddenly my soul felt at peace and I wanted it never to end. “Magic.”


  “Beautiful,” she agreed, a young girl that nobody would have suspected was over seventeen. “You asked how I know what happens to my pets through the rift… It’s very simple. I see them in a panel, I analyze the data, then I think of what I need to send next. I think I’ve gotten pretty successful if your guys need the gods’ help to banish them.”


  “How do they come back? Can they be killed at all?”


  “The Piercers are trained to return if their health falls to half or lower. Once they’re back, they go back to the same level they left with. I can’t lose them, or else…” Beta didn’t finish the thought. Silently, she poured herself another full cup of wine, drained it.


  “Does it take long for them to come back?” I asked, remembering the differing flows of time. “How quickly do they return?”


  “Sometimes right away, sometimes after a year or so. I tried to send them to continents that you guys haven’t explored yet, but the Piercers can’t survive them. It took many centuries to figure out that they last the longest on Latteria and Shad’Erung.”


  “How do they know when to activate Greater Rift? How do they have the skill?”


  Again, she didn’t answer right away. Her armor snapped as it disappeared into her inventory. Nine was now just in her dress, barefoot. She adjusted her hair, looked at me sidelong. She looked nothing like a coldblooded psychopathic murderer now.


  “I taught them,” Beta shrugged. “Gave them the ability. When they go into the rift, I order them to activate it as soon as they get enough resources. From what I understand, there are no shards in your Disgardium, and the skill requires mana. But not a single Piercer has managed to save enough resources.”


  “What stops you from sending all the Piercers at once? Then you’d have a better chance that at least one would reach the required level.”


  “It’s pointless. They’re level one when they arrive, and they only level up from the mobs we send through with them. If we split those mobs among multiple Piercers, they’ll all stay weak.”


  “Listen… Let me help,” I said, deciding to push my luck. “I level up very quickly, you know that. I promise you, as soon as I can, I’ll make a Greater Rift if you teach me how.”


  “No. Either you’re an idiot or you’re trying to trick me. You won’t be able to keep the ability wiien you go through a rift made here.”


  “But we could try!”


  “Forget it. Three and I have discussed all the tales you told of yourself. Even if you weren’t lying, you won’t succeed. They’ll eliminate you as a Threat. And then we’ll be in trouble too. Snowstorm could get scared and just switch us off. What’s happening here is one thing—it doesn’t worry them too much. If a player who can make a portal to the Nether shows up back in main Dis, that’s another matter entirely…”


  I tried to change her mind, but Beta just showed me the image of a Lava Drake. That shut me up. It was an eloquent argument. I would have stayed quiet forever if it meant avoiding a day in that lava.


  Now that we’d exhausted all topics of conversation and silence reigned, Nine gave me an appraising look. It seemed her usual scanning, indifferent gaze, but I swear on the Sleepers, there was a gleam in her eye.


  “You know, Scyth, there’s something about your dead flesh…” That must have been one of the first times she’d called me by my name. “And I’m feeling lonely today. Follow me, zombie boy.”


  The girl led me into the castle. It was the first time I’d been inside, and my head span with interest, but I didn’t have time to check out the decor in much detail. Beta walked fast and ordered me to keep up.


  Along luxuriously furnished corridors lined with endless rows of mannequins decked out in legendary armor sets and weapon stands filled with top weaponry, we walked to the bedroom.


  Beta’s dress fell to the ground, leaving her in a bikini, which she quickly took off. She told me to undress too. She paid no attention as I hid her loaned legendaries in my inventory.


  My digital body reacted treacherously at the sight of the beautiful naked girl. My heart tried to beat its way out of my chest and I stood still as a statue, not knowing what to do. I mean, I knew the theory, but…


  Beta saw my hesitation and took the lead. She nestled against me, embraced me passionately, started kissing me, and then threw me onto the bed with a single light touch…


  It may have been in virtuality only, but then I became a man. I had a million reasons to hate Nine, but the fact remained: she was my first.


  It was the longest time I’d spent in the Nether without any deaths. And without them, it was hard to judge the time Beta and I spent in bed together… I can say for certain that it was a long, long time. She had a way of approaching everything she did with such seriousness and significance. If experience like this could be expressed in levels, I would have said she powerleveled me up two or three ranks.


  If this had happened in real life, then the real me would be in seventh heaven. After all, Tissa and I never made it to bed. All the same… I’d be lying if I said I regretted it, but I couldn’t say I felt much connection to Nine. I was still an imprisoned slave, living life in a cycle of suffering in death, revival, death, revival… until Beta sucked out of me all that she needed.


  After one of our sessions, as I lay next to her happy and limp, she spoke quietly as if to herself:


  “I think that’s enough.”


  Then I died: she cut my head off with her blade of air. Ten seconds later, I died again. Another hour and Beta dragged me into the castle grounds and killed me once more.


  She didn’t take me to bed again. Worse, she didn’t say a single word for many deaths to come, or let me say anything.


  Deaths, deaths, deaths… More deaths, more silence. I tried to say something, of course. Again and again I offered to help her open a Greater* Rift. And each time, the reaction was the same—a blank look, death.


  As soon as I revived, I died again. When she wasn’t around, I tried to run. Then I screamed with burnt vocal cords as I choked on acid in a Sand Worm’s stomach. Once, I badly angered her. She placed the Undying buff on me and threw me to a Living Sieve.


  Hundreds more deaths with that interminable wait in the great nothing.


  While I was between worlds, I had time to rest, and I thought of options for fighting back against the preventers in case I ever got out of the Nether. I built models in my mind of the various ways that events might go in main Dis, in my life, in the clan. I mentally drew connections between the individuals involved that I knew of. I tried to predict what would happen to Dis if the beta testers got there with their hundreds of thousands of levels. Would they overturn the gods? Kill everyone? Would Nine continue harvesting skills out of sheer habit?


  On the rare occasions when I wasn’t killed right away, I tried everything from my inventory that Beta hadn’t shaken loose. The items she gave to me on our memorable night together turned out to be useless. Their bonuses were measured in astronomical numbers, but none of them were anything useful like “Kill everyone.”


  In despair, I tried swallowing the random-effect Explosive Lollipops that I’d gotten from Defiler outside Kinema. The dumb effects did nothing useful at first. Until one lollipop turned me invisible.


  As soon as I realized what had happened, I ran as fast as I could out of the castle. I had three minutes—that was how long the effect lasted.


  Successfully running past Rainbow Unicorns— beautiful and at the same time nightmarish creatures with tentacles and pincers,—I ran past a pack of Magnetic Toads, but fell into view of a Living Sieve. The creature saw through my invisibility.


  I’d punished myself yet again. It took a long time for Beta to return, and the Enchained debuff made me revive in the same place for several days, each time landing on the same Living Sieve.


  On the fifth day, I was already praying to the Sleepers to bring the girl back. The damn beast had brought me down to level one, and my experience was melting away. I was risking permanent death.


  Nine appeared just in time. Another couple of deaths and that would have been it. Once she returned, she found where I’d died, cleared it, then waited several hours for me to revive. She didn’t kill me right away. First she grouped up and leveled me back up by killing a pack of mobs, then took me to the castle. Even there, death didn’t reach me right away—first the girl magicked up two bottles of strong dwarven hooch and handed one to me. She drank her own down in one gulp.


  “What happened?” It seemed I was getting Stockholm syndrome. I was worried about Beta, not just for my own sake or because of the night we had together. “Where were you?”


  “Dealing with problems,” she answered, glancing at me and gritting her teeth. “Nine-Six has joined with Seven-Tw^o. They attacked Three. They dropped him almost a hundred thousand levels by the time I got there. Twelve and I had to weigh in, but we did it. Three is saved…”


  Beta let me finish the bottle and get drunk and only then killed me. Then once more. When I revived again, the castle was empty.


  I wandered the grounds, not wanting to hurry’ to escape this time—if Beta was delayed again, there was a non-zero chance that I’d die forever. Then it was all over:


  Emergency exit activated: external immersion capsule command interface in effect!


  Exiting in: 3… 2… 1…


  As the intragel receded, I felt like I’d just woken up. All the events of the Nether lost their color in mere seconds, and everything that had happened before it took on new freshness and clarity. The Nether felt like a nightmare.


  Dry throat, elevated pulse, shaky legs, rattly breath… My head was pounding so hard I thought it would explode. Everything around me was murky. But even that didn’t stop the voice I heard from getting through to me from my nearest and dearest: “You scared the hell out of us, Alex.”


  Seeing only vague shadows in front of me, I moved forward and my hand caught Ed’s broad palm. I couldn’t hold back my tears as I pulled my savior of a friend into a hug.


  “Woah-woah, easy, bro! At least get dressed first!”


  “No way! Come here! You don’t even know how much I love you, asshole! Oh, Hung! Malik! Hairo, you’re here too? Let me hug you…!”


  The only thing that stopped me from hugging all my dumbfounded friends was the fact that my legs folded beneath me and I fell down. That brought some blood back to my brain and the pain lancing through my knee seemed like nothing at all. After Living Sieve, it didn’t even count as pain.


  Chapter 8: And the Knives Flew


  
    

  


  I WAS PULLED out of my capsule at twenty past six. First I quenched my throat-burning thirst, then ate a protein bar. Then another.


  Then I spent ten minutes recovering, hooked up to the Home Doctor. The medical AI calmed my skyrocketing pulse, lowered my intracranial pressure, injected me with sedatives. My friends waited patiently the whole time, asking no questions. I started to feel a lot better and we moved to the lounge. Hung made eveiyone coffee and a couple of pizzas. The discussion began. First, the boys told me their perspective.


  Grey-haired Hairo crossed his arms on his broad chest and paced the lounge with measured steps. Ed did most of the talking, with Malik adding colorful comments here and there. Hung listened along with me as if every’ word was news to him.


  As it turned out, yesterday, Scyth logged off. After midnight, while the boys continued to explore Holdest, the miners wrote to the clan chat—apparently, crowds of cave people had filled up the fort. Based on a sharp leap in his stats, Ed realized that more adepts had arrived for the Sleepers.


  They’re so ugly, Gyula’s daughter Eniko said of the ragged sewer troggs that Patrick O’Grady brought in. They really did look like cave people, with unnaturally long arms that reached to the ground, but according to game lore, they were closer to the titans. They had great stamina, strength, high resistance to enemy magic and pathetically low intellect.


  The boys jumped to Kharinza, where they found the first priest watching on happily as the troggs met Behemoth. Not only were the troggs there, but so were the kobolds and the cultists of Morena. The fort looked as packed as Times Square on New Year’s Eve.


  Patrick told the others where he and I had parted ways, but couldn’t tell them where Scyth had gone; and hadn’t he been planning to play until morning? The boys began to suspect the worst: that I’d fallen foul of the Alliance of Preventers and the High Priest of Nergal at the Ravager, and died. Permanently died—eliminated as a Threat.


  “My heart was in my throat,” Ed recalled. “I thought for sure that was it, you were a goner.


  They decided to test their horrible theory. The boys logged out of Dis and tried to contact me. Without success, obviously, since I was still in my capsule. They decided that meant I’d gone to sleep, but when they watched the news and the videos of what happened during the battle with the Ravager Harnathea, they got worried again.


  My disappearance didn’t seem odd to the enemy; I must have died and respawned in my camp. But my friends knew that I hadn’t turned up in the fort! They spent all night on Kharinza, periodically logging out to check the news, which just kept yammering on about the vulnerabilities of the Threat, killed, as it seemed, by the High Priest of Nergal.


  “We barely slept,” Hung admitted. “Couldn’t stop wondering what happened to you. We were worried.”


  “I got in touch with some old contacts,” Hairo added. “They confirmed that nobody had left your house. We could only hope that you were just sleeping and you forgot to put your comm on. The police reviewed your physiological stats: everything was mostly normal, but your brain activity was anomalously elevated. Nothing out of the ordinary—it happens in capsules. But you were offline!”


  From around lunch, they started calling me non-stop. After a while with no answer, they came to find me. Hairo picked up the boys in his flyer, and once they arrived and couldn’t wake me up with the door chime, they started looking for my parents to unlock the apartment. The boys knew that my folks were at a resort, but I hadn’t told them which, and our security officer had to get some acquaintances involved. It turned out the Sheppard couple had flown to the Moon. After Hairo learned that, it was only a matter of time to find out which hotel they were staying in. After receiving a quick run-down of the situation, my father gave Edward Rodriguez access. Within mere minutes, my friends were pulling me from my pod.


  The details of life in the Nether were disappearing from my memory like a fading nightmare, but the key points stayed in my head. It was all like something that had happened five years ago; you remember the broad strokes, but you can’t reconstruct the days. Just the moments that stood out the most. So I told my friends of my year in the Nether without much detail.


  They listened to me carefully, but I knew it was hard to believe. Beta testers living in virtuality for ten thousand years, leveling up into the thousands, infinite deaths, incredible abilities…


  “I can’t wrap my head around it…” Malik said. “A year in the Nether? How is that even possible? I mean… technically. You were in your capsule just over a day.”


  “It’s possible/’ Hairo answered. “Back in the fifties, the army used to use deep immersion for training combat skills. A month of training meant years in virtual reality. Our brain isn’t adapted to process information at that speed, of course, but the experiments proved the method’s efficacy. When they ended immersion, the test subject felt as if they were waking up from a long sleep. They couldn’t remember the details, but on some deep level, the skills and reflexes stuck. I guess Snowstorm introduced that technology during the beta tests.”


  “Doesn’t an experiment require special capsules?” Ed asked doubtfully.


  “Maybe not. Maybe they planned to use that feature in the game. Time magic and that kind of thing…”


  I knew the technology was already in use in Dis—that must be how Divine Revelation worked—but didn’t tell the others. After I told them everything that had happened, I realized I had a problem left unsolved. My character was still in beta Dis. How could we pull him out?


  “Let’s try this. You go in for a minute, check where Scyth is and we’ll pull you out,” Ed suggested.


  “Five hundred minutes there? That’s a whole day… Well, alright, let’s try it.”


  As soon as I logged into Dis, I saw myself in limbo. Scyth was dead and awaiting revival. But apart from the timer, another line suddenly appeared:


  Synchronizing…


  The line blinked, disappeared. My head cleared up. Suddenly, I remembered all the events of the Nether just as vividly as before. But now I also recalled the extra few weeks that had passed for the Scyth that remained here while I was outside my capsule.


  With surprise, I realized that the other ‘me’ had been continuing to live his best life (sarcasm) while I was gone, and knew nothing of the emergency exit. Apparently, he hadn’t seen the system notification about it—but now he knew. I felt joy, not my own, but his, over the fact that he (I?) had been pulled out. We merged into a single personality again. Now, when I was pulled out again, he would be able to have hope, and not just the sense of doom that I felt in him, in myself.


  My five hundred minutes passed almost entirely in the great nothingness. As soon as I revived, I fell into Nine’s baleful clutches.


  “What the hell are you up to?!” she shouted in rage, having failed again to steal an ability from me.


  In my absence, she hadn’t managed to get anything out of Scyth. Hold on, buddy, I told myself mentally when the emergency quit activated. As reality materialized before me, my own answer echoed in my thoughts: Get me out of here.


  The intragel slid off me. I saw my friends’ anxious faces behind the walls of my capsule and pushed it open, shook my head.


  “Still in the Nether…” I suddenly felt how tired I was, how important it was now to forget about Dis and everything related to it, to switch onto something else. I remembered that we had plans for that evening. “What about that party, guys?”


  “Uhm…” Ed exchanged lost glances with Hung and Malik. “We forgot…”


  “What did you forget?” I said, not understanding.


  “We forgot to cancel it!” Hung shouted, his eyes widening as he checked the time on his comm. “All this stuff made me forget that we told everyone to arrive at eight! Damn it!”


  “No problem, I’ll cancel it now,” Ed said. “Sorry, Alex, I know you aren’t in the mood to party…”


  “On the contrary!” I climbed out of my capsule, tramped over to my bed and got dressed. “Who’s coming? I invited Piper, Rita and Karina yesterday. Who else?”


  “Well… I called Alison,” Hung answered. “And Ed…”


  The big man shut up, and Rodriguez continued for him.


  “Basically, Alex, Tissa’s in town. She flew in to visit her dad for the weekend. And I…”


  “You invited her?”


  “To be precise, we invited her.”


  “You did the right thing. I need to talk to her, set a few things straight,” I said calmly. I looked at Hairo. “You staying?”


  “Afraid not, kids,” the security officer answered, frowning. Three deep wrinkles furrowed his brow. “I’ll be nearby and keeping an eye on you. You’re playing with fire. If my information is correct, Melissa Schafer is still in the Awoken even though she’s been recruited by the White Amazons. And on top of that, you’ve invited Piper Dander and Alison Wu, members of T-Modus, right? Rita Wood, a potential member of the Awoken that guessed Alex’s status… And Karina Rasmussen, her friend. Both those girls study in the same school as a certain Wesley Cho, former leader of Axiom, who blackmailed Alex. And that matter hasn’t been solved yet, am I right? I think this should be a pretty fun party. Who taught you to be so careless? So naive? Or are you just morons?”


  Hairo raised his voice with each sentence, until practically shouting the last few. It seemed the party was news to him. After a pause, the security officer sighed and finished calmly:


  “Next time you wanna throw a party, just let me know first. I’d like to see and hear all your conversations, too. Can you stream to my comm?”


  We looked at each other, nodded. Privacy was one thing, but security was more important.


  “Alright,” Hairo said. “While we’re on the subject, I suggest signing a mental non-disclosure agreement with all the clan members, the noncitizens first.”


  “Mental agreement…?”


  “That’s what it’s called. Put simply, it creates a mental block that prevents the disclosure of anything they know about Alex or the clan’s business.”


  “How does that work?”


  “It’s not an entirely legal procedure, but it’s widely practiced in corporations. It’s harmless. Works on a friend-or-foe basis. If the carrier of the knowledge is talking to someone outside of the corporation, or in our case the clan, then the ’foe’ mental trigger activates and the person simply can’t discuss secret information. Works for social media and private messages too. The mental block puts the ’foe’ tag even on empty rooms.


  “What about Dis?” Malik asked.


  “Works in Dis too,” the security officer nodded. “But we could do with something else there. I questioned the noncitizens and they constantly referenced a certain Behemoth. I hope you’ll introduce me to him. If he’s really as awesome as your workers say, and Alex is his favorite, then it might be worth discussing a punishment for betraying the faith. He’s a god, right? That means anyone who betrays Alex should be punished by Behemoth. But that’s just an idea. I’ll leave you for now, boys. Have fun and try to keep your lips sealed. Remember what’s at stake.”


  When he was gone, Hung smacked himself on the forehead and ran after him. I looked at Ed in confusion.


  “We need beer, Alex.”


  Chuckling, I left my friends and sent a stuck character ticket to tech support. After a moment’s thought, I duplicated the message to Kiran Jackson, the Snowstorm director. I doubted he would answer right away, but in any case, Scyth would have to spend another year in the Nether. I really hoped he wouldn’t lose all his skills there.


  Right after that, I contacted my parents. They’d already heard from Ed that I was fine, but of course they wanted to hear it first-hand. Once mom was done with the sighs and shrieks and admonishments to be expected from any mother with a Thoughtless child,’ she hurried off to the ‘Moon-spa’ and I was left alone with my dad.


  “How are you guys doing, pops?” I asked, meaning his and mom’s relationship.


  He understood me.


  “You know, son,” dad answered. “A marriage built on feelings alone is like a character with the wrong build. I had a friend who played a mage. He put everything into intellect to increase his damage, crits, mana pool.


  As you can imagine, he was screwed when any mob at his level so much as sneezed on him. Balance is important, Alex. It’s important for everything, but especially for family. Your mom and I loved each other so much that we figured everything else would figure itself out. But love alone isn’t enough. You need a lot more than that. A good family isn’t a onetime craft. You have to work on relationships your whole life. It’s a shame I didn’t realize that until I’d almost lost Ellen.”


  “What do you need apart from love?”


  “Decide for yourself. Your relationship with Tissa…”


  “Is over.”


  “Let’s say it is. You like each other, you want the same things. That’s great. It’s a foundation you can build a long-term relationship on. But it’s also important how you both see the path to your shared goals. For you, that means leveling up like you know how, and Tissa saw her path the same way. But life gave her other opportunities, with a shorter and easier path. You too, actually. Just remember that offer you got from that big shot at Snowstorm. Even if you quit playing today, you’ve already got what you wanted. An education, a high citizenship status, your friends, the clan—you won’t lose any of that. But you’re like me, you’re bold. The high stakes have their grip on you, and now you’re playing your own game, and a million gold isn’t real phoenixes for you, just chips in a casino. How much money have you spent in Dis in the last few days?”


  “Millions…”


  “See? Your paths to your goal forked, but don’t blame the girl. She has what she could only dream of before. You didn’t stop wdien you got comfortable. You strive for more. You don’t just w^ant happiness for yourself. You want to do more for your friends, for the noncitizens that believe in you. That’s commendable, but sometimes you have to be ready for your partner to walk their own path. And that’s when couples break up.”


  “Dad, I still don’t get it. What does this have to do with you and mom? Are you sure you’re both alright?”


  “Oh, we’re doing just fine!” Dad winked and smiled broadly. “Like before. We talked about our goals and the paths that we see leading to them. And you know what we found out? We want the same things. Ellen wasn’t confident enough that she was more important than anything else to me—I was always showing her otherwise. I thought that since we were married, she’d always be mine. I thought of her as an integral part of myself, and so I let myself be distracted by other things.”


  “So you’ve found a balance now?”


  “Yeah. And in no small part thanks to you. I don’t just mean the money you gave us. I mean your achievements. I’ve been watching the news, Alex, and I know what my son has achieved. I’m afraid I’m never going to want to play Dis again. No matter what I do there, it won’t be worth a fraction of what you can achieve in a single day. And that means I want to do something else: live with your mom, so w^e can rebuild our careers together, restore our name, and of course, raise our grandchildren. Hurry up with that, you hear?”


  We talked a while longer, then said goodbye. Dad had registered for a weekly poker tournament at Silver Harbor, where he planned to ‘knock it out of the park’ with mom.


  I went back to the boys. They were busy; delivery drones were flying through the open window one after another. Thanks to Hairo, our part} had alcohol—it had taken time for Hung to convince him, plus a promise that we wouldn’t get drunk, but he eventually placed an order. All kinds of food arrived along with the beer, and by the time the first guests arrived, we were ready.


  “I’m the DJ!” Malik announced and started making a playlist and giving commands to O, our household assistant.


  The apartment shook as cray-jungle beats boomed through it, a new kind of dance music that got the blood pumping and made feet move on their own.


  Rita “Overweight” and Karina “Goosebumps” were the first to arrive. Rita had always been athletic and shapely, and now her blonde friend had filled out too—she was as tall as me, and with high heels on, she reached Hung’s height. Ed livened up when they appeared. He immediately took Rita away to a corner to discuss the clan’s trading operations and future plans. Rita held her eyes on me as she left. I answered with a nod—we’d have time to talk later. The night was young.


  Karina immediately asked me to show her my room, but we didn’t have time before more guests arrived: Piper and Alison. Hung introduced us to his girlfriend and dragged her away to make cocktails from my parents’ liquor supplies. Piper and I exchanged glances—it was clear she wanted to talk alone. Maybe she had a message from Pecheneg-Polotsky?


  Tissa was late. Finally, we all got together in the same room and drank a couple of rounds of cocktails and beers, shouting to each other over the music. Then there was a ring at the door. I went to open it and swore when I saw on the screen that Tissa had come with company.


  She was there with Liam, nephew to Elizabeth of the White Amazons. The same guy that kissed her. The same guy that was in Modus, and recently moved to the clan of his friend Mogwai.


  “Do you see this, Hairo?” I whispered into my comm.


  Keep a grip on yourself, he answered by message.


  I opened the door. With a blinding smile, Liam offered me a bottle of wine.


  “Hey, Alex! Nice to meet you again!”


  Tissa said simply:


  “Hi.”


  She didn’t even explain why the hell she’d brought that dumbass along! Just kept staring into my eyes. I saw tension, uncertainty, and at the same time a hidden triumph in her eyes. The pause stretched out. Music played behind my back and I heard the boys chatting. I tore my eyes from Tissa and took the bottle from Liam.


  “Hi! Sorry, Liam, it’s just that nobody told me you were coming.” I smiled falsely. “To be honest, it’s a surprise even to see Tissa.”


  “A nice one, I hope?” the girl asked. She stepped over the threshold to hug me.


  Then I fist-bumped Liam’s extended fist and brought the guests inside.


  “O, lower music volume to ten percent,” I ordered the home assistant. Then I raised my hand to get everyone’s attention. “Anyone who doesn’t know Tissa and Liam, please make them feel at home.”


  My ex-girlfriend’s companion knew Piper and Alison, but the others he was meeting for the first time. As soon as he mentioned which clan he was in, everyone perked up and started questioning him about the plans of the Elites and Mogwai, and even about the Alliance’s business. T-Modus wasn’t participating in the holy war, and Rita and Karina didn’t know anyone in a position to know much. Even Ed, Hung and Malik were interested, so Liam quickly had everyone’s attention.


  Soon the whole group was hanging off the boy’s every word and occasionally bursting into laughter—Liam turned out to be a great storyteller. After starting with a short self-introduction, he suddenly told a story about walking through Kinema with Mogwai and getting into some trouble that turned into a unique quest chain for the goddess Athena.


  Tissa’s shining eyes were glued to him. She stood next to Karina. Unwillingly comparing them, I realized that it wasn’t Tissa’s looks that attracted me to her. Goosebumps had long blond hair, blue eyes, thick brows, rich eyelashes and luscious lips—just like Tissa. They looked almost like twin sisters, although Karina was a little taller in her high heels. But I felt nothing for her. When I looked at Tissa, I felt an abyss yawning inside me, full of the toxic waste of jealousy and anguish of the soul.


  Tissa felt my eyes on her, turned, raised her head. I nodded and walked into my room, ordered O to activate sleep mode: the lights dimmed, the windows darkened, the music blasting through all the apartment’s speakers quietened in the room.


  Half a minute later, Tissa appeared.


  “A break…” I said. “When you said that, did you mean you wanted to end things between us?”


  “Of course not, Alex!” Tissa walked over to me, touched me on the cheek. She bit her lip. “Let’s not talk about that? I really am happy to see you, you know. I’ve missed you.”


  I wanted to shout out accusations— Bullshit! Don’t lie! You missed me? Wdiat were you thinking when you uploaded those photos of you and Liam? You befrayed me!— but I bit them back. Since I was a kid, I never could stand the scenes my parents put on. I always suspected that they didn’t talk about what really bothered them, but instead just tried to jab at each other harder and harder, often without regard for the consequences. I didn’t want to be the same, and I didn’t want to show weakness either. Not here. Not now. Especially not with Hairo watching. And, of course, I remembered the Alliance’s Great Game. It had been a while since I’d seen Tissa as someone close, dear to me. She had become, whether unwillingly or consciously, just another piece on the chessboard. Possibly under Otto Hinterleaf s control via Elizabeth or Liam, although the latter most likely represented Mogwai’s interests. So I suppressed my feelings, said simply: “I missed you too. How have you been?”


  Tissa sighed in relief and then started to tell me about her life on the White Amazons’ private island, hesitating at first, but then continuing with more confidence when she saw no anger in me. To hear her tell it, she constantly felt guilty not only about me, but about the other boys too, although ‘we surely understood her.’


  “We understood you, Tissa,” I said. “How’re things with Liam?”


  “I don’t know. I like him, but we don’t see each other often—he doesn’t live on the island. He just came to visit a couple of times, that’s all.


  We haven’t been on any dates, there were always people nearby.”


  I got the impression she regretted that they’d had no dates, but she didn’t want to hurt me even more. But I was probably the one consoling myself and overthinking things.


  “Yeah, shame,” I said.


  “Actually, Liam found out that I was headed here and offered to fly together on his flyer. You really aren’t upset, Alex? At all?”


  “Of course not. I thought I loved you, but to be honest, I don’t even know what I feel right now. I’ll figure it out, don’t worry.”


  “So you’re not seeing anyone? I was told that you were planning to get involved with Wood or her blonde friend.”


  “Who’s the telepath? Malik? I bet it was him,” I said. Tissa smiled, nodded. “Maybe. I don’t know. Like I say, I don’t know what I’m feeling right now.”


  I heard an explosion of laughter from the lounge. Tissa looked at the doorway, but didn’t leave. Maybe she hadn’t got all the intel she wanted? My paranoia switched into “Enemies all around!” mode and I decided to give the girl a nudge. I changed the subject to Dis and Tissa told me about how stats went up so much after all those new adepts joined up that she cleared all the top instances in Tristad last night on her own. Unfortunately, her priestess of Nergal had long since outleveled the mobs and couldn’t gain even one extra level, although Tissa very much wanted to break the sandbox record. But it seemed she wouldn’t break it now; to succeed before she went out into greater Dis, she’d have to literally live in her capsule and farm crumbs of experience.


  “There’s one option,” I said without thinking. As usual, my brain took the task, processed it and came up with a solution, forgetting that I was still angry at my girlfriend.


  “What?” Tissa moved toward me in excitement.


  “If you jump to Kharinza, we could take you into the desert from there, group up with you. Killing any mob would give you at least ten levels. But that’ll invite questions that you can’t answer without telling your friends about us.”


  Tissa clasped her hands at her chest and begged:


  “Alex, come on, please! It would be sooo easy for you! You’ll help out, won’t you?”


  “No.” I shook my head, not revealing the true reasons for my refusal. It would be hard to do her that favor from the Nether. “Forget it.”


  “But you won’t mind if one of the boys helps me out?”


  “Yes, I will. When do you plan to leave the clan?”


  “After my birthday…” Tissa thought for a moment. I was sure she was already thinking about how to comince Malik or Ed to help. “Alright, let’s go, everyone’s waiting for us.”


  Tissa took me by the hand, just like before, and led me into the lounge. Naively failing to see her trick, I let her hold my hand and caught a few interested and sometimes jealous glances. Not from Rita, to my surprise. Oveiweight was busy sweet-talking Ed. They were nestled in a corner by the window, whispering something.


  Noticing us, Liam excused himself, cutting one of his stories short. He gave Tissa a loud kiss on the lips, looked at me triumphantly and spoke in displeasure:


  “You took your time. A word, Alex? Tissa, my dear, would you mind if I had a little chat with your ex?”


  That last word was still more proof that our ‘break’ was actually a breakup. Tissa didn’t object. I felt even more sure that Liam’s appearance was no accident. He was here to… to what? Recruit me? Convince me to collaborate? Relay a message to Hinterleaf? I needed to know the reason, in any case. I agreed to talk to him.


  “Alone, if you don’t mind, Alex,” Liam asked, a mask of false goodwill frozen on his face.


  His tone was friendly, but the smile didn’t reach his eyes.


  “No problem.”


  I went back to my room, this time with Liam. I saw an alarmed glance from Piper along the way. Looking back, I saw Karina rushing to Tissa. No doubt she wanted to figure out what was up with me and whether she had any chances.


  The robot cleaner busily moved back and forth, filling itself with empty cans that cracked as it crushed them in its internal press. AT was jumping around nearby in dog form. He copied the mood of those around him, and his behavior showed that the people were in the mood to part}.


  Liam pulled the door to, sprayed a dose of Accelerator into his mouth and spoke:


  “Listen. I know there was something between you and Tissa. But I want you to be a man and leave her alone. Why are you so hung up on her?”


  “What? We never officially split up, Liam! We were just talking…”


  “Don’t lie. You could have talked in the lounge. You know what? You should find the courage to admit to yourself that she’s out of your league. Have you seen where you live? It’s been a long time since I’ve been in a cesspit as bad as your district. And this?” He waved a hand at my room. “You call this a home? It’s a stable! Melissa has a bright future. She’s going to be a star. She’s way out of your league! Your ceiling is category F. Your win in the Junior Arena means nothing. You wasted your chance. None of the top players recruited you, and I saw you beg to be taken in! Pathetic.”


  His onslaught stunned me. I would have sworn he wanted to talk about anything else, anything but Tissa. Did he not even know that I was a Threat…? But… Nether, I really was tied up in grown-up intrigues! I was actually planning to have a break from Dis, recover from my year in the Nether, relax with my friends, finally. I didn’t want to hear insults! It seemed Liam in particular had lost the plot. Either it was the effect of that narcotic of his, or it was his eyes filling with blood out of jealousy, or he was angry that our party messed with his plans for a romantic weekend with Tissa.


  “Listen, Liam,” I said as calmly as I could. “Yeah, I wasn’t born with a silver spoon in my mouth. I’m just an ordinary schoolkid. Just like Tissa. In case you didn’t know, she and I have been studying together since middle school.”


  “Sometimes you find pearls in pig shit.”


  “I don’t know as much about pig shit as you…”


  “Watch your mouth!”


  “…but I agree with you there. Tissa is a beautiful girl. She deserves more.”


  “That’s for sure,” the boy snorted. “You could have remembered that when you invited her to this shithole.”


  “I’d promised Hairo to keep hold of myself, but I swear, in that moment, it was harder than my year in the Nether. My fists clenched and I imagined myself slamming them into that perfect face. The only thing that stopped me was remembering the punishment; throwing the first punch at a higher-category citizen meant a one-way ticket to Cali Bottom.


  “Listen, Liam…” I took a deep breath. “I didn’t invite Tissa. Or you! I had no idea she was coming. My friends told me literally right before the party started. And I had no plans to fix anything with her. We just hadn’t discussed our relationship until now, and anyway, Tissa is still in my clan…”


  “Not for long,” Liam snorted. “Let me be clear. If I hear even one more time that you’re bothering her, then you’ve had it. I’ll find you in Dis and I’ll spawn-camp you until you drop down to level ten. Got it, Sheppard?”


  Then it all lifted. My rage melted away as if it had never been. Uncle Nick always said: with people you don’t know too well, always be extra polite and civil. After all, you never know who you’re talking to. Liam didn’t seem to know that rule. In any case, I decided to play along, all the while smiling inwardly; sure, he would spawn-camp me. Ha-ha!


  “I get it, Liam. You’re very convincing. I’m shaking in my boots. I won’t bother Tissa anymore.”


  “Don’t play games, kid. Get it into your thick head—she’s mine. That’s it, I’m done with this. We’re getting out of this bug-infested shithole!”


  Liam left the room, slamming the door behind him. In the couple of seconds while the door was open, I heard shouting from the lounge, but paid no attention. There were no words for how Liam had angered me, but he’d amused me even more. Choking back laughter, I went to join my guests.


  It was a sight to see: Karina was King on her back, kicking and screaming, with Tissa sitting on top of her and holding her down, with Rita and Piper trying fruitlessly to pull them apart and Liam watching with wide eyes, not sure what to do, continually spraying that Accelerator into his mouth. Malik shouted for them to stop. Ed and Hung whistled and shouted for the combatants to play fair and not mess up each other’s make-up. Alison Wu, mouth agape in shock, was filming it all on her comm and providing a running commentary.


  Before I could reach them, the girls had already been separated. Rita took the blushing and ragged Karina off to the side. Tissa watched Goosebumps go victoriously and shouted as she went:


  “Don’t even think about it, you got that, slut?!”


  Liam remembered himself, took her by the arm and went for the exit. But Tissa broke free and came back to say goodbye. She hugged the boys, nodded to Piper and Alison, ignored Rita and Karina, then came over to me.


  “It was nice to see you. Thank you for understanding. Sorry we’re leaving, it’s just time for us to go.”


  “What were you and Karina fighting over?” I asked, trying to shed some light on the situation.


  “That moron thought she has a chance with you just because we look alike. I had to explain to her that I have nothing in common with her or her fat-ass friend.”


  “Couldn’t you explain that with words?”


  “I did explain it with words! But she didn’t understand…”


  They left in total silence. AT barked twice at the uninvited guests’ departing backs.


  A couple of minutes later, Karina and Rita came out of the bathroom. Goosebumps had washed and touched up her make-up, and now she looked even cuter. She’d broken one high-heel, so she took off her shoes and was the same height as me.


  Everyone was quiet for a while. The only noise was Hung opening cans of beer for himself and Alison. And then everyone started talking at once. I heard Rita’s loud voice over the hubbub:


  “Why did you invite them, Alex? In the short time he was here, Liam managed to put everyone in a bad mood, and so subtly that I didn’t even notice right away.”


  “Nobody invited him, Tissa brought him,” Hung muttered darkly. “And as for her, we invited her, not Alex. Anyway, guys, let’s forget it. Let’s just have fun!”


  “That Tissa belongs on a farm,” Karina huffed. “Psycho!”


  “She really is kinda wild,” Piper shook her head. “But that won’t last long. Elizabeth will teach her manners.”


  “Guys, Tissa is our friend!” Ed said, raising his hands. “Anything you want to say about her, you should say to her face.”


  “Simmer down, cowboy. I didn’t mean to offend anyone!” Piper laughed. “But I already forgot how dumb and crazy school parties can be! What do you think will happen next, Alison?”


  Alison suggested a food fight, a dumpster fire, another fight that would descend into an orgy. The rest laughed and soon we all forgot about the incident. The party’ was back in full swing.


  Plenty did happen after that. We ate, drank, played games, discussed events in Dis, which I found fun—I got to talk about the things I’d caused and what I was as if I had nothing to do with it. Everyone who knew played along, and the ones that didn’t know just built their own absurd fictions. I doubted that Alison and Karina were playing dumb. They had no idea who they were talking to. And although Rita suspected that I was a Threat, I doubted she knew my status.


  Ed let me know a couple of times that he wanted to talk. We walked off to the side.


  “What did he want?” my friend asked, meaning Liam. “Does he know?”


  I shook my head and quietly answered that it didn’t seem like Liam knew. Rodriguez sighed in relief.


  “Have you decided which girl you’re interested in?”


  “Nah.”


  “Alright, then I won’t make any moves for now,” Ed smiled and slapped me on the shoulder. “But if you don’t decide by midnight, then you’re gonna have one less option!”


  Right after that, Karina plucked up her courage and asked me to dance. She told me her side of the fight with Tissa: apparently, the other girl had started it, demanding that Karina kept away from me. She answered that Alex wasn’t anyone’s property and he’d decide for himself who to be with. Then one thing led to another…


  The girl wanted to keep talking to me, but Rita turned up and led me away under her friend’s jealous gaze. She said nothing about me and her, just asked whether she could still join our clan. I didn’t want to talk about that with everyone watching, so I suggested we meet up in person to discuss it sober. When she agreed, something came over me and I asked: “Are you staying the night?”


  The girl stared into my eyes, trying to find something in them that would tell her the right answer. Her look was so intimate that I wanted to hold her and kiss her right then. Rita seemed to read my mind. She backed off half a step.


  “I can’t. I’d like to, but I can’t. I don’t want to lose my best friend. Give her a chance.”


  I did just that—I brought Karina into my room ’to show her my holographic model of the Solar System.’ I could have chosen Piper. She’d dropped hints. And in the state I was in, the who didn’t matter, but… I just wasn’t used to getting all this attention from so many cute girls. I couldn’t explain exactly why I chose Goosebumps. Maybe it was the alcohol going to my head. Some things just happen to you, and it doesn’t matter what your heart feels or your mind thinks.


  I closed the door, switched off my comm, flicked the light switch and embraced Karina.


  We needed no words; I liked her, she liked me. Instead of talking, we started kissing, and very soon I got to use the skills I’d honed with Beta.


  We left the room long after midnight. By then, everyone was pretty well cut. Malik was strumming a virtual guitar and singing songs of his own making; Ed was hugging both Rita and Piper at the same time and drunkenly relating some story while they laughed; Hung and Alison didn’t come out of my parents’ room, where I learned they’d gone right after Karina and I had disappeared. The boys greeted us with raucous shouts of approval…


  Dawn broke, and the guests got ready to leave. As she said goodbye, Piper hugged me and whispered in my ear:


  “Pecheneg wants to meet. Can you do today?”


  “I don’t know.” I shrugged and glanced pointedly at Karina.


  Piper laughed in understanding.


  “Try to find some time anyway. Blackberry wasn’t his only mole in the Alliance, you know.”


  “How’s she doing, by the way?”


  “She left Modus. Pecheneg wanted to offer her to you. You need an analyst, right? But that’s not all. The old man has information.”


  “Do you know what it is he wants to tell me?”


  “No.”


  “Then tell him I need two tons of Corrupted Adamantite. With the friendly discount he offered me, on top of a discount for bulk.”


  The girl’s jaw dropped.


  “Discuss it all with Crawler, he’ll make the payment.”


  “Got it, consider it done.” Piper hugged me again and this time her lips touched my ear. “Shame you chose the blonde, Alex. That girl has no skills.”


  Laughing, she kissed me on the cheek right next to my lips, so the kiss looked just friendly.


  Piper and Alison were the first to leave. Hung went to walk them out, then Malik, Rita and Ed left. Karina stayed with me.


  We stayed up for three more hours, talking, getting to know each other.


  Toward midday, I woke to my comm vibrating. I pulled my arm out from under Karina and brought up the message.


  It was an answer from Snowstorm: “Our support service has reviewed your ticket. The described issue is part of the gameplay. Good luck!”


  The email was sent from a no-reply account. Reading between the lines, the message was loud and clear: “We won’t help you. Get out of this one yourself.”


  


  Chapter 9: Zeitnot


  



  KARINA’S LONG LEGS shone in the half-light of the room with its shuttered windows. A cute, kind and somewhat naive girl that I first met in the Bubbling Flagon. We met only once in real life, when we went to the Glastonbury music festival together. Now here we were, our second meeting, and Karina had become my first. Only a month ago, I and all my friends would have bet money that it would have been Tissa.


  I shook those thoughts away, tore my eyes from Karina and read my comm again: “Our support sendee has reviewed your ticket. The described issue is part of the gameplay. Good luck!”


  What now? Climb into my capsule to spend another few months in the Nether with that insane psychopath? No w^ay! I shuddered and jumped back under the warm sheets, but my comm vibrated again. Rodriguez’s face came up. I quickly left the room and closed the door, then answered.


  “What’s up, Ed?”


  “Trouble.” My friend’s sleepless face looked tired, worried and stressed. “Alex, check CrapChat! I had to call, you’re not picking up your messages!”


  The news made me forget Karina and my desire to sleep.


  “You aren’t here, so the lich recalled Sharkon and the guardians. Tiamafs temple is defenseless. A raid group from the Elites is attacking it. Looks like Mogwai has split from the Alliance. Do you still think Liam just turned up for no reason?”


  I started to feel sick. I hadn’t slept long and now I had new problems, but with a killer hangover to go with them. My night with Karina weighed heavily on my mind. Was it worth it? I felt nothing for her, but how could I just break it off? After she told me how badly she’d fallen for me… At least she didn’t mention the L word, but all the same… Nether, what was I supposed to do?


  Never mind. That would wait. First the most important thing was what was happening in Dis. If we lost Tiamat’s temple, then our already tough situation would get even tougher.


  I decided to contact Kiran Jackson. If he refused to help me, I’d have to threaten to release information on the Nether. Ian would gladly take the interview, and his editor Clark Katz would dedicate a whole issue of Disgardium Daily to the sensation.


  But first I had to figure out how much time I had, if I had any time at all. I answered Ed’s message with a question:


  “How long will it take them to destroy the temple?”


  “Mogwai is livestreaming it. The temple has 80% durability left. They’ll finish it off by midnight. Just three managed to get through: Mogwai, Criterror and Dek.


  Dek? The top solo adventurer in Dis? He can’t join any clan without penalties. What’s he doing there?”


  ‘He isn’t with Mogwai. He turned up first, quiet like. By the way, Crash fought them to the last, but he bought it. He’s respawning now.”


  They’d taken twenty percent durability in twelve hours? That meant I had no time at all. Other clans would be rushing toward the temple that ver\ moment, eager to claim Nergal’s rewards. Damn, damn, damn!


  I messaged Ed again:


  “Where are the other preventers?”


  “Some others tried to break through too, butShazz is pushing them all back now. He’s leveled up his air skills and has the skies under cojitr’ol jww. The Alliance decided to concentrate OJI the undead army. What are we going to do? Maybe we should jump to the temple, try to distract them at least?”


  ‘Yeah, an observer wouldn’t hurt. Fly around a little. Alright, over and out, I need to somehow get out of you-know-where.”


  Channel terminated.


  Polotsky must have been planning to tell me about the attack on the temple. Or maybe he had some other information. Either way, there was nothing I could do for now. First I had to get out of the Nether, and it seemed the only person that could help me was Kiran Jackson.


  I couldn’t call him in the state I was in. I took quarter of an hour to have a contrast shower and let the Home Doctor remove the alcohol from my system. Then I drank down some fresh coffee and finally called the Snowstorm director. It occurred to me that Jackson might just ignore me, but on the other hand, he’d probably already been told where I’d gone. That might be a good enough reason to answer me.


  And he didn’t just answer. Kiran recognized me.


  “Hey there, Alex!” His clean-shaven face appeared on the screen, with a warm smile and spiderwebbing wrinkles at the corners of the eyes. “Hows it going? How can I help you?”


  “Hello, Mr. Jackson.” My voice still sounded hoarse. I coughed. “Thank you for picking up. Sorry for bothering you, but Snowstorm tech support couldn’t help me.”


  “You have my full attention. I’ll do everything I can.”


  “The day before yesterday, my character fell into some strange version of Dis. It’s either the Nether or some beta version…” In short, without leaving out any important details, I told him how I got there and what happened to me there. “Tech support told me that it was part of the gameplay. I doubt that. I’m asking you to help me get back to the normal version of the game.”


  “That’s a curious story, Alex…” Kiran’s tone changed, turned sympathetic. “And you don’t look too good. Say, you haven’t been taking any stims, have you?”


  “Never touched them.”


  “No? That’s even more interesting… You see, what you just told me is basically impossible. It sounds like a nightmare or one of the many urban legends that do the rounds online.”


  “I’m not lying! It was just like I said!”


  “Do you have any recordings to confirm it? Photos?”


  “The place my character got stuck in doesn’t have those functions! It doesn’t even have a quit button!”


  “Alex…” Kiran sighed deeply. “Listen to me. You’ve had your many adventures in your time. Others have fewer in a whole lifetime… You’ve been through a lot, and maybe… Look, obviously it’s your decision, but I recommend that you take a break from Disgardium. Now I have to go, sony, lots to do…”


  “Mr. Jackson!” I interrupted, feeling myself boiling over, not letting him end the conversation. “Try to forget about all your very important business for a moment and understand this: my character, a class-A Threat, is stuck in an undocumented reality of Dis where time flows five hundred times faster, and beta testers have been living there in confinement for thousands of years. Do you want me to interview them and pass it all on to Disgardium Daily? Do you want me to…”


  “No, you listen to me, kiddo!” Kiran snapped. He wasn’t shouting, but his face twisted. “You were told very clearly what to do and what not to do. But you started getting clever! Nothing of what you speak of exists. You have no way to confirm what you’re saving. And as for spreading baseless rumors to damage the corporation… I advise you read the user agreement again. You won’t just lose everything that depends on your character and its clan. We’ll sue you for all the funds you already withdrew from the game. Not to mention compensation for damaging the company’s good name. Believe me, there’ll be a lot of zeros on that number! And you’ll lose the case. I guarantee it. And then you can forget all about citizenship. Is that clear? I hope it is.”


  “Mr. Jackson, wait…”


  “Keep your head down, son,” Kiran interrupted him. “And forget this number. Don’t call me again.”


  The Snowstorm directors face disappeared, replaced by text: Caller Kiran Jackson dropped the connection. As soon as he disappeared from the comm screen, I heard Karina’s sleepy voice behind me.


  “Alex! Good morning… Can I have some coffee too?”


  * * *


  I couldn’t play the good guy for long. Saying that I needed to do some homework (damn, back to school tomorrow!) and a thing or two in Dis, I walked Karina out, promising that we’d meet again the next weekend. As soon as the door closed behind her, I started reviewing the recording from the lounge video camera.


  The girl had left my room when Kiran said “Keep your head down, son”—at least I was lucky there. She must have thought I was talking to my dad. I was annoyed that my shouting had woken her up, and there was too much confidential information in my impassioned speech. I hoped the half-asleep Karina didn’t pay any attention to what I’d said.


  Once done with that, I ordered some life-support cartridges for my capsule. While I waited, I ground my teeth as I watched the trio at Tiamat’s temple ripping apart my pet, Crash. The Diamond Worm had revived and gone straight for Mogwai. The tank withstood the attack easily, and Criterror and Dek flooded the worm with damage. It took them a wiiile to kill him—that was good, at least. The temple had seventy-seven percent durability left.


  As I watched the battle, I kept trying to remember the name of the girl behind the character Nine. Julia? May? I couldn’t seem to remember it. I kept guessing. Something told me it matched a month of the year… June? June. That was it. The name came out of the abyss of memory along with the surname—Curtis. She must be around forty.


  A citizen search showed me several hundred June Curtises, and a third of them fit the age bracket of thirty-five to forty-five. And then there were noncitizens on top of that… Should I message each of them? “Sorry, but you didn’t happen to take part in any Dis beta tests, did you?” It would probably just go straight to spam. Pointless though it was, I decided to do it anyway. I gave the home assistant an order: “O, send messages to all addressees with the name June Curtis, surname starting with C or K.” Then I dictated the message.


  I didn’t know myself what I was trying to achieve, but I at least wanted to see Beta the sadist in real life. If she was still alive. The main thing was to confirm that the original Beta existed, and hadn’t rotted away in a capsule after the failed test. If I could find her, then that could be the ace up my sleeve in negotiations with Nine.


  “Four thousand two hundred and seventy-three addressees matching the criteria found,” O reported. Without limiting by age and including noncitizens, the number rose by an order of magnitude. “Simultaneous mailout impossible due to violation of the articles of citizenship on unwelcome correspondence. Solution: limit simultaneous…


  “Do it,” I ordered, not waiting to hear it all.


  O would probably just send the messages one by one.


  A delivery drone soon arrived with the cartridges. I quickly replaced the old ones, got undressed… I didn’t get into my capsule right away. First I set a forced-exit timer for twelve hours from now—I’d spend a little over eight months in the Nether.


  Nether, take me… Logging in.


  Synchronizing…


  The melding of minds didn’t go as fast as last time. Scyth had spent another year here and lost almost all his weapon skills, along with Night Vision, Cartography, Cloak Essence and Imitation. With each death, he lost a mote of his humanity. I felt his joy when Nine and her friends almost killed Nine-Six, and Seven-Two was locked in his own castle and afraid to poke his head over the parapet. It was hard for me to feel Scyth s feelings as my own.


  I found him where he spent most of his time—in the great nothing. Less than an hour left to resurrection.


  When our minds melded, he came alive, felt my presence, felt his life continuing, and with that came emotions: anger, fury, pain, longing for his parents, his friends and Tissa. The events of the party awakened with him… I don’t know how to explain it… his spirit? He didn’t approve of my choice of Karina, but he still envied me. I was talking to myself. Some might call that schizophrenia, but it was just the way it was. However you span it, I had two personalities within me. The boundary between them was steadily fading, but it was still there.


  “I would have chosen Rita, since you broke up with Tissa,” he thought. “She’s nice.”


  “When you come back, you can choose for yourself. Let’s decide what to do and how to get out of here.”


  “Don’t you think I’ve tried? I’ve tried everything so many times. Tried to negotiate, gain their trust, make friends, escape, steal something from the castle, find some kind of artifact… Nine doesn’t even punish me for escaping anymore, she doesn’t want to waste the time. She just kills me without a word and disappears.”


  From there, we thought together, as one. But not for long. Revival in the castle yard, Nine’s indifferent face, a lightning bolt, death…


  Beta flew straight off as soon as she killed me, to attend to her own business: farming shards or sieging Seven-Two. But then something failed to go to plan. One time, resurrection didn’t take twelve hours! I didn’t even go to limbo at all! Ten seconds after I died, I reappeared in the same spot. Technically I hadn’t even died: Second Life! You managed to dodge death!


  “Lucky…” I thought aloud. “But how? My skills are blocked…”


  Once sure that Nine was gone, I checked my other abilities—everything else was still locked. Strange. Second Life had a fifty percent proc chance, but this was the first time it had activated in so many thousands of years. Why? I spent some time pondering it, but couldn’t figure out what had happened. Nothing had changed, but the previously locked ability, earned for gaining two hundred and fifty’ levels without dying, suddenly activated. No point in wasting time wondering why. I was just lucky that Nine thought I would be dead for the next twelve hours. I hoped she didn’t show up any sooner.


  I hid in a corner of the castle walls and started going through my inventory. The other ‘me’ thought that was a waste of time, since he’d already tried everything, but he didn’t protest. I couldn’t do anything with the still unidentified artifacts from the Treasury of the First Mage.


  I scrolled through the whole list of abilities again, then scoured my inventory and found some cooking ingredients and tools. Food! What if I could create some new dish with some kind of effect? Wait… What if I put my skills on scrolls? I slapped myself on the forehead. That was it! Nether, how did I not think of it before? It was so simple!


  I fitfully pulled out a blank sheet of paper, a pen, ink and…


  Damn it. Crafts were locked too. I threw it all back in and fell onto my back, staring up into the sky. I could look straight at the sun without it affecting my eyes here. I’d never seen any birds. Maybe flying mobs didn’t exist in the beta version? I lay there a while and went through my inventory, pulling out each piece of gear and trying to think of what I could do with it. Out of sheer desperation, I lit a fire and tried to cook something, anything. Half my expensive ingredients burnt away fruitlessly.


  I put the pan and cook’s hat into my bag, pulled out some Explosive Lollipops. I thoughtfully rolled them in my hand—I counted eleven—and put one in my mouth.


  You ate an Explosive Lollipop.


  Random buff received: you can walk through walls for 30 seconds!


  Not what I needed. Although… I jumped up, dropped the lollipops and rushed to the castle. Clenching internally, I ran headlong into a wall, and as I made contact with the stone, I felt my skin melt into it… Twenty seconds… I dashed through the walls to the far corner of the palace, to the vault, not knowing wiiat I might find there, but hoping for something good. Ten seconds… I wasn’t going to make it. The castle was huge, and I’d covered only half of it. Five seconds… I could see the huge adamantite door of the vault, just ten yards away…


  No! I didn’t make it. The lollipop buff ended just as I emerged from a wall. Phew. It was a good thing I didn’t get stuck in the textures and die.


  I wandered the corridors an eventually reached some mannequins decked with equipment. Beta didn’t keep anything special there. She probably hid the best items in the vault, or maybe they just hadn’t deemed it necessary to add many items to the beta version. After all, the testers were mainly supposed to be testing playability and realism, finding bugs… All the same, I took a few full sets of equipment, just to get back at Nine somehow. I couldn’t equip any of it: Pacified prevented me from meeting the requirements. A Herald at level six hundred and two, with stats all equal to one. Damn it.


  I went back to where I dropped some of the Explosive Lollipops and kept experimenting. I got an Insane Joy debuff and spent half a minute laughing like a madman. Gigantism tripled my size, but my stats remained the same. Bubblehead, Underwater Breathing, Loudspeaker Voice… The names of the lollipop effects spoke for themselves. I was afraid my head would explode. It swelled up so big that you could see me over the walls—or at least top of my head. The last lollipop turned me into a chicken. All my curses melded into just ‘cluck-cluck-cluck.’


  All that experimenting took three hours. I decided I’d wait until closer to Nine’s return before I broke out, so I wouldn’t be tortured long if I ran into a Living Sieve. I didn’t have anything else to do anyway.


  I wandered the castle grounds, watched the Lava Drakes for a while, held at the bottom of a pit by an enchanted fire-resistant chain. I dropped their level with Balancer and tried to kill them with arrows. I missed.


  The clock was ticking. I was already starting to regret that I’d set the emergency quit timer for twelve hours. This was a drag.


  Kicking stones in idle melancholy, I went back to where I’d been experimenting. I was somehow attached to the place. I picked a blade of grass, put it between my teeth and laid down on my back again. I kept lying there until the air clapped in the castle yard. Nine had returned. I didn’t bother getting up. Why rush it? She’d find me.


  I just turned my head toward her—and saw it. A dropped lollipop. A shiny, greenish ball with a white spiral flowing across its surface. I’d missed it because it had rolled under the long leaf of a tropical creeper. I stretched out my hand, picked up the lollipop and put it in my mouth. An explosion of acid sweetness engulfed my taste buds, the sky went hazy, and then…


  You ate an Explosive Lollipop.


  Random buff received: you re lighter than air for 30 seconds! Get your Gnomish Parachute Cloak ready. The fall will be long!


  With the speed of a balloon filled with helium, I began to ascend. The fortress w^all rushed by me, quickly disappearing below. Floundering in the air, I saw Nine walking through the fortress yard to the site of my death. She wasn’t looking up yet.


  There was no wind in this world, so I wasn’t carried off to the side like I’d hoped. Soon the tiny figure that was Beta began to get closer. I was around five hundred yards above her. Spreading my arms, I took a stable position lying on my stomach and studied the surroundings from a bird’s-eye view.


