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     “I’m someone you’ll choke on.” 
 
    This phrase was allegedly said during his second visit to the trade zone. He proceeded to kill nine people afterwards. 
 
    As a matter of fact, no one’s ever said anything of this sort. The participants of the discussion were talking to him about kitties. We are not trying to deny the fact that the conversation had eventually led to a massacre. But there was no grandstanding involved. 
 
    Dubious criticisms of the legends of Xai. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 1 
 
    An Unfamiliar Space 
 
    The Monotonous Monolog of the Faceless One 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    He’d never been remotely religious, so the concepts of heaven, hell, purgatory, or any other location for postmortem existence were alien to him. Once his car lost control and started its journey from a rock cliff towards the sea following the shortest route available, he expected either oblivion or an awakening in a hospital bed. 
 
      
 
    The option of finding himself on an endless sheet of snow white plastic, sitting on a chair made of the same material, seemed like the last flashes of consciousness fading in a semi-ruptured brain, generating images. 
 
      
 
    The man sitting in front of him on an identical chair gave him a rubber doll smile—just stretching the lips without the slightest hint of emotion. His facial gestures didn’t look human at all. The rest of him looked odd, too, come to think of it. A completely unremarkable character, but if you looked aside for a moment, you wouldn’t remember what he looked like—nor even what he was wearing. 
 
      
 
    That facelessness looked positively creepy. 
 
      
 
    The stranger started to speak without even opening his mouth. The only expression you could read on his face was that theoretically he could accompany his speech by animating his facial muscles, but felt reluctant to deign to such an act. 
 
      
 
    “You’re wrong. This isn’t death. And your brain hasn’t been damaged… yet.” 
 
      
 
    What was that? Could the stranger read thoughts? 
 
      
 
    The realization that his head was an open book to his interlocutor came as an unpleasant surprise. He yearned to wake up. 
 
      
 
    “You’re wrong once again,” the faceless stranger continued in the same emotionless voice. “You aren’t dreaming. You’re in a specific state, the like of which you’ve never experienced before. Let’s call it preparation, for want of a better term. You cannot speak or move, but you can listen and bring across certain images rather than speech. Don’t bother asking why—these are the rules, and I have to abide by them. The same rules prohibit me from explaining anything to you. All I can do is make you an offer. It so happened that I placed a special bet on you. Suffice it to say, it’s the kind of bet one makes before the start. There is, however, a certain nuance. A special bet implies reciprocity. If you agree to become my stake, you’ll have to acknowledge it. You won’t need any words—you just express your acquiescence. Then you’ll have a choice between keeping your real name or choosing a nickname. You must choose a nickname beginning with an S. That will be your sign of compliance and promise to cooperate with me. You would, obviously, want to know what benefits you would reap from said cooperation, and I’d have liked to tell you it would be much easier for you to be on my side, but, unfortunately, that isn’t so. Or, rather, it may or may not be. But from what I have learned about you, being on my side might well be what you would want. Anyhow, if you’re on my side, you’re in for an uneasy start—a much tougher one than it will be for most others. You’ll find yourself in an unsafe place and in unfavorable conditions. And this will be the case time and time again. I’m talking about tactical vulnerability that could kill you instantly, at the very beginning of the Challenge, or at the beginning of every tier. But you will always have strategic superiority that will help you progress wasting a lot less effort. If you survive at the beginning, it’ll prove helpful to you in the future, and on each subsequent tier. You understand nothing now, and it will take you a while to work it out on your own, but if my assessment of you is correct, your choices are likely to be right. Never underestimate the importance of numbers. Don’t let yourself get fooled. Numbers mean little at the beginning, but you won’t get to the next tier without them. Anyone who ignores numbers loses. And look at the sign as often as you can—contemplating it might bring you to a deeper understanding eventually. I can tell you no more as per the rules. Remember about the choice you’ll be given. Don’t err.” 
 
      
 
    The faceless man raised his face towards the unnaturally blue sky and said in a commanding tone of voice, 
 
    “Launchpad one-six-five-six-two-one-one-C-eight. Object transportation.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 2 
 
    The Space of Xai. Launchpad 165-62-11-C-8 
 
    Extremely Limited Choices 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The endless flat space disappeared instantly, but nothing changed much. Suddenly finding oneself locked inside a snow white glowing cube the size of a room would hardly be anyone’s idea of a normal journey. 
 
      
 
    But it still didn’t look like an afterlife—or a hospital ward, for that matter, unless the ward in question was of the sort where they perform specific experiments on people’s minds and personalities. Somehow, that idea made no sense, sounding too much like a standard horror movie trope.  
 
      
 
    He simply couldn’t bring himself to believe in so clichéd a scenario. 
 
      
 
    He made sure his feet obeyed him and got up. He looked about him, then upwards and downwards. All the surfaces were the same—whitish and glowing. The light seemed odd, and the effect was compounded by the fact that it shone from every direction. Seeing no shadow at all was a very uncanny experience making everything around him look unreal. 
 
      
 
    He stopped examining the space he’d found himself in and wondered whether he should take a closer look at one of the walls. The wall seemed to have heard his thoughts. It blinked and a line of text appeared on it. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome, Challenge candidate! Place your hand on any surface to call up the personal launchpad control panel. The function of reacting to correctly formulated voice commands is also enabled.” 
 
      
 
    That was a strange way of communicating. 
 
      
 
    On the other hand, strange didn’t even begin to describe this place—absolutely everything about it. And he couldn’t just keep silent. He needed to find things out. 
 
      
 
    He examined his naked body once again. Then he took a suspicious glance at his palm, imagining placing it against one of the white surfaces and activating a cunning trap that binds his body to a wall, and then a bunch of bodybuilders in black leather and latex would come out from a secret door. 
 
      
 
    Delirious thoughts. But they did fit the ambiance for certain. 
 
      
 
    He hid his hand behind his back and decided to try a different method. 
 
      
 
    “Where am I?” 
 
      
 
    The answer appeared at the very same instant. 
 
      
 
    “The Space of Xai. Launchpad 165-62-11-C-8.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s happening to me?” 
 
      
 
    “You are currently in the Challenge candidate status.” 
 
      
 
    Having examined himself, which turned out to be really easy since he was completely naked, he asked, suspecting he’d like the answer even less than the two previous ones: 
 
      
 
    “What’s the date today?” 
 
      
 
    “You are currently inside a nonsynchronous time interval preceding the disembarkation of Challenge participants at Tier 1. You have used up your qualification message limit. As a Challenge candidate, you have to make a choice. 
 
      
 
    You have three options: standard refusal to participate, standard agreement to participate, and a custom participation option, chosen for you specifically and accounting for your personality and the bet made upon you (if you agree to the bet). 
 
      
 
    Standard refusal to participate: 
 
      
 
    If you choose this option, you will find yourself in the very location from which you were transferred to your personal launchpad. 
 
      
 
    Standard agreement to participate: 
 
      
 
    If you choose this option, you and your team will be assigned a standard basic status implying a zero-value tactical start bonus and unfavorable disembarkation conditions. 
 
      
 
    Custom participation option, chosen for you specifically and accounting for your personality: 
 
      
 
    If you choose this option, you and your team will be assigned a standard basic status implying a zero-value tactical start bonus and unfavorable disembarkation conditions. You will also be given a choice between a very insignificant starter kit and a strategic bonus. This implies your agreement to face the Challenge under special conditions—of your own free will and with no additional information provided. To choose an option, say “ONE,” “TWO,” or “THREE” in a clear voice. Alternatively, you can point towards an icon representing an option (to your left and to your right). 
 
      
 
    To accept the bet, you have to follow the corresponding procedure (choose a specific name using the wall behind you) or reject it (in which case the bet will be off and you will continue in the standard manner.” 
 
      
 
    A rather graphic picture flashed up to his left. An enormous cliff with surf raging underneath, and a car beginning to go over. 
 
      
 
    A very familiar car. 
 
      
 
    When he looked to the right, he saw the wall becoming pitch black—and yet, amazingly, it still shone. His attention became drawn to the three words written upon it in the same nondescript font. 
 
      
 
    Challenge subject to special conditions. 
 
      
 
    He looked to the left again. A great shot. It must have been taken from the direction of the sea, just off the coast. How could they have managed to take a shot like that? Was there a drone with a camera, or did the operator climb an incredibly tall mast of some yacht? 
 
      
 
    Neither seemed plausible. There was no yacht. Nor were there any cameras or operators. There was… 
 
      
 
    But what was there really? Hallucinations of a dying brain trying to compile a pale copy of reality from the fragments of a shattered existence? 
 
      
 
    Or could it be something else? 
 
      
 
    He pinched himself just in case, and then tried to “hack the system” as he turned towards the wall with a variety of nickname options. 
 
      
 
    “What does the custom option developed for me personally involve? I need some data on that.” 
 
      
 
    The trick worked. 
 
      
 
    “The information available to you upon your request is as follows: personal options for the candidate from Launchpad 165-62-11-C-8. 
 
      
 
    The following participation conditions have been assigned to you personally, accounting for the deviation from the average starting capacities and conditions preceding your transportation to the launchpad. 
 
      
 
    1. Starter equipment kit: none, apart from the obligatory equipment (there is an option of compensating for this disadvantage if Option 3 is chosen). 
 
    2. Limited starting parameters, conditions, etc.: minimum or nil if Options 2 or 3 are chosen (conditions remain unchanged). 
 
    3. Material bonuses: minimum if Option 2 is chosen, and either minimum or nil if Option 3 is chosen (in the latter case you make the decision yourself based on what you consider to be more useful: minimum starter equipment or a constant strategic bonus). 
 
    4. Starter skills: only the minimum set (condition cannot be altered). 
 
    5. Location choice: unavailable (condition cannot be altered). 
 
    6. Nickname choice: actual personal data (either full or abbreviated) or assigned from the minimal block of standard names. Your current nickname… Attention! Choose a nickname from those listed on the wall or keep your name.  
 
    The nickname Sinner has been chosen (cannot be altered). 
 
    7. Caste choice: you are not assigned any caste. You are assigned a specific extra-caste status: feed (meat). Your main purpose is to facilitate the progress of privileged castes during the initial stage of the Challenge (condition cannot be altered, but status is variable and can be changed). 
 
    8. Briefing: minimal data (condition cannot be altered). 
 
    9. Communicator functionality: minimal (condition cannot be altered). 
 
    10. Bracelet functionality: minimal (condition cannot be altered). 
 
    11. Altered biochemistry and partial blocking of moral and ethical conditioning are unavailable (condition cannot be altered). 
 
      
 
    Why Sinner, he wondered? Come to think of it, hardly the best nickname for someone who’d always found the concept of the original sin preposterous. But there were only two options starting with S, and he would prefer not to use the other one in polite society. 
 
      
 
    So there wasn’t much of a choice. 
 
      
 
    Thus, disregarding the paucity of information, he decided to take the offer of the faceless stranger he’d talked to and confirm their deal.  
 
      
 
    Why did he agree to participate in something completely unknown? Well, he did possess some information. Whatever that might mean, a strategic advantage should outweigh the tactical. Although Sinner could be wrong, of course. Assuming he was in some sort of a reality and not in a hallucination, for its very structure contained a lot of hallucinatory details. 
 
      
 
    It’s rather hard to draw conjectures without any understanding of the situation at hand. 
 
      
 
    “I see I have some sort of a choice here,” Sinner drawled pensively, having studied Paragraph 3 once again. 
 
      
 
    A tabletop emerged from one of the walls without making a sound. There was but a single object on it—namely, gray boxers with lots of suspicious stains, many rough patches, and a huge hole right in front. 
 
      
 
    “You have opted for facilitated choice. You can equip the item: low-quality boxers for Challenge participants. They can be used in the Challenge.” 
 
      
 
    “A few dozen hobos must have taken turns wearing these for a year…” 
 
      
 
    “Was that a question? If it was, you have reached your limit of clarifying questions. 
 
      
 
    “What if I refuse? What is my actual choice?” 
 
      
 
    “According to the bet, instead of taking the item you can choose to boost the only obligatory bonus for participants with feed status (given to compensate for the time spent on survival rather than development, which is of particular advantage during activation periods). The status in question will yield you a much larger amount of loot for victories (x2 basic or x2 bonus), with a considerably higher chance of receiving extra loot, if the bonuses are meant for all Challenge participants or separate groups. If you choose the item, your ratio will remain standard for your status (feed), which is 1.5 (with a somewhat higher chance of receiving extra loot). 
 
      
 
    Sinner still understood nothing, but it stood to reason that even the most nebulous alternative to a pair of filthy and ripped boxers would be a much better choice. 
 
      
 
    Therefore, he didn’t hesitate to answer, 
 
      
 
    “Oh, all right, keep this piece of haute couture to yourselves. I choose the boost of… What was it you called it? Ah, the boost of obligatory bonus.” 
 
      
 
    “Your choice has been made. Congratulations! 
 
      
 
    Remember: you are the weakest victim, and dispatching you will yield some valuable loot that can be picked up by others. Higher-status Challenge participants may attack you for the loot and in order to establish the dominance of the strong over the weak. You should also bear in mind that Tier 1 is the easiest part of the Challenge. It introduces the participants to the features of Xai (we shall henceforth be using a term that should be intuitively understood to the representatives of your civilization: The Challenge Ladder). If you fail to get stronger on Tier 1, the next one may prove to be an insurmountable obstacle. 
 
      
 
    Tier 1 disembarkation procedure launched. 
 
      
 
    Disembarkation location assigned: Voitrang.  
 
      
 
    Disembarkation point assigned. 
 
      
 
    Disembarkation point status: hostile conditions. 
 
      
 
    Recommendations for the first start. Altered biochemistry and partial blocking of moral and ethical conditioning are unavailable to participants starting in “feed” status for the first time. This may complicate the performance of certain actions at the beginning of the Challenge, which might negatively affect your prospects of completing the tier. Try to adapt to the fact that regular social mores may be detrimental to you. Also bear in mind that using the bracelet’s functions frequently may have unpredictable effects on your cogitative processes (the risk becomes greater if you use the bracelet in combination with looted performance enhancement substances and raise your parameters too often). 
 
      
 
    Our congratulations to the new participant! Let the Challenge begin. 
 
      
 
    Tier 1. 
 
      
 
    Commencing transportation.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey! Just a moment! I have a question!” 
 
      
 
    And then there was darkness. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 3 
 
    The Space of Xai. Tier 1. Team 2. Location: Voitrang 
 
    Tropical Paradise 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sinner emerged from underneath the surface, spitting out water, waved his arms around awkwardly, and coughed, frenziedly trying to feel for the bottom of the sea with his feet. An instant relocation from a plastic cube into absolute darkness, and then into the middle of a bright sunny day was something quite unusual already. When it’s accompanied by full immersion into salty water and failure to understand what could possibly be going on, one tends to get demoralized. 
 
      
 
    So this was the disembarkation. He had no idea where he was. 
 
      
 
    However, he wasn’t the kind of person trying to disassemble an unfamiliar situation or spend a lot of time reflecting, meticulously trying to understand what they may have done to end up in such a mess. Acting rashly and without any information at all, on the other hand, was hardly a winning trait, either, but Sinner would usually manage to balance between long pondering and making rough blunders due to lack of proper judgment. 
 
      
 
    It had to be said, however, that this time he got himself into such a fix that he might change his habits. Given the circumstances, the most appropriate reaction would be falling into a stupor. 
 
      
 
    That would have been completely understandable for someone suddenly transported from temperate climate seashore in mid-autumn to several rather unlikely locations such as an endless sheet of plastic, then a cubic space lit up from every direction, and then a tropical coast. 
 
      
 
    And it was definitely a tropical coast—even if one’s never been to the tropics, one could still recognize them instantly. 
 
      
 
    Sinner could see a sloping shore covered in all sorts of unmistakably southern grass and shrubs. Further on there were taller bushes, and behind them there were short palms and some other trees with thick canopies. There was a bunch of enormous rocks holding back the surf, and he found himself between two of them. They surrounded a tiny bay with a clean sandy bottom. Waves didn’t reach it—they just splashed behind his back, slowly filling the bay with water.  
 
      
 
    Had Sinner found himself a few feet to the right or to the left, he’d have fallen onto one on the rocks, and that would not have been an enjoyable experience. The rocks were covered in tropical sea creatures, including barnacles or their close cousins. Those would transform any suitable surface into a very rough sandpaper. One could scrape off a considerable amount of skin and flesh if unlucky. 
 
      
 
    Sinner couldn’t see what lay beyond the rocks and the slope from below, but he was in no hurry to do so. First he took a good look at himself, only to realize that whoever had organized this weirdness was serious about the secondhand underwear—namely, that he wasn’t entitled to it. There was not a thread on his body. No footwear, either. There was, however, something else. 
 
      
 
    There was a large smartphone on a thick string that cut into his neck. The device looked nearly twice as thick as its regular counterpart, but its width wasn’t as impressive—it looked rather narrow. The back was covered in rubber that smoothed the corners and other protruding parts without obscuring the screen and leaving the convex camera screen free. 
 
      
 
    He wondered what a completely naked person would do with a phone. Call a taxi that would take him to the nearest nudist colony? A silly idea, but not any sillier than everything else that was going on. 
 
      
 
    However, Sinner decided to suppress his immediate wish to study the app and contact list and see what public transportation options were available. Instead, he took a look at his left wrist with the second one of the two objects that the unknown instigators of this bizarre spectacle had deigned to give him. 
 
      
 
    It looked like a nondescript smartwatch. Black, strapped to the wrist with a sturdy nylon wristlet. The bright sunlight didn’t interfere with the display of the numbers on the screen. They appeared to be displaying time, but in a strange way—fourteen days, twenty-three hours, fifty-eight minutes, and some seconds, counted backwards. Now the minutes already stood at fifty-seven. 
 
      
 
    One didn’t need to be particularly bright to realize it was a countdown to some event—but what exactly should he expect when it reaches zero? He didn’t have a clue. 
 
      
 
    Finally, Sinner started to examine something that looked more promising—namely, the telephone. It was indeed rather heavy, and also wet; however, this model seemed to be made for conditions when immersion of the device into saltwater is a regular occasion. 
 
      
 
    After a double tap, the screen displayed a silver logo—three triangles curved in a predatory fashion. Something like a three-leaved shuriken. Underneath was an icon representing a fingerprint, but not the smaller and more naturalistic variety that Sinner had gotten used to—this one was gigantic, almost covering the entire screen. 
 
      
 
    He touched the screen with a randomly chosen finger, and it lit up, bright and clear. You could see the smallest icons, the tropical glare of the sun notwithstanding. He discovered a minimalistic desktop—a monotonous blue background with a few icons: Task Log, Search, Personal Map, Journal, Calculator, Identifier (left button replacement), Bracelet Emergency Function Settings, Calls, Contacts, Messages, Settings, Flashlight, Camera, Gallery, Alarm Clock Activator, and Personal Data (stripped-down version). 
 
      
 
    Not that much, all in all. But so much the better—he wouldn’t have to study the interface for too long. 
 
      
 
    The Task Log had but a single entry: Pass Tier 1 of the Challenge Ladder. It didn’t seem informative enough, but the entry revealed more when clicked. 
 
      
 
    The Space of Xai (Tier 1; Team 2). The participant disembarked from Launchpad 165-62-11-C-8. 
 
      
 
    Tier 1 of the Challenge Ladder. 
 
      
 
    The tier is relatively short in terms of time and space. Its main purpose is to familiarize the participants with certain details pertinent to the Challenge. This is where you can create a personal foundation for further participation in the Challenge. 
 
      
 
    Minimum recommended level for completion: 4 
 
    Level recommended for facilitated completion: 7 
 
    Level recommended for comfortable completion: 7 
 
      
 
    Recommendations account for a harmonious development of all the participant’s stats. Please bear in mind that even with fully-developed Level 10 stats you will still be vulnerable to a large number of dangerous opponents. 
 
      
 
    Tier specifics: tropical zone, seashore, mounds, rocks, hills, lush tropical forests, damp valleys, large agricultural zones, deactivated inhabitants, several randomly-scattered towns, high temperatures and humidity. There are several stationary trade zones. 
 
      
 
    Primary antagonists: gaki, jungle, random beasts. 
 
      
 
    Possible antagonists: random creatures, Challenge participants.  
 
      
 
    General recommendations: watch your neck, pay attention to hygiene, tend to wounds without delay, and use any opportunity to progress. This is easier to do on the initial tier, its purpose being familiarization with the specifics of the Challenge and facilitated development of the initial personal stat set. 
 
      
 
    Primary goal: reach Tier 2 of the Challenge Ladder. 
 
      
 
    Secondary goal: harmonious character development. Building up a reputation. 
 
      
 
    Available hints: certain complications related to starting in a small location (this earns you a random hint which is not chosen by you personally and available at any moment; a bet had been placed on you before the challenge started). 
 
      
 
    Your reward upon reaching your primary goal: full body restoration, points (the amount of which will be defined by the speed and efficacy of completing the tier), a container with valuable content (or several containers), access to Tier 2, access to personal launchpad, ideal Challenge Coins, and access to the premium shop as well as the exchange center. 
 
      
 
    No reward for the secondary goal is given, unless you demonstrate an exceptional result. 
 
      
 
    Attention! 
 
    You can access the development menu using the bracelet’s options in any relatively safe location on Tier 1. This is not a reward, but rather a means of accessing the standardized stats concerning the development of your potential, without which the successful completion of the Challenge is highly unlikely. At the very beginning, it might seem to you that raising the stats is useless since it doesn’t appear to affect anything, but then you run the risk of losing to those who’d maintained a different opinion and paid enough attention to development. Work on your progress, making it harmonious and using the development opportunities given to you by the Challenge Ladder, but also pay attention to the more mundane means of self-development. 
 
      
 
    Please bear in mind that following our advice is by no means obligatory—it is up to you whether or not to act on this vital information. 
 
      
 
    Additionally, the initial tier gives you a double chance of getting loot (x2 to the basic value). Make use of building up your wealth, since it may come in handy later on. 
 
      
 
    Attention! 
 
    Do not lose your device. Leaving the tier without it will reset the points and the karma received during the completion of the tier. 
 
      
 
    This was far from crystal clear, but even this briefing message, short enough as it was, could be used to some effect. Apparently, those who’d transported Sinner here—naked, but armed with a telephone—wanted him to reach a specific destination. 
 
      
 
    He took it into account and opened the Search button. The interface looked like a browser with nothing but a single text entry box. He had to suppress the wish to type something along the lines of “Where the hell have I been taken?” Instead, he typed, “What is the Challenge Ladder?” 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, you have no access to the expanded info database. We’ll be happy to answer any questions you might have that pertain to the basic database block. 
 
      
 
    Happy or not, the answers were generally negative and followed the same pattern. You could type in anything; the result would remain the same. 
 
      
 
    Personal Map answered just as informatively: 
 
      
 
    You have no open map segments except for the current area. 
 
      
 
    The “current area” was represented as a detailed color shot made from a great height and showing the shapes of the nearest boulders—with all the areas beyond still obscured. There was also a tiny part of the shoreline and the slope over it. In other words, everything Sinner could see—or had seen.  
 
      
 
    The Journal was empty. It looked like your average notepad. The calculator was also just your average version—the only block unclear to him was the one that dealt with classes, ranks, parameters, and conditions. He’d never seen anything like this before. 
 
      
 
    The Identifier didn’t make sense whatsoever. When pressed, it would give him a message to point the camera at the object that needed to be identified, but it didn’t react to either a rock, a piece of coral, a bit of plastic swimming in the sea, or the coconut brought by the surf. That menu item remained a total mystery. 
 
      
 
    The bracelet’s Emergency Function Settings turned out to be a great deal more interesting than anything he’d encountered so far. This was the first item where Sinner managed to find something practical and partially understandable. Those functions were available immediately, with no extra information required. As far as he could see, apart from the electronic components, the bracelet also contained an injector with four functions: painkiller/blood stauncher, stimulant, detoxifying antibiotic, and regenerator. The only one Sinner was seeing for the first time was the latter. He didn’t know the exact chemicals that went into the former three, but their names spoke for themselves, and you didn’t have to be a medic to know when to use them. 
 
      
 
    Calls and Messages did not function. Perhaps, they could only receive information, or he didn’t quite get how they worked. Contacts had no entries. The settings were minimal and unremarkable—brightness, color correction, sound, and so on. Flashlight, Camera, and Gallery were standard, too. The interface had no frills. Everything was pretty straightforward: see in the dark, take pictures, record videos, save it and then play back the material. 
 
      
 
    The alarm clock was empty. There was a mysterious subsection labeled “Activator” with a several-hour second-by-second countdown. Would it ring once the time ran out? 
 
      
 
    That much was a mystery, too. Deactivation proved impossible as well. 
 
      
 
    Why would he want to deactivate the countdown? The function’s icon was skull and crossbones—not particularly an inspiring symbol. Thus, Sinner assumed that something unpleasant was likely to happen once the countdown reached zero. 
 
      
 
    Personal Data turned out to be more interesting. They once again overloaded his brain—he couldn’t process it all at once. 
 
      
 
    This is a very limited version (you can only load the expanded one once you reach your personal launchpad). 
 
      
 
    This is the first time you open your Personal Data. Entering introductory explanation mode. 
 
      
 
    Recommendations for first access: choose the stats you consider important and apply all of your effort to make them progress. 
 