  “How did you do that?” Beta’s voice was as clear as if she were next to me. “You hid Levitation or Flight from Three’s scan? But then why didn’t you fly before? Strange…”


  My flight slowed. Stretching out a hand, Beta began to pull me toward her. The next second I realized I was looking at the wrong thing! All the castle debuffs were gone! My abilities were active!


  Without a second thought, I hit Depths Teleportation to Kharinza. A storm of emotions filled me for five heartbeats, from fear that the cast would be interrupted to premature excitement. I closed my eyes, counted the seconds.


  “What are you doing?” Beta asked, a note of surprise and alarm in her voice. “Stop tha…”


  First I felt the ground beneath me and caught the tangv scent of wet earth. Then I opened my eyes. And saw Kharinza.


  The first thing I did was change my respawn location. I didn’t care if I died as long as the local sadists didn’t find me. I had plenty of experience dying, and I could level up with Reflection. But where? There were no mobs here. Suddenly I remembered with fear how Beta found me in Tristad. She’d told Three via her comm amulet that she had me, which meant she knew where to find me and went there in search of me. Could she do the same now?


  The next thing I did was make some Depths Teleportation scrolls. If Beta found me again, maybe I could use a scroll to escape. Thinking a moment, I made some Lethargy scrolls too. Could come in handy. Although I doubted it, with such a big gap in levels…


  I pressed my way through the jungle and reached the shore. There were many islands near Kharinza, and some of them had life. I had no idea how long my freedom would last, but I knew that no matter what happened, the more I leveled up, the better my chances.


  The gentle waters of the Bottomless Ocean lapped my bare feet as they sank into the snow-white sand. Standing up to my waist in the water, I tried to make out the direction of the nearest island, but the fog of war made it impossible.


  Fish in all colors of the rainbow tickled my toes in the surf. I looked at one of them and my breath caught.


  Spotted Blowfish, level 64729 fish


  The fish were neutral, even this monster, which could have easily crushed Orthokon the kraken. Bomber would be so upset…


  The peace broke as a horrible pain lanced through my foot.


  Spotted Blowfish dealt you critical damage: 1,020,298,113,995!


  Burning Poison: -5% health every 10 seconds (1 minute).


  Damage fully absorbed by Equanimity.


  The Path of Equanimity saved me! Resilience jumped up fourteen levels at once and extended my invulnerability at the start of the battle to sixteen seconds. That was enough for the venomous bloated fish to kill itself against my Reflection, deflating like a balloon.


  I stood for a long time in flashes of light, flooded by experience. It continued so long that I even got bored, but I had to wait—a character couldn’t move while leveling up, as if paralyzed with happiness. No wonder. I would have jumped for joy if I could.


  Good thing I didn’t catch aggro from anything else.


  Spotted Blowfish is dead.


  You leveled up…!


  You leveled up…!


  You leveled up…!


  • • •


  You leveled up! Current level: 2988.


  11930 free attribute points available!


  The creepy fish turned over and floated belly-up. Rainbow blood floated across the water’s smooth surface. I stretched out a hand and looted it myself. Magnetism was ignoring the loot because of my filter settings.


  You got a Smoldering Nether Shard.


  Smoldering Nether Shard


  Common.


  Combine 1,000,000 shards to make a Smoldering Nether Essence.


  Used to activate a Lesser Rift leading to another dimension.


  Sale price: 1 copper coin.


  Beta said that a Lesser Rift was unsuitable for the Piercers; it could only let through one creature. But that was enough for me.


  Now all I had to do to escape the Nether was collect nine hundred and ninety-nine thousand nine hundred and ninety-nine shards.


  Interlude 1: Horvac


  
    

  


  IN THE BEGINNING, Horvac Onegut wanted to become an astronaut. It was with those thoughts that he joined the military space academy, completed a mechatank piloting course and signed a contract that assured him a cushy position at SpaceX when it ran out.


  There was a year left until his sendee in the peacekeepers came to an end. Hoi*vac was sent to North China, where he tried not to die alongside other peacekeepers.


  There he saw a fast-burning but horrible war with his own eyes, and Hoi-vac changed his mind about conquering interstellar space. He felt death’s breath in his mechatank cabin, which just barely managed to jump onto the transport platform an instant before the nuke went off.


  When Horvac ended his tour, no thoughts of space remained. He just wanted to live, with no more of the trials and tribulations of army service.


  Three years after the war, in 2056, Disgardium was released. The full-immersion game had been announced a few years before the war and was a source of anticipation not only for gamers, but for the whole world. World War III distracted attention from it, but as it turned out, the game’s development hadn’t stopped for a single day.


  The developer company Snowstorm announced that it was planning to pay online players—under certain conditions, of course. The announcement caused a range of questions. Some just rolled their eyes, certain that the company wouldn’t last long: its business model didn’t stand up to criticism and this was all just hype to attract new users. Some voiced careful hopes that Snowstorm would keep its promise, but all the same, nobody should count on decent payment. Others just saved money for a VR capsule, because Snowstorm announced that Disgardium would only be compatible with their corporation’s capsules. The game simply wouldn’t launch on any other.


  In the meantime, Horvac was sick of having nothing to do. Fighting on the right side of a war had won him not only a high citizenship status and all the privileges therein, but also a sizable pension. Carefully invested money allowed him to live on dividends alone, with his pension payout merely adding extra to an already impressive account. Actually, he barely paid attention to Dis’s upcoming release, but you couldn’t get away from the adverts all over the internet.


  He’d bought a premium Snowstorm capsule already, attracted by the promise of a soon-to-be-released space simulator where you could play as a space pirate, an interstellar merchant or a peaceful asteroid miner. But when Dis was released and Horvac registered out of curiosity, all thoughts of the space simulator disappeared.


  This wasn’t just a game; it was practically a new reality’ in a magical world where the experiences were even more vivid than in life. Dis swallowed up Horvac. Everything he’d been missing in the real world, he found in Disgardium. A surplus of free time and a sizable bank balance allowed him to become one of the first hardcore players.


  The skills he’d gained in war found their uses in Dis too. Soon Horvac had founded a clan, called Travelers. The clan was solidly average and performed no miracles, but became strong enough to advance the frontier line alongside the other clans.


  The main event in Horvac’s life happened in year nine of Dis. For all that time, the players had been colonizing Latteria from the west, ever pushing further and further east. The Travelers managed to reach the Thunder Strait first, emerging onto it north of the Lakharian Desert, where the Nameless Mountains turned into the Flowering Hills. There was only one pass there, through a narrow gorge controlled by hill spirits. Flying mounts hadn’t been added yet. In fierce competition with Modus and the Azure Dragons, Horvac was the first to farm the required reputation level with the spirits and went out into the Thunder Strait.


  They made a stop in a narrow valley at the foot of the mountains. Leaving his clanmates to make a camp so as to found a clan fort there later, Horvac went to wander along the shoreline solo. He took off his boots and strolled along the wet sand, breathing in the sea air. The sands tickled his feet as they settled after fleeing waves, and shards of shells and stones jabbed underfoot. The water was cold, the sky over his head leaden, but at that moment Horvac enjoyed that place more than any tropical resort.


  Peacefully stepping over scurrying low-level crabs, he walked to the end of the narrow bay and saw the broken tip of a mast jutting out of the water. Anticipating exciting discoveries in the holds of a sunken ship, he sped his pace. With all his thoughts he was there, under the water, so he only noticed the body on the shore when he tripped over it.


  The brown-skinned corpse belonged not to a man, not to an elf, not to a dwarf or a gnome. It was none of the known races.


  Eytrigg Bardukk, Ore, Level gi Sailor


  Captain of the schooner Tistanna.


  The ore was dying, but still breathed—his health bar was at two percent. Horvac hurriedly pulled out three Large Healing Potions and poured them one after another into the captain’s half-open, sand-filled mouth. He came round slowly, doubled over in the sand and coughing up seawater, seaweed and sand. After a while, the coughing subsided and the ore raised his head. For some time, his clouded eyes showed nothing but confusion. Thinking of something, he jumped up and shouted, baring crooked sharp fangs: “Pafund! Grombolar!”


  It was later that Horvac learned that the common tongue that all the races of the Commonwealth spoke was rooted in High Elvish. The pointy-eared inhabitants of Latteria had distant relatives on Shad’Erung, thanks to which the dark races got their own common, Imperial tongue, a guttural mix of dark-elvish, orcish and trollish dialects. In the end, it was similar enough to the common tongue of the Commonwealth for Horvac to communicate with Eytrigg.


  “I don’t know what you said, but I’m happy to help,” Horvac answered. “Do you understand me?”


  “Zug-zug,” Eytrigg answered. He pointed a finger at Horvac and energetically said: “Yours!” Then jabbed a thumb at himself. “Mine!” Then touched two fingers to his forehead, clenched his fist. “Life!”


  Horvac figured the ore was thanking him for saving his life. The next second, he realized he was wrong; Eytrigg Bardukk growled “Lok’Tar ogar!” and flew at him with fists swinging.


  The fight was one-sided. Horvac was higher in level, clad in epic and legendary gear and had no qualms about drawing a weapon. Eytrigg was fighting bare-knuckle and with no armor to speak of. After the short scuffle, the ore admitted defeat, falling to one knee, bowing his head and raising his hands.


  A couple of minutes later, both had forgotten their disagreement and sat in the sand together, smoking Horvac’s pipe and talking. From Eytrigg’s broken speech, Horvac learned that the sunken ship belonged to the Empire of Shak, which occupied the neighboring continent of Shad’Erung. Emissaries of his Imperial Majesty Kragosh were aboard the ship, which was headed for Darant. They’d almost reached the shores of Latteria when a giant kraken attacked the schooner. Nobody survived but the captain, who managed to swim to shore.


  The game interface helped Horvac to communicate. Eytrigg gave him a real legendary quest chain. The first quest was to help the captain find the corpses of the dead sailors and send their spirits to their final resting place.


  Nearly a year later, Horvac reached the final quest in the chain, earning a personal audience with Emperor Kragosh himself. At the end of that chat, Horvac was invited to undergo the ritual of Om’Riggor. After successfully surviving a range of challenges, Horvac became the first ore player in Disgardium, and with the new class of Chieftain.


  In the same stroke, he became a billionaire. But that’s another tale of space yachts, beautiful models and a permanent place in the society pages, usually in the Scandals section.


  *


  The defensive domes covering Horvac’s tent crisscrossed and overlapped each other like cabbage leaves, cutting off all sound and even sunlight.


  From the outside, it looked as if five people would fit in the tent, and even then it would crowded. In fact, the thirty-three preventers sat inside; the leaders, lieutenants and top strategists of eleven clans. This time the Travelers HQ was chosen as a meeting place to try and confuse the Threat. In reality, the position of Horvac’s clan was almost equal to that of Modus, and it was hard to say which clan was stronger.


  Both Otto Hinterleaf and Horvac Onegut were long in the tooth. They’d seen a lot and they valued stability above all. And although Otto had always had a meticulous and careful nature, those traits came to Horvac only later in life.


  Both clans fought each other fiercely in the old days, and in recent years had decided not to fight anymore. It made more sense economically, and the younger and bolder clans were constantly nipping at their heels. In open warfare between two top players, there could be no victor.


  Horvac cast his gaze across the council table and the map of the Lakharian Desert spinning on it, with markers for the undead army, its base and the temple of Tiamat.


  The leader himself sat at the head of the table. Hinterleaf sat at the other end. On his right was Colonel from Excommunicado, the inseparable Joshua and Vivian from Children of Kratos, Glyph from Azure Dragons and Yagami from Mizaki, representing the Commonwealth’s interests.


  On the other side were the Imperials: Nertagosh the ore vampire and leader of the Warsong clan; Mot ark the ogre from Zuldozer; and that thorn in Horvac’s side, the upstart girl Eileen, the dark elf from Widowmakers. Her young international clan stopped at nothing in the pursuit of new heights on the leaderboard.


  Next to Eileen stood the leaders of two neutral clans: Adda the dryad from Sharp Blades and Fang the gnoll from Ferals. Adda, an elegant version of a centaur with a human head and torso on a deer’s body, needed no seat. Fang, friend and partner to the dryad, stood in solidarity. Many knew that they were in a relationship, although even with all that Horvac had seen, he struggled to imagine them together. The dryad with her large curved horns and the hyena-like gnoll with his ever lolling tongue and dribbling spittle… Horvac shook his head, chasing away unwanted scenes.


  The lieutenants and strategists stood behind the leaders, and one of them, Sayan, a massive titan paladin, reported on behalf of Modus. Periodically glancing at Yary as if seeking his approval, Sayan announced the results of their intelligence operations and the analysts’ predictions. Once done, he added: “It should be considered fortuitous that the mages of the Elites failed to survive in the breakthrough to the temple of the Sleepers. Otherwise the event might as well be over; a portal would be open to all members of the Elite and the temple would be destroyed in mere hours…”


  “Get to the point,” Hinterleaf hurried the strategist. “How much time do you have?”


  “Twenty-six hours in the worst case, if Mogwai, Criterror and Dek won’t negotiate.”


  A sigh of disappointment spread through the tent. A little more than twenty-four hours for all the troops of the Alliance to reach the temple was possible, but only on the condition that they had a clear path. First they had to fight through an army of undead, Deznafar and the Threat, who would be sure to get involved.


  Elite’s departure from the Alliance was a surprise: no sooner had it joined than the young clan declared its exit. Just the kind of thing its eccentric leader would do. Of course, Fen Xiaoguang immediately declared a press conference in which he accused the Alliance of tunnel vision and blind trust in the management of two ’old crocks’: Hinterleaf and Horvac. In his speech, Fen promised that Elite wouldn’t ’fuck around’ and would have a surprise for everyone that very day. The speech took place in the evening, and at midnight Mogwai really did surprise everyone; he started a live stream from the walls of Tiamat’s temple.


  “And we have only nine Armageddon scrolls for all of them,” Horvac said in annoyance. “It’s time to dig deep, colleagues. Who has what left? We have one target. Every script, every artifact could be the straw that breaks Deznafar’s back.”


  “Damn Mogwai!” Yary spat. “He had two scrolls. But he decided to play his own game!”


  “Losing in a straight fight against the Threat didn’t cheer him up,” Ada the dryad pointed out. Her voice, like all those of her race, sounded like singing. “I understand him. To be honest, if he’d invited me to go to the temple with him, I would have agreed without a moment’s thought.”


  “Who would have doubted it,” Eileen snorted, leader of the Widowmakers. “Why don’t you just go to him? Both the Sharp Blades and the Ferals are useless anyway.”


  “Watch your mouth, old crone!” the dryad screeched.


  Horvac slammed a fist down on the table. The dryad and the dark elf girl exchanged hateful glances, but were quiet. Something has happened between the girls, Horvac thought. I need to find out what.


  Raising his hands for calm, he spoke softly:


  “Colleagues, let us put aside our squabbles. Right now we all have the same goal, and time is running out.” Horvac went into his inventory and pulled out an unprepossessing rounded stick. “The Wand of Dark Matter Spar’ks. It had only three charges. Two were spent on… Never mind, the point is I have one charge left. A hundred million pure damage. I suspect that should be enough for that damn lich.”


  “And if it isn’t enough, that’s not all we have,” Glyph added, pulling out a small green orb around the size of a cherry. “Orcus’s Blood. A onetime artifact. I don’t know how much damage it deals, but it says: Destroys any enemy or structure.”


  “Were you saving that for the temple?” Horvac guessed.


  Glyph nodded darkly. The others shifted, glancing at him and Horvac.


  “Marduk’s Second Chance,” Joshua declared, showing a silver disc encrusted with celestial diamonds. “Roughly speaking, it resurrects all allies across a whole zone. And they res in the same condition they had at the start of the fight, with all their buffs. Don’t ask me why I didn’t use it before. I didn’t want to waste it. The cooldown is a year.”


  “We have Kala’s Advantage,” the ore vampire Nergatosh growled. “A onetime artifact, so we were saving it. It slows all enemies by fifty percent until they die or the battle ends.”


  “Well now, I see we’ve woken up,” Hinterleaf spat bitterly. “If you all weren’t so greedy, we’d already be standing at the temple walls! What are you staring at? Modus gave up a divine artifact at the very beginning, remember? The altar we lost! And we invested more than anyone in the Armageddons, while you all hid your supplies! Come on, tell me what else there is so our analysts can start working on a strategy!”


  The gray-haired gnome didn’t rant for too long. Yary bowed, whispered something into his ear and Hinterleaf suggested that the others not be shy and show what they had.


  The meeting turned more constructive. But even afterwards, Hinterleaf didn’t fail to note:


  1 dare say this isn’t everything you all have up your sleeves. The hell with you anyway. What we have now should be enough.”


  After an hour of stressful work, they had a general battle campaign for the temple and a strategy for fighting the undead. That same day, after taking up battle formations, the Alliance of Preventers moved out to meet the army of the undead…


  Horvac thought furiously the whole way. How were the Sleepers, the Threat and the undead connected? Nothing of what they’d managed to dig up in the in-game legends about the ancient gods mentioned undead. Analysts advanced the possibility that the A-class Threat achieved that class by somehow moving in two directions at once; along the undead storyline and that of the Sleeping Gods. But the suggestion was laughed off.


  When the Alliance scouts encountered the Bone Hounds on watch, the sun was already descending to the horizon, highlighting the tips of the dunes. A subsequent series of furious short skirmishes, then the resounding howl of the battle horns of the living and the bloodcurdling screams of banshees…


  The two armies stood opposite each other close enough to make out the opponent, but not within the range of spells. Squads of preventers were wreathed in flashes of buffs; players wolfed down raid culinary dishes; bards sang out sonorously; gnomish siege tanks cut through the soil with their drill legs to fix themselves in place; heavy orcish catapults and elvish ballistae screeched and drawn bowstrings creaked…


  The undead silently watched as their enemy prepared. At the center, above the crowd of dead men, floated the lich. The Threat seemed to be absent, but nobody doubted they would be out there somewhere. Torches of True Flame covered the ranks of the preventers thicker than crops in a field. The Threat had no route to sabotage, and Nergal the Radiant’s blessing protected against the ‘nuclear explosions.’ Special squads patrolled the air to be the first to find the Threat and knock him from the saddle. Zomba the monk had proved that was possible in the first battle, and then later—the High Priest of Nergal.


  “Envoys!” The word spread through the ranks of the Light.


  Hinterleaf swore with admiration.


  “God damn it! A satyr? Where did that come from?”


  “A pretty ragged satyr. Undead,” Colonel noted. “And very, veiy drunk…”


  The satyr tripped over his own legs as if to confirm the Excommunicado leader’s words, falling over, still waving his white flag. Only the most attentive saw that not a single drop spilled from the bottle of dwarven ale he was holding. The fact that it was dwarven became clear to the raiders when the satyr walked up to them. Next to this spawn of the Inferno stood a succubus, also undead, nervously beating her tail.


  “Attention, little humans!” the satyr said. His voice was magically strengthened and boomed out across the desert. “And their minions too: ores, gnomes and other sentients! My lord Shazz humbly suggests that you surrender and join the ranks of the Destroying Plague, for, to quote my master: ‘Life is death! But there is no death in service to the Destroying Plague!’ Or something like that. Just listen to Nega here, she won’t lie to you. We’re having a blast, right?” he hiccuped.


  “Flaygray always tells the truth!” the succubus declared. “Anyone that wishes to serve the Destroying Plague, throw down your weapons and walk behind that dune over there.” She pointed a hand.


  Horvac looked at the envoys in stunned silence. Couldn’t the lich find anyone better than these clowns? Although at least they could talk, and even with sentients. What about the Threat himself? Was he afraid to appear and make the offer personally?


  Whispers spread through the soldiers of Light. Horvac frowned, realizing what was happening. He knew better than anyone else. At Distival, the founding father had declared that big changes were coming to Dis, and here they were: a new race. Now Horvac had no doubt that those who took the lich’s offer would be reborn as undead. But what did that have to do with the Sleepers…?


  “Well, I think that’s everything word-for-word,” the satyr said. “Enough’s enough. Sharkon!”


  The satyr whistled piercingly and the sand exploded thirty yards from him and the now infamous Sharkon rose up from the hole in the desert. The gigantic undead beast, a mix of a shark, turtle and armadillo, wasn’t as large as Deznafar, whose silhouette towered over the horizon, but was still impressive. That means the Threat must be somewhere nearby. This is his pet, Horvac thought.


  “Come here, Sharkie!” the succubus called.


  The envoys climbed agilely onto the back of the monster as it ran over to them and then cantered away. The players watched them go with their jaws on the floor.


  “To battle!” Hinterleaf roared at the top of his lungs, dispelling the chains of shock among the raiders.


  Armor clattering, the army of Light marched toward its enemy.


  


  Chapter 10: Smoldering Nether Shard


  
    

  


  ROBINSON CRUSOE spent twenty-eight years on a deserted island. It was far less time for me, but I still went so mad from loneliness that I even started to remember my time at Nine’s castle with some degree of nostalgia.


  At first I tried to stay close to shelters where I could hide if she saw me, but over time it became clear that my fears were groundless, and I got braver. Apparently, Nine decided that I’d left the Nether forever.


  The only thing that stopped me from losing my mind completely was a distant and seemingly unachievable, but crystal clear goal: collect a million Smoldering Nether Shards to make a portal back to my home dimension.


  When I collected my first shard, I sat in the sand and looked around for a minute, seeking Nine’s pursuit, planning, calculating and figuring out how to make what I planned a reality.


  And then I got to it. The shards wouldn’t farm themselves. A minute later I was already fighting a yard-long Golden Hardtail, a long-snouted fish as flat as a board…


  Shame I couldn’t move my respawn point right to the shore. On the other hand, I was lucky that I had it on Kharinza at all—at the place of power where Behemoth’s temple stood in the other Dis. Deaths happened—the sea creatures didn’t just tear me to pieces, they put debuffs on me too. As soon as Diamond Skin fell, I died. It took time to run from the respawn point through to the jungle to the ocean, but at least it added some variety to the monotony of farming.


  There were other fish apart from Spotted Blowfish in the shallows, but I needed more aggressive mobs for my purposes. In the small bay on the other side of the island, I found just what I was looking for. The Rock Grabbers there were similar to the Stone Grabber’s from Tremitelle, only forty thousand levels higher. Little fish around a hand long—fast, nimble and with huge toothy mouths disproportionate to their bodies. All I had to do was throw a stone in the water and it started to boil. I needed as many grabbers as possible to attack me while my invulnerability was active.


  As if it weren’t enough that every trip boosted my level sky-high, I even fully leveled up Path of Equanimity on the same day. Up to my waist in water, I just stood there while the creatures killed themselves against Reflection. Equanimity and Diamond Skin gave three and a half minutes of full invulnerability in total. When it had thirty seconds left, I ran back to the shore, leaving hundreds of grabbers floating belly-up behind me. Fortunately, I had Magnetism, otherwise I don’t know how I would have picked up all the shards by hand—especially considering how dangerous it was in the water.


  The problem was that the grabbers didn’t always drop shards. From a hundred fanged fish corpses, I got around forty or fifty shards. This unpleasant discovery was balanced out by the fact that the beasts never ended. Either they respawned instantly or there was an enormous amount of them in the bay—I’d never figured out their secret in all my time on Kharinza.


  To level up rank four of Resilience, I chose the Path of Torment, and it took me four days. I still didn’t realize what principle the game used to calculate pain experienced, but after every trip into the water, my new resource, Vessel of Torments, filled up by fifteen to twenty percent. Then I could empty it by converting it into a single stat point, which is what I did, deciding to level up my physical stats in balance: strength, agility and stamina. By the end of the Path, the conversion rate was ten times what it started as—a full Vessel gave me ten stat points.


  It’s hard to imagine a duller grind. I wasn’t even fighting, just standing and gritting my teeth through the pain of infinite tearing bites, my eyes locked on the timer so I knew when to run. Deaths took away time, already in short supply. The Rock Grabbers inflicted a Bleeding debuff, and it was important to make sure the DoT ran out before Diamond Skin.


  When I’d completed the entire Path of Torment, two more paths for Resilience unlocked: Path of Time and Path of Desolation.


  The first sped up perception. It slowed the entire world around me, and the more damage I took, the more the world slowed down. I didn’t notice much of an effect at first, but at maximum level, the storming mass of Rock Grabbers seemed as if moving in slow motion. I was moving as usual, and that opened up a new style of fighting—dodging. I never used to care about that; with Destroying Plague Immortality, I never worried about taking damage. On the contrary, I tried to ‘suffer’ as much as possible. Now it became fun to remove my hand an instant before the carnivorous little fish sank its teeth in. The miss put a second-long Confusion debuff on the fish—that promised to be a huge advantage in future battles against more serious opponents.


  Path of Desolation unlocked yet another new bar— Hatred points. When it filled up, I transformed into a real Hulk—absolutely all my stats, including my health and mana, my base damage, defense parameters, dodge, critical damage, movement speed—all of it was multiplied by ten. Not right away, of course, but only when the Path was complete. The ability lasted exactly ten seconds.


  The growing numbers in my profile offered me some entertainment, but they were useless in battle. I was still far lower in level than even the smallest fish.


  No matter how badly I wanted to save time, sometimes I couldn’t help but take a break from farming and do something else. Cooking, for example. I even managed to invent lots of new recipes, although unfortunately, none of them could help me farm more shards. Only one seemed useful— Burning Reaper Chili Deviled Sea Soup. I wandered into the Burning Reaper Chilis in the northwest part of the island when I noticed some shapeless smoldering flower buds. They grew on a strangely perfectly round meadow. The flowers turned out to be chili peppers, and soup made with them turned ‘hellish/ And it changed the dish’s effect too; instead of +20% movement speed, it tripled the duration of buffs. Shame I hadn’t found this pepper sooner; it made my fanning three times faster because I could stand in the water with invulnerability for over ten minutes.


  By the end of month two, I’d collected a third of the shards I needed and gained nine levels of Resilience. I had to level up Stealth again, since Beta had managed to steal it from me, but it didn’t take much time.


  My ninth path was the Path of Sacrifice, useless for me because I had no friends with me. I’d completed the Paths of Justice, Reflection, Equanimity, Stubbornness, Life, Torment, Desolation and, finally, the Path of Sacrifice. When that happened, a tenth Path unlocked, and even from the description I could tell it was the last rank of Resilience.


  After the first reading, it seemed like some kind of bug that must have emerged in the beta. In contrast to all the others I’d already received, the last Path was nonsense.


  Path of the Absolute


  Resistance to all damage types increased by o%.


  Not counting the zero instead of one, it repeated the first description of Resilience that I saw after unlocking it in the Crypt of the Temple of Nergal the Radiant. Shaking my head, I closed the window and went back to grinding shards.


  The Path leveled up extremely slowly. After a few days of uninterrupted farming, I was still at rank one. When I got to rank two, nothing changed in the skill description. Still zero percent resistance. I decided it had to be a development bug, and forgot about it.


  I only figured it out when I got the Path up to level ten: Resistance to all damage types increased by 1%. Along with the ninety percent I already had, I d gained a pathetic additional percent. But…


  After a month of constant self-torture, that would grow to completely cap out my Resilience, increasing my damage resistance to ninety-nine percent—practically complete invulnerability independent of the Sleepers or the Destroying Plague.


  Soon I reached the limit of farming on Kharinza—I had over half a million shards, blit my level was over sixty-five thousand, and shards were no longer dropping. As it turned out, the game mechanics only let them drop when the mob was stronger. I could deliberately drop my level with a couple of death penalties, but two things stopped me: not wanting to lose progress, and the dumb mechanics themselves, which based the shard drops not on my current level, but on the maximum I d reached. Figuring that out cost me around twenty thousand levels. So that was why it was so hard for the beta testers to farm shards.


  For a while, I found suitable mobs by swimming away from the shore—local variations of sharks and octopuses, monstrous creations that had morphed and mutated many times. In the depths I met truly nightmarish monsters, and I didn’t just get grabbed many times, but also killed. Yes, killed, in spite of my rank-ten Resilience, and sometimes I couldn’t escape to shore even with the speed boost from Path of Time. Soon it became clear: I had exhausted the island. I was losing levels and not gaining shards.


  I had to move on.


  Hundreds of islands were spread around Kharinza, if not thousands. Big, medium, little and tiny.


  The ocean teemed with massive hungry fauna, so reaching any of the islands was problematic. Swimming, which I had to level up fresh, was at rank two. That meant I could breathe underwater and swim at the pace of a run, but even then, I couldn’t reach another island. After all my invulnerability effects dropped, it took those sharks just one bite to send me back to the respawn point. The problem was that while one chewed on me, the others just hovered around nearby and took no damage from Reflection.


  After a series of deaths, just as I was beginning to despair, I finally made it to the nearest island. It turned out to be tiny and lifeless, but not far at all from other islands.


  One of the islands was far larger than Kharinza, and home to life. There were not only mobs there, but even a small tribe of reptiloids—not raptors like our Ripta, or snake-people like the Naga, but with bodies almost human. Scales covered them, and their heads were like from a turtle or komodo dragon. The system called them Iizardfolk.’


  In battle, the Iizardfolk inflated their fatty collar of skin and spat out something disgusting, aiming for the eyes. Their average level was beneath a hundred and fifty thousand, but that was more than enough for me. More shards fell from them.


  I missed communication so much that I tried to talk to them many times, but the wild people aggressed as soon as they saw me. Although they wielded stone axes, spears and primitive slingshots, their damage measured in the trillions. The important thing was to aggro the entire tribe at once, so they killed themselves while my invulnerability was active.


  I spent a few days genociding their entire population. Thankfully, they respawned fast. They dropped poor loot, but in the hut of the tribe chieftain, I found a legendary helmet, Helm of the Summoner Father. It wasn’t suitable for me, because it said clearly in the description ’Only for shamans.’ But it did have interesting properties. On activation, the helmet summoned Ghost Snakes, which can’t be killed. Breaking the chain, they disappeared on their own. I decided I’d give the find to Ryg’har, the kobold shaman, if I could get it out of here.


  Actually, I had a fun and interesting time of it, then. There were all kinds of curious and whimsical wild snakes, birds, monkeys, tigers, rhinoceroses. Altered by the magical mutations of the beta version, of course. The winged black-green tigers had long segmented tails, with freezing spines at their tips. A far cry from an ordinary tiger. And the rhinoceroses walked on their hind legs. I decided after a couple of tests to leave those alone; their stats were insane, their defenses powerful, and fighting them took a long time and caused me too much pain for too few shards.


  By a lake in the center of the island, I met Crystal Turtles— now there was another struggle. The turtles were tough, and they reflected damage just like I did. And even the reflected damage flew back like a boomerang! The trouble was that this back-and-forth only went on for two hits, and in the end I took the damage—and that’s how I died, with my mouth open in surprise. I didn’t bother the turtles again.


  I also happened upon an instance.


  A dungeon hidden within the undergrowth. I only found it thanks to my increased perception. First I decided that the glimmering spot in the bushes was a sunbeam, but then I remembered that the sun had no such effect here.


  The instance was home to sentient arachnids starting at level two hundred thousand. I could already imagine how fast I’d level up there. Holy Nether.


  The first cave teemed with Phase Spiders, which were too strong for me. One of the beasts dragged me into a pocket dimension and left me there to ferment. The dimension turned out to be a small strip within a cliff face whose entire surface stirred and seeped acid. There was nobody to reflect the damage back to, and I died slowly. I was digested. Theoretically, I could have broken the gleaming red crystal, a glass ball in the center of the ground—a Lock that closed off the dimension and prevented it from unfolding—but I was a long way to that level. It had too much durability. As I died, I vowed to come back here with my friends in normal Dis and burn this arachnid lair to the ground.


  Over the next few weeks, I leaped up past level hundred thousand, my shard total was at eight hundred thousand, I’d found more ruins of the Departed, leveled up Stealth, invented a dozen dishes from local game… All was well, and I was confidently moving toward my goal. But then Nine found me.


  She appeared when I believed that I’d be knocked out of the Nether very soon. She got lucky. With my enhanced perception, I saw a tiny dot against a cloud. I paid no attention. But subconsciously, I tensed—the oddity kept scratching at my brain, and at the very height of my battle with a tribe of reptiloids, I realized that the dot was no dot. She’d seen me too, and begun to quickly descend.


  With my increased speed from Path of Time, I ran as fast as I could into the cave where the tribe lived and, running by frightened females and hatchings, I jumped down into an abyss. I fell thirty yards, but never hit the bottom—Depths Teleportation finished casting.


  And I was on Kharinza again.


  I had to be veiy careful for the next few days. My shard farming rate slowed, but I couldn’t let her catch me. I didn’t know if my Depths Teleportation scroll would work in Nine’s castle. It was certainly possible that her castle shield suppressed not only abilities, but scrolls too.


  During one of my raids to the reptiloid island, emergency exit activated and I was thrown out of Dis.


  * * *


  I woke up in full darkness on the floor of my capsule. The back of my head throbbed, I felt blood pulsing in my temples, causing ever sharper stabs of pain. At first I didn’t feel my body, but then I tried to get up, fell down and felt pain—real, not virtual. Millions of needles pierced all across my skin like a hellish sewing machine from head to toe.


  Lying and waiting for my pulse to return to normal and the bloody circles in my eyes to disappear, I finally heard the voice from the capsule:


  “Attention! Life-support cartridge reserves exhausted… Attention! Detected excessively high heart rate! Attention! Subject dehydrated! Attention…


  The indicators on the control panel showed o% for each cartridge: hydrosalts, nutrient mix and medical. They’d run out after twelve hours? I’d replaced them all for new ones the day before, and they should have lasted more than a week… I could only surmise that the stress on the brain was so great in the beta world that the body needed more energy… but five hundred times more? It didn’t make sense. I’d spent a year in the Nether the first time, and this time less… Although back then I’d spent most of my time in the meditative silence of limbo, whereas this time I’d been active. Maybe that was it.


  I quite literally crawled on my arms to the kitchen. My jelly legs dragged along the floor. I didn’t have the strength to bend them and move faster. Surprisingly, even in this condition the thought flashed up: It’s a good thing my parents are on the Moon and don’t have to see this.


  I spent the next few minutes choking down water and orange juice. Next I tossed back a chocolate bar, three bananas and some synthetic milk. I spent another quarter of an hour healing with the Home Doctor. I was starting to feel better. I brought up the latest Dis news on the holoscreen and… froze.


  The Alliance was streaming the start of the battle against Shazz’s undead army, and Mogwai, who sounded exhausted, stood alongside Criterror and Dek. They were finishing off the last sliver of durability on Tiamat’s temple!


  The lich could handle himself without me. My presence would kill one of us, probably me. It would be silly to risk my Threat status a second time by appearing near him and the preventers. But the temple had to survive!


  My comm was full of missed calls and messages from my friends—they were all worried about me and spoke of the coming battle with rising alarm. Only Karina calmly asked about my plans after school… School! I’d missed my lessons while I was unconscious in the capsule… Damn, damn, damn!


  Ed suspected that I got stuck in the Nether again. As it turned out, the boys came straight form their final lessons and flew to see me. The last message from them wasn’t long ago at all, so I contacted them and heard as I walked: “How are you? Are you okay, Alex? What should we do?” My friends alarmed voices spoke all at once.


  “I’m far from okay, but I think I found a way to get us out of this,” I answered. “Fly home, I need you all in Dis.”


  “Will you make it in time? The fight’s already started!”


  “I have to. See you there!”


  I had no time to safely switch off the Home Doctor. I pulled the needle connectors out and ran into my room. I quickly replaced the empty cartridges and climbed into my capsule.


  Back into the Nether…


  Synchronizing…


  Scyth ran along in combat with mobs hanging off him, and the minimap showed this was happening on the reptiloids’ island. In the several months of my absence—when I was l>ing in my capsule unconscious and then bringing myself round,—my alter ego had had a very hard time.


  Nine finally came to the conclusion that Scyth was hiding on the archipelago’s islands, and got Three and Twelve involved in the search. All Scyth could do was farm shards right beneath their noses, leaving with Depths Teleportation to any other island at the last second. All the betas that pursued him could fly, but not fast enough to beat instant jumps from island to island.


  Once, sensing that he was being watched on every island, Scyth jumped to Tristad and ran from there to the Mire. That provided a good boost of shards but in the end the mire beasts killed him, and he revived on Kharinza again. And Nine w^as waiting for him there.


  Scyth was immobilized, taken to the castle and his tortures renewed. Nine dropped his level, but not beneath one thousand, so he still had all his ranks of Resilience.


  The divine Treasure Hunter’s Bag successfully protected my property, and not only from dropping after death, but also from the Theft that Three attempted. So Scyth kept everything made by Inscription, although it took an entire month before he was left alone for a minute to escape using his Depths Teleportation scroll.


  Three days later, he fell into the frying pan again. Scyth’s consciousness melded into mine and I took control of the character. I needed less than a thousand more Smoldering Nether Shards to make a rift!


  Hesitating a moment, I stopped, looked back, then started running again.


  A lizardfolk shaman blocked my path. He magically raised up a rotting log overgrown with sparkling mist and smoking mushrooms and launched it at me, shouting:


  “Sh-sh-sh-shakh!”


  Flashing with scarlet light, the log flew toward me at high speed. I deflected it with Hammerfist and it crashed into the chest of a massive reptiloid warrior, exploding in a shower of rotting wnod. The warrior flew back, crashing an imprint into the cliff and slowly sliding down it, leaving a bloody trail. My enemies’ speed was so slow that when I ran past the warrior, he was still sliding onto the ground.


  Once I got inside the reptiloid cave, I ran down the familiar route to the long drop, thinking as I ran. Where to jump to? The Mire, or Kharinza? I decided the island might be under observation by the beta testers—Scythes memory told me that this time Nine had gotten everyone involved in the search.


  The choice fell on the Mire. I could get the last shards I needed there.


  Finding myself on the pathetic spit of dry land where I once met the little puddle of protoplasm that was a Sleeping God, I looked at the sky first of all. It shone clear. I could get to fanning.


  “You’re very competent,” a voice said behind my back. “The scroll was clever. Nine is still kicking herself for not burning your scrolls.”


  My eyes lowered and I saw Three floating a yard above the swamp. Shining threads extended from his arms above his head, wreathing through the air, encircling the space around our little island of dry land and forming a dome of an unknown nature—opaque, flexible, impenetrable. Nine’s friend raised a hand, clenched his fist and released black needle-like beams from it. As they hit the top of the dome, they broke down into soot, sticking to the surface from within.


  My legs bowed under the weight of my inventory’ bag full of loot, and debuff notifications suddenly hit me. All my abilities turned inactive at once—that hateful and so familiar trio of buffs from Nine’s castle were applied once more: Pacified, Amnesia, Enchained. An hour-long teleport block joined them.


  I was half a step from my goal and I got caught again! Baring my teeth, I gathered my strength to resist, but it was already clear that Three would give me no chance. All was lost!


  From my calculations, five minutes in real life was around forty hours here, but if Nine caught me again, she could create a prison from which I would never escape.


  Alright, I decided. I have to do everything in my power. But if I can’t get out in the next two or three dags, there’ll be no point in hurrying.


  Then I just spoke to Three as if we were old friends meeting at… uhm… at a bar, let’s say. What was it Uncle Nick used to say? Show genuine interest in what people say to you. My interest couldn’t possibly have been more genuine.


  “Hev, Three,” I said as calmly as I could. “I didn’t know you could burn scrolls in another player’s inventory. How?”


  “A trick of dimensional magic,” he answered happily. “Not something Nine has ever been into, but she’s never needed to be. She just has so many abilities that she doesn’t always make effective use of them all. There are other options. For example, forcing you to pick up an item with a special enchantment.” Three descended to the ground and sat, patting the space next to him. “Where I’m from, they say there’s no truth on legs. Sit down, Scyth. There’s no hurry. Let’s have a talk.”


  This was the first time I’d seen him speak with emotion. Until now, he’d always spoken mechanically. Even the Home Doctor delivered its analysis with more passion than Three.


  I sat down next to him, crossed my legs, asked:


  “And what would that item do, with its ’special enchantment’?”


  “Blow up your inventory from the inside. The bag would break, the items would either be destroyed or thrown out in the immediate area. At random.” Three materialized two bottles of ale out of thin air and offered one to me. “You’ve been beating out shards?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Grinding shards? You want to get out?”


  “Don’t you?”


  “I can’t. I don’t exist in Dis’s database. But you can. How many shards do you have?”


  Seeing my hesitation, Three smiled mockingly.


  “I’ll find out either way. Nine will come here, and this time she’s going through your bags, make no mistake.”


  “Almost a million.”


  “Ooh, ‘almost’, is it? And you started from practically nothing? Your level, I mean.”


  “Yeah, something like that.”


  “Why are you trying so hard? Your original has probably already left his capsule. Perhaps you don’t know, but only an imprint of your consciousness was left behind here.”


  “I left my capsule more than once. The one here now is me, the real one.”


  “Is that so…” Three thought for a moment. I scanned his face and couldn’t figure out why it seemed so familiar to me. “Then why do you have to do all this? Shouldn’t Snowstorm have just restored your character, made you sign a confidentiality agreement? Or has someone replaced Snowstorm now? Is the game still under their control?”


  “They’ve lost their influence on Dis. The world lives and evolves. They can’t change the kernel anymore. And I badly need to get out of here as soon as possible. A lot of people are depending on me there.”


  “Well, well, this day is getting far more interesting than I planned!” Three said, grinning and nibbing his hands with glee. “Now I regret not talking to you first, before Nine. She has, you see, a very developed sense of property. Tell me your story.”


  “I don’t have time, Three. If Nine…”


  “She won’t see us, don’t worry.”


  I told him everything from the very beginning. About myself and my family, about how I met Clayton playing as the lich Dargo, and flew to Cali Bottom. About how we started working with the noncitizens, and what it all ended up becoming.


  “Right now, all the game’s top players are attacking both the temple and the undead army,” I said, ending my story. “I already offered to help Nine. I don’t know how, but I think I can do more than your Piercers.”


  “Are you sure you can deal with the player army?” Three frowned mistrustfully. “I haven’t been able to test it, but I guarantee it—you won’t take your levels out of here with you. You won’t take anything with you. Everything here is recorded only in the local database. There’s also a high probability that Dis will not accept you; it will either throw you back or erase you.”


  “But I’ll know that I did my best, Three. And if I do stay in the game, then I’ll tty to bring you guys out too! You’ve all gone insane here! Nine is a psychopath, don’t you see that?”


  “Haha, of course! But she always was that, from day one. She has a special kind of mind or some kind of warping of personality—in real life, she twisted off kittens’ heads. She’s a monster, but if she decides you’re useful, then you’ll never find a better friend. The important thing is to stay useful…” Three shook his head. “But as for me, after recent events…”


  “You mean when Nine-Six and Seven-Two attacked you?”


  “Uh-huh. Nine told you? Not like her. I’m with Twelve now, and I think she’s the only one stopping Nine from touching me. She covets a thing or two in my arsenal…” Three sighed. “Alright. How many shards are you missing?”


  “Around a thousand.”


  “Here.”


  The trade window opened. Three gave me a stack of shards, removed the dome above us and said:


  “Activate Lesser Rift.”


  I did just that. A ripple appeared in the space before me. It flexed, distorting perspective like hot air. Fantastical whirlwinds began to emerge around the site of the Rift, forming a ghostly semicircle with a surface flowing like water. Black threads showed through in places, like cracks in the fabric of reality, revealing the great nothingness of limbo. A true whirlwind formed above the semi-sphere of the Rift, sucking up dust, mud and torn grass.


  For the first time, I saw what a Nether rift looked like from within.


  Movement from the right caught my attention. Huge bubbles were inflating in the mire. The reeds rustled and mobs started crawiing out. Three casted something and a wall of flame surrounded us.


  “Listen carefully,” he said. “Nine got the ability to create a Rift when she got her First Kill in an instance called Source of the Smoldering Nether. It’s on Terrastera, if the developers didn’t change anything. How long until you unlock the continent?”


  “Normally, twenty more years. Real ones. But I gained three hundred levels in half a year.”


  “Uh-huh, because you’re a Threat?” Three hadn’t heard of the system of Threats before, and my story was new to him. “Well, alright. I’ve waited ten thousand years. I can wait more. As long as I don’t die here… Come on, the Rift could close any second. Go through. The whole swamp is on its way here. The mobs are drawn to the Rift.,’


  “What’s your name, Three?”


  “Why do you want to know?”


  “I’ll try to find you in real life.”


  “Dennis Kaverin.”


  I nodded, offered him a hand.


  “Alex Sheppard.”


  Three shook my hand and said one last thing as I entered the portal.


  “My friends used to call me Dek.”


  


  Chapter 11: Plague Dust


  



  THE TRANSFER didn’t go as smoothly as it had done atop the Ravager. I hung in transition. The world around me blurred and froze, like a washed-out speckled painting. Sound fled.


  Synchronizing… ERROR!


  Recovering current character parameters… SUCCESS!


  Checking… DISCREPANCY!


  Character level does not match zone of class Sandbox.


  Transferring to respawn point…


  Dark surrounded me. The only thing I could see were the strange system logs slowly fading from my vision. When the final line disappeared, light began to break through the mist. The world appeared, turned to color.


  I saw the columns of Behemoth’s temple standing out against the green of the jungle. It worked!


  I felt the touch of the Sleeping God’s thoughts, heard him: Hurry!


  It took me thirty seconds to examine myself and my profile and confirm that nothing from the Nether had remained. My character was in exactly the same state as when I’d gone through with Harnathea the Ravager:


  Seyth, level 30Q undead Herald


  The Unconquered Herald Set, which had been destroyed in the Nether, was back again, but that was scant comfort. I had no time to grieve—the temple was minutes from destruction.


  I shrouded myself in Cloak Essence, cast Depths Teleportation to the half-destroyed temple of Tiamat. Crash’s long corpse lay by the stairs. The temple was at two percent durability.


  There were five of them: Mogwai, Criterror and Dek (the thought flashed: Three?) had been joined by two more from the Elite, some mage girls at level three hundred and eighty with change. Dek wielded a mighty hammer and was demolishing one of the last columns left standing. The roof had already fallen in, and four of the Elite were destroying the altar. In the form of a gigantic panther, Mogwai was crushing it to gravel. Criterror and the girls worked from a distance, showering the structure with explosive arrows, bolts of lightning and shards of ice. The closest to me, an elf girl called Biancanova, was attacking with streams of white-hot flame.


  I felt Tiamat’s presence, her sadness and pain, and tried to mentally speak to her. Her divine voice boomed in my head, full of grief: “Protect the temple. I cannot help you, Initial“I’ll handle it,” I promised the goddess.


  The first thing I did was throw Sharkon’s Mane at Mogwai to start his invulnerability timer from Path of Equanimity, then I rushed the nearest target, Biancanova, firing off a Hammerfist. To my surprise, she survived the hit and used Blink to move a short distance away, ending up ten yards from where I hit him. I roared and rushed to catch up.


  “The Threat is here!” she shouted, drawing the attention of the others.


  “Focus on the temple!” Mogwai commanded. “Don’t touch the Threat!”


  “Heroism’.” the second mage girl shouted, buffing the party.


  Spiraling golden rings encircled all the members of Elite and they suddenly sharply gained in size and speed.


  “Sheep” Biancanova muttered, pointing a finger at me.


  A short flash and the world flickered. For a fraction of a second, I turned into a white sheep. Liberation nullified it and I rushed toward the elf again. Blink was still on cooldown and this time she couldn’t get away; my first Hammerfist broke the girl’s jaw, and a Stunning Kick hit her in the ear so hard, her spine cracked. Biancanova’s head leaned unnaturally to the side and her legs failed.


  Minus one corrupter of the temple of the Sleepers, I thought, furious. I used Plague Reanimation on Biancanova’s corpse. And plus one minion!


  Then the thought of using Subjugate Mind came to me. It didn’t take long to figure out who I wanted to control. Mogwai said Criterror was a top damager. Let’s find out.


  My consciousness twinned, and I watched from two angles at once as Biancanova rose as a zombie, emitting guttural groans. As Scyth, I commanded her to attack the second mage girl, Laneiran, and attacked Mogwai, starting to take down his shield with a Combo. As Criterror, I turned in place, drew my bow and aimed an arrow into the eye of Dek the solo adventurer.


  Biancanova still had her abilities, and I had no time to think about whether control of her character had transferred to the AI or not. In any case, she fought just as effectively; her hands flowed through the air, materializing whips of concentrated flame, then she lashed Laneiran’s back to shreds.


  “Are you mad?!” the latter screamed, turning and seeing who had hit her in the back. As a newly-minted undead, Biancanova didn’t look much like a zombie yet, not counting her broken neck and lolling head. “What are you doing?!”


  In the meantime, Dek hid from Criterror behind a column and continued to destroy the temple. At my command, the archer followed after him and hit him with a volley of Rapid Shots.


  Mogwai realized the battle was going wrong and turned to me. His invulnerability was gone, and I’d managed to take away some of his mana shield while he stubbornly raked the altar with his mighty claws. Saying nothing, the hero sent me flying with a sweep of his paw, then jumped after me, pinning me to the ground and staring into my face. His cat’s eyes suddenly blurred, changing shape. The face stretched out, the body widened and grew, the paws seemed to inflate, becoming more powerful—he was transforming into a bear. I didn’t wait for the transformation to finish, instead releasing my entire supply of Sleeping Vindication, not at him in a single strike, but all around me.


  It had been so long since I last used Behemoth’s gift at full strength and in the manner of Plague Fury. I surprised myself when I saw the invisible wave of death distort perspective for hundreds of yards around. Vindication dealt damage to everything I considered merited death or destruction in an area that depended on my perception. In my case—four hundred and eighty-nine yards around.


  The fabric of reality itself broke when the wave of Sleeping Vindication spread, setting the sand alight and destroying every cell of my enemies from within. Mogwai flew from me as if torn away by a storm.


  His mana shield was practically destroyed, and before the enemy could heal himself, I flew into battle, my fists flying, paying no attention to what went on around me. On the edge of my vision, I saw Dek. He wasn’t hitting the column anymore, but fighting with Criterror—he must have decided the ’Elites’ had a traitor among them. The zombie Biancanova was fighting Laneiran furiously. At my command, Criterror attacked her too.


  Laneiran panicked, started running. Dek methodically drove Criterror’s head into his shoulders. It didn’t even take a full series of Combos to finish off Mogwai’s mana shield and start dealing direct damage. The druid, understanding that attacking would cost him dearly, managed to throw me off, then jumped onto me, pinned me down on the wreckage-strewn ground and shouted: “Dek, protect Laneiran! Lan, Dispel Criterror!”


  Blinking away from the attacks of Criterror and the undead, Laneiran managed to lift Subjugate Mind from Criterror the instant before Dek finished him off. But they forgot Biancanova, and she was casting a nidus of plasma right beneath Laneiran’s feet. The mage girl cried, screaming No-o-o-o! Minus two temple corrupters.


  The first zombie hadn’t survived her Elite colleague long, but two more rose to replace Biancanova. Plague Reanimation didn’t require contact, so I raised Criterror and Laneiran too. At my command, the archer stunned Mogwai with Paralyzing Shot. The druid somehow threw off the stun, but then another cast immediately followed and the bear turned into a sheep.


  Now both players who had turned undead attacked Dek. I decided the solo adventurer represented a greater threat to the temple than Mogwai due to his damage, and hurried to help my servants. It was essential that we finished off Dek before Mogwai turned back into a bear. We had half a minute.


  From what I understood from the class description, Dek was perfectly balanced, had no weaknesses and had twice as many stat points as anyone else at his level. It was incredible to watch him fight; the form and grace with which he dropped his mighty hammer astounded the imagination. But there was nothing he could do against the two zombie players and the Threat, not counting his parting gift.


  Seconds before his death, Dek broke the seal on a scroll and the entire area was filled with a burning, blinding light. I survived thanks to Destroying Plague Immortality, but the zombies… When the light began to fade, I saw their skeletons fall away into ash on the breeze.


  Done with Dek, now my eyes found Mogwai just as he turned back into a bear. There wasn’t enough time to do anything. He activated a mobile shield and, before I could break through the defensive membrane, teleported away, growling as he left: “Bye, loser! We’ll meet again, I promise…”


  I was left alone. The temple’s durability was now at one percent.


  There was nobody left attacking it, but the destruction process didn’t stop. The column Dek had been attacking crashed down and cracks spread throughout the altar. I couldn’t feel Tiamat’s presence.


  The clan chat exploded with messages. I didn’t read them, just wrote my own: Urgent! All builders and Gyula to the temple! It’s almost destroyed, we need repairs!


  It seemed the boys had been at the ready. Only a couple of minutes later, two Depths Teleportation casts materialized at the ruins and my friends, Gyula and the entire temple building crew arrived. Gyula nodded to me, looked around…


  “Gods damn it…” Gyula swore. He immediately started barking out commands.


  In the meantime, he unloaded his tools and materials, touched the altar and started his repairs. Spreading out around the perimeter, the other workers got to work.


  The boys surrounded me and started talking all at once.


  “They used sixArmageddons to take out Deznafar!”


  “But he managed to kill off half the preventer army!”


  “A ton of PuGs turned up too and someone from the Alliance threw an Armageddon at them!”


  “Are you going to help our troops?” Infect answered.


  “Ours?” I laughed. “Two legates in one area cancels out Immortality. The lich will do just fine without me. Tiamat’s temple is more important now.”


  “The guards and Sharkon are protecting Shazz!”


  The guards! Embarrassingly enough, I’d completely forgotten about them. I rose to jump to the Stronghold of the Destroying Plague.


  But then a stream of notifications hit me:


  Player Biancanova, level 382 mage, has decided to join the Desti’oying Plague.


  Player Criterror, level 389 archer, has decided to join the Destroying Plague.


  Player Laneiran, level 37Q mage, has decided to join the Destroying Plague.


  The game interface message made it clear what was happening to the turned players. Or rather, ‘has decided’ gave me a hint. It seemed that once they became undead, they were under my control until their first death, but then they got a choice: change faction and race or resurrect as normal. That made sense. Snowstorm made the introduction of the new race a little easier by allowing those turned the choice.


  The counter in my quest from the Nucleus to turn the top players undead still remained the same: 0/9. Apparently, these three didn’t count, and the Nucleus needed the absolute strongest.


  “I’ll fetch the guards,” I told my friends. “Once I’m back, we’ll assemble a new undead army to protect the temple from player attacks. You hide somewhere off to the side and call me at the first sign of an attack. Mogwai might have left some anchor here to let him open a portal.


  Depths Teleportation…


  * * *


  The Stronghold of the Destroying Plague stood empty and looked peaceful, but the horizon burned with lightning strikes and spells from all schools of magic. I summoned Storm and flew there.


  Far away from me, a dune suddenly rose into the air, trembled and condensed into an elongated triangle around half a mile long. The structure of the sand changed. It began to flow under pressure, turning transparent and gleaming with diamond facets, stretching out into a long spear. An invisible hand drew it back and threw it… I only saw who it was aimed at exactly when I approached and surveyed the battlefield unfolding a couple of miles away.


  Scattered squads of preventers were embroiled in small skirmishes with Shazz the lich’s monsters. From the northern skyline, a meteorite rumbled toward the lich, its rising roar drowning out all other sound. A giant uneven crater yawned on the right beneath me, gleaming with dead bones from Deznafar, battle avatar of the Departed.


  The monstrous half-mile-long spear drove the lich into the sand and pierced its entire length through the earth. The meteorite was about to land in the very same spot. The lich flew out of the hole in the ground as if nothing had happened and continued fighting.


  I didn’t want to fly into the epicenter of the coming Armageddon, so I continued to try and make out the guardians of the Treasury from afar. Shazz didn’t seem to notice the falling meteorite, but he created a large black shield an instant before it landed, fully protecting him and his surroundings. The huge red-hot stone fell into the shield as if into nothingness, and the shield collapsed.


  All the same, Shazz was hit. His life paused at a single unit of health—it seemed the preventers were using all the artifacts at their disposal.


  Still miraculously alive, Sharkon was frozen nearby in a defensive stance. Heaps of player corpses lay around him. I couldn’t see the guards anywhere.


  The lich held onto Immortality, and he looked furious. He did something and a few dozen undead units suddenly fell dead. The bones collapsed and flowed into the lich in streams of plague energy. I noticed that the undead were somehow slowed, and even the fast Bone Hounds were running as if in jelly.


  At the same time, Shazz rose still higher and created his own version of a spear, although it wasn’t so large. The crystalline stake sparkled as green charges ran across it. Spreading his arms, the lich sent his cast weapon up to the skies, felled several huge Nightmare Rotters and Terrible Queases to draw in even more plague energy, then clapped his hands. The lich’s spear lanced down, multiplying in flight, and one spear became hundreds. Far away as I was, I could still hear the air crack. All the spears hit their target. Hundreds of players died at once. Not even hastily erected shields saved them.


  One of the survivors who wasn’t in the area of effect of Shazz’s ultimate magic created a blinding silver disk above his head. A column of light struck the sky, bounced back and returned in a hundred beams, lancing into the bodies of dead players. Not believing my eyes, I lowered Storm and saw all the players reviving with full health.