      
 
    Your level: 0. Progress: 0/50 
 
      
 
    YOUR STATS 
 
      
 
    Strength: 0. Progress: 0/100 
 
    Gradually enhances physical strength without affecting the appearance of the Challenge participant. For example: a participant with 0 Strength can lift a 100-pound weight. When their Strength is raised by 1, the rest of the conditions remaining the same, said participant will be able to lift a 102-pound weight (the examples are very general. Do not expect the numbers demonstrated here to represent your actual capacity enhancement). 
 
      
 
    Agility: 0. Progress: 0/100 
 
    Gradually enhances one’s agility without affecting one’s appearance. This is a complex parameter related to one’s motor skills, performance speed, reaction, and so on. For example: a participant with 0 Agility can run a hundred-meter race in 20 second. When their Agility is raised by 1, the rest of the conditions remaining the same, said participant will be able to run a hundred-meter race in 19.9 seconds. 
 
      
 
    Stamina: 0. Progress: 0/100 
 
    Enhances one’s stamina without affecting one’s appearance. A complex parameter providing you with more time to perform certain activities, raising your resilience to a number of negative natural factors, making it easier to recuperate after a wound, a disease, or a poisoning, enhancing one’s resistance to pain, and so on. For example: a participant with 0 Stamina can run 2 miles before they fall from exhaustion. When their Stamina is raised by 1, the rest of the conditions remaining the same, said participant will be able to run 2.1 miles. 
 
      
 
    Perception: 0. Progress: 0/100 
 
    Enhances one’s ability to interact with the world. 1 point raises body energy by 10 units. For example: a certain participant with 0 Perception will be able to see 100 items on display before them, and then recollect 30 after closing their eyes. When their Perception is raised by 1, the rest of the conditions remaining the same, said participant will be able to recollect 31 objects. 
 
      
 
    Spirit: 0. Progress: 0/100 
 
    Develops one’s magical interaction with the world. 1 point raises spirit energy by 5 units. For example: a certain participant with 0 spirit can use a specialized medical skill to stop the bleeding from a wound in 5 minutes. When their Spirit is raised by 1, the rest of the conditions remaining the same, said participant will be able to stop the bleeding in 4 minutes 55 seconds. 
 
      
 
    YOUR PARAMETERS 
 
      
 
    Physical Defense: 0. Progress: 0/100 
 
    Enhances physical defense. For example: when stabbed in the stomach with a knife with the same force, a participant with 0 Physical Defense will have it driven in 4 inches deep. With a Physical Defense of 1, it will only be driven in by 3.75 inches. 
 
      
 
    Magical Defense: 0. Progress: 0/100 
 
    Enhances Magical Defense (magical damage works similarly to harmful physical actions against the participant). 
 
      
 
    Physical Attack: 0. Progress: 0/100 
 
    Increases the damage dealt by your physical attacks. To refer to the example with Physical Defense: a participant with a higher Physical Attack will be able to inflict a deeper stab wound, the rest of the conditions remaining the same. 
 
      
 
    Magical Attack: 0. Progress: 0/100 
 
    Increases the damage dealt by your magical attacks (works similarly to the Physical Attack parameter). 
 
      
 
    YOUR SKILLS 
 
      
 
    Limit of skills available for maintaining in an activated state: 1 (calculated as +1 up until Level 20, and as current level minus twenty/3 +21 above Level 10, rounded down to the nearest integer, without accounting for inbuilt and conditionally inbuilt skills). 
 
      
 
      
 
    Active skills: unarmed combat (inbuilt) and cartography (inbuilt). 
 
      
 
    Inbuilt skills: provided from the start (and, very rarely, in other cases). They are always active, cannot be limited, and can be developed (a change of class does not affect any special properties of the inbuilt skills). 
 
      
 
    Unarmed Combat: 0. Progress: 0/25 
 
      
 
    Makes you capable of fighting without any weapons. 
 
      
 
    Cartography: 0. Progress: 0/25 
 
      
 
    Responsible for the radius of the area you are capable of seeing on the map and the quality of detail. It can eventually be developed well enough to reveal terrain lying behind considerable obstacles to the participant. 
 
      
 
    Basic skills 
 
    None 
 
      
 
    Simple skills 
 
    None 
 
      
 
    Enhanced skills 
 
    None 
 
      
 
    Excellent skills 
 
    None 
 
      
 
    Brilliant skills 
 
    None 
 
      
 
    Rare skills 
 
    None 
 
      
 
    Very rare skills 
 
    None 
 
      
 
    Epic skills 
 
    None 
 
      
 
    Legendary skills 
 
    None 
 
      
 
    Ideal skills 
 
    None 
 
      
 
    YOUR CASTE 
 
      
 
    You are outside the caste system and belong to no caste. Your status is feed (meat). Once a day you must inform all the privileged Challenge participants of your presence. The radius of reacting depends on the participant’s caste. Participants who receive the information see a small area around you. The exact location of your device can be seen by any privileged participant once they get close enough. 
 
      
 
    Your current karma stands at 0. Karma required to raise your status from feed to dirt (the lowest caste): 10,000,000 
 
      
 
    Accumulated karma: 
 
    0 
 
      
 
    Points: 
 
    0 
 
      
 
    Rating position: 
 
    Unavailable 
 
      
 
    Status: 
 
    A helpless victim. A pitiful creature. Potential source of valuable loot required by privileged participants to develop. 
 
      
 
    Mode: 
 
    Peaceful (you have neither attacked anyone, nor have been attacked yourself for several hours). 
 
      
 
    Cargo capacity: 
 
    Personal capacity: 150 small objects (or 30 medium-sized ones; or 6 large ones; or 3 enormous ones) and 10 containers. 
 
    Equipment bonus: none. 
 
      
 
    Linked items: 
 
    None 
 
      
 
    Resurrection altar: 
 
    Not operational 
 
      
 
    Last resurrection altar use: 
 
    Has never been used 
 
      
 
    The block of text stretched all across the telephone screen looked like a parameter window for some videogame character. Apart from that, he could recognize words out of those he’d picked up at the launchpad, which meant the mystery adventure would continue. That much was obvious, at any rate. 
 
      
 
    The only thing Sinner knew for sure about videogames was that they were played on computers, tablets, phones, and consoles. Even as a child and a teenager he was never a huge fan of that pastime, and his adult time was spent a lot more interestingly, at any rate. 
 
      
 
    The only thing he could fathom was that if he was supposed to play some incomprehensible game, his starting characteristics were nothing to write home about. The character seemed completely hopeless. All the stats were at zero; only two skills, neither of much use, no weapons, and only two items: the telephone and the bracelet. The latter was the only obviously useful thing. And even in that case, its efficacy remained to be seen. 
 
      
 
    What concerned him was the choice of options. They gave him a painkiller/blood stauncher, but nothing against hangovers or venereal diseases, for example. 
 
      
 
    Judging by all the available data, Sinner wasn’t sent here to have fun. 
 
      
 
    A tropical sea was not the Arctic Ocean—you could stay in the water for as long as you’d want to without freezing. But it was time for him to start doing something, since neither the telephone, nor the bracelet provided him with any useful information. 
 
      
 
    Whenever people get into bizarre situations, they require an explanation. There must be one, no matter how implausible or ridiculous. One should begin somewhere, after all. 
 
      
 
    He decided to use a large-scale practical joke as a working hypothesis. Not that it could hold water, given everything that’s been going on, but he’d go with that for a while. Once he’d gather more information, he might come up with something better. 
 
      
 
    Sinner took a good look around, searching for candid cameras. Having noticed none, he eased off backwards and started to squeeze between the rocks, trying not to touch any. He also paid close attention to the sea bottom lest he should step on something like a sharp rock or some violent (and potentially poisonous) inhabitant of tropical seas, which were always in abundance. 
 
      
 
    The safety measures slowed his progress, and it took Sinner more than two minutes to get to something resembling open sea. There were enough rocks to the side, but none of them particularly tall. The calm blue sea stretched until the very horizon; he could study it all he wanted. However, it was hard to keep his balance due to the water pressure, even though the waves weren’t high. And falling was not an option—there were so many dangerous rocks one would be hard pressed to find a place for one’s foot. 
 
      
 
    There was something floating in the sea about a mile away that had initially looked like a resting whale—or, possibly, a dead one. But once Sinner took a closer look, he decided it was probably the bottom of a capsized ship. There were no people to be seen anywhere, and the thing just rocked on the waves without sinking.  
 
      
 
    There was sea to the left and to the right, but if one looked closer to either side, one could see long strips of the coast nearby. Behind the sandy beaches there were near-complete walls of vegetation, with low structures visible every now and then. He couldn’t see anything closer to him because of the several rows of rocks in the water. It seemed to Sinner that he’d disembarked at the very end of a narrow promontory jutting about a thousand feet into the sea. He’d have to reach those structures barefoot and tear through the vegetation naked. He wasn’t overjoyed with the prospect. 
 
      
 
    Could the sea provide a better route? Walking over the rocks in the shallows would be an insane idea, but he might swim there… 
 
      
 
    As he stood in the shallows thinking of swimming, a huge black fin appeared among the waves, turning towards Sinner. 
 
      
 
    He backed off automatically, remembering to mind his feet. What he saw in the clearest waters was a swift dark mass clearly interested in the human standing at the edge of the shallows. The unidentifiable fish or mammal could have reached its mark if it wasn’t for the line of smaller rocks rising from the sea, behind which it became much deeper. 
 
      
 
    A similar fin appeared to his left, and two more to his right, further away. They popped up for a moment and submerged just as quickly. 
 
      
 
    Could those be sharks? If so, they were of some strange variety. He was no specialist, but these creatures resembled orcas the most. 
 
      
 
    So what would they want with him? 
 
      
 
    None of it made sense, and he instantly felt reluctant to swim. 
 
      
 
    So he’d have to think about exploring the dry land, after all. 
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    Sinner had never been a pampered princess, but it wasn’t that easy to walk across all these thorns, bushes, gnarly root trees, tufts of dry grass, and fallen leaves, which could conceal anything, including poisonous centipedes. 
 
      
 
    He decided that going barefoot wouldn’t be worth it after all, so he decided not to head right along the promontory, but rather make his way gingerly along the coastline, sometimes wading in the water, but never further than thirty feet off the coast.  
 
      
 
    He wasn’t just walking; he was looking for stuff. Even on an uninhabited island one could find a great many manmade objects—including plastic bags, old beach toys, or, perhaps, even a lost flip-flop. Any of them could be used to cover his feet. 
 
      
 
    He’d also be able to gird his loins—the coast was obviously inhabited, and he had no idea how the locals would react to the sudden arrival of a white nudist without any ID. 
 
      
 
    The practical joke version kept getting less and less plausible, but he had to hold on to something familiar. Otherwise he’d start filling his head with fantasies that could lead him to blunders. 
 
      
 
    A civilized man was a clothed man (unless one was in a specific place where nudity was welcome). That meant he’d have to find some clothes or an equivalent thereof. He could make a grass skirt, but that would be his last option should he find absolutely nothing better. 
 
      
 
    He found his treasure in a couple of minutes—a torn plastic bag with a near-obliterated logo and half-erased inscriptions in a language he couldn’t identify, but assumed it came from some Asian country.  
 
      
 
    At any rate, he’d have enough opportunities to find out where the bag came from. Right now he was wondering whether to use it as a loincloth or a cover for his feet. There wouldn’t be enough plastic for either. A hard choice. 
 
      
 
    Sinner was contemplating all of this at some distance from the water, in the shade of one of those trees with thick canopies. The waves lapping at the shore didn’t drown out every sound quite as much here, and he could hear some noise somewhere in the bushes giving away the presence of a living being or several—possibly humans. 
 
      
 
    Sinner decided against rushing to the source of the interesting sounds. 
 
      
 
    He stopped staring at the bushes and decided it would be of paramount importance for him to cover up his nakedness. First impressions were important, after all. If, that is, the creatures in question were human and not a pack of feral dogs, as some of the notes in the voices hinted. Or something else entirely. The situation was impossible to make sense of; therefore, he might expect to encounter anyone or anything. 
 
      
 
    Sinner used the plastic bag as swimming trunks, went towards the seashore and picked up a heavy stick washed ashore by the sea. It’s been well-scrubbed of bark and boughs, but it wasn’t rotten and wouldn’t fall apart after a good blow. 
 
      
 
    Having armed himself, he started moving towards the source of the noise. The closer he got, the less he liked it. It did sound like a pack of dogs. He could hear aggressive snarling, the sound of something being devoured, and uncanny wheezing. He could only hope they were hunting dogs and their owner was nearby and peaceful. 
 
      
 
    Sinner tried not to shake any boughs and remember looking under his feet as he stepped over a fallen palm leaf, squeezed between the bushes silently, and finally saw where the sounds were coming from. There was a narrow clearing, some sixty feet long by five paces wild. There was indeed a dog at its far end, but this one would never snarl again—it was dead, and had remained so for a while. Sinner’s nostrils felt a familiar sickening smell that takes a while to develop even in the tropics. 
 
      
 
    The sound was made by two… Creatures? Sinner had no idea what to call the things he was looking at. He’d seen a lot in his life, but in his world things like these only existed in hyper-realistic horror flicks. 
 
      
 
    The figures were humanoid, but only barely so. Even in twilight one would never mistake such a hideous creature for a fellow human. Their bodies were emaciated, with asymmetric joints and enormous bulging bellies, hanging almost all the way down to their knees. One got the impression that they had no skin—the naked muscular system appeared to have baked into a crust in the sun, covering the skeletons like twisted cables, the bones almost tearing through the layer of flesh. The skulls were bald and deformed, just like everything else, without any hair, ears, or chins, and with black holes instead of noses. The mouths—or, rather, maws—weren’t located at the bottom of the face, as is the case with most animals, but nearly in the middle, revealing horrendous jaws that almost split their heads in two when opened. 
 
      
 
    Sinner could have expected to see anything but this. He could accept that someone could have pulled his body out of the broken car, healed him, stuffed him full of drugs causing memory loss, then placed him in a glowing cube, tranquilized him, taken him to Indonesia and thrown him out on the sand. That was a workable, albeit implausible, version. Yet what he saw ahead of him was way beyond what even the most serious practical joker could accomplish. 
 
      
 
    These two were no actors disguised as hideous beasts with the aid of latex and makeup. Nor were they animals who’d undergone a similar treatment. The way they looked and moved clearly said no such abominations could ever be found on planet Earth. The creatures looked thoroughly alien. 
 
      
 
    The hideous beasts were engaged in an activity just as hideous. Their unnaturally thin arms had three joints instead of two, ending with clawed fingers tearing apart the rotting flesh nimbly and pulling it towards the maws that worked non-stop, making a nauseating noise of whining, cracking bones, munching and snorting, black droplets of congealed and rotting blood and white maggots flying in every direction. 
 
      
 
    Sinner wished for nothing as much as he wished to wake up and forget what he was observing now. He even tried to make a conscious effort to return to reality. However, his willpower only sufficed to settle his stomach and try not to make any sounds at all. 
 
      
 
    The walk wasn’t a great success, he had to admit that much. It was time to head back to the coastline. He’d hardly manage to meet the dog’s owner, given the circumstances. 
 
      
 
    His eyes still on the bloodcurdling feast, Sinner stepped back and was about to turn around. At that moment a lizard, hiding like a real ninja until the very last moment, decided it was at its wit’s end and, unfortunately, headed right across the clearing, dry leaves rustling. 
 
      
 
    The creatures turned at once, as if given a command. Sinner, who didn’t manage to hide behind the bush in time, looked at two pair of eyes without any irises—just black hole pupils. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t need a calculator to assess his further chances. You’d have to be out of your mind to try fighting two otherworldly predators with a stick of dubious quality without any cover. Sinner was as sane as he could be under the circumstances, so he turned around and started running like hell, no longer thinking of thorns or even centipedes.  
 
      
 
    If he managed to reach the waterline, he might be able to occupy a position between rocks. He might fend them off with minimal losses if he chose his position right. 
 
      
 
    There was an ominous squawking, furious screaming, frenzied yelling, and other sounds, each of which expressed insatiable hunger—hunger so strong it would drive one to gnaw on one’s fingers if nothing else could be found to occupy the jaws for a while. 
 
      
 
    Faster! Even faster! Faster still! 
 
      
 
    He wouldn’t make it—fatally so. These creatures were just as fast on their legs as they were with their jaws. He hadn’t gone too far away from the shoreline, and he was in the lead, yet they were catching up inexorably. 
 
      
 
    Once Sinner got to the slope reaching to the water, he realized he’d be grabbed right here. He tried to save a second at least, turning around, waving the improvised club and jumping aside. 
 
      
 
    He got lucky: his pursuers had split up. The other one must have been trailing behind. And this one was already leaping towards him, reaching for him with its hideous paws and opening its jaws so wide the head looked like a split watermelon. 
 
      
 
    He thought the blow would be powerful. The ugly creature was tall and thin, and the piece of wood was rather heavy. It would hit it in the middle of the face, throw it aside, and give Sinner the advantage of the surprise factor so that he’d get the very second he’d needed to reach water. 
 
      
 
    At that very moment, his right hand disappeared, as if cut off. Or rather, it didn’t disappear physically—he could see it, after all. But Sinner’s hand did not feel anything. He could also see how his fingers, grabbing the stick, straightened in an unnatural way, as if commanded by an external force, making him drop the stick. 
 
    
What the…? 
 
      
 
    Disregarding the weirdness of the situation transcending everything he’d seen before, he somehow managed to do the last thing he could, sliding underneath the beast that never got its blow on the head. But he only managed to slip through the grabbing arms. The twisted legs with their several joints grabbed Sinner nimbly by his side and his thigh. 
 
      
 
    Two figures rolled towards the water—one was human, and the other… 
 
      
 
    Sinner didn’t know what those things were called. They never taught him anything about such beasts in school.  
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    Sinner suffered a few rather painful wounds, but they didn’t look dangerous. The beast managed to scratch his shoulders, his sides, his thighs, his back and his left arm. Its toenails turned out to be pretty sharp, too. Fortunately, they were no match for tiger claws, so there were no deep wounds. 
 
      
 
    However, Sinner got the most damage from the rock he rammed into at the end of the fight. It scraped his bare skin. Nothing life-threatening, but he bled like a stuck pig, and the parts with the skin scraped off didn’t look good. 
 
      
 
    Even the tiniest of scratches can have dire consequences in the tropics. A mess like that would definitely result in something nasty and start rotting if left untreated. 
 
      
 
    Still, he’d have to live that long first, which proved a bit of a problem. Sinner’s only salvation was that the creatures couldn’t stomach water. Like cats, only a lot less cute. They would wade in knee-deep, but not any further. He managed to escape and was sitting on a flat rock standing on its own. It barely jutted out of water and was covered in sharp barnacles, but one could still perch on it if one didn’t make any incautious movements. 
 
      
 
    The monsters squawked and screamed some ten paces away. At times, they would fix their stare on him for a long while; then they’d start pacing around, tearing twigs off bushes and throwing the debris into the air. The proximity of their prey was driving them insane, but, fortunately, not enough so to make them overcome their fear of water. 
 
      
 
    Sinner shook his head as he watched the nightmarish creatures. 
 
      
 
    “What zoo did you escape from, freaks?” 
 
      
 
    The reply was the same squawking and screaming, on a higher volume this time. The human voice clearly interested them, but actual conversation seemed a non-option. 
 
      
 
    Sinner stopped pressing his palm to his left shoulder, and was relieved to see that the fang wound he’d been covering for a while almost stopped bleeding. He’d thought that was the most serious wound, fearing that the thing might have got him in one of the important blood vessels, but he seemed to have gotten lucky. 
 
      
 
    He looked at the very same right palm that had let him down so badly. It was working as usual. He’d also managed to punch the beast a few times rather hard when they were rolling towards the water. That didn’t benefit him much, but at least he was certain that the hand was still functional. 
 
      
 
    Why, then, would it become paralyzed when he tried to swing his stick? 
 
      
 
    It didn’t make sense. Nothing of the sort had ever happened to Sinner. His limbs never let him down, with the exception of the few times he was swimming in cold water. However, this time it felt nothing like a mere cramp. 
 
      
 
    He was also reflecting on another bizarre thing that happened at the exact moment he lost command of his hand and it let go of the stick, as if obeying external orders. 
 
      
 
    Something else happened then—something that didn’t fit the background, or differed from regular sounds… Indeed, it was a sound! It wasn’t his field of vision that registered something out of the ordinary. He heard it. Although ‘out of the ordinary’ would apply to anything here, come to think of it. His phone beeped—right at the moment he lost control of his hand. 
 
      
 
    Sinner wasn’t surprised that his smartphone seemed OK. It looked rugged enough to survive a tank driving over it. 
 
      
 
    The message that popped up when he activated the screen didn’t surprise him, either. He must have received his notification right when he was about to take that swing.  
 
      
 
    Blocked. The skill that would allow the use of the selected weapon in combat has not been activated. 
 
      
 
    Sinner looked away from the message, which was just as weird as everything else here. Then he got off the rock; the beasts went into an even greater frenzy, ambling around, slapping their enormous bellies on the water, and screaming even louder. He didn’t even look at them. He gritted his teeth as his wounds stung and went underwater, cooling off his body, washing away encrusted blood, disinfecting the wounds with clear seawater. He picked up a few pieces of coral. They were too light to make for proper projectiles, but he wasn’t fighting—he was doing research and studying the problem at hand in detail. 
 
      
 
    He tossed the heaviest piece up on his palm, took aim, swung his arm, and… 
 
      
 
    He dropped the projectile. His hand went dead again, his fingers straightened, and his telephone beeped with a new incoming message. 
 
      
 
    He grabbed it with his left hand, touched the screen, and wasn’t the least bit surprised when he received an identical message. 
 
      
 
    Blocked. The skill that would allow the use of the selected weapon in combat has not been activated. 
 
      
 
    Sinner climbed on top of the very same rock and stared at the creatures yearning to chew on human flesh, deep in thought. 
 
      
 
    How could some unfathomable force prohibit him from throwing corals at those freaks of nature or beating them up with a stick? This was no random paralysis. His hand was controlled remotely. 
 
      
 
    The left hand behaved the same way—Sinner already tried to use it for throwing another piece of coral at the beasts. 
 
      
 
    This was getting too involved for a dream—and was it a dream in the first place? He couldn’t wake up, pain matched anything he’d ever felt in real life, and the logic of a regular world was still present, all the outlandishness notwithstanding. He couldn’t just wait for this alleged hallucination to end. Since he perceived this setting as reality, he’d have to act accordingly instead of just sitting there and waiting for his mind to return to its normal state. 
 
      
 
    He would therefore have to find a way to paddle out on his own. 
 
      
 
    Sinner was thus facing a problem—two of them, to be precise. He’d have to do something about them, and he wouldn’t be able to resort to violence, since he couldn’t use objects. Facing fanged and clawed opponents wasn’t a prospect he was looking forward to, either, especially considering that even a good punch in the head didn’t seem to affect them in any way. This would be pure suicide. Even if he could manage to twist out their arms and break their necks, the victory would have to be paid for dearly—in his own blood. 
 
      
 
    Sinner rose carefully, trying not to disturb the crusts forming on his wounds, stood up on the rock and took stock of his surroundings.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It took him several hours to study all the available parts of the seaside zone. The territory wasn’t that big, but the terrain was rather uneven. There were places he couldn’t see; he’d have to swim or dive every now and then, not to mention the fact that his bare feet made exploration a much more difficult process. 
 
      
 
    The whole place was but a bunch of rocks scattered here and there near the end of a narrow promontory. The rock-covered coastal zone was some three hundred feet long. The sea became drastically deeper beyond that, with nothing left of the already pathetically narrow beach. The waves were splashing against a wall of rock there, tall as a three-story building and impossible to climb from either side. After that came a sharp slope that became lower, finally leading to two wide sandy beaches. 
 
      
 
    They looked picturesque, but unfortunately, Sinner would not be able to reach them. The pot-bellied uglies wouldn’t let him through if he tried to reach them via dry land, and he couldn’t swim across deep waters since the enormous orcas or what were they would instantly feel human presence in their domain and come in an instant, their fins but a few feet away. They didn’t seem playful—their interest seemed to be purely gastronomical. Swimming past ten-foot-long predators, even for a minute or two, was tantamount to suicide. 
 
      
 
    Orcas weren’t supposed to attack people, but Sinner wasn’t so naïve as to be willing to check whether or not it was true—seeing how he himself would be the guinea pig. Besides, why did he decide they were orcas in the first place? He just recognized the black and white coloring, so his first association was with mammals rather than fish. 
 
      
 
    But no matter what they were, these dwellers of the deep would finish him off in seconds. The second he entered deep waters, he’d be done. 
 
      
 
    So swimming was out, as well. 
 
      
 
    The shallows were around a hundred and fifty feet long near the end of the promontory, getting narrower as they formed an irregular crescent to the left and to the right. Some of the rocks or outcroppings were the size of a railroad car, but most were a great deal smaller. There were places where rocks formed piles, making them hard to cross, but he could move about freely across most of the shallows. The best place was the border between the shallows and the deep, with dark predatory shadows feeling their prey close to them, lurking in the deep. They came close to the reefs but wouldn’t venture further even if the passages between them were deep. He could swim across those freely for as long as he stayed close to the shore. 
 
      
 
    Two landlubber creatures kept on blocking the way to the mainland. They kept watching Sinner, moving around as he did, following him. His attempt to lay low behind a rock for about an hour was unsuccessful—the freaks stayed at their observation point. They sure were patient. 
 