  The preventer army recovered its initial numbers. In mere seconds, the revived players finished off the remaining undead roaming among their ranks, and began to form up in battle formations.


  Then I was seen. The figures below squirmed, started running to and fro. Their mouths opened and they shouted something, but I couldn’t hear the words.


  A few preventers took off and I instinctively sped up Storm, rushing to the back of the undead army.


  I turned in flight and saw as one of the figures scurrying below aimed a hand at the lich and released something odd, so small that I couldn’t make it out from above. All I saw was a black dot, a mote of dust that seemed to float toward Shazz in a strange spiral trajectory. I focused and recognized the spell’s source—Horvac.


  I flew in a circle above Shazz. Spells, bolts and arrows flew at him—I could see his body shake with each hit, but he wasn’t dying, though I was nearby, in the same area. Maybe because his Immortality activated before I showed up.


  Wrong. It was something else keeping the lich alive, and the resource wasn’t endless. Or maybe I got too close. The black spark sent by Horvac reached its target and buried into Shazz’s chest.


  A black spot appeared there and started growing. When the lich was fully covered in black, he died. His body collapsed in a heap of ash, blowing into the air on the wind.


  Hundreds of triumphant roars carried across the desert.


  I was the only legate left not only in this area, but in the whole world.


  In the next instant, messages flooded my vision; Sharkon, Flaygray, Nega, Anf and Ripta were all back under my control. Dozens of nameless mobs joined them—all almost at level six hundred. Waving away the notifications, I ran to the nearest dune and saw the figures of the guardians fighting behind it, highlighted with frames. I sent Sharkon there, first ordering him to go underground.


  “The boss is back!” Nega shouted, whipping a bleeding minotaur.


  “The Sleeping Gods heard our prayers,” Flaygray groaned. He was fighting off three leading players from Mizaki.


  Ripta and Anf successfully reflected attacks from a titan and elf that were joined by the players chasing me. They didn’t seem to know my abilities, because they fought furiously and passionately. I discharged Sleeping Vindication. A second later, only Sharkon, the guards in my group and I remained alive within a radius nearly half a mile across. Now was just the time to decide what to do next. Reason told me to take to my heels.


  “What’s that?” Nega pointed at the blackening sky beyond the dune.


  We ran up to the top and saw the whole desert covered in a silver veil from horizon to horizon, laying so thick that the sun was hidden in the sky. It covered us too, sticking to our skin and equipment and seeping through it.


  Plague Dust


  Kills all life, infecting it with the Destroying Plague.


  I heard screams and wails all around. Players twisted, rotting alive and collapsing into piles of stinking flesh.


  Shazz was dead, but he had fulfilled the Nucleus’s will.


  Chapter 12: All hail the hero!


  



  THE LAKHARIAN DESERT is often imagined to be an endless sea of sand dotted here and there with windblown cliffs and even rarer oases, but in reality, it is far more diverse than that. There truly is a lot of sand there, and now the view over the state of Lakharia, long since wiped from the earth, is nothing but monotonous waves of dunes as if frozen in time. But there are also stone planes in the desert, and lifeless hills, mountain ranges and dried-out streams, along with ancient ruins strewn across the land—in one of those, Infect managed to find the entrance to an instance.


  Today, it was the battle that played the role of archeologist. The shockwaves of Armageddon and Sleeping Vindication freed polished stone structures from the sands.


  At first I thought it was nothing out of the ordinary, just Dis revealing a new instance to the world, but we found nothing of the kind. We meaning not only my guards and I, but Crawler, Infect and Hung, who turned up just in time.


  Relatively little loot dropped from the players. Shazz left nothing at all behind when he died. The preventers protected their equipment, but their bags were packed full of expensive reagents, ingredients and all kinds of battle elixirs and potions. I couldn’t carry it all off myself.


  The abundance of loot reminded me of the Serendipity I was collecting for Fortune. Ugh. Shame the spheres only dropped wdien I was the cause of death. After that slaughter, the goddess’s quest would have been complete and I’d have one less thing to worry about.


  It was the same with Reaper’s Scythes. I tried not to think of how much they would have leveled up if they’d absorbed the unspent lives of the dead. It was upsetting. But only a little—on the whole, the situation had turned out far better for me than I expected. I’d gotten out of the Nether, saved the temple and both armies—the preventers and the undead—were defeated. And then there were the mountains of loot that my friends indiscriminately collected.


  I looked at them and suddenly thought of Crag—did he survive the battle? He was already undead, and Plague Dust should have no effect on him. Maybe Tobias was killed before Shazz died. Or maybe the lich killed him first, knowing the warrior’s abilities.


  One of the stream of notifications I got told me that Plague Boost kicked in after the lich died, but I hadn’t gained any levels. In any case, I decided to go through the system messages later, in calmer circumstances.


  Leaving my friends to their looting, I took command of my dead troops and sent the remains of Shazz’s army, now mine, to Tiamat’s temple. A few queases and rotters, a sole surviving Banshee Lieutenant, ten Bone Hounds and around seventy more units, a motley mass of beasts at level six hundred. Plague Reanimation allowed me to keep only a hundred servants at a time. The rest, it seemed, had simply collapsed into dust.


  I had to set up a solid defense for Tiamat’s temple within a day. Tomorrow, an auction would begin in Kinema with a single item for sale—the Portal Key to Holdest.


  My mechostrich span its springy steel legs, somehow managing not to get stuck in the sand. I held on tight and went through long lines of logs while my guardian friends excitedly discussed the battle.


  “You turned up just in time, boss!” Nega shouted, running along beside me. “If it weren’t for you, our much-tortured bones would be gleaming in the sand right now…”


  A little to the right of her, throwing up sand, Sharkon careered along on his heavy legs. Flaygray, Anf and Ripta sat upon it, but the succubus’s ass was too dear to her; she was a fan of tenderized meat, she said, but not if it was her own sensitive backside. The subject livened the guards up and they started making jokes, ever more obscene. The prospect that soon they might no longer be undead clearly excited them.


  The first notification I read stupefied me. I don’t know how Plague Boost worked with minions, but in my case a reaction was needed.


  Attention! Shazz9 Supreme Legate of the Destroying Plague, level 591 Zicft, has died.


  Plague Boost activated! As legate of the Destroying Plague, you caji claim 40% ofShazz’s total experience: 24.18 trillion points.


  Accept?


  Understandable; in the heat of battle, the levelup effects could be a distraction, so the game mechanics allowed you to choose a more suitable time for it. Thoughts overwhelmed me. How would things work out with the players wiio were turned undead and my position as legate? Would Tiamat’s temple survive now that Shazz was no longer blocking the path to it? What would happen if we lost the temple? So much to think about, and the guardians kept trying to pull me into their frivolous chatter… All of this together, plus many more questions and doubts related to my parents, Tissa and Karina, the clan and the preventers, the noncitizens, the Nucleus and the Sleepers… With all of it together, I didn’t realize right away that the numbers measured in the trillions—millions of millions of experience points!


  Once I realized that, I accepted Shazz’s final gift without hesitation.


  You leveled up…!


  You leveled up…!


  You leveled up…!


  You leveled up…! Current level: 564.


  1275 free attribute points available!


  Level 400 reached!


  Rank four is now available to your skills, abilities and crafts!


  Level 500 reached!


  Rank five is now available to your skills, abilities and crafts!


  Attention! Achievement upgraded to What A Great Day To Die!


  You have leveled up to 375 without dying once, and your name will once again go down in the history ofDisgardium!


  Reward: chance of Second Life passive skill activating increased to 75%.


  Attention! Achievement upgraded to Just A Perfect Day To Die!


  You have leveled up to 500 without dying once, and your name will go down in the history ofDisgardium!


  Reward: chance of Second Life passive skill activating increased to 100%. Choice of where to revive after death (place of death or linked respawn point).


  Unlocked achievement First Ever: Just A Perfect Day To


  Die!


  Achievement Just A Perfect Day To Die! earned for the first time in all the history ofDisgardium!


  Reward: active skill Spirit Shackles.


  Spirit Shackles


  Creates a 30-yard zone in which the souls of defeated playei’s are pulled in and held for an hour. The owner of Spirit Shackles can choose whether the owner should revive in place; go to their respawn point or wait for the timer to run out.


  Attention! This skill does not revive deceased players if their game timer to revival has rwt elapsed (10 seconds; 1 hour and 12 hours for the first; second and third deaths per day respectively).


  Unlocked achievement First Ever: Level 400!


  You are the first in Disgardium to reach level 400! Your name shall forever be recorded in history; people like you expand the limits of what is possible for all sentients, and give others an example of what can be achieved!


  Reward: Grain of Transformation artifact.


  Grain of Transformation


  Divine artifact.


  It’s OK to change your mind!


  Onetime use: resets all main stat points and allows you to redistribute them.


  Unlocked achievement First Ever: Level 500!


  You are the first in Disgardium to reach level 500! Your name shall forever be recorded in history; people like you expand the limits of what is possible for all sentients, and give others an example of what can be achieved!


  Reward: active skill Flight.


  Flight


  You can fly without limitation!


  Does not require mana.


  Threat rank increased! Current class: F.


  As I was showered with incredible achievements, gotten basically for free, just for being near when the lich died, I felt no particular joy. But relief did wash over me—I was far higher in level than any other player now, and it would take them a long time to catch up to me, if they even could. It was just a shame that now I didn’t know where to grind, and I wouldn’t be able to help my friends anymore—I was so high above the mobs that the boys wouldn’t get any experience after the penalties.


  Incidentally, I’d died in the Nether—it was a good thing that deaths in Beta Dis didn’t count. The thought flashed up and immediately drowned in a horde of thoughts about the new possibilities available to me. Spirit Shackles could be used in instances to ensure that my dead friends revived right back into the fight—and it seemed I could now always choose for myself where to revive. I didn’t know whether to use Grain of Transformation yet. My stats didn’t matter too much to me now, but Flight…


  Without much thought, I took off, leaving my allies and mechostrich confused. Deprived of its rider, the mount slowed.


  It was as easy as could be to control the flight—all done with the mind. I flew up a hundred yards, felt the hot desert air beat against my face. I flew at roughly the same speed as Storm, but it was one thing to move on the dragon and something else entirely to fly on my own, feeling no support beneath me and seeing the ground zoom by beneath me. My heart dropped to my heels as soon as I so much as looked down.


  The guardians were jumping up and down, waving their arms, and even Sharkon’s blunt face stared upward.


  Forgetting my fear of falling, I emitted a victorious cry, extended an arm ahead and started describing circles at full speed above my minions. I’d never felt so good! Even running into a level five hundred vulture didn’t min my mood. I knocked him down with one hit as I flew, realizing with elation that if I wanted to, I could stand in the air as if on land, receiving an invisible anchorage for Stunning Kick. And generally, three-dimensional space gave far more possibilities in battle.


  Once I’d flown to my heart’s content, I dropped down to look through the logs further. The notifications didn’t stop at achievements. When I expanded the last messages, I saw new ones. Several mentioned All hail the hero, but I ignored them. Another seemed far more important: Attention! You are the sole remaining legate of the


  Destroying Plague, and you automatically receive the rank of Supreme Legate!


  New ability unlocked: Call of the Supreme Legate!


  Call of the Supreme Legate


  You can instantly summon up to ten of your minions or up to three junior Legates of the Destroying Plague to your position from anywhere.


  New ability unlocked: Plague Dust!


  Plague Dust


  When you die, you return to the lair of the Nucleus to await your next reincarnation. Your body disperses into Plague Dust, which kills all life by infecting it with the Desfroying Plague.


  I’d already seen Plague Dust, but I decided to try out Call of the Supreme Legate in action. Selecting all my minions, I ordered them to run to Tiamat’s temple while I jumped there with Depths Teleportation.


  “Where are you going, boss…?” I heard as I went.


  Arriving at the temple, I waved at the builders, who had already restored the altar and were starting on the roof and columns. I activated Call of the Supreme Legate, selecting the guardians and Sharkon and five random undead minions.


  I can’t say it happened instantly. Ten circles of varying sizes materialized on the ground around me. They were as if filled with poison-green slime that gurgled, boiled and disappeared, leaving perfectly drawn holes filled with ectoplasm. The substance fountained up and froze, turning into the shapes of my minions. A strange way to teleport, I thought. As if all my minions are being created anew.


  The stunned faces of Flaygray and Nega would go down in clan history. I’d be sure to put the magic pictures on the tavern wall: the stunned zombie satyr with his mouth wide open, baring blackened horse teeth; the alcoholic temptress beside him, a dead succubus with eyes wide. As it turned out, the transfer was far from painless for them—their flesh melted away, seeping into the sand, and then something pulled the now-liquid minions underground and reassembled them again at the destination.


  I had to explain myself. “Sorry! I was just testing out a new skill. Anyway, joke’s on you guys!”


  “Jokes like that will land you in the hospital,” Flaygray growled, offended. “Where you brought us from, we could build a road to Ruby City out of bricks lying around.”


  “Ruby City…?” I asked, confused.


  “Forget about it. It’s in the Inferno.”


  An offered bottle of the strongest ale from Shad’Erung served as a peace pipe. The guardians took turns to chink from the bottle and soon calmed down. Anf didn’t drink, but smoked some kind of foul-smelling weed. He chittered at us via Ripta that he ‘agrees with everything,’ then left to go talk to my Iggv. I didn’t like it when they talked. Those two overgrown insects were plotting something.


  Staying with Ripta, Flaygray and Nega, I shared my plan: while they were undead and I was their legate, my guardians needed to level up with Plague Boost.


  “The dead army created by the lich is useless to me. I suggest you take control of it and start to slowly feed them to the local monsters, absorbing experience from the minions as they die. The temple of the Sleepers needs defense, and I can’t handle it on my own. Better to have five high-level guardians than a hundred weak soldiers…”


  “Weak?” Flaygray snorted. “Shazz leveled his troops up pretty well.”


  “You’ll get even stronger. Objections? I don’t get it, don’t you want to get stronger?”


  “Sure we do,” Nega answered peevishly, licking her lips. The succubus was nervously flicking her tail. Something was bothering her. “And we’ll defend the temple without regard to our own lives, never fear, boss. But you said ’five guardians’? Where’s the fifth?” She looked this way and that, counting off on her fingers. “Me, Flay, Anf, Ripta. Four.”


  “Sharkon will be the fifth.”


  “But why? When the Sleeping God returns our life to us, the monster will simply disappear. Maybe it would be better to…” The succubus slowiy ran her finger along her throat.


  Anf heard her and broke away from Iggy for a moment to chitter something indignant. Ripta supported him with a crackling squeal. Flaygray coughed to draw my attention.


  “My colleagues believe that our brainless friend deserves at least a chance. If Tiamat can return his life, then he probably won’t be so kind, and may immediately try to swallow us all, but at least then he’ll have a worthy send-off.”


  “Or we will… And I don’t care if it’s worthy or not, it’s a risk. You love creating problems out of thin air, you old fart!” Nega snapped, shaking her head. “What else should I expect from a drunken and sentimental old demon crusty with sand? Diablo with you. Do what you want!”


  Ignoring the angry succubus, I appointed her and the other guards as commanders of the undead squadrons.


  I didn’t wait for the army to reach the temple. I’d already missed school yesterday. A second day’s absence wouldn’t be forgiven. I needed to get a good nights sleep, and be ready to hit the books with a fresh head. I also hoped that the dismal foggy memories of the events in the Nether would pale, that I’d stop having nightmares.


  Before I left, I walked around the temple grounds. Gyula told me that everything would be restored by morning—the builders planned to work without rest. The guardians went to meet the dead troops to get started with leveling up right away. The sand rippled on a distant dune, showing Crash’s movement underground… Wait!


  What better time than now to level up my pets? Along with Iggy, I walked away from the temple and summoned Storm. Kicking up sand with her mighty wingbeats, the dragoness landed nearby. Her bluish-black skin covered in mithril plates sparkled, and although I couldn’t smell it, I was certain it smelled of ozone.


  Once my pets were assembled, I pulled out a legendary scroll…


  Of One Blood…


  A legendary onetime-use scroll.


  Unique item.


  On activation, equalizes your pets’level with yours.


  …and, breaking the seal without hesitation, I activated it. The figures of my pets—a huge fearsome dragon, a predatory dragonfly-like insect with a huge stinger sticking out of the lower segment of his body, a monstrous segmented worm gleaming with diamond dust—all lit up with the flashes of levelups.


  The logs replaced each other at a furious rate, reporting not only my pets’ increase in level, but also their new skills. I had time to lament the fact that my mechostrich wasn’t leveling up. It would have made a decent small siege tank.


  My empty thoughts lasted around twenty seconds, but there was still a long way to go before my pets’ light show ended. So I got started on a not particularly important, but unfinished task.


  The desire to see everything through to the end pursued me as ever, forcing me to read the last unopened notifications. They were all in the All hail the hero series—for three First Ever achievements. Each gave me three thousand reputation with all the main global factions and a bunch of fame.


  All the same as usual. Out of sheer habit, I decided to go down in history as ‘a player who wishes to remain nameless…’ And that’s when it happened. Both the achievements for reaching level four hundred and five hundred gave me a new version of All hail the hero: All hail the hero!


  Would you like to make your name public? Doing so will give +1000 reputation with all the main global factions and +5000 fame.


  Attention! The achievement First Ever: Level 500! is of great significance to all Disgardium. All sentients must know the hero’s name. You carmot refuse to make your Jiame public.


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


  Seven seconds passed. The sky darkened, fanfares trumpeted and silver bells began to ring over the whole world.


  All hail the hero!


  Herald Scyth has performed a feat that will go down through history! He is the first in the world to reach level 500!


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


  Without reading to the end, I hit the logout button. The door chime rang while the intragel was still draining off me. An unfamiliar fat man spoke clearly into the camera.


  “Alex, it’s me, your uncle Esteban. Your dog brought me the slippers.”


  That was the code phrase that Hairo Morales had forced me to learn by heart.


  I opened the door. The man quickly entered, pushing me aside and locking the door, then touched his skin just behind his ear. His figure morphed, the holographic mask of a stranger’s face disappeared. It was Hairo himself. I wasn’t surprised. The security officer had warned me that he wouldn’t be leaving me alone anymore. Only I never suspected that it would start tonight, and that Hairo would turn up in a disguise.


  “What the hell, Alex?” he said, shaking his head. “Not a good idea! Pack your things. Grab some warm clothes too.”


  The April weather was warm enough, but I didn’t bother asking questions for now.


  “Five minutes,” I nodded and ran off to pack a backpack.


  “You have two!” the security officer shouted after me. “Willy’s picking up your friends, they already know. And don’t forget to put the house in Vacation mode!”


  Just my luck—mom had hidden all my winter clothes. I had to make do with a universal hoodie with climate controls. I ordered our home assistant O to secure the apartment: switch off all the electrics, darken the windows, draw the blinds, activate extra electronic locks on every room…


  I switched off AT the catdog last. Right now he was a German Shepherd. I looked into his intelligent eyes.


  “I don’t know when we’ll see each other again, AT, but I’ll miss you.”


  He licked my face and I scratched him behind the ear. The robot pet curled up as if going to sleep, then shut down.


  Before leaving the apartment, Hairo brought his disguise back, pulled the door open an inch and threw a flight of miniature drone eyes through the gap to check the path to the roof. While they did their work, the man spoke quietly: “Stay behind me, don’t stick your neck out, and if anything happens, go back to the apartment and call the police… Got it? Let’s go!”


  Hairo’s flyer was as ordinary and unassuming as they came. Maybe it was used only for work, but I was in no state to be pick}. We began to take off. The security explained: “We’re going to meet Willy and the others at a hiding spot and spend the night there. In the morning we’ll fly to school and apply for a transfer to distance learning. Your parents can confirm it remotely, but you have to be there in person.”


  “I know. They check the student’s biometrics. I’ve looked into it…”


  “Right.


  Hairo flew the flyer not just with confidence, but with mastery’—he shot ahead at the fastest possible speed, overtook, maneuvered, hopped from one skylane to another. Closer to the edge of the district, he suddenly gained height above the directing lights of the skyway and rewed the flyer to even greater speeds. At the same time, he kept talking.


  “I’ll talk to the local police department, get them to send some droids just in case. There’ll be plenty of journalists and rubberneckers at your school. Decide for yourself what to tell them, if anything. I can’t advise you there, and you don’t pay me to. That said, you can’t go wrong with ‘no comment.’ We’ll fly from there to Alaska. We have a fully-equipped bunker there.”


  “What about the capsules?”


  “We can rustle up a couple. Not like the ones you have, of course, a little more basic. But that’s just until the end of the week. By then, we’ll have the base in Cali ready. It’s a waste, but you’ll have to buy a new capsule. We can’t take yours. They’ll track it down.”


  “And they won’t track down another we buy?”


  “It’ll be billed to someone else, on the other side of the planet. Without add-ons. Yoshi will deal with that. He’s a good guy, knows all about networks, encryption, AIs… I want to bring him in, along with a few others. What do you think?”


  “Let’s discuss it later,” I suggested. “Are you sure the building in Cali is a good fit, Hairo?”


  “It would have been compromised if I’d stayed in Excommunicado. But Willy and I activated our old ‘New Leaf plan when we left. We signed up our families as Mars colonists, but sent some noncitizen acquaintances in their places—the checks there aren’t particularly thorough. They take all comers. By the way, we don’t have to rent that building. We could buy it. They want ten million for all of it…”


  I nearly swore when he mentioned money and reminded me of tomorrow’s auction. If we sold the Portal Key, then we could hire more people and buy the building…


  “…and that will solve the security issue,” Hairo continued. “I have friends among the Wild Ones. They live in the Zones. They have nowhere else to go. If you offer them a place to live, then the Triad will never reach you. Some financier will need to calculate it all. The wild ones can’t pay until they get back on their feet. They might want to go into Dis, apply for those free noncitizen Snowstorm capsules. I don’t know…”


  He seemed to be thinking aloud, but expected no decisions from me. I thought there was some sense to his ideas. But there was an even simpler way—delete Scyth, accept Snowstorm’s promised rewards and live out my life in peace. A high citizenship category, money, an education, a job—all my dreams were a few clicks away. Goodbye Scyth, hello calm and prosperous future… I spent the rest of the journey deep in thought, realizing that I was blindly trusting someone I didn’t really know, essentially placing my fate in his hands.


  My already sour mood worsened when my parents called. I saw mom first:


  “Alex! What’s going on? The hotel is crawling with journalists.


  We’re shut up in our room! Our comms are blowing up! Everyone wants a comment from us! Where are you? Are you going somewhere? What’s going on, Alex?! We’re on our way to you right now!”


  Mom’s worries and questions poured out without pause until dad interrupted her.


  “Relax, Ellen,” he said gently. “Let Alex answer.”


  Mom fell silent. I told them what happened in brief, explained who Hairo was and what we planned to do. I also asked dad to hire a guard with my money.


  “That’s unnecessary,” dad said. “The hotel is perfectly secure. Could I talk to Mr. Morales, son?”


  I have to credit Hairo. He answered all dad’s questions confidently and calmed down mom, comincing them that they’d best stay on the Moon for now—it would be safer there. On parting, mom said: “Mr. Morales… Hairo… Alex’s life depends on you. Keep my son safe! Swear that…”


  “I swear on my life, Mrs. Sheppard. I’ll do everything I can to keep Alex out of danger.” Hairo crossed himself. “God as my witness.”


  A tear rolled down mom’s cheek. I, on the other hand, felt calmer, as if Hairo’s vow was proof that he wouldn’t betray me. I knew it was silly to trust him blindly, but staying home would be even worse. If I didn’t trust Morales now, then why offer him a job in the first place? Situations like these were exactly why I hired him, after all.


  Five minutes after the conversation with my folks, Hairo tapped me on the shoulder, interrupting my thoughts.


  “Write to your dad and ask him to go somewhere quiet. I need to talk to him alone.”


  Dad didn’t answer my message, but soon enough he called. I handed the comm to Hairo.


  “Mr. Sheppard…”


  “Just Mark.”


  “Mark, the situation is critical. You aren’t safe. Alex is going to send you the details of a dependable man. Contact him. He’ll give you security, and without giving your wife any reason to worry.”


  “Thank you, Mr. Morales.”


  “Just Hairo,” the security officer smiled. “No problem, it’s my job.”


  “How much do we owe you for the help?” dad asked.


  “Nothing. The clan will get the bill…”


  Half an hour later, the sky was fully dark and the flyer landed at the Rocky Mountains. There, by a loud waterfall, there was an inconspicuous hatch camouflaged with fir branches. We waited by it for the others to arrive. Hairo lit a cigar, and when the lights of a flyer flashed in the sky, he gave the signal with his torch.


  The cargo flyer softly descended. Its doors opened and a little girl ran out, then the guys and Willy, Hairo’s partner.


  The girl turned out to be Ed’s sister, Pollvanna. His grandmother, on the other hand, refused outright to go anywhere. She even threatened Willy with a shotgun.


  “She said she wasn’t about to start surrendering at her age and we’ve all gone mad. But at least she let me bring sis,” Ed said as we descended into the bunker. “She didn’t believe me, of course, but Willy managed to find a way.”


  “Mrs. Rodriguez is a tough nut,” Willy smiled. “But Hung’s parents are worse…”


  “That’s for sure,” big Hung agreed. “They didn’t even want me to go anywhere. They said they’d protect me themselves if something happened. My family nearly had a whole HQ set up. I never thought we had so many guns in the house, and I’ve searched the whole place in my time.”


  “Same deal,” Malik added. “Only mine wanted to do the opposite; my dad, cousins and uncles wanted to come with me and hide the women somewhere else. Mom said she was proud of me… Why? For being Alex’s friend?”


  “For pulling your family out of poverty,” Ed muttered.


  “So your parents all know now?” I asked.


  “Your face is all over the news, Alex!” Hung shouted. “Don’t you even check it?”


  “We’re catching a lot of attention too,” Ed said. “Like, here’s that team of juniors, the Awoken clan. The class-A Threat and his buddies, damn it. Nether! Did you agree to All hail the hero deliberately? Was that part of the plan, revealing your name?”


  “No way,” I shook my head, explained how it all happened.


  “By the way, Tissa’s been in the news too,” Malik added. “Some journalists managed to get onto the White Amazons’ island. But she didn’t even comment. Just pulled up her hood and hid inside the Ochre Witch’s I suspected that going public would cause a furor, but so quickly? The boys told me they were watching the news the whole flight over. Snowstorm made an announcement: if there was so much as a hint that the elimination of the class-A Threat involved real-life pressure, then any clan found to be involved would receive a lifetime ban and no rewards for eliminating the Threat.


  The Alliance of Preventers held a shared press conference, where Hinterleaf, Horvac, Colonel and others spread their hands amicably and said they wouldn’t comment until they reviewed their play strategy after some of the players were turned undead. As for me, nothing had changed from their point of view; they would still try as hard as they could to eliminate the Threat, but nobody had any personal grievances against Alex Sheppard.


  “Alex, kid,” Otto Hinterleaf said, a serene expression on his face. “In the name of all the Alliance, I guarantee that none of our people will try to interact with you in real life. Just keep playing. You’ve been doing a great job!”


  The other preventer leaders said the same, with the same fake smiles. They tried hard to change the subject from me to the outcome of the battle with the undead army. But nobody revealed any details, or even answered the direct question of whether anyone in the Alliance had decided to reroll. “All in good time,” Horvac said. “Anyone who decides to change race will have to wait forty-eight hours to reroll. Be patient, there isn’t long to wait.”


  Mogwai had gone underground, along with his whole clan. Nobody knew what was happening in Elite, but I still heard something important; as it turned out, after he escaped from me, Mogwai gathered all his clan mates and jumped through a portal to the undead battle site. He and his ’elite’ friends were seen a few minutes before Shazz died…


  We lay down to sleep at four o’clock in the morning. Hairo told us we were getting up at six, and flying to school at six-thirty. We didn’t plan to stay for lessons; we needed to get to Alaska as soon as we could to get a capsule ready for the auction.


  The boys decided to switch to distance learning too, which made sense. We had to stay together from now on, at least until all this ended.


  Without even taking off our clothes, we lay down next to each other on damp old mattresses on the floor. Just as I was drifting off, I got a message on CrapChat. Hello, Mr. Sheppard! I hope your promise of an exclusive is still valid. If so, now is a great time for an interview. The editor has authorized me to offer you three million. Ian.


  My answer was short: Agreed. Tomorrow night. Ill send a cipher.


  Chapter 13: A Hundred Million— Going Once!


  



  MORNING CAME and my comm beeped out an alarm—the security system back at the apartment had gone off. There were three of them, all in holographic masks. The robbers didn’t take anything, judging by the stream from the security cameras. They just searched the apartment, checked the capsules and left before the police arrived.


  Everyone except Pollyanna woke to the alarm’s whine. I whispered to the others what had happened, answered a worried call from my parents, and then there was no time to get back to sleep.


  Hairo boiled some water, made everyone coffee. Freeze-dried, not exactly tasty, but still better than nothing. Any coffee is good coffee when you can’t remember the last time you slept the night through. Hairo saw me struggling, offered me an orange cardboard pack about as long as my finger. One word was written on it: ‘Booster.’


  “Tear off the top and drink. It’ll give you energy and clarity of mind for around six hours, but there’ll be a harsh comedown.”


  I downed it and felt better almost right away. While we drank coffee and made plans for the day, Hairo showed me a dossier of the people he wanted to hire.


  “I served with them all in the Peacekeepers. We can rely on them.


  They’re all free right now and have given preliminary agreement. I haven’t told them the details, of course. Sergei Yuferov, engineer extraordinaire, master of fortifications and defensive structures. Suggested contract: two hundred thousand a year. Yoshihiru Uematsu. I’ve told you about him before. He knows just as much about defenses, only digital instead of physical. He’ll be more expensive than Sergei by around fifty thousand. Maria Saar and Roj van Garderen will be bodyguards. I insist on the last two, and it’s only three hundred thousand for both.”


  “Bodyguards? For me?”


  I expected jokes from the boys, but none came. My friends were listening carefully and staying serious. Hung even nodded along, agreeing with Hairo, who sighed and began to explain things to me with exaggerated calm as if talking to a grown child.


  “You’re one of the most famous people in the world now, Alex. I don’t know if you know it, but not only millions of people are watching you; billions are. You have the power to turn Dis on its head, and everyone is trying to figure out what to expect from you and how all this will affect them. You can destroy entire countries in Dis, or make your own state, bring the noncitizens to the Sleepers, monopolize the markets, not just for ore, but for other resources too. And whatever you do, it’s going to affect everyone; from the bottom to the top of the leaderboard. If you think the Alliance will play fair against you, think again. I know their methods, and they’re dirty. Dirtier than you can imagine. And what the preventer leaders said today is total crap. Just a line to calm down the community. If something happens, Snowstorm won’t be able to prove anything. Your power was in anonymity, but now that’s gone. You’re the most valuable prize on the planet for all kinds of shady characters. And you’re “But the capsule will detect coercion, inform Snowstorm and…” I began, not so much arguing as thinking aloud.


  “You’re a pain in the neck for Snowstorm,” Willy interrupted me. Hairo:s partner hadn’t spoken much, but when he did have something to say, we all listened carefully. “Of course, they said what they had to say. People would start to refuse Threat status if they knew how dangerous it could be. Sure, they say the founding fathers don’t appreciate it when Dis matters are decided in real life. You all remember the story of the Honest Vagrants, right? It was a clan that laundered money for slavers. They got too cocky and all their players got banned permanently. All their in-game property was confiscated. But that was just the story the public saw. In reality, something else happened: the Honest Vagrants tried to blackmail one of the devs. Not the biggest fish, but Snowstorm stands up even for its lowliest interns. When it turned out that the clan was also putting pressure on some meager Threat in real life, they loosed the hounds and punished them publicly.”


  Everyone was quiet a while, thinking over Willy’s words. I heard only the hum of the generator and Pollyanna’s gentle snoring. Finally, I spoke:


  “I’m going to sell something at auction tonight. I’ll be selling it personally, because the goblins won’t deal with anyone but me. As soon as the money is in my account, I’ll contact Kiran, a director at Snowstorm. Our last conversation went poorly, but I doubt they expected me to get out of the Nether. I’ll see if their promises are still valid or not. And if they are… I’ll delete my character and announce that the class-A Threat no longer exists.


  My friends’ faces brightened. Hung scratched his forehead hard, ran a hand through his hair and hit his fist against the wall.


  “Right! We’ve earned enough money already, and the citizenship tests are coming up… Time to get off this merry-go-round. I’m worried about my loved ones… And what about Ed’s little sister? Alex may have bodyguards, but who’s going to guard her? Anyway, the clan will still be there! And we have plenty of room to grow!”


  Hung was hinting at his own Threat status, about which nobody knew but us.


  “So it’s decided, then?” Malik asked.


  “Yes,” I said firmly. “Hairo?”


  “Nothing changes for Willy and me. Corrections will need to be made in the plan for the clan base, but until everything clears up, I suggest we change nothing.” I’m sure I heard disappointment in Hairo’s voice. He fixed me with an unblinking gaze. “You know, you stepped on a lot of feet while running around in Dis. I know for certain that Colonel won’t let that slide so easily. Whether you’re a Threat or not, it’s a matter of honor as far as he’s concerned. Glyph from the Azure Dragons will want compensation from you too. And the rest… Let me put it this way; it’s too soon to relax… Time will tell. Wake up the girl. We need to move out.”


  * * *


  Hairo left his compromised flyer by the bunker, covering it with a camouflage net. We went back to our district in Willy’s flyer. The hauler actually wasn’t his. It had been salvaged from a junkyard after many owmers. Perfect for a onetime operation.


  The hour or so of flight from the Rock} Mountains was the last relatively peaceful time I had. Relatively because Karina called. The girl was overjoyed and couldn’t wait to see me.


  “I knew you’re special, Alex!” she beamed, embarrassing me in front of the boys and security’ officers. “We need to meet up soon! You can’t? What about after school? Not then either? Why not, babes? You want me to come to you…?”


  She would never have ended the conversation willingly until I promised to meet her. I felt really uncomfortable because of what happened between us, but managed to hold my ground. All she got was a promise that we’d meet soon, sometime.


  “I love you, babe!” Karina said an instant before I cut the call, cowardly deciding not to answer.


  And again—no jokes, no teasing. I liked the girl, but this relationship was the last thing I needed right now! Hairo exchanged glances with Willy.


  “You need to talk to her properly, Alex. Call her after school and explain the situation. Don’t let her get hurt, even for reasons in her head. If she’s found…”


  “She doesn’t know anything,” I interrupted. “And what she does know—who I talk to and who I’m friends with—Liam has seen too. But I do need to talk to her.”


  “Explain that she isn’t safe. If you want, we can take her with us,” Hairo added. “Being the Threat’s girlfriend will make her the third highest priority target after your parents’ for getting to you and tiying to force your cooperation.”


  “In some people’s eyes, she might even be the highest. Nobody knows what’s between her and Alex in reality,” Willy added.


  “She isn’t worth bringing with us,” I said, imagining Karina cooped up in some abandoned bunker with nowhere to sleep. “But I’ll talk to her again.”


  “Alright,” Hairo nodded. “Have we tried to contact Melissa? Should we expect any unpleasant surprises from her?”


  “She’s offline,” Ed answered. “Been trying to reach her since yesterday. But there’s no way she’ll betray us!”


  “But she isn’t answering you…” Hairo said thoughtfully.


  “The Ochre Witch,” Willy commented. “I guarantee it. I bet they went to some effort to make sure the girl keeps her mouth shut. Right now she’s an exclusive source of intel for the White Amazons, wiiich means for H interleaf.”


  “And for Mogw’ai’s Elite,” I added. “Liam is there.”


  “The nephew won’t go against the aunt,” Hairo shook his head. “He made friends with Mogwai at her urging anyway… Alright, descending. Alex, you go out first and take a community flyer. The rest will fly on…”


  Hairo equipped us all with holomasks, but even with them, it wasn’t easy to get into school. We could take off straight from the roof, but could only get inside the building from the community flyer platform nearby.


  Police droids swarmed the area. Bristling with forcefields, they kept back the raving crowd with their signs and banners. Journalists laid siege to the school’s entrance and media flyers whirled overhead. Hundreds of tiny drones buzzed around like flies, filming events.


  The problem was that you couldn’t get in without showing your wrist to a scanner. I completed the identification process and my profile appeared on the screen. The electronic voice spoke loud enough for the crowd to hear: “Alex Sheppard, tenth grade. Identity confirmed. Welcome, Alex!”


  For a few seconds, the crowd behind me fell silent, and then it roared. Thanks to that, Hung, Malik and Ed managed to slip by unnoticed—all attention was on me.


  Hiding my face under my baseball cap and pulling up my hood, I walked past the journalists, saying ‘no comment’ a couple of times like Hairo had suggested. Inside, the boys formed a box around me, protecting me from students eager to hug me, clap me on the back or otherwise express their feelings.


  My once close friend Aaron Quan expressed the wildest delight at the fact that his classmate was world-famous. Denise Le Bon was a done deal for him; he was sure that now she and I would be more closely acquainted, and then I’d set her up with Aaron! I didn’t want to look like an arrogant dickhead. I promised him that if I had the chance to talk to Denise, then she’d be sure to hear of my friend.


  What happened after our victory in the Junior Arena paled in comparison with the fame crashing down on us now. My friends took their share too, but it brought them no comfort yet. There was more at stake, and not just money, but lives—our own and those of our families.


  The bell rang, but the classes stood empty. Everyone was following us, streaming, shouting, asking questions about our plans, asking for autographs or to take a holo-selfie with us. We reached the office of the school principal, Mr. Fultz, with a crowd at our backs. Even the teachers didn’t dare obstruct the procession, aware that they were witnessing something extraordinary.


  Mr. Fultz couldn’t help but come out to meet us. He was glowing! He and his school were getting their fifteen minutes of fame!


  “Mr. Sheppard! Alex! Such an honor!”


  He spread his arms and hugged me, clapping me on the back. I don’t know what I expected, but not that. But it worked to our advantage. We walked into the principal’s office as he bowed and scraped. I heard shouting from outside the door and saw media drones hovering outside the windows. Fultz frowned, pressed a button to darken the glass.


  “To wiiat do we owe this pleasure, Mr. Sheppard?” He looked my friends up and down. “And yours, students?”


  I explained why we were there. The director answered that although ordinarily the question of switching to distance learning would be discussed with the Department of Education, in this particular case, considering the circumstances… In short, he called our parents while we sat there, got their confirmation, got us to put our fingerprints on a statement and…


  “That’s it.” Fultz smiled widely. “You have the right to choose whether to attend online lessons in real time or watch the recordings, but regardless, you’re going to have to pass the intermediate tests along with everyone else. And now, if you don’t mind, a souvenir holograph…”


  The drone normally responsible for yearbook photos flew into the office and took a few shots; Fultz standing with us, the principal with his arm over my shoulder, me shaking his hand, and then just us four famous schoolkids with the school crest behind us.


  The same loud crowd as before followed us to the roof. The police droids’ cordon allowed us to reach the flyers unimpeded.


  As we were sitting down, Mr. Kovac shouted to me. Our supervising teacher stood behind the police cordon and waved at us. I walked over to him.


  “How are you doing, Alex?” he asked.


  “Really tired, Mr. Kovac.”


  “I can see that. What’s happening to you is certainly important. But as your teacher, I want to remind you of the citizenship tests. You’ve missed a lot and you’re behind on the program. The commission may take into account the reason for your absences, but all the same… Nobody will even look at your attendance if you successfully complete the final test. Please prepare well. There’s almost no time left, just over a month, but with your abilities… I believe you can do it. And… Good luck, Alex!”


  Journalists tried to follow behind the school flyer, but police droids ascended and warned them off. With the flyer on autopilot, I called Karina and calmly explained the gravity of the situation to her, at the same time dispelling any illusion that she would soon be famous.


  “You have to understand, babes, all this could end badly. Don’t draw attention to yourself. And please, don’t advertise our relationship. We’ll meet again, but only when everything quietens down. The fame won’t go anywhere if we stay together…”


  She seemed to understand. At least, when the girl got it, her eyes widened in fear. After listening to me, she agreed and promised to stay silent.


  Our meeting place was a huge landing pad for a shopping mall where we could easily get lost. I landed the flyer expertly next to Willy’s hauler, and while the journalists tried to land nearby, we quickly changed over and took off. Violating all rules of air traffic, Willy took the flyer up to the maximum altitude and rewed the engine, firing off like a shot northwards.


  * * *


  An hour later, we landed again to change flyers. A quick black Toyota Swift awaited us on a landing pad.


  A dark-blue flyer of the same brand was parked next to it. Four people climbed out.


  Hairo introduced them all in turn:


  “Sergei.” A tall and muscular bearded man nodded and gave me a firm handshake.


  “Maria.” A svelte and long-legged blonde with her hair tied back in a ponytail raised a hand in greeting.


  “Yoshi.” A thin Asian of indeterminate age waved to us.


  “Roj.” A brown-haired man with a piercing cold gaze and razor-thin lips shook Hairo’s hand and looked us over.


  “And this is the terror of the preventers and his friends,” the security officer nodded toward us. “I won’t name names, you know them already…”


  After the exchange of greetings and handshakes, Hairo suggested something that put my back up. The boys didn’t like the sound of it either.


  “Yoshi can remove your child protection chips. He can also block geolocation streaming from your citizenship chips.”


  “Why?”


  “Because otherwise our escape means nothing!” Hairo raised his voice. “The stakes are high and people are weak. Someone with access is sure to give you up.”


  His words were reasonable, but what could stop Hairo and his ‘reliable friends’ from just carrying us off to the preventer base? Or to the Triad? I read the same in the eyes of my friends and was erring on the side of refusing, but then the short and lean Japanese man called Yoshi spoke: “We don’t have to remove the chips. You can put on shielding bracelets, that’ll do it.” He showed us some broad steel bracelets. “They’re easy to take off and you’ll always have the chance to play again.”


  “Let’s try.” Malik stretched out a hand and put on a bracelet. He turned his wrist, then pressed the button and it opened. Then he handed it to me. “Try it.”


  Once we’d all put on the ‘shackles,’ Yoshi analyzed the signal from our chips:


  “The shielding isn’t absolute. The bracelet filters the source and transforms the coordinates, changing them to the ones we want. I’ll imitate a flight to somewhere else. Alright… Where should we ‘send’ you?”


  “Into the Mariana Trench,” Hung asked, smiling. “The Triad will have plenty on their plate then.”


  “Yeah, let ’em go diving!” Malik laughed…


  The booster effect ended during the flight and the comedown hit me. I slept the whole way to Alaska. Through a haze of sleep, I heard the security team talking quietly and discussing the contracts with Ed. Once we arrived, they d all signed agreements just like Hairo and Willy. The clan now had more employees than founders, and counting the miners and builders… We were growing!


  The two flyers landed on the shore of a big lake. The water reflected the sky like an azure mirror frozen with scenes of ancient fir trees and hills wreathed in wispy smoke.


  We’d changed timezones; it was midday here. The sun was high in the sky, but I still felt the cold, though it wasn’t as bad as I feared—plus forty-three, with no wind. More than bearable.


  It didn’t take long to find out where we were going. Hairo and Willy led us into the forest, to an old two-story log cabin hidden in the debris. A satellite antenna was cloaked in the branches of a tall fir that was as if embracing the structure.


  Willy placed his palm on a sensor. The door panel rose. Shivering with the chill, we walked inside. The house looked like a visitor from a distant past from the outside, but inside it looked perfectly modern. The ceiling lit up, the windows filled with transparency. It was a cozy house, though palpably unoccupied.


  “You guys take the second floor,” Willy told the boys. “Any room. Alex, you’re with me. Yoshi is going to set up the access system.”


  By the time he and I left Yoshi to install a capsule and returned to the lounge, Hairo had already lit a fire and switched on the holovisor. Maria was busy making dinner. Pollyanna was ‘helping’ her. The girl hung around nearby and showered the bodyguard with questions. Maria smiled grudgingly and answered while she moved around the kitchen with a catlike grace.


  Her colleagues Roj and Sergei tooled up and left to check the alarm system in case of an incursion. I didn’t know whose house this was, but the security officers seemed to know their way around—this clearly wasn’t their first time here. I felt sure that if Hairo or Yoshi placed a hand on the sensor, the door would open then too.


  After eating, I started preparing for the interview. I created a private room, set a timer for an hour, audio and video recording and file transfers. Then I sent a joining code to Ian. After a moment’s thought, I didn’t just upload some views of Holdest, but also the recording of me attacking the Ravager and riding it. Three million had to be earned with something more than just words.


  Ian confirmed, and the agreed amount of dark phoenixes landed in my account. A third of that money would pay our new employees for a year, which was very handy. I didn’t know how it would all turn out, but they were helping us in the here and now. If it weren’t for Hairo, then I might be lying drugged in some clan’s basement right now.


  I spent the last ten minutes before the interview testing my capsule. The login to Dis was standard. No errors. Waving at the guardians as they relaxed by the temple, I logged out of the game. Unless I imagined it, they were over level seven hundred! At least, Nega certainly was, because she answered my wave and my eyes focused on her, expanding the succubus’s profile.


  The name of the Threat was now known, so there was no point in disguising myself for the interview. I didn’t hide, just scanned my own image with the capsule.


  The interview itself flew by. Ian was always interesting to talk to, but today I felt true investment in his questions. The journalist was worried, annoyed that the game mechanics set me up to reveal my name, but overjoyed to see a ‘sixteen-year-old teenager mop the floor with the preventers.’


  “I’m sure ‘mop the floor’ is far from fair, Mr. Mitchell,” I answered. “And it wasn’t really down to anything I did. The great random number generator gave me invulnerability. Progressing in everything else was just a matter of time, and not much. Half a year ago, I was stuck at level one. I could probably have been called the worst player in the history of Disgardium.”


  “The worst, huh?” Ian asked, laughing.


  “Absolutely. In a year and a half of gameplav, I never even got to level two!”


  Ian was surprised. “But why?”


  “Just wasn’t interested.”


  “How did it happen?” he asked, meaning how I became a Threat.


  Neither of us spoke directly about my status; the contract with Snowstorm was still in effect. It would be in force even after all this ended. But I had no plans to speak directly.


  “I can’t reveal the details. All I can say is that I had help. From a man called Andrew, who is no longer with us. But everything that happened to me was possible only thanks to his kindness and generosity. And to the fact that he, like me, loved space with all his heart…”


  Toward the end of the conversation, Ian asked a question that made me remember a certain handsome builder and hero. And mentally curse him.


  “Tell me, Alex, does a player by the name of Gyula, a demon hunter, have anything to do with the Awoken clan? He and somebody else who remained anonymous got a First Kill in the Lakharian Desert, and it happened just a day before Nergal’s Summons. It’s clear that Gyula couldn’t have arrived in the desert, let alone got an achievement there, without your help. We all know that your clan includes Crawler the mage, Infect the rogue, Bomber the warrior and Tissa the priestess. Today their names became famous all over the world. They are all your classmates. But! The entire editorial staff undertook an investigation and failed to find a single person from among your acquaintances named Gyula. It’s a Hungarian name, isn’t it?”


  “I don’t know, Ian. Could be. In any case, I’m not going to reveal anything more to your viewers and readers than they already know. You have to understand… Unwanted media attention isn’t the only thing that threatens those around me. There are all kinds of bad people who want to profit off my status.”


  “Alright, then pull aside the curtain on another secret for our viewers. Our sources tell us that an unprecedented lot will be up for sale at the goblin auction house today. Everyone is certain that it belongs to you, but what is it exactly that you’re selling?”


  “Someone else handles the clan’s trading operations,” I answered. “We sell plenty of things all the time, as you know. We get so much loot that we don’t even have time to go through it all.”


  “Are you concerned by the preventers’ announcements of their losses? They hold you directly responsible and surely want some sort of compensation for their losses.”


  “I wasn’t the one that started the so-called Holy War. I’ve been the fox in this hunt from the very beginning, and all the world’s been after me. I never attacked first. I always just defended myself. Even when I attacked the fake Great Portable Altar, it was in self-defense, a warning measure. So all the preventers’ defeats and ‘losses’…” I made air quotes with my fingers. “Are their fault, not mine.”


  “I completely agree with you,” Ian said happily. “Nobody will complain except the Alliance themselves if their losses continue…”


  The interview ended there. Mitchell had time to shake my hand and extract a promise to video the next battle. In exchange, he promised to get at least ten million from the editorial board, if they could get exclusive rights to the footage.


  I climbed out of my capsule to get some fresh air before the auction. It was easy to talk to Ian, but the realization that billions of viewers were watching me, even just a recording made my hands sweat and my voice shake. I kept wanting to curl up into a ball and hide. There he is, your Threat! Colonel would shout as he watched the interview. A sweating boy who thinks himself a god… I really regretted not putting on a template avatar—strange as it sounds, hiding like that gives confidence.


  “Are you done?” Hairo asked, appearing in the doorway. “Is there still time before the auction?”


  “Yeah, half an hour.”


  “Follow me, kid. And put something on, we’re going outside.”


  As soon as we walked outside, he asked me to extend my arm. He attached an instrument that looked like a comm to my forearm. The device’s straps tightened, fitting to the form of my arm. Initiation lines zipped across the screen, then an analysis, then numbers: blood pressure, pulse, muscle and fat index and much more. Hairo examined them, snorted.


  “Healthy. Fit.”


  Then he looked at the grinning Roj. That one glanced at his comm, nodded.


  “Clean.”


  Then Hairo turned his eyes to me and muttered: “Follow me,”—and started running! I stood struck dumb for a moment, but he shouted again and I rushed to catch up. I heard steps and the rustle of clothes behind me. I glanced back and saw Roj running behind.


  We silently ran together until we reached the lake. Sweat ran off me in rivulets. My throat burned, my jaw ached. I bent double, gasped for breath. Hairo and Roj stood nearby calmly as if they hadn’t just ran half a mile.


  “You’ve let yourself go, Alex,” the security officer said. “I can help you get in shape, if you want.”


  “That’s… That’s alright, Mr. Morales. No need,” I coughed and spat out sticky phlegm. “I need to get back… I might be late.”


  “Then let’s go,” he grinned and sprinted off toward the house.


  Afraid to get lost in the forest, I ran after him. Roj ran behind me. Fire burned in my chest and pain lanced through my legs, but I didn’t give in. I nearly kept up with the veteran. I reached the house through sheer force of will, gritting my teeth and just trying not to fall over on my wobbly, disobedient legs.


  “It says in our contract that were responsible for your health as well as your life,” Hairo explained when I fell onto the couch in the lounge. “And health includes physical fitness. We’re going to be training.”


  Ignoring my friends’ jokes, I walked into the capsule room. It wouldn’t accept me with my racing pulse, so I tried to breathe slowly for a while as I nervously watched the clock.


  Once calm, I logged into Dis.


  * * *


  The temple grounds were clear, but before I teleported to the Goblin League’s Auction for Special Sales, I noticed a few fresh player corpses that hadn’t yet had time to disappear, and the silhouettes of the guardians patrolling the area with Sharkon and Crash.


  Grokuszuid was waiting for me and led me straight to the auction hall, where the bidders were already hidden under a Mist Veil. On the way, the goblin gave me a strict talking to for nearly being late—that would have canceled the auction, which was held under strict regulations. Apparently, such was Maglubiyet’s will. Then the ASS would have had to compensate the attendees, some of whom flew in from other continents, for their time and travel expenses. The reputation losses were something else.


  Counting around thirty attendees in the hall, I remembered that I hadn’t asked Grokus whether the top clans had been invited. If not, then I might get far less than I hoped.


  The bidding began quickly, without introduction. Nobody had ever been on Holdest, and apart from the item itself, there was nothing to show or tell. At my request, Ian Mitchell held off on publishing the recording of the snowy continent.


  The auctioneer was brief. He greeted the bidders, quickly recited the rules of the ASS and barked:


  “Let the bidding began on a single lot item: The Portal Key to Holdest continent. Use unlimited. Starting price: ten million gold!


  A bright white flash lit up one of the bidders.


  “I have ten million! Ten million—going once…! Bidder thirteen—eleven million…! Eleven million once…!”


  I couldn’t watch. Every three to four seconds, my clan got a million phoenixes richer. I was on edge until someone decided to play for keeps.


  “A hundred million!”


  “A hundred million—once!” the auctioneer shouted in glee. “A hundred million—twice! A hundred million…” The goblin’s hammer froze in the air. Nobody could beat the bid. The hammer struck. “Sold! For a hundred million phoenixes to bidder number thirteen! By the will of Maglubiyet, the deal is done! The auction is now officially over, and I thank…”


  The auctioneer stopped mid-sentence. His mouth stayed half open. The murmur in the hall also fell silent. Everything froze. So did I, only I didn’t realize what was happening right away. The moment sti’etched, then the world flashed, and I was already enchained in magical shackles and surrounded with an energy field.


  My head brushed the ceiling of a tiny cell immersed in gloom. All my stats were down at a single point—just like at that kangaroo court Big Po and Atiyakari put on for me. The chat was disabled and my abilities were inactive. I couldn’t move, couldn’t do anything at all. Even the scrolls I kept for just such an occasion weren’t working. Never mind the scrolls; even Explosive Lollipops had no effect!


  I don’t know how long I sat there. I could have just logged out of Dis, but I wanted to know what was going on. So I waited.


  Suddenly, one of the cell walls lit up from the outside. It turned out to be bars on that side. I tried to reach them, but couldn’t. Just an inch too far.


  A girl appeared behind the bars, a dark elf. Like all her people, she was tall and stately. Her thick snow-white braid thrown over her left shoulder hung down to her waist. Fire burned in her eyes.


  Eileen, dark elf, level 390 Sticking Blade oflnnoruuk


  Clan: Widowmakers.


  So it was the Alliance of Preventers after all. And everything that was happening matched with what Snowstorm called ‘part of the gameplay.’ The Widowmakers were a young and daring clan that accepted no authority. They climbed the ladder of success rapidly, reaching the top of the leaderboard just last year, but they were accepted into the Alliance and respected. The Widowmakers scorned no methods, easily came to agreements and just as easily broke them. Nonetheless, people kept doing business with them.


  I realized why when the inseparable couple that led the Children of Kratos appeared next to Eileen. It seemed Widowmakers was a puppet clan of the Children of Kratos, against whom even Modus and the Azure Dragons refused to stand up.


  “Good work, Eileen,” Vivian said in a velvet voice. “Isn’t that right, dear?”


  “Very good,” her husband Joshua Gallagher agreed. He came closer to the bars, looked into my face, the real one, with no Imitation or Cloak Essence to hide it. “Undead after all. Hinterleaf was right.”


  “How dreadful…” Vivian shivered. “Undead… It’s a good thing we decided not to switch to this disgusting race.”


  “It’s wiiat’s inside that matters,” I answered with Uncle Nick’s words. “What do you want?”


  Shaking their heads and not answering, the Children of Kratos disappeared in the darkness, leaving me alone with Eileen. The dark elf girl approached.


  “We don’t need anything from you. You feel no pain, you can’t be killed… So you’re just going to sit here. Forever.”


  At that, Eileen left without another word.


  


  Interlude 2: Eileen


  



  HER NAME was Eileen Waters, and this day promised to be the most magnificent in her life.


  A knock at the office door, then Jade’s head appearing at the entrance, press secretary to the Widowmakers. Eileen nodded for the twenty-two-year-old girl to come in. Without walking all the way to the rest area occupied by the Widowmakers clan leader, she stopped and made her report: “The journalists are gathered, Miss Waters. Even Clark Katz is here.”


  Torn from her thoughts, Eileen glanced at the clock in annoyance. After making sure that there were still ten minutes left before the start, she pinned Jade with a look. The girl drooped. She shivered, Eileen thought with pleasure.


  “He’s editor-in-chief at Disgardium Daily,” the intruder explained.


  “I know who Katz is. I hope he didn’t bring that old ghoul with him… What was his name?”


  “Ian Mitchell? We didn’t invite him, but if he turns up, we have to let him in. You know he…”


  “I see!” the Widowmakers leader raised her voice. “Anything else?”


  Jade’s eyes flashed. She shook her head and started to pull at her skirt nervously. Eileen felt annoyance—she didn’t like the girl, she was too… perfect. A perfect figure, a beautiful aristocratic face, and she did her job perfectly. Her popularity among the clan’s fan base was almost as high as Eileen’s. That was infuriating, but Vivian Gallagher had vouched for Jade’s candidacy, and that old witch always got her way.


  “Alright, leave me. I need a minute—I must gather my thoughts.”


  Jade obediently left the room, carefully closing the door behind her. Eileen didn’t like to hear doors slammed, and everyone knew that. Especially the press secretary.


  Eileen approached the window looking out across the city of Brussels. She wanted to stretch out these moments before her triumph, savor them, especially considering how long it had taken her to get here.


  From a young age, Eileen lived for the approval of those around her. First it was “Clever daughter!” from her father for assembling a jigsaw, or “You’re my little helper!” from mother for washing a cup. Then stars and plastic medals in kindergarten—for good behavior, for the best drawing, for learning a poem. The praise of parents and teachers was for her the finest reward. It gave strength, inspired her, made her happy.


  In school, the stakes were raised, and Eileen encountered grades of success. Now it was no longer soon-forgotten words of approval that were the most important to her. Far more important were school grades—something that would remain with her for her whole life, and with time would help her to achieve a new level. The better the grades, the higher the chance for a high citizenship category. Simple, easy to understand.


  She was called a nerd and quietly hated… She persevered, kept smiling, at least in public. Then she understood that girls are far crueller than boys, who simply didn’t pay her any attention. Eileen’s classmates might outshine her in everything, but never in study. All they could do was try to wipe the happy smile off her face after yet another A. They failed, and that just made the bullying worse.


  She was strong. Sometimes (often) at school, she wanted to cry, but Eileen held back her tears, envisioning how she would get rich and punish her bullies, laughing under her breath. She wrote the name of each into a black workbook and only regretted that she began to do so too late—in the senior classes. Every last drop of those unshed tears poured through the ink of her pen into that notebook, and by the time she was twenty-five, it was full. It held the names of all the losers (she liked to think of them like that) who didn’t understand who they were dealing with: classmates, teachers, students at the local college and university, colleagues, envious neighbors, all her idiot exes whose names she loathed to even write down. All of them would me the day.


  Eileen knew that some of the misdeeds of those imbeciles (another enjoyable word for loser•) were not in proportion to the punishment she had planned for them, yet she would have no mercy. Especially since she had so far failed to punish her wrongdoers. Worse, she was even no closer to it—her academic success and brilliant grades made an impression, but they were insufficient in the real world. Eileen’s dissertation on the subject of community hierarchies in the modern age caused no furor, and the title of Ph.D added just one level to her citizenship category. “Interesting, but of little significancewere the five words of a certain academic, a puffed-up cockerel with ideas of station who put a cross next to several years of industrious labor and life plans.


  She knew that high status in society couldn’t be achieved through effort alone. Something else was required. But what? That same cockerel had dropped some entirely transparent hints. Eileen wrote his name down in her little black book in large letters with a whole page to themselves.


  The need of that something disappeared when Eileen started to get attention in Disgardium. As it turned out, you could achieve a great deal there, and effort was the primary ingredient. Eileen felt childish excitement when she realized the whole point of the game: her beloved graded numbers of success! And most of all, game achievements could influence citizenship category!


  A couple of weeks later, disappointment replaced her excitement. It would have cost Eileen ten years at modern level rates to catch up to the leaders. But they’d be leveling up all that time too! No, that would never do. She deleted her first character, a cute level three night elf, then sat down to study the mechanisms of Disgardium.


  Like the real world, Dis revolved around money. Don’t want to have to farm experience? Hire some powerlevelers and follow them around in instances above their levels, and voila! Buy an Ultima scroll, portal to the frontier and… Boom! Aggressed mobs that fall within a five-yard radius explode in a fountain of blood, and you get the same experience in three seconds that you’d normally get in years of farming like a loser. The spell was once considered the most powerful in the game. And all for a bargain price of two to three million phoenixes. Although really, you needed to do that far more than once to really get results.


  Glyph the elf dragonfighter, who came up with it and found money to make it a reality, got a ton of achievements. That was when his Azure Dragons clan got to page one of the leaderboard, by buying up all the rarest ingredients for the Ultima scrolls and raising the average level of its members by over one hundred. Ultima was still used to this day, although its scrolls fell dramatically in price after the recent invention of Armageddon.


  Eileen had no money, but she did have something else. Along with her intellect, nature had gifted her a beautiful body. She didn’t bloom right away, stayed an ugly duckling in school, but by college, she was starting to get glances from boys. That academic, the puffed-up cockerel, wasn’t the first to offer her access to society’s plenty in exchange for certain choice services. Maybe that was what helped Eileen stick to her chosen path so long—certainty that if extremely necessary, she had a secret weapon.


  It became extremely necessary when she found herself two years into Disgardium and not a step closer to her target. Some of the bastards from her sacred black book had already died without her! And her best years were behind her… In a world where youth and an ideal body could be bought, natural beauty had become far more valuable. And if it came along with intellect…


  She opened another notebook, the one in which she wrote the names of those who offered her success and riches in exchange for something. And she chose the biggest name she could, the name of a man she met during her research. Joshua Gallagher, leader of the Children of Kratos.


  Eileen wrote to him. And, to her limitless surprise, he not only remembered her name, but he even invited her to his family residence, sending a luxury personal flyer to pick her up. Both Joshua and Vivian Gallagher met her, and that was the first surprise for the girl, who had been expecting something entirely different. Not knowing what to think, she sat in stunned silence and listened to the aristocrats’ offer.


  Vivian did most of the talking, but judging by how she looked at her husband, Eileen knew who ruled in this partnership. Vivian spoke in innuendo, but Eileen quickly got the point.


  “Risks to reputation, do you understand, Miss Waters?” Vivian asked, cracking her fingers. “Delicate operations… Non-standard methods…”


  To put it simply, the Children of Kratos didn’t like to get their hands dirty. Their puppet clan Heroes trained fighters, but couldn’t participate in operations where the name of both clans was at stake. And their reputation—both in real life and among the game factions. A potential enemy could have a perfect relationship with King Bastian the First, or take advantage of the patronage of one of the gods, or control one of the Gallaghers’ numerous ’friends.’ If the Children of Kratos or the Heroes fought against them, it meant risking their reputation. That word emerged a few more times in the conversation.


  “Reputation is the most important thing in everyone’s life. After death, all that remains of a person is memory.”


  There, Vivian fell silent.


  Eileen could have argued; right now, the most important thing in her life was to pay the rent on her apartment. But all in all, Vivian was right. When power and money get involved, some people start to think about what they’ll leave behind,—and that streets and monuments named after them are preferable to graffiti on a tombstone.


  “Why me?” Eileen asked after agreeing to their offer. There were no contracts, only verbal agreement that she had best not break.


  “You are suitable,” Joshua said, finally deciding to break his silence.


  “There will be no more explanations.”


  “Josh…” Vivian looked at her husband reproachfully and turned back to the guest. “But he’s right. We had four hundred and twenty nine search filters for a clan leader, and you matched all of them. Joshua wanted to make you an offer three years ago, but you refused to even discuss it.”


  “I thought he was talking about something else,” Eileen blushed.


  “It no longer matters. The clan has been created. It is growing and completing its missions. Its current leadership does not suit us.” Your task is to accept an invitation to the Widowmakers and forge a career there. Your character will be leveled up very quickly. When you are ready, you will take leadership.”


  “How? The current leader is just going to retire?” Eileen laughed nervously.


  “Something like that…”


  Half a year later, an unhappy accident struck. The building that was home to Sequoia, leader of the Widowmakers, literally collapsed into the earth. Something about cavities beneath the foundations, design errors, greedy construction companies…


  Eileen was unanimously chosen as the clan’s new leader.


  Unlike the Children of Kratos, the clan was constantly at war—it chose the fattest targets it could and quickly deprived the victims of all their castles and territories with a fast, treacherous strike. The Widowmakers got rich faster than anyone else in the world, transforming in the space of a few years into a force that even Modus and the Travelers respected. Eileen was proud of herself; nobody knew of the support from Children of Kratos, and the clan’s success was believed to be entirely her achievement.


  The Gallaghers were also pleased with her. So pleased that they didn’t object when Eileen, after doing so much to promote the progress of the Widowmakers, asked for a seat at the table in the Alliance of Preventers. The Alliance was an impermanent union that united only for particularly high-ranking Threats. Its members changed from year to year, but the clans of Hinterleaf, Horvac, Colonel, Glyph and the Gallaghers always remained as the unshakable foundation.


  Eileen achieved incredible progress of her own, too, somehow managing to change her game class of priestess to Striking Blade of Innoruuk. This was made possible thanks to a dark god with whom she was the first to level up maximum reputation. That was no easy task, especially considering what amorous Innoruuk, Lord of Hatred, valued most of all (that something), but the reward was all the sweeter.


  Chronos’ Hourglass— a divine artifact with a yearlong cooldown—came into Eileen’s hands in the Pirate Treasury. She got there by eliminating a Threat with a pretty’ high potential. Incidentally, Eileen was the only one from her clan to participate in the elimination. The other nine party members were from Children of Kratos, which was not very fair—the Widowmakers were the ones to find and capture the Threat. But Eileen made her peace. This was the way it always would be. Sequoia’s sad end told her all she needed to know of the value of loyalty over any contract. But Eileen never shared the artifact with anyone, or even showed it to anyone. It became something like an insurance policy for her, a ‘golden parachute’ in case everything went to shit; not wanting to risk the item, Eileen kept it in a bank slot.


  The artifact’s action exceeded that of any other she knew— Chronos’ Hourglass allowed you to put Dis on pause. Time stopped (or slowed almost to a stop) for a minute for everyone except the owner. Not long enough to take out the strongest boss in a dungeon on her own, but enough to steal something valuable. Or someone.


  Last year, Eileen visited the goblin auction house specially to check whether her idea could work there. As soon as she entered the hall, the artifact turned inactive. Disappointed, Eileen forgot the idea of pulling a particularly valuable lot straight out of the ASS. But as soon as the auctioneer’s hammer struck and the auction was declared ended, the Chronos’ Hourglass turned back to color. She still had to make sure. Eileen activated the artifact… And it worked!


  She didn’t risk stealing anything then. There was nothing particularly outstanding for sale that day anyway.


  It wasn’t easy to recover reputation with the Goblin League after the first battle with the undead. The entire Alliance suffered when the Threat took control of Hinterleaf, but nobody held it against the Modus leader after he presented the logs for examination. They lost took stock of the losses, then beggared themselves paying to recover their reputation with the little green folk. It cost enough money to buy a space fleet, but the preventer clans managed to achieve only ambivalence with the Goblin League. Still better than hatred.


  That made it all the more surprising to get an invitation from the ASS to bid on an incredible item—a Portal Key to Holdest. The idea of capturing the Threat didn’t come right away. At first, Eileen was thinking about how to win the auction and be the first (at least, after the Threat) to set foot on the snowy continent. Although, would it be snow? The world was magical. Maybe the climate in the southern hemisphere of Dis was different from earth’s?


  Then it hit her! The Threat would surely be there. The goblins wouldn’t just change the rules of the ASS for his sake! And that meant… She couldn’t do it without help from the Children of Kratos.


  The Gallaghers listened to her idea and gave the required orders at once. Their masters of artifacts and magical engineering settled on a cell in the basement of the Widowmakers’ main castle, equipping it with the same limiters and blocking shackles that were used for criminals in the Commonwealth. There should be no problems with delivering the ‘cargo* either—a Space Splitter* put aside by the Gallaghers would get around the teleportation ban in the ASS building. They’d tested it. But how would they find out who was the right ‘cargo’ exactly?


  A day before the auction, analysts from both clans were reassigned from the undead battle to rack their brains over the auction. A ’friend-or- foe’ system of symbols? Only a third of the attendees invited to the auction were from the Alliance, and there were no plans to share this plot with them. How could they figure out which of them was the Threat? Behind whose Mist Veil would Scyth be hiding?


  “Belials Blood/’ Joshua said suddenly after silently listening to the members of the emergency meeting. Then he drifted back to thoughts of the coming battle with the lich.


  A droplet of BeliaVs Blood was another artifact that had been considered useless. If one broke the defensive shell around it, the higher demon’s blood, frozen in a tiny ruby, would draw in all the magic in the surrounding space for a few moments, then disappear under the ground, burning all around it. Perhaps traveling back to its master. Its fire would deprive the bidders of their Mist Veil, and that meant the class-A Threat could be identified.


  There was no time to test the theory. In case the blood didn’t work, Eileen took along an Armageddon and Ultima to burn the hall to a crisp. Whoever survived would be Scyth. That option risked war with the League, but only for the Widowmakers. The Gallaghers were willing to sacrifice them…


  It all went to plan.


  “Three!” the auctioneer announced loudly. “Sold! For a hundred million phoenixes to bidder number thirteen! By the will of Maglubiyet, the deal is done!” The auction is now officially over, and I thank…”


  Eileen activated Chronos’ Hourglass. Time stopped and seconds continued only for her. She’d gone through it all a hundred times in her head. Eileen quickly rose to the podium, stood by the auctioneer and threw Belial’s Blood into the center of the hall, trying to keep all the chaotically divided bidders in view: ten rows with six seats each…


  Almost all the bidders lost their Mist Veil for an instant. The back rows were untouched, but, fortunately for Eileen, the Threat was within the area of effect: Scyth, human, level 564 Herald. Row six, seat four. Right. One of the ones that came in last.


  As she carried the Threat back to her castle, she regretted that she had no more Belial’s Blood. Perhaps someone in the Alliance had some. Eileen would do all she could to get it. The important thing would be to rive a dagger into the Threat’s heart at the exact moment of the demonic blood’s action. The banishing ritual required the words “I banish you from Disgardium forever!” to be spoken just as the deadly strike was dealt.


  The thought captured Eileen. What if it worked? If the blood of the high demon absorbed all magic, then would Scyth lose his link to his divine protector for an instant? The girl kept the idea to herself. Let things calm down, let the Alliance destroy the temple, let Nergal’s Summons end… And she could always excuse herself before the Gallaghers by saying that she considered it unnecessary to bother them for the sake of a ‘crazy’ idea that just happened to work…


  Another knock at the door. It opened.


  “Forgive me for bothering you, Miss Waters, but it’s time,” Jade said. “The journalists are starting to complain.”


  “Alright,” Eileen answered.


  The clan’s press center was so full that people were pressed up against one another. Everyone expected something extraordinary, just as the press release promised. Ten drone cameras streamed it for the whole world.


  Eileen took a deep breath, drinking in the moment, then spoke, her voice crisp, clear, calm. Her first words fell like a neutron bomb.


  “Good day. My name is Eileen Waters, leader of the Widowmakers. Yesterday, I captured Scyth. The world can breathe easy: the highest Threat in the history of Disgardium has been neutralized…”


  Eileen paused. All ears in the room listened breathlessly. Her eyes found Ian Mitchell in the dead silence, who blew up the internet the day before with his interview with the Threat. Your day is done, old man, she thought with somewhat misplaced malevolence.


  “I am ready to answer all your questions.”


  When eveiyone burst out into shouts and cries in unison, Eileen laughed—Ian Mitchell and Clark Katz exchanged dark glances. Both were in her little black book.


  Her name was Eileen Waters, and this day promised to be the best of her life.


  


  Chapter 14: Widowmakers


  
    

  


  AFTER A SHORT MEETING, the second capsule in the shelter was configured for Hung. Due to certain properties of intragel, the ingredients of which have to be strictly tailored to the individual, Snowstorm’s devices can’t be used for multiple different players. There are, of course, multiuser versions, but not for Dis. One capsule—one character. If you want to make a new character, delete the first one.


  Hung was chosen because of Orthokon. The ancient kraken could become the pride of the clan. Bomber already got the ability to summon it to wherever he wanted, although it was limited to the sea, of course. So far, he had had no need to do so. Bomb tried to set it on the Montosaurus when it was wandering the shore, but Orthokon wouldn’t attack another beast god. He wanted easier prey. The dinosaur roared at the sight of its old enemy and took to its heels. He might have torn the kraken to shreds on dry land, but in the sea… No way.


  Hung was the one whose mission it would be to rescue me from imprisonment. After the Gallaghers and Eileen left, I tried everything I could think of twice. I prayed to Fortune, the Sleepers and even the Nucleus, but to no avail.


  Hung himself couldn’t go anywhere in his undead form, but he easily made contact with Piper and Yemi by mail. Hairo banned us categorically from messaging or calling in real life, although Yoshi was ready to provide an untraceable channel to wherever necessary.


  “Can you give a hundred-percent guarantee?” the security officer asked dryly.


  “Ninety nine point nine,” Yoshi answered.


  “Not good enough.” Hairo shook his head.


  I had to talk about Polotsky. And to everyone, including the new hires. Hiding those kind of contacts from people obliged to protect me seemed unwise at the very least. Willy promised to dig up as much info as he could on the old man, but nobody knew if he’d find anything. Sergei Polotsky was an invented character, and the security officers even doubted that it was Pecheneg himself whom I met in real life.


  “It could have been a holographic image. Or a hired actor, a front. With the puppeteer listening in and whispering what to say to you.


  But I still hoped that Pecheneg would think of something, whoever he was pretending to be.


  Hung logged into Dis, leaving everyone else behind to think of what else to do. Night had fallen in Alaska. Our district was approaching the morning, and the boys yawned constantly, desperate for sleep. We had to wait for Hung. When he appeared and shook his head, the weight I’d been feeling on my shoulders for the last few days felt even heavier. His news wasn’t good.


  “Yemi and Francesca are offline, but I messaged them. Piper answered right away—nothing special. She said she’d tell Pecheneg as soon as she could contact him. But…”


  “But what?” I asked, trying to hold back impatience and growing anger.


  “She wrote that the Widowmakers have at least six known castles, and each of them could be the main one. Even if we manage to find out which one you’re in, the Taipan can’t get you out on their own. Anyway, you might be in a Children of Kratos fort instead. Piper said there isn’t anyone free on the mercenary market. Someone hired them all. Probably the Widowmakers. And that means we can’t take them by storm, and Pecheneg isn’t likely to help you.”


  I was very interested to know how they blocked all my chats and mail, but the answer was simple—on castle grounds, the owner set the rights of guests. “Or the rights of prisoners, in this case,” Ed said. “They have all kinds of guests. Not just anyone will suffer that.”


  “What if someone at Snowstorm gives up the location of Alex’s capsule?” Pollyanna asked thoughtfully. Ed’s little sister sometimes expressed thoughts beyond her years.


  “If that happens…” Maria started, but shut up when she realized she was answering a child.


  Hairo looked at Willy, wiio nodded and spoke:


  “We’d better split up. I can take Pollyanna, Ed and Malik to another safehouse. There’s no point in them staving here. Too risky. We’ll keep a connection open through me.”


  “I’m staving!” Malik quickly spoke up.


  “No,” I said, shaking my head. “Willy is right. Better not risk it. If something happens… There have to be people left that will tell the world what went on.”


  Willy Brizuela was soon flying away with Ed, Malik and the girl on an ancient flyer pulled from an underground garage. Ed was going only for his sister’s safety. It was easy to see how badly he wanted to stay.


  Barely keeping myself upright, I managed to reach my bed—metal, hard, painful even to lie on. Hung snored in the bed opposite. The last thing I saw before I closed my eyes was Roj van Garderen, sitting on guard by the window. I was out as soon as my head touched the pillow.


  * * *


  I woke up from a noise outside, in the lounge. Short and broken sounds, like someone spitting several times. Silence… Then spitting again. A moan cut short, a cry.


  It was pitch black in the room because of the darkened window glass. It could have been morning already. I raised my head, but the noises stopped. Barely visible in the darkness, Roj put a finger to his lips, then silently walked toward the door, pistol at the ready.


  “Did you hear that?” Hung asked in a whisper and turned to the bodyguards. “Was someone coughing?”


  Roj shook his head and gestured for him to hide under the bed. Then the closed door flew off its hinges. A grenade clattered into the room, spinning across the floor. I heard fumbling, rustling and ‘coughing,’ the sound of a body falling, but before then, the room was filled with a blinding light. I could feel my ears bleeding, but couldn’t do anything. My whole body was spasming and pain shot through my tongue as I bit it… I went limp, paralyzed.


  “Cargo found,” I heard as if through cotton wool. “Extraction.”


  “Confirming extraction.”


  Something lightly touched me by the hand. The world faded into darkness.


  After waking up, I thought I must be in Dis: the same dark cell, with walls around me and shackles on my legs. Only when I tried to move did I realize that I was lying on something like an operating table or dentist’s chair, strapped down firmly. I heard the light hum of some equipment from the side. And a whine, at first infrequent, then speeding up to a heartbeat. The back of my head pounded, my temples felt like they were splitting.


  “Awake?” I heard from my left. A man’s voice dripping with false sympathy. I narrowed my eyes, but couldn’t make anything out. “You won’t see me, don’t sweat it.”


  “Who are you?” I tried to ask, barely able to move my tongue. It sounded more like “u a u”, but they got the message.


  “Oh, that doesn’t matter at all. If it wasn’t me, it would be someone else. Sooner or later, this had to happen.”


  “What have you done with my friends?” I tried to say. It came out as a groan that I had to repeat a few times until the man understood me.


  “There was collateral damage. That’s all you need to know. You made a mistake when you got close to them. You put their lives in danger.”


  “Who… did you hurt?”


  “You’ll find out in due course. I’m not a fan of empty chatter, so I’ll get right down to business. We have your parents. Do what I say and they will be released. Don’t do what I say… Well, that’s your choice. Do you think the game is worth such precious candles?”


  “What do you want?”


  The question was dumb and came out as a slur, but the man puzzled out what I was asking.


  “How can you be eliminated?”


  “Scyth can’t be killed.”


  “That’s impossible. Sometimes balance in Dis leans too far one way or the other, but the main AI would never create a situation in which a player becomes one-hundred-percent invulnerable. What is your Achilles’ heel? Don’t make me hurt you…”


  The voice sounded calm, even jovial, but I broke into a sweat. I heard anticipation in it— come on, lie or refuse to answer!


  “When there’s another Legate of the Destroying Plague nearby, Immortality doesn’t work.”


  “Well, well. Very interesting! And where do we get another legate? Or how do we become one?”


  “There are no other legates. The lich was killed. The Nucleus of the Destroying Plague appoints legates.”


  “So that’s how it is…” the speaker said thoughtfully. “And where do we find this Destroying Plague?”


  “Nucleus. Nucleus of the Destroying Plague. It’s somewhere underground, beneath Holdest.” I answered, then asked a question that I couldn’t get out of my head: “How did you find us?”


  “I know you’re honest, so I’ll be honest with you, although I could lie. No, there were no traitors among you. That bothers you the most, I can tell. The people you hired are dead. All of them.”


  “Then how?”


  “Oh, Alex, why these childish questions? It is impossible to hide on this planet in the second half of the twenty-first century. You were followed from the very beginning, when you took off from the school roof to the excited applause of your classmates. Tracked by satellite when necessary, so none of your flyer swap-outs confused anyone. And when you hid yourselves, several people watched you run to the lake as soon as the satellite identification system activated. You hid your face, but when you leaned over the water to splash your face, the reflection gave you away.”


  “I see.”


  “Now you’ll tell me how I can reach the Nucleus. But first…”


  An injection in my forearm. Heat spread through my veins, burning so badly that I wanted to cut off my arm.


  The man kept talking, explaining what exactly I needed to do in Dis when I got back there. Where to go, who to surrender to. Apparently, these people were unaware that the Widowmakers had kidnapped Scyth—maybe everyone just went their separate ways after the auction, and the goblins didn’t announce the disappearance of the item’s owner. I had no time to think it all over. I felt my eyes drifting inexorably shut, my mind sinking into the mist…


  “I can’t. My character is locked in the Widowmakers’ castle,” I whispered, fearing if I didn’t carry out their demands, someone else could get hurt.


  “They’ll let you go,” the man said with confidence.


  I fell into nothingness.


  Voices whispered from all around: The Gnoll Riverlands…, Go alone…, Find the Frozen Gorge…


  I felt rested and energized when I woke up. The straps had been released.


  “Awake, Alex? Good morning!” The voice was a woman’s. A cute nurse in a gown helped me get up. “Breakfast, a shower, and then you’re expected in Dis.”


  “By whom?” I asked, hoping she’d name a name.


  “You know. Come on, kiddo, don’t make them wait. You’re a good boy, aren’t you?”


  The login to Dis was instantaneous. Eileen appeared outside the cell right away, as if she’d been waiting. The dark elf girl took off my chains, unblocked my abilities.


  “What now?” I asked.


  “Nothing. Go. They’re expecting you.”


  I asked who, and got nothing again. Then I disguised myself as Blackberry and used Depths Teleportation to leave the basement. Straight to Darant, and from there to the Gnoll Riverlands. Next, everything was in fog—tears stung my eyes and I was as if watching myself from outside, not in control of my body. I hurried so that it would all be over sooner. I hoped that my parents and friends were still alive.


  I was indeed expected in the Frozen Gorge. People with hidden names led me inside, their hooded faces shrouded in mist. They put me in the center of a pentagram and performed a ritual, cutting off the presence of the Sleeping Gods and the Destroying Plague. The icons of my divine abilities didn’t just turn gray; they disappeared. Axes and blades fell down on me, until the last, a dagger in my heart: “I expel you from Disgardium forever!”


  A thunderstrike boomed beneath the arches of the cave. The world went out and I found myself in a great abyss.


  The history of Scyth, Legate of the Destroying Plague and Initial of the Sleeping Gods, was ended.


  Now what mattered to me was how the story of Alex Sheppard would end.


  * * *


  I found myself in gloom again. My character’s final death had probably thrown me out of Dis. I tried to reach the handles of the capsule to climb out, but my hand hit a wall. I listened, heard nothing.


  Slowly rising, I turned my head and saw a barely visible strip of light on the floor. The comm that was gone before w^as back on my wrist again, and I immediately turned on the device’s flashlight. A narrow room, darkened windows, a cupboard, a bed with a crunched-up comforter… I was back in the shelter in Alaska! Was it all just a nightmare? Or did they put me back where they found me now that they had what they needed? If any of what I’d seen was a dream, then which parts?


  In any case, nothing held me back now. I was free. I jumped up, ran over to the door. It opened as I ran, nearly hitting me in the face. Hung stood in the threshold. Alive!


  “Good morning. Why the face?!” my friend asked. I couldn’t believe I was seeing him. “Did you have a nightmare? So did I. Come on, get dressed, there’s news from Yemi.”


  “Wait! Is everyone alive?”


  “Not counting my dead back, absolutely. And everyone’s waiting for you. Well, except Willy, Ed, Malik and Pollyanna, they’re already elsewhere.” After saying that nonsense, Hung stretched up, nibbed his neck. “Damn uncomfortable bed, don’t you think…?”


  Everyone was fine. Willy let us know that they’d reached their destination and gotten settled in, but Ed and Malik would be without Dis until the move to Cali Bottom.


  Maria Saar was making breakfast. Sergei Yuferov was still monitoring the sky and checking each flyer that came within twenty miles of the shelter. Yoshihiru Uematsu worked on upgrading the holographic camouflage—ordinary aerial observation would see nothing but forest here.


  In spite of the unsolved problem of Scyth’s imprisonment, I was in a good mood. The dream had seemed so real! I felt as if I’d been through it all in real life; the capture, the conversation with the strange man, the deaths of my loved ones… Sure, I hadn’t seen anyone killed, but I’d felt the pain of loss and grief. Naturally, I shared the details of the nightmare with the security officers. They listened carefully, but it was clear by their hidden smiles that things weren’t so bad.”


  “Do you know how to tell a dream from reality?” Hairo asked. “No, you can’t pinch yourself. We don’t control our bodies when we sleep. A dream that you can control is very rare.”


  “How, then?” I asked.


  “It’s very simple. Inconsistencies.” Hairo started counting off on his fingers. “Remember the place where we changed flyers. A covered civilian parking garage with constant traffic. Hundreds of cars arriving and taking off every minute. There’s no way they could have tracked us by satellite. The second—supposedly the reflection of your face in the water of the lake. You didn’t approach the water. At all.”


  “I didn’t? I remember… Oh, right! I only washed at home. I remember how the sweat hurt my eyes when we ran from the lake.


  “Right. And the last thing. You didn’t take off your holomask until you got into your capsule to give the interview. Remember, you and the boys… Yoshi gave you baseball caps that constantly change your appearance. Even if your face had reflected in the water, it wouldn’t have you been your face in the satellite imagery.”


  “They wouldn’t have seen him at all,” Roj van Garderen chuckled. “The sky was cloudy then an way.”


  “Bingo,” Hairo Morales finished.


  After discussing my fears, we moved on to matters of Dis. Hung had news. He’d logged into the game that morning to check his mail. Yemi took my problem very seriously. As a personal matter. Apophis, the White Snake, required fewer victims than before, but still many. Fortunately, the beast god didn’t insist on individual sacrifice and was willing to change his ritual—as long as there was an altar nearby.


  “Defender, increase volume!” Hairo ordered the house’s control system, looking at the holovisor.


  Some press conference had come on screen. The subtitles named the speaker as Eileen Waters, leader of the Widowmakers. The woman stood at a small podium bearing the clan’s crest, a sword splitting the Earth. It was difficult to recognize Eileen in her. There was nothing elvish about her—a short chestnut bob, penciled eyes, brightly painted lips, outstanding cheekbones. We knew exactly how old she was—thirty-one—but she looked ten years younger. The only thing that showed her age was her business suit, flowing from mirror to matte black, playing with transparency and texture.


  “Like a chameleon,” Maria said. “I don’t understand that idiotic fashion.”


  “Quiet!” Hairo barked.


  Eileen announced that I had been kidnapped and neutralized. The hall hummed. Everyone started shouting questions, demanding proof, and then a video started playing on the screen behind her back. It was me, sitting in a cell. I remembered the absolute darkness quite clearly, but the video was as if in daylight. An undead human, the highest-level player in Dis—rotting flesh, white bones, a face covered in sores and scabs, ragged hair to the shoulders, the insane grinning smile of a lipless mouth.


  “Woah…” Hairo said. All the security officers looked at me. “Not the nicest looking character. Your clan’s PR guys are gonna have a tough time.”


  Eileen seemed calm, but Hairo noted that she was excited, anxious; her widened pupils gave it away, along with a barely perceptible shake to her hands and a dry mouth, judging by how often she raised her glass of water to her lips. Nonetheless, the leader of the Widowmakers confidently asked questions about what the clan planned to do with my character.


  “Right now, the temple of the Sleeping Gods is on the table. The lich that led the undead army is dead. The second lich, who you know as the class-A Threat, has been imprisoned. Nothing stands in the way of the Alliance of Preventers and their mission. After we’re done with that, we’ll talk about what to do with the Threat. Next question…”


  After a moment’s confusion, a journalist I know spoke.


  “Ian Mitchell, Disgardium Daily. Miss Waters, are you concerned that Hinterleaf, Horvac, Glyph, Colonel—that they’ll all demand that you give them Scvth?” Ian was wearing a new suit. He was fresh, clean-shaven and with a new haircut. The old news veteran looked just as good as any of his young colleagues, and only his eyes gave away his true feelings. “I doubt your young clan will dare to go up against more famous partners.”


  “I suggest you save your judgments for your op-eds, Mr. Mitchell,” Eileen Waters answered. “Insinuations, assumptions, slander…


  I didn’t finish watching her press conference. On the contrary, I wanted to make my escape while Eileen was occupied. And I got my chance.


  While we slept, Yoruba set off a range of Plague Fury explosions in the biggest cities in the Empire, destroying their own reputation, but giving me a chance to save myself. The White Snake knew where I was, could sneak inside and pull me out. All I had to do was log into Dis. I didn’t know how the beast god determined my location while my character wasn’t in the game, but that was the last thing in my mind. Like Uncle Nick always said, don’t look a gift horse in the mouth.


  Drinking down our coffee, Hung and I went into our capsules. His task was to keep watch over Tiamat’s temple and assess the situation. And to level up as much as he could in the group with the guardians.


  …I was expected. I don’t mean the two guards from the Widowmakers, who raised their hackles as soon as I returned. Maybe Apophis the White Snake had been elsewhere an instant before I logged in, but he was waiting and appeared right away.


  I saw space distort, saw the walls bend as if pulled apart. I saw the guards fly off into the distance, ending up dozens of yards away. The stone floor of the cell audibly cracked and flew apart, and the gigantic snake came rippling in, first its triangular scaled head, then its long, sinuous body. Amber eyes gleamed. The snake touched me with its forked tongue, hissed.


  My first priest wants me to pick you up and drop you off wherever you wish, the snake told me, not in words, but somehow straight into my head.


  To Kharinza, I nearly said, but bit my tongue. The guards could hear, and… No, I had to strike back right away. This wasn’t a vengeance that could be served cold, it was necessary. The punishment had to be inexorable.


  “Take me outside the castle,” I whispered.


  The snake wrapped its body around mine in rings and looked into my eyes.


  The space around us rippled like waves… And I found myself outside the tall castle walls. Your wish has been granted, I heard the snake hiss in my thoughts. Apophis slithered off my body and disappeared into thin air.


  “I’m out. How s the temple? I asked Bomber.


  Clear, my friend answered.


  I activated Call of the Supreme Legate, then, without waiting for my minions to appear, took off into the air to look around. A piercing siren call sounded out from the castle. Archers and mages were forming ranks on the walls, and the corner towers flashed with purple flame. If Eileen is still at the press conference, shell have to change the subject from Scyth’s capture to his escape, I thought malevolently.


  A huge pit and four more smaller circles were already filling with plague slime that began to form into the figures of my minions. The map hinted that the castle was southwest from Shak, near the Ursai Jungle. The zone was called Howling Winds Plateau and was designed for players at level three hundred. The rear of the castle itself extended into the cliff face, serving as a natural defense. Behind the cliffs was a gorge, on my side a stone shelf bereft of trees.


  “Hey, boss,” Nega tilted her head and waved at me. “Party time?”


  Ripta shrieked out a greeting and Anf chirruped something that sounded like ‘dratuti/


  “I heard you got kidnapped,” Flaygray added. “Glad to see you well. Show us the crazy people that took you.”


  My heart warmed as soon as I saw the guards, especially Sharkon’s huge body. He was already starting to tunnel his way into the stone out of habit, and just as easily as into sand. I knew that every second counted, that Eileen was probably already on the phone. The whole Alliance would be here soon. All the same, I couldn’t help myself. I descended, hugged the stunned satyr, carefully stroked the insectoid’s chitinous plates without cutting myself, then shook the raptor’s clawed forearm. The succubus was blown away by my sudden attack of tenderness. I hugged her impressive curves last.


  I quickly shared my plan with the guards, received unanimous approval, then pointed at the lock and ordered:


  “Sharkon, little buddy—dig!”


  My ‘little buddy’ aimed his diamond-drill body at a forty-five degree angle and shot into the stone, leaving the smoothly polished walls of a spacious tunnel behind him. Before I rushed forward, I glanced at the faces of the nearest guards up on the wall, focused and saw their surprise.


  I was wrong in my guess that the forcefield dome was really a dome and not a sphere that fully surrounded the castle even underground. Even a select raid group of top players would have needed more than a single hour to break it down. But it was a rank-three shield, designed to take damage from players beneath level four hundred. I was at five hundred and sixty-four. All the guardians, including Sharkon, were above level seven hundred. It took the diamond worm only a few seconds of drilling against the magical shelter for the defensive sphere to break apart with the sound of ringing glass.


  Once through the obstacle, the monster changed his drilling angle. The tunnel began to rise, and soon Sharkon burst through to the surface, roaring within the fortress walls. We ran out next, covering each other, right into a hail of enemy fire. I activated Spirit Shackles to keep anyone who died from reviving in the clan graveyard.


  The dark elves and vampires, minotaurs and werewolves, trolls and ores held back their panic. In a clan at this level, castle defense was honed to a science. Everyone knew what to do.


  But they weren’t ready for this. They focused their attention on the gigantic terrestrial shark-armadillo, which meant that too few reacted to the satyr, who ran out of the tunnel first after Sharkon. By the time I got out, Flavgray was starting to cover the whole area in hellflame. In mere moments, the castle defenders melted away as they tried to form defensive ranks.


  Nega lashed the soldiers at the front with her whip and took control of one of the enemy mages at the rear. She made her subject release a mass spell, hitting his comrades from behind.


  In a feat of stunning acrobatics, Anf and Ripta made it up to the castle wall and started sweeping away ranks of Widowmakers so smoothly that I could only shake my head in amazement. I wasn’t even needed. I could barely see through the smoke and fire, so I took off into the air, flew toward the castle entrance.


  My heart filled with satisfaction when I saw the Widowmakers’ confidence and calm collapse. More and more chaotic movements, panicked screams and cries of pain. I caught plenty of hits, but my health hadn’t fallen by even a single percent yet— Diamond Skin of Justice had activated.


  Only in the air did I remember my pets, who were now at my level. I summoned Iggv the swamp needier and Storm the dragoness, and together we rushed to help the raptor and insectoid clear the castle walls—I needed to stock up on my supply of Serendipity and level up Reaper’s Scythes. I didn’t count on getting much experience. I was at least a hundred and sixty levels above the castle defenders.


  A shimmering semitransparent circle moved along the earth before me, showing the effect of Spirit Shackles: the ephemeral shadows of the fallen were pulled into a barely visible black dot in the center of the circle. My inventory was constantly taking in new items. My logs reported thousands of Serendipity points coming in with each kill.


  “Watch out, boss!” Nega shouted from below, pointing out the danger.


  A stone pillar covered in gleaming runes was growing right beneath me, tongues of flame running along its length. They rose in circles from the foot to the tip, where they melded together into a growing fireball.


  Innoruuk’s Burning Pillar of Hatred, castle of the Widowmakers, level 395


  Divine defensive structure.


  I dashed away from the defensive artifact, but pillars just like it began to break through all over, surrounding Sharkon and the guardians.


  “Sharkon, smash!” Flavgray shouted, pointing at the nearest pillar.


  In that same instant, the charged artifacts shot out strings of blinding white plasma, hitting all of us. The health of all the guardians except Sharkon fell into the red zone. And the pillars began to charge up again.


  Diamond Skin took the damage that hit me. It was in the last few seconds of its timer, and it was a chance to attack the nearest Innoruuk’s Burning Pillar ofHati’ed before Immortality had to activate.


  The guardians followed, attacking the closest pillars to them, knowing that if they weren’t quick enough, they would die forever. Sharkon opened his mouth and span his drill head stubbornly, trying to break open another pillar.


  My fists shrouded in Reaper’s Scythes fired off a full Combo series mixed with Stunning Kicks until the pillar’s light died before it could fire off its plasma beams. The guardians also managed to neutralize their own, and the rest were too far away to hit them.


  I took off and counted nine more Innoruuk’s Burning Pillars of Hati’ed. And they were all charged. Castle defenders were clustered beneath each of them, pressed against each other.


  The battle paused for a few seconds. The guardians were waiting for my command, Sharkon covering them from enemy fire. A tall elf girl with a familiar snow-white braid on her shoulder separated from a group of Widowmakers. Eileen.


  “I want to talk, Scyth!” she shouted loudly.


  “We could have talked yesterday,” I muttered, soaring away behind her.


  “A hundred million if you leave the castle and go!” Eileen screamed. “Right now! And fifty more as compensation for the kidnapping!”


  “Agree, boss!” I heard Nega shout from below, apparently unaware of the chain of command.


  She shouted something else, but two explosions in a row— Plague-Fury on the Burning Pillars and Sleeping Vindication to kill the players,—drowned out both the succubus’ advice and Eileen’s voice.


  The white flash uprooted the columns and carried them over the castle walls, obliterating them in flight. The invisible lash of the Sleepers whipped the preventers into a bloody dust without hitting my minions.


  They roared in ecstasy and raced after me to finish off the survivors.


  A few minutes later, I floated above the castle, seeing who was left. Storm and Iggy were patrolling the perimeter of the clan graveyard, killing anyone who avoided Spirit Shackles and managed to respawn there.


  The castle with its grounds was several times the size of our fort. I flew around a while, cleaning up the hunters turned hunted. I spotted some merchant rows, a little market square, a small but imposing temple to Nergal, a farm, storehouses… The Widowmakers castle was like a small town, home not only to players, but NPCs as well, laying down their lives for the defense. It felt a shame to kill them, but there was no way around it—the NPCs aggressed on their own, and they were furious. I raised the dead and sent them to patrol the streets. Worst case, they’d die and strengthen the guardians and Sharkon.


  My supply of Serendipity exceeded eight hundred thousand out of the million I needed. Reaper’s Scythes had reached level six. I whittled the defenders down to mercenaries, NPC guards and the Widowmakers themselves. It seemed Eileen couldn’t publicly admit that I’d escaped, and didn’t ask for help when we showed her we intended to attack. Why hadn’t she gone to the Children of Kratos for help? Was she too proud to admit to weakness?


  My surveillance flight ended before I could figure it out. No one remained alive as far as I could see. The graveyard stopped emitting Storm’s roars, Iggv’s rattles and the pained screams of players.


  Burning with petty vengeance, I sent Sharkon to destroy Nergal’s temple, then took the guardians and walked into the castle. Although ‘walked’ isn’t quite the word—first we had to break down the massive adamantite entrance doors, reinforced with a mass of defensive spells.


  “Let me, boss,” Nega said, moving me aside.


  The succubus cracked her whip, sending golden sparks all down its length. The charges flowed into the door, spread across its surface and… The doors opened.


  “Any time,” Nega said, curtsying.


  Not long ago, with just this kind of event in mind, I’d asked Gyula to show me where the control crystal is housed in castles of various levels. Any castle grew from a fort, which had the control crystal in the headquarters. Our headquarters was in a separate, but in the ‘castle’ level structure, it was at the heart.


  If the Widowmakers’ fortress was built with a typical design, the path to the control crystal would start at the clan leaders room and pass through a narrow and hazardous tunnel filled with traps, defensive artifacts and, possibly, golem guardians. Nobody had achieved rank four in artifactology or golem construction, which meant the golems here were level three hundred and ninety-nine at the most. We should have no problem with them. But the traps… Destroying Plague Immortality wouldn’t stop me from falling into an abyss or getting sent to some astral plane.


  We wandered the corridors, finishing off hiding Widowmakers as we went. With my silent consent, the satyr and succubus looted the preventer clan from top to bottom, not sparing even the paintings. The system showed them as common rarity, but Nega explained: “Items of art. Only experts can tell us their true value.”


  “It’s like with Elvish wine, boss,” Flaygray added. “It all tastes awful, but different types have different costs.”


  I doubted that Eileen had hung any particularly expensive exhibits in the freely accessible corridors, but I didn’t argue with the succubus. Now that she’d died and lost hope of negotiating, Eileen was most likely calling in reinforcements.


  The castle wasn’t typical. Only thanks to my heightened Perception did I notice a door in one of the walls. We didn’t check it right away, but once we hit a dead end, we turned back to the hidden door.


  There were no visible locks on it, but Flaygray the old burglar and treasure hunter put his experience to use. Taking a generous swallow of some kind of orcish hooch from a clay jug grabbed from a wine stall, he felt out the keyhole, dug around in it with a long black fingernail, made something click inside. A crack appeared in the wall of marble slabs and expanded into a small passageway. And chittered, Ripta translated, Flaygray retranslated: “The bug won’t fit. He’ll stay here to guard the entrance. The raptor will stay with him.


  The three of us continued on. Flaygray took the lead. Suddenly, he froze. Nega walked into the satyr’s back and I walked into her curves.


  “Not now, boss!” she whispered flirtatiously, turning around.


  “Quiet!” The satyr cocked his head, listening. A sound ahead like the rustling of thousands of feet. “Get back!”


  I didn’t ask questions, just turned and ran. Flaygray was no man… uhm, was no satyr to sow unnecessary panic. Once we reached the entrance, I couldn’t help but glance back to see who we were running from.


  All the corridors surfaces had come alive, transforming into a writhing mass of thousands of blue spiders—small and lightning-fast.


  Once sure that Nega and I had escaped, Flaygray turned, fired his most powerful skill at the spiders— Hellflame. All the air in the corridor lit on fire instantly and a gust of wind whipped into the secret passage, throwing me onto Nega, who purred happily. Anf was thrown into the corridor and got stuck in the entryway, breaking a couple of limbs. Ripta, with the best reaction speed, withstood the danger by digging his claws into the floor.


  The satyr pushed Anf out and stood before us, his arms proudly crossed, covered in soot, his face black and two cunning eyes shining out.


  “Frigid Spideriings” he said. “I’ve seen them before. One bite and you’re frozen, doesn’t matter what you are. They were popular in guard systems in my day. The master returns home to find the frozen corpses of robbers—wonderful! No blood, no body to carry away—just hit them with a hammer, job done! I remember one time…”


  “Time presses, Flay,” I cut the satyr off. “Come on.”


  Five elementals guarded the control crystal room alongside just as many golems—nine-foot-tall warriors cast from adamantite in the image of the titans. The elementals took no physical damage and magic didn’t affect the golems. On top of all that, sharp spikes dripping with poison extended from the walls, which began to close in, turning the room into a gigantic press.


  At the same time, one by one, the icons of my pets were covered with a skull, and suddenly, as if someone one-shot them. Reinforcements must have arrived from the Children of Kratos, I decided, hoping that nobody else would show up. We couldn’t teleport out of the castle because of the block. All I could do was forge ahead and capture it. Sharkon was still alive, and I hoped they’d decided not to tty and take him on.


  I put down the golems and the satyr and succubus handled the elementals. It was an unfamiliar feeling, killing top-level mobs with one or two hits, and that was before I’d even invested the two hundred or so extra stat points I had! The huge number of new adepts helped too, of course—kobolds, troggs, Morena’s cultists. Although the bonuses from them were distributed randomly, they were still fairly proportional across my stats.


  One last door remained. Flaygray fiddled with the lock, shook his head, muttered something about Azmodan’s cock and walked away. The walls hit the adamantite corpses of the fallen golems, sticking and moving with the screech of metal on the floor.


  Nega took the floor. She closed her eyes, touched her temples. Invisible streams of mind magic flowed into the door and appeared in the shape of a symbol—a vertical line with sharpened ends.


  “The Isaz rune.” Nega opened her eyes. “That’s why you couldn’t pick the lock, Flay.”


  “What does that mean?” I asked, looking between them anxiously. Was that footsteps in the corridor, or did I imagine it?


  “Time is frozen in the door’s structure. I will erase the rune. Flay, be ready. It will recover quickly. You’ll have to be fast.”


  The satyr was fast. His high-level lockpicking skills were a surprise to me. I have to admit, I doubt I would have made any progress without him. I wouldn’t have even gotten to the lock before the preventers arrived.


  The door flew open and there, at the center of a small room, the blue crystal shone. It didn’t look at all like a headquarters. Just a cell with a generator.


  I placed a hand on the crystal, feeling its warmth flow over me. It pulsated, flooding my bones and making my teeth vibrate unpleasantly.


  Howling Winds Plateau Castle Control Panel


  Owner: clan Widowmakers.


  Begin castle capture?


  I confirmed. A bar appeared in the air before me and began to slowly fill with red. The percentage at its center slowly grew: i%… 2%…


  “Get Ripta and Anf here,” I ordered Flaygray.


  The satyr rushed to fetch them. Whoever had come to help Eileen, I wouldn’t let them kill my guardians. The main thing was to capture the castle. The game mechanics would do the rest; throw out all the outsiders and encapsulate the castle grounds for an hour, rewarding the capturer with looting rights.


  Judging by the claps, bangs and cries, there was a battle underway in the castle, and a fierce one. My guardians weren’t having an easy time. Their health hadn’t yet recovered, and the preventers, knowing who they would be fighting against, had come armed to the teeth. With divine artifacts, that was certain. Anf, already injured and barely moving on his broken limbs, survived only thanks to Nega. The succubus took control of Vivian just when she was about to activate an artifact, and hit Joshua in the back through her. I didn’t see any of that, but I studied the logs, saw ten million damage. More than enough to send the leader of the Children of Kratos, already barely alive after Anf s deadly venomous spiderweb, to the graveyard. Joshua’s spirit didn’t fly far; it got caught in Spirit Shackles.


  I ground my teeth as I saw what was happening to Sharkon. Judging by his blinking red icon, the most powerful weapon of the Awoken was living out his final moments, and the damage dealt to him was from… Modus fighters? Where the hell did they come from?


  The guardians took advantage of the enemy’s confusion to run, and Flaygray even managed to shut the door to the secret corridor tight behind him. When my friends appeared behind me, the castle was nearly captured.


  An invisible horn sounded out a long tribute, declaring the change in ownership. The Widowmakers flags hanging on the walls flashed up and burned away into ash, the banners of the Awoken unfurling in their place—dark green, with a golden hippopotamus snout, a symbol that we’d never changed since the clan was registered.


  The hour began. After confirming that Sharkon had survived and was still within the castle grounds, I dug through my packed inventory and found a gold coin bearing the emblem of the Goblin League. I rubbed it, tossed it up from my thumb… and Grokuszuid’s coin stopped, hanging in the air. This was the first time I’d contacted my auctioneer this way, so I watched what happened open-mouthed.


  Grokuszuid’s head appeared opposite me, looked around from side to side curiously, nodded.


  “Mr. Scyth! I see you have escaped from the unpleasant circumstances, for which we were partly to blame, not only with honor, but with profit. I dare say that the High Council would be willing to compensate you generously for our negligence.”


  “Hello, Mr. Grokuszuid. We’ll discuss that in another time and place. Right now I want to offer you a castle that used to belong to…”


  “The Widowmakers. I see where you are, Mr. Scvth. Remain there and don’t break the portal channel. The assessor will be here any moment now.”


  “This castle is worth a hundred million,” Flaygray spoke up, narrowing his eyes as he looked at the goblin. “Don’t let him cheat you, boss.”


  “The owner offered a hundred and fifty,” Nega added. “Giving away this luxury base for less than that would be criminal!”


  “We will take that into consideration,” Grokuszuid answered dryly, peering at my guards with interest. “Most unusual friends you have, Mr. Scyth. Most unusual! Now I must ask you to take three steps back. The assessor is here. She will now enter the portal.”


  She? So she was. A slouching goblin woman emerged from the portal, short even for her species. She looked around, walked over to me, jabbed a finger at my chest. Two sentients appeared behind her, a minotaur and lopher. Guards, it seemed. They stood up and placed demonstrative hands on their weapons, a halberd and a giant hammer.


  I examined the assessor’s profile.


  Kusalarix, goblin, level 35Q Merchant Assessor


  Green League.


  The Green League held the Arena battles and took bets from all over Dis. Everyone knew that, but few knew that the league also controlled all the dive bars, brothels and gambling houses in all three capitals. It was more of a mafia than a guild; they ran protection rackets too. Grokuszuid sure had some friends in low places. Some assessor! A cigarette hung from her mouth.


  “Yo wazzup, nice joint,” Kusalarix rasped, emitting acrid gray smoke. “The Green League is in the buildin’. Gimme the low-down.”


  “I don’t understand a word you’re saying, lady,” Flaygrav frowned.


  “We’re selling a captured castle,” I answered.


  “Damn straight you’re selling the castle and not this horny idiot from the Inferno,” the goblin declared, pointing at the satyr. “Slave trading has been forbidden by the Darant Convention since the Swarm Wars, in case ya slept through history.”


  “Does that count for souls, as well?” Nega inquired. The goblin woman gave her a scathing look and didn’t answer.


  “Let’s talk business!” Kusalarix spread her arms. “The Green League will take the castle and all its contents. I wouldn’t give you more than ten, but old man Grokuszuid asked me to give you an honest price, so you’ll get folly million…”


  “WHAT?!” the succubus and satyr shrieked.


  I was a little surprised myself. Just the contents of the clan vault might have been worth more than that.


  “Hey, slow down, I wasn’t done. Forty for the castle, and the same again for the vault contents. That’s the ‘honest price’ part—you never know, the vault could be empty. Whaddaya say, dead man? We have a deal?”


  Kusalarix the goblin from the Green League offered me a hand. Without looking at my guardian friends’ faces, I shook it:


  “Deal!”


  


  Chapter 15: Call of the Nucleus


  
    

  


  GROKUSZUID THE AUCTIONEER appeared personally to examine the castle vault. And not alone, but with the already familiar Gruzelix from the transport guild, who brought a hundred mighty and somewhat dim haulers—members of physically strong species such as titans, giants, ogres, minotaurs and lophers.


  The Green League’s lively and nimble goblins were already rushing around, each with the signature cigarette hanging from their lips, in wide pants and suspenders, sleeves rolled up and bowler hats on their heads. Kusalarix, Grokuszuid and Gruzelix belonged to different organizations, but they worked together, doing their part for the good of the Goblin League.


  The auctioneer and the hauler declared that the High Council would guarantee to furnish me with all the resources necessary for ‘comfortably waging war/ as they put it. In particular, this included the free services of the transport guild for me and all my allies, and fast reviews of requests to sell trophies and ’other castles, if you capture them.’ Kusalarix chuckled at that last part, but said nothing.


  With the formalities complete, Grokus and Gruzelix set off to audit the Widowmakers’ clan vault. The assessor stayed back in the headquarters and asked to speak with me privately. Her tone brooked no refusal, but I didn’t plan to refuse anyway.


  “So, the Sleeping Gods…” The goblin woman lit up a cigarette, took a drag, drummed her nails on the table. “What, did they turn ya into a dead fella? Somehow I don’t remember them kinda shenanigans in our legends. Don’t get the wrong idea, kid. The League ain’t makin’ claims, it’s showin’ interest. I gotta know how things stand, ’cos this whole mess is kinda murky.”


  Without going into detail, I explained how the Sleeping Gods and the Destroying Plague stood in opposition, and how I’d somehow managed to become the Initial of one and the Supreme Legate of the other.


  “Playin’ both sides, I get it…” Kusalarix chuckled. “The League wonders, what do the Sleepers want? The world is divided, the New Gods drove the Old beneath the Barrier. Who do your boys stand for? Who are we going to be dealing with? And which side will you be on in the end?”


  Which side…? Good question. How could I answer it if I planned to delete my character? Possibly even today. I just had to make sure that the deal with Kiran was still in effect, then explain it all to Behemoth. I hoped I’d remain his Initial when I made a new character, but if not, I’d tty to convince the Sleeping God to transfer my status to one of the boys. I also wanted to make the First Kill on the Montosaums before I lost Iimnortcility and Reflection, which I’d need to use if I wanted to take out the ancient reptile.


  And was it worth sharing my secrets with a barely familiar goblin woman here on behalf of a criminal organization?


  “To tell you the truth, Mrs. Kusalarix, I don’t know. My plans change constantly, and not always by my own will.”


  “I see. The gods pull you this way and that way, probably can’t even take a shit without their say-so. Which is why we bow,” the goblin woman made air quotes with her fingers, “to the greedy and heartless Maglubiyet and all-knowing Bargrivyek. They don’t give a rat’s ass about us, they don’t stick their noses in our business, and we…” She cut off, didn’t finish her sentence. “About your gods… What do you think, personally?”


  “The Sleeping Gods are better. They don’t demand mindless deference and they reward all their followers…”


  Kusalarix’s eyes burned when she heard of Unity, which gave the followers of the Sleeping Gods stat points. Swearing colorfully, the goblin woman brought a fist down on the table, then lit another cigarette. A few moments of furious thought, then she quickly said goodbye and disappeared into a portal without a backward glance. She threw a coin over her shoulder as she went. The same type as the one Grokuszuid gave me, I realized, throwing the communication artifact into my inventory.


  I said goodbye to the goblins and teleported to Tiamat’s temple. I summoned my undead minions from there. Leaving them with Bomber to defend the temple, I jumped to Kharinza and logged out of Dis. I had a conversation with Kiran ahead of me. A lot depended on what he said to me.


  Apart from Hung and me, only my bodyguards Maria Saar and Roj van Garderen remained at the house. Hairo, Sergei and Yoshi had all flowm away to Cali Bottom to give the noncitizens a mental block to revealing the clan’s secrets, and also to keep an eye on the base’s construction. On top of that, Maria said that Willy had ordered capsules for Malik and Ed through his channels, and if Yoshi had time to fly in and set them up, then the boys could be playing by tomorrow.


  The Japanese man left me an encrypted device to contact Kiran. But before I called the Snowstorm director, Roj’s comm squawked. As he answered the call, he looked at me and his face got darker every second. What was going on, damn it? Just as I was about to ask the question, Roj brought up a holoprojection.


  “Hairo wants to talk, Alex.”


  Already prepared for bad news, I came closer so the security officer could see me. He was about to say that the base wasn’t going to work out, or something worse. As long as my friends and parents were alright! Hairo got straight to the point.


  “We have trouble, Alex. Two of Gyula’s work gang died in the night. Three more are badly sick. They need to go to the hospital, but…”


  “The clan will pay all their expenses.”


  I had to push the words out past a sandpaper tongue and a desert-dry throat. The puzzle finally came together. The noncitizens started to get sick when they turned undead, and I told them not to log into Dis. Gyula brought them in to work on restoring Tiamat’s temple, and now the consequences hit. Only a fool would fail to see the course of events. An icy cold ran down my spine. This was no simple trouble. One could say I had become witness to a mass murder, if not a genocide.


  “Hairo… Tell all the ones that turned undead… They can’t go into Dis. It’ll kill them!”


  “Got it. I’ll pass it on. I’m going to take the sick men to a clinic that accepts noncitizens. But I have to warn you, their bills are big.”


  “Not a problem. How’s Gyula himself?”


  “He’s fine. The other three… We have to hurry. Over and out.”


  Hairo’s face disappeared. I slowly slid down the wall onto the floor; my legs gave out. Two deaths! Two humans. Someone’s sons, husbands, fathers. Dead because of Dis. It may be an important game, but it was still just a game! And if it was because they turned undead… I’d turned them practically with my own hands. Worse, I’d enabled the global infection of hundreds, if not thousands of players! Who would themselves go on to infect others… And there would surely be noncitizens among them. It began to seem more and more obvious that their capsules differed from ordinary ones in far more than just the limit on levels.