      
 
    But they wouldn't sit on him forever, would they? So Sinner decided to hide from his hideous watchers until the evening—or, perhaps until the morning as well. He was fortunate enough to find a comfortable flat rock hidden behind a taller one. It was already past midday, so there were some shadows at last; an important fact, given the heat. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t just sit there idly—he got as much done as he could. He’d collected quite a few items while he was roaming and diving between the rocks. A hopelessly twisted piece of fisherman’s net, a few plastic bottles, a few torn plastic bags, a flip-flop for a kid, and a torn car foot pad. Most importantly, he found a glass shard that must have come from a broken bottle and that could be used as a knife. Sinner planned to use it to make clothes and footwear out of the garbage he’d found. He didn’t expect the result to look fashionable, but he’d be able to protect his feet and cover up his nakedness. 
 
      
 
    He wasn’t using high-quality materials—nor was the glass shard a great tool, so his progress was slow. But Sinner was in no hurry since there was nowhere to go, anyway—he’d been corralled amidst the rocks. 
 
      
 
    If his tactic of waiting didn’t work, getting out would be a problem. He wouldn’t be able to sit there forever. He was already prepared to do anything to slake his thirst—he was even beginning to look at seawater with longing. 
 
      
 
    He looked at the sky. There was a dense mist on the horizon, yet rain was unlikely. He recollected the coconut he’d noticed at the very beginning. He should have taken it along—he’d have been able to smash it on the rocks and have some milk (given there was any in there, in the first place). Searching for it was pointless now. The waves must have washed it away a long time ago; otherwise he’d have come across it during his search. He’d explored every nook and cranny—some of them, a couple of times, missing nothing. 
 
      
 
    He suppressed the urge to peek out and look at the beasts. They seemed attentive enough, and they definitely would have noticed the human’s interest, get excited, and start screaming, which would render his previous attempts to hide useless. 
 
      
 
    No, there was definitely no point watching them. The hope that they would leave on their own wasn’t all that great in the first place; he hardly needed to worsen his chances. 
 
      
 
    That’s how Sinner had planned to spend the day—hiding from the sun and doing something with his hands. An easy plan, and a perfectly manageable one, too. 
 
      
 
    However, the mysterious organizers of this practical joke or whatever it was introduced their corrections into his scenario. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The phone started to vibrate and beep softly. Sinner had set the sound level to minimum so that the carnivorous creatures wouldn’t hear it, but he still became alert. 
 
      
 
    Regardless of the minimum volume level, the sound was loud enough. What was it? An incoming call? 
 
      
 
    That wasn’t the case, though. Something unusual was happening to the phone. The red message saying ACTIVATION was pulsating feverishly in the middle of the blue screen, with red circles spreading across the screen and beyond, like ripples. The message in black at the top of the screen said the following: “Activation mode. The location of your device is visible to the privileged Challenge participants.” 
 
      
 
    Sinner’s intuition got all his hackles raised—this certainly bode no good. He tried to turn off the animated picture, but to no avail—the smartphone’s touchscreen didn’t react, nor did the buttons placed on the device’s thick sides have any effect when pressed. 
 
      
 
    He was beginning to like the situation less and less. It clearly spelled trouble. He even wondered whether he should smash the phone over the rocks. 
 
      
 
    That was when he heard human voices—there was someone approaching from the side of the promontory. 
 
      
 
    Sinner couldn’t resist the temptation. He moved to the edge of the water-covered stone and peeked into the gap between the rocks. He saw the uglies, still waiting for him, and a few people behind them. Four guys and two girls came out of the bushes. Their age must have been between 18 and 20-something, dressed light—just the attire for the beach—but nearly everyone had high-quality hiking boots on their feet. 
 
      
 
    Each of them was wearing a small backpack and holding a weapon of one kind or another. A sword, an ax, a mace with metal spikes, a short spear, and two .22 rifles, one of them looking particularly conspicuous since the stock and the butt were colored a bright pink. 
 
      
 
    The firearms owners froze, letting the rest of the team through. The others headed right for the beasts, forming a line. 
 
      
 
    The freaks saw the head emerge from their intended quarry’s hiding place and, predictably enough, got so excited they paid no attention to what was going on around them. They only realized something was wrong at the very last moment and started to turn around. One of them instantly squeaked, grabbing at the spear that had pierced its chest. The other one made a dash for the swordsman, but he took a step back, and his companion, who’d been standing a little to the side, and most prudently so, buried the blade of his ax in the back of the creature’s head. 
 
      
 
    This beast fell instantly, and the other one was finished off in seconds. One could see that the three of them weren’t doing it for the first time. However, one could also see they’d had no serious experience. As the swordsman was drawing the foe towards him, he nearly bumped into the guy with the spear, and the ax owner barely managed to pull his weapon out of the skull, jerking it amateurishly and fidgeting instead of moving aside a little and pulling harder. He could have paid dearly for the extra time spent doing that if there were more creatures here. 
 
      
 
    The girl with the pink rifle approached the battlefield and picked up two miniature suitcases of bright orange—Sinner didn’t have a clue how they’d ended up there. The other marksman—a ginger-headed boy who looked the youngest of the team approached and looked at the screen of the phone identical to the one that just wouldn’t shut up. 
 
      
 
    He raised his head, gave Sinner a blood-curdling look, pointed with his hand, and exclaimed, 
 
    “There he is!” 
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    First Blood 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    All six of them stared at Sinner, who kept on peeking at them from behind the rocks, without any idea what to do next. He clearly shouldn’t stand up, he thought, since he never had a chance to finish working on his clothes. They might ridicule or misunderstand him, so he’d rather stay on the safe side. 
 
      
 
    The swarthy Asian-looking guy who looked the oldest of the crew turned around to the girl with the pink rifle and asked her in a mockingly loud voice, 
 
      
 
    “He’s some thirty-five paces away. Will you manage a head shot?” 
 
      
 
    This abnormally violent question was answered incredibly calmly. The girl winced, and said in a voice as indifferent as if the guy had asked her about shooting empty cans or bottles, 
 
      
 
    “I will, if he doesn’t duck. But why’d I waste my ammo like that? Have you forgotten we’ve hardly got any? Dispatch him on your own.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re so useless, Whimsy,” the Asian said in just as mocking a tone of voice. 
 
      
 
    “Draco, don’t get started again,” the guy with the rifle said gruffly. “Haven’t we discussed it before? We save our ammo until we find a proper source.” 
 
    “Why would you choose rifles in the first place?” The Asian continued. “I said it from the very start, there’ll be something weird with the rifles.” 
 
      
 
    “And who could you tell it to at the very start?” The owner of the pink rifle asked him. 
 
      
 
    “Myself, of course,” Draco chuckled. “And, as you can see, I listened.” 
 
      
 
    The Asian raised his sword and continued—in a commanding voice this time. 
 
      
 
    “Pike and Gock! What are you waiting for? Get on it, we’ve already wasted a lot of time. Go waste this meatball and let’s keep going.” 
 
      
 
    The guy with the spear started to take his shoes off, and the ax guy complained as he bent down, 
 
      
 
    “Why do we always have to look for them in the water? How fair is that? Why wouldn’t they just wait for us on dry land?” 
 
      
 
    “That must be part of the design,” Draco suggested. “It’s easier to look for them this way. We should just follow the coastline. We might find another one.” 
 
      
 
    The killers were approaching unhurriedly. No matter how much they wanted to dispatch Sinner as soon as possible, they were facing the very same barnacle problem now and were trying to save the soles of their feet. 
 
      
 
    As Sinner watched them approach, he realized these people were indeed intending to kill him. They didn’t look like weathered cutthroats, but nevertheless he could smell death on them from dozens of paces away. The way they looked at him sent shivers down his spine—that was the way one looked at a fly one was about to swat with a rolled-up newspaper. 
 
      
 
    He wondered where these psychopaths came from. How come so many people with bats in their belfry congregated here? Could they have shot themselves up with some hard, bad controlled substance that triggered homicidal behavior? Or was there an international serial killer festival going on somewhere nearby, with some of the participants out for a walk? 
 
      
 
    There was no point guessing, and he didn’t have any clever theory about it. He’d just have to accept things as they were, acknowledging the scene as another development stage in a situation that was absurd from the very beginning. 
 
      
 
    He’d have to think of something else now, though. Apparently, Sinner’s status here wasn’t merely that of a helpless victim and a pitiful creature—it was as if he had a tag on him saying “Yummy!” He was easy prey unable to fend for itself. Unlike his armed opponents, he wasn’t able to so much as throw a pebble at anyone. All he had were his bare hands. 
 
      
 
    Another thing became clear, too. The damn telephone would reveal his position by the end of the countdown, and this option could not be disabled. 
 
      
 
    He should have smashed the damned thing. The telephone might have been useful, but so far it was doing him more bad than good. 
 
      
 
    The dire consequences of his location having been revealed could be seen perfectly. Two of them. With four more waiting on the coast, observing the pair of hunters attentively. 
 
      
 
    Entering an unarmed battle against armed opponents on a barnacle-covered rock was hardly a good idea. Sinner made a quick plan of action, dropping the traitorous telephone into the nearest crack, took the stuff he’d tried to use for making clothes and footwear, and headed left, out of the killers’ sight. Then he slipped into the water, dived, and swam back. 
 
      
 
    He surfaced some thirty feet on, hiding in a comfortable niche where he could only be seen at a face-to-face distance. He caught his breath and moved further, into a small pool of water between three large rocks. It had three exits, too, but one of them wasn’t obvious—one would never think there might be a passage there, since the gap was too narrow. However, if you dived and swam close to the very bottom, you could pass through where the gap became considerably wider. Then you’d come to the very end of the rocky zone. Just a tad further, the water became much deeper, and you could see the predators’ fins close nearby—dangerously so. 
 
      
 
    The sound of the waves drowned out the voices—he couldn’t hear what the wannabe killers were saying, even though they were talking loudly, but he could imagine what the conversation was about. The quarry disappeared, and they would have to look for it. There were quite a few rocks around, and two people exploring the area would have a hard time. There were lots of places to hide in, and one’s view would constantly be obscured by the rocks. A nature-built labyrinth where you could play hide and seek all day long. 
 
      
 
    Sinner’s plan was to keep them searching until nightfall, hiding among the stones. They’d have to call off the search then, and they might just decide it wasn’t worth it and take their blood business elsewhere. In case of their extreme persistence, he’d slip towards dry land and leg it for the bushes. He might get a head start while they got to jumping up and starting to chase him. Then he might be able to lose them or hide, and finding him in the dark would be no easy feat. 
 
      
 
    There was always an option of saving your skin, one way or another. 
 
      
 
    He spent more than half an hour there before he heard the voices again. This time they were approaching faster. Sinner was soon able to make out the words. Apparently, all six of them decided to take part in the search for the sake of speed. It would be much easier for a larger number of participants to rake through the shallows. 
 
      
 
    Judging by some of the phrases Sinner managed to overhear, Draco ordered his team to form a line and told them to search every nook and cranny. He’d hardly be able to sit it out, after all. He’d have to prepare for an unpleasant encounter. 
 
      
 
    Basically, he was prepared—while he was sitting here, he did everything he could to be able to give the killers a warm reception. He needed to prepare his body and his mental state—both must be in top shape. Even if he got hit by a bullet or two, he’d have to keep on fighting. 
 
      
 
    Sinner did a few warm-up exercises for his arms and legs, twisted his body around, and bent it a few times. He’d been sitting in the water for too long, and that would be detrimental to him to be too stiff once things started getting hot. 
 
      
 
    The voices were getting closer. Sinner pressed his back against a rock, and tried to become one huge ear so as not to miss the moment he’d been waiting for. He’d studied the area in detail and knew which direction the opponents were approaching from. He didn’t doubt that the closest one would have to climb a rock pretty soon, and not just any rock, but the one that sat lowest. And it would be easiest to do it from the far end, which was almost completely covered in water. It would seem the most obvious route—the rest looked much harder. And humans were always so predictable in choosing the easy path. 
 
      
 
    With near-absolute probability, that was where the enemy would approach from. And as soon as they got there, they’d look right across the pool and see their quarry. 
 
      
 
    Sinner had a fraction of a second at his disposal. He couldn’t stick out his head, so he’d have to wait for the moment when the shadow of a climbing human appeared on the sunlit surface of another rock nearby. 
 
      
 
    And there it was! 
 
      
 
    Sinner’s reaction was instant. He pulled the rope woven from the threads he got from the torn fishnet. It reached for the sea, threaded between the rocks, with a bunch of dead coral shards tied to its end. The bunch was heavy enough to make a large splash. Given how still the sea was, the sound could not be missed.  
 
      
 
    The shadow jerked, and a silhouette with a spear stood up on the rock—he was either Pike or Gock, but since Sinner didn’t plan on getting acquainted with him more closely, he didn’t care about the guy’s nickname. 
 
      
 
    The important thing was that the opponent went for such a simple trick and peered towards where he’d heard the suspicious splash. 
 
      
 
    Sinner didn’t climb up—he all but flew, without sparing his hands or his feet and getting them scratched mercilessly. But he could lament the loss of skin later; his very survival was at stake now. He’d calculated his dash meticulously before, ducked, and slammed into the shoulder of his opponent so hard he fell and dealt himself extra damage by landing on the barnacled surface and leaving more skin on it. Pike—or Gock—yelled as he fell behind the edge of the rock, falling into the open sea where depth dropped down drastically just a few feet away.  
 
      
 
    However, the fall wasn’t as catastrophic as Sinner had planned—the spear wielder twisted and grabbed the edge of the rock. Then he started pulling himself up, yelling frenziedly. 
 
      
 
    The last thing he wanted was to stay anywhere near the open sea with enormous, elongated shadows sliding this way and that underwater. That much was clear. 
 
      
 
    Sinner ignored the pain as he fell to the side and gave the enemy a good kick with his right leg. The enemy’s head, which was just beginning to appear above the rock, got such a blow the man’s eyes rolled up for a second, and he started to slide down the sandpapery surface, his hands leaving bloody trails on the rock. 
 
      
 
    There was a crack of a shot from a .22 rifle. The bullet hit the rock about two feet to his side, so Sinner didn’t even react. The guy and the girl with rifles were pretty far away, and the firearms looked like single-loaders, so they wouldn’t have too many shots. 
 
      
 
    If everything went according to the plan, that was. 
 
      
 
    He bent his leg again, and then kicked so hard he nearly broke his heel. His adversary got really groggy this time. Even though he turned out to have too hard a skull to be knocked out cold, he got carried some seven feet away from the rock and was flailing his limbs in the water senselessly, just trying to stay afloat.  
 
      
 
    Then a huge dark silhouette dashed through the water, and the spear guy disappeared in a split second without ever having a chance to yell. There was nothing but a whirlpool where he’d just been, and a few streaks of something dark in the water—most likely, blood. 
 
      
 
    Sinner rolled over the rock and dived just before the second shot was fired. He didn’t see where the bullet went, but the most important thing was that it missed him. 
 
      
 
    He managed to throw a glance at the enemy disposition as he moved. The ginger guy with the rifle was the closest. He might reach Sinner in some fifteen to twenty seconds. The rest of them were a lot further away, and they’d have to make their way through a labyrinth of rock—not an easy feat at all. 
 
      
 
    So he hoped that the ginger would decide to sort things out on his own instead of calling for help. 
 
      
 
    Sinner quickly moved to a different rock, counting until twenty-nine before seeing a shadow on the same rock as before. The rifleman didn’t seem to be in a hurry, but he couldn’t have had others catching up with him so quickly. It would take them longer to get through the rocks. So the uninvited guest was on his own. Perfect. 
 
      
 
    Sinner started to rise as soon as the head appeared above him. The ginger didn’t expect to find his quarry under his very feet, but reacted well when bloodied hands reached for said feet. He managed to jump off, but lost his balance and couldn’t shoot right away. However, getting to him now would take a while. Sinner had to dive back into the crack between the rocks that couldn’t be seen from above—nor was it all that obvious underwater, either, unless you got to the very bottom. Only then you could see you could get through the grotto to the other side of this gigantic rock formation. 
 
      
 
    Sinner swam for a few more feet, holding his breath, and surfaced very carefully so as not to make a splash. He straightened up to see the ginger still standing at the edge of the rock, his rifle aimed at the pool. Looking for his quarry—which was three paces behind him. 
 
      
 
    Sinner had to show no mercy to himself again. He climbed the rock and started to get up, happy about the series of waves that came from the side of the sea, drowning out any sounds his actions might have made. 
 
      
 
    “Viking! Behind you! Right there!” The girl yelled in terror, taking a quick shot from her pink rifle. 
 
      
 
    The bullet stung as it scraped his forearm, and Sinner no longer hid, leaping at the enemy from a crouch start position. The latter wasn’t a complete slowpoke and reacted, starting to turn around. It would have been better for him if he’d just dived without looking back. He might have muddled through somehow. Instead, he got knocked down from an unstable position. Besides, he wasn’t that huge a fellow. 
 
      
 
    They both fell, Sinner winding up on top. Once they were down, he pinned the screaming body down, tore the rifle out of the guy’s hands and threw it under a nearby rock. It was easier than expected since the greenhorn didn’t even bother wrapping the sling around his hand, instead letting the durable strip of canvas dangle below. 
 
      
 
    The ginger started to flail about desperately, trying to raise his head above water. Sinner kept on pushing as he grabbed the foe by his hair and dragged his face down, making sure it got properly scraped against the barnacles, then held it like that for a second, and then dragged it back and forth once again, scraping the skin and the flesh from the enemy’s face mercilessly. 
 
      
 
    Underwater, the rifleman yelled so hard he must have been heard on the surface. That was just as well—such an effort must have left precious little air in his lungs. 
 
      
 
    Sinner realized that the remainder of the team was now rushing towards the noise, and began pushing the body into the very same gap under the rocks. The ginger resisted as hard as he could—it was amazing how he’d still have strength for it left—but the further down they went, the greater the panic, and the less oxygen. The guy’s movements were becoming random, thoughtless, and desperate. 
 
      
 
    Finally, the enemy was in the grotto underneath the rock, together with Sinner. His back against the scraping bottom, he pushed the ginger upwards, driving his body into the ceiling of the grotto. The guy’s movements became slower and slower; soon, he stopped moving altogether. 
 
      
 
    Sinner counted out ten seconds to be sure, then got from underneath the drowned body and emerged on the other side, getting his head from underwater carefully, refilling his lungs and trying not to make too much noise as he was listening to what was going on. 
 
      
 
    The remaining four had already reached this pile of rocks, but they were on the opposite side and, apparently, didn’t feel inclined to come down. So he could take his time, waiting for them to find the horizontal crack and attempt to explore it. He would then have a chance to catch the diver in the narrowest part of the grotto and use his physical strength to overpower him and not let him out. Few weapons could be used in such a battle, so an empty-handed person would have an advantage. Then he could leave the body next to the ginger-headed guy to keep him company. 
 
      
 
    “Viking! Viking!” The girl with the pink rifle was hysterical. 
 
      
 
    “Shut up!” The axe-wielder couldn’t take it anymore. “Viking is done for. Don’t you see the container that’s surfaced?” 
 
      
 
    “But where is he, Gock?!” The girl just wouldn’t calm down. 
 
      
 
    “How should I know? He must have also waded in deep waters. Look how these bastards dash this way and that… They must be really happy.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s just where Pike is,” Draco said in a calm voice. “Both of them screwed up. Gock is right. The Guardians wouldn’t get this excited for nothing. Look, another container. We should grab it.” 
 
      
 
    “How can you think of containers right now?!” Whimsy screamed. 
 
      
 
    “Why wouldn’t I?” The swordsman replied nonchalantly. “Those doofuses have let a meatball get the best of them. Am I supposed to feel sorry for them? Play stupid games, win stupid prizes. And we could really use all that stuff.” 
 
      
 
    “Actually, it was the Sea Guardians that dispatched them, not the meat,” Gock observed. “There are only two containers. If they were dropped by Pike and Viking, the meat might have survived. There are lots of hiding places here.” 
 
      
 
    “We may not have noticed all the containers,” Draco suggested. 
 
      
 
    “Most likely. The surf is high,” Gock agreed. “So what are we gonna do?” 
 
      
 
    The survivors must have failed to see the entire battle, so they got the wrong idea of how things had really happened. Their erring pleased Sinner immensely. 
 
      
 
    “We have to grab the containers,” Draco said. “See? The current is taking them right along the coast; we’ll most likely be able to get them at the beach. I wonder what’s inside. After all, it was the Guardians and not the feed that killed them. Or am I wrong? How does one count the points for such a battle?” 
 
      
 
    “What about the meat?” Whimsy made herself heard again. “Viking and Pike are toast—all because of him. And I’ve scraped the skin off my foot running here. These rocks are like a cheese grinder! I’m sick of them! I’m sick of it all! Why are we standing still?! What are we waiting for?! I want this bastard to die slowly!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, do you see this meat anywhere?” Draco asked. “I, for one, don’t. The Guardians might have made mince of him, too.” 
 
      
 
    “And what if he’s sitting somewhere about the rock eavesdropping?” the girl asked. 
 
    Speak about female intuition. She turned out to be right. 
 
      
 
    “Could be,” Draco didn’t argue. “But what’s the point in staying here? His phone’s no longer signaling, so we won’t get bonus loot. So why bother?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, why bother?! For revenge!” Whimsy cried. 
 
      
 
    “OK, so you get your revenge. What next? Will you feel any better? Relax. He won’t last long, anyway. Feed doesn’t last long in a feed tray. He’s already dead. He just doesn’t know it yet. If you’re worried about Viking, don’t bury him prematurely. It’s his first death, so he’ll resurrect and start all over again. Remember the terms.” 
 
      
 
    “Resurrection is not one hundred percent guaranteed,” Whimsy said glumly. “We shouldn’t let him get away with it.” 
 
      
 
    “Stop getting on my case already! Forget about this meat. Use your bracelet to heal your foot. The regenerator will make it good as new.” 
 
      
 
    “The recharge is too long. I don’t want to waste it on stuff like this.” 
 
      
 
    “Then you’ll just have to tough it out.” 
 
      
 
    “And what do you think I’m doing?” The girl almost exploded. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, take it easy. Let’s find a drugstore in the city. We’ll patch you up.” Then Draco switched his voice into the ugliest of modes and yelled, “Hey, meat! Are you here?! Can you hear me?!” 
 
      
 
    It would be hard not to hear a cry like that, but, obviously, Sinner did not respond. 
 
      
 
    Draco continued, 
 
      
 
    “If you’re still alive, don’t get too overjoyed about it! If it’s not us, someone else will get you! Pray to be killed by someone else! Because we’ll kill you slowly! Very slowly! We’ll remember you!” 
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    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    Viking weighed twice as much dead as he did alive. The body may have absorbed a few gallons of water while it was marinating underneath the rock—or, alternatively, Sinner became weaker because of the heat and the thirst, or, perhaps, he was just not thinking straight. He huffed and puffed for a whole five minutes before he could pull the body closer to the coast and place it on a convenient rock. The tide was getting high, and the strip of available dry land became considerably narrower. He didn’t want to strip the body of all the valuables underwater, in close proximity to the predators. 
 
      
 
    Sinner had initially expected trickery, suspecting that the remaining gang members didn’t go anywhere, but were merely trying to make it seem so to him. They could have made their retreat loud, and then returned without making a sound and made an ambush on the shore, waiting for their quarry to become less vigilant. 
 
      
 
    Nevertheless, there were no shots or people jumping from the bushes as he emerged. That much was a blessing. The enemies didn’t seem to like to think things through or wait. Had there been an ambush, they’d have reacted to their quarry coming into close range already. Sinner realized as much, but kept his eyes peeled lest something might happen. 
 
      
 
    It never did. 
 
      
 
    Sinner examined the rifle he’d got from Viking and put it aside with a sigh. This reality was so abnormal that he most likely wouldn’t be able to use the weapon. His bare hands were the only means he could resort to for defending himself. There might have been ways of fixing that, but he still hadn’t found out anything about them. 
 
      
 
    Then, with some hesitation, he grabbed the weapon again. The strange symbol on the left side of the butt drew his attention. It looked familiar. Curved triangles of a strange shape with gaps in their bottoms, their tops linked together. The figures seemed identical, but a closer look revealed the symmetry was incomplete. 
 
      
 
    The symbol was simple enough, yet there was something about it that drew one’s attention—could it be that it looked completely alien? A pattern like that looked out of place on a weapon, and that was that. 
 
      
 
    Sinner put the rifle aside again. He pulled the backpack off the corpse, emptied it of water, and looked inside. Most of the space was taken up by an orange suitcase—Sinner had already seen similar ones from a distance. It had the same sign on either side—curved triangles woven together. 
 
      
 
    Only at that moment did he realize that he’d already seen symbols like that. The first time was in the glowing cube when it appeared on one of the walls. The same symbols were present in the corners of the smartphone and the bracelet screen. They were small and didn’t attract attention, and his day was too stressful for him to notice little details like that. 
 
      
 
    He put aside the suitcase and gleefully grabbed the other object—a plastic bottle. It was half-full, and Sinner downed the content in a single gulp, seeing no reason to stretch out the pleasure. He didn’t even feel much of a taste—all he knew was that he’d just had some carbonated liquid, and the details didn’t interest him. 
 
      
 
    He checked all the other pockets, finding nothing. Too bad. He’d expected more loot—including some clothes. He’d have to strip the corpse now—never a pleasant activity. 
 
      
 
    He took the phone off Viking’s neck, examined it, and then tapped on the screen and pressed his thumb against it.  
 
      
 
    Assign the telephone as your own device? 
 
    Yes/No. 
 
      
 
    That was an interesting function. 
 
      
 
    He chose the positive answer and was disappointed to find out that the phone seemed to be identical to the old one, lost after the encounter with Draco’s gang. There weren’t any additional options of any use. 
 