  “Are you alright, Alex?” Roj extended a hand and helped me get up.


  “No, Roj. I’m not alright…”


  I gathered my thoughts, then called Kiran, but got no answer, just: Recipient has blocked you. The comm left by Yoshi went straight to the answering machine.


  “He’s busy,” Roj said, nodding at the comm.


  “Apparently so.”


  “You know, when I was in the army, one day I got two bad pieces of news…”


  “Oh, God, Roj, don’t start!” Maria said from her position by the door with the activity scanner.


  “What news?” I asked mechanically, still deep in thought.


  “My mother died in a terrorist attack and my fiancee broke up with me, said she was in love with someone else. A friend of mine, as it happens, but that’s irrelevant. The point is that in a single day, I’d lost a mother, a bride and a friend. And I was as aggrieved then as you are now. Our sergeant must have gotten some bad news that day too. He sent us out on a fully loaded march. I don’t remember when it happened; when I fell from tiredness, when I couldn’t see for the bloody circles in my eyes, but my grief… No, it didn’t go away. But it faded. It stopped strangling me and tearing my heart, let me go on living.”


  “What are you getting at, Roj?”


  “That asshole from Snowstorm ain’t gonna answer, but without talking to him, you’re gonna be off-balance. The weather’s nice. I say we go for a run.”


  “No, thanks. Yesterday was enough for me. I can’t even walk right now…”


  After decisively declining Roj’s offer, nonetheless, ten minutes later I was running side by side with him and Maria on the now familiar route. Both bodyguards were silent. I couldn’t even hear them breathing. But Roj was right. It cleared my head, and after a quarter of an hour I couldn’t think of anything but the run itself. My body thought it was dying and hooked up the extra reserves, sending hormones into my blood. Hidden by a thick canopy of fir and pine, we followed the edge of a lake to an impassable thicket where I was allowed to take a breather and drink from Roj’s flask. Then we ran back.


  Just as we got home, Kiran called himself.


  “I thought it was you, Alex. Well, congratulations, you’re a global star!” he said without smiling when he saw me. He looked annoyed. “What do you want?”


  “Mr. Jackson, I’ve held up my end of the bargain. I’m willing to delete my character, but first I want to ask…”


  “No.”


  “No?”


  “No, you haven’t held up your end of the bargain. You did not complete the Nucleus’s quests. Worse, you failed them. There will be no deal.”


  Blood rushed to my face, but I mentally counted to ten I could speak as calmly as possible.


  “Then I have no other choice but to develop my potential to the maximum, Mr. Jackson.”


  “Are you threatening me?” He rolled his eyes. “Listen here, Sheppard. All of Snowstorm is having to deal with the consequences of your foolish actions. The introduction of the new faction did not go according to the script, and all because you couldn’t complete a simple quest! You found the cultists of Morena, didn’t you? You did! So tell me, in the name of all that is holy, what stopped you from turning them undead?” I couldn’t tell if he was faking anger or if he really was furious, but it looked scary either way. He was shouting, his eyes wide, spittle flying. “And now that the lich is dead, you’re the sole legate of a faction whose number is limited to the number of the fucking legates themselves!”


  “I can fix it all!”


  Kiran thought a moment, shook his head, answered calmly:


  “You can’t do anything. The Nucleus’s AI has begun its game. The only thing you’re capable of doing is removing your minions from the desert and destroying the temple on Kharinza. Once you do that, call.


  Perhaps, I repeat, perhaps, we will return to the conversation we had in Dubai. Until then, don’t you dare disturb me! Were having enough trouble without you.”


  Kiran cut the call.


  “Dickhead,” Maria swore. “You aren’t going to do it, are you?”


  “To make everything stop, sure I will. Or I would, if I had a guarantee. But he didn’t have me any guarantees, and I don’t trust him.”


  The day had begun so well, and now it was deep in the shittiest shitter I could think of. That dumb dream, the deaths of the noncitizens, now this. As far as Snowstorm was concerned, I could go to the Nether. They’d given me an ultimatum with no guarantees. Now it was me against all of them. While the money—mine and the clan’s—was in Dis, it was just virtual digits. Kiran Jackson would find some excuse to freeze or take away what we’d amassed. We might manage to get a little out, like we did with dad, but all of it? Unlikely.


  Anyway, if I deleted Scyth, then how many people would I be letting down? How many sentients in Dis, not counting the gods? Hundreds of noncitizens, Yoruba, the troggs and kobolds—those were for definite.


  Just one name in the list would have been enough to make my decision.


  “Lunch!” Maria called.


  “Give me five minutes,” I answered, tearing away from the table to my capsule.


  As soon as I appeared in Dis, I jumped through the depths to the Widowmakers’ former castle. I soared up high, cast an eye over the charred buildings, the ruins of NergaTs temple, black from the ash in the air, the NPC corpses still lying on the ground… And the flag of the Green League fluttering atop the tallest tower of the castle, property of the preventers until only a couple of hours ago.


  After configuring the recording mode so the viewers could see not only me, shrouded in Cloak Essence, but also the ruins behind me, I spoke calmly and somewhat tiredly: “We never planned to fight anyone. Never! But at the same time, we can’t allow people to think they can attack us unpunished. Nobody can doubt our strength and decisiveness. Yesterday, the Widowmakers treacherously violated the rules of the Goblin League’s Auction for Special Sales, and kidnapped me. See for yourselves what remains of their former castle. Former, because now it belongs to the Green League. And if they had refused to buy it, then it would have been destroyed. So it will be with any clan seen at the temple of the Sleeping Gods in the Lakharian Desert. Anyone who comes to us with sword in hand will die by the sword and lose all their castles. This isn’t a threat. It’s a warning.”


  * * *


  Before sitting down to lunch, I sent my recording to Ian Mitchell, asking him to show it to as many people as he could. He answered briefly: “Will do,” and five minutes later my movie, starring me, was showing on all the channels.


  They also showed journalists dogging Eileen. She refused to comment. One of the reporters questioning the preventers learned that they were heading for the temple, but a lack of unity slowed them down, along with Crash and the guardians.


  “Each monster guarding the temple of the Sleeping Gods is like an extreme-difficulty raid boss. You don’t get them the first time,” Colonel, the leader of Excommunicado, said. “The Alliance is gathering its forces and will soon strike so hard that not a foundation stone will remain of that damn temple!”


  To a question about my warning, Colonel answered that the Threat’s threats (he even chuckled while saying that) didn’t bother him, that the Widowmakers had paid for their carelessness and overconfidence and would be struck from the Alliance.


  I’d seen enough. I had no appetite, although the smell of the lunch Maria made—something Middle Eastern—made my mouth water. I still mechanically shoveled it into my mouth and got ready for the next marathon play session.


  Done watching the news and with my plate empty,1 thanked Maria, went back to my room and logged into Dis. Roj followed me and took his post by the capsule.


  My heart filled with coldblooded calm. Uncle Nick called that mood “Do what you have to do, and what will be will be.” I knew what I had to do—squeeze as much as I could out of Immortality and the Destroying Plague, then tell the Nucleus and his (or Snowstorm’s) to go to the Nether with their rotten and stinking plots.


  The usually lively fort just about housed all the newcomers, except the troggs, who found refuge in the caves by the mines. The fort was unusually quiet wiien I got there, and its sole street was deserted.


  When Bomber saw I was online, he wTote that the guardians had repelled two attacks today. The second had just ended, and was a full-fledged second-tier preventer raid from outside the Alliance. Sharkon nearly died. Nega saved him when she took control of their top damager and sowed some chaos in the attackers’ ranks.


  Some of the fort buildings were only part built, and the fence had moved back… It seemed the builders had begun the upgrade, which meant they’d gotten their materials, including the Corrupted Adamantite from Pecheneg. They’d begun it, but I didn’t know if they’d finish it—we’d lost everyone except Gyula. The map showed him at the tavern. I set off there.


  The place was packed, but nobody was making much noise. When I appeared, everyone fell silent. All eyes turned to Gyula’s table. The builder foreman sat alone in a corner, his face in his hands. A bottle of the strongest dwarven brandy stood before him.


  “Gyula…” I sat down opposite him. “Please accept my condolences. We will help the families of the deceased.”


  The builder raised his head. His gaze was cloudy, as if he saw me, but didn’t know where he was.


  “Alex…” Gyula’s lips shook. He swallowed. “It was me who killed them.”


  “No. Snowstorm killed them.”


  “Damn dro… Damn that game!” Gyula shouted and threw his bottle at the wall.


  The workers, Aunt Stephanie and two of her waitresses jumped up from their tables. The room-wide ruckus included kobolds barking, troggs growling, minotaur cultists roaring. They surrounded our table, but no one came closer than a few feet.


  I got up, walked to Gyula and put an arm around his shoulder.


  “Listen. Those bastards will pay! We’ll avenge our fallen and our wounded! The families of the dead will want for nothing, I promise you…” I spoke fast, not thinking about my words, relying more on emotion to grip the builder and pull him from the abyss he’d driven himself into.


  When I finished, I looked around anxiously, realizing that my voice had sounded out in total silence. The miners, stonemasons, builders, Trixie, Manny, Stephanie, Gyula’s daughter Eniko, the members of all the nonhuman races from the cultists of Morena, Patrick O’Grady, the kobolds, the troggs… I didn’t know how the NPCs interpreted it, but they reacted the same. They approached one after another, squeezed Gyula’s shoulder, hugged him, comforted him.


  Parting the crowd, the kobold shaman Rvg’har hobbled up to me and offered in his shaking paw a bag tied up with woven grass string.


  “May your friend drink this, chosen one of the Sleeping Gods,” he squeaked. “It will cleanse his mind of the alcohol’s stupor.”


  A quarter of an hour later, Gyula sat opposite me on the temple steps, still grieving, but sober. He drank steaming halfling coffee out of a big clay cup. Behemoth appeared, nodded in understanding to me and disappeared again—soon we’d need to have a longer and more in-depth conversation.


  “We found out when Hairo came with his people,” Gyula said quietly, staring into space. “We walked between the rooms, and that Japanese guy… What was his name?”


  “Yoshi?”


  “Yeah, right. He installed those mental blocks, put something like a ring on everyone’s head and asked them to repeat some words back to him… I forgot what they were, like some kind of oath. When we reached Raul’s room, nobody answered. I wasn’t surprised. Figured he was sleeping in. We were all tired after restoring the temple and starting the fort upgrade…” Gyula fell silent, staring off into the distance. Nothing fell down his weather-beaten rotting cheek. The undead don’t cry, but he was certainly crying in real life. “Raul was young. Just a little older than you. He lived alone. Moved from his mother’s place in the Guyana Cesspit. I brought him up… You know, I have a daughter, and I always dreamed of having a son…”


  They broke down the flimsy door. Raul lay motionless in his bed. No pulse. Sergei connected up a portable diagnostic apparatus, but it broke down, gave an error. It couldn’t tell them the cause of death. There was uproar. Gyula and Manny gathered everyone not on duty in Dis. Then they found out that Malcolm didn’t wake up either, and another three, although breathing, couldn’t be woken. Hairo decided to take them to a clinic that asks no questions, but first he contacted me.


  “And all five worked with you in the desert?”


  “Exactly. Agnes flew with them to the hospital,” Gyula continued. “That’s Tadeusz’s wife. He’s one of the sick ones. She called me from there. The men are in a coma. How did she put it… Necrotic alterations with subsequent rejection of internal organs. The doctors are at a loss. Those damn butchers! Dro! My boys… they’re all dead men, Alex!”


  “How do you feel?”


  “Don’t feel nothin’!” the builder spat angrily. “I ain’t getting no necrosis. It’s because of my capsule, right?”


  “I think so, yeah.” I looked away, unable to bear the pain in his eyes.


  If we were right, and it was the capsules that were to blame for the citizens’ deaths… If I so much as hinted at it, I was a dead man. Snowstorm might as well have been the UN. The government wouldn’t allow that information to be revealed. Follow the logic and you came to the conclusion that the powers that be were introducing the new race in order to cleanse a population of useless people that had gotten too large, people they didn’t even treat like sentients. Biomass. Inwinova. Living dead.


  “Here’s what we’re going to do, Gyula…”


  I took a deep breath in, breathed out. Slowly, driving the words into the builder’s clouded consciousness, I explained why we had to stay quiet.


  “So what now? Are we going to watch while others die?” he asked bitterly. “If the race is opened to noncitizens, everyone will switch to it! No fatigue, you can work in extreme climates, immunity to poisons… No worker would refuse all that! Especially since you can still enjoy drinking and eating, but have no pain…”


  “No, we won’t just watch. No matter what I say now, I won’t be believed. Nobody cares about the fate of some, sorry to say it, Gyula,—some inwinova. People will say it’s fake, that the workers just poisoned themselves with industrial alcohol. They’ll invent something. All the media of the world is working on them, along with millions of journalists, bloggers, opinion leaders… And then I’ll have some terrible accident. And so will you. So will all of us. No. We can’t allow that.”


  “Then wiiat…?”


  “We’ll fight ‘within the bounds of the gameplay’ and break the dro and all their plans… Who’s this?”


  A sewer trogg was hanging around at the foot of the temple and waving a hand to me. At first I thought he was praying to Behemoth, but now I realized he was trying to get my attention.


  “The tribe’s chief,” Gyula said. “Movarak. Go, talk to him. I need to think of what to do with the crew. Some of the miners wanted to change their craft. I’ll talk to them. Go, go! I’ll be fine!”


  I left the reinvigorated Gyula and went to talk to the new fort resident. Massive, hunchbacked, with arms dragging on the ground like a caveman, the trogg wore an animal skin and was armed with a giant club as tall as a man. He silently waited for me to come closer, big brows drawn down in a frown on his broad forehead.


  Movarak, level 227 Trogg Chieftain


  Stone Rib Tribe.


  “May the Sleeping Gods never wake, chosen one!” he boomed, baring big crooked teeth. “Movarak, chieftain of the troggs, greets you!”


  “And may their sleep be eternal,” I answered. “Greetings, Movarak!”


  He spoke clearly, with no accent and without mangling words like the kobolds did. Appearances are deceiving, as Uncle Nick used to say, and Movarak was a living demonstration—I saw wisdom and cunning in the chief s eyes, though his body said something else; here I am, primitive and dim, a joke of the gods.


  He said nothing, just studied me carefully. I broke the silence.


  “How are you all settling in on the island, Movarak? Need any help? I heard your tribe has taken the caves near the mines…”


  “The caves are good. Little food is less good, but bearable. We got used to eating all sorts in the Darant sewers, and there are plenty of fish here. Your people taught us how to catch them.”


  “Yeah, there aren’t too many animals,” I said. “The damn Montosaurus ate them all up.”


  “The Great Reptile is ravenous, but gracious,” Movarak said, bowing his head. His voice sounded like cobblestones in a throat of stone.


  “Gracious? That’s new! It doesn’t attack you?”


  “The Great Reptile has become the protector of our tribe. With the blessing of the Great Sleeping God, of course. We would not dare to anger Behemoth the Terrifying.”


  “You mean as a patron?” I asked in surprise. I thought the Montosaurus would trample and eat the whole trogg tribe as soon as they bent the knee to him instead of scattering.


  “We feed him. Each day, we have a battle between our weakest warriors. We take the two losers and sacrifice them to the Great Reptile, and he leaves the others alone.” Movarak thought for a moment. “It is natural selection, Herald of the Sleepers.


  This news required close study, but I had other plans for the Montosaurus. That dumb dinosaur wouldn’t be terrorizing the island much longer!


  “Tell me, Movarak, why did you leave Darant?” I asked. The question had been on my mind for some time.


  Although it wasn’t unheard of for NPCs to migrate around Dis, it was unusual.


  “It was Knock-Knock’s fault,” the chieftain answered, but didn’t continue, as if I should somehow know who Tuk-Tuk was and what he did wrong.


  “Who’s that?”


  “Knock-Knock is the one who caused us to leave Darant,” Movarak answered, surprised at how dense I was being. He decided to explain further: “Angry. Nightmarish. Frightening. Forgive me, chosen one of the Sleepers, I am no master of words. Songs are another matter…”


  Before the chieftain could break into song, I thanked him and assured him I’d listen another time (sure, at a concert with Movarak, Infect and a kobold howling choir as backup singers) and said my goodbyes. A small queue of people wanting to talk to me had formed beneath a tree. Dekotra the troll, leader of the cultists of Morena, was first.


  He looked tired and even spoke quietly, as if it took effort.


  “Chosen of the Inexorable One,” he nodded. “May the Sleeping Gods never wake!”


  Each used their own version of ‘chosen one.’ It was starting to weigh on me. Should I order them all to call me Scyth? Definitely. But not now. Something was bothering the cultist.


  “And may their sleep be eternal. What’s up, Dekotra?”


  “The Inexorable One summons you. Echoes of what is happening in the world have carried beyond the Barrier, and she is concerned about what she hears. “He touched me on the shoulder, trying to read something in my eyes. “Will you refuse her?”


  “No, I’ll go. How do I get to her?”


  “Leave that to us.” The troll sighed heavily. “We could break through the Barrier from here if you would allow us to sacrifice one of the locals…


  “No.”


  “Then we must go to the shelter you visited before. On Shad’Erang…”


  I could have used Depths Teleportation, but it wouldn’t have taken everyone. So we repeated the ritual with the choir singing to send us to the dark continent.


  In the cubists’ cave, I was placed in the center of a circle. The cubists ragged in some live chickens, a sheep and a catgator like the ones I killed for the Dangerous Game Hunters in the Mire. Dekotra performed his ritual, the portal opened and I pushed through the Barrier.


  The old goddess of death didn’t torture me. I landed lightly in the center of her temple in the otherworldly forest.


  “Young Scyth!” Morena said in welcome. Her voice was friendly, but sad.


  “Hello, Inexorable One,” I answered, dropping down to one knee.


  She approached, placed a hand on my head, listened for something, shivered and released me.


  “Less and less of my Reaper remains as the creature gains power. The Nether is swallowing him up, absorbing him.”


  “I didn’t let it convert your followers, Morena.”


  “I know, I know,” she said softly. “You have a big heart, young Scyth.” You did the right thing by bringing them into the fold of the Sleeping Gods. Without betraying me, they will gain new knowledge and power. Most of all, they are no longer alone. Chased by all and hated, they had need of like-minded allies. But you should have asked me first!”


  Divine presence thickened in the air. I felt as if a skyscraper was bearing down on me—but Morena had only raised her voice by a fraction!


  “The Nucleus asked me to turn them undead,” I croaked. “The Supreme Legate was meant to place the souls of other legates into their bodies. Liches. I protected your followers!”


  “You speak the truth…”


  The pressure disappeared. Morena touched my cheek gently, gave me strength.


  “I cannot demand. But I beg you, free Reaper! Do it, and I…” Morena’s eyes widened. She took a step back, pointed beneath my feet. “It is already here!”


  Pulsating black-green veins of familiar slime seeped up from under the ground, wrapped themselves around my legs. I watched in horror as my flesh melted, flowed away, dissolving into the slime.


  Call of the Nucleus!


  The plague slime enveloped me with incredible speed, and then Morena and the temple disappeared. I was experiencing the Call I’d used to summon my minions. I flew underground, stunned that the Nucleus had made it through the Barrier. A place where the Old Gods like Morena felt safe!


  The Nucleus’s commanding voice echoed in my head:


  “Legate!”


  I didn’t know where I was yet. My eyes were blind and my body had only just reformed.


  “Ruler,” I answered mentally.


  Regaining the ability to see, I saw the Nucleus. It had changed—it was no longer an orb-like mass of corrupted matter crisscrossed with veins and arteries. Before me towered a colossal figure, at least eighteen feet tall—not yet human, but with a head, arms and column-like legs just taking shape. Actually, what I’d thought of as a head turned out to be that same orb, but with eyes—black and gleaming—and a piercing gaze that emanated undead energy.


  “Assemble, my legates!” the Nucleus declared. “You are all here to determine who among you will be Supreme Legate and…”


  Legates? Turning my head, I saw eight other sentients—like me, rotting dead men, but shrouded in expensive equipment… Players! They were all players who had become legates of the Destroying Plague.


  The thought was such a shock that I didn’t focus my eyes right away. When I looked more closely at the newly-minted legates, I swore mentally. Criterror, Laneiran, Biancanova, Ronan, Cray, Angel, Mogwai… and that damn Liam himself, Tissa’s new boyfriend. All from the Elites.


  This shitty day didn’t look shitty enough to someone upstairs, so they threw more down. It seemed the Alliance had decided not to change factions. Only Mogwai and his clan had. The Nucleus had chosen the eight strongest from among them. And I was the ninth.


  “…send you on a mission in the name of the Destroying Plague,” the Nucleus continued while I watched the smirking new legates from under my brows. “Legate Scyth. Do you have something to say? Speak!”


  “I am Supreme Legate, ruler.”


  “You were Supreme Legate, until the others came to be. You made many mistakes. I strip you of this title.”


  The Elites exchanged whispers, but Mogwai called them to order, his devoted stare fixed on the Nucleus. They were playing their roles. They’d gloat about it when the ‘ruler’ wasn’t there.


  Destroying Plague quest More Legates! failed!


  You failed to identify the g strongest sentients of Disgardium and turn them undead.


  You have lost your rank of Supreme Legate of the Destroying Plague!


  Your reputation with the Destroying Plague has reduced: -2500.


  Current reputation: mistrust.


  Skill lost: Call of the Supreme Legate!


  Skill lost: Plague Dust!


  “The Supreme Legate shall be Mogwai,” the Nucleus announced. “Above you, on the surface, lies the city of Viderlich, your new home. I task the Supreme Legate with the duty of spreading the Destroying Plague to strong sentients willing to settle in Viderlich—our first city, but not last. The portal in the Stronghold built in the desert must be redirected to Viderlich. A separate task for the lesser legates: find laborers. The city must become the most magnificent capital of Disgardium. Its streets shall be decorated with the skulls of gods who, in their blind vainglory, rejected the Destroying Plague!”


  More Workers!


  Viderlich, capital of the Destroying Plague, needs skilled sentients. Identify 999 of them and turn them undead. The Return Stone that they will receive will allow them to move to Viderlich.


  Rewards:


  —

  30 billion experience

  —

  +500 reputation with Destroying Plague faction

  This was the end. I didn’t plan on completing that quest, or staying in the Destroying Plague. The Nucleus continued to pontificate about his omnipotence and his future faction. In the meantime, I walked up to the reservoir of matter—the blood of the Destroying Plague, his life energy gathered from all over Disgardium,—and jumped in. I don’t know why the Nucleus didn’t react, and I didn’t really care.


  Swimming hard, I reached the spot where a possessed Scyth once threw the ColdBlooded Punisher set, and dove down.


  Seeing nothing, I kicked further down until I reached the sticky and sucking bottom. I fully immersed myself in the plague moss and reached stone. Slime and muck filled my mouth and nose, blinded my eyes, but I still managed to feel out the metal disk of the armor and throw it into my inventory an instant before tar-black tendrils wrapped around me and dragged me to the surface.


  No one remained in the Nucleus’s lair saved the ‘ruler’ himself.


  “You are free to go, Legate. Do what I have asked of you.”


  “Yes, ruler,” I answered.


  I ran to the portal. The thought that it led to Kharinza burned me inside. After all, eight of the strongest players from the Elites had just walked through it.


  


  Chapter 16: Become a Man


  



  THE SUN BLINDED ME when I emerged from the portal. My undead vision adapted at once. The picture darkened, lowering the brightness as if a light filter had been placed over my eyes. It seemed the portal from the Nucleus’s lair led now not to Kharinza, but to the Stronghold of the Destroying Plague in the Lakharian Desert. The ziggurats erected by Shazz towered at either side, spreading the energies of death.


  They were waiting for me—the eight sentients stood up to their ankles in sticky bubbling slime. Previously of various races, now they were all undead.


  The eight legates from the Elites formed a semicircle, covering my escape routes. Their poses were relaxed enough, with smiles fixed on their faces. The three elven girls, Laneiran, Biancanova and Angel, had kept their good looks. That would change when the rot came. Overall, for players a hundred and fifty levels beneath me, they were behaving pretty confidently, even if they didn’t want to risk coming too close…


  A chuckle and a quiet order interrupted my thoughts:


  “Get him!”


  An arrow suddenly whistled in from one side. It hit me in the shoulder, clattered away uselessly. Equanimity didn’t proc—I just didn’t take any damage. It was the same for all the other attacking skills. It made sense; the Destroying Plague was a single entity, so the members of its faction couldn’t deal damage to each other. It was the most cohesive faction, and that was its strength…


  I shaded my eyes and waited out the barrage of magic attacks coming in from all sides. A two-headed bird flew in and tried to peck out my eyes. Even Mogwai kept at a distance, not daring to approach, showering me with swarms of angry Burning Wasps. Using gaps in my rotten flesh, the insects practically made a nest inside me, but I didn’t bat an eyelid. After everything I’d been through, a few minutes under fire from the eight legates felt like nothing.


  It was harder to decide what to do next. Put Sleeping Vindication into play, or keep my cards hidden? I needed information, after all. Were the Elites controlling their characters? Had they become Threats? Big Po and I became Threats when we became Heralds, which is beneath the legates in the hierarchy of the Destroying Plague. But there were eight at once here. The fate of the guards also concerned me. Shazz never took away my minions until I was carried into the Nether—in that case, Scyth simply disappeared from the world of Dis, so Flaygray, Nega, Anf, Ripta and Sharkon moved to the lich’s command. But perhaps that was just through Shazz’s goodwill… In any case, there was a lot I had to find out, and to get the information, I’d need to talk—so it goes in this world. If I just killed them (although—how?), I wouldn’t be able to talk to them.


  I didn’t have to wait long. Three minutes later, Mogwai realized how pointless their attacks were.


  “Enough!”


  Criterror, after firing one more arrow at me after the order, put his bow away and shook his head in his leather helmet.


  “Nah, it’s not working. Seems we can’t kill the Threat ourselves, Mo. Shame. The problem isn’t our abilities. We just can’t damage him.”


  “My Predator did,” the hunter Cray argued.


  True, his pet, a Two-headed Vulture, had dealt me miserly damage and then died from Reflection… I mentally laughed.


  All the legates put their weapons away and the mages stopped casting spells. The attacks ceased.


  “Predator could damage him because he isn’t undead…” Mogwai said. “What if…”


  He instantly pulled out some spell-scroll and used it. A long golden arrow sparkled and span as it flew through my chest, dealt no damage and disappeared.


  “Idiotic mechanics!” Mogwai grimaced. “No internal PvP in the faction. We can’t kill each other!”


  “Life is death, Legates…” I chuckled.


  “What?” the druid asked, not understanding. He frowned. “It doesn’t matter, scrub. This is easily solved. I told you, we’ll meet again! What’s wrong, Scyth, you upset? You lost your exclusive access to Immortality, and now you’ve been demoted to boot. You’re my underling now, did you know that?”


  “Screw you!” I said and took a step to the side. Then I was caught, my body melted away and red text appeared before my eyes:


  Call of the Supreme Legate!


  The painful teleport to Mogwai took longer than walking would have been, but the realization that I was stuck hit me far worse. If that bastard could drag me around wherever he wanted…


  The Elites laughed. Liam was almost doubled over, pointing at me.


  “You’re in my hands, Scyth, get it?” Mogwai asked, smiling. “You have none of your prior invulnerability when we’re nearby. The only problem we have is that we can’t kill you personally. Although what I can do…”


  I shook, couldn’t move—the Supreme Legate drained my supply of plague energy dry. A hundred yards away, on the border where the influence of the Stronghold of the Destroying Plague ended and sand began, players had formed a crowd.


  “Aren’t you worried those guys will destroy the stronghold?” I asked, regaining control of my body.


  “The environment here is dangerous to them,” Biancanova condescended to answer. “The Devouring Plague is deadly to the living. The Nucleus…”


  “Quiet!” Mogwai snapped at her. “You’re talking too much.”


  There was silence for a while. They pierced me with their eyes. I was waiting for Crash, galloping toward us at the speed of an airtrain through his underground tunnels from the temple.


  Judging by their behavior, the Elites were in control of their characters, but I still asked:


  “So that’s you, Fen?”


  “What do you mean?” Mogwai asked, eyes narrowing. Realizing that I didn’t plan to run, and that he couldn’t kill me then and there, he crossed his arms and spoke: “Fen! For you, I am Mr. Xiaoguang himself, scrub! No respect for your betters. It’s obvious what kind of pit you crawled out of!”


  “And the rest of you too?” I asked, ignoring his insult and glancing at the other legates. “Uhm… Mr. Xiaoguang?”


  “Everyone who chose the undead appeared in Dis at the same time,” Mogwai answered with a smirk. “We got offers to become legates of the Destroying Plague almost immediately. Obviously, no one refused. We were taken to the Nucleus. We spoke while you were absent, and you know what? The Nucleus is very disappointed in you. We believe that you’re taking up a position that should belong to one of my friends. So what did you mean?”


  “The Nucleus takes control of characters… but obviously, that’s changed, since you guys are you.”


  “Oh, really?” Liam snorted, frowning in distrust. “So how did you manage to avoid it?”


  “My kung-fu was stronger. Correct me if I’m wrong—you guys are Threats now too?”


  The Elites bared rotten teeth, exchanged glances.


  “That’s none of your concern,” Mogwai snapped. “Your status will be gone in minutes. We’re waiting for our living friends. They’ll help us beat the crap out of you, and then…”


  “Goodbye, Scyyythie!” Laneiran laughed.


  “You see, the other side of the fact that we can’t harm you is that you can’t harm us!” Criterror said. “Poor Scyth. I feel for you, I do.”


  “A pathetic end to a boy from the slums who thought himself a god!” Biancanova sneered, triumph gleaming in her eyes.


  Angel giggled next to her.


  “You can’t do shit now,” Mogwai nodded. “My Call of the Supreme Legate has no cooldown, and doesn’t even cost plague energy. Shame I can’t take away your minions… Real sha…”


  “Not to me.” I rushed at him, calling my pets as I ran. Crash was about to arrive.


  Liam died just as he stood, with an idiotic smirk on his face, when the plague slime exploded in a fountain beneath his feet. The earth roiled and the colossal body of the Diamond Worm emerged from underground.


  Mogwai started to suspect something an instant before Crash’s attack and began to retreat, transforming into a bear. Iggy immobilized him and the others with Deadly Chirp, which activated the druid’s Equanimity timer. I didn’t run the final steps—I flew straight at the now fully transformed Mogwai with my arms outstretched. I grabbed the bear’s skin and held on with a death grip as his stun ended, then flew straight up at sixty miles an hour, or around that. In seconds, we were high enough for his fall to be lethal.


  Mogwai tried his best to tear himself from my grip, but he couldn’t compete with the power amassed by Unity. After waiting for the druid’s Equanimity to end, I dropped ‘Mr. Xiaoguang,’ but now he’d changed his mind and didn’t want to say his goodbyes. He clung to my legs. Mogwai summoned a Celestial Devil, a flying mount that looked like a stingray with monstrous stingers and a long double tail Storm, ascending behind us, obeyed my order to attack Mogwai’s mount. The dragoness and the ray locked together. Storm caught her enemy’s tail in her mouth and used her mighty claws to tear the creature in half like a piece of paper. The Celestial Devil s piercing howl cut ended abruptly.


  With a powerful Hammerfist, I punched the druid away. Roaring with fury and terror, he dropped through the air like a stone.


  At my command, Storm shot her strongest bolt of lightning, capable of burning anyone to ash, but Mogwai’s mana shield saved him. Then Storm fired again, and that was enough to ensure that the deadly fall damage should hit ‘Mr. Xiaoguang’ full-force, with no defenses left. I worried that he might have some bird form and would transport in flight. Unfortunately for him, it seemed the #1 leading player in the world wasn’t one of those druids. There were many types of them in Dis, just like the other base classes.


  I’d also confirmed that the Supreme Legate hadn’t earned Subjugate Mind yet. Maybe he’d get it when he got more reputation with the Nucleus. Or did it just not work on other legates? I had no time to wonder.


  Battle raged below. Crash and Iggy were successfully putting down the Legates of the Destroying Plague. Actually, they were killing them a second time—they revived in the stronghold. The respawn point for new undead had to be there. They were using plague energy attacks on my pets as much as they could—without Plague Fury for now—and even without their skills and reservoir leveled up, the damage hurt. Iggy had lost half his health, but the pet took cunning vengeance over and over—he didn’t just kill them, he laid a few larvae in each. The Parasites Inside skill meant they’d be walking around with their health cut down!


  I tracked the battle with my pets by their logs and health bars, which were dropping like a stone along with Mogwai’s. Only at the very bottom did I lower my speed and land gracefully on my feet by the corpse of the Supreme Legate, driving my Reapers Scythes into his heart with the words: “I expel you from Disgardium forever!”


  Nothing. Mogwai was not a Threat. The druid had revived nearby and saw me land. He laughed.


  “You’re an idiot, Scyth! You become a Threat when you violate the balance of Dis. A third faction with its own racial abilities is already part of that balance.”


  “I had to tr>%” I said, smiling and setting Crash on him.


  “Strange that you’re still a Threat. Must be something to do with the Sleeping Gods…”


  Whoomph!— the plague-ridden land beneath the druid’s feet exploded and he fell into a welcoming stomach. Crash’s mouth full of endless rows of teeth snapped shut.


  The Diamond Worm chewed Mogwai a while, taking away his Equanimity and mana shield, but only quarter of his health. The druid fired off plague attacks from inside and bored a hole in the worm’s body, breaking out to freedom. I was at the ready, and repeated my unforgettable aerial tour of the skies of the Lakharian Desert for ‘Mr. Xiaoguang.’ The customer was far from happy. Ragged, but still fighting, Storm, Crash and Iggy switched to dealing with the others.


  All eight newly-minted Legates of the Destroying Plague died again for the second time that day. We had to press on until we got them a third time, to win time until tomorrow. Otherwise… Call of the Supreme Legate right into a trap, murder, elimination of the Threat.


  A raid of marauding PuGs passing the Destroying Plague’s lands helped me while away the wait, and Rita Wood messaged to say she’d left the sandbox and was ‘awaiting further instructions in Darant.’ Instructions? I had no time to answer. The PuG raid’s commander, a little gnome shrouded in a full set of adamantite armor, shouted… or rather, shrieked: “Hey, carrion, come over here, be a man! Why are you hiding over there? You a coward?”


  I realized the reason for his suicidal bravado when I flew closer. Baleful grins darkened the players’ faces, dozens of them took out scrolls, and then…


  Crack! With a crunch, everything around bent, broke. I began to feel myself twisted as if someone had started to solve an invisible Rubik’s Cube, with Scyth at its center. Ultima? There was absolutely nothing I could do— Ultima, once the strongest spell in the game, stunned me and dealt damage. The numbers flooded in so fast that Resilience even gained a few points. Reflection did its job—everyone who used an Ultima scroll died. My pets dealt with the rest.


  By the time the world stopped twisting, ever} last member of the PuG raid was on the way back to the graveyard. It’s a wipe! the squeak} gnome shouted before he died, voicing the obvious. He added something that rang less true: But well have our revenge!


  The absurd skirmish with the PuGs filled up my Serendipity supply by twenty thousand and change. Reapers Scythes were a little closer to level seven.


  Around half an hour left until the Elites revived.


  I answered Rita, told her she had to do something in Darant before we could meet in the Lake District. I chose the spot because it was quiet and had no torches of True Flame on every street corner. Then I sent her a package with all the artifacts from the Treasury of the First Mage that we hadn’t yet identified: Isis’ Blessing, Ebis’ Inspiration, Elemental Concentration and Thunderbearer.


  Yet another test of loyalty. It might cost us a lot, but less than a possible stab in the back when you least expect it. At first, I wanted to send just one artifact. That way we wouldn’t lose them all if she betrayed me. But I changed my mind. I couldn’t see myself visiting Darant without risking elimination, and the artifacts might come in handy to the clan. Maybe even today or tomorrow, if the player army reached the temple.


  I also attached two million gold. One million and eight hundred thousand for identification, the rest—for a portal to the Lake District and just in case…


  Wo ah, Scyth! You tempter! Rita messaged me when she got the money. Time to get a disguise and run…


  I was prepared for any outcome, but I had no time to respond—all eight legates revived at once, and I had no time to reflect.


  The Elites fought desperately—not with me, but with my pets. Two tried to escape through the portal, but hit trouble. From this side, the Great Plague Poi’tal didn’t lead anywhere yet.


  Mogwai took to his heels in panther form. I managed to catch him and didn’t let him get away again… until his invulnerability fell after the first minute and a half of battle. My pets dealt damage against my brother legate for me. The druid tried to escape on his flying mount again, and the stingray fought the dragoness. I clung onto the wriggling panther with a death grip as it tried to claw out my eyes. Crash and Iggy tore the others to pieces as they ran.


  When Mogwai breathed his last breath for the third time, I set a mental timer for twelve hours—in that time, I had to return my human form and escape the subjugation of the Destroying Plague.


  * * *


  I flew across the desert from the stronghold to Tiamat’s temple, carefully watching all the large formations of the army of Light. You can’t change human nature, and the players were still human. They didn’t give a damn about Nergal’s stereotypical quests or the squabbles between the Sleepers and the Destroying Plague. Many of them just farmed mobs, grinded levels, gathered rare ingredients. Others ganked the farmers as they fought desert beasts and stole their loot. There was no sign of unity among Nergal’s followers.


  But here and there were also large and cohesive raids, with a firm intention to grasp their share of the Radiant’s rewards, and were advancing toward the temple with purpose. A mile or so from the temple, well-defended Alliance camps grew like weeds. They awaited reinforcements. From above, their forcefield domes looked like dozens of soap bubbles on sand-colored asphalt.


  The second-tier clans may not have the riches and power of the Alliance, but they had greater numbers. By my most conservative estimations, over seventy thousand players were moving toward the temple. In the two days of Nergal’s event, they’d adapted to the local monsters, done plenty of farming and gained a lot of levels. The Alliance didn’t mess around either. The player leaderboards showed that overnight, not only had the leaders of the preventers and Mogwai broken the barrier of level four hundred, but so had some front-line members of the Alliance clans.


  I couldn’t imagine that I could withstand them. All I could do was put my hopes in Tiamat’s rewards and the risky idea I was willing to attempt, wagering the temple to squeeze out as much as I could from the bonuses of the undead race and Immortality…


  Rita Overweight didn’t let me down—she identified the divine artifacts, used a hauler’s guild portal to jump to the Lake District and waited there. I copied a new disguise while flying over the desert, from one of the raiders. I found my friend in the agreed spot, hugged her and took her to Kharinza. Since my trip to Kinema with Patrick, Depths Teleportation had allowed me to bring along anyone I wanted. All I had to do was touch them, but this was the first time I was using it.


  She opened her eyes, breathed out and looked around. We stood by the Pig and Whistle. People wandered the fort’s main street—mostly nonhuman, but there were some miners too.


  “Hi, Alex…” Rita said. Her face was an inch from mine, and I unwillingly released my embrace. “That was… sudden!”


  “Hey! Sony, I didn’t want to risk staying there.”


  “No, I liked it!” The girl took a step back to look me up and down. “So that’s what a max-potential Threat looks like. My friend! Am I dreaming? I’ve seen the news, I knew it was you, but here, in the flesh…”


  “You’ll get used to it, Rita,” I promised. “Or Overweight? Which do you prefer?”


  “Take a look,” the girl smiled.


  I stopped looking her in the eyes and let my gaze drop, looking her up and down—practically an identical copy of her real self, with a few cosmetic improvements. Of course, that’s how I recognized her… Oh, that’s what it was! Overweight wasn’t Overweight anymore!


  Irita, human, level 18 Merchant


  Hmm. We hadn’t taken her into the clan after all. Tissa had promised to do that, but maybe she hadn’t found the time… or didn’t want to.


  “You changed your nick?”


  “Yep. It wasn’t right anymore. I don’t have any extra weight, on the contrary, my weight’s just right.” Her tanned face lit up with a gleaming smile. “Rita, Irita, call me what you like. Are you going to show me around? Oh, by the way, here are the artifacts and your change. I feel kinda scared walking around with all this. Responsibility, you know.”


  Irita it was, then.


  I took the identified artifacts and quickly looked them over.


  Ehis’ Inspiration


  Divine artifact.


  Unique item.


  Ebis, God of Fishing, is always with you. You always get a bite!


  Chance of loss after death lowered by 100%.


  Isis’ Blessing


  Divine artifact.


  Unique item.


  Isis, the old goddess of fertility, placed a particle of her being into this ancient artifact.


  For a day, cr’eates perfect weather within a 50 yard radius. All life within the artifact’s area of effect grows three times as fast.


  Cooldown: 7 days.


  Chance of loss after death lowered by 100%.


  Elemental Concentration


  Divine ring.


  Unique item.


  The bearer of this ring gains +50% immunity to magic of fire, water, earth, air and electricity.


  Chance of loss after death lowered by 100%.


  Durability: indestructible.


  Thunderbearer


  Divine scalable trident.


  Unique item.


  Damage: 2256-4512.


  A weapon of the Old God of Thunder, Zeus. Holds an enormous supply of energy that can summon lightning to strike down enemies once per day (can only be used outdoors).


  On activation, summons a lightning bolt that deals 10,000,000 damage to the target.


  Cooldown: 24 hours.


  Chance of loss after death lowered by 100%.


  Durability: indestructible.


  “The trident multiplies the damage by your level with a multiplier of four to eight,” Irita rattled off quickly in her saleswoman voice. “The ring with immunity to elemental magic is dope. Similar legendaries rarely give resists to all elements, and even then, their numbers are far lower. The fishing artifact only seems like a trinket. Pro fishermen would sell their souls for it! As for Isis’ Blessing… I already have an idea for how to use that…”


  “Create fanning spots in extreme zones?” I voiced the first thought that came into my head as I held Isis’ Blessing, a worn and rough-hewm throne about a foot tall, cut from stone.


  “Well… something like that,” Irita shook her shoulders. “But it doesn’t matter to you, you’re undead, you don’t care about the weather. It would be amazing for normal players though. Anyway, you’re forgetting the artifact’s other effect—faster growth. Gardeners, farmers, professional pet tamers… I think we can start the bidding at ten…”


  “No, Rita, the artifact is staying with us. Thanks!”


  “There’s something else, Alex. It’s my fault for bringing you and Goosebumps together. She might cause problems.”


  “What?”


  “Karina has her own channel. She put up a video of you and her… well… together, and said she was your girlfriend…”


  “Was?”


  “Right. Like, she broke it off when she found out you were the Threat. She made out like she was sorry she didn’t identify you right away. Like you turned out to be an arrogant idiot blinded by your fame and all that type of thing.”


  Seemed like blondie Goosebumps had decided to have her cake and eat it; get famous and stay safe… Nether!


  “Not many people saw the video,” Irita said, putting a hand on my shoulder gently. “I noticed as soon as she put it up, my comm notified me, we’re friends after all… well, we were. I made her delete it all, and she doesn’t have many subscribers.”


  “How did you convince her?”


  “Secret,” she blushed. “Anyway, I think it’s all fixed, but if you plan to keep talking to her…”


  “I explained everything to her! I told her how dangerous it was to say that we even knew each other! I don’t understand people at all… Are you sure not many people saw it? Understand, I’m worried about her, not myself!”


  “Five people, all from our circle of friends. I explained to the guys how stupid Karina was and why they should keep quiet too. You’re welcome, Alex!”


  “Damn, sorry. Thank you! By the way… Accept this invite and… welcome to the Awoken, Irita! May the Sleeping Gods never wake!”


  “And may their sleep be eternal,” I heard from all sides.


  “Huh? What? One sec…” She raised a hand, opened her fist. Her eyes gleamed. “Unity… Is awesome! I can imagine how high your stats must be!”


  “Almost two thousand adepts, and that’s not the limit. Anyway, 111 leave you in Crawler’s capable hands…” I’d seen that Ed and Malik had logged on, which meant their capsules had arrived and Yoshi had configured access. “Find him. You and he will need to go through the legendary gear and put some stuff up for auction.”


  The girl nodded. “Alright.”


  “Oh, and we need to sort through the reagents we looted. Whole piles of them… and sell the culinary dishes I made. Not too many just yet. Investigate the demand first. Same deal with Hero’s Heart; Crawler disenchanted fifty legendaries, but decide for yourselves whether to sell the ingredient or not. And it wouldn’t hurt to find out whether it’s worth working with the cartography guild; I have maps of unexplored lands.


  “Sounds tempting. A whole new league!” Irita smiled. “I’ll get right to it!”


  “Great. Thanks! I’m relying on you. By the way, give this to Hung. He’s our only fisherman.” I returned Ebis’ Inspiration. “And now excuse me, I have to go. Every second counts…”


  I hugged Irita, kissed her on the cheek and left her looking around in awe outside the tavern. She stood surrounded by friendly yapping kobolds, growiing troggs and fierce ogres, trolls, ores, minotaurs and members of the other dark races. I thought I even saw a vampire cultist among them. I didn’t interfere with the fresh-from-the-sandbox girl as she met the fort’s residents. Rita was a sharp girl. She’d figure it out.


  Behemoth awaited me. His quest was delayed, although Tiamat’s temple had been built two weeks ago now. The quest didn’t count at first because the first temple was destroyed, and the quest giver himself, Behemoth, was floating in plague essence in the Nucleus’ lair. Then Patrick and I flew out for more adepts at Stone Rib, because all the faith was going to Tiamat, and the god couldn’t recover. We took on the troggs, but I got stuck in the Nether, and in that time, Mogwai and his companions almost destroyed the second temple. Now, finally, there was a moment of fragile balance: both temples were whole, and we had enough adepts for the Sleeping Gods to gain strength.


  “Hey, Scyth!”


  I turned in annoyance. Patrick emerged from the pig and whistle, dressed smart.


  “A moment, if you please!”


  “I have no time at all, Mr. O’Grady!”


  “Just a word, I won’t keep you long.”


  Patrick approached me with surprising confidence, upright and with the brave stride of an old soldier. Clear eyes, no smell of whiskey on his breath. Something was badly wrong. Snow would soon start falling in the jungle of Kharinza, at this rate.


  “Has the tavern run out of alcohol?”


  “I don’t think so,” Patrick asked in surprise, glancing back at the door of the drinking establishment. “Listen, kid, you’re the big boss now, although you’re rotting away! Are you headed there?” He nodded at the temple. “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about, Alex.”


  “Wait, what?”


  How did he know my name? NPCs never paid any attention to players’ conversations about real life. As if they had a filter in their ears.


  Patrick extended a hand. I answered likewise, stunned, and mentally gave the system a command to start recording.


  “Pleased to meet you, kid.” The handshake was firm. “I remembered after all. The Sleeping God cleansed my memory of the imprinted recollections—the false memories. A side effect was that my alcoholism is gone. As it turns out, that disgusting habit came from outside too. The future mage Jane was never in my life. I never fought the Swarm and never served in the Commonwealth army… But I lost both my legs in the Third World War. Back there, on Earth. On the real Earth, you understand? Back there, I had a bride called Jane. With my own hands I…”


  A tear rolled down Patrick’s cheek.


  “So Snowstorm transferred your consciousness into Dis?” I asked. Behemoth’s gaze burned my back. The Sleeping God was hurrying me, but I couldn’t just leave. “How?”


  “Yes,” Patrick confirmed. “As for the how, better ask them. I remember growing up in Brooklyn, fighting in North China. After sendee, I planned to join the Mars colonists, but I met Jane… I don’t belong to this world, Alex, but since life has given me a second chance and steady legs… Dumb to drink that away, right?” He laughed bitterly. “I say that so you that you know who you’re dealing with.”


  “Uhm… Patrick O’Gradv, veteran of World War III?”


  “No, I mean him.” Patrick looked at Behemoth’s figure, frozen outside the temple. “He isn’t some virtual game god. The Sleeping God is something more. Go, he’s waiting.”


  I ran the fifty’ yards to the temple, reading the conditions of Patrick’s quest, altered, but still there:


  Become a Man


  Patrick O’Grady, First Priest of the Sleeping Gods, fell in love with Stephanie Katon, landlady of the Pig and Whistle tavern, on the island of Kharinza. Help him ‘become a man’ again, returning his former reputation and authority in the community, so that he can win Stephanie’s heart.


  Rewards:


  —

  2 million experience points

  —

  your reputation with Patrick O’Grady will increase by 500

  The quest progress bars hadn’t gone anywhere either, showing in numbers exactly what Patrick had to strove for to ‘become a man’:


  Alcoholism


  Days without alcohol: 1/21.


  Appearance Charisma: 4/15.


  Physical stats


  Strength: 10/45. Agility: 8/35. Endurance: 9/35. Perception


  12/30.


  Reputation


  Stephanie Katon: 11/2000 (ambivalence).


  Thanks to all our followers of the Sleeping Gods, Patrick, as First Priest, had exceeded the required stats long ago, but apparently only his own attributes counted here.


  How could I help him? For the most part, it depended on him. All I could do was… Yeah, that was it. Overload him with work. The clan could use a supply manager available around the clock in Dis. His combat skills from the real world could come in handy too. We just had to level him up.


  Behemoth met me at the threshold to the temple. The Sleeper’s avatar wasn’t particularly nightmarish or large—a humanoid figure with the head of a hippopotamus and armor that emitted smoke. He nodded, disappeared through the doors. I ran after. An invisible dome covered the temple, fully cutting us off from the world.


  “Greetings, Initial. Make yourself comfortable.”


  A table and two comfy-looking chairs materialized between us. A crystalline jug of transparent liquid appeared in Behemoth’s hand. He poured it into a single glass.


  “Ambrosia of the Sleepers. You will be the first mortal in ten thousand years who has earned the honor of chinking it.”


  After carefully accepting the ambrosia from the god’s hands, I took a swallow. The drink vaguely reminded me of the one that Fortune gave me. The only way I could describe it is to say that it was the tastiest water in the world—crystal clean, and somehow unbelievably nice without any kind of taste…


  Ambrosia of the Sleepers.


  You drank of divinity and absorbed a particle of the true flesh of the Sleeping Gods. From now on, they will always be with you, and if it is their will, they will appear in your darkest hour.


  “The ambrosia’s effect is pretty ambiguous,” I said. “You could have warned me, Sleeper.”


  “The effect is clear!” Behemoth’s voice boomed to the rafters. “Now we will always be near, and if it does not violate the balance and harmony of the universe, then we will help. To business, Initial! Make your report.”


  Knowing the Sleeper, I just laid everything out to him, although he was already informed on some of it. From the events of the Nether and the restoration of Tiamat’s temple, to the fight in the desert, the death off Shazz and my recent battle against the legates. I fleetingly mentioned Irita joining the clan and Patrick’s news, so that my report was complete. It took a long time to tell it all. The Sleeping God listened carefully, asked questions about the Nether and the place’s strange nature. He asked less about the Destroying Plague and about what the Nucleus had become. He must have already done his own research in his time in the creature’s lair.


  “Eleven hours until the Supreme Legate revives?” Behemoth asked. “That is enough time for Tiamat to remove the undead curse from you and your friends. She can take shape here, but better you visit her yourself. She has more power in her own temple. In addition, Tiamat has gained enough strength to reward you generously for your efforts to erect her temple.”


  “Do I have to bring everyone with the curse to her? I told you what happened to our builders. In the other world, the one we come from, some died. Others are still alive… They can’t come to Disgardium while they’re undead, Sleeping God!”


  “They will have to risk it. Tiamat must see them all to remove the curse.”


  “Alright.”


  “At your request, I have developed a weave of silence,” Behemoth said, moving onto the next subject. “All those who have become followers of the Sleeping Gods will keep their mouths shut if the subject of us is raised. Even if enemies influence their minds directly, they will not be able to extract knowledge of where the temples are and how things are going in your clan. Torture won’t work either. The weave has been placed on all previous and current adepts, and will be applied to all future adepts.”


  “That’s good news, Sleeping God, but we were lucky that the portal didn’t lead to the island. If that had happened, the Nucleus would know about the temple on Kharinza…”


  “But that did not happen, because my influence has risen. I cut the route from the mines of Kharinza to the Nucleus, but the portal remained there. Now it leads deep down, to a Plague Vector, and it must be eliminated as soon as possible.”


  The speaker must have been talking about the instance the boys once found—on the day when Crag and I broke out of the sandbox.


  “I’ll take care of it.”


  “Good. Go. Tiamat awaits.”


  I nodded, but didn’t leave. I was in the mood to take a risk…


  “Will you tell the Sleeping Goddess that I’ll come to her in ten hours? I have some unfinished business.”


  “Let it be so,” Behemoth boomed. “But hurry! Tiamat feels the forces of Nergal approaching!”


  And I hurried. I signaled a full gathering of the Awoken—the fastest grind ever awaited us; a grind of experience, achievements, and anything else we could get. It would take us three hours to get First Kills in the instances we found on H oldest, the reptiloid island and the Kharinza mine. Far less time would be needed to defeat the Montosaurus, the new greedy patron saint of the troggs.


  The hours remaining until Mogwai revived could be dedicated to something else, but for that, I’d need some help from Apophis and his priest, Yemi.


  I headed for the Yoruba castle.


  The world flashed black and the fort was replaced with a castle wall. The archers patrolling the walls reacted to my appearance surprisingly calmly. They didn’t even shoot. A shadow dropped down from above, landed nearby. The giant bat turned into a troll.


  Vampires weren’t always former humans in Dis. Francesca, for example, was a turned ore. This one was a troll. He kept his long stooping body and knuckle-dragging arms from his source race. His pale skin seemed to glow from within, and his bright red eyes were hypnotizing… but not for me. The vampire was silent, waiting.


  “I’m here to talk to Yemi,” I said.


  “To what end, Legate?” the vampire asked, raising his comm amulet to his mouth.


  “I want to help Yoruba become the biggest clan on Shad’Erung.”


  Chapter 17: Gods and Beast Gods


  



  “YEMI. SET ME UP A MEETING with Apophis, the White Snake. We’re going to Terrastera!”


  While the stunned mage tried to grasp my words, I remembered myself and thanked him for helping me escape from the Widowmakers.


  “Don’t mention it,” the mage darkened. “Without you, they would crush us. We were just saving our own skin.”


  The atmosphere crackled. The stuffy air felt strained as if before a storm. The frowning Yoruba fighters watched me carefully, even with a note of hostility.


  Something was bothering Yemi. Even the promise of farming on Terrastera didn’t summon up any enthusiasm in him, although the mage had enough patience to hear me out and answer. It turned out that summoning the White Snake was far harder to summon than Orthokon was for Bomber.


  ‘1 don’t feel him,” the mage admitted. “The serpent often sleeps outside of Disgardium. He appears in this world only to hunt.”


  “How do you summon him?” I asked, worried. “Time is running out. By tomorrow, we might not be able to do what I have planned.”


  “You young ones are always in a hurry,” Yemi said, shaking his head.


  Now that he knew who he was dealing with—a sixteen-year-old kid… It wasn’t that he was condescending, but there was no more sign of his admiration for the ‘Great One,’ as he’d called me until recently.


  “The serpent does not appreciate it when I interrupt his rest. And that’s putting it lightly. He could tear me apart and lower my reputation. But what you suggest Scyth…” He twirled a finger in the air, thinking. “It’s a guaranteed jackpot if we can do it in time. I’ll do everything I can to summon Apophis sooner rather than later, but I doubt he’ll agree to speak to you.”


  “He should, Yemi. I have an offer for him.”


  “As you say… kiddo.”


  There was a word I didn’t like at all. The mage stared at me as if trying to see something. The air seemed to thicken. The piercing eyes of my possibly former allies made me uncomfortable. It wasn’t that I was afraid of a fight. I just didn’t want to make yet another enemy.


  “Do we have a problem?”


  “Maybe,” Yemi said. He was quiet a while, then asked: “Tell me, Legate… are you honest with me?”


  “Have I given you reason to doubt it?”


  “Let me put it another way… Do you tell the whole truth? You promised to turn us undead, but that service is no longer worth anything. Snowstorm is about to unlock the race for everyone, and Yoruba certainly won’t be the first. Mogwai is streaming and we know that the Elites have already got the cream of the new faction. And that Scyth’s position as a legate of the Destroying Plague is under threat. You aren’t planning to abandon us, are you? We stuck our necks out to help you! All those we attacked put us on their KoS lists. The less said about our reputation in the Empire, the better. Nothing but losses!”


  “Have you forgotten to count how much Yoruba earned?”


  “Less than we hoped!” Yemi spat. “Answer me, if you have something to say! What’s your plan, kid?”


  I didn’t answer right away. I weighed up every word, deciding what exactly to say, how exactly to keep my allies given that I was basically talking to thugs. Our security officers had given me a very enlightening report on the activities of the Yoruba clan in real life. All of them, including Yemi, were from the lowest rung of society. Not inwinova, but very close to it, especially before they started their careers in Dis. In the African district, people got citizenship status through underhanded means; it was fully possible that they’d gotten their citizenship through blackmail or bribery. Yoruba had brought its way of doing business from real life into Dis, and I couldn’t forget that people like that had to be taken seriously. And I couldn’t allow the Yoruba leader to keep using that tone. If he felt weakness, that would be it. He’d press hard.