      
 
    He changed the bracelet as well, but that was a disappointment, too. Countdown to the new activation period was still going, second by second. 
 
      
 
    The first real difference was the gallery. This time it had a folder labeled “Trophy Photos.” There were four snapshots inside—two of them with bloodied corpses of those ugly creatures he’d run into earlier, another one had a smiling Whimsy on it, striking a pose with a rifle on her shoulder against the background of a large swimming-pool surrounded by lush tropical vegetation and rows of lounge chairs. 
 
    On the fourth was a human corpse. The body was covered in blood from head to toe, and the rictus grin revealed a few teeth were missing, knocked out by whatever had destroyed the left side of the poor guy’s face—very likely, the spiked mace one of the six psychos was carrying. The only item of clothing was a loincloth, which led Sinner to a rather unpleasant thought. 
 
      
 
    It appeared that the person in the photograph was someone just like him—only less lucky. 
 
      
 
    The other difference was the Personal Map. There was a message in red: “Would you like to add Viking’s map to yours? Yes/No.” 
 
      
 
    He chose “Yes” and examined the changes in the map. Now there was a curved appendage on it depicting the former telephone owner’s route to the end of the promontory. Having zoomed in, he managed to make out houses, individual trees, and even bushes, but only close to the center of the route. Apparently, the closer the object was to the phone’s owner, the more details the map revealed. 
 
      
 
    He opened the plastic orange suitcase and discovered that it was dry inside, even though it had spent a while underwater. He brought one of the small pages he’d found inside closer to his face. It was absolutely dry, without the slightest hint of dampness. The paper was high-quality, snow white, with a header in black: “For the Skill Book.” 
 
      
 
    Then he pulled out a small horseshoe made of golden-colored plastic. There was the figure 4 in relief on it as well as the same three-triangle pattern, and nothing else. 
 
      
 
    And what was the next object? It looked like a metal donut made of a strangely perforated tube. The metal was gray and looked like oxidized lead. There was a number 12 in relief on it, as well as the familiar symbol. 
 
      
 
    The only object that made any sense to him at all was the last one, although he had questions about it 
 
    as well. Why would anyone need to make a 3/16 wrench out of roughly-polished iron? 
 
      
 
    Sinner examined it, and then placed it back into the suitcase along with the other strange loot. He 
 
    didn’t feel like disposing of these mysterious objects. Viking must have valued this stuff so much that 
 
    he didn’t leave the backpack on the beach and took it with him. In that case, the loot might come in handy. 
 
      
 
    He sighed and started to strip the body. An ugly and an unpleasant procedure, but he didn’t have any choice. 
 
      
 
    It was a pity that the enemies didn’t leave the boots behind—they took both pairs belonging to their dead companions along. Most likely, so that Sinner wouldn’t be able to use them. They didn’t even have to bother to pull them off the corpses’ feet. But why would they need them if they had hiking boots of their own? They must have dumped them somewhere in the bushes, but finding them would be next to impossible. So he’d have to tread on with his feet wrapped up in something as pathetic as plastic bags. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Tropical sun sets at a breakneck pace, without long twilights. Thus, Sinner only managed to reach the beach by nightfall, both legs hurting, cursing the would-be killers’ petty vindictiveness and the lack of shoes. Fortunately, the moon was almost full, and there was enough light not to maim one’s feet beyond repair, but they were still in a sorry condition. 
 
      
 
    The beach stank to high heaven, and Sinner didn’t need to search long for the source of the smell. There were pieces of human bodies lying around next to the upturned and broken lounge chairs. There were individual bones with remains of flesh still clinging to them, limbs, heads, or more complex fragments such as near-whole upper part of the body without any soft tissue left on the lower part. Rats and crabs were making their rounds of the human remains. 
 
      
 
    There must have been one hell of a massacre here—possibly, as recently as today, before Sinner disembarked in the shallows. The heat and the sun had their effect; also, the entrails and their contents were scattered everywhere. The place wasn’t supposed to smell nice. 
 
      
 
    The place looked hideous, and it was dangerously open, too, but Sinner was in no hurry to leave. Apart from the lounge chairs, beach umbrellas, bloodied towels, mattresses, and pieces of human flesh, there were a few useful things as well—including footwear. 
 
      
 
    He found a flip-flop that fit, and saw another one in the distance, where the sandy part ended. It seemed big enough to fit, too. He approached and tried it on; the flip-flop fit. Now his feet had some protection at least; one problem less. However, the protection was temporary—he’d need better shoes. If he had to run, the flip-flops would be no help at all. 
 
      
 
    And it seemed like he’d have to do a lot of running around here. 
 
    
There was an ominous snarling on his right. 
 
      
 
    Sinner turned around, took the rifle off his shoulder and aimed it at the dog that appeared from out of nowhere. It wasn’t huge, but it wasn’t little, either, looking like a crossbreed between a pit bull and a mongrel. It was standing a few paces away, near the border of twilight that started underneath the row of she-oaks that grew all along the coastline just where the beach ended. 
 
      
 
    “Nice doggie,” Sinner said in his kindest voice. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t work. The dog snarled and rushed to attack him. Not the most typical behavior for a man’s best friend. Was it rabid? Anyway, it was hardly the time to wonder about its health. 
 
      
 
    Sinner decided not to risk a shot—it was the wrong moment to have his right hand paralyzed. He threw it to the side, making sure it would fall on the grass and not the sand. It might come in useful eventually, and he had nothing to clean it with. 
 
      
 
    The dog leaped. That was a mistake—canines weren’t airborne creatures and could not direct their flight. 
 
      
 
    He moved aside quickly, turning around at the same time, grabbing the dog by one of the paws and pulling, first to correct its trajectory, and then starting to spin it around himself. Once, twice, faster and faster. The dog was snarling and howling at the same time, but it was in no position to interfere. The momentum wouldn’t let it reach Sinner with its jaws lest he stopped, and he didn’t care about the rest. 
 
      
 
    He took another step aside, and spinning some more, suddenly slammed the dog into the corner of a metal billboard covered in ads. 
 
      
 
    Sinner marveled at the power of inertia as the dog made a weird sound when its lungs, pierced by broken ribs, lost all their air. Sinner threw himself at the maimed animal, pressed its snout into the sand, placed his hand underneath its lower jaw, gave a strong pull and twisted it until he heard a nauseating crack. 
 
      
 
    The dog writhed in agony, wheezed, and became still. Sinner waited for a while, then rose and began looking around, expecting new trouble. He startled instantly when his telephone vibrated—it seemed like a new message had arrived. 
 
      
 
    At that very moment, something happened that made him doubt his mental health. How else would one react to an object appearing out of thin air? It wasn’t there a moment ago, and now it stood right there in plain sight. Like a cut-in from another movie. 
 
      
 
    Only this wasn’t a movie; it was for real. But, in that case, how would one interpret this? There was a miniature suitcase next to the dog. Suitcase would be too grand a name for it. More like a miniature toolbox or some such. 
 
      
 
    Sinner remembered having seen them before and now understood where they came from once the demonic creatures on the beach had been killed. They were called containers, not suitcases. That was the name the gang that had tried to hunt him used. The same items appeared after the death of Pike and Viking. 
 
      
 
    Sinner looked around again, grabbed the near-weightless loot container and slid into the shadows, muttering, 
 
      
 
    “Things sure are interesting around here.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 8 
 
    The Space of Xai. Tier 1. Team 2. Location: Voitrang 
 
    The Pieces Begin to Fit 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    You have assisted in the demise of a Challenge participant. 
 
    Participant nicknamed Pike: caste of Ordinaries, Level 0. 
 
    Status: alarming. 
 
    Mode: aggressive. 
 
    16 points received. 
 
    +364 to Karma 
 
    Participant Pike is listed in your extended rating. 
 
      
 
    You have killed a Challenge participant. 
 
    Participant nicknamed Viking: caste of Commoners, Level 1. 
 
    Status: neutral. 
 
    Mode: aggressive. 
 
    20 points received. 
 
    +497 to Karma 
 
    Participant Viking is listed in your extended rating. 
 
      
 
    Your body has sustained damage. You can start the healing process by using the bracelet’s functions. You can also use healing pills in case you manage to buy them or procure them by some other means. 
 
      
 
    You have taken a Challenge weapon as spoils. Attention: you lack the skills required to use this weapon in battle. You can get additional information on the Challenge item using the camera and the main button (or you can set up your phone for an alternative means of reading information). 
 
      
 
    You have killed an antagonist: a common beast. 
 
    Common beast: feral dog. Caste: none. Level 0. 
 
    Boosts: none. 
 
    16 points received. 
 
    +116 to karma 
 
    Feral dog is listed in your extended rating. 
 
      
 
    Apparently, Sinner missed a couple of messages. Small wonder—he was battling without the phone in the shallows, having thrown it away at once. He didn’t even try to find it afterwards—there was so much rock there that you’d be more likely to have half your hand eaten by crabs than to find something. Now the looted smartphone vibrated, and he could read messages in due time. 
 
      
 
    Sinner re-read everything, approached the window, peeked out and examined the street. There were crashed cars and motorcycles lying around everywhere. In some places you could see human remains and torn dirty clothes. The grim sight was lit up by the moon and the street lights. Oddly, the general chaos notwithstanding, there was still electricity. However, working lights were few and far between. From his observation point Sinner could only see three. 
 
      
 
    The windows of the low-rise buildings were dark. Not a single light, nor the movement of a curtain anywhere. In general, there were no signs of life other than the numerous rats scurrying around. However, there was an eerie feeling something horrendous and doubtlessly deadly could be lurking in any one of these dark corners. Sinner had never considered himself easily impressionable or prone to neuroticism. However, the events of the last couple of hours combined with the grim landscape contributed nothing to his mental well-being. 
 
      
 
    He needed to calm down. He was on the second floor of an ordinary fast food shop. There was no one there, dead or alive. The tables were all turned over, but that was the only way the general havoc touched the place. The place looked secure enough. Apart from that, Sinner blocked the staircase with chairs—no one would be able to get through without making a sound. He’d also found three possible escape routes. Unless a mob of his foes surrounded the place, he’d be able to get away. 
 
      
 
    He calmed down a little, and sat down at the table where he’d placed all his possessions, including a soda bottle and a few packets of peanuts and chips found downstairs. As he was chewing and taking sips of soda, he opened the container that appeared after the death of the dog. Three familiar objects were inside—a horseshoe with the figure 8, a donut with a 2 and a 4 in relief, and a page identical to the one he already had. The curved triangle sign was present everywhere—just like a stamp placed on every object that bore any relation to the events at hand. 
 
      
 
    So what could it be? It looked like worthless junk, but Sinner, albeit not a genius, definitely wasn’t a fool. He would usually be able to come to the right conclusions without it taking him too long, even if the information he’d possessed was incomplete. Thus, he took the phone and started to place the golden-colored horseshoe to the phone in different places. Once he touched the convex lens, the device vibrated, and he received a message he’d never seen before. 
 
      
 
    Attention! This is your first request for displaying an item’s properties. The settings of your device allow the following options for displaying information on such requests: simple mode, extended mode, and maximum extended mode for your status. 
 
      
 
    By default, information is presented in the maximum extended mode for your status. 
 
      
 
    Challenge item. 
 
    Level Sign. 
 
    Capacity: eight units. 
 
    Small object. 
 
      
 
    Brief description: 
 
    When used, adds 8 progress points to level growth. Usage allowed at the launchpad, when the phone’s Private Zone mode is activated (not set up), and in areas that can be classified as private zones (on the current tier all the technically safe areas are classified as such). 
 
      
 
    Brief usage instructions: 
 
    Place the Level Sign (or signs) in a container. Close the container. Scratch or write “Level” on it. The symbols will be used up. Alternatively, write “Level” and the number of points you would like to use up; the remaining points will be transformed into a single Sign containing all the points that haven’t been used. 
 
      
 
    Attention! The container will be destroyed as a result. 
 
      
 
    Sinner had two containers, but he was in no hurry to sacrifice either—it seemed it would be pointless, at any rate. According to the information the phone had provided at the very beginning, he need fifty progress points, and he’d only get twelve for the two horseshoes, so his qualities would remain the same. 
 
      
 
    Besides, it remained to be seen whether anything would happen even if he did collect fifty. After all, it was completely impossible to understand what he was part of and how it worked. 
 
      
 
    The events he was experiencing were nothing like his regular life. Thus, he’d have to be circumspect about applying his old experience to the situation. He needed new experience and was trying to get as much of it as he could as soon as possible. 
 
      
 
    He touched the rifle’s stock with the camera and read a new message 
 
      
 
    Challenge item. 
 
    Color: Black. 
 
    Weapon. Type: physical. Class: firearm. Range: long. Variety: rifle. 
 
    Large item. 
 
    Level: 0. 
 
    Rank: basic item (can contain 1 attribute (1 more available with the use of an expander)). 
 
    Artifact properties: none. 
 
    Activated attributes: none (1 slot available). 
 
    Link: none. 
 
    Durability: 107/125. 
 
    Attack: very low. 
 
    Defense: none. 
 
    Created by: The Challenge Ladder. 
 
      
 
    Resources available upon destruction: 1–3 bars of regular wood, 1–3 pieces of basic ore, 1–2 pieces of simple string, 1–2 rolls of simple thread, 1–2 tubes of simple varnish. 
 
      
 
    Attention! The amount of resources may grow as skills associated with gathering material resources are learned and developed. Without them you can only get a minimum amount (in case of successful destruction). 
 
      
 
    Brief description: 
 
    Small-caliber Anschutz rifle. Single-loader. Caliber: .22 Long Rifle. High precision over short distances. Low rate of fire. Low basic damage. Very low armor-piercing capacity. 
 
      
 
    Sinner didn’t know how levels and attributes applied to rifles. But he understood little about everything else as well. It was good enough that he no longer was completely ignorant and was beginning to make sense of things. 
 
      
 
    He only wished he could do it faster. 
 
      
 
    He touched the “donut” with the lens. 
 
      
 
    Challenge item. 
 
    Universal Development Symbol (UDS). 
 
    Capacity: 24 units. 
 
    Small object. 
 
      
 
    Brief description: 
 
    When used, adds 24 progress points to stats, parameters, and skills. Usage allowed at the launchpad, when the phone’s Private Zone mode is activated (not set up), and in areas that can be classified as private zones (on the current tier all the technically safe areas are classified as such). 
 
      
 
    Brief usage instruction: 
 
    Place the UDS (or several) in a container. Close the container. Scratch or write “Stat (stat name),”Parameter (parameter name),” or “Skill (skill name)” on it. The symbols will be used up. Alternatively, specify the number of points you would like to use up; the remaining points will be transformed into a single UDS containing all the points that haven’t been used. 
 
      
 
    Attention! The container will be destroyed as a result. 
 
      
 
    Thus, the puppet masters that had invented this weirdness have offered Sinner an opportunity of developing the Unarmed Combat skills. But he was more interested in gaining access to other weapons such as rifles or axes. He had six shots and couldn’t use them. There must be some manner of learning the necessary skills. 
 
      
 
    Could it be right before Sinner right now? 
 
      
 
    The lens touched one of the paper sheets. 
 
      
 
    Challenge item. 
 
    Skill Book Page. 
 
    Small object. 
 
      
 
    Brief description: 
 
    A number of skill book pages can be compiled into a specific basic skill book from your skill list (or, alternatively, one or several random books). 
 
      
 
    125 skill book pages +1 soul of a creature can be used for the small skill lottery (high chance of creating a single basic skill, a small chance of creating a simple skill, a tiny chance of creating an enhanced skill). 
 
      
 
    250 skill book pages +1 soul of a creature + 1 soul of a beast can be used for the big skill lottery (very high chance of creating 1–2 basic skills, a high chance of creating a simple skill, a little chance of creating an enhanced skill, a small chance of creating an excellent skill, a tiny chance of creating a brilliant skill). 
 
      
 
    500 skill book pages +2 creature souls + 2 beast souls can be used for the great skill lottery (guaranteed chance of creating 1–3 basic skills, an extremely high chance of creating 1–2 enhanced skills, a high chance of creating an excellent skill, a small chance of creating a brilliant skill, a tiny chance of creating a rare skill, a tiny chance of creating a very rare skill). 
 
      
 
    1000 skill book pages +3 creature souls + 3 beast souls + 1 soul of a very powerful beast or creature can be used for the greatest skill lottery (guaranteed chance of creating 1–5 basic skills, guaranteed chance of creating 1–4 simple skills, guaranteed chance of creating 1–3 enhanced skills, an extremely high chance of creating 1–2 excellent skills, a high chance of creating a brilliant skill, a high chance of creating a rare skill, a small chance of creating a very rare skill, a tiny chance of creating a legendary skill, a near-impossible chance of creating an ideal skill). 
 
      
 
    In order to begin the lottery, place the required number of skill book pages and the corresponding number and type of soul into the container (make sure you have the right amount of everything!) Afterwards, the container has to be closed and you must scratch or write “Lottery” on it and enter the name of the skill from your book in parentheses, or “Lottery (random). Attention! The container will be destroyed as a result, to be replaced by a book (or books) of skill (if you succeed) or dust and ashes with singed pieces of paper (if you fail). 
 
      
 
    The situation was definitely extremely weird, but one had to acknowledge that the instructions were understandable in general. The kind of clear and straightforward instructions one should hang on mental hospital walls. 
 
      
 
    Thus, 125 papers of this sort and some mystery substance known as a soul can provide one with a certain random skill. Given that Sinner already had two, he surmised the rest of them would work in the same way. So if right now he could only fight with bare hands, he should learn to use maces, knives, rifles, and so on. Before he did it for every type of weapon (or every set of types), it was just going to be him and his fists. 
 
      
 
    He only had five pages at the moment, so learning to use something serious would take a lot of effort. There may be other ways of unblocking access to different types of weapons, but Sinner knew nothing about them. 
 
      
 
    He was left with the last item, but it didn’t seem likely to give one access to a new skill. That miniature wrench made out of low-quality iron. 
 
      
 
    Challenge item. 
 
    Small Repair Token. 
 
    Capacity: 5 units. 
 
    Small object. 
 
      
 
    Restores 5 Challenge item durability units. 
 
      
 
    To begin the restoration process, you have to place the damaged item and the required quantity of repair tokens into a container, then close the container and scratch or write the word “Repair” on it. 
 
      
 
    Attention! The container will be destroyed as a result. The repaired item will appear in its place. 
 
      
 
    Sinner felt like trying this thing out just to see how it worked. He had a rifle that had lost some of its durability after being thrown into the sea and banged on rocks—also, its previous owner must have been careless. However, he didn’t feel like sacrificing a container yet (nor would it fit into either), so he’d have to leave the experimentation for later. 
 
      
 
    Although there was a single experiment that he would apparently have to conduct. Sinner confiscated Viking’s bracelet as well as his phone. According to what he’d heard the gang say, the gizmo had excellent healing and restorative abilities, to say the least. 
 
      
 
    It was amazing that the telephone responded very informatively to every question related to the bracelet’s functions. If he understood what he’d read correctly, it appeared that regeneration could be used to grow a new limb in five days in case of getting seriously maimed, the antibiotic healed everything from a simple cold to smallpox in a couple of hours, and the stimulant kept you awake for twelve hours. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, one could not resort to magic healing too often. It wasn’t just that there were side effects involved. After using some sort of an injection he’d have to wait for 120 hours for the bracelet to recharge. Accelerating this process seemed impossible—or, perhaps, Sinner simply didn’t know how to get to that data. 
 
      
 
    Side effects were an important thing to consider, too. There was a warning that the bracelet’s functions were rather efficacious, but that there were side effects as well. Unregulated usage might negatively affect one’s cogitation and perception of the world, have physical effects, and so on. The risk would become higher if one added looted drugs to the mix. It was supposed to be even more effective, especially the higher-level varieties, but mixing it with the bracelet’s shots would lead to unpredictable side effects. 
 
      
 
    What kind of drugs would those be? 
 
      
 
    This wasn’t quite clear, and the telephone refused to provide any information on the subject. 
 
      
 
    At any rate, nothing here was clear or made any sense at all. One merely needed to discard what one didn’t need and move on. 
 
      
 
    Thus, he had two completely charged bracelets with a basic function set. He could afford to use one for experimenting. Sinner was indeed in need of healing—some scrapes on his skin looked like the stuff of nightmares, and his right hand hurt any time he would move it. The bullet didn’t just touch the skin; there was some muscle damage, too. One’s supposed to stitch up such wounds, but where would he find surgical needles and thread or anything that could serve in that capacity? This resort town should have drugstores, but their signs weren’t lit, so finding one would require a lot of effort. Besides, there were risks—he noticed the potbellied freaks twice, and something that looked like a human figure in the distance. And he trusted people even less than those ever-ravenous abominations. 
 
      
 
    Hiding in shelters such as this one was out, too. Sinner was mere prey for the likes of Draco and his team. Who knew how many bloodthirsty ghouls were roaming the neighborhood? He might not survive another encounter with a gang of killers, even if all of them were wimps. Taking unnecessary risks would be stupid. 
 
      
 
    Other participants had all kinds of weapons. He had nothing. Using unarmed combat against axes and bullets would be a tough challenge. 
 
      
 
    He examined his wounds once again. They didn’t look any better. So far, they were fresh and there was no inflammation—he still had some juice left in him. Tomorrow, though, everything would start to hurt like hell, and every movement would become a torture. His hands and feet were in the worst shape—he scraped most of the skin off them during the short battle. 
 
      
 
    Something had to be done about it. He wouldn’t survive without working limbs. Besides, he was in the tropics, where you could get tetanus as easy as a common cold. The disinfecting qualities of seawater weren’t almighty, as some might believe. Besides, Sinner could have caught some kind of an infection on dry land as he was tearing through the shrubs, waving away the insects. Thus, he was risking getting multiple festering wounds on most of his body—in the best-case scenario. 
 
      
 
    Having made the decision, he opened the bracelet’s menu and chose everything apart from the stimulant by activating the options “Antibiotic,” “Regenerator” and “Painkiller.” He hesitated about the painkiller for a while, but decided he could do with some. He needed proper rest, which is hard to get when you’re all scraped up from every side. Painkiller would do him for a sleeping pill. 
 
      
 
    He confirmed his choice. The bracelet started to vibrate slightly, and then his wrist felt three near-painless pricks. 
 
      
 
    He waited for a few minutes, but hasn’t noticed any changes about his condition other than a strong metallic taste in his mouth and extreme drowsiness. The latter might not be the result of an injection, however—it was a tough day and his body needed rest. 
 
      
 
    He set the alarm to 5 AM. He wouldn’t get a lot of sleep, but enough to restore his body. 
 
      
 
    He’d see about the regenerative effect once he woke up. The extreme weirdness of what had been going on, certain things he overheard eavesdropping on his would-be killers, and a tiny bit of intuition all assured Sinner that the drug from the bracelet would work the way it was supposed to. He might not wake up fresh and full of pep, but his skin would heal at the very least. 
 
      
 
    However, sleeping until five was but a fleeting dream. 
 
      
 
    There was an interference. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    The Space of Xai. Tier 1. Team 2. Location: Voitrang 
 
    “Watch Your Neck” 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sinner never complained about the state of his nerves. To be sure, he never tried to use them as lines for catching whales, but he believed they’d hold a medium-sized one just fine. 
 
      
 
    Thus, he went right to sleep as any honest and cold-blooded person would, disregarding the hideous beasts and armed maniacs, to whom his life would be a prize, haunting the streets. 
 
      
 
    Yet Sinner was never known to be haphazard about his security either. Thus, before nodding off, he placed a few tablecloths on the table and barricaded his nest with tables standing upside down or lying on the side. He’d scattered the chairs all across the hall, tying some of them together in unstable positions using the threads from the same fishnet he’d found at the end of the promontory. So the entire space was half-barricade, half-trap. No one could get to their quarry quickly or silently. 
 
      
 
    And yet, all his caution measures notwithstanding, the moment Sinner awoke he became aware there was someone next to him trying something life-threatening right now. 
 
      
 
    He managed to raise his forearms, instinctively protecting the head, and even started to jump up. However, at that very moment something thin and hard drove itself into the shreds of tablecloth he’d used to staunch his wounds and started to get pulled upwards—towards the neck. 
 
      
 
    The setting moon came from underneath the clouds at the moment, and its light fell right onto the window. Sinner saw the glitter of a metal string someone had gotten over his body. A good old garrote, no less. It must have been hard to put it over a body sleeping under a table, so the attacker must have given himself away somehow. 
 
      
 
    However, that was as far as the good news went. Strips of tablecloth weren’t the best protection, and the garrote looked rather intimidating. It could slice his muscles all the way down to the bone, and the strangler was using it like a true professional—tightening it while twisting from side to side. 
 
      
 
    Sinner jerked in one direction, then another, to throw the strangler out of his rhythm, making him waste his energy on holding down the intended victim instead of tightening the string relentlessly. The pressure started to subside—the other guy didn’t seem to be that strong. 
 
      
 
    Sinner rose and made a dash for the wall, throwing apart the barricade. His hands were literally tied—almost flush to the neck that he’d only managed to protect using both his forearms. 
 
      
 
    However, the strangler’s hands were full, too, so they were on a par in that respect. The next couple of seconds would be decisive. He only had one attempt. 
 
      
 
    Sinner assessed the distance and the angle, and managed to jump onto a table near the wall, easily dragging the would-be killer along. Either he didn’t weigh much, or Sinner was functioning in complete adrenaline overdrive. Then he made a calculated turn, not just dragging the opponent along, but shoving him in the right direction—like a spinning top with a rag stuck to it. He was trying something similar to what he’d done to the dog on the beach, but things were a lot more complicated now—and a lot scarier, too. 
 