  Casting a glance around the castle yard, I saw that we were surrounded by two hundred warriors. They kept a respectful distance, but looked ready to leap on me at a moment’s notice and tear me apart, or at least try. Each was at full attention, listening carefully to how I would answer their leader’s claims. They were silent. The piercing cries of cranes flying over the castle sounded loud in the quiet. Their honking sounded like distant trumpets. By the time the sound faded, I knew what to do.


  I gathered plague energy into my hand—just enough to take away health, but not to kill. I grabbed Yemi’s shoulder in a death grip. The fearsome blades of Reaper’s Scythes snapped open, then closed like a mantrap. The ore gritted his teeth in pain. His harsh black hair stood up on the back of his neck, but he held back his cry.


  My voice, distorted by Cloak Essence, sounded thick and cruel.


  “Listen carefully, mage. My plan is too vast to explain here and now.” Plague filth seeped into the ore. His face twisted and he tried to pull away, but couldn’t. “But I give you my word—I will not hide it. I will share it with you within the next few days. Maybe right after our raid on Terrastera. In the meantime… Study this. I think you’ll get the idea right away.”


  I copied the description of Unity to Yemi and released him. He lurched back, grabbing his blackened arm, which was falling in scraps from his rotten shoulder. The ore’s health was down to five percent and tears ran down his beast-like face.


  “Read!”


  The mage nodded and his eyes turned glassy while he read the lines of the description. The text read: All followers get +1 to a random statfor each new follower of the Sleeping Gods. If you read it without thinking, the bonus didn’t seem too impressive, but if you thought about it…


  “Most of his power is from the Sleeping Gods after all…” the mage muttered, mouth open, eyes staring. When he realized what he’d read, his face smoothed and flame lit up in his eyes. Yemi livened up, waved a calming hand to his clanmates. The people breathed a sigh of relief after the stress of waiting for things to unfold. They clanked as they put their weapons away.


  “Does the bonus count only adept followers?” the spellcaster answered. “How many do you have? Is there a limit?”


  “Ordinary followers only get the bonus from those that came after them. But I’ll give you two priest slots. They’ll get the same bonus from Unity as the Initial. That’s me. Which means that you and someone else… Francesca, I guess? Or Babangida? To avoid a split, let’s say three priests from Yoruba. You’ll get almost two thousand points randomly distributed across your stats. The current adept limit is a little below thirty thousand.


  The ju-ju class shaman’s eyes widened, glowing even brighter with each word I said. I could almost see the numbers amassing behind his eyes.


  “Scyth! Assign the priests right now! I have a great relationship with the ores of the Broken Axe clan. They adore me! They have a big tribe. Thousands of warriors! I can comince them to join the Sleeping Gods!”


  I don’t know where it come from, or why I acted the way I did. The ritual for appointing priests required nothing special. The Touch of the Sleeping Gods skill spoke for itself. But all the same, with a stony face under my Cloak Essence, I shouted a triumphant order: “Bow before the might of the Sleeping Gods, mage Yemi! On your knees!”


  He smirked, baring crooked yellow fangs. He turned, looked out across his soldiers and announced loudly:


  “Yoruba! You have heard the words of the Initial of the Sleeping Gods. Obey!”


  With a screech of metal, the entire clan knelt along with their leader. Yemi rose as a Priest of the Sleeping Gods. A minute later, Francesca and Babangida joined him.


  


  We set up a quick council meeting at a table in the Pig and Whistle. It reminded me of the good old days in Tristad, only Irita was with us now instead of Tissa.


  In short, our plan was this: complete the instances on Holdest that the boys had already discovered, and the arachnid dungeons in the reptiloid island; clear the undead instance in the Kharinza mines; kill the Montosaurus and discover Terrastera. Then hand in Tiamat’s quest and get our human forms back—the undead workers had been warned and were waiting for the appointed hour. At the same time, I kept it in my head that if I had time before Nergal’s army arrived, then I had to try to find Supreme Grand Master Oyama and learn a couple of new moves, or, more importantly, increase my Unarmed Combat rank. Both would be best.


  In the very long term, I wouldn’t mind dealing with Knock-Knock, a certain monster that had been terrorizing the sewer trolls. Clan chief Movarak had mentioned him. I was curious to see Knock-Knock with my own eyes and see whether we could get a Fii’st Kill on him.


  On the whole, however overconfident this sounds, nothing seemed to present much difficulty—if, of course, I could convince Apophis.


  While discussing the plans, I almost missed news of Bomber’s achievement. His reputation with Orthokon the kraken had reached full trust He announced it in passing, right after Crawler and Infect told the story of how they got set up at the new place—a lot less comfortable than our home in Alaska. Time pressed, but it was worth spending five minutes to find out the details.


  “What changed?” Infect asked, greed in his eyes after listening to Hung. “Did he give you something else? Something divine?”


  “A primeval mythical item!” the warrior declared proudly.


  “What?” the bard gasped, his jaw dropping.


  “That happens?” Irita asked in disbelief.


  “No, it doesn’t,” Bomb answered, smiling. “But it would be bad manners to not tease Malik at least once a day. Get used to it, Rita.”


  Angry, Infect rose and brandished his precious epic guitar, but looked at Irita’s giggling face and decided against hitting Bomber.


  “Anything to laugh at the poor little bard,” he grumbled, going back to his seat at the table. “Tin already green with envy. Believe me, Rita, you can expect the same!”


  “I’m not envious, but I’m really interested!” the girl said.


  “Alright, enough jokes,” I said. “Bomb, what changed with the kraken?”


  “Basically, he obeys me now. The trouble is, it costs reputation points—I lose a whole bunch of points for each request. I lost five hundred just from setting the kraken on a shark! I had to feed him again, but he did get the shark.”


  “It’s only a thousand and five hundred points from fi’iendship to trust,” Crawler said. “So just two or three requests and you have to do it all over again?”


  “Seems so, but “I’m going to test it,” Bomber declared. “I want to reach respect. But that’s not all! Ortho hasn’t learned to talk, but when he WTapped his tentacle around me, I got a quest! I need to somehow get to the underwater kingdom of the naga near Meaz and convince them to return to the protection of Orthokon. I feel a long quest chain coining on.”


  “Uh-huh,” Infect agreed, scowling from under his brows. “Considering nobody has reached Meaz yet, there are monsters in the ocean with levels too high to see, and Underwater Breathing Potion doesn’t last long and has a cooldown, you can probably forget about your quest.”


  “W-e-e— 11 …” Bomber said, glancing at the bard conspiratoriallv.


  “What?!”


  “Actually, the kraken gave me the ability to be underwater without needing to breathe!”


  “So what?” Infect snorted sceptically. “Exhaustion will still get you! Or the monsters!”


  “He can swim on the kraken, right?” Irita suggested. “And it’ll protect him.”


  “Something like that,” Bomber confirmed. “I’ll get down to it once all this crap with Nergal’s event is over. I can feel it in my gut; getting to the Undenvater Kingdom will be the easiest part. I’ll have to level up my rep with the naga before they’ll even talk to me. In the meantime, I’ll keep gaining rep with Orthokon too.”


  “Wooow, it’s so exciting with you guys!” Irita said. “My first day in big Dis and I’m already in a clan with a class-A Threat and another Threat with a pet beast god, and we’re talking about farming Holdest, Meaz and Terrastera as if it’s a piece of cake! Are you guys really that awesome?”


  “As a certain envious showoff bard once said, get used to it,” Crawler smiled. He turned to me. “By the w^ay, about Rita. We can’t miss a chance to give our clan members a boost with some unique achievements. And we’re only a little away from clan level five. The achievement points stack for each member. Level five unlocks Gold Flow.”


  “Oh, wow, that sounds great!” Irita jumped, clasped her hands. “Money from the air! Take me with you! I’m all in favor! Means I can put my feet up a little longer…”


  Crawler continued:


  “When any clan member picks up money from a corpse, an extra one percent of it is created and goes to the clan treasury. Magic, it really is like cash from thin air!”


  “Everything is from thin air here. It’s virtual reality,” Bomber said. “Alright, alright, I get the point.”


  “We need to level the clan up in any case,” Crawler added. “Instantaneous mail, mass raid respawns, improved defenses and damage inside the fort… There are plenty of bonuses, and they’re all useful…!”


  “What about the frost debuff?”


  “A few seconds is enough for Rita to poke her nose through the instance portal. We’ll jump straight to the entrance.”


  “Alright. Then let’s take Gyula and Patrick with us too.” I waved a hand and shouted to O’Grady. “By the way, I think we can bring him back into the clan. What do you think, can he handle looking after the fort’s supplies?”


  Bomber took a generous swig of coffee and coughed.


  “Are you serious?” Crawler asked. “He even started bugging the cultists of Morena: Give a copper to an honored citizen ofTristad… They think he’s crazy!”


  “But they throw the coin!” Bomber laughed.


  “Only one way to find out,” I pondered aloud. “He’s changed. Behemoth fixed his head…”


  Irita’s example showed me that, unlike the clans of the Commonwealth, the Empire and the neutrals, who were severely limited in their choice of faction when it came to taking on new players, the undead had no racial prejudices. It was the only side that would accept sentients from all races into the clan. Considering the Destroying Plague had no developed infrastructure, that move by the developers made sense.


  “So, are we moving out?” Crawler asked.


  “I need a little time, with peace and quiet,” I answered and quoted a system message: “Two hundred and seventy-five thousand free stat points available!” The timer until Mogwai respawned was ticking, but it would be dumb not to spend ten minutes nearly doubling my strength.


  The boys whistled and nodded—of course, of course. Irita wanted to say something, but she just sat there open-mouthed, trying to grasp the number.


  To avoid distracting me with their conversations, my friends sat down at another table, and Crawler even covered me with a Dome of Silence. Immersed in his thoughts, Gyula sat down next to them—Gyula wasn’t interested in our games, it seemed. Patrick O’Grady made a sixth in the group, once again accepted into the Awoken clan and already feeling a taste for adventure on Holdest.


  Left alone, I racked my brains to figure out what to focus on with my stat points. At the same time I thought ahead, realized I’d be playing without the abilities of the Destroying Plague. It was obvious that I had to level up perception to make Sleeping Vindication more effective. Every extra point in the stat increased the ultimate ability’s range by a yard.


  There was the hitch. When I lost Immortality, I’d need a lot of endurance. I needed to put particular emphasis on the physical attacks of Unarmed Combat, which meant I needed plenty of strength, and increased agility wouldn’t hurt either.


  In the end, I distributed them all roughly equally between strength, endurance and perception until I got even numbers of them all. A small remainder went into agility.


  Unfortunately, the racial penalty to charisma worked even on the points from the adepts of the Sleeping Gods, but, surprisingly, in the end it resulted in a perfectly round number.


  Not counting equipment bonuses, but with the boost from Unity of one thousand, nine hundred and eleven adepts to the Sleepers, these were my stats: Primary characteristics


  Strength: 1300.


  Perception: 1300.


  Endurance: 1300.


  Charisma: 1000.


  Intellect: 555.


  Agility: 720.


  Luck: 3198.


  Secondary characteristics


  Health points: 3,962,326.


  Mana points: 845,154.


  Vindication points: 2,197,000.


  Plague Energy points: 2,200,000.


  When I got my human form back, the penalty to charisma would be gone. Then I’d use Grain of Transformation to redistribute my stats toward strength and endurance.


  “Are you done?” Crawler asked, seeing that I d stopped staring into space.


  “Yeah. Let’s go,” I answered, standing up from the table.


  We left the tavern and formed into a circle: me, Crawler, Bomber, Infect, Irita, Gvula and Patrick. Fortunately, instances outside the sandbox accepted groups of up to ten, scaling up the mobs within depending on how many were in the group.


  Without Tissa, we didn’t have any strong buffs, and we used other means at our disposal to protect the new players from the climate debuffs. Crawler gave Patrick and Irita potions that slightly lowered damage and increased resistance to frost, along with an Elixir of Regeneration, which restored one percent health per second. That should be enough to stay alive on Holdest for at least long enough to enter the instance, where the temperature wasn’t as extreme.


  “My God…” Irita whispered, chinking down the potions and licking her lips. “Now this is what I call hitting the ground running! Yesterday I was in Tristad, today I’m on the way to Holdest!”


  The buyer of the Portal Key to the continent was still unknown.


  “It’ll be fine,” I reassured her.


  “We’re good at that,” Infect grinned happily. “When I…”


  The bard didn’t have time to finish speaking; Crawler had started casting his teleport a couple of seconds earlier. The usual process stretched out a little—I’d noticed that the actual distance to the destination affects the time Depths Teleportation takes to reach it.


  Cartography skill increased: +1. Current level: 10.


  Now you can create even more detailed maps of unexplored lands. You move faster in previously mapped areas. From now on, you can see hidden entrances to dungeons, treasure troves and caches.


  Quality of maps you create: good.


  I waved away the notifications, looked around. The wind howled and huge snowflakes whipped my face. We stood up to our knees in a snowdrift at the top of a high hill, and it felt like the blizzard could cast us off it at any moment. I couldn’t even see the outlines of my friends in the white mist, but I could make out the gleaming veil of the instance’s entrance, set in a broad crater. The portal curtain glimmered, seeming to stretch out space, flowing with color like an oilslick. The crater sloped sharply down.


  “When I first went along with Scyth…” Infect said, stubbornly continuing the story he’d begun before the jump, raising his voice to shout over the wind. Crawler interrupted him:


  “Patrick, Irita, hold on to me. Hurry!”


  The mage disappeared through the portal with them. The others ran in after, and I followed.


  Once inside the instance, I heard teeth chattering. The shivering first priest, dressed in low-level plate, raised his helmet visor and rubbed his reddened nose. Barely in control of his tongue, he muttered: “I think its time this world invented fur coats and hats.” He cast a worried glance at Irita. “Don’t even think about licking your helmet! Your tongue will get stuck!”


  “I wasn’t planning on it,” the girl answered from beneath her visor, her teeth chattering. “But tell me, whose bright idea was it to go to the South Pole in armor instead of warm clothes?”


  “This’ll warm you up.” Bomber offered them two flasks of hot tea. “Take it!”


  Patrick and Irita’s health indicators blinked orange: another tick or two of the frost debuff and both would have died. Stephanie’s tea restored their health, and the debuffs ended as soon as they were in the dungeon. And Infect sang a stirring song, giving everyone vigor.


  “This is the first time in my life I’ve seen real snow,” Gyula shared. “Well… I mean, only sort of real, but still… Brrr… I can’t imagine how people live in places where it’s cold all the time. Crazy!”


  “You’re undead!” Patrick said skeptically. “You don’t feel a thing!”


  “I forgot to switch off my thermoreceptors.” The builder shrugged and rubbed his hands. “If I were in power, I d outlaw snow!”


  In an instance for the first time, Gvula’s head span with interest. After the jump to Holdest, he seemed to leave behind all the bad and began to show interest in life. Now the builder, who had mysteriously become a Demon Hunter, looked with a warrior’s eye at the enemies in the dark tunnels and held his crossbow at the ready.


  Essentially, the most difficult part was done. The instances were designed for levels ten and fifteen, and the first one, Kar’sanmai Lair, took us a quarter of an hour. We would have been faster, but we stopped to pick up some resources we found: Polar Honey and Snow Lichen.


  The kar’sanmai were a race of semi-intelligent spiders with glass bodies. We cleared the two-foot long spiders out of a few caves connected by sloping passageways. The sound of breaking glass echoed ceaselessly off the walls. Then we ran through an invisible web that tore our flesh as if woven from single-molecule diamond threads, and reached the boss—the Kar’sanmai Spider Queen, twice as big as the mobs in the instance. It would have been an impassable obstacle for the newcomers.


  As soon as the battle started, an Icy Web descended on each of us from the cave ceiling, slowing our movement. We couldn’t get rid of it while the boss lived, and the web nets tightened, digging in and beginning to cut our bodies into segments.


  We didn’t wait to see wiiat else the boss could do. Bomber used Charge and drove the Queen into a wall. The sound of broken crockery rang out—the boss split into shards of ice, and a spot of silver lymph splattered across the wall.


  Nobody got experience, but the Queen dropped an interesting sword with a freezing effect. We decided to give it to Patrick.


  The Kar’sanmai Queen is dead.


  Unlocked achievement First Kill: Kar’sanmai Queen!


  You are the first in the world to kill the final boss of Kar’sanmai


  Lair—the Kar’sanmai Queen!


  The Kar’sanmai Queen is dead, but before death, she inadvertently transferred a modicum of her power to you.


  Reward: Snow Wanderer (you deal 10% more damage to Holdest residents).


  Attention! The achievement T Came, I Saw, I Conquered Again’ has been upgraded to T Came, I Saw, I Conquered Forever!’


  You have received another achievement in the First Kill category in a dungeon on your first attempt! The gods of Disgardium call on you to stop: this reward will be the last!


  Reward: Dungeon Hero title, Dungeon Hero perk (+25% damage and movement speed in instances).


  I wasn’t the first in Dis to earn the achievement T Came, I Saw, I Conquered Forever!’ but all the same, it was nice to finish it off.


  We declined All hail the heroes! to avoid revealing our location. It wasn’t worth enough reputation and fame to risk it anyway.


  We left the instance without delay, to jump straight to the entrance to the second one the boys had found. We quickly w^ent in. This time, enriched with experience, Irita and Patrick even managed to avoid getting too cold.


  “Nothing special inside. Usual assortment of mutated monsters,” Crawler said.


  “Which exactly?” Patrick asked with curiosity. I couldn’t recognize the former drunkard. No sign remained of his usual depression and gloomy sarcasm. He made a few thrusts with his new sword and smiled a bloodthirsty grin—he couldn’t wait to use the weapon in action.”


  “Nether knows,” the undead gnome shook his shoulders. “We didn’t go far in.”


  “Walruses,” Bomber the undead titan said with authority.


  “Where have you seen walruses with legs?” Infect asked him, laughing. “But they do have walrus tusks, it’s true…”


  The tusks were no help to the mutant walruses. This dungeon was in the mountains, and was higher in level than the Kar’sanmai Lair, but it gave us no trouble.


  I allowed Gyula, Patrick and Irita to fight for themselves, and to be honest, they did a great job even without our help. Of course, Gyula the demon hunter was above level one hundred and could one-shot the mobs, but even Patrick and Irita only needed a few hits to take one down. The girl fought with a blue morningstar, a kind of club tipped with a spiky metal ball. She skillfully blocked enemy attacks with her round shield. Her equipment might have been great in the sandbox, but we needed to replace it now.


  I liked how Patrick conducted himself. The old soldier was as if reborn. He showed no fear, no emotion, and fought coldbloodedly. Everyone noticed how masterfully he controlled his blade, how skillfully he dodged strikes from mutants and counterattacked. Whoever he was in his past life, his veteran backstory in Snowstorm’s game had been reinforced by the relevant skills.


  Bones broke, mobs howied, Infect played his guitar to invigorate the group. Patrick, Irita and Bomber fired jokes back and forth. The dungeon took us half an hour. We took out two of the bosses in passing, a huge Altered Walrus and a chimeric mutant reminiscent of a huge fish with six fins.


  The final boss in the dungeon—Bonechewer, a two-headed white bear with a scorpion tail—fell to a fireball from Crawler.


  Bonechewer is dead.


  Unlocked achievement First Kill: Bonechewer!


  You are the fij’st in the world to kill the final boss of Snowy Mutant Cavern—Bonechewer! The corrupt influence of the Nether gave rise to a cross between a polar bear and a giant scorpion. The beast terrorized the inhabitants ofHoldest until it ran into you.


  Bonechewer is dead, but before death, he inadvertently transferred a modicum of his power to you.


  Reward: Polar Explorer perk (you take 10% less damage from inhabitants ofHoldest).


  After that, Irita was surrounded with a column of light—she’d leveled up for the second time today.


  Patrick, all ready to rush into the fight, angrily thrust his sword back into its scabbard.


  “You kids sure know how to min my fun!”


  “You didn’t see these boys in the Lakharian Desert, buddy,” Gyula told him. “I couldn’t even shoot before the poor critter I was aiming at fell down dead.”


  “Next time I’ll bring along a folding chair and the latest newspaper,” Patrick said thoughtfully. “By the way, I don’t suppose Disgardium has any non-alcoholic beer, does it?”


  “There’s cream beer,” Irita answered. “And ginger beer and root beer. I’ll order a few barrels just for you, Uncle Patrick.”


  The veteran put a hand on his heart. “Thanks, kiddo.” He turned to Gyula. “This girl has a heart of gold. Not like these stinky dead guys. You don’t seem to need air either, Gyula, but at least you’re not a pain in the ass.”


  That last part referred to me and the boys, but I just smiled. Uncle Nick used to say: the less happy a man is, the more angry he gets. And we really did smell of decaying flesh. The stink was so strong that even Irita tried to keep her distance from me and the boys, which wasn’t so easy in the dungeon’s narrow corridors. Patrick’s annoyance was perfectly understandable.


  Three rare pieces of gear dropped from the bosses—a shield, boots and a ring—and got divided between Patrick and Irita. Once again, I felt the joy I’d first experienced in the sandbox when an item dropped that boosted my character, but now the joy was for my friends. The achievements for the First Kills were disappointing, but considering how easy they were to get, nobody complained. You can never have too many bonuses in Dis.


  We returned from Holdest to the clan fort. I left my friends to sort through the spoils, then flew to northwest Kharinza, where the Reaper Chilis were in the beta version. I hoped I could repeat the Hellish Sea Soup With Bunting Reaper Chili, which gave useful buffs. Unfortunately, the perfectly round glade I’d found in the beta version didn’t exist in the real Dis.


  From there, I went to the reptiloid island where I’d found an instance while I was stuck in the Nether. The route was stored in vague memories of a distant dream, but Scyth-2 has gone there so many times that I managed to get my bearings. First I found the bay with the Rock Grabbers. They were no higher than level sixty here.


  Taking off again, I quickly reached a small spit of land near Kharinza, and from there I saw the island I needed.


  Attention! Achievement upgraded to Fearless Explorer!


  Discover 10 zones whei’e no other player has ever been.


  Reward: Strong Back (+50% carrying capacity).


  Scyth, you have the right to name this new zone!


  You can keep the old name (Mengoza) or come up with your own.


  Hesitating a moment—I wanted to rename it to Reptiloid Island—I left the previous name, and, as it turned out, this showed respect to the Departed again; I got a hundred and fifty reputation points with the mysterious faction.


  Mengoza showed the differences between today’s Dis and the world that the Nether had turned into after ten thousand years; I found no sentient reptiloids, just komodo dragons and geckos at level three hundred. Where in the Nether I had found the lizardfolk settlement, here I saw only Ruins of the Departed. It might be worth our archeologist digging around here. There were no traces of the instance with the phase spiders that I’d planned to take vengeance against. The only useful thing I saw was signs of ore deposits. Deciding to return with Manny and Infect in a calmer time, I jumped to Kharinza.


  We grouped up again and headed for Klondike, to the mine where there was once a portal to the lair of the Nucleus. Now, according to Behemoth, it was an instance with a Plague Vector, from which the disease came, spreading until the liches of the Destroying Plague broke through here from Holdest.


  I entered first to check it out. The dungeon was home to mobs at level two hundred, very similar to those that made up Shazz’s army. I doubted we’d have trouble clearing them until I realized that they were all friendly to me. Undead couldn’t kill undead—the rule of the Destroying Plague was in effect here too. I ran through the dungeon from start to finish, saw all the bosses. They protected each stage of the instance, which consisted of five caves connected by narrow winding tunnels. They were advanced versions of queases and rotters, a skeletal wyvern and a huge undead butterfly with a humanoid body. At the very end, in a large cave, I found a miniature version of the plague reservoir in the Nucleus’s lair: the Plague Vector. The lich Uros stood watch there, the final boss.


  “Life is death, Legate!” he greeted me.


  “But there is no death in service to the Destroying Plague. What are you doing?”


  “I am obeying the order of Supreme Legate Shazz: protecting the vector,” Uros reported. “But I no longer feel the presence of the Nucleus. The energy stream has stopped. I cannot continue my work. The vector is drying out. In order to reduce the plague energy needed, I was forced to disincarnate some of my minions.”


  “Condolences, lich. I can’t share mine. But wait here.”


  Nodding to the lich, I quickly left his dim cave and headed for the exit.


  “Do you have new orders for me, Legate?” I heard from behind.


  * * *


  After finishing a couple of instances and getting two First Kills right away, we saddled up our mounts to move out on a new hunt. Then we found out that Rita had no mount, and she didn’t meet the level requirements for one yet.


  I jumped off my mechostrich, feeling my face redden—not here, but in real life. I’d completely forgotten that since Rita had left for big Dis today, that meant it was her birthday! I’d forgotten Eve’s birthday the year before, and now I’d made the same mistake! Angry at myself for not remembering right away and congratulating her as soon as I saw her, I decided to fix it.


  “Happy birthday, Rita Wood!” I said, giving her a gift from the whole clan. “A Ghost Wolf Summoning Scrolll You remember Crusher the wolf in Gloomwood? This dropped from him. To be honest, I completely forgot about it, so I’ve never used it myself… By the way, don’t worry about the level forty requirement, I’m sure you’ll reach that today.”


  The boys exchanged glances, climbed off their clanking mechostriches and surrounded us.


  “Ha-a-appy bi-i-irrthday to yo-o-ou! Ha-a-appy bi-i-irrthday to yo-o-ou!” Infect sang, playing the guitar. We all got involved.


  The girl stood with her eyes wide, smiling and unsure where to put her hands. Once we were done singing our congratulations, she hugged each of us, including Patrick while he struck a proud pose, and smiling Gyula. I got a slightly more passionate embrace and a kiss on the cheek.


  “Sorry’, girl, well have to celebrate properly later,” I said, pointing at an imaginary watch on my wrist. “Now it’s time to get to work!”


  We had high hopes for the Montosaums; killing the beast god surely meant a special reward, both for the achievement and just from the loot. And, of course, an ocean of experience—the Montosaurus’s level was too high even for me to see. Irita and Patrick should get over level one hundred at least. But while the girl was lower-level than everyone else, she had to perform a special role for which I gave her the Balancer.


  We’d decided to catch the beast god with live bait. The troggs just so happened to have determined the next two unlucky ones that had lost the daily tournament, to be offered as sacrifice.


  “We play our drums and the Great Reptile comes,” Movarak said, explaining the mechanism of their sacrifice. “Those wiio are to become a part of the Great One wait for him at the Place of the Final Path.


  Part of the Great One… Wow, I thought. More like fertilizer for Trixie and Ryg’har. They’ll find the pile and celebrate: “Woah! This is good shit!” The gardener and kobold shaman had become fast friends, and they had a field day when the Montosaurus returned—divine fertilizer made plants grow as if on steroids.


  “It is time for the Great One’s dinner,” I said authoritatively.


  “But he’s already eaten!” Movarak gasped. “I don’t have anyone else to offer him today! Those declared as sacrifice need time to say goodbye to their families and spend the night with their wives. That is their sacred right!”


  “We have something to offer the Montosaurus, chief,” Bomber inteijected. “Your task is to play your drums. The chosen one of the Sleeping Gods will handle the Great Reptile after that.”


  The trogg looked at each of us, sighed and nodded.


  “What do you plan to do?”


  “We’re going to smack the reptiles ass and see how it sounds with your drums,” I answered. “None can hurt the followers of the Sleepers. The terrible Behemoth is angry. Vengeance is close.”


  It took a lot of effort to hold back my smile while I rattled off all that pretentious crap, but it did the job. The trogg’s face lit up and Patrick clapped him on the shoulder.


  “Come on, do what the boss says.”


  “Boss?” Movarak asked, confused.


  “Yeah, that’s another of the great Scyth’s titles.”


  I heard Crawler and Infect tlying to mute their laughter from somewhere behind me, a safe distance away…


  The Montosaurus didn’t react at all to the low thrum of the bongo drums echoing through the jungle. I anxiously watched the clock—a little over seven hours until Mogwai respawned. Yemi had messaged me not long ago to say that the White Snake was willing to meet with me, and just as I decided that we’d have to cancel our rendezvous with the dinosaur, I heard the crash of the monstrous beast’s distant footsteps. The earth shivered, vibrating through my legs.


  “He’s coming! He’s coming!” Movarak shouted in ecstasy.


  “Hide!” I ordered, preparing for battle.


  Ten seconds later, I was alone. My group and the troggs hid in a rock crevice. I wasn’t worried about my clanmates—they could always revive—but the NPCs were dear to me.


  I formed a strategy based on the skirmish I’d had with the Montosaurus when I needed to use Inscription to write Plague Fury scrolls. Let him chew on me to make Reflection kick in, create some scrolls for the future, and then, when the beast’s health dropped and he decided to run, Irita would hit him with the Balancer. At that stage, the whole team would get involved. Each had to deal at least a single point of damage. The reptile wouldn’t last five seconds against our group fire at Irita’s level twenty.


  The plan was good, but it went wrong right from the start. The thick-headed reptile wasn’t as dumb as we thought. Emerging into the meadow which the troggs called the Place of the Final Path, the Montosaurus cocked its head like a bird, saw me and froze. Hesitating a moment, it roared, turned around and ran away!


  “Plan B!” I shouted to my friends, turning and flying after the dinosaur.


  I caught up to him, grabbed onto the back of his neck and attacked with a series of strikes, tearing into him with Reaper’s weapon. The Scythes pierced an artery, releasing a fountain of divine blood. Trees splattered with it greedily stretched their branches to the puddles, drawing in the blood and growing at a rapid pace.


  The Montosaurus roared, turning its head this way and that, trying to reach me with its front legs and throw me off, but I held on fast, thrusting my left arm up to the shoulder into the creature’s back and gripping onto its spine. With my right hand, I kept dropping Hammerfists.


  A mist of blood clouded my eyes, the world flickered, claws ripped against Diamond Skin. The monster ran another fifty’ yards and realized that he couldn’t pull me off. He fell to the ground and began to roll, trying to crush the pesky biting bug on his neck. Fun times…


  “We’re here, Scvth!” Crawler shouted. “Be ready on the count of three!”


  I stopped shouting out swear words to rasp: Okay! and started summoning pets. The swamp needlers Iggy, Watchamacallit, Little Trunk and Alien injected their larvae into the Montosaurus, reducing his health by twelve percent. Thunder roared and lightning flashed as Storm attacked the beast. My Immortality activated as Infect shredded his guitar.


  “Two!” I heard Irita shout over the din.


  I didn’t hear one yet! I thought, and the girl shouted:


  “Three! Activating Balancer!”


  Figuratively, I started to breathe easier. The Montosaurus, now lower in level, was many times smaller, now more like a velociraptor. Our weights were almost the same, and now I was the one holding him beneath me. I waited for each clanmate to deliver a strike, then fired a Crushing Hammerfist charged with both vindication and plague energy.


  Incredibly, although we were fighting a mob at level twenty, and a single hit from any of us should have been enough to finish him off, he survived. His life dropped to one percent and fell no further even after my charged Hanmierfist for a total of four million damage!”


  “One second left!” Irita shouted. I heard a note of panic in her voice.


  “Why isn’t he dying!?”


  “Because he is a god!” Movarak shouted out from the undergrowth. “The Great Reptile!”


  The Montosaurus expanded, returning to its previous size, and rose. I lay on the ground, protected by Immortality, unsure what to do. If he was immortal and couldn’t be killed, then what…?


  “Scyth, look!” Bomber shouted.


  Turning, at first I saw the guys standing there with their jaws on the floor. Gyula was praying furiously to the Sleepers and crossing himself over and over. Patrick remembered that he was a priest and did the same. The brawny trogg chief fell to his knees.


  I slowly turned to the Montosaurus, surprised by the descending quiet. My pets stopped attacking the beast god. I heard the measured wingbeats of the dragoness and the low buzz of the swamp needlers hovering in the air.


  Strangely enough, the first thing I noticed was the green text in the Montosaurus’s profile. Only then did I realize that the beast god stood before me immobile, bowing to me.


  A system window opened:


  Attention! The Montosaurus, Ancient Reptile, has decided to become your battle avatar.


  If you refuse, the Montosaurus, Ancient Reptile, will be disincarnated.


  Accept? Decline?


  Gifts like that don’t come every day. I agreed at once, and the beast god’s profile changed:


  Montosaurus, level gog


  Ancient Reptile.


  Battle Avatar ofScyth.


  “Hey, I dealt damage too!” Infect shouted. “Why is he Scyth’s pet?”


  Your reputation with Montosaurus, Ancient Reptile, has increased: +5000.


  Current reputation: adoration.


  Unlocked achievement: Beast God Conqueror!


  The beast god Montosaurus, Ancient Reptile, hid from the New Gods for centuries in a spatial pocket on the island of Kharinza, where he desti’oyed all life. The Montosaurus acknowledges only strength. Having lost a duel to you, he is rww your battle avatar!


  Reward: Beast God Conqueror title, Beast God Conqueror perk (+10% reputation with beast gods).


  “Ho-o-oly shit…” Irita approached the beast, stretched out a hand to pet him. The Montosaurus looked at me sidelong and lowered his head. “Good dino…”


  “A shame you weren’t with us at Darant, chosen one of the Sleeping Gods and Conqueror of the Great Reptile,” Movarak said. “You would have found a way to take down Knock-Knock!”


  Still pleasantly shocked, I opened my pet and mount window. Iggy, Storm, Crash and the nameless mechostrich had been joined by Ancient Reptile Montosaurus. The description said that the battle companion needed feeding and time to rest, tracked by a hunger and vigor bar. I gasped when I saw how much meat the reptile needed every day and turned to our supplier.


  “Irita! I think we’re going to need our own farm. Or we won’t be able to feed this giant.” I raised my head, looked my new pet in the eyes. “I forbid you to eat the sentients that live in the fort. Got it, lizardbrain?”


  The Montosaurus roared, but whether he agreed, or even understood, remained a mystery. However, judging by the fact that he wasn’t attacking my clanmates and the troggs, he wouldn’t touch any of my allies again.


  “A farm is no problem,” Irita answered. “I’ll buy some cows, sheep and other animals. But where do we get a farmer?”


  We returned from the jungle victorious conquerors of the terrible Montosaurus. He made for an uncomfortable mount, but I had a reputation to maintain, which meant I had to ride him back.


  The news was already spreading through the fort—the troggs from the meadow beat their message out on their drums, telling the others. Everyone streamed out to meet us. Exulting workers, barking kobolds and roaring troggs mixed with the cultists of Morena, whose hands trembled. The dark ones always valued brute strength, and here they saw proof that they’d joined the strongest—those who could tame a beast god. And they didn’t even know about Orthokon.


  ‘Bring him to me, Initial!” Behemoth’s powerful voice boomed out over the fort.


  Riding the Montosaurus down the street wouldn’t be the best idea. We’d have to rebuild the fort again after. So I mentally directed the dinosaur to go round, to approach the temple from the jungle. The square before the temple was packed with sentients. There wasn’t enough space for everyone, and many climbed onto the branches of the Tree Protector and the roofs of houses.


  Behemoth descended the temple steps and approached us, stopping before the palisade. Space crumpled and the fence parted before the Sleeping God, who continued his march. With each step, Behemoth doubled in size until he towered over the Montosaurus.


  “I warned you,” Behemoth admonished the beast god in a fatherly tone, stroking the top of his head. “No, reptile, your creator Leviathan is not yet here, but now that you are the battle avatar of my Initial, you have the protection of the Sleeping Gods.”


  Both of them reduced in size until they were seven feet tall. The Montosaurus emitted a series of plaintive shrieks, and Behemoth answered:


  “You will be this size only in ordinary circumstances. Look at it another way, reptile. You won’t need so much food!”


  The beast growled something else.


  “Worry not. In battle, your true size will return, Montosaurus.” The Sleeping God turned to me. “Take this, Initial. Now that he is your avatar, he has lost some of his divine being and is now mortal.”


  “With no ability to resurrect?”


  “His resurrection takes time. He must gain strength beyond the Barrier. That may mean a century, or… If you summon him after death, he will return, but at a young age.”


  We’d done almost all we’d set out to do. All that remained was to convince the White Snake, but now I had one more ace up my sleeve for him.


  *


  First, two orange eyes appeared in the air around the size of small saucers. Their black vertical pupils hypnotized, and while I drowned in the abyss of the beast god’s eyes, his entire ghost-white body appeared.


  There was an inaudible dialog between the snake and Yemi, at the end of which the First Priest of Apophis bowed low and disappeared from my field of view. A long forked tongue flitted from the snake’s mouth for a second, and I heard a hiss that formed into words in my mind.


  My first priest tells me you have an offer for me.


  “Yes, White Snake. What do you want for taking me to a specified point on Terrastera?” I opened the map and visualized the spot I wanted.


  Apophis does not make deals with those that do not know the snake paths, death-deceiving emissary of Those Who Have Not Awoken. My first priest says he will pay for you, but that is not good enough. But I will listen to you out of respect for Those Who Have Not Awoken.


  The structure of the phrases implied that the telepathy interpreted the snake’s language closely to the original, but not with perfect precision. All I could do was hope that the meaning wasn’t lost in translation in the other direction.


  “A battle approaches, White Snake. The greatest battle of the living, the dead and those who follow the Sleeping Gods. I promise you that I will dedicate captured lives to you, Apophis, if you provide me this service and take me to Terrastera.”


  The burning lands are dangerous, and your bribery means nothing. Even I do not go there,” the snake hissed. Do what you say you will aiid you will get your wish. Until then…


  “Now, Monty,” I said, not letting him finish. Words wouldn’t be enough here.


  The earth shook—the Montosaurus fell out of his dimensional pocket. That was where he had hidden when he ran away from me and when the undead occupied the island.


  As soon as he appeared, the reptile went into battle mode and started to grow, his head looming over Apophis. He roared, covering the snake with stinking breath, steam and sweat. Apophis jumped back and hissed, his huge neck flaring. Acrid yellowish venom began to drip copiously from his fangs.


  The two beast gods seemed to have forgotten about me. Apophis distended, becoming as thick as the reptile’s arm, stretching out, but the Montosaurus, after entering combat, had reached its previous size. I flew above both of them and felt the gazes of the Yoruba members, eager for the show, and the ores from the Broken Axe tribe who had come to speak with the Initial of the Sleeping Gods personally. I didn’t get to spend long up there—the tension between the beast gods twisted space itself, pushing me away. I descended, landed a little off to one side.


  Yemi, not knowing what to do, hovered between Apophis’ altar and me, then grabbed me, shook me.


  “Do something, Initial! But, I beg the Sleeping Gods, do not kill the White Snake!”


  The beast gods hovered above the castle itself. The Montosaurus, standing a hundred and sixty feet tall, tore down the fortress wall with his tail. His weight made the pavement crack. Sinkholes appeared in the earth. But Apophis was no smaller, and his serpentine head with its flared neck cast a shadow all across the castle like a huge umbrella.


  For half a minute, all we could hear was roaring and hissing, and then it all ended. The beast gods had come to an agreement. They went back to their normal sizes, and I heard Apophis’ voice in my head again.


  I will do what you ask. My ancient enemy tried to claim that you are capable of subjugating me as well. I do not believe it, but I will not take the risk for the sake of one small service. Are you ready to go right now?


  ‘1 am ready, White Snake. Do you see the place I want?”


  I see it. A place of power.


  He wTapped himself around me to the chants of the African clan:


  “Scyth! The Sleepers! Apophis! Montosaurus! Yoruba!”


  “Broken Axe!” the ores roared. “May the Sleeping Gods never wake!”


  “And may their sleep be eternal!” Yoruba cried.


  The show had clearly impressed and surprised all present. Yemi, who had been making veiled threats and calling me ‘kid’ three hours before, shouted just as loud as the rest of them.


  “Scyth! The Sleepers! Apophis! Montosaurus! Yoruba!”


  The deafening cries cut off sharply. The w^orld started to shimmer and blink.


  Your wish has been granted, Apophis hissed, releasing me from his grasp. Do not forget your words.


  The White Snake disappeared into thin air.


  The next moment, a smoking droplet of acid rain bored straight through the helmet of my ColdBlooded Punisher set and took away all my health, activating Diamond Skin. Resilience jumped up a point and Cartography leveled up to eleven.


  The ultrasound chirping of some beast drifted from behind purple stone trees.


  “Hey there, Terrastera!” I shouted.


  


  Chapter 18: Aid of the Sleepers


  
    

  


  TIME IS YOUR most valuable resource. That’s what our schoolteachers told us, what Uncle Nick said, and usually it met no objection. But only now did I realize how little of it—time—I had. If only I had a day or two more, I could have leveled up so high on Terrastera that I could have crushed Nergal’s army single-handedly. And if I could find Supreme Grand Master Oyama and get him to teach me that trick of hitting from a distance, defending Tiamat’s temple would have been a walk in the park.


  But time was running out. Mogwai would respawn soon. I needed to level up the Awoken as high as I could, so that they overtook all the other players. The clan had to become strong without Scyth. Anything could happen to me, after all.


  Anyway, there was less than a day until the battle in the Lakharian Desert. The Alliance of Preventers hadn’t declared their precise time of attack, but the world was already waiting with bated breath for the stream. All predictions said that the siege of Tiamat’s temple would begin one day soon.


  I really didn’t want to bathe naked in acid rain, but I had no choice. I removed all my equipment, keeping only the divine Reaper’s Scythes and Legate’s Crown— as it turned out, the only items that didn’t lose durability to the fierce weather on Terrastera. Though it seemed indestructible, ColdBlooded Punisher was speckled with holes from the droplets of acid rain. I decided not to risk my equipment, hoping that the armor could be repaired.


  Scyth, you have the right to name this new zone!


  You can keep the old name (Abandoned Sanctuary of Doracant) or come up with your own.


  As was my tradition, I left the old name, but this time I got no bonuses for it.


  The sun couldn’t pierce through the flint-gray clouds, only highlight them with a din greenish gleam. Thanks to my advanced Night Vision, I could still see even in the gloom and even through the acid rain.


  The new continent felt like a completely different world. Even beyond the Barrier, when visiting with the Old Goddess of Death, Morena, the foreign landscape didn’t seem quite so strange as this. At least the trees there seemed earthly, at least by Dis standards. But here… I remembered the stories of Mr. Riordan about Venus and its climate, with clouds of sulfuric acid… Maybe the game designers took inspiration from the Morning Star, as that planet was called in ancient times.


  Beyond the bounds of the place of power, thick colorless strings stretched dozens of yards into the air—something like grass or trees. The surface of the land was like a sieve, peppered with multi-angular holes of various sizes. Living beams of light emerged from one of the holes, stretching and writhing as if feeling for something. Others emitted stiff strings of whitish syrup, as if someone was firing a water pistol below.


  Creepy insects like dragonflies with long flexible worm-like bodies darted through the air. One of them flew into a geyser stream and instantly dissolved into the flow. Another hit a beam of light and grew in size, expanding and bursting, scattering in a shining cloud of dust.


  I looked around dumbfounded, then it occurred to me to look down. Only smoking blackened bones remained from my feet to my knees. Flesh continued to slough off my body and dissolve, either from the acid rain or from the sprays of a pale-white geyser bubbling beneath me.


  The place of power scared the mobs away. I saw movement behind a purple stone tree with rainbow sap seeping from its trunk. A huge… Nether knows what it was. A giant black three-foot-long cockroach with a tall vertical fin on its chitinous back and powerful mandibles that reminded me of an excavator bucket. Oily liquid seeped from the joints in its exoskeleton.


  Barakata, level??? solitoid


  So the mob was called a barakata, and its species was solitoid. Kind of like, ‘wolf, animal’ or ‘skeleton, undead.’ After the disgusting barakata, the mobs of the Lakharian Desert seemed cute and fluffy by comparison. I wondered, would Shog’rcissars Protection work on solitoids? It halved damage from insectoids.


  The game bestiary updated, informing me that the barakata was undiscovered in Disgardium. My Cartography skill leveled up.


  My time in the Nether had taught me how important it could be to remain unnoticed to my enemies. I went into Stealth. The conditions here were right for the skill to level up, and rank one was approaching.


  The skill’s experience bar filled up in less than a minute, and I begrudgingly decided to spend the remaining time on leveling up. Soon, I got what I wanted.


  Stealth level increased: +1! Current level: too.


  Stealth rank I reached!


  The ability offered no Paths of development, just automatically took rank one, and a couple of minutes later—level one.


  Stealth level l


  Rank: I.


  Chance to remain unnoticed by enemies at your level or below—100%. You can move and remain hidden. When you attack from stealth, you always deal double critical damage. When you go into combat, 1% chance to maintain stealth. You have a 1% chance to detect an enemy using this ability.


  The game itself hinted that my days of reckless farming were at an end. Without Immortality, I’d have to play more carefully.


  I crept toward the barakata to test my new Stealth capabilities. The cockroach sniffed, worked its mandibles, cluttered, opened its strange ’fin’ and emitted a cloud of orange smoke. The ’forest’ answered with a series of similar sounds, coming from all sides. I froze, but it was too late: Stealth check failed! Barakata detected you!


  Soon, ten barakatas surrounded me. They clicked their mandibles threateningly, but refused to cross the invisible threshold of the place of power. I glanced at my watch—I still had time, but I couldn’t afford to waste it. First I had to check whether Reflection could kill the barakatas. If not, there was no point in bringing the others here. I thought of summoning the Montosaurus to help, but no—the dinosaur would be no good here. These barakata could be so much higher in level than him that they’d tear him apart, but the deadly atmosphere would kill him even faster.


  I looked around tiredly, preparing for yet more pain, another relentless battle. Everything there was alien, otherly. Just being there was uncomfortable. I would have said that the place itself dealt psychological damage. Why had Snowstorm created an alien zone like this in a fantasy world? I doubted casual players, who were in the overwhelming majority, would want to spend any time here.


  Maybe there was something hidden on Terrastera, something that would change the landscape and climate, make the continent more habitable? The map showed that the instance where I could learn how to create Rifts was on the other side of the continent. Sorry, Three. You’ll have to wait.


  I attacked the nearest barakata. Hammerfist broke through chitinous exoskeleton and Reapers Scythes sank down inside, taking away ten percent of the cockroach’s health. Sticky muddy-orange liquid splashed from the wound and began to dissolve my bones with a hiss. The rain had activated Diamond Skin a while ago, but Immortality protected me.


  The barakata split into two halves along its fin with a crack, and articulate scissor-like pincers emerged from the open chitinous shell. Dodging with one part of its body, the mob grabbed my leg in its pincers. Bones crunched, but the cockroach couldn’t tear off the limb no matter how hard it tried. Reflection returned the damage, Resilience gained a point. From then I stopped following the logs, focused on the fight.


  All the cockroaches attacked me at once. They tore me with their mandibles, pincers and powerful sharp legs, burned me with acid and tried to swallow me, but the show was soon over. I worked my fists along with flashes of Sleeping Vindication and Plague Fury. Both resource reservoirs filled up practically instantly, and not so much from the barakatas’ attacks, but from the growing debuff of the acid rain.


  By the end of the battle with the cockroaches, I’d transformed into a skeleton with shattered bones and a hole in the skull, as if one of the barakatas had trepanned me in the fight. The final score was in my favor, though: li-o and two new levels.


  Fou leveled up! Current level: 565.


  You leveled up! Current level: 566.


  10 free attribute points available!


  Resilience (rank II) level increased: +6. Current level: 54.


  I put the points into endurance. The test fight showed that I could bring the others here—we could definitely farm experience. All I had to do now was make sure my friends would survive.


  I returned to the center of the place of power, activated Isis’ Blessing.


  With a rising whistle, fresh air began to flow from the artifact in waves. A column of air rose and began to grow wider, breaking through the flint clouds and letting in sunlight. I could smell the sea, pine needles and freshly cut grass.


  The debuff disappeared. The acid rain hit an invisible wall at the edge of the artifact’s area of effect and streamed down. Fine weather reined supreme in a fifty-yard radius. The activity beneath my feet stopped—no geysers or beams of light. Ordinary green grass began to grow from the sieve-like holes in the ground.


  I was ready to bring in the six Awoken and three Yoruba for grinding, but there was still one question left undecided. The taming of the Montosaurus so impressed the sewer trolls and cultists of Morena that they burned with a desire to stand up in defense of the temple of the Sleeping Gods. Of course, I refused them. I didn’t want to lose them in an uneven battle. But Behemoth intervened. It is sacrilege to deny them the chance to protect what they believe in, he said. I didn’t presume to argue with him. I just hoped I’d be able to decide the outcome of the battle before my allies got involved. Incidentally, I still needed to somehow get them to the desert, but I was relying on the Goblin League to get that done.


  Anyway, since the names of Crawler, Infect and Bomber were now known to all, it would be silly to refuse their help too. So just one question remained: how we could survive in battle with the desert’s burning debuff after Tiamat turned us human again.


  * * *


  It was nighttime in Alaska, but dawn was breaking in the Lakharian Desert. Four sat around a fire of broken barrels at the foot of the temple. Ripta held a small barrel with holes in the bottom and poured wine from it into his mouth. Anf drew on a huge hand-rolled cigarette and smoke billowed from between his armor plates. Flaygray and Nega—the only ones demonstrating an attack of civilized behavior—swigged dwarven ale from bottles with broken necks. Sharkon’s body stood stark against the dawning sky.


  “May the Sleepers never wake, boss,” Flaygray croaked, picking himself up. “You’re a little… underdressed. And… chewed-up!”


  “Oh, so I am!” I blushed, removed my Legate’s Crown and reequipped the ColdBlooded Punisher set.


  “Hey, boss, you shoulda stayed naked. At least that’s some entertainment!” Nega giggled. “This is the second time we’ve seen you in one day. That’s not like you.”


  “Actually, we saw each other yesterday when we captured the castle,” I said, although for me, it was still the same day.


  “Khaya bo!” Ripta squawked.


  “Am I hearing things?” I stared at the raptor in surprise. “Ripta speaks Common now?”


  “He tries,” Flaygray coughed. “The bug too, although I swear on Azmodan’s cock, no matter what he tries to say, I just hear nails on a blackboard!”


  Anf answered with a loud grinding chitter that I recognized as laughter.


  The succubus embraced me with her tail and kissed me on the cheek. A dead woman kissing a dead man—what a great advert for the new faction. Come join us, be a part of the Destroying Plague, see the world and meet beautiful… uhm… sentient women of other races!


  “How are you guys doing?”


  “Calm before the storm, boss. Nobody’s trying the temple again, but look over there…” The succubus pointed. “See anything?”


  “Desert, dunes… and the air is shimmering…? What’s happening over there?”


  “The enemy mages have erected a defensive barrier. Crash and Sharkon tried to break through to sow some chaos—it didn’t work. They’re preparing something, boss. And I don’t like it. Don’t worry, I’m not panicking. We won’t raise the alarm until the time comes. But you should keep your guard up.” Nega shook her epic comm amulet, given to her so that she could tell me if an attack began. “And in this world, boss.”


  “I will. Our enemies are preparing for an attack that could begin at any moment. So keep your eyes open.”


  “Let ’em try!” Nega raised her fist at an imaginary enemy. “Shame we can’t summon a couple of higher demons here. The help wouldn’t hurt…”


  Ripta heard her, squawked something and laughed.


  “We’ll be the ones hiding from helpers like that,” Flaygray translated, chuckling. “What’s new, Scyth?”


  “Nothing much. Been to visit Holdest and Terrastera. And I got a new pet. You’ll like him.”


  “Going to introduce us?”


  “You’ve already met. I know Nega will say that size matters, but don’t worry, he growls back to his old size in combat.”


  I summoned the Montosaurus. Made smaller by Behemoth, the former beast god looked at the guards disapprovingly and uttered a terrible roar.


  “He’s meowing! So cute!” The succubus clapped her hands and danced over to stroke the Montosaurus on his spiky head.


  “Diablo, devour me… This is an ancient reptile!” Flay breathed. “But it’s so small…”


  The former beast god endured Nega’s advances, covering her with vile breath, then loudly sniffed Flaygray and Anf, and approached Ripta. The reptiles exchanged brusque chirrups. The noise caught Sharkon’s interest, who ambled over, shaking the earth. Then the ground vibrated beneath us—Crash headed toward us. The party wouldn’t be complete without Iggy and Storm, so I summoned them.


  Time was ticking. The Supreme Legate would revive soon. But I couldn’t help but spend a few minutes to hang out with those who I’d already lost once, and might lose again in the battle for the temple. They were my friends! Maybe some thought of them just as NPCs controlled as AIs, but for me, they were personalities. They knew they existed. And they could die.


  “Alright, have fun,” I said to the zoo around me when it was time to go. “And feed Monty. I know you have something for him. I need to talk to the Sleeping Goddess.”


  “Good luck, boss!”


  As I climbed the temple stairs, I saw Tiamat waiting at its threshold. I could feel her presence even when I spoke to the guardians, but the goddess didn’t rush me. She waited while I traded jokes with my friends. Would Nergal have done that? Would the Nucleus?


  “Greetings to you, our Initial! Behemoth told me that you would come later. It is right that you have come sooner.”


  The goddess, now feeling no lack of faith, had gained power. Her avatar seemed more beautiful to me than ever. She had gained flesh. I could even smell perfume, feel the heat from her attractive body. There should have been laws against AIs playing as gods driving men insane with beauty, I thought. Maybe the artificial intellect dug around in my mind before incarnating herself as the perfect woman, and her avatar changed for everyone she spoke to. Did Flaygray see Tiamat as a perfect divine satyr? Or satyress…?


  The Sleeper took me by the hand, led me into the temple. Saying nothing, she took my head in her hands and kissed me on the forehead. I felt the cold vacuum of space and the heat of a star’s core in her touch; Kingu’s favor, Abzu’s encouragement and the restrained joy of Leviathan. Behemoth stood in the background. I felt his pride for his Initial.


  The quest that I’d had since the day I left the sandbox was now complete:


  Sleeping God Behemoth quest complete: Second Temple.


  You have created a new temple in the Lakharian Desert and conseci’ated it to the Sleeping Goddess Tiamat.


  Rewards:


  —

  divine ability: Sleeping Justice.

  —

  divine ability: Aid of the Sleepers.

  Experience: +1 tidllion.


  Experience at current level (567): 281.34 bil/ 737-29 bil You leveled up! Current level: 567.


  5 free attribute points available!


  Your reputation with Tiamat the Sleeping Goddess has increased: +1000.


  Current reputation: trust.


  Your reputation with Behemoth the Sleeping God has increased: +200.


  Current reputation: respect.


  Your reputation with Kingu the Sleeping God has increased: +200.


  Current reputation: friendship.


  Your reputation with Abzu the Sleeping God has increased:—200.


  Current reputation: friendship.


  Your reputation with Leviathan the Sleeping God has increased: +200.


  Current reputation: friendship.


  Tiamat gave me time to familiarize myself with the rewards and think about how to use them.


  Sleeping Justice, level 2


  Divine ability.


  This ability’s level is always equal to the number of active Sleeping God temples.


  If you or your allies are attacked, your primary characteristics and vindication amount are doubled for every level of this ability.


  Aid of the Sleepers, level 2


  Divine ability.


  This ability’s level is always equal to the number of active Sleeping God temples.


  When an enemy dies, recover 20% health, mana and vindication for every level of this ability.


  Threat rank increased! Current class: E.


  My Threat level had increased—four ranks remained to my maximum potential. I might get another three for building the new temples and the abilities that Abzu, Kingu and Leviathan would grant me, but what then? What would the five Sleeping Gods’ final quest be? It was too soon to think about it, but I had to. What if Kiran Jackson was right? When the Sleepers awoke, would that mean the end of Disgardium?


  Casting away my dark thoughts, I started figuring out my new divine abilities.


  Sleeping Justice reminded me of Crag’s talent. Not as powerful as Nergal’s gift, but it didn’t just influence attributes—if I got attacked first, my vindication supply would quadruple up to almost nine million! Enough to finish off any player but Mogwai.


  As for Aid of the Sleepers, right now, with two temples, each enemy I killed restored by resources by foil} percent. The skill was far better than it seemed—my Sleeping Vindication now had a range of over a mile, and if it killed someone, then… Nether, I could just stand there casting it over and over without even getting near my enemies— vindication would just keep filling up! Considering the explosion of Sleeping Vindication spread in all directions, I could just fly into the sky and fire it off from above!


  Suddenly, I had a veiy good feeling about the upcoming battle.


  “Thank you, Sleeping One!”


  “There is something that you must know, Initial,” Tiamat answered. “My gifts will have power only when you are free of the undead curse. You are still under the control of the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague, although Behemoth holds it back. I cannot risk giving such power to one who may use it against us at any moment. Are you ready to live again?”


  “Can you remove the undead curse from me and my friends?”


  “Without doubt. The nature of the Destroying Plague’s weavings is not of this world. Dead flesh is dead. Its resemblance to life is unnatural, and has strength only with a direct connection to the Nucleus. I will cut it and reverse the rotting of your flesh.”