      
 
    The garrote tightened, cutting into the left forearm. But at the very same time the strangler’s feet left the floor, and, having made an almost complete revolution around Sinner, he all but impaled himself on a pair of antlers hanging on the wall—just as planned. Sinner himself hit his head on some shelf with a row of trophy cups on it and got dizzy for a moment, with sparks before his eyes. 
 
      
 
    However, the would-be killer had it tougher. He wailed and fell on the table to the sound of tearing fabric—his clothes got run through by the antlers. That was good. Better still, there were also flesh wounds involved—something warm sprinkled his cheek, and his nostrils felt the smell of blood. 
 
      
 
    Sinner wasn’t even trying to remove the garrote. He flexed his body and fell on his enemy’s body seeing almost nothing, driving his forehead into the strangler’s face as hard as he could. There were more sparks before his eyes as the other guy’s cartilage cracked and the table legs creaked from all the abuse. 
 
      
 
    Both came down with a crash. The strangler fell into the debris, cried out again and started jerking, but he was no longer tightening the garrote. Sinner, grinning madly, hit him again, aiming for the nose. Then he raised his head and did it again, and then again, feeling the enemy’s facial bones give way, the skin on his forehead breaking, his own blood mixing with the enemy’s, getting into his eyes and making it impossible to see, and hearing his foe’s yelling as he was drowning in blood. 
 
      
 
    This time Sinner used his own forehead to dispatch another wannabe killer. But what was he to do? His forearms were immobilized by the garrote, and trying to free them would cost him precious time, which was on his enemy’s side. 
 
      
 
    So he had to use the strongest bone in his skull as a weapon, and then, after rising, kick the body in the throat a few times. Much easier to do to an unconscious opponent, even if one was barefoot. 
 
      
 
    A container appeared from out of nowhere, well-visible in the moonlight, but even then it took Sinner one final kick, this time delivered to a dead body, to calm down. 
 
      
 
    It was only afterwards that he could finally sit down and groan. 
 
      
 
    His head hurt like hell. It was as if someone’s been using it to crack coconuts (which was close to the truth). His forearm was bleeding profusely—the garrote had sliced deep into it. 
 
      
 
    First he got out of the noose. Then Sinner studied the strangler’s weapon and realized why he couldn’t escape it before. The steel string had a mechanism at the back—it worked perfectly for tightening the string, but wouldn’t let it get back loose—you’d need to loosen the stopper first. Very convenient—you could just leave the device on the victim’s neck, and strangulation was guaranteed—there’d be too little time to reach for the device at the back, and even with that done, one would have to figure out how it works—a near-impossible task when you had to do it by feel and when the supply of oxygen to your brain had already fallen drastically. 
 
      
 
    Having sorted out things with the garrote, he rose, went back to his destroyed bed, took the rifle and walked around the hall, occasionally looking out of the window. If there were foes watching from dark corners, they’d have no way of knowing Sinner couldn’t use the weapon, and might get frightened and retreat. 
 
      
 
    Yet there was nothing and no one. Just some brazen rat scuttled from underneath the table and made a dash for the staircase, but it died with a squeak when Sinner, reacting instinctively, kicked the rodent as hard as he could, straight into the wall. 
 
      
 
    But no one knew it was dead for sure. It might just have been unconscious. There was no container, after all. 
 
      
 
    Sinner had to answer that question. With some aversion, he covered the creature with a folded tablecloth and stomped on it to be sure of the rat’s demise. Yet there was no container, and his phone didn’t vibrate with another incoming message. 
 
      
 
    Still, the rat was definitely dead. Apparently, not every victory was rewarded. 
 
      
 
    Actually, Sinner turned out to be wrong about the telephone. It did vibrate after a pause. However, the message turned out to be rather unusual. 
 
      
 
    Unmotivated murder. 
 
    Penalty: -10 from karma. 
 
      
 
    Attention! This is your first unmotivated murder. The penalty is therefore minimal. Your status allows you to get extra points and karma, but you can lose a substantial part of your gains if you continue killing without a reason. 
 
      
 
    It turned out that killing someone for fun or as an experiment was punishable here. He lost 10 karma points and didn’t get any loot. There was therefore no point in destroying every living thing you’d see. 
 
      
 
    He looked out of the window once again. The street was empty. 
 
      
 
    So he could finally get out of his combat alert mode and handle the consequences. 
 
      
 
    The stranger was a short, wiry man. Little was left of his face, but by certain features Sinner concluded the man must have come from somewhere in South-East Asia. He’d seen quite a few folks with the same build and complexion there. 
 
      
 
    He sure got lucky with the opponent—the guy was frail and far from young, with not much muscle mass to speak of. If it were a seven-foot-tall bravo, it would have ended there and then. With this one, he’d managed to use the antlers to his advantage without even breaking a sweat, and then drive the opponent into the table debris using his mass and brute force, virtually without using his arms. 
 
      
 
    Speaking of arms, the wound on his forearm was shallow. It bled, but as Sinner staunched it with the strips of the same material, he realized it would heal easily. He’d just need to avoid getting it infected. 
 
      
 
    He also noted that the drug from the bracelet did in fact work. Even the left thigh, scraped considerably, no longer pulsated with pain to the rhythm of his heartbeat. Instead of a huge wound there was just a scarred spot, and pressing on it no longer felt like agony. As for smaller wounds, most of them were already gone without a trace. 
 
      
 
    A miracle, and a good one. He wished they didn’t come in so short a supply. 
 
      
 
    He changed the bandage on his right forearm—the previous one also got damaged by the garrote. There were no wounds left on it, either, but one could never be too prudent.  
 
      
 
    He’d encountered but one master strangler with an advanced garrote, but who knew how many more might lurk nearby? That saw-like string looked scary. If Sinner hadn’t thrown up protected forearms, he’d have the muscles on his arms and his neck cut through—or, perhaps, even bones as well. 
 
      
 
    A truly terrible weapon. 
 
      
 
    The battle required all of Sinner’s attention, so he couldn’t have noticed the vibration notifying him of a message. But he was sure there’d be one. That was indeed the case. 
 
      
 
    You have killed a random creature. 
 
      
 
    Random creature: Psycho Strangler. Caste: Pariahs., Level 1. 
 
    Special abilities: extra silent. 
 
    Status: silent death. 
 
    Mode: aggressive. 
 
    28 points received. 
 
    +385 to Karma 
 
    The Psycho Strangler is listed in your extended rating. 
 
      
 
    Your body has sustained damage. You can start the healing process by using the bracelet’s functions. You can also use healing pills in case you manage to buy them or procure them by some other means. 
 
      
 
    You have taken a Challenge weapon as spoils. Attention: you lack the skills required to use this weapon in battle. You can get additional information on the Challenge item using the camera and the main button (or you can set up your phone for an alternative means of reading information). 
 
      
 
    The Psycho Strangler came barefoot, but he was clothed, so Sinner had to search through his pockets. However, the guy was carrying nothing but a disposable lighter. 
 
      
 
    The container, on the other hand, contained some decent loot. There was much more inside this one than the one he’d received for killing the dog. The level difference might have affected it, as well as the fact that the would-be killer possessed a special ability that allowed him to reach Sinner’s nest silently. 
 
      
 
    There was a horseshoe with twelve level points and a ring for the rest of the parameters with the number 36 on it, as well as four skill book pages. 
 
      
 
    There were three more things in the container that he’d never seen before. 
 
      
 
    Challenge item. 
 
    Small transformer (ST). 
 
    Small object. 
 
      
 
    Brief description: When used on a regular object, it can transform it into a Challenge object with the likelihood of 25%. Usage allowed at the launchpad, when the phone’s Private Zone mode is activated (not set up), and in areas that can be classified as private zones (on the current tier all the technically safe areas are classified as such). 
 
      
 
    Attention! The item will be Level 0. 
 
      
 
    Brief usage instruction: 
 
    Place the object and the transformer in a container. Close the container. Scratch or write “Transform” on it. There are three possible outcomes: the item will be transformed, and the ST will disappear; the item will not be transformed, and the ST will disappear; the item will be destroyed, and the ST will disappear. 
 
      
 
    Attention! The container will be destroyed as a result. 
 
      
 
    The transformer looked like a square cross made of small black rods. The material looked like polished stone. As always, he had lots of questions left, but he did get the gist of it. This thing could transform some item the telephone wouldn’t react to into a Challenge item, showing corresponding information, and, possibly, drawing a triangle star logo on it. He didn’t know what the purpose of this was, but, apparently, he could benefit from it somehow. He’d have to do his research. 
 
      
 
    The second unfamiliar object lifted his spirits immediately. It was nice to have received something doubtlessly useful for a change. 
 
      
 
    Challenge item. 
 
    Small healing pill. 
 
    Small object. 
 
      
 
    Brief description: 
 
    Treats superficial wounds—scratches, scrapes, bruises, shallow cuts and bites, minor sprains and burns (removes them in 3 to 4 hours under ideal conditions). Stops minor bleeding within 1 to 5 minutes. Can be used anywhere and in any situation. 
 
      
 
    Brief usage instructions: 
 
    Take the pill out of the blister. Place it in your mouth as soon as possible and swallow it (use liquid to wash the pill down if needed). There are no counter-indications, but frequent use, as well as combining it with bracelet injections or other drugs can bring about brief and minor side effects such as reduced mental capacity, panic attacks, euphoria, loss of coordination, nausea, lachrymation, arrhythmia, tremors, loss of appetite, and so on. Use more effective pills to lower the chance of side effects. Can be taken before, after, or with food. 
 
      
 
    The blister was square, with a single red capsule in the center. Sinner could really have done with something like this last night. With a drug like that he wouldn’t have had to use up the charge in the bracelet he’d received as loot. 
 
      
 
    Special Challenge item. 
 
    Challenge coin (CC). 
 
    Nominal value: 1 CC. 
 
    No size gradation. Cannot be lost under any limit. 
 
      
 
    Brief description: 
 
    Bronze coin with the nominal value of one. Accepted by traders on every tier of the Challenge. It is a special Challenge item; there is no limit on the amount that can be carried. 
 
      
 
    Sinner couldn’t say the third item was a disappointment. It’s just that he had no idea what to do with it. He saw no traders here and had no idea how they could trade in a place full of aggressive beasts scuttling through grizzly scenes of massacre between torn-apart and savaged bodies. 
 
      
 
    This might not be the case everywhere—there may well be calmer parts. But Sinner had no idea where to find them, so the coin would have to go into his pocket and wait for better times, should they decide to come at some point. 
 
      
 
    Damn, he had more questions than answers now. The only certainty was that he kept running into more trouble and more inexplicable phenomena. If Sinner didn’t lose his mind and hallucinate all this, anyone who’d come up with this thing must definitely be damaged goods. How could anyone send another person into something like this without any information? Why would it have to happen to him? What did he do to make the puppet masters so irate? Draco’s crew looked like they knew exactly what they were doing. Why was it so different for him? 
 
      
 
    Although… 
 
      
 
    He should keep his status in mind. Judging by what he’d managed to glean so far, he was here in the status of a whipping boy. Other participants must have received detailed information on how everything worked, what one should and shouldn’t do, and so on. The likes of him were given two options: to die quickly or try to find out about how things worked on their own. 
 
      
 
    He already understood a few things—such as focusing his efforts on containers and their content. Judging by the pill, they could offer really useful items. 
 
      
 
    He should also address the problem of being unable to use anything but fists in battle. He’d already had two looted weapons with him—the rifle and the garrote. Unfortunately, so far it was useless cargo incapable of aiding him in battle. 
 
      
 
    Information was scarce, but as far as he could see, the only kind of progress currently available to him was upping one of his skills. Level 1 required 50 Universal Development Symbols, or UDSs. He had these very 50 symbols, as well as three containers he could use. 
 
      
 
    He only had two skills at his disposal—namely, Cartography and Unarmed Combat. He’d obviously have to opt for the latter. And the sooner he did it, the better. It made no sense to stay in a building where someone tried to strangle you only a short while ago. But he’d need to plan his further itinerary and make sure all was quiet around him first. 
 
      
 
    He could also conduct a new experiment. Who could tell how it all worked here. He might get a valuable martial arts skill in a moment. Sinner was good with his fists in the first place, and here he could probably become so strong he’d scare himself. 
 
      
 
    Operation rejected. The participant’s skill level cannot exceed their general level (this does not apply to start bonuses or other bonuses). 
 
      
 
    That wasn’t something he’d consider good news. Sinner’s dream of becoming a great kung fu master was shot down in flames. He’d have to level up first, which required fifty signs. He only had 24. So it was probably high time to go hunt for the remaining 26. 
 
      
 
    He looked out of the window. It was completely dark. The odd occasional street light looked ominous and hardly poured any light over anything. 
 
      
 
    He wondered where the electricity came from when everything was torn apart and overrun by hideous beasts and stranglers that could sneak up on you without making a sound. 
 
      
 
    But that was completely irrelevant to Sinner at the moment. 
 
      
 
    He had two functional hands. He also had to get his 26 Level Signs somewhere. 
 
      
 
    Where would that be? Oh, anywhere—there were potential sources of golden horseshoes sneaking through the streets every now and then.  
 
      
 
    There was also an excellent collection of knives in the restaurant’s kitchen. The fact that he couldn’t use them as assault weapons meant nothing. Sinner had a head on his shoulders, after all, and no one could forbid him to use his brain.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 10 
 
    The Space of Xai. Tier 1. Team 2. Location: Voitrang 
 
    Race Against the Alarm 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Half an hour had passed since the last time two freaks scuttled down the street. Sinner decided against messing with them—he remembered that their claws were sharp, and their teeth, even sharper. It sure was great they didn’t use the latter against him during their first encounter. 
 
      
 
    He definitely wasn’t ready to face two such enemies. Therefore, he just watched them wistfully as they went by. 
 
      
 
    The sky in the east was becoming grayish, heralding the coming sunrise. And morning twilight is just as short as the evening twilight in the tropics. Soon enough he’d have to face a higher risk of being discovered. Sinner hid the phone under the counter of a souvenir shop, which sat smack in the open, where everyone could see it, and kept watching the place. There were many things he didn’t know and could only find out about by experiment. If the location of the perfidious device could somehow be identified by others before it went into announcement mode, someone might turn up. That’s how he would know.  
 
      
 
    And if this someone appeared alone and walked into a trap, it would be just perfect. 
 
      
 
    A live prisoner would be a trove of useful information. Sinner thought about Draco’s gang, where no one looked or behaved like a professional. With a huge arsenal including two rifles, they let a naked victim get away. They were armed and ready to kill, but an unarmed guy got the better of them. Wherever all these people came from, they could be handled even under the least favorable circumstances imaginable. 
 
      
 
    Another key to success was preparing your battlefield well in advance. This is why Sinner spent so much time studying the environs. He didn’t find anything useful yet, but he knew where he could run if he found himself in a tight spot and where he could hide and try to turn the situation to his advantage. 
 
      
 
    A piece of glass shattered somewhere on the left. It sounded as if someone had just kicked a bottle passing by. Sinner already noted that the beasts were extremely fond of breaking, smashing, and kicking everything in their way, occasionally making a dash for the nearest corpse to bite off a chunk of flesh. These creatures seemed to eat all the time—they were always chewing something. 
 
      
 
    But a human could have made such a noise, too—or a rat, still just as numerous here as ever. He had no alternative but to wait. And observe.  
 
      
 
    Something flashed between the branches of decorative shrubs serving Sinner as shelter. He finally saw the source of the noise in the peephole that he had made tearing off leaf by leaf carefully. It was indeed a beast—a lone one. He couldn’t see any of its companions. This one was hurrying somewhere on its own, its jaws in constant motion. 
 
      
 
    That was the very situation he’d been waiting for. He stood up and threw a bunch of keys in front of him. It clinked as it hit the paved pedestrian path. He waved his arms so that the beast would definitely notice him. 
 
      
 
    The beast turned its head and froze, looking at the human ravenously. The next second it was on its way towards him, deciding against taking a bite out of another corpse. Live prey was best. 
 
      
 
    Sinner knew how fast these awkwardly-built creatures could be, so he didn’t wait and started running. He jumped over the bushes on the other side of the lawn, turned, and ran parallel to the shrubs following the narrow asphalted path leading to a gate in the wall around the yard of a small hotel. He didn’t follow the paved path, but rather ran all the way across the lawn, jumping at the beginning and then correcting the vector of motion. 
 
      
 
    The beast ran into the gate and dashed towards its escaping prey following the straightest line, but it didn’t run for long. 
 
      
 
    Sinner didn’t just jump over the place where the lawn began on a whim—he jumped over the wire he’d placed there himself, knotting it together from whatever strings he could cut from the blinds. Not much of a rope—you couldn’t use it to hang someone. But it sufficed for the beast. It didn’t notice the obstacles, tripped, and fell onto the ground, skewering itself on two of the knives that Sinner had planted all across the lawn in abundance, blades facing upwards. The grass wasn’t all that tall, but tall enough to hide the metal that was additionally covered in dirt. 
 
      
 
    One of the blades ran right through a clawed paw. Not much of a wound. But the other one in the creature’s chest was more serious. The thing tried to move forward and nearly eviscerated itself. It started wheezing and making gargling sounds, pulling its legs to itself and finally beginning to rise from the knives.  
 
      
 
    Sinner was no longer running away. He was returning. He approached and jumped, his both feet landing on the beast’s back, driving the knife back inside. Then he sat down, pinning the deformed body with his feet and delivered a mighty blow on the creature’s head. His fist was wrapped in a bandage he’d found at a local drugstore. He even covered it in dirt so as not to have it visible as a white spot in the darkness. 
 
      
 
    The opponent was resilient like no human alive (nothing to be surprised about there). The most powerful blows on the head that would knock out a heavyweight boxer only slowed it down a bit. Fortunately, Sinner didn’t just beat the freak—he also pressed on the creature’s back to drive the knife deeper and dragged its body forward to make the wound wider. Judging by the hoarse gurgling, the beast wasn’t fond of the procedure. 
 
      
 
    It started jerking more violently at some point, managed to twist itself upwards, and revealed the side of its head, which instantly became the target of a mighty blow. 
 
      
 
    The bulging temple bone cracked, the ugly creature convulsed; then its movements slowed down and stopped altogether. A narrow crimson tongue lolled out of the open maw. 
 
      
 
    A container appeared right next to the bald skull. 
 
      
 
    It was done. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    You have killed an antagonist. 
 
    Antagonist: Gaki novice. Caste: none. Level 2. 
 
    Special abilities: enhanced hearing 
 
    Attention! You have used a trap for achieving victory without activating the corresponding skill. You receive penalties on both points and karma. 
 
    12 points received. 
 
    +144 to karma 
 
    The Gaki novice is listed in your extended rating. 
 
      
 
    Sinner didn’t know what use points and karma were yet or what benefits they gave, but nevertheless marked that the use of the most primitive trap affected the score negatively. 
 
      
 
    Nevertheless, even if it turned out they were the most important things in this mad world, Sinner was interested in something else currently—namely, the contents of the container. The method he used to come to victory shouldn’t have any effect on what was inside—at least, the message said nothing to that effect. Thus, he should disregard the rules and do anything he could if it would allow him dispatch an opponent with minimum damage to himself. Or, perhaps, even no damage whatsoever, the way it happened now. 
 
      
 
    Sinner suppressed the greedy reflex to open the orange suitcase immediately. He dashed for the blossoming bushes, crossed another path, and went into the door of the hotel’s gym that he had left open in advance. 
 
      
 
    He spent about two minutes peeking out of the windows on either side carefully. Having noticed nothing suspicious, he started on the contents of the container. 
 
      
 
    Twelve level signs, forty Universal Development Symbols, three Skill Book pages, and one Challenge Coin. Everything (or mostly everything) about those was clear. There was no healing pill, unfortunately. However, there was a new object. Sinner reached for the phone. 
 
      
 
    Challenge item. 
 
    Recipe page. 
 
    Small recipe. 
 
      
 
    Brief description: 
 
    A number of recipe book pages can be compiled into a specific basic recipe book from your skill list (or, alternatively, one or several random recipe books). 
 
      
 
    100 recipe book pages can be used for the small recipe lottery (high chance of creating one or two basic recipes, a small chance of creating a serious recipe). 
 
      
 
    250 recipe book pages can be used for the big recipe lottery (very high chance of creating 3–6 basic recipes, a high chance of creating a serious recipe, a small chance of creating a very serious recipe). 
 
      
 
    500 recipe book pages can be used for the great recipe lottery (an extremely high chance of creating 1–3 serious recipes, a high chance of creating 1–2 very serious recipes, a small chance of creating a very rare recipe, a tiny chance of creating a legendary recipe). 
 
      
 
    In order to begin the lottery, place the required number of skill book pages into the container (make sure you have the right amount of everything!). Afterwards, the container has to be closed and you must scratch or write “Lottery” on it and enter the name of the recipe from your book in parentheses, or “Lottery” (random). Attention! The container will be destroyed as a result, to be replaced by recipes (if you succeed) or dust and ashes with singed pieces of paper (if you fail). 
 
      
 
    It was one of the cases when he could understand every word, but not their general meaning. Sinner decided to keep the page for future use—it weighed next to nothing. Still, he didn’t feel like he’d found something particularly valuable. 
 
      
 
    He also recollected his arrival here when he first used the phone trying to make some sense of his surroundings and why he’d been given a device like that, but no clothes. 
 
      
 
    Tier 1 of the Challenge Ladder. 
 
      
 
    Tier specifics: tropical zone, seashore, mounds, rocks, hills, lush tropical forests, damp valleys, large agricultural zones, deactivated inhabitants, several randomly-scattered towns, high temperatures and humidity. There are several stationary trade zones. 
 
      
 
    Primary antagonists: gaki, jungle. 
 
      
 
    Possible antagonists: random creatures, Challenge participants.  
 
      
 
    General recommendations: watch your neck, pay attention to hygiene, tend to wounds without delay. 
 
      
 
    Now these words made a lot more sense to him. Even the strange warning to watch your neck no longer seemed strange when you knew that someone with a steel garrote and bad intentions might approach you noiselessly during the night. 
 
      
 
    So the uglies were called gaki. Not the most common word, but Sinner knew what it meant. It was a term from Japanese mythology—they were insatiable demons devouring everything they could reach ravenously, yet still staying hungry. If they appeared among people, they consumed them with great enthusiasm, and yet their hunger was never sated. They looked like grotesque pregnant skeletons covered in skin and armed with claws and fangs. The ones Sinner saw here had a little more muscle on them, but they were still thin and their bellies hung almost all the way down to their knees, so the description fit. Whoever was running this place must have had the very same demons in mind, assigning the “pregnant skeletons” the role of primary antagonists. 
 
      
 
    Now, the jungle—that was still a question unanswered. What would that be about? Carnivorous trees? Aggressive animals? Strangling vines? 
 
      
 
    Unconsciously, Sinner rubbed his neck. The memories of the attempt on his life last night were still too fresh. He’d still get triggered by any mention of strangulation for quite a while, he thought. 
 
      
 
    Anyway, he hoped the jungle would not be too bad. Even the gaki were nothing special when dispatched according to the plan, and when there was just one of them around. 
 
      
 
    Sinner already had thirty-six level signs. Thus, he only needed fourteen more to get to fifty, and he only knew one way of achieving that. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It took about an hour to get another gaki into the same trap. Sometimes more than one of the freaks would appear, and he’d have to forego the plan. He was already thinking of how he could dispatch two at once in a simple and effective way. But then he got lucky. This inferior specimen showed up. 
 
      
 
    Sinner called it an inferior specimen because despite also being level two, the thing dropped eight golden horseshoes instead of twelve, and they were the most coveted item, so he couldn’t call it much of a result. 
 
      
 
    Apart from level signs and thirty-two UDS donuts, the gaki dropped three Skill Book pages and a Small Item Level Booster. 
 
      
 
    According to the telephone’s description, ten such boosters could raise the level of an item by one if the item’s current level wasn’t higher than ten. There was no other information, and he’d need nine more boosters for experimentation, anyway, so there was no reason pondering that just at that moment. 
 
      
 
    He had another problem to solve. 
 
      
 
    The timer counting seconds until the next activation could not be stopped. Therefore, the telephone would soon start broadcasting his location for anyone to see.  
 
      
 
    When it happened yesterday, Sinner nearly got killed. He barely managed to keep himself alive due to luck, being in good physical shape, and preliminary reconnaissance. And he was of the opinion reconnaissance was the most important element there. 
 
      
 
    When Sinner was reconnoitering the end of the promontory, he didn’t know it would shortly prove vitally useful. He just did what he believed he had to do.  
 
      
 
    But he knew more now. 
 
      
 
    And he’d have to make good use of this knowledge. He couldn’t keep on hunting gaki. He did have the system in place, but it wasted too much time, and he didn’t have that long until activation. 
 
      
 
    Thus, he’d have to forget about leveling up. 
 
      
 
    For the time being. 
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    The Hunters and the Quarry 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Sinner didn’t know how exactly the activation mode worked. He had two theories. One was that anyone in need of fresh meat could see the location of the phone. The other, that they could see the mark of the victim. 
 
      
 
    In other words, he might stay visible even if he disposed of the telephone, thus losing an extremely useful gadget that could help with the healing and making at least some sense of all the madness that was going on around him. Besides, he’d risk losing points and karma, and those could probably be useful. 
 
      
 
    In general, running away leaving valuable items behind was the worst-case scenario. If running away wasn’t a tactical maneuver, it reflected quarry mentality. And he was no quarry, whatever anyone might think. 
 
      
 
    Therefore, the optimal tactic would be to assume the latter to be the case unless eventually convinced otherwise. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take Sinner long to find a place where he would be able to wait out the activation. First he headed away from the sea, avoiding open streets. He crossed the hotel yard, which was about three hundred feet wide, then passed through a construction site and past a chaotic agglomeration of sordid hovels—that was the best description he could come up with, since they could hardly be called houses. 
 
      
 
    Right behind them, he found some industrial object, its purpose a mystery. Its territory was about an acre and a half. Half of it was occupied by a parking lot for some beat-up earth-moving vehicles, and the other half, by an enormous hangar with a roof of complex design, with a conveyor belt leading towards it. Below was a wide gate and pipes of different sizes cut off sloppily. Judging by the rust on the cuts, they’d been like this for a while, and the general dilapidation suggested that the facility, if not completely abandoned, definitely didn’t thrive. 
 
      
 
    There were locks on all the entrances, but Sinner decided to leave them alone. Why make a noise when he could get inside through a broken window by the roof. He’d already spotted a ladder—there was one near the last hovel he’d passed by. 
 
      
 
    It was dark inside, and the space was the very image of squalor. There was also equipment of every kind, and a few items here and there. He liked some of them immediately. If he managed to use the hangar’s special features and everything inside it prudently, he’d be able to set a new trap. But this time he wasn’t planning to hunt gaki. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    When vibrating in silent mode, the telephone could barely be heard, but that was only when it was in his hand or in his pocket. Right now, placed on a piece of plywood, it resonated so that it could be heard well enough from a distance of several feet. 
 
      
 
    However, Sinner didn’t mind—on the contrary, he was happy to make some noise. He only turned off the sound so that his potential foes wouldn’t suspect anything untoward. Judging by the map from the looted telephone, “meat” hunters stuck close to the coastline. And assuming that they didn’t do it because they loved sea views, but rather because their victims disembarked there, the assumption could lead to the suggestion that finding a novice this far away from the beach was a rare occasion. Thus, the prey should be of the suspicious variety, wary of everything, and avoiding making any noise lest it be discovered. 
 
      
 
    The telephone kept vibrating, but nothing happened. Sinner didn’t mind—he could be as patient as he had to be. He sat there without making a noise and admiring the spider who’d woven an amazing web in the corner, even though he got bored of the sight in a few minutes. Apart from that, the hand holding the end of the rope was beginning to shake from the strain. The load was heavy, unfortunately—even despite the force of friction and his use of a tackle and pulley. He should have come up with a more effective system where he could use both his arms, but there was no time left for that, so he had to move and change hands every now and then. His arms were getting more and more tired, and still nothing happened. He started to curse the haphazardly-built trap. He should have gotten to it from the very beginning instead of hunting gaki. Then he’d have had enough time for proper preparations. 
 
      
 
    Why wasn’t anyone coming? Could he have moved too far away from the coastal zone? Could the killers operating near the sea happen to be outside the traitorous telephone’s broadcasting area? 
 
      
 
    No information means pure guesswork. Sinner may have been ignored for a variety of reasons, including those one could never have thought of. 
 
      
 
    He still had no idea what he had gotten himself into and what was happening. Not to mention his complete ignorance of all the finer points. 
 
      
 
    He spent about forty minutes waiting tensely before something started to happen. The gate made a bang when someone tried to pull it open. Probably not the sharpest cookie in the jar. It would make an effort not to notice the padlock on it. 
 
      
 
    The metal screeched. There was another blow, than the scraping sound again. The unknown party—or parties—were trying to overcome the obstacle for about two minutes. They didn’t have a ladder, and they didn’t even think of finding an alternative. Instead, they just resorted to unprofessional burglary, thinking nothing of making enough noise to announce their presence to anyone within earshot. 
 
      
 
    The gate opened at last. Sinner had to suppress the desire to move a little to the side and take a look into the gap between the planks—he was really wondering who exactly came into the hangar. But it’s not something that you did when you were holding a rope tied to a load like that. 
 
      
 
    He’d just have to wait for them to reveal their identities. 
 
      
 
    That was exactly how it happened. Judging by the sounds, two or three people lingered downstairs for a while—not right underneath Sinner’s position, but a bit to the side, under the spot where the phone was still vibrating. The map was in 2D, so they didn’t immediately realize they’d have to walk up the metal stairs leading past an enormous bin that had once been used as a receptacle for something as common as gravel. Then it led to a bridge that led past the wall, turned a corner and led to a haphazardly-built cabin. This “birdhouse” contained the control panel—as well as the lure. 
 
      
 
    The telephone was indeed in the cabin. Sinner placed himself on another staircase—the one encircling the top of the receptacle bin. He covered himself with old bags. In this darkness they’d have to walk all the way up to him to see him. Should things go sour, he could instantly move to the roof—he’d prepared two escape routes from up there. He could also just jump down—he’d placed a mineral wool plate below for that purpose, covering it with a layer of the same old bags so as not to feel itchy afterwards. 
 
      
 
    There were three would-be killers, which was great news—had there been six, the impromptu trap would be unlikely to succeed. However, there was bad news as well—only two of them were hurrying up the stairs, while the third one trailed behind them, turning his head this way and that, looking into dark corners with extreme suspicion. 
 
      
 
    Too careful. The guy was in no hurry to join the fray and tried to keep everything under control. An unpleasant opponent. 
 
      
 
    He had no weapon in his hands, but there was a sheath with a long knife in it on his belt. Nothing good about that, either—unarmed fighters only succeeded fighting off numerous thugs with bladed weapons in movies. In reality, the best way out would be to avoid the fight altogether. 
 
      
 
    The two in front were armed better. One was holding his ax at the ready, while the other had the butt of a pistol or a revolver sticking from his shoulder holster. Finer details were hard to make out in this kind of lighting. The guy was in no hurry to pull it out, even knowing full well the potential victim was just a few paces away. 
 
      
 
    So he was either a master gunslinger who could draw his piece in a split second or simply a moron. 
 
      
 
    The gunslinger version didn’t hold water. Therefore, this guy wasn’t the most dangerous one, even though he was the only one with a firearm. 
 
      
 
    The lagging member looked around and pointed upwards. 
 
      
 
    “Why are these barrels hanging up there on a chain? This feels weird.” 
 
      
 
    “Everything feels weird to you, Macho,” the revolver owner replied. 
 
      
 
    Sinner apologized silently to the gunman. A moron he might be, but he was the useful kind of moron. He’d hoped the guy would keep on saying things like that—there was no need for any of them to focus on inconvenient irregularities. 
 
      
 
    Macho stopped and yelled mockingly, 
 
      
 
    “Hey, feed! Howdy! Why did you have to hide so far?” 
 
      
 
    “Afraid, aren’t you? Or do you wanna piss us off?!” The revolver owner chimed in. “If you’re a pretty girl, I won’t get angry with you! I promise!” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll go first in such a case!” Macho sounded excited. 
 
      
 
    “The hell you will,” the “cowboy” grumbled. “You went first last time.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, but that one was ugly. Stinky and filthy.” 
 
      
 
    “So why didn’t you wash her before you did her? Macho, there’s no point hurrying with chicks. Why do you always have to go at them like a rabbit?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, ‘always’? We’ve only caught two so far, and there you go with your ‘always.’ Hell, guys, this one must also be a chick. Hiding there without even trying to come out.” Macho yelled, “Hey, pretty, are you lonely? Hold on a moment and you’ll have company!” 
 
      
 
    The big guy with an ax reached the turn and pointed at the cabin entrance. 
 
      
 
    “She’s either sitting there, or hiding on the roof.” 
 
      
 
    “Or somewhere underground…” Macho drawled pensively, in no hurry to get any closer. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, come on, have you seen any underground here?” the guy with the revolver said snidely. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you remember those chicks from this morning—the ones that were waiting for some guys? They said they had had to hunt one of these feed characters in a sewer.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course I do!” The revolver owner perked up. “The redhead had a great ass, and the brunette…” 
 
      
 
    Sinner never found out what it was about the brunette that made her memorable to the gunman. That was the very moment he let go of the rope—and the load, at last. 
 
      
 
    The rope slithered through the tackle and the channel bar, unblocking the simple mechanism that was holding the platform with the barrels hanging. It wasn’t clear why the workers had left it over the bridge, but when Sinner found this place, he instantly realized that if he managed to find out why it still hadn’t crashed to the ground, it might give him certain favorable prospects.  
 
      
 
    He’d filled the barrels with gravel and a bunch of bags with some white substance that looked like compressed chalk. The inscriptions in unknown characters told him nothing about their content, but the only factor that really interested him was weight. 
 
      
 
    Each weighed about ninety pounds. Perfect for what he’d intended. 
 
      
 
    The heavy barrels came crashing down to where the bridge made a turn—right where the two guys in the lead were standing. 
 
      
 
    About a ton of stuff came down on their heads. The bridge got hit hard, too. The rusty metal and the fragile supports couldn’t handle the impact, and a large part of the bridge fell, making a horrible noise. Macho got hit as well, despite being so cautious—his feet no longer had anything to stand on, and his landing looked anything but soft. 
 
      
 
     Sinner, on the other hand, was all hunky-dory. Easily, he hopped down to the place he’d prepared beforehand and rushed towards the fallen Macho. The latter was just beginning to crawl from underneath a piece of metal covering him like a blanket when he received a few well-calculated kicks to the head. He jerked, trying to protect himself, but then started to lose consciousness and moaned, no longer reacting to his hands being placed behind his back and tied tightly together with a piece of wire. 
 
      
 
    Sinner was concerned he might not be able to do that, but he didn’t need to be—the invisible puppet masters capable of turning off their victims’ hands decided that this use of wire was legit for someone who couldn’t use any objects in battle. That much was useful information. 
 
      
 
    Having quickly incapacitated Macho, he dashed further, towards the epicenter of the crash. The bodies of the two participants that got hit weren’t buried—one didn’t show any signs of life, while the other, all covered in the white stuff from the bags, groaned and tried to rise and rub his eyes. 
 
      
 
    Sinner grabbed the survivor, dragged the body that hardly had any fight left in it to the bent support of the bridge, calculated the angle, and then kicked him with his knee as hard as he could. The back of the enemy’s head met the metal, and the cracking skull gave way. 
 
      
 
    He let one victim out of his bloodied hands and approached the other one. The guy wasn’t moving, but there were no containers to be seen. So he’d have to carry on. 
 
      
 
    He kept driving the players’ heads into all sorts of metal structures, getting all covered in blood, until two orange suitcases appeared. 
 
      
 
    So it was done. Now he’d have to put the loot into his backpack and follow the plan.  
 
      
 
    He jumped aside, picked up the ladder, extended it, and entered the cabin, no longer accessible by any other route, to grab his phone. He scanned through the messages hastily. 
 
      
 
    You have killed a Challenge participant. 
 
    Participant nicknamed Fiver: caste of Rabble, Level 2. 
 
    Status: neutral. 
 
    Mode: aggressive. 
 
    Attention! You have used a trap for achieving victory without activating the corresponding skill. You receive penalties on both points and karma. 
 
    16 points received. 
 
    +174 to Karma 
 
    Participant Fiver is listed in your extended rating. 
 
      
 
    Attention! To all the Challenge participants. A record has been made by participant Aratha. Level: 4. Caste: Almost Elevated. 
 
      
 
    Maximum level among all the Challenge participants reached. The previous record level has been beat by 1. 
 
      
 
    You have killed a Challenge participant. 
 
    Participant nicknamed Skinny: caste of Disenfranchised, Level 1. 
 
    Status: neutral. 
 
    Mode: aggressive. 
 
    Attention! You have used a trap for achieving victory without activating the corresponding skill. You receive penalties on both points and karma. 
 
    12 points received. 
 
    +149 to Karma 
 
    Participant Skinny is listed in your extended rating. 
 
      
 
    As he’d expected, the warning about him not playing fair got displayed twice. There was also that third message that he didn’t expect—apparently, some participant and caste member managed to reach Level 4. Not too shabby, given that each new level took more and more effort; a Level 4 player surely looked impressive to Sinner. He didn’t like that feeling, recollecting the initial warning that if he disregarded his development, he’d eventually run into someone for whom he’d be easy pickings. 
 
      
 
    Sinner would have loved to be in a more advantageous position, but it was hard with nothing but his own bare hands and hardly any data to rely on.  
 
      
 
    That was something to consider for sure. 
 
      
 
    But everything else was good news. The victory was credited, and the suitcases with the loot were received. Excellent work—apart from the penalties on points and karma, which, hopefully, wouldn’t mean too much. 
 
      
 
    Sinner expected the content of the new containers to make him capable of raising his level, and he’d conduct further experiments later on. 
 
      
 
    However, all of that could wait. He had more important business to attend to.  
 
      
 
    Finally, Sinner had someone who could answer his questions—if he’d manage to bring him back to his senses, that is. 
 
      
 
    He’d wrap a chain around the gate handle so that no new guests would come unannounced and have a good conversation with Macho. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 12 
 
    The Space of Xai. Tier 1. Team 2. Location: Voitrang 
 
    An Abundance of Information 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Getting hit on the head isn’t the healthiest thing that could happen to a person. People who’d watched too many movies might be under the impression that knocking someone out was easy, and making them come to, even easier—it would usually suffice to slap them on the cheeks a few times to have all of their attention. So the best tranquilizer, according to movie tropes, would be a hit on the head with an elbow, the butt of a pistol, or any other heavy object. 
 
      
 
    In reality, treating the vessel containing the human brain so roughly can lead to all kinds of consequences—in many cases, really dire ones. The victim can easily die, go into a coma, or have irreparable damage done to their health—mental as well as physical. One can end up a vegetable, no less. 
 
      
 
    Therefore, Sinner was expecting the worst as he tried to bring his captive to his senses. He was careful knocking the guy out, but a head was no foot; one could expect anything. 
 
      
 
    However, the eyes that opened, albeit bleary, remained the eyes of a thinking human being rather than a slobbering vegetable with permanent brain damage. 
 
      
 
    Macho groaned, started to jerk, and winced. It must have been unpleasant to come to your senses only to discover you were hanging in a very uncomfortable position—over your arms tied behind your back. The legs were bound with a wire, too, with a weight tied to them—two of the same partly emptied bags with white stuff inside. The extra weight didn’t make the near-dislocated shoulders feel any better. 
 
      
 
    The would-be killer groaned in the earnest, and his tears weren’t fake, either. 
 
      
 
    Sinner told him his plan for the future in a calm voice, standing right before him. 
 
      
 
    “I will ask questions, and you will answer. The answers will have to be clear, and you have to express a genuine wish to help me make sense of whatever the hell is going on here. Do you get me?” 
 
      
 
    “W… what do you want?! Untie me! It hurts!” 
 
      
 
    Sinner initially assumed that the beginning of the conversation might take longer than he’d like it to, so, without further ado, he pulled the captive’s shorts and briefs down to his knees and started to warm up the blade of the captive’s knife on a gas burner that must have once been used by the workers to heat up their meals. There was enough fuel left in the gas bottle—enough for a good conversation, in other words. 
 
      
 
    “Damn, it hurts! What are you doing?” Macho blurted, looking at the end of the blade, which was beginning to glow. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, but it doesn’t hurt at all, don’t lie,” Sinner replied. “I can show you what it feels like when it really hurts in a minute.” 
 
      
 
    For some reason, Macho didn’t feel like waiting that long and started to chatter nervously. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, what do you want from me? What is it? Ask your questions, let’s end this. Look, just so that you know, I have no business in this whole thing. It was those guys who decided to head here when they saw your mark nearby. What was I supposed to do? You can’t survive here on your own; I couldn’t have stayed, so I tagged along. Really, there’s no way of surviving here on your own. Teamwork is the key. I know it’s a shit team, but it’s the only one I have—or, rather, had. What is it with you? Put that knife away already! Please!” 
 
      
 
    A clothed man and a man suspended in a helpless position with his pants pulled down and his genitals waving in the air are completely different people in what concerns their feeling of safety. And when someone hostile and grim is warming up a knife’s blade right in front of you, the feeling of concern increases drastically. 
 
      
 
    Expecting pain is a torture in and of itself. Sinner really doubted he’d be able to hurt the captive with a red-hot blade, and so he had to bluff looking as serious as he could. He ignored Macho’s frightened chatter with a grim face, waited for the point of the blade to get red hot, spat on the hot metal, and as the spit evaporated with a hiss, said it once again in a glacial voice: 
 
      
 
    “I ask questions. You answer. Earnestly and enthusiastically, without concealing anything. You start asking back or try to evade a question, I’ll burn out your eyes and cut off your family jewels. And then we’ll continue with the questions. Is that clear enough? I can take out one of your eyes so as to drive the point home. Your left or your right? Which one would you prefer?” 
 
      
 
    “I get it, I get it, enough already!” Macho replied in a frightened voice. 
 
      
 
    Definitely not a hero ready to clam up until the bitter end. But that was exactly the type Sinner needed—he’d marked him out from the very beginning as the best prospect. Too eager to save his skin. This one would spill the beans. 
 
      
 
    “What is this place? I’m not talking about the hangar. Just… All this.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s the Challenge Ladder,” Macho replied in a somewhat confused voice. “Didn’t you know?” 
 
      
 
    “What’s this Ladder business all about?” Sinner asked, paying no attention to the captive’s question. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, look! I don’t know! Don’t! I really don’t know. Seriously. Nobody does. Everyone I’ve talked to said the same thing. They found themselves in a glowing tube. They all read what was written on the wall. Everybody got the same set of instructions, and they were always unclear. You can also use the Search option on your phone, but it doesn’t give many answers, either. The only thing it says about the Challenge Ladder is that it will have to be climbed to the very top, and every step—or tier—has to be completed in due time.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell me more,” Sinner demanded. “What does ‘due time’ mean?” 
 
      
 
    “We only have fifteen days for our first tier. If you don’t reach the second over this period of time, the tier will start to sink. Have you seen the sea? There are those enormous things lurking in the deep. They’re called Guardians. They look like orcas, but they say they have teeth like sharks. There’s no way you can get past them—once you’re in deep water, they kill you almost instantly. Small boats will also get smashed at once, and no one has ever seen anything bigger here. So, once this tier goes under, there’ll be deep water everywhere. It’s sure death. If you already have a level, the Guardians leave you alone for ten seconds. If you have two, for twenty. But if there’s no dry land left, it won’t save you. If you get to Tier 2, you’ll get transferred to your launchpad, and then to another location—on Tier 2 this time.” 
 
      
 
    “How many tiers are there?” Sinner asked. 
 
      
 
    “I really don’t know, honest! This is also something nobody knows. One of the guys said that a high-level participant had told him there were 99, but I’m not sure how true that was. I didn’t believe him. He just chose a random number that looked cool and was giving everyone a load of BS, that’s what I think.” 
 
      
 
    “How many people have been pulled in?” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, I have no way of knowing. I’ve seen about a hundred folks or more. No one counts them. Others have seen a lot of folks wandering around, too. It seems there are enough people here. 
 
      
 
    “Doesn’t anyone have any theories about how everybody ended up here?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course they do.” 
 
      
 
    “And what exactly are they?” 
 
      
 
    “Damn, my arms will fall off in a moment!” 
 
      
 
    “Would you like me to tie a few more bags to your legs? I asked you a question.” 
 
      
 
    “No one actually says anything that would make sense. Everybody has a theory of their own. It’s all guesswork, anyway. There was this guy claiming we were participating in some experiment. Another weirdo earnestly tried to sell everybody the idea that we were all dead and this was Purgatory. Basket case, that one. But none of what anyone says makes any sense. Someone was walking down the street and found themselves in a cube. Someone fell asleep and woke up in the cube. Someone dived into the swimming pool and ended up in a cube. No one’s been given any comprehensive information. You have to pick things up as you go along. Higher castes are supposed to know more, but they just spew all kinds of vague stuff instead of giving direct answers more often than not. I think they’d been told around as much as the rest of us, and they pretend to know more than they actually do.” 
 
      
 
    “Why did you want to kill me?” 
 
      
 
    “Man, I didn’t want that, I…” 
 
      
 
    “Cut that out,” Sinner interrupted his captive and started to heat up the knife again.  
 
      
 
    Macho glanced at him with fear, stopped finding excuses, and carried on sharing valuable information with his captor. 
 
      
 
    “You see, this is a place where you can, like, develop. Like a game with parameters you can level up. The evolution system is really simple: you have a level and all kinds of numbers, and skills that can’t have a level that would be higher as your actual level. If you up Agility well enough, you’ll be able to jump across a 6-foot distance instead of a 5-foot distance. You get a prick from the bracelet, you feel dizzy for a while, and you get better at what you do. Don’t ask how it works. No one knows that. There are also castes—things aren’t quite clear about them to. They assign them inside the cube. You can’t choose one. So it’s the lowest, the low, the medium, and the higher castes. The higher the caste, the more stuff they give you at the beginning. Someone got a level at once, or a cool skill. Others would get a level, a few stat points, a cool skill, and decent parameters. Others still, next to nothing. But you can evolve and get better stuff. When you kill someone, you get a container. You know, like a loot box in a game, and it…” 
 
      
 
    “I know what containers are,” Sinner interrupted him. “Move on.” 
 
      
 
    He wouldn’t mind having all the nuances explained to him, but he had to remember that his phone made his presence known to anyone and everyone. The last thing he wanted would be for someone to drop by and interrupt the conversation just as it got interesting. Leaving the phone and dragging the captive further away would be a waste of time, and therefore a non-option. He still didn’t understand everything about this activation system. Or, rather, he understood nothing. 
 
      
 
    It would therefore be better to continue the interrogation here. Should anyone drop by, Sinner would have the advantage on them due to his thorough knowledge of the terrain. 
 
      
 
    “Different victories yield different containers,” Macho continued. “The tougher the opponent, the more loot you get. But there are special kinds of victories. It’s when you kill someone like you when their phone gives a signal. You get five or ten times the spoils. And you often get rare items. Some drop so much stuff you wouldn’t believe—not sure about the details, but they say the stuff you might get will be a total game-changer for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Why am I different from you?” Sinner finally asked, unable to formulate what he’d had inside his head better. 
 
      
 
    The captive understood. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know why things work out this way, but some of the participants haven’t been assigned any caste at all. They’re known as “feed,” or “meat.” They get nothing—no skills, no levels, and no weapons. They’re usually all zeroes. Man, I don’t know why they made you meat. I’m against catching the likes of you right after activation, anyway. If I…” 
 
      
 
    The captive’s eyes became shifty—he obviously didn’t mean what he was saying; nor was his behavior before getting trapped particularly peaceful. 
 
      
 
    However, Sinner didn’t react to his lie. He just interrupted bluntly, 
 
      
 
    “Shut up. There’s another thing I don’t get. Who the hell are you and your friends—hardened criminals? Street riff-raff? You don’t look like you have one streetwise bone in your body. Nor do you look like you’ve seen action. Did they transport you here from a loony bin?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, from a loony bin?! I’m a simple student, my head works just fine!” 
 
      
 
    “Then how the hell did you become like this? No normal person would kill someone just because their corpse might drop a large orange suitcase!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, that’s what you’re talking about…” Macho muttered confusedly. 
 
      
 
    He must have truly pondered—for the first time—the strangeness of his companions’ behavior—as well as his own, to be fair. His attempts to exonerate himself sounded as genuine as a wolf’s defense of vegetarianism. 
 
      
 
    “Could we… Could we have got shots of some sort? They offered stuff that would make it easier to survive here. I didn’t refuse. Probably, nobody did. They said you would progress faster.” 
 
      
 
    “So you’ve had an injection that makes you stop loving your fellow man, haven’t you?” Sinner inquired. 
 
      
 
    “Well… I don’t know. It really is weird…” 
 
      
 
    “OK, never mind. Where’s the entrance to the next tier? How do you get there?” 
 
      
 
    “You must head directly to the north. It’s, like, forty or fifty miles. Higher-caste players say there’ll be a rock ledge that goes all the way from the west to the east, just like this sea. The ledge is the tier’s boundary.” 
 
      
 
    “The sea is in the south, and the next tier in the north. Why were you and your friends still here at the coast?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, this is a bonus tier.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” Sinner asked, although he already knew the answer. 
 
      
 
    “Well… This is just the first tier. The one where you train. It’s easy enough to pass, and the opponents here aren’t the strongest. You also get double loot for victories.” 
 
      
 
    “How does that work?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, suppose you kill an ordinary beast of your own level. No special abilities, the easiest kind of opponent. The container should give you two LSs.” 
 
      
 
    “LSs?” Sinner didn’t get the reference. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. LSs. Level Signs. They look like horseshoes. Lightweight, golden color.” 
 
      
 
    “I get it. Carry on.” 
 
      
 
    “So, two LSs for an equal opponent are the basic value. And this is a bonus tier, so you get four instead of two.” 
 
      
 
    “So you’re in no hurry to get to the next tier for as long as you can collect double loot here?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, that’s what everybody does whose head is screwed on right. No one knows anything, and these things do make you stronger, folks have checked. Nobody knows what’s on the next level, but it’s supposed to be tougher. Besides, nobody knows how quickly you can up your level and your stats there. That’s what they told us in the cubes. So folks hunt the likes of …” Macho zipped it, realizing he’d almost put a foot in his mouth. 
 
      
 
    “I overheard a conversation I didn’t quite understand,” Sinner continued. “They said you could resurrect. How does one do that?” 
 