  “Another very important thing. Do you know that I and some of my friends are not from Disgardium either?”


  “The multiplicity of worlds and universes is at the foundation of all, Initial. We dream different dreams, and sooner or later, we wake to move and then sleep again, thereby creating new worlds. Who knows… Perhaps we, the Sleeping Gods, are just someone’s reverie? And perhaps, if we exist, then so do others like us?”


  I didn’t want to get into a philosophical debate. Tiamat seemed to see that and continued.


  “Yes, we know that you and several thousand million other sentients are not from here, Initial. You live in two worlds, and in that we are alike: here, in Disgardium, are merely our avatars.”


  “When the Destroying Plague turned me undead, I lost control of my avatar for days. I’m afraid it will help again, and then the temple will have no protection.”


  “Do not fear, Initial. You will be a man again and your heart will begin beating in the blink of an eye.”


  “Alright. Now all we have to do is think of a way not to burn in the scorching desert heat. Nergal protected his followers…”


  “And I will protect mine. But not like him. Now that we have more followers, I have the power to give life to this burnt patch of land. Now go, carry out your plans, and when you return, the temple will be surrounded by a flourishing oasis.” Tiamat walked majestically to the temple door and pointed below. “If, of course, your Crash and Sharkon don’t dig it up and trample it. But the weather will be beautiful…”


  * * *


  “Undead, undead, undead…” all around whispered. “And two humans among them. How is that possible?”


  The Awoken stood in the center of the Yoruba castle yard. All except me were looking around, heads up. Gyula was pressed against Patrick, but the old soldier felt uncomfortable too, surrounded by enemy nonhuman races. Everyone, including Crawler, was waiting for the catch.


  “Hey everyone!” Irita waved, cutting through the atmosphere. “How’s it going?”


  The boys summoned their needlers just in case, which caused a new wave of whispers. Yemi greeted each of us, told Francesca to give the boys and Gyula and Patrick a tour round the castle. He stayed behind with me, cast a Dome of Silence above us.


  “Success?”


  “Yep. And I disabled Terrastera’s debuff in a small area for a day. I don’t have much time, so the flight from Shad’Erung is setting off right now, and there are only three seats left. Who’s coming with you?”


  “Babangida and Francesca,” Yemi said. “Are you sure you can’t bring more, Initial of the Sleepers? Don’t your friends have the same group teleport spell as you?”


  “They have it, but that isn’t the problem. A battle is approaching with Nergal’s army. I can’t slow down my fighters’ leveling by bringing more people along.”


  “We will fight in the battle!” the mage declared. “The ores of the Broken Axe clan have added six thousand attribute points to each member of Yoruba. And to you and your people, incidentally.”


  Unity was passive and didn’t notify me of any new bonuses for adepts, so my eyes widened in surprise. I whistled, then smiled, imagining the shocked faces of the Kharinza miners when they all suddenly realized their new strength. And Tissa, who could now capture all of Tristad solo…


  “The Sleepers are grateful, Yemi, but no, I will only take three to Terrastera.”


  The mage didn’t stop arguing for more spaces, but I held my ground.


  “Yemi!” A huge ore approached us with a broken right fang and thick gray braids on his shoulderpads. He glanced at me and nodded. “Chosen one of the Sleeping Gods, Sarronos sees you!”


  “And Scyth sees you, Sarronos! Welcome to the ranks of the Sleepers, chieftain.”


  Sarronos, ore, level 372 chieftain


  Broken Axe Clan.


  “The ores of the Broken Axe have accepted the priest Yemi’s offer to join the Sleeping Gods,” the ore said. He spoke the common tongue, but his characteristic orcish growl made ever} word sound like an order. “The ancestral spirits bless the clan’s return to the ancient Sleepers, although I have heard that the false gods have declared a Holy War against you. The ores of the Broken Axe are willing to provide three thousand elite warriors to protect the temple of Shining Tiamat, the legends of whom have been passed down from mother to daughter for generations among the Uruk peoples.”


  “As in the Yoruba clan,” Yemi said firmly. “Anyone capable of holding a weapon will protect the temple. But tell me, Scyth, how do we and Sarronos’ warriors get there?”


  “We’re about to find out,” I answered the mage, activating Kusalarix’s coin.


  A hole formed in space and the goblin woman poked her head through it.


  “The dark ones are a bad influence on you, kid! What, ya got another castle? Yoruba? Eh… I’ll give ya twenty, no need for an inspection—and that’s my final offer!”


  “The castle is not for sale!” Yemi growled, but Kusalarix ignored him.


  “Mrs. Kusalarix,” I nodded. “Grokuszuid and Gruzelix said that the resources of the Goblin League are at my disposal. I need to get eight thousand sentients to the Lakharian Desert from two different points.”


  Kusalarix drew on her cigarette, breathed out a cloud of smoke, frowned.


  “Well… We could take eighty or eight hundred thousand, doesn’t matter. But who you calling sentient?” She stuck out a little finger, pointing at Yemi and Sarronos. “These two?”


  The chieftain pounded his chest with his fist twice.


  “A goblin is always a goblin! The ring of coin clouds the mind and poisons the heart. Merchant woman, the clan of the Broken Axe will pay you for a portal to the temple of the Shining One, Tiamat.”


  “The Yoruba clan is happy to pay its share,” Yemi added.


  “Coin…” Kusalarix chuckled and turned back to me. “We’re always interested in money. But, if I understand you right, these two ignorant assholes are planning to fight on your side in the war, right, Scyth?”


  “Yes, Mrs. Kusalarix, but they aren’t the only ones I need in the desert. There are others too.”


  “Don’t fret, kiddo, consider it done. The Green League will pay. Come see me, I got words.”


  The portal opened wider. I exchanged glances with Yemi and Sarronos, nodded to them and walked through the shimmering veil.


  “I’ll have him back to ya in five mins,” the goblin woman shouted to the ores. “Don’t break yer fangs grindin’ yer teeth!”


  I heard the end of the phrase from inside the assessor’s spacious office. Kusalarix sat dowm behind her huge oaken desk in a luxurious armchair and put her feet up, radiating acrid tobacco smoke. She handed me two silver coins and a golden bar about the size of a finger. The items were interconnected portal expansion devices. The goblin explained how to use them:


  “Stick the beacon where you need to unload your troops. The coins are onetime-use. They open a Great Portal to the destination.”


  “Thanks!”


  “That’s not all…” She drummed her fingers on the table. “When do ya expect the fight?”


  “Any moment. As I understand it, the leaders of NergaTs army are waiting for all their troops to arrive.”


  “Yeah, I got the same intel. Although the Alliance could be bullshitting. Better keep your guard up. Anyway, if it starts, whistle. The Green league will deliver a thousand experienced mercenaries and the best gladiators from the Arena to defend the temple if you help us get the protection of the Sleeping Gods. Can you do that?”


  “That won’t be hard,” I answered. “But I have to warn you, Nergal’s army will use Armageddon spells. Few will survive.”


  “We’ll give the centurions Maglubiget’s Umbj’ellas. It’s a onetime- use thing, so it won’t protect against everything, but it’ll save them from one Armageddon”


  “I doubt that’s all our enemies will use.”


  “What, you think our boys are just gonna sit and wait for them? By then, they’ll be mixing with the enemy forces and wrapping other people’s guts round their swords! Any more questions?”


  “Yeah. My clan needs builders to construct a castle.”


  “I’m not sure the Goblin League can do that for free…”


  “…but the Green League can hire ya some people who know what they’re doing. We’ll help out with materials too. Are you going to open one of the portals to the castle site?”


  I nodded, barely holding back a smile. Alex Sheppard, a good boy from a good family, was now rubbing shoulders in Dis with the undead, necromancers, the wild races and now the goblin mafia. Add the thugs and bandits from Yoruba to the list and we have a full house.


  “When ya open it, I’ll send ya some builders and haulers with materials. Anyway, what about the Sleepers?”


  “Like I said, that’s easy.”


  Grinning, I touched her by the hand and the Sleeping Gods had their sixth priest—Kusalarix the gobliness. The assessor’s huge green eyes widened when the power of over eight thousand attribute points dropped down on her. She looked younger, taller and even beautiful thanks to her skyrocketing charisma. With a brightened face, she slowly rose, moved, smiled and approached me. Standing up on her tiptoes, she pulled me down and kissed me full on the lips! She didn’t even grimace!


  “Huh?”


  “Do you know what you’ve done for old lady Kusalarix, ya handsome man?!” She span her head, grabbed a huge marble paperweight and clenched her fist. Stone chips fell to the table. “Mendacious Maglubiyet, who gave this young fella so much power? Scyth, my boy, think of it. Anyone you agree to make a priest of the Sleeping Gods will shower you with gold!”


  “Hmm… I never looked at the priesthood like that.”


  “Emperor Kragosh and King Bastian aren’t likely to betray Marduk and Nergal. But there are other rich people, and the most influential of ’em never come out of the shadows. How many priests can ya have? Alright, alright, keep it to yaself, the fewer the better, anyway! More exclusive! I gotta set up an urgent meeting with Grokuszuid…” the goblin woman muttered, deep in thought. “Hmm… Uh-huh… Hmm… Wait! What? You’re still here? Do you need something else? Don’t be shy, ask for whatever you want!”


  Her words reminded me of a certain still unfinished matter.


  “Tell me, Mrs. Kusalarix, does the castle that I sold to you still belong to you?”


  “Do you want to buy it back?”


  “Not exactly…”


  She listened to my request and smiled like a hyena, baring gleaming white fangs.


  “That’s the least I can do for you, chosen one of the Sleeping Gods.”


  


  Chapter 19: Terrastera


  



  THE UNDEAD FACTION showed off its neutrality again; Yemi the ore, Francesca the vampire and Babangida the ogre joined my party of five dead men and two humans without issue. We were nine—the limit for a non-raid group.


  The mages covered us in buffs. Everyone but me drank a few battle elixirs with an hour-long duration and ate a few raid dishes, including my own.


  “Ready?” I asked.


  Everyone nodded and I took the group to Terrastera. We reappeared in the place of power, within the area of effect of Isis ‘Blessing.


  Yemi stared glassy-eyed at his interface, tense. Once he saw no debuff, he sighed with relief. The others relaxed too. I gathered everyone into a circle.


  “Everyone unfamiliar with our tactics, listen carefully! Do not go beyond the bounds of the place of power. The creatures here are so dangerous that you’ll die if they sneeze on you. There might be ranged mobs here, so don’t even approach the edges. I’ve only seen barakatas—they’re like big cockroaches. They fight at melee range. We don’t have any healers, but we don’t need one—if you get hit, you wall die. But do not respawn before the battle ends! Ill raise you myself.”


  “You can do that too?” Francesca gasped.


  “Not like you think, but yes, I can revive you right here,” I said, activating Spirit Shackles. “On the condition that you don’t die too far from me.”


  “Can we fight at all?” Babangida grumbled.


  “I agree with the ogre!” Patrick said, with a bloodthirsty grip on the sword he’d gotten in Holdest. “The heart demands battle!”


  “You certainly can’t, Patrick. If you draw attention, you’ll die. And I’m not sure you’ll resurrect. You’re not a player. Everyone else—you’re all adults. Use your best judgment. Get ready to powerlevel by doing nothing, folks!”


  Everyone smiled, the tension faded. I heard the boys joking around, but as soon as I went out under the acid rain, the voices faded.


  A barakata appeared in the place of power and nearly took out the whole group. And the problem was Sleeping Invulnerability. Diamond Skin dropped off, Immortality hadn’t yet activated, and as soon as the cockroach put its mandibles into action and smashed into my ribcage, Invulnerability absorbed forty percent of the damage. The remaining sixty percent was split between my group members in proportion to their health.


  Low-level Patrick and Irita took one and a half percent of the damage between them, but that was enough. Everyone got hit bad. A single bite from the barakata had nearly killed the whole group. Francesca’s Vampiric Cunning buff saved us, allowing us to avoid deadly damage.


  When I saw my friends nearly empty health bars, I left the group and waited for Immortality to activate before I came back. The Destroying Plague ability absorbed damage completely, so we shouldn’t have any more problems of that kind.


  Once sure that everything was going to plan, I flew to the stone forest and gathered a few dozen cockroaches from all over with a Sleeping Vindication explosion. Each had over a hundred million health, so Vindication without Justice only annoyed the mobs.


  They crowded closer, the stamping of hundreds of legs grew louder. Soon I was buried beneath a giant pile of cockroaches. I wasn’t worried about my friends within the place of power, but I still set off Sleeping Vindication after the cooldown ended, to keep aggro on me. I didn’t use Plague Fury— it would kill Patrick and the others among the living. It took more than an hour to work my way through the pile, and when the pressure of cockroach corpses finally lifted, I stood up and saw a sight to behold.


  Babangida the ogre waved his huge hammer as he tried to deal at least a single point of damage to one of the barakatas hanging off me. Next to him, Bomber was doing the same, standing just as tall as the ogre.


  Two dolls also poked the cockroach with red-hot needles; a straw doll and a rag doll, both around half a yard tall, familiars of the ju-ju shaman Yemi. This was the first time I’d seen the class in battle—the Yoruba leader’s magic was based on sicknesses, curses and strong familiars. Right now, Yemi was leveling up his weakest skill tree. However funny it looked to see the dolls fighting mobs over level one thousand, they were dealing damage! Obviously, the familiars ignored penalties from differences in level.


  Patrick, in the knowledge that this death might be his last, had weaseled a low-level bow from Irita and was leveling up his archery from a safe distance. The ranged attackers clustered by him: the undead gnome Crawler, leveling up his weaker schools of magic; the battle mage and vampire Francesca alongside Yemi; the demon hunter Gyula, enthusiastically teaching himself new crossbow skills—while I laid the path to Terrastera, Irita equipped him with powerful bolts.


  It was fun. We even had music. The guitar riffs that Infect dropped on the barakatas dealt no damage and caused on slow effects like they were supposed to, but they helped me aggro mobs from all around. The bard had learned the important Artful Prelude skill, which redirected aggro on to whoever he wanted, and he chose me as the target.


  All I had to do then was stand under the acid rain and hit those pesky cockroaches in the face with all the weapons I had on me. Unarmed Combat froze at level one hundred, rank one. I dealt damage with Reflection, precise shots of plague energy and vindication— so it would be silly not to use this opportunity to level up one-handed and two-handed swords, clubs, daggers and spears, axes and archery.


  My weapon skills didn’t go up quite as fast as when we first started to conquer the Lakharian Desert. It seemed the barakatas’ weren’t ten times my level like those mobs were. Archery reached rank one and I kept to my traditions in choosing a path for it—Path of Justice again. Once I got level one in the new rank, I put my bow away—it wasn’t easy to use from underneath a pile of barakatas, and the acid rain quickly broke weapons. I had to change to a different weapon eveiy five minutes.


  Somehow, I managed to make some Plague Fury scrolls after all, but it didn’t work with Sleeping Vindication. The Sleepers’ abilities were in the list of available skills, but the chance of a successful Inscription was zero.


  My bag filled up with innards, blood and mandibles from the barakatas—my Magnetism, newly configured to pick up everything, was hard at work. Yoruba would get their third when it all ended.


  But most importantly of all— Resilience was leveling up. The group also leveled up, and by the time the flow of barakatas ceased, my main defensive skill that didn’t depend on the gods was at rank three, and I chose the path that I’d successfully tested in the Nether: Path of Equanimity


  You completely ignore all damage for the first 3 seconds of battle.


  New sounds joined the hissing of the falling acid raindrops—not trampling feet, but oil sizzling on a frying pan. Something huge was moving toward us. Stone trees rumbled, fell, and the culprit appeared.


  Devourer of Flesh, Giant Dalezma, level??? solitoid


  Local boss.


  “What a horrible beast,” Patrick spat, staring at the monster.


  The thirty-foot tall snail-like thing looked a distant relative of the cockroaches. The boss’s shell split into two halves. A powerful segmented tail stretched up behind the beast and shot something, blowing a hole in my chest and taking out all my ribs. A ton of poison flowed through me, causing absolutely no harm. My spine alone held the top of my body to the bottom.


  “A boss!” Babangida roared. “The gods are generous!”


  “Don’t get ahead of yourself, Ba!” Yemi frowned. “Scyth might not be able to handle that thing.”


  “Hah!” Bomber chuckled. “Time to play, Infect!”


  My friends and the trio from Yoruba had reached level four hundred by now. Gyula was over three hundred, and O’Grady and Irita were approaching two hundred. The ease at which we climbed through the levels stunned them all, especially the Africans, who were unfamiliar with our powerleveling. No wonder they celebrated when they saw the boss and felt a First Kill coming.


  Yemi cast his curses. Pulling down stone columns, the Devourer of Flesh spat out a long stream of sticky protoplasm that covered me like spit on a bug and began to slowly pull me back toward the monstrous snail’s open maw\ The jellylike substance was far more acidic even than the rain. My bones blackened, thinned; I could survive it, but I had no idea how to escape. The boss seemed to just absorb damage from Reflection. The pulling jelly had no health bar.


  I took a risk and fired off Plague Fury, and the plague energy just passed through the substance as if through air. The group survived thanks to Francesca’s buff and started to desperately gulp down health potions.


  Sleeping Vindication stirred the protoplasm, blowing it up from inside like bubble gum. That was my chance. I jumped to the stretched-out edge and tore through it with Hammerfist, but before I could climb out, the energy of Sleeping Vindication vented as if from a burst balloon and flew into the sky in an invisible stream, breaking through the clouds for an instant. The toxic and spring} mass enveloped me once more.


  Trying not to panic, I used all the offensive abilities I had: Ghastly


  Howl made no sound, Lethargy and Liberation did nothing… The monster was crawling away, and soon the others might be out of combat, which meant they’d lose the experience and achievement.


  I watched through the semitransparent mass as Yemi threw a bunch of strange threads into the creature’s back, sticking to its shell, but the Devourer of Flesh just sped up and tore them without even noticing.


  The mages fired a series of spells at the protoplasm. Its surface rippled, but that was all. The monster was protected from all magic, even divine magic.


  This could happen only in Dis—even enveloped in goo and unable to lift a finger, Harnmerfist, driven by the game mechanics, struck and broke a hole in the jelly. The snail creature got worried, started pulling faster. I worked both arms with Hammerfists and ordinary hits, tearing flesh, but the holes quickly healed up.


  The boys released the needlers, who ran out into the rain and had time to fire one larva each into the boss before they fell to the acid droplets. A second later, the Pai’asites Inside debuff dropped off—the larvae didn’t survive.


  Yemi threw a magically compressed ball of stone at the boss, but it just smashed uselessly against the shell like a clod of earth. Crawler fired a powerful burning beam, trying to cut the slime connecting me to the boss, succeeding only to burn a breach that closed just as fast as it opened. Francesca ran to the very edge of the safe zone and caught the snail creature in a box of multilayer forcefields, but the monster broke through the barrier as if it was paper. One of Yemi’s dolls latched onto one of the boss’s antennae and immediately dissolved like a chunk of plastic on red-hot iron.


  In the meantime, I kept wriggling, trying to pierce through the protoplasmic tendril, nearly at the snails mouth. The boss stopped and opened its shell again, firing off a dozen stalks with eyes, each of which stared at one of my allies. I had no fear for my friends—they could leave through Depths Teleportation if things went south.


  The pool of bubbling liquid within the boss showed through its skin up close. I saw orange veins in the stomach walls, streams of steam from mysterious openings, undigested pieces of barakata shells. Even after two Ravagers and the Nucleus, I didn’t like the look of this. My Balancer was still on cooldown and the Thunderbearer trident with its ten million damage would be like a toothpick against an elephant.


  The protoplasm pulled me up, the pot-like stomach opened up and I was thrown inside. In the same instant, I saw the beast’s health bar of three hundred million, and fired off everything I could: Destroying Plague Immortality, Sleeping Vindication and Combo. My bones, reinforced with the power of the Nucleus, thinned before my eyes. My Hanunerfists began to look less and less like a combination of closed fingers.


  My plague reservoir and vindication bars filled up instantly, so from outside it must have looked like I was flashing with constant explosions. I watched with frenzied hope as the snail’s health fell, slowly but surely. When it reached the red zone, three explosions were enough for the boss to die. It exploded, spraying out concentrated acid and scraps of crystallized flesh. I fell to the smoking ground.


  My sense of time had disappeared in the creature’s stomach, but the timer showed that I’d killed the dalezma in less than half a minute. Unable even to stand up, I just lay there and stared into the sky with my empty eye sockets. Triumphant cries rang out from afar, but with my arms and legs dissolved, all I could do was lie and await my recovery.


  Devourer of Flesh, Giant Dalezma, dead.


  Experience: +116.3 bil


  Experience at current level (579): 281.69 bil I 733.46 bil


  You got Dalezma Egg.


  Dalezma Egg.


  Legendary fi’ee pet.


  The dalezma are a species of solitoids that are immune to magic. Even the most dangerous monsters of Terrastera fear their extreme toxicity and acid flesh.


  Attention! This type of pet belongs to the fi’ee category: it must be bound to a specific area.


  To hatching: 0/1,000,000 experience.


  Next I looked at the achievement reward and felt a little disappointed. We’d gotten Depths Teleportation for killing Murkiss in the sandbox (not without the Sleepers’ help, I think), but here…


  Unlocked achievement First Kill: Devourer of Flesh, Giant Dalezma!


  You are the first in the world to kill the local boss Devourer of Flesh, Giant Dalezma! The Devourer of Flesh is an ancient dalezma of the solitoid genus. For centuries, it has grown in power, and with time it might have become the ruler of Terrastera, if not for you.


  Reward: Solitoid Terror perk (you deal 10% more damage to solitoids).


  Awoken clan level increased: +2! Current level: 6.


  Rewards:


  —

  Gold Flow

  (when any member of the clan picks up money from a corpse, an extra one percent of it is created and goes to the clan treasury).


  —

  Experience Stream

  (increases experience gained for killing monsters and completing quests by 10%).


  The chat exploded with screams of excitement while I waited for my legs and arms to regrow. Aid of the Sleepers helped with my regeneration, but my limbs still didn’t grow back instantly. I even had time to get bored. By the time a barakata approached me, I was glad of the company. Shame it killed itself quick, trying to gnaw on my blackened bones.


  The cockroach helped me finish off Path of Equanimity, and Resilience hit rank four! I didn’t hesitate to choose my next path:


  Path of Sacrifice


  At the start of each battle, you absorb the total health of all your group members, plus a bonus 1% of that total, in order to take all the damage dealt to any ally throughout the battle. However, if you die, the entire group dies.


  The one-percent bonus would be multiplied by a hundred when I finished the rank-four path. The important thing was that now I didn’t have to worry about my friends as long as I was still alive. In addition, synchronizing Sleeping Invulnerability and Path of Sacrifice could be promising. I didn’t know how the mechanic would behave.


  When I returned to the group, Yemi came out to meet me, congratulated me on my victory over the boss.


  “Initial, none have any doubt that the egg belongs to you. It is only fair.”


  I looked across them all, smiled, pulled out the loot.


  “A temple to the Sleeping Gods will one day be built here. It’s going to need a defender, and I suggest we hatch this pet right here. But I won’t be the one to do it…” I offered the trophy to Infect. “Take it, Malik. You’ll be the first player with a pet from Terrastera!”


  The others shouted encouragement and the bard took the pet shyly.


  “We’ll just take out a barakata and it’ll hatch,” I said, activating Sleeping Vindication to aggro some mobs.


  Yemi, Babangida, Francesca, Crawler, Infect and Bomber passed level four hundred and sixty. Gyula was approaching four hundred. Irita, fresh from the sandbox, and Patrick, were both above three hundred. The top seven players of Disgardium were now on Terrastera. It was a shame I didn’t quite reach six hundred, but there was still time left before Mogwai revived. I might make it.


  But I didn’t. We put down a small pack of cockroaches and hatches the dalezma—which started a little smaller than a kitten—and stopped farming. Nega contacted me through the comm amulet.


  “We got trouble, boss. Crash is dead.”


  “On my way!”


  Friends and allies surrounded me, listening tensely to the conversation. Yemi showed Kusalarix’s coin.


  “I’ve declared a clan-wide assembly. Yoruba and the ores of the Broken Axe will be assembled within half an hour.


  “Bomber and I will drop these guys off at their castle and then head straight to Kharinza,” Crawler said. “Can you give us a portal coin? I’ll pick up the troggs and cultists.”


  “I can’t just stand aside and watch!” Patrick declared. “I’m going with you to the desert, boy.”


  “Me too! Tomorrow is a day off, I can play all night!” Irita exclaimed, skipping.


  I shook my head. “You can’t be seen with me. We’re relying on you for our trade operations, and that means…”


  “I’ll use a Transformation Potion!” the girl insisted stubbornly. “May the Sleepers never wake!”


  “And may their sleep be eternal,” the others chanted back, with Gyula adding:


  “I’ll fight too!”


  “Those who aren’t undead may not survive,” I said doubtfully. “Infect, take Patrick and Irita to Kharinza. Gyula, with me. I’ll check what’s going on and report back. That’s all. See you at the temple!”


  * * *


  Tiamat kept her promise—the whole area for half a mile around transformed into a flourishing oasis. The desert turned green. Grass broke through the suddenly fertile soil, and streams ran in all directions. Clouds darkened the sky above the temple and a rainbow shimmered in the drizzling rain.


  I wrote to the clan chat that anyone living could go there, and drove the gold baton-beacon for Great Portals into the earth. A few long minutes later, a portal opened and the workers from Kharinza who turned undead began to emerge. Manny was one of the first. He walked over, greeted me.


  Tens of thousands of players surrounded the temple beyond the edge of the oasis. Raid buffs flashed constantly, but the brightest, most blinding and most constant light shone from a faraway dune opposite the temple entrance. Columns of light beat down from the sky on that point—I’d seen something like it from the High Priest of Nergal when Harnathea attacked. Tiamat stood next to me, placed a hand on my head and frowned.


  Soon all our people were gathered, including the guardians, Crawler and Bomber. According to the mage, Yemi had decided to open a portal in Broken Axe territory, and now the whole clan was flying there. Under the command of Movarak and Dekotra, the troggs and cultists advanced to their positions from the portal.


  Irita stuck by me, disguised as the elf girl Iriel. Patrick spoke to Flaygray about something.


  “Shining Tiamat!” I said. “We are ready to live again.”


  “May it be so,” she answered.


  The Sleeper disappeared, and an instant later came the roar of a huge red dragon from the sky. The invisible strings connecting us to the Destroying Plague stretched, then broke—everyone’s legs went out from under them, but something kept us from falling. Our health bars rushed down to zero, stopped, hovered a moment, then returned to full health.


  My nameplate blinked, and ’undead’ changed to ‘human.’ I stared at my hands, unable to tear my eyes away as the rotting flesh was replaced with healthy pink skin. We were alive again. We looked at each other and smiled. Somewhere in the distance, armor clanked and weapons rattled, but I felt no fear, feeling only Irita’s warmth as she pressed herself against me.


  When I saw the logs, I sighed with relief.


  Destroying Plague quest More Workers! failed!


  You are no longer’ a member of the Desti’oging Plague!


  You have lost your rank of Legate of the Destroying Plague!


  The crown clanked as it fell from my bag, dissolving and flowing into the ground.


  Your Legate’s Crown has been removed from your inventory and returned to the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague.


  Your reputation with the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague has reduced: -50,000.


  Current reputation: hatred.


  Skill lost: Destroying Plague Immortality!


  Skill lost: Desti’oying Plague Immunity!


  Skill lost: Subjugate Mind!


  Skill lost: Plague Reanimation!


  Skill lost: Plague Fury!


  Skill lost: Plague Pestilence!


  Skill lost: Plague Boost!


  Less than half an hour remained until the legates of the Destroying Plague revived. I smiled a wicked grin as I imagined Mogwai’s face when he failed to summon me.


  Unnoticed, Tiamat appeared next to me again. Irita unwillingly moved away under the goddess’s piercing gaze.


  The workers, now human again, bowed to the Sleeper, wished me luck and rushed back through the portal.


  Manny clapped me on the shoulder before he left.


  “Show those dro who’s boss!”


  Although, for the noncitizens, I was ‘dro’ too…


  The guardians fell prostrate before the goddess, muttered words of thanks, but it didn’t last long—the allure of new life and sensation was too great. Anf chittered happily, almost embracing Iggy. My summoned Montosaurus trampled awkwardly next to Ripta, who quietly squawked, trying to convey his feelings to the reptile.


  Flaygray crawled at Tiamat’s feet, got a friendly pat from the goddess and left, uncorking a bottle of wine with his teeth as he went. He took a long drink, closed his eyes, sighed. His oasis in the desert.


  Nega couldn’t stop repeating herself.


  “Alive again, feeling again, once again I can…” She listed everything she could do, making even Gyula redden at the ears. “Come on, big boy, cop a feel!’”


  “Sony, Nega, I’m married!” The builder spread his hands and staggered back from the succubus.


  The massive arch of the Great Portal continued to spit out new soldiers. The mercenary leaders and centurions looked around professionally and walked over to me: humans, ores, elves, trolls, ogres, dwarves… They reported their arrival, barked out: “May the Sleeping Gods never wake! And may their sleep be eternal!”


  The mercenary commander couldn’t keep his eyes off the goddess, but somehow found the strength to turn and shout.


  “Shining Tiamat is with us!”


  Discipline and training took the reins. A living goddess? So what? They’d seen stranger. The mercenaries and gladiators turned, went to review the situation with Bomber. I glanced at the numbers of adepts—nothing had changed. The mercenaries weren’t even followers of the Sleeping Gods!


  Tiamat watched them go, then turned to me.


  “Unfinished business remains, Initial. The nightmare of the Lakharian Desert, the great Sharkon, lost his connection to you and is fading away.” The Sleeping Goddess pointed to the foot of the temple, where the giant underground terror’s body languished, dying. “I can return him, too, back to life, but he will still die.”


  “At least he’ll die alive, and not turn into plague dust, Tiamat,” I said, swallowing.


  “Very well, Initial,” the goddess answered. “But there is something that holds Sharkon’s returned soul in his body, and I feel it coming from your friend, the mage Crawler. I don’t know what it is. I feel it…”


  “Yes, goddess, I’m here!” The gnome had been listening closely to the goddess and now he approached and started rooting through his inventory. “This? This? Or maybe…”


  “Yes, this is it,” Tiamat said when Crawler pulled out his Essence of Neratakon. “The essence of a disincarnate Old God who cannot be returned.”


  Tiamat said nothing more, didn’t so much as bat an eyelid, but the flask of divine essence disappeared from Crawlers hand. Sharkon’s skeleton began to stir from the bottom, growing over with flesh.


  Sharkon, level 783 Underground Terror, has become your battle pet.


  “There is another thread leading from you to a non-sentient creature,” Tiamat said. “Your fates are linked. Even alive, you have remained marked by the Nucleus, but now that you are disconnected from the Destroying Plague, the creature has lost its supply of energy and the spark within is going out. The creature is not as powerful as Sharkon, and its revival will require nothing but your wish. Do you want to return this being to life and summon it here?


  Already guessing who she meant, I nodded.


  “Do you wish to return his former name?”


  Another nod.


  A monstrous wolf, ribs piercing through rotten flesh and fur sloughing off, appeared before us. He was dying, but when Tiamat poured life energy into him, he rose, staggered over to me and licked my hand.


  Crusher, level 30 Fierce Wolf‘has become your battle pet.


  Ores from the Broken Axe clan and Yoruba soldiers began to emerge from the portal two by two. As soon as he appeared, Yemi found me with his eyes and I nodded—he would be in command of the ores. The mage and Sarronos directed the warriors to the front lines.


  The troggs and cultists were already taking up battle formations in front of the temple’s northern side. The ores, Yoruba and the mercenaries and gladiators from the Green League would cover the other three sides. I knew they were headed for a massacre, but without them, I had no chance against Nergal’s army of so many thousands.


  Before creating a raid group and taking command of my guardians and pets, I glanced at my profile. There was no time left to use Grain of Transformation, otherwise I would have redistributed thousands of points of charisma, which would be completely useless in the coming battle, into endurance.


  Scyth, level 579 human (hidden)


  Ranks: Dungeon Hero, Mightiest Punisher, Most Magnificent Avenger, Pioneer, Beast God Conqueror, Junior Gladiator (all hidden).


  Clan: Awoken (hidden).


  Real name: Alex Sheppard (hidden).


  Real age: 16 years (hidden).


  Class: Herald (hidden).


  Primary characteristics


  Strength: 222g (+2798).


  Perception: 2162 (+1158).


  Endurance: 2243 (+1318).


  Charisma: 4069 (+2289).


  Intellect: 1408 (+1158).


  Agility: 1562 (+1440).


  Luck: 4204 (+2018).


  Secondary characteristics

Health points: 7,012,964.


  Mana points: 2,201,126.


  Vindication points: 2,197,000.


  Serendipity: 846,774/1,000,000.


  Restoration rate: 189,819 health per minute.


  Base damage: 13,486.


  Bonus to ranged damage: +649%.


  Bonus to critical damage: 1,820%.


  Bonus to magic power: 855%.


  Bonus to movement speed: 296%.


  Bonus to chance to stun enemy: +5%.


  Bonus to chance to get upgraded loot: +30% (maximum value-reached).


  Bonus to chance to get a unique quest: +30% (maximum value reached).


  Bonus to dodge chance: +1,856%.


  Carrying capacity: 41,317 lbs.


  Accuracy: 10,830%.


  Merchant discounts: 50% (maximum value reached).


  Chance of critical damage: +100%.


  Fame: 10,455.


  Skills


  Archery rank 1:1.


  Cartography (no rank): 12.


  Bashing Weapons (no rank): 48.


  Daggers (no rank): 66.


  Night Vision (no rank): 83.


  One-handed Swords (no rank): 57.


  Persuasion rank I: 4.


  Resilience rank IV (Paths of Justice, Reflection, Equanimity and Sacrifice): 1.


  Riding (no rank): 27.


  Spears (no rank): 27.


  Stealth rank 1:1.


  Swimming (no rank): 6g.


  Two-handed Swords (no rank): 36.


  Unarmed Combat rank I (Path of Justice): 100. Trades and professions Cooking: Expert (488/500).


  Inscription: Master (76/250).


  Special skills and abilities Depths Teleportation: 16.


  Flight.


  Ghastly Howl: 30.


  Spirit Shackles Perks


  Beast God Conqueror.


  Drinker of the Ambrosia of the Sleepers. Dungeon Hero.


  Fortune’s Gifts.


  Junior Gladiator.


  Magnetism.


  Mightiest Punisher.


  Pioneer.


  Polar Explorer.


  Second Life.


  Snow Wanderer.


  Solitoid Terror.


  Strong Back.


  Class skills Cloak Essence: 18.


  Divine Revelation (spontaneous).


  Imitation: 15.


  Lethargy: 8.


  Liberation: 33.


  Divine abilities Aid of the Sleepers: 2.


  Sleeping Invulnerability: 2.


  Sleeping Justice: 2.


  Sleeping Vindication: 2.


  Touch of the Sleeping Gods.


  Unity.


  Auras


  Most Magnificent Avenger.


  Achievements Beast God Conqueror.


  Fearless Explorer.


  First Completion: Treasury of the First Mage. First Ever: Just A Perfect Day To Die!


  First Ever: Level 400!


  First Ever: Level 500!


  First Ever: Mightiest Punisher.


  First Ever: Most Magnificent Avenger.


  First Kill: Bonechewer.


  First Kill: Chuff, Queen of the Swamp Needlers. First Kill: Crusher.


  First Kill: Devourer of Flesh, Giant Dalezma. First Kill: Kar’sanmai Queen.


  First Kill: MokRhyssa, Rock Queen.


  First Kill: Murkiss.


  First Kill: Neratakon the Sand Golem.


  First Kill: Sharkon, Underground Terror.


  First Kill: Shograssar, God oftheSarantapods. I Came, I Saw, I Conquered—Forever!


  I Survived Distival-2075!


  “I’m on Fire! I am the Fire!


  Just A Perfect Day To Die!


  Mightiest Punisher.


  Morituri te salutant!


  Most Magnificent Avenger.


  Pioneer.


  That Doesn’t Happen!


  The Lich is Dead! Long Live the New Lich…


  Treasury of the First Mage: Path of Courage.


  Divine emblems


  Shog’rassar’s Protection (+50% damage resistance against insectoids; +100% poison resistance).


  Pets, battle avatars and mounts


  Iggy, level 564 Swamp Needier.


  Sharkon, level 783 Underground Terror.


  Storm, level 564 Storm Dragon.


  Crash, level 565 Diamond Worm.


  Crusher, level 30 Fierce Wolf Montosaurus, level gog Ancient Reptile.


  Spotted Mechostrich.


  Hidden status: E-class Threat with potential A.


  Hidden status: Initial of the Sleeping Gods.


  Money: 176,213,838 gold, 42 silver, 54 copper coins.


  Marks of the Valorous: 10.


  It was a shame I hadn’t managed to find Supreme Grand Master Oyama. His lessons would have come in very useful, but I didn’t have time to find his village in southern Latteria. And it wasn’t a given that the teacher would agree to take me on right away…


  My thoughts broke off at the sound of the horns and drumroll of Nergal’s army, but then the Sleeping God interrupted them.


  “Do not be angry at those fooled by the parasite and usurper that calls himself a god! They come here for loot and glory, but they will find only disappointment!”


  Tiamat’s Inspiration


  You feel no anger or pain. You do not fear death. You know no fear.


  All the defenders were as if wrapped in a gentle divine embrace, and when the colossal figure of Nergal rose up into the sky behind his army of light, all I did was smile and look for his health bar.


  


  Chapter 20: The Battle for Tiamat’s Temple


  
    

  


  WHILE I SOARED above the temple to assess the battlefield, time seemed to slow. The enemy’s army was like an endless billowing sea, with our troops a grain of sand in the path of a tsunami.


  Nergal wasn’t the only one to come and support his followers. His ancient rival had joined him, the god of darkness Marduk the Sombre, whose avatar towered above the clans of the Empire as they advanced from the south. Stark against the piercing blue sky, the shadowy figure of the god of darkness looked like an inkblot—nothing human about it, just two holes instead of eyes and divine arms spread above his troops like storm clouds.


  Nergal wasn’t particularly anthropomorphic either—a vague shining silhouette filling half the sky, a burning sun in place of its head. The beacon of light seemed to be approaching the planet. It grew to three times its size, and now wisps of light could be seen around it, creating the impression of moving hair. The light of the Radiant burned the eyes even through closed eyelids.


  Neither god made an attempt to take on a form friendlier or more familiar to sentients. I had no idea what the gods’ presence meant; would they take part in the fight? Could they be defeated?


  Tiamat took on the form of a giant ethereal two-headed dragon, shrouding the temple with her body. One head turned to Nergal. The other—to Marduk. The Sleeping God didn’t move, but I somehow knew that she was resisting an invisible pressure from the New Gods, above whose avatars were no names and no health indicators. I waited for Behemoth to join Tiamat, but I couldn’t feel his presence.


  The forces of the Commonwealth advanced from the north. The Empire’s troops approached confidently from the south. From east and west came smaller bands of neutrals. They approached in no hurry, at a steady march.


  In the enemy’s vanguard, I could clearly see perfectly triangular legions of troops in identical armor. So that’s who the Alliance of Preventers was waiting for!


  I carefully examined the NPC army approaching from the north. The soldiers of King Bastian the First marched under a standard of blue and gold. Dwarven battle groups followed human cohorts, and behind them stood elvish archers and self-propelled gnomish battle tanks all along the front line. The less numerous races of the Commonwealth were scattered here and there among them; fearsome lophers and titans pulled catapults, miniature fairies fluttered and buffed their allies with magic dust. A cavalry of human knights covered the flanks, reinforced by hobbit sling-shooters mounted on centaurs armed with long spears. None of them were over level three hundred and fifty.


  Behind marched all manner of mismatched player raids. There wasn’t much order in their ranks; second-tier clans rubbed shoulders with two or three thousand casuals lucky enough to reach the heart of the desert. In any case, both they and the royal legions were cannon fodder to go ahead of the Alliance of Preventers.


  The disciplined formation of Modus, the Azure Dragons, Excommunicado, Mizaki and the Children of Kratos was hiding behind the backs of ordinary players and NPC soldiers, but its many battle standards gave it away. Crag wandered somewhere among those preventers, disguised.


  Thousands and thousands of fanciful battle pets mingled with the sentients. I saw spectral tigers and chimeric scorpions, war boars and fire deer, three-headed hydras and steel golems.


  The entire mass shouted, screamed, clanked with armor, growled, cluttered, screeched and roared, eager to crush the scant defenders at the temple of the Sleeping Gods.


  Three priests of Nergal formed the final line of troops on the northern front. They were surrounded by seven crystalline structures that bent the light in strange ways.


  Aspect of Light, level 6yg Reflection of Nergal


  “You see those too, Scyth?” Crawler’s voice squawked from the comm amulet. “The Aspects of Light. The last time they appeared was during the Swarm War. How big are they? Around two hundred feet tall?”


  “A little less. Strange—they have no health bars. Can they be killed?”


  “No,” Yemi answered, connected to our network. “And they’re always a hundred levels above the highest-level player in Dis.”


  “Is that legal?” Infect asked.


  “Its part of the game mechanics,” Yemi answered. “Nergal and Marduk can’t directly involve themselves in the affairs of mortals, but they don’t want to stand aside either. So they thought up that trick. The god’s reflections are made from the highest-level ability of the high priests. It costs a year’s supply of Faith. Marduk is a little weaker than Nergal, so his priest could only summon six Colossi ofDai’kness.


  I turned to the south and saw what he was talking about. The Colossi of Darkness were the same level as the Aspects of Light, but there was one less of them. Black cones standing sixty yards tall, they swallowed up the light, swimming through the air above Marduk’s priests. The servants of the dark god rode mammoths with giant blackened tusks.


  The clans of the Alliance stationed themselves nearby; the Travelers, Zuldozer and Warsong. I couldn’t see the Widowmakers among them. Next came a long procession of more casual players, with the vanguard full of Emperor Kragosh’s legions of the dominant dark races: ores, trolls, ogres and minotaurs. The standard-bearer uruk-hai from the planes stood out on their giant wolves, each a head taller than any ore. Black and red strips of cloth fluttered above them. Emperor Kragosh’s army howled and roared.


  “The Colossi and the Aspects will disincarnate if we kill the high priests,” Yemi continued. “But nobody has ever done that before. We don’t have a chance!”


  “Why are you here if you think we’re going to lose, mage?” Bomber asked.


  “There’s no honor in the strong defeating the w^eak, heh-heh.


  There’s no shame in losing this battle, even if it’ll hurt. Anyway, Scyth is full of surprises, so…”


  “Yemi just doesn’t wanna lose his castle,” Crawler interrupted.


  The mage laughed. Something in his crowing laughter reminded me of a new ability that I hadn’t factored into my strategy for the coming battle. The Path of Sacrifice! I thought for a moment, did some calculations in my head, shouted into my comm amulet: “Yemi, get your ass to the temple right now, and bring Babangida, Francesca and your best healers!”


  “How many healers do you need?”


  “Even^ single one you have! Crawler, Bomb, Infect, bring Patrick, Gyula, Irita and the guardians back to the temple! Now!”


  My heart, once again alive, tiled to beat its way out of my chest. The enemy approached Tiamat’s flourishing oasis. Once the players reached the hospitable zone, I had no doubt they’d saddle up their firing mounts.


  There were mere minutes left to carry out my plan—the circle around the temple was tightening, and an endless stream of attackers was about to descend on the scant rows of defenders.


  My allies took up defensive positions on three dunes, covering the approach to the temple. The cultists of Morena and the troggs from Stone Rib took up positions on the northmost dune. I sent the Montosaurus, Sharkon and Storm to help. Iggv and Crusher stayed with me and waited in the temple.


  On the crest of the southwestern dune, the mercenaries from the Goblin League and the motley crowd of Arena gladiators dug in. Those boys wouldn’t be easy to shift—they were near the top of the leaderboard in levels, and their battle skills were so honed that each could take out a dozen Empire soldiers at once.


  The third dune in the east wasn’t as large as the other two, and Yoruba’s soldiers occupied its peak. They were fewer than the troggs and cultists, but when they died, they could come right back into the fray after reviving at the clan graveyard and passing through a portal that would still be active for forty minutes. If it got tough, they’d retreat to me at the temple, where I’d cast Spirit Shackles.


  My thinking was that we had no chance at all against an army with twenty times our number. But I could balance the scales by knocking out the siege legions of Bastion and Kragosh, and maybe some of the players. Sleeping Vindication didn’t work the same as Plague Fury, which dealt the same high damage to everyone within its area of effect. Vindication hit with full force only against the closest targets. It lost roughly one percent of damage every twenty yards—that is, with my current level of Perception.


  The important thing was to be the first to take damage so that Sleeping Justice activated. Alongside Aid of the Sleepers, it gave me hope that I wouldn’t even need healers. Anyone killed by Sleeping Vindication would restore my health by forty percent, and that seemed to be my main cheat—considering the health supply I was counting on. The damage that my group took might return to the attackers with Reflection, but I hadn’t yet had the opportunity to test that.


  I dropped sharply, flew through Tiamat’s incorporeal avatar and approached the troggs. Movarak stood nearby with his priest Sithanak and a powerful female trogg, his spouse Ukavana. They discussed something. I heard Dekotra the troll and Ranakotz the half-ore shouting orders somewhere in the distance. A few of Morena’s cultists had lit a fire on bones and drawn some strange geometric figures around it in the sand. Green grass began to push up through them.


  I hailed them, hovered before the trogg leader. Movarak turned to me.


  “Chosen one of the Sleepers? Has something happened?”


  “Changes to the plan.” I waited for Dekotra and Ranakotz to come up, spoke to them all. “I can redirect the wounds of sentients in my group to myself.” As priests of the Sleeping Gods, you possess the greatest strength, and that means you’ll be able to deal more damage to enemies when you’re invulnerable. I need you to agree to join my group.”


  Still not understanding how NPCs saw the interface, I invited the priests of the Sleeping Gods into my raid group. A few seconds later, their portraits were added to the raid.


  “One of you must go ahead and let the enemies attack you,” I said. “This is really important! Then the Sleeping Gods will quadruple my power.”


  “I will do this in the name of the Inexorable One and the Sleeping Gods,” Ranakotz roared.


  Kicking up sand and clanking his armor, the half-ore ran down the slope of the dune to meet the Commonwealth army.


  Gritting my teeth, I still sent the Montosaurus, Storm and Sharkon after him in guard mode, just in case. The moment the half-ore took damage, my battle pets would punish the attackers harshly, allowing him to retreat to his own.


  Taking off again, I saw Yemi and his healers moving toward the temple: shamans, priests, druids. Crawler, Bomber and Infect galloped along a little further away on their mechostriches. Gyula was up on a horse, and Irita was on her huge translucent wolf. The guardians, Flaygray, Nega, Ripta and Anf, ran behind them, keeping pace. Patrick flew above them all his gryphon bought in Nivelle.


  Once I reached the Broken Axe ores, I repeated what I d said to the troggs and cultists, invited clan chief Sarronos and his priest Kromterokk into my group, then shot off like a bullet to the temple. Everyone I’d called was already gathered there.


  Wasting no time, I invited everyone to the raid and spoke fast.


  “Alright, my raid group is for those with the highest endurance. That’s guards and priests. I have the ability to take all the damage done to the raid. So I need all your healers, Yemi. Use whoever you need to fill the ranks to a hundred, but make them the strongest. While I’m alive, the raid will be invulnerable. Got the idea?”


  Everyone nodded, but Yemi frowned.


  “What about damage? Sure, we’ll thin out their ranks, but…”


  “Leave that to me, mage. The more damage the raid takes, the better. I have to go. Healers, stay with me. The rest—gather more people and…”


  I suddenly felt a sharp pain in my thigh. My health bar didn’t move thanks to Equanimity activating. Ranakotz’s portrait blinked red—it seemed the half-ore had taken an arrow to the leg. Sleeping Justice reacted right away: I got a fourfold increase to my stats and vindication, and my health, not counting the points gained by Path of Sacrifice, exceeded thirty million. The trumpet roar of the ancient reptile sounded off in the distance, alongside peals of thunder from my dragon.


  “I don’t really know what’s going on, boss…” Nega drawled, but I raised a hand, interrupting the succubus…


  And so as not to waste the resource coming in from Aid of the Sleepers, I fired off Sleeping Vindication. Strange. The bar didn’t restore. Had nobodv died?


  “As I was saying, boss,” the succubus continued undeterred. “I don’t really know what’s going on, but I get that we’re invulnerable while you’re alive. Let’s get to work, boys!”


  The priests of the Sleeping Gods and the guardians ran out of the temple to return to their previous positions. I carried Infect onto the roof, then returned to find Yoruba’s healers with Keron leading them, a thickset troll shaman who looked a lot like Ranakotz. Drums beat and horns sounded in the distance. I heard shouts in some unfamiliar language, repeating over and over, as if there was a football match on in some distant stadium and the crowd was chanting.


  “Lok’Tar ogar! Lok’Tar ogar! Lok’Tar ogar!”


  “Those are the ores of the Broken Axe,” one of the healers explained.


  “What does it mean, what they’re chanting?”


  ‘Victory or death!”


  I sat down in the center of the temple, closed my eyes, concentrated. There was at least five hundred yards between me and the positions occupied by the defenders. The closer the enemy came, the harder Vindication would hit…


  “Holy shit, Keron!” one of the healers broke the silence. “Scyth has over three hundred million health! Have you ever seen anything like it? We got our work cut out for us!”


  “Shut your mouth,” Keron said without rancor. “Just get ready to work like never before. If Scyth goes down, we all go down…”


  Lowering his voice, he started explaining the healing rotation to his team, telling them who would heal me and when so as to conserve the group’s mana. Keron was an expressive man, and ‘dickhead’ was probably the least offensive word he used to address his clanmates. Aggressive guitar riffs drowned out the healer’s voice; our enemies approached, and Infect strummed out his attacking repertoire.


  The battle for Tiamat’s temple had begun.


  Almost at the same time, the portraits of all the raid group members started desperately flashing red. The damage redirected to me, but I had no fear for myself. Casting a glance at my pet icons and seeing they were all yellow, I called them back. They’d quickly recover out of combat.


  Over the next twelve seconds, I released three full Sleeping Vindication explosions in a row—the resource recovered almost instantly. But then a bug came up that I doubted the developers could have foreseen: the damage against me started to loop! The raid was still taking damage, and the twenty Yoruba healers were already sweating just trying to slow down my falling health, let alone keep me fully healed.


  It was a disaster. I didn’t have a calculator to hand to work out the numbers, but roughly speaking: Sleeping Invulnerability absorbed forty percent of incoming damage. The rest got split among the group, was intercepted again by Sacrifice and returned to me. Then the absorption from Invulnerability kicked in again, and so on until all the damage was fully absorbed. All the features of Resilience factored into those calculations somewhere, but a panicked shout from Crawler interrupted my mathematical exercises. His voice crackled from the comm amulet across the temple: “Scyth! This is useless! We’re retreating. We can’t hurt them!”


  “Why not?”


  “Hold back your explosions, boss,” Nega’s voice came through. “There’s something not right here!”


  I started to get similar messages from everyone, but Crawler was the first to figure it out.


  “They have NergaVs Inspiration] Thirty-six seconds of full invulnerability left!”


  “Annageddonsl” Infect shouted. “Scyth, get out of there, you can’t withstand that even with full…”


  “Everyone back to the temple!” Crawler commanded, interrupting the bard. “The temple will survive. That’s why nobody uses Armageddon to take castles—the damage penalties against structures are severe.”


  I ordered the healers not to move, then ran outside and took off into the air. I needed to figure out wiiat was going on.


  Nine meteorites were descending toward the temple at once from the north and south sides of the slope, leaving trails of smoke behind them. Around thirty more seconds left until they landed.


  The attackers were frozen in place. A multitude of players hovered in the air on flying mounts; some were casting destructive scrolls and waiting for the consequences.


  Our mercenaries and gladiators, with Maglubiyefs Umbrellas deployed above them, rushed down to clash with the attackers before the meteorites landed.


  Roaring, the two-thousand-strong army of troggs also ran straight at the enemy, brandishing fearsome hammers and clubs. Morena s cultists finished their summoning ritual; a shimmering silhouette of a gigantic ghost appeared above them, bleeding out streams of mist. The mirage enveloped the attackers, and when it retreated, nothing remained of them but their bones—it seemed even NergaVs Inspiration couldn’t protect against the deadly mist.


  The ores of the Broken Axe clan were cut down in an unfair fight. Nergal and Marduk had gifted their followers with a short period of invulnerability, which decided the outcome in advance. Even the bonuses from Unity couldn’t save the defenders of Tiamat’s temple against such an overwhelming force. They w^ere simply crushed by the masses. The apparent futility of our cause so early on in the fight made me grind my teeth.


  The boys, Irita, Gvula, Patrick and the guards ran to the temple. Yoruba retreated too, but I could already see that not all of them would make it. The legionnaires of the Commonwealth and players who could smell blood descended on Yemi’s clan and slowed them down with battle and slowing spells.


  Gyula hesitated outside, looking at me, and Bomber pulled him into the temple.


  I focused my gaze on one of the attackers, concentrated on the timer and counted down the seconds until Nergal’s buff ended. 3… 2… 1…


  Sleeping Vindication!


  The invisible wave dealt no damage to my allies, but cut through the legionnaires like a merciless invisible scythe. Experience and Serendipity flooded in and something clanked into my backpack; Magnetism at work.


  Serendipity collected: 1,000,000 /1,000,000.


  Quest of Fortune, Goddess of Luck, completed: Serendipity for Fortune.


  You have collected enough Spheres of Serendipity from the corpses of fallen sentients. Give them to Fortune to clairji your rewards (Elixir of Luck; +1,000,000,000 experience; +5000 reputation) and the next quest in the Wheel of Fortune divine quest chain.


  I waved away the notification, ran out of the temple, set off another explosion— Aid of the Sleepers refilled my vindication right away—and then ascended as high as I could, feeling the heat of the approaching meteorites on my skin.


  They flew past me. Nine apocalyptic strikes crashed down on and around the temple. The roof fell in, the shockwave tore up columns, the altar cracked, but technically, the temple was still whole; the building still showed twenty-four percent durability.


  The troggs, the ores of the Broken Axe and Morena’s cultists fell to Armageddon. In an instant, the Sleeping Gods lost eight thousand followers, although it didn’t affect the Unity bonus. I would mourn the dead later, I told myself, but tears began to well up in my eyes all the same.


  Roaring laughter boomed out across the desert, shaking the earth. It was Nergal and Marduk, their chuckles drowning out the triumphant screams of the allies’ army. Tiamat’s avatar dimmed.


  Everyone within the temple was forced to the floor and covered with wreckage, but they all survived thanks to Sacrifice. My health, on the other hand, was down in the red zone—someone in my raid group hadn’t made it into the temple.


  “Protect the temple!” I shouted into my comm amulet. “I’ll take care of the preventers!”


  My health recovered fully after I fired off another Sleeping Vindication. After that, I kept using it constantly, reaping the fruits of Aid of the Sleepers.


  In the distance, I could see sunning mercenaries from the Goblin League still fighting, but their groups were sparse islands in the path of a torrential river of sentients striving to reach the temple. They paid no attention to the couple of dozen suniving defenders, just shooting them with spells, arrows and crossbow bolts in passing. A couple of Sleeping Vindications later and that river dried out, leaving only thousands of corpses. Unfortunately, my allies died too.


  Only my raid group and my sequestered pets remained. The vice tightened around the temple. In the distance, beneath mobile defensive domes, I saw enemy engineers sweating to erect gnomish cannons and to switch their tanks into siege mode. Catapults whined, throwing balls of fire at the temple walls…


  “Two move Armageddons, Scyth!” Bomber shouted.


  A crazy thought came to me. Roaring, I headed straight toward the meteorites. It was a desperate move, but the temple wouldn’t withstand two more meteorites.


  The space around me began to distort—the players on flying mounts weren’t shy about using their Ultimas. I sent the damage back with Sleeping Vindication, knocking down the boldest. That repeated again and again, until I was finally alone in the sky. Unfortunately, the level gap was too wide for me to get experience.


  A quick glance below: almost nothing remained of the legions of NPCs and most of the players, although the clans of the Alliance of Preventers were still whole, along with the priests and the Aspects of Light and Colossi of Darkness. They were still advancing on the temple.


  Three hundred and sixty million health, rank four Resilience, Sleeping Invulnerability— I just had to survive a direct hit from Armageddonl I intercepted the first meteorite a mile in the air, meeting the red-hot fifty-yard-wide ball with a Hammerfist. For a few moments, I was in the epicenter of the explosion, curled into a ball and surrounded by a storm of hellfire. My health dropped right to the bottom. I could smell my own burning flesh, hear it crackle. My hair blackened and my skin bubbled and burst, but another came to replace it, Diamond Skin.


  There was no time for a break. Gulping from my Bottomless Healing Potion, I restored thirty percent health and flew beneath the second meteorite. It was fired a little later than the first, so I managed to intercept it.