      
 
    “They gave us that thing in the cube. Like a caste bonus for anyone who’s in a caste. It’s called the Altar of Resurrection. You put it in a container, write “Dissolve,” and it disappears. They give you a bunch of empty containers in the cube. Like a crash course in using them.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s get back on track,” Sinner said. “So you dissolve an altar in a container. What happens next?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing special. They said that if you died, you would resurrect inside a cube with 99% probability. It only works once; then you’d have to put in a new altar. And no one knows where to get one. Also, the chance of it working will be much lower then. You’ll have to wait twenty days for it to go up to 99%. So the tier will sink earlier. I think they’ll give you more time later. Otherwise I don’t know why it would be twenty days.” 
 
      
 
    “Your companions just lie there with flies crawling over them. Does that mean they won’t resurrect?” 
 
      
 
    “Man, I don’t know. That’s how it’s supposed to be. The bodies are new, but just like the old ones. How would I know? I’m telling you what I’ve been told. Hey, how about cutting me down? My arms will literally tear off any minute now.” 
 
      
 
    “I might let you go once we finish our conversation—if I like what I hear. Answer quickly and clearly, and you won’t have to hang for too long.” 
 
      
 
    “But I already am responding quickly. It really hurts, I’m telling you.” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” Sinner gave him a cold smile. “I think there are huge gaps in your knowledge. And you lie a lot.”  
 
      
 
    “I don’t! I’m really telling you the truth, man! I’m telling you everything!” 
 
      
 
    “Shut up. It’s up to me to judge. The more I like your answers, the sooner I’ll let you go… Maybe. I have a question about the phone. If I throw it away, will you still be able to find me.” 
 
      
 
    “We will. If the meat… Uh, sorry, if you get too far away from your phone, both locations will be displayed at activation—yours and your phone’s. Two marks.” 
 
      
 
    “How far is ‘too far away’?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know. Three hundred feet, five hundred, six hundred, something like that. Even without activation the telephone will show meat when it’s near you, although you’d have to get really close—fifteen feet or less, I don’t really know.” 
 
      
 
    “What if you break the phone?” 
 
      
 
    “How? I heard folks were trying to smash them with axes, and it was the axes that broke, not the phones. They say you can’t even scratch them, no matter what you do. And bear in mind that you won’t be able to complete a tier without a phone.” 
 
      
 
    “They won’t let you into the next one?” Sinner asked. 
 
      
 
    “They will, but the karma and the points you get on this level will be erased.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that bad?” 
 
      
 
    “The more karma you get, the higher the caste you can get into. They also say that the higher the caste, the more respect you get from traders who sell stuff for coins, and there are other benefits. I haven’t seen any such traders, folks just talk about them. But you, of all the people, should really be interested in upping your karma. You might eventually stop being meat and get into a caste. It’s a lot of effort, of course, you’d need to get a lot. But evolving with karma points is always expensive. You need millions and millions to get into one of the higher castes.” 
 
      
 
    “What about the points?” Sinner inquired. 
 
      
 
    “The more points you get, the higher your reward for completing a tier,” Macho replied. “And they say you can trade them for useful stuff later on, too. The higher-caste players claim it’s worth it. I’ve been thinking of stocking up on some stuff and being quick about leaving the tier. Those who don’t linger too long get more points for completing early.” 
 
      
 
    Sinner asked, copying the maps from looted phones. 
 
      
 
    “So you think it isn’t worth it to wait until the very end and that the speed bonus is worth it, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yup. Points are really valuable. But you shouldn’t be in too much of a hurry, either. Bonus stuff is also good. Look, I can give you some really good advice. Just let me go, OK? I know you want to kill me. Please don’t. I’ll come in handy. Let me give you some useful information, and we split peacefully. No one gets hurt.” 
 
      
 
    “Haven’t you thought I might extract the advice from you and then kill you?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, come on, you’re a normal guy, aren’t you? So am I. So let’s settle it like normal people, eh?” The captive sounded plaintive. 
 
      
 
    “You call yourself normal? Someone who’s been dreaming there’d be girls waiting and even argued about which turn to take? Or it wasn’t you? Spill the beans. And don’t give me that face. I won’t kill you. You have my word on it. So stop whining. If I said I wouldn’t kill you, I won’t. I’m not like you and your friends.” 
 
      
 
    “But I didn’t wa…” 
 
      
 
    “Shut up already!” Sinner barked. “Get to business. What’s the advice?” 
 
      
 
    “Head north at once. There’s nothing for you here,” Macho started to chatter, having come to terms with the fact there’d be no negotiation. “We explored the local forest. It’s peaceful enough. There were monkeys crying at us, but they were too afraid to try anything. They also say some guys tried it at night, and a huge tiger shredded most of them. Anyway, there’s not much to do there; few folks venture that far north. Get it? That’s where you should go. During the daytime. Stop hanging out by the seaside. Everyone’s milling about here; they’ll catch you soon. You might even manage to be the first to complete the tier and get a load of points, and, once you get to the cube, you’ll upgrade from feed to something else, or at least raise your chances considerably. I dunno how it works for you. I’ve never talked to any of you folks.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course you wouldn’t, why would you?” Sinner gave him an ugly grin. “It wasn’t about talking. Find’em, kill’em. Right?” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, man!” Macho looked agitated. “I told you, I…” 
 
      
 
    “Shut up!” Sinner barked—and quickly turned around. 
 
      
 
    Indeed, someone was rattling the gates that he had fixed shut in a hurry, using a rusty chain. 
 
      
 
    Someone else must have seen his activation beacon. The trap would work no more, and he wasn’t armed. A fight was out of the question. 
 
      
 
    The captive opened his mouth, about to say something, but Sinner cunningly used this moment to gag him properly with a piece of oily cloth rolled into a ball. Then he placed the vibrating phone in Macho’s pocket and said ominously, 
 
      
 
    “I promised I wouldn’t kill you, so I won’t. Fair’s fair. As for those guys,” Sinner pointed at the gates someone was already pounding on, “sort it out for yourself. Explain to them that you’re no meat, but one of their kin—a bastard who loves to murder and rape. You’re birds of a feather; you should come to an agreement.” 
 
      
 
    Sinner had no idea how Macho would explain anything with a gagged mouth and with his hands tied. But he was certain none of it concerned him. 
 
      
 
    It was a pity he couldn’t get more out of the captive. But he shouldn’t complain—he did get his fair share of information. It was time to split before the new gang of cutthroats would kick the gates open. 
 
      
 
    But he knew this place, and they didn’t. 
 
      
 
    Getting away wouldn’t be a problem.  
 
      
 
    The Space of Xai. Tier 1. Team 2. Location: Voitrang 
 
      
 
    Interlude 
 
      
 
    Pinprick rummaged through the open container and said, surprised, 
 
      
 
    “What the hell is this crap?” 
 
      
 
    The other members of the group—four guys and girls—stopped staring at the body hanging by its arms with a pool of blood gathering underneath. One of them jumped aside towards the wall and threw up. Others paid no attention to their squeamish companion and turned towards the self-proclaimed leader. 
 
      
 
     “Is anything wrong?” Whitey asked. 
 
      
 
    “Everything. This is just crap. It shouldn’t be like that. We got ripped off. There’s maybe a trifle more than what we’d get for a mangy gaki.” 
 
      
 
    “No way! This is meat, after all,” Whitey sounded unpleasantly surprised. 
 
      
 
    Pinprick turned the container over and dumped all the content onto the floor so that everybody would see for themselves. Then he stood up, approached the hanging body, and took the phone, which was still vibrating. He fidgeted with it for a bit, then took a good look at the corpse, shook his head, and said in an uncertain voice, 
 
      
 
    “This is a setup. Definitely.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” Whitey asked. 
 
      
 
    “Well, look at him. Tied and gagged. He didn’t hang himself like that. Someone must have helped him. You shouldn’t have snuffed him at once. We should have asked him some questions. Wanted more points, didn’t you? Now we’ll never know what happened.” 
 
      
 
    “Asked him what?” Whitey looked surprised. “It’s meat! We don’t talk to meat!” 
 
      
 
    “The thing is, it isn’t. I’m telling you, it’s some weird setup. He only has the meat’s phone. Look here, there’s the second mark, and it’s moving. The owner has split. I think the meat set him up, and this very meat is heading for the hills now.” 
 
      
 
    “But how did he manage it?” Whitey sounded even more surprised. 
 
      
 
    “How would I know? Everything’s a mystery here.” The leader nodded towards the bodies in the corner of the hangar. 
 
      
 
    One of the girls approached the hanging body, touched it with her phone, and nodded, 
 
      
 
    “You’re right. He isn’t meat. He was indeed set up.” 
 
      
 
    “But who’d want to do it?” Whitey still understood nothing. 
 
      
 
    “I’m telling you! The meat!” The girl said, her tone and body language expressing frustration at the fact that Whitey was so thick. “Remember the guy we met in the morning? He was trying to catch up with his team.” 
 
      
 
    “You mean, Viking?” Whitey answered, confused. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, Viking. He said he got killed by feed yesterday. Almost right after the start. And the same meat killed another guy from their team. It was six against one, and they couldn’t do anything. So this meat must be unusual, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, it looks like the meat is beginning to forget its place,” Pinprick drawled pensively. “Let’s take a look around—what if he’s hiding somewhere?” 
 
      
 
    “Hiding?!” The girl got incensed. “Didn’t you just say his mark was moving away? The activation phase will end, and we’ll lose him.” 
 
      
 
    The leader shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t raise a hassle, I remember. But something’s wrong here. Have you ever heard of feed killing two caste guys with his bare hands and setting a third one up like that? This is some weird meat. He must have figured out how the phone works, and might try something again. What if he isn’t running, but luring us? The way he did it with these guys. You can’t trust the phone anymore.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re full of it. You can’t fool the phone.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe you can’t, and maybe you can. I’m telling you, this meat is weird. Do you know what he’s capable of? Me neither. But I don’t like what I see. Let’s have a look around. We might find someone or learn something. Stick together, don’t scatter. You never know…” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    The Space of Xai. Tier 1. Team 2. Location: Voitrang 
 
    With Renewed Vigor 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Macho is dead. 
 
    You have assisted in the demise of a killer. 
 
    Bonus: +50 to karma. 
 
      
 
    Tough luck for Macho. His killers must have been surprised to learn the status of the victim. 
 
    Sinner was observing the five caste participants move around hectically from the slope of a hill covered in tropical vegetation. A row of low-sloped mounds surrounded the seaside village from the north. The mounds were around three hundred feet tall, but it would take one at least ten minutes to climb one. 
 
      
 
    Sinner could see everything perfectly well from his vantage point. The new group of cutthroats wishing to get richer by killing someone realized they’d been had and were now trying to find the culprit responsible for the meagerness of their spoils. His efforts didn’t bother them—he could see they knew nothing about tracking. He was pretty certain they’d soon tire of roaming through the bushes and patches of grass. The activation period already ended; they wouldn’t get any extra spoils even if they’d got him. So why would they overstrain themselves? 
 
      
 
    Unlike them, he had no reason to complain about the loot. He got eleven containers of different sizes from the dead bodies of his two foes and all three backpacks. Almost all of them were empty and lugged along to be used at some point in the future. All in all, Sinner had received some serious loot. 
 
      
 
    Twenty Level Sign horseshoes, 88 UDSs, nineteen Skill Book pages, three Recipe Book pages, six Challenge Coins, another Small Healing Pill and a Small Item Level Booster. 
 
      
 
    There were also a few new items. 
 
      
 
    Challenge item. 
 
    A participant’s soul. 
 
    Small object. 
 
      
 
    Brief description:  
 
    The soul of a Challenge participant who perished on the tier, but got resurrected. Can be used for manufacturing certain objects. 
 
      
 
    Challenge item. 
 
    A beast’s soul. 
 
    Small object. 
 
      
 
    Brief description:  
 
    The soul of a destroyed beast. Can be used for manufacturing certain objects. 
 
      
 
    They looked like two enormous white pearls of slightly different sizes. So beautiful and iridescent that one could use them for making expensive jewelry. However, according to the description, they were used for creating items instead. What items exactly? That was unclear. 
 
      
 
    Challenge item. 
 
    Weakest Item Ability Activator. 
 
    Small object. 
 
      
 
    Brief description: 
 
    There is a 5% chance of assigning one weak ability to an item. To attempt this, you have to place the Activator and the Challenge item into a container, and then close it and write or scratch the word Activation and a number (or several) on it. The number will correspond with the order number of the slot (or slots) that you want to hold the ability in question (if a given slot isn’t empty, the old ability may get replaced by the new one). Attention! The container will be destroyed as a result, to be replaced by an upgraded item (if the attempt is successful) or the unchanged item (if it isn’t). Attention! Failure might cost the item some of its durability. In order to keep the item functional, make sure it is in top condition before you place it in the container. 
 
      
 
    A stainless steel cogwheel capable of giving Challenge items extra abilities. The function might seem promising, but it was not on the immediate agenda. 
 
      
 
    Challenge item. 
 
    Small Teleportation Stone Fragment. 
 
    Small object. 
 
      
 
    Brief description: 
 
    A hundred small fragments can be used to create a teleportation stone (which can carry you to any location on your map). To create a teleportation stone, you will need to place enough fragments inside a container, then close it and write or scratch the words “Teleportation Stone” on it. Attention! The container will be destroyed as a result, leaving debris and a teleportation stone in its place. 
 
      
 
    It was a colorless stone with some cracks, cut in the shape of a bizarre four-pointed star. It glistened mysteriously and looked like a gem. According to the description, a hundred of these sparkly jewels could transport one to any open location on one’s map. 
 
      
 
    That was a promising function, for sure, but he wouldn’t need it until much later—he’d have to get 99 more fragments first, anyway. He had more important business to attend to. 
 
      
 
    He finally had enough Level Signs. 64 horseshoes altogether. He needed 50 to level up. 
 
      
 
    Sinner took out a container and the marker he got at the reception of the hotel where he was hunting gaki. He counted out fifty signs, placed them in a container, closed it, and wrote “Level” on the lid. 
 
      
 
    The orange plastic started to darken instantly. It melted and cracked. In less than a minute it was all over, with nothing remaining but dust. 
 
      
 
    The bracelet vibrated suddenly, and there was an ostensible injection into his wrist. Why an injection? He didn’t order healing, did he? On the other hand, Macho mentioned something of the sort. 
 
      
 
    There was a sharp metallic taste in his mouth, and a warm rush washed over his body, making all his muscles relax. However, the weakness started to abate instantly, although slower than it came. 
 
      
 
    Something changed about Sinner. 
 
      
 
    The information in the telephone was slightly different now. 
 
      
 
    Your level: 1. Progress: 0/100. 
 
      
 
    He couldn’t say the effect was all that strong, but it was definitely noticeable. He still felt somewhat weak, and the metallic taste may have abated somewhat, but it didn’t disappear completely. 
 
      
 
    He felt a great relief. When Macho said those numbers had an ostensible effect, Sinner took it to heart—he’d been worried someone with the status of feed would not be able to progress. That would be extremely unfair and invalidate his plans for the future as well as his past effort. 
 
      
 
    But it did work. So it wasn’t all for nothing. 
 
      
 
    He still didn’t have any new skills, but now he could work on his stats and parameters. Fortunately, this time he needed UDS points instead of Level Signs, and he already had 232 of those. 
 
      
 
    There were five basic stats: Strength, Agility, Stamina, Perception, and Spirit. The four parameters were Physical Defense, Magical Defense, Physical Attack, and Magical Attack. It would take a hundred UDS points to get any of these from zero to one. 
 
      
 
    So, what should he choose? 
 
      
 
    Strength increased one’s physical strength. That much was clear, and it would come in handy for someone in the habit of using their bare fists as their main weapon. 
 
      
 
    Agility would be useful as well. 
 
      
 
    Stamina was good for long battles and grueling marches. Also useful, but less pressing than Strength and Agility right now. 
 
      
 
    Perception enhanced the variety of ways to interact with the world. Sinner didn’t understand what that meant, so it would be logical to ignore it for the time being. 
 
      
 
    Spirit developed one’s magical interaction with the world—that was even harder to understand than Perception. It could therefore also wait. 
 
      
 
    Thus, Strength and Agility were topping the stat agenda. 
 
      
 
    Parameters were even easier to grasp. The effect of Physical Defense was still unclear, ditto the usefulness of something that would make an enemy’s blade penetrate one’s body a quarter of an inch less deeply. Getting hit wasn’t Sinner’s favorite tactic, anyway. Therefore, it could also wait. Magical Defense was of no interest as well, since he didn’t see any magical fights yet. The same went for Magical Attack—he had no idea how one attacked with magic in the first place. 
 
      
 
    Physical Attack was therefore the only priority as far as parameters were concerned. If it allowed one to deal more damage to the enemy, that was great. His only concern was that the example cited in the context of raising a parameter by one didn’t promise much of an increase. He realized that the example was hypothetical, but he still felt jittery about it. 
 
      
 
    And so, Sinner had three candidates for enhancement, but could only choose two. Having made his calculations, he decided to go for Agility and Physical Attack. Strength was interesting, too, but he assumed a more powerful attack would compensate for it. Agility was a crucial stat both in terms of dealing damage to the enemy and evading the enemy’s attacks. 
 
      
 
    He might be wrong. Information was catastrophically scarce for any reliable planning. There was no fresh experience to draw from, and old experience might prove useless or even detrimental. 
 
      
 
    Applying the knowledge amassed during his normal life in a situation so strange was a very strange lottery. Even without the knowledge of many details it was obvious that many things worked differently here. But given the paucity of up-to-date information, he’d have to make his decisions based on what he already knew. 
 
      
 
    Sinner made his final decision and invested 200 UDSs into the qualities he considered crucial, losing two more containers as a result. 
 
      
 
    Your stats 
 
      
 
    Strength: 0. Progress: 0/100 
 
    Agility: 1. Progress: 0/200 
 
    Stamina: 0. Progress: 0/100 
 
    Perception: 0. Progress: 0/100 
 
    Spirit: 0. Progress: 0/100 
 
    Your parameters 
 
      
 
    Physical Defense: 0. Progress: 0/100 
 
    Magical Defense: 0. Progress: 0/100 
 
    Physical Attack: 1. Progress: 0/200 
 
    Magical Attack: 0. Progress: 0/100 
 
      
 
    This time, the effect was definitely felt. The bracelet vibrated, and there was a painful injection. His mouth felt like he’d been chewing on hot iron filings. A wave of extreme weakness washed over his body, leaving him weary and dizzy. 
 
      
 
    However, this feeling didn’t even last fifteen seconds. There was a new rush that completely removed all the negative effects from the previous one. It felt like surfacing after a long time underwater—after reaching the point when the remaining oxygen was about to run out and one would start drowning in a second. 
 
      
 
    He felt as though an anvil dropped from his shoulders. He wanted to jump up, run around, punch a few ribs and slam them with his ribcage just to check how it would feel. The sensation was similar to that of having received a strong stimulant. The euphoria was short-lived, but the certainty that his physical abilities had been boosted remained. 
 
      
 
    It reminded him of what one feels after a month of intense training—only one would have to erase the month in question from memory to feel the effects all at once. 
 
      
 
    It was indeed a glorious feeling. 
 
      
 
    However, it would be imprudent to let the success go to his head. He reminded himself that his enemies didn’t start from scratch the way he did. His potential killers all received bonuses at the start, when they were still in the glowing cube. Some of them must have started with stronger stats and parameters than what Sinner managed to accumulate over the course of two days. 
 
      
 
    As for skills, everybody who isn’t feed must have better ones. In other words, he didn’t get any bonuses to those; he was just as weak as before. He still had no Skill Book—he had some pages, but apart from not having the whole set, he also needed a creature’s soul. 
 
      
 
    Sinner took stock of the rest of the loot. There was an ax, a hunting knife, and a very simple single-loader small caliber pistol. There were only three cartridges, but with the ones he’d brought from the seaside he had nine altogether. A pointless find—it could only serve him to shoot empty beer cans. He wouldn’t be able to shoot a live enemy. The result would be a short-term paralysis of the limbs involved. 
 
      
 
    Therefore, it was too early to relax and let it slide. He’d have to carry on doing what he’d been doing so far: accumulate pages and search for the missing soul of a creature. It would be logical to assume they were dropped from certain creatures with a certain chance. He would therefore have to keep hunting gaki and feral dogs. As he watched the headhunters mill about before him, he noticed a pack of dogs in the distance. He wouldn’t manage this many without any weapons, but he’d manage a single animal, as was proven last night.  
 
      
 
    Then he checked himself. Gaki and feral dogs wouldn’t do. They were described as beasts, not creatures as required to create a Skill Book. If Sinner understood everything correctly, only sentient creatures counted, with the exception of fellow competition members. 
 
      
 
    So where should he look for them? Anywhere but near the sea. That would be too dangerous. While he was watching the commotion near the hangar, he noticed three more participants approach the site. Having discovered competitors searching through this area, they sent someone over for a parley. The guy shouted something from a distance, turned around, and waved to his team, sending them a signal to leave the bushes. 
 
      
 
    Both groups huddled together and discussed something for about five minutes, gesticulating wildly. Then they both set into motion and set southward as a single group. 
 
      
 
    There was nothing for him to do by the coast. So far, Sinner had been really lucky, surviving where he was very likely to die at least twice. He didn’t feel like pushing his luck. 
 
      
 
    It would indeed make sense to move away from the sea. There would hopefully be fewer aggressive people there—according to Macho, they preferred to stay close to the shoreline. The looted maps corroborated this—the areas explored by the participants didn’t reach the mountain range that was right there, near the village, extending in both directions parallel to the shore. 
 
      
 
    It was indeed time to climb the hilltop and take a good look around to figure out the place he’d found himself in. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Even though there were enough trees and all other kinds of vegetation at the top of the hill as well, the position offered a fantastic view, but not from every point—he had to move around to look in different directions through the gaps in the vegetation. 
 
      
 
    The curving coastline was visible best. It looked lovely—lush tropical vegetation and enormous sandy beaches with rocky promontories every here and there. There were a few small islands, almost completely green, which looked picturesque and perfectly safe. They were too little to be of any interest to the participants. They’d be a great hideout—if it wasn’t for the fact that this whole area would be covered in water in two weeks. And besides, how would one make it there past the Guardians? 
 
      
 
    The village—or, rather, the small town—stretched for about a mile and a half along the coast, being some 2000 feet wide in its most bulging part. Closer to the sea, there were hotels—small ones, for the most part, three or four stories at the most, surrounded by smaller buildings and bungalows scattered here and there. To the south lay a chaotic agglomeration of smaller houses, some of them with adjacent gardens and orchards. The memorable hangar could be seen perfectly well—finally, no one was making any noises there. There were huge billows of smoke from a fire in the eastern part of the town, and there were dots dashing here and there close by, on the stretch of the street that was visible. 
 
      
 
    Sinner pointed the phone’s camera in that direction and turned on maximum zoom. The picture was unclear and the camera was shaky, even though he placed his hand on a bough and relaxed it. However, as far as he could see, there were two groups of people armed with all sorts of stuff in a standoff. This certainly didn’t look like a peaceful gathering. There was clearly a conflict between the two—so far, it was in the verbal phase. No one was shooting, slashing, or beating anybody up. 
 
      
 
    He had no idea what was going on there, but, clearly, neither side of the conflict was of the “meat” category (unless they were bluffing—waving their weapons around without being able to use them). But this kind of a scenario didn’t seem likely to Sinner. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t notice anything else of interest going on in the town. Not even the gaki could be seen anywhere—it could be they weren’t too active in the daytime, or, alternatively, the Challenge participants decimated their population. It could also be that they preferred to roam closer to the sea but further away. 
 
      
 
    He could see another town on the other side of the hill—also by the coast, but further east. It was too far to say anything for certain, but it looked bigger—it seemed that there were buildings with ten or, perhaps, even 15 stories. Not too many, though—just a handful. However, the town nearby didn’t have anything remotely like these high-risers. 
 
      
 
    Exploring those parts would be tantamount to a rabbit exploring a fox’s burrow. Aggressive Challenge participants had to be roaming the streets en masse there, although there might be more spoils, beasts like gaki and feral dogs, and so on. There had to be more stuff in shops too, and a greater variety. Regardless, even here, in the smaller town, it didn’t take Sinner long to get clothes, bandages, a decent pair of sneakers, sunglasses, a bandana to put on his head against the heat and all kinds of other useful stuff—including food and water, of course. His backpack grew much heavier, but now he’d have nothing to worry about for another couple of days. 
 
      
 
    A reddish-yellow ribbon of a dirt road meandered along the foothills of the mountain range to the north. It cut into the slope in one place, and there was a sharp drop on the other side, where a car wreck could be seen through the trees—the driver must have been going too fast and missed the sharp turn. Sinner could see the broken trees and mangled bushes where the rolling vehicle had torn through the jungle before stopping. 
 
      
 
    Sinner zoomed in on the phone, but still didn’t manage to see any details. Nevertheless, something about the crash drew his attention—namely, the car. He didn’t understand what it was yet, but there was something out of the ordinary there. 
 
      
 
    Another thing of interest was something that looked like a mine a few miles to the northeast. There were piles of tailings on the slopes and at the bottom of a large hill, with mine buildings nearby. Below, there was the settling sump with just a tiny bit of yellowish water at the bottom next to a bunch of structures that had to be the enrichment plant. 
 
      
 
    Halfway in that direction one could see a gable roof of a solitary building. A mansion of someone who didn’t fancy company much? Judging by the size, it certainly wasn’t a mere cabin. In some places he could see bits of the road winding towards the mining plant; the solitary building was located a little further up. 
 