  I had just enough time to glance down at the temple as I flew—my team was locked in combat with an Alliance assault group in the ruins. The enemy standard-bearers and sappers took their chance and did their job, setting up flags to demoralize and debuff us, and mining the foundation. Rogues in stealth guarded them, although I could see them clearly thanks to my high level. I fired off Sleeping Vindication, but was too high up to kill anyone…


  Clenching reflexively in anticipation of the coming collision, I placed myself in the meteorite’s path and fired off a Hammerfist an instant before the strike, smashing the stone into pieces. The subsequent explosion threw me right onto a Colossus of Darkness.


  I was as if in limbo—gloom and emptiness all around. I was shaken, then thrown from the Colossus. Diamond Skin ran out an instant before I was thrown through the sky with a debuff growing at a breakneck speed. I had no time to leave the raid group, to save my friends. All I could do was watch as my chest exploded from within and a clot of black mist burst from the hole.


  You are dead.


  Remaining time to respaivn 9… 8… 7…


  While my corpse fell, I saw a flickering black and wiiite image: the sky, blinding in the north and dark in the south; the towering avatars of Nergal and Marduk; the huge figures of the Aspects and the Colossi; the battle unfolding at the temple walls and the portraits of my raid group members, all covered with skulls, including Patrick and the guardians.


  Subconsciously, I was ready to lose my NPC friends, but to go through it for real… I wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy.


  My grim, hopeless grief turned to fury and a desire to take vengeance. A few yards before I hit the ground, a notification flashed up:


  Second Life! You managed to dodge death!


  I came alive, activated Flight to slow my fall. I looked around and began to quickly descend, reviving my friends and player allies where they’d died. I waited a few seconds to make sure that we were attacked first and Sleeping Justice activated, quadrupling my stats.


  A high priest stood on a flying disk of light in the distance, his cassock gleaming. I headed there, preparing to summon all my pets at once. By then, Crash had respawned, and I sent the Diamond Worm to wreak havoc among the ranks of the Travelers and other dark ones from the Alliance.


  As I flew above the raid of the light ones—Modus, the Children of Kratos and the rest—I summoned Monty, Iggy, Storm, Crusher and Sharkon.


  The reptile grew to its former magnificence in combat and trampled through the panicking preventers, swallowing some of them whole. A heavy hit from Yary caught his attention and he opened his mouth wide, turned his head and breathed out a stream of white-hot flame. My huge wolf careered along beneath Monty, while the dragoness supported the terror with constant strikes of lightning. One after another, the many layers of magic shields and forcefields fell, and Modus’ second leading man left the ranks of Nergal’s army.


  Sharkon, the underground terror, crashed through the earth’s surface and appeared next to a raid group consisting of women in gleaming armor that barely covered their bodies—by some irony of fate, they were the White Amazons, with the Ochre Witch at their head. I felt some satisfaction when I saw Elizabeth’s character disappear into Sharkon’s maw, and I followed it up with a flash of Sleeping Vindication.


  When the High Priest of Nergal saw me, he pointed at me. Seven invulnerable Aspects of Light shot a thousand deadly narrow beams, burning through my armor and skin. I screamed in pain, sped up, but they continued to drill into my body as if locked onto me. My health quickly fell. Blasts of Vindication were all that saved me from death, allowing me to heal from Aid of the Sleepers when I killed players.


  I kept seeing notifications of Resilience gaining levels, but my consciousness marked them in passing. I was focused on the high priest, his hate-filled gaze still fixed on me. I barreled into him, grabbed him by his snow-white cassock burning with light, and took off into the air. His clothes tore and I had to grab the praying servant of Nergal by a leg.


  As I flew, I tore the fabric of creation with ceaseless explosions of Sleeping Vindication mixed with constant Hammerfists. Reapers Scythes flashed in the air, but my efforts were in vain. My enemy didn’t have a single scratch on him.


  The priest, just like the Aspects of Light, was a hundred levels above me. He had the strongest divine magic and layers upon layers of shields. Nergal’s direct gaze bestowed particular power upon him, but he was still human. A mortal creature with a health bar of one hundred and ten million, which hadn’t so much as trembled while the divine shield was active.


  Half a mile up in the sky, the beams from the Aspects of Light stopped burning holes in me, but I was still taking damage from Shining, an aura of deadly light like the one that surrounded the Great Portable Altar, but with a smaller percentage increase. Apparently, the high priest was relying entirely on his shields, and hadn’t bothered learning any combat moves. When his defenses fell to my Reflection, Shining ended as well. One Combo charged with vindication was enough to deprive Nergal of his most zealous follower.


  A gigantic column of light covered the desert where Nergal towered. It took a while for the enraged deity to fall silent. Blood flowed from my ears, but his scream ended eventually. The radiant god disappeared, and with him went the Aspects of Light too, dissolving into thin air.


  I wiped the blood off my face, out of my eyes, found the other two priests of Nergal. I locked on target, sent Monty after them.


  “Sic ’em, Monty!”


  The priests burned me with their eyes and hurriedly tried to cast some sort of high magic. Monty approached them from behind, caught them unawares. The dinosaur bit the first follower of the radiant god in half, swallowed him down. The second priest screamed at the sight of his colleague’s death, raised his staff in a defensive gesture… But there was nobody to defend the priest, and the ancient reptile dropped a gigantic foot down on him. There was a crunch. Blood sprayed out, shining at first, then dull. Black droplets rained down on the sand.


  Adrenaline coursed through my veins. Forcing Nergal off the battlefield had given me a second wind. I licked at the blood flowing down my face. I should tiy that trick again! I thought, and zoomed off for the High Priest of Marduk. My sharpened vision allowed me to see what was happening below.


  Having exhausted their Armageddons, the remnants of the Alliance fought against my pets. The temple durability had dropped to a pathetic eight percent and continued to go down under the barrage of miniature black holes firing from the Colossi of Darkness. Crash died again—for the second time in a day. Crusher, it seemed, hadn’t survived even five seconds of the battle. Storm was down too. Monty and Sharkon, on the other hand, seemed to be doing fine, tearing through ranks of panicking preventers. Both pets had lost over half their health, but the Alliance had apparently used all the tricks up its sleeve.


  Gyula stood anxiously frozen by the altar—he was repairing the temple, slowing the building’s destruction. Tiamat’s avatar shimmered next to him, taking on her usual form. Iggy was chasing preventer sappers around the perimeter. They were kiting the needier, distracting him.


  Vindication! Vindication! Vindication!


  All the sappers and other saboteurs were blown away like dust in the wind. Until now, my friends had been standing with our allies from Yoruba, surrounded by a hundred soldiers from Excommunicado and Azure Dragons, but after the explosions, they looked around in surprise—all their enemies were gone. My inventory was filled to the brim. Loot lay on the ground untouched, but nobody reached out a hand—the battle still raged, and my friends ran toward the suspiciously survivable leaders of the preventers.


  “They must have some kind of defensive artifact, Scyth,” I heard Crawler say through the comm amulet.


  “I’ll deal with the preventers once I’ve taken out those Marduk priests. Protect the temple!”


  I grabbed the Thunderbearer trident and fired a charge at the high priest of the god of darkness. His health bar didn’t move, as expected, but the charge knocked down the ink} layers of his divine shield.


  When I crashed into him, his toothy orcish mouth spat curses, but soon the priest stopped trying to offend me and started praying for help. Gloom, a version of Shining, turned out to be stronger than the proactive defenses of Nergal’s high priest. The DoT grew and I was forced to drop my enemy. Reflection and the fall from half a mile up broke his shields, but the priest himself survived.


  He crashed down a few hundred yards from the temple. Diving down toward him, I saw that the Colossi of Darkness and two other priests were headed for us.


  An ore is an ore. Unlike Nergal’s priests, the servant of Marduk accepted the fight honorably; he pulled a spiked flail out of nowhere and span it skillfully. The weapon fumed, created clouds of mist, tore the air and sang a song of war.


  “Rot of the Sleepers, you have not power to resist darkness!” the high priest growled in broken Common. “Marduk, I call you! Punish the corrupter who dar…”


  I caught the enemy’s weapon with Reaper’s Scythes and hit him with a Hammerfist to the chest. The mighty ore withstood it, but completely lost his desire to talk. The blades of the fist weapon curved with predatory thirst, feeling yet another life unlived. A jerk of the hand, and the now hook-like blades of the Scythes broke through the priest’s ribcage and tore out his still beating heart.


  “Vile fool…” the priest forced out along with bubbling blood.


  The sky darkened for an instant and all fell into darkness. When the mist dispersed, the Colossi and Marduk were gone. Both the remaining priests ran toward me, baring weapons, but I didn’t quench their thirst for battle—I was in a hurry. I just threw Sharkon’s Mane at them, charged with vindication. They fell and didn’t get back up again.


  Once done with the servants of the two strongest gods of Disgardium, I headed for the temple. A suspicious silence reigned there—no one was fighting.


  The Alliance leaders: Hinterleaf the gnome, Colonel the goliath, Horvac the ore, Glyph, Joshua and Vivian the elves, Nergatosh the vampire, Motark the ogre, Fang the gnoll and Adda the dryad—they were all crowded together and just standing, surrounded by my hundred soldiers—minus the dead guardians and Patrick. All the preventers’ routes of escape were blocked. The Montosaurus towered above them, my sole surviving pet. Ogre gladiators stood by Infect, aimlessly shifting their feet. He’d finally used the Arena Masters Horn to summon them.


  As I approached, I realized why nobody was fighting. Hinterleaf held a gleaming crystal in a raised hand, creating an impenetrable forcefield around the preventers. I could see them talking, but I heard nothing.


  When I stood with my friends, I felt Irita’s touch. She clung to my arm. I squeezed her hand firmly, kissed her on the cheek.


  “I wonder how long it’ll hold…” Francesca mused, watching as Babangida tirelessly beat his hammer against the barrier.


  ‘1 wonder who’ll break first—the barrier or Ba?” Yemi chuckled. “They’re done, and they know it.”


  “Why don’t they just teleport away?” Irita asked.


  “Two options,” Crawler answered. “Either the barrier is impenetrable in both directions, which means they can’t leave it. Or…”


  “Or?”


  “Or they’re getting ready to do something…”


  I heard measured hammer strikes behind me. I turned, saw Gyula casting ‘repair’ on the temple. The structure’s durability had either reached or fallen to three percent—well, while the temple was active, all was not lost.


  “Scvth, look!” Irita pulled at my sleeve.


  The leaders of the alliance stood in a circle, leaning on each other’s shoulders. Hinterleaf remained in the center, crystal in hand. Suddenly he raised his second arm. A glass flask gleamed within it… He clenched his fist and a viscous liquid like melted gold flowed down his palm. The others pressed close to Hinterleaf, causing the substance to flow onto them too. A moment later, it had enveloped each of them. Then the group sculpture began to melt.


  We stood and watched the process open-mouthed—none of us had ever seen anything like it. The barrier fell, and the liquid along with the melted preventers formed a ball around eight yards in diameter, which quickly transformed into the humanoid figure of a giant.


  Conjoining of Souls, level 4597 Meld


  Separation in: 10… 9…


  A second into the existence of the Conjoining of Souls, events began to unfold at lightning speed. The giant, with a combined level of all the melded preventers, smashed through Monty’s chest with its gigantic fist and snapped his spine, then swept away my friends and allies with a single wave of its arm, sent me flying with a kick across the blackened crater and then rushed toward the temple. It took no damage from Reflection for the simple reason that it was immortal. It didn’t even have a health bar.


  My health fell into the red zone, but I still flew back to try to stop the monster. The air rushed in my ears and the wind beat my face—I flew with all my strength to make it back, but there was no time…


  Mere moments remained until Tiamat’s temple would fall. The scene to follow will go down as one of the most heroic deeds of Dis history. Two seconds remained until the Conjoining of Souls dispersed. The monster took five steps and it was at the temple, but then Gyula stepped out, fired off his crossbow, and… and hit, in spite of the massive level difference! I didn’t know what slowing or microstunning bolt the demon hunter had fired, but the Coiyoinmg of Souls stopped for half a second, then wasted another half a second to sweep away Gyula, and that decided the outcome. The giant failed to hit the temple.


  The Conjoiriing of Souls fell apart, dissolving back into the ten preventers. The experienced fighters, still the best of the best, immediately spread out and ran at the temple, avoiding combat. They tried to break through, but now there were nine times fewer of them than us. To avoid killing the wiiole raid if I died, I left the group.


  Sleepi7ig Vi7idicatio7i removed the remainder of the preventers’ shields and defensive artifacts, and from that moment we rained down our entire arsenal of abilities on them. Infect fired off slowing songs, making our enemies’ ears bleed. My Ghastly Howl forced them to run around in Fea7\ but not for long: all the preventers had amulets to remove control effects.


  Thirty Yoruba soldiers attacked Hinterleaf at once, so I headed for the closest to me—Joshua, leader of the Children of Kratos. I punched his teeth into his throat, then heard the hopeless scream of Nergatosh the vampire ore nearby: “Noo-o-o-o!”


  Bomber chuckled, and nothing more came from the fallen Warsong leader but a wheeze and bubbling blood. Our titan warrior had reached such heights that he could one-shot a top player.


  Joshua survived a moment longer than Nergatosh, and had just enough time to throw a powerful bomb at the altar. It didn’t explode right away, and Bolo the minotaur from Yoruba managed to jump onto it, covering it with his body. Without the protection of Path of Sacrifice, the explosion obliterated Bolo into a bloody mist, but dropped the temple’s durability by only one percent.


  Crawler successfully dealt with Vivian by surrounding her with a wall of flame. Joshua’s spouse screamed in despair, tried to break free, decided to jump over the fire, but died, burning to a crisp.


  Yemi lit up the elf dragon fighter Glyph with brown flame as he fought one of the shaman’s dolls. The leader of the Azure Dragons held a swollen green orb in his hand and was trying to reach the temple with it. When he realized he wouldn’t make it, he threw the artifact at Yemi. The mage split into molecules and his doll familiar broke down to dust, but Glyph himself didn’t get any further. By then, Babangida the ogre had just finished thrashing the life out of Colonel and switched to the Azure Dragons leader; he waved his hammer and beat the dragon fighter down into the burnt sand.


  Standing back to back, Horvac and Motark tried to break through. They cut down Irita as she blocked their path, but Francesca, now half a hundred levels higher than the pair, easily demolished both the ore and the ogre.


  The two neutrals, Fang the gnoll and Adda the dryad, summoned mounts and tried to take off, but someone from Yoruba threw a net on them and nailed it to the ground with metal shards descending from the sky. The neutrals didn’t last more than two seconds after that.


  The only survivor was Hinterleaf. The gnome must have had Crag’s buff. I couldn’t see him anywhere, but nothing else could explain the Modus leader’s huge supply of health. By now, the mage had put down almost the entire Yoruba raid with a series of mass spells, but he hadn’t reached the temple. He stood, assessing his chances, frowned. His eyes found me.


  “Just a percent and a half… Scvth and you others… remember that there is a reason for your victory. Greed! One of our allies kept back a spare Armageddon scroll! That damn Glyph kept his artifact that could destroy any building to the very end! If he’d given it to one of the stealthers, the temple w^ould be destroyed! But no! Glyph wanted to complete Nergal’s quest himself! If only…”


  While Hinterleaf gave his speech on human greed, I looked at my allies: after just defeating the united armies of civilized Dis, under the protection of the two strongest New Gods, they listened to the famous Modus leader open-mouthed. Did they at least realize that they were famous now too?


  Babangida was the first to get it. He laughed, cut off the mage:


  “Enough, old man! You lost. And that’s all we need to know!”


  When the fire descended on Hinterleaf, he didn’t even tiy to defend himself. The old man was broken. He died without resisting.


  The battle was over. A haze hung in the air. Only black craters remained of Tiamat’s oasis, but we’d done it. We’d protected the temple!


  The surviving healers started reviving the dead raid group. Unfortunately, they couldn’t return the guardians to life. A scream tore me from my grief.


  “There’s someone still there!” Yemi pointed.


  Around three hundred yards from us, I saw the silhouette of a lone warrior. Focusing on it, I smiled.


  “I’ll take care of this one.”


  I flew to the last survivor of Nergal’s army of two hundred thousand—Tobias Asser, also known as Crag the warrior.


  He tensed at first when he saw me, then smiled, waved.


  “Hey, Scyth! This is becoming a good tradition,” he said, shaking my hand. “Did you win?”


  “Yep. Why’re you here?”


  “Modus’s strategists came up with the bright idea of burying me in the sand. Officially I was in the raid and buffing them, but I was actually just hiding from the allies. I see you’re alive again!”


  “Yeah. Had to part ways with the Destroying Plague. You wanna rejoin us?”


  “I really do,” he nodded. “But Hinterleaf and I have a deal until the event ends. After that, of course, they’ll want to eliminate me and I’ll try to escape… But even if I manage it, I’m afraid Nergal won’t approve, haha!”


  “Whatever happens, Toby, even if you end up playing a new character, you’re always welcome,” I said. “Don’t doubt it for a second—your place is in the Awoken.”


  “Thanks…” Crag looked around, businesslike. “Well, I’ll hit you first so Nergal doesn’t get excited, then you kill me as usual, okay?”


  The warrior had reached level two hundred and six by buffing the Modus raid groups in the Lakharian Desert, but it still only took one hit to send him back to the graveyard.


  I returned to my friends, looked at their grubby smiling faces, shook them and my allies by the hand. Then I remembered those we’d lost. Flaygray, Nega, Anf, Ripta, Patrick O’Grady… The sewer troggs of the Stone Rib, the ores of the Broken Axe… They were all dead, along with a thousand of the best mercenaries and gladiators from the Goblin League.


  “We Yoruba will start gathering loot, I think,” Yemi told me, touching me by the shoulder. “There’s a great deal of loot!”


  “We’ll help,” Crawler said.


  They wandered through the battlefield, black and white with char and bones. I returned to Gvula to start restoring the temple right away. To my surprise, Tiamat was nowhere to be seen.


  Gyula and I hugged. But he wasn’t smiling, and he didn’t say what I expected to hear.


  “Something has happened at the fort, Alex. One of our boys contacted us, but didn’t give me any details—the connection cut out. I had other things to think about during the battle, but now nobody is answering me. Everyone is offline, even my sister Stephanie, and her shift only just started…”


  The workers’ nicknames in the clan tab were all gray—offline. Feeling an insidious chill, I started casting Depths Teleportation.


  “I’ll go see what’s happened. In the meantime, you restore the temple…”


  The fort’s sole street looked lifeless. The Pig and Whistle tavern and all the buildings were destroyed. The Tree Protector was snapped and burnt. Not only that, but I couldn’t see any kobolds or noncitizens. The only surviving structure was Behemoth’s temple, but something was wrong with it too.


  I landed and shock gripped my heart. A stick}’ slime covered the temple’s roof and columns. I couldn’t feel Behemoth’s presence. I walked around the temple and saw a small Plague Portal.


  “I knew you’d come,” Mogwai’s acid voice carried down from above me. I raised my head and saw him sitting cross-legged on the temple roof. “How are things in the Desert, Scyth?”


  “Where are my people?”


  “People? Don’t make me laugh. Inwinova and kobolds. I put down ever\ last one of those whining dog creatures, even the cubs, and turned the inwinova undead. Didn’t you know that we need workers? One problem solved. By the way, how did you manage to turn yourself alive again?”


  “How did you get to the island, dro?”


  “Ah…” The Supreme Legate of the Destroying Plague spread his arms theatrically. “So rude! But what should I expect from an uneducated oaf? No, former legate, my secrets will remain mine.” Mogwai chuckled, cracked his knuckles, stretched his neck and grinned. “We aren’t going to make the same mistake twice. All the legates are acting independently, which means that now, we’re immortal…”


  He whistled. A hoarse howling came in answer. The bushes rustled and kobold zombies began to wander out of them with dull growls. Their levels were low. The Supreme Legate just wanted to distract me. And, of course, upset me.


  I flew some distance away, thinking furiously. How could I kill someone who couldn’t die? That thought hadn’t left my head since the Nucleus gained its new legates and gave my old position to Mogwai. I’d thought of a solution, but would it succeed…?


  The undead druid took on his beloved bear form, now rotting and showing bones. He jumped from the temple roof and headed toward me.


  “I don’t know how you reinforced the temple,” he growled. “But I had to get the Nucleus involved to start destroying it. A slow process, but a sure one. By morning, the entire island will be a Stronghold of the Destroying Plague, and the temple will be absorbed… Oh, and I got a nice reward for it—the Legate s Crown.


  Mogwai activated Subjugate Mind. Liberation prevented the undead druid from taking control of me.


  I flew up, gaining speed. He had to touch me to… My flight suddenly stopped! My character hung in the air and flickered.


  Emergency exit activated: external immersion capsule command interface in effect!


  Exiting in: 3…


  “Stop right there!” Mogwai roared, seeing that I was about to be ejected from Dis.


  The white flash of Plague Fury blinded me. When my vision returned, all I could see was the intragel of my capsule receding.


  A tall man stood behind the glass. He wore a stealth suit that made him almost blend into the background.


  “Cargo found,” the unfamiliar man said into a radio, pulling the capsule door open. “Extraction.”


  “Confirming extraction,” came the crackling answer.


  


  Chapter 21: New Hope


  



  THE MAN STRETCHED out a hand and poked me in the chest. My eyes darkened and the world lost its color.


  My vision fragmented and I closed my eyes…


  Spontaneous Divine Revelation activated!


  With my eyelids still glued shut, I felt dry desert air, heard the beat of drums and the challenging call of horns. I hung above the temple, surrounded by NergaTs army. The only thing different about this branch of reality was that Tiamat the two-headed dragon was no longer beneath me.


  “You see those too, Scyth?” Crawler’s voice squawked from the comm amulet. “The Aspects of Light. Last time they appeared was during the Swarm War. How big are they? Around two hundred feet tall?”


  I was back at the start of the battle! But how did Divine Revelation show what happened out of Dis? Which event was it that the Sleepers considered critical and gave me a chance to replay?


  “Yeah, something like that,” Yemi answered for me. “Those creatures are always a hundred levels above the highest-level player in Dis.”


  “Is that legal?” Infect asked.


  Bomber’s concerned voice interrupted the chatter:


  “Hey, Scyth, are you okay?”


  “No, I’m not okay!” I shouted into the comm amulet, finally realizing where and when was. “Everyone back to the temple right now!”


  Fortunately, they didn’t ask questions. I sprinted to the troggs and Morena’s cultists, and, brooking no objection, ordered them to return through the portal back to Kharinza. Next I darted to the ores of the Broken Axe and ordered them to do the same. Their chief Sarronos struck his chest with his fist and roared that only cowards retreat, and the ores of the Broken Axe were no cowards, but I threatened to remove them from the Sleepers’ protection. That worked. The ores, their armor and weapons clanking, ran to the portal to Shad’Erung.


  Our retreat provoked trills and joyous cries from the enemy. I didn’t care. With great relief, I saw the guardians and Patrick. Alive. I couldn’t repeat the battle anyway; I just didn’t have time before Mogwai’s attack, and, if it really did happen, the strangers’ arrival on Alaska. And without me, the temple wouldn’t survive.


  I took the boys aside and told them what threatened us. Their already serious faces now looked even more stressed. Veins were standing out on Bomber’s head.


  “We’ll have to sacrifice Tiamat’s temple,” I reasoned. “We’re going to jump to Kharinza, and all of you log out of Dis. Tell the security officers what I saw. In the meantime, I’ll put an end to Mogwai.”


  “Are you sure you can?” Crawler asked.


  “No. But it’s worth a try…”


  After waiting for the mercenaries, ores, troggs, guardians and Yoruba to leave, I pulled the goblin portal beacon out of the sand. The spatial rifts leading to Kharinza and Shad’Erung drew closed.


  Right after that, the boys and I cast Depths Teleportation to the fort. They logged out to warn the security officers. I hovered above the fort, still whole for now, awaiting the Supreme Legate of the Destroying Plague. I sent the NPCs to hide in the jungle and asked the workers to log out of Dis.


  I didn’t have to wait long. The smacking sound characteristic only of Depths Teleportation rang out from right by the tavern. Just as I feared, Tissa appeared on Kharinza, and on Mogwai’s arm.


  Before they could get their bearings, I sent Tissa to sleep with Lethargy, then shot straight down on the Supreme Legate like lightning, grabbed him and jumped with him to the former castle of the Widowmakers. Right into the basement where Eileen kept me prisoner.


  Mogwai fired off Plague Fury, but that just activated my Equanimity. The explosion hit the walls, but they withstood.


  My extreme strength stats let me keep a death grip on the exploding druid. I dragged him into the cell where I once languished in the Widowmakers’ care. Gangster-like goblins from the Green League were already leaping into action.


  “What the hell are you doing? You can’t kill me! Idiot!” Mogwai spat, but no matter how he struggled, his abilities weren’t working here. “I’ll grind you into powder! Now I know where you’re hiding, and I’ll kill you all!”


  While he screamed and spat in rage, the nimble goblins quickly enchained him with magic shackles.


  “Go, Scyth,” one of the goblins squeaked. “We can take it from here.”


  I did just that, and the goblin switched on an energy field. The Supreme Legate of the Destroying Plague was imprisoned, and couldn’t get out on his own.


  “Thanks,” I said to the goblins. “Give my warm regards to Kusalarix!”


  Without wasting another second, I logged out of Dis.


  All the security officers except Willy were already waiting for me, fully outfitted and loaded with bags.


  As soon as I emerged from my capsule, Hairo spoke:


  “Sergei hasn’t detected any flyers, but we’re not going to risk it anyway. We’re leaving, Scyth.”


  I fell to my knees, but Hung and Hairo picked me up. We went down into the house’s basement, and there Yoshi opened a secret passageway leading into a narrow tunnel. We had to crawl along it.


  It took almost an hour. My elbows and knees were bloody and I was a confirmed claustrophobe by the time we finally emerged from the tunnel. It was dark, and Hairo switched on a flashlight. We found ourselves in a small hangar, with an old cargo flyer waiting for us under a canvas in the center. It didn’t look safe—battered, dented, rusty. Hung echoed my thoughts: “You want us to take this wreck? Does it even fly?”


  “This ain’t no wreck,” Yoshi chuckled, getting in the driver’s seat.


  “It’s a Barracuda, just as good as a Shark. The rust and scrapes are fake. It has a camouflage field and stealth cover too—we’ll fly invisible.”


  “Where to?” I asked.


  “Cali,” Hairo answered. “The base isn’t done yet, but it’s liveable…”


  Squashed in between my bodyguards Roj and Maria, I fell asleep for a couple of hours. Then I woke up, drank some coffee from a flask, ate a warmed-up sandwich and asked them to switch the news on.


  “One sec,” Yoshi said.


  “How are Ed, Malik and Pollvanna?”


  “They’re in the air,” Hairo answered. “We’re in touch. By the way, your vision… Strange as it is, you weren’t wrong. The security system missed both a perimeter violation and a forced entry into the house. We watched the security feed in the flyer; the assault squad traveled overground on skis. They fooled the system with a device that mimics reindeer lifesigns. They were wearing holomasks, but we’re sure they were Triad mercenaries. Pros, no doubt about it.”


  “What stops them from getting into our base in Cali?” I asked.


  “No snow there,” Sergei answered glumly. “No reindeer either. Jokes aside, this was my screwup, no doubt, but we didn’t have enough equipment to properly debug the security system on the perimeter. This kind of thing won’t happen in Cali, I guarantee it.”


  After waiting for Sergei to finish speaking, Yoshi switched on the news and brought up a holocube in the center of the cabin. We watched as Tiamat’s temple was destroyed.


  “Well, the Nergal’s Summons event is officially over!” a journalist commentated. “The temple of the Sleeping Gods in the Lakharian Desert is destroyed, and the Holy War is at an end. It is unknown what led to the embarrassing retreat of the class-A Threat and his few allies, but experts believe that Scyth simply got scared. Until now, the teenager had never been defeated, but having lost the abilities of the Destroying Plague (use the voice command ‘Scyth no longer undead’ to learn more and see an interview with Mogwai), Scyth saw the overwhelming forces of the army of light and simply gave up. Doctor Matty Khyamyalyainen, a specialist in adolescent psychology, has confirmed this, stating…”


  I noticed my childhood friend Eve O’Sullivan in one of the silent windows. I jabbed a finger at it and the window expanded, swapping child psychologist Matty Khyamyalyainen to the background.


  “Alex always was a coward,” Eve said. “You know how it is… He was always real obnoxious too, always embarrassing himself with lame attempts to flirt… He wouldn’t let you get away, it was a sorry sight… I didn’t w^ant to be friends with him, but our parents knew each other and I had to talk to him. Look at me and tell me, do you really think I could be friends with someone like Sheppard…? With that loser? Not on your life!”


  The image switched to a video with Tissa, turning away:


  “No comment!”


  An off-screen voice spoke:


  “Melissa Schafer has refused to say anything about her exboyfriend, but we did manage to get an interview with Karina Rasmussen, who broke up with Alex Sheppard only days ago. Here it is…”


  “Screw this shit!” Hung snapped and changed the channel.


  The view of the Lakharian Desert and Tiamat’s destroyed temple switched to scenes of the Stronghold of the Destroying Plague.


  “Snowstorm has officially announced the opening of the fourth faction. The Commonwealth, Empire and neutrals have now been joined by the Destroying Plague,” a journalist by the name of Axel Donovan commented on the latest events. “Now players can choose the undead race when they create their character. In addition, the destruction of the temple of the Sleeping Gods and the official launch of the new faction has led to a reshuffle in the divine pantheon of Disgardium. Incredibly, some New Gods have joined the Destroying Plague: Osiris, Skadi, Cthulhu, Baron Samedi…”


  Hung waved his hand, lowering the volume, and looked at me.


  “Why did she do it?” I whispered.


  Without clarification, Hung knew I meant Tissa. My friend sighed heavily, shrugged.


  “I don’t know. But promise me we won’t jump to any conclusions just yet. We need to talk to her…”


  “Talk?!” I shouted. “Are you serious?” She’s already done it! She betrayed us! Now the Elites know where we are, and Alliance ships could be heading to Kharinza right now!”


  “They aren’t,” Hairo said. “Fen Xiaoguang is the kind of person that won’t share intel with anyone.”


  “He’ll have to escape first…” I muttered.


  Everyone was silent for a long time. Despair took me. No matter what I did, things only got worse. Friendship and love turned to betrayal. And I didn’t even know where we were flying to! The security officers could say anything—I couldn’t be sure of anyone anymore. As if reading my mind, Hairo broke the silence.


  “Get a hold of yourself, kid! Clear your head! You can trust everyone in this flyer. Think about how to fix things back there, in the game! We’ll help you in real life. You have far more friends than you think!”


  “That’s right, Alex!” Maria Saar said. “There are lots of people who want to protect you! For free! When we land, you’ll see for yourself!”


  Sergei, Roj and Yoshi echoed her words, telling me I could count on them. Hung just rose from his seat, walked over to me and placed his forehead against mine.


  “We’ll build a second temple. You know that. There’s a place, and it’s a place no one else can get to for years! We’ll use Orthokon to protect Kharinza, you’ll see—I’ll stand watch there for days at a time! And on top of that… Your friends—your real friends—are with you too. Don’t worry, bro. We’ll get through this! How much left until your maximum potential?”


  I thought for a moment, smiled. Took heart.


  I nodded to my friend and he went back to his seat. Once seated, Hung asked:


  “Have you decided what to do next, Alex?”


  “We’ll decide together, Hung. You, me, Ed, Malik, Irita, our adult friends…” I nodded toward Hairo. “But if you were asking about Dis, you said it all yourself. We’ll build a castle and erect the Righteous Shield. Then we’ll think of how to level up on Terrastera. We’ll build Tiamat’s temple there. You go to the nagas for your divine quest.”


  “Do you remember where they are?” Hung chuckled. “Meaz ain’t far from there!”


  “I can’t wait to see it,” I answered, not without sarcasm.


  “What are you going to do?”


  “Me… I think I’m going to take care of the Destroying Plague. That bastard thing needs ending.”


  “How?”


  “I have an acquaintance, someone who has spent time in the Nether. I think he can help.”


  Hung didn’t understand right away. When he did get it, his eyes lit up.


  I couldn’t shake the thought—how had Mogwai met with Tissa if she was in the sandbox? Apart from those two, only one other former legate of the Destroying Plague knew the answer. I turned to Yoshi: “I need to talk to someone, Mr. Uematsu.”


  “Name?”


  “Wesley Cho. But everyone knows him as Big Po.”


  Epilogue


  THE DULL SNAPPING of portals split the air in the dark of night. Two figures emerged from rifts in space above the stony plateau: an elf and an elf girl. Their gender wasn’t the only difference between them; the male elf was undead.


  “I want to confirm the conditions again,” the girl whispered. “The Elites will pay the cost of three Annageddons, and Mogwai will make me a legate of the Destroying Plague, right?”


  “Are Fen’s words not enough for you?” the elf whispered in annoyance. “Break the dome and you’ll get what was promised to you.”


  “What do you want with my former castle anyway?” The elf girl frowned. “I think I get it… Mogwai is there! Locked up! Right?”


  “No, he isn’t there now,” the elf said. “But he’ll appear at my signal. Now summon the Arbiter.”


  “As you say. I, Eileen, summon an Arbiter to confirm this exchange.”


  A blazing blue Eye materialized in the air next to them, crackling with energy and smelling of rain.


  “The item to be traded?”


  “I, Eileen, in the interests of the Elites, here represented by deputy clan chief Criterror, agree to use three of my own Armageddon scrolls, aiming them at this castle. In exchange, I will receive fifteen million gold and the status of Legate of the Destroying Plague, promised to me by Supreme Legate Mogwai.”


  “I, Criterror, speak on behalf of the Elites and at the behest of clan leader Mogwai. I confirm the conditions of the exchange.”


  “Trade complete. If either party violates the conditions of the agreement, the Celestial Arbitrage shall inflict penalties upon the culprit. Good fortune.”


  The Eye disappeared. Against the brightening horizon, the guards of the Green League could just be seen patrolling the fortress wall.


  “Satisfied?” Criterror asked. “Just take down the shield and your job is done. “I’ll take care of the rest!”


  “Yes,” Eileen answered, smiling. “I’m satisfied.”


  She activated a scroll and the burning trail of a falling meteorite lit up the dark-gray sky.


  



  End of Book Five


  Scyth’s skills, achievements and equipment


  
    

  


  Most important game skills


  Unarmed Combat rank I


  Damage dealt without a weapon increased by 5100%. Attack accuracy increased by 505%.


  Path of Justice (completed): You completely ignore penalties in battle against enemies above your level.


  Moves learned: Crushing Hammerfist, Stunning Kick, Combo (with linked ability Lifesteal: corwerts 1% of damage dealt to health).


  Cartography


  Cartography is used for forming maps of areas. The skill allows you to create your own maps of previously unexplored zones, create routes for ships on the ocean, and use other people’s maps to find treasure and ar’tifacts.


  In your tr’avels around Disgardium, you can find encrypted treasure maps that point to locations where troves are buried. Using the Cartography skill, you can determine the place to go searching.


  You move faster in previously mapped areas. You can see hidden entrances to dungeons, treasure troves and caches.


  Persuasion rank I


  When talking to intelligent beings, you influence their consciousness and reduce their critical thinking. During the discussion, your reputation with your interlocutor is effectively one level higher than it is in reality.


  Your eloquence is reinforced with the ability to see how your words influence the mood of those you speak to.


  Resilience rank IV


  Resistance to all types of damage increased by go%. Pain sensation reduced by go%.


  Path of Justice (completed): you completely ignore penalties in battle against enemies at a higher level than you. If your health drops below 10%, the Diamond Skin of Justice ability activates (for go seconds, you are covered in a diamond skin that fully absorbs all damage; removes all crowd control effects and debuffs).


  Path of Reflection (completed): go% of total damage taken is reflected and ricochets back to the enemy.


  Path of Equanimity (completed): you completely ignore all damage for the first 120 seconds of battle.


  Path of Sacrifice: at the start of each battle, you absorb the total health of all your group members, plus a bonus (skill level) % of that total, in order to take all the damage dealt to aiiy ally throughout the battle; however, if you die, the entire group dies.


  Special skills and abilities


  Depths Teleportation


  You will be instantly canned to a known location in Disgardium. Can teleport group members, or sentients outside your group as long as you are touching them and they are at or below your level.


  Spirit Shackles


  Creates a 30-yard zone in which the souls of dead players are pulled in and held for an hour. The owner of Spirit Shackles can choose whether the soul should revive in place, go to their respawn point or wait for the timer to run out.


  Attention! This skill does not revive deceased players if their game timer to revival has not elapsed (10 seconds, 1 hour and 12 hours for the first, second and third deaths per day respectively).


  Ghastly Howl


  You howl, filling your enemies with fear. The blood turns to ice in their veins, their soul sijiks into their boots, their hair stands on end and they run away in panic.


  Duration: 10 + (skill level) seconds.


  Active radius: 10 + (skill level) yards.


  Flight


  You can fly without limitation!


  Does not require mana.


  Class skills and abilities


  


  Divine Revelation


  This spontaneous ability has no system description.


  However, experience tells us that if the Herald is threatened with final death, he may, at a key fork in fate, live through and see the future.


  Imitation


  The path of the Herald of the new age is extremely complex and challenging; no matter where he is, the harbinger of the Old Gods and of coming change is ever pursued. The ability to imitate another is available only to the truest Heralds. An experienced Herald can invent an imitated disguise.


  Lethargy


  Sends the target into a lethargic sleep for 1 hour. Effect cannot be removed.


  Liberation


  Automatically removes any control effect. Has some chance of reflecting the control effect.


  Cloak Essence


  The knowledge of who your enemy is can often decide the course of battle. Now you can hide your essence, depriving the enemy of important information about you.


  



  Divine abilities


  Sleeping Invulnerability


  This ability’s level is always equal to the number of active Sleeping God temples.


  Absorbs a percentage (20% for each ability level) of all incoming damage. The remaining damage is split between all group members in proportion to their health. A character without a group takes all the unabsorbed damage in full.


  Sleeping Vindication


  Divine ability.


  This ability’s level is always equal to the number of active Sleeping God temples.


  Damage absorbed by Sleeping Invulnerability stacks up in the altar of the main temple. This is vindication.


  Vindication can be cast in an area or aimed at a specific target.


  Active radius: 1 yard for each point of Perception (damage lowers with distance).


  Unity


  Divine ability.


  +1 to a random statfor each new follower of the Sleeping Gods.


  Touch of the Sleeping Gods


  Divine ability.


  Allows you to convert sentients into followers of the Sleeping Gods. Requires confirmation from the convert.


  Sleeping Justice


  This ability’s level is always equal to the number of active Sleeping God temples.


  If you or your allies are attacked, your primary characteristics and vindication amount are doubled for every level of this ability.


  Aid of the Sleepers


  Divine ability.


  This ability’s level is always equal to the number of active Sleeping God temples.


  When an enemy dies; recover 20% health, mana and vindication for every level of this ability.


  Perks


  Mightiest Punisher


  +25% to damage against other players.


  Second Life


  After death, you revive in the same spot with full health. You are given a choice of where to revive (place of death or linked respawn point).


  Dungeon Hero


  +25% damage and movement speed in instances.


  Fortune’s Gifts


  +50% luck; +5% chance to avoid critical damage; +5% chance to detect invisibility; +5% critical hit chance; +5% chance to get a unique quest; +5% chance to get upgraded loot.


  Drinker of the Ambrosia of the Sleepers


  The Sleeping Gods are always with you, and if it is their will, they will appear in your darkest hour.


  Strong Back


  +50% carrying capacity.


  Pioneer


  +300 feet to view radius, +10% to mounted movement speed. Beast God Conqueror +10% reputation with beast gods.


  Polar Explorer


  You take 10% less damage from inhabitants ofHoldest. Magnetism


  Loot from enemies you defeat is automatically sent to your inventory. Filtration optiojis are available.


  Snow Wanderer


  You deal 10% more damage to inhabitants ofHoldest.


  Junior Gladiator


  +5% damage in battle against players; +5% to Resilience skill in battle against players; +10% to all main stats.


  



  Auras


  Most Magnificent Avenger


  —25% damage and defense to all nearby opponents.


  



  Scyth’s equipment and artifacts


  ColdBlooded Punisher


  Soulbound to Scyth.


  Legendary scalable fidl armor set.


  Unique item.


  This armor is not of this world. So have said those who have had the honor of wearing it. Perhaps that was just an exaggeration, and in fact it was the final invention of the First Mage, as some said. The truth, as ever; is somewhere in between.


  Armor: (100 * level).


  +(2 * level) to all main stats.


  Special effect: Punisher’s Cruelty (every minute spent in battle increases the damage you deal by 1%).


  Sale price: cannot be sold.


  Chance of loss after death lowered by 100%.


  Durability: indestructible.


  Reaper’s Scythes


  Soulbound to Scyth.


  Divine scalable twin fist weapon.


  Unique item.


  Damage: (6-g) * owner’s level.


  Bonus damage: 10% of main damage for each level of Reaper’s


  Scythes.


  This weapon for harvesting impure souls was cast from celestial metal by the Reaper himself one of the mighty Old Gods. Its haft was made from the first branch of the Primordial Tree of Life.


  The spirits sealed inside have kindled within the weapon its own intellect.


  +10% chance to avoid deadly damage.


  Special effect: The remainder of the life of those killed by this weapon is sealed within it and increases damage by 10% for every level of Reaper’s Scythes.


  Sealed lives for next level: o I (100 * weapon level).


  Sale price: cannot be sold.


  Chance of loss after death lowered by 100%.


  Durability: indestructible.


  Sharkon’s Mane


  Legendary scalable shield.


  Unique item.


  Armor: 9 * level.


  +(1.2 * level) to strength.


  +(1.8 * level) to endurance.


  +25% block chance.


  On activation: throws the shield at enemies, dealing 1000% of base damage. The shield bounces off all other opponents within a hundred feet of the current target, then returns to the owner’s hand.30 Gem sockets: 3. Inset: Crystallized Nightmare (+500 strength) * 3. Sale price: 7200 gold coins.


  Chance of loss after death lowered by 100%.


  Durability: indestructible.


  Balancer Divine bracelet.


  Unique item.


  On activation: on damage, balances the target with the attacker for 5 seconds.


  Cooldown: 24 hours.


  Chance of loss after death lowered by 100%.


  Durability: indestructible.


  Isis’ Blessing Divine artifact.


  Unique item.


  Isis, Old Goddess of Fertility, placed a particle of her being into this ancient artifact.


  For a day, creates perfect weather within a 50 yard radius. All life within the artifact’s area of effect grows three times as fast.


  Cooldown: 7 days.


  Chance of loss after death lowered by 100%.


  Durability: indestructible.


  Elemental Concentration


  Divine ring.


  Unique item.


  The bearer of this ring gains +50% immunity to magic of fire, water, earth, air and electricity.


  Chance of loss after death lowered by 100%.


  Durability: indestructible.


  Thunderbearer


  Divine scalable trident.


  Unique item.


  Damage: 4-8 * level.


  A weapon of the Old God of Thunder, Zeus. Holds an enormous supply of energy that can summon lightning to strike down enemies once per day (can only be used outdoors).


  On activation, summons a lightning bolt that deals 10,000,000 damage to the target. Cooldown: 24 hours.


  Chance of loss after death lowered by 100%.


  Durability: indestructible.


  Righteous Shield


  Divine artifact.


  Unique item.


  Creates an impenetrable stationary magic bubble with a set radius. The effectiveness of the defense drops in proportion to the size of the bubble.


  Fed by maria battery crystals. Ability to transform 10% of absorbed damage into mana to maintain shield.


  Requirements: level 3 clan fort.


  Chance of loss after death lowered by 100%.


  Grain of Transformation


  Divine artifact.


  Unique item.


  Nothing wrong with changing your mind!


  Onetime use: resets all main stat points and allows you to redistribute them.


  Chance of loss after death lowered by 100%.


  Unconquered Herald Set


  Epic scalable armor set.


  Consists of 16 items: fist weapon, quiver, bow, helmet, necklace, shoulderpads, chestplate, belt, pants, boots, gloves, ring, bracelet, earring, cloak.


  4/16 Unconquered Herald set bonus: damage taken reduced by 5%-


  6/16 Unconquered Herald set bonus: 5% damage reflected back to opponent.


  8/16 Unconquered Herald set bonus: 5% chance to reflect damage taken to the enemy in full. io/i6 Unconquered Herald set bonus: Thorn Aura (deals 300% base damage to all enemies within 30 feet once every 3 seconds).


  Bottomless Healing Potion


  Legendary potion.


  Use: restores 30% of total health points. Never runs out.


  Cooldown: 10 minutes.


  Chance of loss after death lowered by 100%.


  



  Pets, battle avatars and mounts


  Swamp Needier Iggy


  Epic battle pet.


  Swamp needlers are gigantic swamp flies altered by emanations of the Nether. The mutation gave rise to a new species—aggressive, merciless and fervently loyal to the Nest. Your pet is one of the last five of its species. His ancestral Nest was destroyed, so now he is loyal only to you.


  Storm the Storm Dragon


  Legendary battle pet and flying mount.


  +1500% movement speed.


  The Storm Dragon, the last of its kind, the time ruler of the skies. It has never had rivals in the skies or on earth, which is what caused its extinction; every intelligent creature considered it a duty to find and destroy the eggs of the Storm Dragons.


  An ancient mage preserved this particular dragon by sealing its essence in an artifact.


  Is a battle pet and can take part in conflicts. Apart from basic moves, attacks with a precision lightning sti’ike.


  Sharkon, Underground Terror


  Divine battle pet.


  An ancient mage suffering from an excessive sense of humor performed an experiment to cross a shark, turtle and armadillo. The animal turned out to be what he needed—deadly, armored and very stupid. His creator has long since diedand the deserted city he lived in—covered in sand. Sharkon became the terror of the Lakharian Desert and lived many thousands of years here until he met you. For some time, he had to exist as your undead servant. His soul was inexti’icably linked to yours.


  With the help of the Sleeping God Tiamat and the essence of being of the disembodied Old God Neratakon, Sharkon was returned to life.


  Diamond Worm Crash


  Legendary free battle pet.


  Diamond worms are extinct underground monsters that grow up to a hundred feet long. With a very thick skin covered in diamonds, they easily burrow paths through stone, cliffs and volcanic rock. No predators or monsters dared to enter the territory of the depth worm, lest they themselves became pray when the time master appeared.


  Attention! This type of pet belongs to the free category: it must be bound to a specific area.


  Crusher the Fierce Wolf


  Epic battle pet.


  This gigantic wolf ‘leader of the Gloomwood pack, was exposed to the breath of a Sleeping God in its youth. As time passed, his mind clouded, and he tore apart all the members of his pack, even his own cubs. This gave him new strength: the ability to summon the members of his fanner pack, and a ghastly howl that strikes fear into enemies.


  When he died by your hand, Crusher turned undead and took on a new name: Punisher. The monster terrorized Gloomwood and was killed several times, reviving each time and absorbing dead energy.


  Your fates were linked, then later, when you removed the mark of the Destroying Plague, Crusher was returned to life by the Sleeping Goddess Tiamat.


  Ancient Reptile Montosaurus


  Divine battle avatar.


  The beast god Montosaurus, Ancient Reptile, hid from the New Gods for centuries in a spatial pocket on the island ofKharinza, where he destroyed all life. The Montosaurus acknowledges only strength. Having lost a duel to you, he has become your battle avatar.


  Spotted Mechostrich


  Rare mount.


  +200% movement speed.


  Once considered the height of gnomish technology, the mechostrich has become a popular means of transport among all the races of the Commonwealth. It requires no food, water or particular maintenance.


  The gnomes sag that the mechostrich is made without a drop of magic, but then how does it restore itself and what is its power source?


  Not a battle pet. Does not take part in conflicts. Hides head in the sand at first sign of danger.


  



  Scyth’s achievements and rewards


  Morituri te salutant!


  You became the champion of the Junior Arena!


  Rewards: Junior Gladiator rank; Junior Gladiator perk (+5% damage in battle against players; +5% to Resilience skill in battle against players; +10 to all main stats).


  Fearless Explorer.


  Discover 10 zones where no other player has ever been.


  Reward: Strong Back perk (+50% carrying capacity).


  Mightiest Punisher


  You eliminated 500 players of an enemy faction at a much higher level than yours (by 50 levels or more).


  Rewards: title Mightiest Punisher, perk Mightiest Punisher


  (+25% damage against other players).


  Most Magnificent Avenger


  You interrupted the global record sti’eaks (one hundred or more) of unpunished kills of 25 players without a single death!


  Rewards: title Most Magnificent Avenger, passive aura Most Magnificent Avenger (-25% to damage and defense of all nearby enemies).


  The Lich is Dead! Long Live the New Lich…


  You defeated the main crypt boss all on your’ own (!), and it was five times (!) higher level than you. Better yet, you didn’t even take any damage!


  Dargo the Cursed Lich is dead, never to return. But before he shuffled off this mortal coif he inadvertently transferred you a modicum of his power.


  Reward: passive skill Mark of the Desti’oying Plague.


  Just A Perfect Day To Die!


  You have leveled up to 500 without dying once, and your name will go down in the history of Disgardium!


  Reward: chance of Second Life passive skill activating increased to 100%. Choice of where to revive after death (place of death or linked respawn point).


  First Completion: Treasury of the First Mage.


  The path opens to the courageous! You are the first in Disgardium to have completed one of the Paths of the Treasury of the First Mage!


  Reward: Portal Key to the Holdest continent.


  First Kill: Sharkon, Underground Terror


  You are the first in the world to kill the local boss Sharkon, Underground Terror!


  An ancient mage suffering from an excessive sense of humor performed an experiment to cross a shark, turtle and armadillo. The animal turned out to be what he needed—deadly, armored and very stupid. His creator has long siTice died, and the deserted city he lived in—covered in sand. Sharkon became the terror of the Lakharian Desert and lived many thousands of years here until he met you.


  Reward: Sharkon’s Mane shield.


  First Kill: Kar’sanmai Queen


  You are the first in the world to kill the final boss of Kar’sanmai Lair—the Kar’sanmai Queen!


  The Kar’sanmai Queen is dead, but before she died, she unintentionally gave you a modicum of her power.


  Reward: Snow Wanderer perk.


  First Kill: Devourer of Flesh, Giant Dalezma


  You are the first in the world to kill the local boss Devourer of Flesh, Giant Dalezma! The Devourer of Flesh is an ancient dalezma of the solitoid genus. For centuries, it has grown in power, and with time it might have become the ruler ofTerrastera, if not for you.


  Reward: Solitoid Terror perk (you deal 10% more damage to solitoids).


  First Kill: Bonechewer


  You are the first in the world to kill the final boss of Snowy Mutant Cavern—Bonechewer! The corrupt influence of the Nether gave rise to a cross between a polar bear and a giant scorpion. The beast terrorized the inhabitants ofHoldest until it ran into you.


  Reward: Polar Explorer perk (you take 10% less damage from inhabitants ofHoldest).


  First Kill: Crusher


  You are the fii’st to defeat this local boss in the sandbox—Crusher! This gigantic wolf leader of the Gloomwood pack, was exposed to the breath of a Sleeping God in its youth. As time passed, his mind clouded, and he tore apart all the members of his pack, even his own cubs. This gave him new strength: the ability to summon the members of his former pack, and a ghastly howl that strikes fear into enemies.


  Through your actions, Crusher was put to rest forever. He died a final death, but before he shuffled off this mortal coil, he inadvertently transferred a modicum of his power to you.


  Reward: active skill Ghastly Howl.


  First Kill: Mok’Rhyssa, Rock Queen


  You are the fii’st to defeat this local boss in the sandbox—Mok’Rhyssa, Rock Queen! This monstrous centipede was one of the ruling leaders of a nation of insectoids, sentient sai’antapods in the Rock Hive.


  MokRhyssa, Rock Queen is dead, but before death, she inadvertently transferred a modicum of her power to you.


  Reward: Lifesteal property.


  First Kill: Mur kiss.


  You are the first to defeat this local boss in the sandbox—Murkiss! This nightmarish scorpion is a creation and incarnation of Evil from the Depths. The breath of a Sleeping God gave rise to this creature with a single purpose: to kill all sentient life, for it is said that the Sleeping Gods will finally awaken only when rwt a single thinking creature remains in all Disgardium.


  Murkiss is dead, but before death, she inadvertently transferred a modicum of her power to you.


  Reward: Depths Teleportation skill.


  First Kill: Neratakon the Sand Golem


  You are the first in the world to kill the local boss Neratakon the Sand Golem! The wandering essence of the excarnate Old God Neratakon took over a sand golem and gained strength, but the merging of the two creatures demanded so much mana that Neratakon spent most of his life rwt moving. For many years, he gathered tiny particles of magical energy and saved them, to one day awaken and become the overlord of the desei’t. And then he met you…


  Reward: Inert Reinforcement Stone.


  First Kill: Chuff, Queen of the Swamp Needlers


  You are the first to defeat the final sandbox boss—Chuff, Queen of the Swamp Needlers! Emanations of the Nether corrupted her essence, transforming her brood into the most dangerous creatures of Disgardium.


  Reward: Swamp Needier Egg.


  First Kill: Shog’rassar, God of the Sarantapods


  You are the first to defeat the final boss of the Sai’antapod Hive—Shog’rassar, God of the Sar’antapods. Cast out of this layer of reality by the Sleeping Gods, the ancient mage Shog’rassar made himself a god in another• world, subjugating the sarantapod race. Ever since, he has yearned to return to Disgardium, never losing hope. He created a portal through to our world and sent an advance party of sarantapods, and soon followed them through.


  Reward: divine symbol Shog’rassar’s Protection (+50% damage resistance against insectoids; +100% poison resistance).


  Pioneer


  You are the first player to set foot on the continent ofHoldest, the most mysterious and obscure continent on the planet. A magnificent snowy desert, the coldest place in Disgardium, in the depths of which lies the South Pole. What awaits intelligent life on this continent? Unique environmental conditions that cannot be found anywhere else, unknown flora and fauna, deadly monsters and… who knows what else. Magnificent treasure? Lifeless wastelands? Death and oblivion?


  Reward: title Pioneer, perk Pioneer (+300 feet to view radius, +10% to mounted movement speed).


  Beast God Conqueror


  The beast god Montosaurus, Ancient Reptile, hid from the New Gods for centuries in a spatial pocket on the island of Kharinza, where he destroyed all life. The Montosaurus acknowledges only strength. Having lost a duel to you, he is now your battle avatar!


  Reward: Beast God Conqueror title, Beast God Conqueror perk (+10% reputation with beast gods).


  I Came, I Saw, I Conquered — Forever!


  You have received another achievement in the First Kill category on your first attempt! It seems the gods of Disgardium not only favor you, they give you prominence above all the other heroes!


  Reward: combines all rewards of the previous stages of this achievement; title Dungeon Hero, perk Dungeon Hero (+25% damage and movement speed in instances).


  First Ever: Level 400!


  You are the first in Disgardium to reach level 400! Your name shall forever be recorded in history; people like you expand the limits of what is possible for all sentients, and give others an example of what can be achieved!


  Reward: artifact Grain of Transformation.


  First Ever: Level 500!


  You are the first in Disgardium to reach level 500/ Your name shall forever be recorded in history; people like you expand the limits of what is possible for all sentients, and give others an example of what can be achieved!


  Reward: active skill Flight.


  First Ever: Mightiest Punisher


  You have earned the Mightiest Punisher for the first time in the history of Disgardium!


  Reward: ColdBlooded Punisher.


  First Ever: Most Magnificent Avenger


  You have earned the Most Magnificent Avenger achievement for the first time in the history of Disgardium!


  Reward: perk Magnetism (loot from enemies you defeat is automatically sent to your inventory, with filtration options available).


  First Ever: Just A Perfect Day To Die!


  Achievement Just A Perfect Day To Die! earned for the first time in all the history ofDisgardium!


  Reward: active skill Spirit Shackles.


  Treasury of the First Mage: Path of Courage


  To the brave will be given! May the walker take gg steps! You completed the Path of Courage!


  Reward: ability to make one achieved stat boost permanent for use outside of the Treasury.


  Choices available:


  +50% base damage


  +30% movement speed


  +20% dodge chance


  +20% parry chance


  +50% critical damage


  +10% critical hit chance


  +50% armor


  +5% chance to stun an enemy for 1 second when dealing any damage.


  That Doesn’t Happen!


  Defeat an enemy who is more than ten times higher level than you.


  Hmm… You better• contact tech support and make a bug report. Did the mob get stuck in the terrain? Haha, just kidding. Everything is possible in Disgardiurn! What an incredible achievement!


  Reward: Legendary Storm Dragon Summoning Whistle.


  I’m on Fire! I am the Fire!


  Defeat 100 enemies who are more than five times higher level than you.


  This is so impossible that it speaks for itself You re on fire, no doubt about that.


  Rewards: +100% health points; Diamond Reputation Token (+2000 with any faction instantly).
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