      
 
    He finally had his itinerary down pat. First he’d explore the car crash site that had caught his interest; then he’d reach the solitary building, the mines being his final destination. He might find something useful along the way, or some silly gaki would concede to drop a container to fulfill the needs of an outcast hunted by nearly everyone. 
 
      
 
    Sinner was really hoping that his armed competitors really weren’t fond of exploring the hills. He’d never minded being on his own; right now, he positively relished it. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Tearing through the broken tropical bushes and tree saplings was hard enough in itself. And when this was accompanied by the hissing of a snake you’d nearly stepped on, slithering away, one couldn’t help thinking that, perhaps, there may not be anything of interest down there, after all, and that he might want to consider getting back to the road before running into a reptile that would be less timid. 
 
      
 
    However, Sinner abided by his plan. He armed himself with a stick and started to tap the fallen branches and leaves, scaring away the smaller critters. Treading unhurriedly and carefully, he eventually reached the car. 
 
      
 
    He instantly realized why it had attracted his attention in the first place. Even though the symbols were unfamiliar and it was hardly visible through the green, his subconscious mind identified it as something other than a simple private person’s car. 
 
      
 
    It was a police cruiser that ran off the road. All smashed, yes, but it didn’t catch fire. This would be a godsend for any survivalist in the real world. Over here, even if it were stuffed full of weapons and ammo, it wouldn’t be of much use to him. 
 
      
 
    One of the looted phones that he’d assigned to be his vibrated and instantly went silent. He opened the message, which apparently appeared for no reason at all. 
 
      
 
    Attention! A valuable item might be somewhere in your vicinity. The map may help you find it. 
 
      
 
    At maximum zoom, the map showed the car and a miniature red star flashing in the area of the trunk. 
 
      
 
    He decided it would be worth checking out, whatever that thing meant. 
 
      
 
    Sinner crossed the final couple of paces, scaring away two crows having a feast of human flesh. He crouched over the corpse, some parts of which were but bone pecked clean, winced, took off the bloodied holster, pulled out a short-muzzled revolver and checked the cylinder. Four empty cartridges and two more with primers intact. Useless without the necessary skill; however, he had some new information now.  
 
      
 
    Apparently, they did have something more serious than measly .22 rimfire rounds here. The revolver was a .38. Even though it was a small firearm, a bullet like that could do some proper damage. 
 
      
 
    He found a small pair of binoculars in the glove compartment, which he put in his backpack alongside the revolver. Then he pulled the keys out of the ignition lock. Thus, no need to force the trunk open. 
 
      
 
    A tire jack and an iron, a steel-wire cable, a light bulletproof vest… 
 
      
 
    As well as a bright orange container with the golden legend “Trophy” written upon it. 
 
      
 
    He opened the container and looked at the content. The already-familiar cross of a Small Transformer; two microscopic hammers, an inch long at the most, with yellow handles and red heads; a blister with a single pill, and a dark blue crystal. 
 
      
 
    Challenge item. 
 
    Disintegrator. 
 
    Medium object. 
 
      
 
    Brief description: 
 
    Destroys a Challenge item. Can be used for destroying complex objects (weapons, armor, artifacts, and so on). Does not destroy resources (with the exception of compound resources). Disintegration requires an empty container of a fitting size. The item to be destroyed and the Disintegrator are to be placed in the container. Scratch or write Disintegration on the container. After you close the container, it disintegrates in a few dozen seconds (if the object is simple); in case of more complex objects, the process can take up to a couple of minutes. The ingredients achieved from the disintegration remain in its place. 
 
      
 
    Breaking stuff that wasn’t exactly abundant here? Why would one do that? There had to be a reason for that, though. This and the information he received earlier might lead one to assume that it was possible to use the ingredients for making something more useful. 
 
      
 
    Challenge item. 
 
    Medium pep pill. 
 
    Small object. 
 
      
 
    Brief description: 
 
    Removes all symptoms of tiredness and gives more energy for 3 hours. If not abused or used with other drugs, has no side effects or negative consequences, except for a possible increase in appetite. Can be used anywhere and in any situation.  
 
      
 
    Brief usage instruction: 
 
    Take the pill out of the blister. Place it in your mouth as soon as possible and swallow it (use liquid to wash the pill down if needed). No counterindications. Can be taken before, after, or with food. 
 
      
 
    One of those few cases when everything was immediately clear. A stimulant cancelling your need for rest for three hours, if the description was correct. And Sinner was sure about that. He already saw the wounds he’d received in the shallows the previous day. Even the most serious ones no longer hurt and looked as though he got them a few months ago. The scars were getting smaller with every hour. It looked like there might be no trace of scars by the evening. 
 
      
 
    Challenge item. 
 
    Ordinary crystal. 
 
    Small object. 
 
      
 
    Ordinary crystals are used for crafting and are necessary for many recipes. 
 
      
 
    There were many things here that he didn’t understand, but it gave him more information about how items were made. Just like many other things, these findings also belonged at the bottom of the backpack to be used in the future. 
 
      
 
    The bulletproof vest, though, was of immediate interest. The telephone didn’t identify it, which meant it was a plain object. But it wasn’t any less functional without the Challenge item status. It was light, but sturdy enough, covering the chest, the back, the sides, and even the shoulders completely. It would stop a soft lead .22 bullet easily, as well as a knife stab. Sinner put it on right away. 
 
      
 
    Now that he had pieces of cloth, gauze, and Band-Aid wound all across his forearms, Sinner could say he had a suit of armor at last. 
 
      
 
    He wished he could find something to cover his head. Then the set would be complete. 
 
      
 
    And he wasn’t aware how close he was to having his wish fulfilled—as well as the danger of losing his head, no matter what might cover it. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 14 
 
    The Space of Xai. Tier 1. Team 2. Location: Tsoth Khalung 
 
    Deadly Jungle 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Walking down the road turned out to be an exceptionally boring and wearying pastime. There was nothing of interest to be seen anywhere—the same vegetation to either side obscuring all the view. Sinner only saw a tree plantation through a gap in the bushes once, but there was nothing about it to draw his attention. 
 
      
 
    Even if it was past midday, the sun was really strong. He sweated under the bulletproof vest and the tight bandages covering his forearms. His head was overheating, too—the bandana offered precious little protection. 
 
      
 
    He should have looked for better headgear, he mused. With a wide brim and enough air inside for insulation. But when you’re looting furtively, giving a start at any rustling sound, you make do with whatever you can grab. 
 
      
 
    There was a parting in the trees to the right of the road, allowing him a glimpse of the sea. Sinner noticed a thundercloud in the distance, slowly making its way along the coast. 
 
      
 
    Much closer, already on dry land, he noticed something flash near the turn of a wide highway. It looked like a flash of sunlight reflected off the windshield or a mirror of a car. 
 
      
 
    Someone was going for a drive? But how? Nearly every blacktop road he’d seen was full of abandoned cars and bikes. It was as if they were placed this way on purpose, so that one would need a tank to get over some of them. You could only go for a drive over a dirt road such as this one, with nothing much around except for the police car (and even that one was resting quietly in the bushes). 
 
      
 
    He didn’t see anything new through the binoculars. There were no signs of life in that direction, but plenty of abandoned vehicles. Maybe something else flashed—or, perhaps, that part of the road wasn’t blocked just as heavily. At any rate, Sinner wasn’t planning on heading in that direction. He’d rather leave the highways to the freaks that enjoyed hunting defenseless meat. 
 
      
 
    As he was walking up another slope, he heard the telephone vibrate softly. This happened a few times before; usually it was the puppet masters informing everybody about the success of another participant. There’d usually be no details—just a brief notification. 
 
      
 
    That was the case this time as well. 
 
      
 
    Attention! To all the Challenge participants. A record has been made by participant Zhou Li Ying. Level: 3. Caste: Elevated. 
 
      
 
    Individual victory. The highest victory record among the higher castes. Individual victory over a foe with a special ability (Level 7, antagonist (ordinary beast), with special abilities). 
 
      
 
      
 
    Caste participants had it easier for sure. Sinner couldn’t even imagine what a Level 7 opponent might be capable of. The strangler was a paltry Level 1, and that experience wasn’t something he’d care to relive. 

However, the numbers didn’t quite make sense. Out of the two guys who’d gotten caught in his trap, one was Level 2, but it didn’t help him much. Sinner finished him off easily, without seeing any difference. 
 
      
 
    Yet one needed to remember that level as such did not boost one’s Strength, Agility, or any other stats. It just allowed them to progress, which required the use of UDSs. Maybe the caste player never managed to up anything—or he did, but without the result being tangible enough. 
 
      
 
    Apart from that, the participant in question had been hurt badly that time, having fallen from up above and received a heavy load right over the head. He was lucky not to have been killed at once. Had Sinner tried to go against him mano a mano, he could have felt the difference in levels. 
 
      
 
    At any rate, this Zhou Li Ying made an impression. To destroy a Level 7 beast must have been really something. When you hear something like that reported, you can’t help experiencing a certain amount of self-loathing. 
 
      
 
    Damn this helplessness and these hands that wouldn’t even let him hit an enemy with a stick. 
 
      
 
    And damn whoever invented this crazy circus tenfold. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It took him half an hour to get to the building that he’d noticed on the slope, although he’d been convinced he’d manage twice as fast. Alas, hills and afternoon tropics are a poor combination for anyone traveling on foot. 
 
      
 
    It turned out to be an Asian-style gas station. There was an awning over an unpaved space adjacent to the road covering large bottles of gas with prices written on them with a marker. In the distance stood a large but rather disheveled-looking building, most likely built of whatever construction materials were available—there were old bricks from some ancient wall, roughly-hewn pieces of local sandstone, and cinder blocks of all sizes. The roof looked more impressive—it was the reason Sinner had initially assumed it to be a mansion. Most of it was covered by bright tiles, which looked fairly imposing from a long distance. The rest was made of corroded tin. There were a few windows of different sizes, but none of them large. Make them a little narrower and you’d get a bunch of arrow slits. 
 
      
 
    The building didn’t have the residential feel about it. The entrance was so wide it qualified as a gate rather than a door—heavy and metallic, fit for any garage. 
 
      
 
    Sinner had expected to find a car inside, but he was mistaken. It was a service station with a long inspection pit in the middle and shelves filled with tools, spare parts, and all sorts of junk all around the perimeter. There were workbenches, simple lathes, a plastic table covered with filthy oilcloth, and an open entrance to the attic, with a stepladder right underneath. 
 
      
 
    The place stank so badly one could have thought there was an elephant decomposing somewhere in the corner, but that didn’t keep Sinner from wanting to explore the attic—the dark entrance looked very inviting. 
 
      
 
    He put back the baseball bat he had picked up from a shelf and sighed. Just like every other weapon, it would be of no use without the corresponding skill. He took a look at the rest of the stuff and headed for the stepladder. 
 
      
 
    It stank even worse upstairs, since the source of the stench was there. Someone decided to hang himself over a steel wire wrapped around a ceiling beam. The metal roof was blistering hot from the sun—you could have built a sauna underneath. The corpse decomposed just fine in this atmosphere, with a smell to match.  
 
      
 
    Sinner dashed downstairs, almost breaking his legs, cursing his unbridled curiosity. He held his nose as he grabbed a motorcycle helmet he’d seen on a table next to the gate, and finally tumbled outside, where the air was fresh. 
 
      
 
    He caught his breath, tried the helmet on, and nodded with satisfaction. He didn’t just get a load of stench for nothing. It was no serious protection, but it would be more effective against fists and bullets than a bandana. 
 
      
 
    He could move on at last. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The monkey was standing in the middle of the road and stared at the approaching man. Sinner never considered himself a zoologist, but he couldn’t help noticing that the animal looked strange. It resembled a macaque, but was much larger, the size of a big baboon. However, the only similarity was the size. 
 
      
 
    On the other hand, considering local zoology strange would be rich, given that this world was populated by creatures as exotic as those insatiable munchkins from Oriental mythology. 
 
      
 
    So he decided it was a mutant macaque—or, perhaps, an athlete macaque that’s overdone it with the steroids. 
 
      
 
    Anyway, whoever it was, he’d hoped the creature would be peaceful. Fighting a primate the size of an Alsatian wasn’t what Sinner had planned for the afternoon. 
 
      
 
    Also, considering that macaques were pack animals. Speak of the devil… 
 
      
 
    Another one climbed out of the bushes, followed by two more. They blocked the road and were staring at him with a challenge. 
 
      
 
    Macho did mention monkeys in the forest, claiming they were cowardly and avoided people. But these behaved differently. They stood in his path, didn’t look like they’d let him pass, and there was menace in their eyes. 
 
      
 
    What could that mean? Did Macho lie to him? 
 
      
 
    He may have. There was no way of checking now. But there could be another explanation. Caste participants didn’t come on their own, and their levels weren’t zero. Their stats were also higher than his. The monkeys might have sensed that. And they could definitely tell a single traveler from a group. 
 
      
 
    He should probably turn back. He’d have to find a detour, risking to run into a snake or abandon the idea of reaching the mining facilities he’d seen from the hill altogether. 
 
      
 
    Sinner took a few steps backwards. Something bumped into him. He looked around to see a line of three monkeys behind him. 
 
      
 
    So they blocked him from both sides. And he really didn’t like the way they looked at him. Even their smaller cousins could bite one so hard that one would need surgery first, and then a ton of shots against all the diseases they carried. Macaques this size could kill him unless he fought them back as hard as he could. Not the easiest thing to do when your hands were empty. 
 
      
 
    Sinner started to take off his backpack, trying not to make any incautious movements. He might have a chance to distract them throwing around food. Macaques were known beggars and might react. 
 
      
 
    If not, it would be easier to defend himself without a load on his back. 
 
      
 
    The instance he placed the backpack on the ground and started to crouch over it, the pack sprang into action—all the monkeys rushed to attack Sinner at once, yelling in shrill voices. 
 
      
 
    He realized he didn’t stand a chance against seven, left the backpack, and started running back—there were only three macaques in that direction; he might be able to give one or two the what-for while the others got there.  
 
      
 
    The monkeys maneuvered, having scattered and letting the man through so as to attack him from several sides simultaneously. However, their intentions were too clear, which is why Sinner managed to turn around and grab the one that was planning to attack him from the back. The part the ape bit was his protected forearm; he grabbed the animal’s leg with the other and gave it a swing, nearly screaming with pain when the two other monkeys buried their fangs in his legs like two bulldogs—too hard for their size. 
 
      
 
    He smashed the one he grabbed right into the ground as hard as he could and fell to one knee to drive the second one into the dirt—in lucky enough a manner to reach for it and break its neck with a single swift motion. The one he’d smashed into the ground earlier was still stunned; Sinner pulled it closer and treated it in the exact same manner—without any mercy, completely ignoring the third. It made a mistake—it tried to bite him in the back, but its fangs just got stuck in the bulletproof vest. 
 
      
 
    Sinner tried to grab it by one of the limbs, but the beast slipped away to the side of the road, refusing to engage him one on one.  
 
      
 
    Seeing the four lagging monkeys approach, Sinner made a show of stepping on the head of their companion in its death throes, bringing down all his weight and making the snout pressed into the dirt deform with a loud crack. And gave the animals as vicious a grin as he could. 
 
      
 
    One doesn’t normally show one’s teeth to apes and monkeys—they might even consider a regular smile a challenge. But he needed to intimidate them and demonstrate his dominance since the kind approach didn’t work. Fear was a powerful motivator. It might make them reluctant to continue the fight. 
 
      
 
    It appeared to have worked. The surviving five were in no hurry to attack. Instead, the monkeys ran back, blocking the path to the mine, and started to squeal in a different way. Also menacingly, but with a different intonation, constantly looking behind them as if expecting reinforcements. 
 
      
 
    A low growl answered from the bushes further up the slope. Sinner’s mood wasn’t that great to begin with; now it sank like a rock. 
 
      
 
    Another primate appeared on the road. Apparently, that was the culprit who’d made Sinner glum. It was over twice as tall as the other monkeys—the size of a short man. Even though Sinner was still a head and a half taller, he realized fighting a beast like that would not be a walk in the park. 
 
      
 
    Apart from that, the ape was holding a heavy gnarled stick in one of its hands. One might even call it a club. It was made very roughly—most likely, with the aid of teeth—but that didn’t make him feel any better. A swing of that club would be felt, and the bandages on his forearms wouldn’t be of much help. 
 
      
 
    The giant macaque barked aggressively, and the five smaller ones went silent at once, looking at their bigger cousin with fear as it headed right towards sinner arrogantly, swinging its club without trying anything fancier, obviously wishing to smack him on the head as hard as it could. 
 
      
 
    He got tense like a wound spring, standing his ground until the very last moment, letting the mutant macaque as close as he could and almost letting it swing the club down. A split second before it could do just that, he jumped at the ape, sliding underneath the club. Then he rammed the animal, knocking it to the ground. 
 
      
 
    The leader started to squeal in a baritone, which sounded hideously unnatural—like a bad attempt to imitate Tarzan’s famous cry. Then it tried to bite through the bulletproof vest with its huge maw, banging Sinner on the helmet with the stick’s handle as if it were a drum. The ape must have had a predilection for music since it kept perfect time. 
 
      
 
    And yet the blows were not too hard. And the service station helmet was excellent—the plastic held perfectly. 
 
      
 
    Sinner brought his opponent to the ground, twisted his body a little, reached the snout and drove his thumbs into the ape’s eyeballs as hard as he could. 
 
      
 
    That’s when the ape started to squeal for real, panicking. The others rushed to the rescue, surrounding him, biting, scratching, and getting in each other’s way. It was a free-for all; in the center, Sinner continued maiming the leader. Realizing that even a blind ape would be dangerous at close quarters, he twisted himself free, protecting his open face from a small macaque that wanted to go for his nose. Finally he managed to grab the leader by the shoulder and used his weight to roll the beast to the side. He slid behind it, and, trying to ignore the small fry trying to tear his body apart, used both arms and twisted as hard as he could, giving it his all. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t even hear the neck break. He felt it. 
 
      
 
    He instantly started to rise, yelling like a madman, biting the small macaque that didn’t know when to stop right on the ear and jerking his head away, tearing off the beast’s skin and cartilage. 
 
      
 
    He couldn’t even remember how he got up, waving around the huge container dropped by the leader. He smashed one of the monkeys in the snout with it so hard it flew to the side of the road squealing in pain. 
 
      
 
    What was that? How was that even possible? It wasn’t the most effective weapon, but it was better than nothing. 
 
      
 
    He continued swinging the container around and yelling. The five smaller animals fled, unwilling to engage the madman who’d killed their leader with his bare hands and was hitting everybody who’d get into his range. 
 
      
 
    It must have been a funny sight, and it felt just like using a suitcase as a weapon. Fortunately, the container wasn’t heavy, so swinging it wasn’t that hard. You couldn’t deliver a proper blow with it, but the beasts were getting a lot less belligerent. 
 
      
 
    He kept on yelling as he shook off drops of blood that were getting into his eyes—he’d no idea where it came from—and kicked the leader’s head time and time again, as though trying to disconnect it from the body and use it as a football.  
 
      
 
    The remaining macaques, initially subdued after the death of the leader, started the well-familiar squeal again. 
 
      
 
    They were answered from the slope. One low roar, then another, and yet another, accompanied by a choir of small fry. Dozens of monkeys put their vocal chords in overdrive. The canopies shook, giving out the locations of the apes and the monkeys hurrying towards the road. 
 
      
 
    That was when Sinner realized he’d been really lucky to make it this far, but his luck was over. It would take a miracle for him to survive a horde of irate primates. He’d already been wounded, and that was only the beginning. 
 
      
 
    What was he to do? He couldn’t just wait for them to tear him to shreds—that would be capitulation, and he always made a point of never giving up. 
 
      
 
    Sinner turned around and legged it, leaving a trail of crimson droplets. 
 
      
 
    The five macaques followed him at some distance. They kept looking back, waiting for their kin to join them, and squealed promisingly. 
 
      
 
    They would form a great big pack and kill the man. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    The Space of Xai. Tier 1. Team 2. Location: Tsoth Khalung 
 
    Under Siege 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    The building was a blessing. He’d managed to deflect the first wave, but that just postponed the inevitable gruesome end. He wouldn’t be able to wait it out inside—the monkeys weren’t even making an effort to get in yet. This wasn’t storming the premises; they were just throwing themselves against a locked metal gate, wasting their strength and time. But they would most likely tire of this pastime soon and start looking for alternative approaches. The overgrown macaques wouldn’t be able to break through the walls, but the windows with glass or mosquito nets wouldn’t hold them back for long. Unfortunately, the windows were large enough for the monkeys to get in. And they weren’t located conveniently enough for him to be able to shut them all. 
 
      
 
    But even if he managed to barricade every approach, the screaming beasts would try to use the roof instead of the windows. It didn’t look that sturdy—nor did the ceiling. The larger primates were riled up enough to take it apart, get through his defenses, and fill the entire space. 
 
    And Sinner’s final resting place would be right here—without there being much left of him. 
 
    He must have gotten the monkeys really pissed off, judging by their squeals. 
 
      
 
    That much was already clear to Sinner when he was heading back towards the building, leaving a trail of blood behind him and chased by five macaques constantly shrieking for help. But where else would he go? Trying to fight them on the road or in the forest would mean sure and instant death. 
 
      
 
    At least here he wouldn’t be torn apart at once and might muddle along a while longer. 
 
    The backpack was left at the battlefield, with most of his stuff there. There was the rifle, somehow still on his shoulder, and there were lots of heavy tools here. The baseball bat, great-looking as it was, still lay on the shelf. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, none of that was useful. He wouldn’t be able to use anything. 
 
      
 
    He was still clenching the container dropped by the leader in his hand. The size was substantial; practice also showed that the puppet masters allowed the usage of such items as weapons. But that was of little use to Sinner. A suitcase weighing next to nothing wasn’t a weapon that could save him. The content was its only value. But what use would loot be right now? Unless a bunch of UDSs falls out and he manages to up yet another parameter. He might hold on for a second or two longer once the beasts made it through. 
 
      
 
    Come to think of it, it wasn’t a bad idea. Since he was muddling along, he might as well carry on for as long as he could. The monkeys have given him some time for a break that he should use. Sinner saw no other way of getting a better chance. He was afraid to block the windows with the shelves. First, it wouldn’t hold the attackers back for long; second, the noise he’d cause would draw the beasts’ attention to the vulnerable places in his defense. 
 
      
 
    The attackers were only storming the gate so far; he hoped they’d keep on doing just that. 
 
      
 
    There turned out to be a lot of stuff in the defeated leader—a Level Sign horseshoe with the number 16 on it was pretty good for a single opponent. There were many other things as well. 
 
      
 
    However, Sinner ignored everything else, grabbing a thin book in a hard cover, hastily touching it with his phone, distrusting what was written on the cover. 
 
      
 
    He wished so much to get lucky at last. It should be it this time! 
 
      
 
    Challenge item. 
 
    Skill book: Clubs (basic skill). 
 
    Medium object. 
 
      
 
    Brief description: 
 
    Gives you the skill of fighting with blunt weapons (cudgels, maces, and other club-like weapons). In order to learn the skill, read the text of the book aloud (a whisper is all right). The skill will be recorded in your general Skill Book and you’ll be able to activate it when needed, if there’s a free slot available. Attention! Once read, the book will be destroyed leaving nothing but dust and ashes with singed pieces of paper. 
 
      
 
    Sinner felt disoriented for a second. 
 
      
 
    What was he to do? He might just as well cry “hallelujah” and grit his teeth. 
 
      
 
    He’d finally be able to learn a skill. But he didn’t have a Challenge weapon he could use. He should have taken the large ape’s club. Apart from that he’d need to read a few pages to learn it. The text wasn’t long, but the ambiance wasn’t exactly conducive to getting engrossed in reading. The macaques could tear through any moment. 
 
      
 
    His glance fell on the shelves and stopped on the handle of the baseball bat. 
 
      
 
    Well, what do you know! Now he might have a reason for a victory cry, after all. Since he finally had a plan in his head—a very risky and a very haphazard one; he’d have to get really lucky. 
 
      
 
    But it was a chance. 
 
      
 
    So Sinner started reading, filtering out everything that’s been going on around him. After all, he might miss a word or two, and the invisible puppet masters overseeing the process could qualify that as an error, and he’d have to start anew. 
 
      
 
    The macaques wouldn’t bang on the gates forever. 
 
      
 
    Fortunately, he was a fast reader—and it was not just scanning the pages diagonally to get the general sense. He could actually read fast, sentence by sentence, missing nothing. 
 
      
 
    The book started to fall apart in his hands, and blackened fragments fell to the floor. 
 
      
 
    Shaking the singed but still smoldering fragments of the book off his palms, he dashed for the shelves. It was time for the second part of the plan. 
 
      
 
    Fortunately, he didn’t keep all his stuff in the backpack. Some things were in his pockets; others, in his belt bag. They included two Small Transformers—one from the strangler, and the other from the police car. There was one chance in four that they could transform a regular item into a Challenge item. 
 
      
 
    He wished he knew more about the process. Who knew what could and what couldn’t be transformed? What if the baseball bat wouldn’t fit the bill, for some reason? If he got really unlucky, he’d be one weapon, one container, and one Transformer short. A little less unlucky, he’d still have the piece of wood, but it wouldn’t be a Challenge item. 
 
      
 
    At any rate, Sinner only had one attempt—there was but a single container at his disposal. Fortunately, the bat fit in perfectly well diagonally. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t know whether it would work, but he felt obliged to try. As far as Sinner could understand from what little information he had, it wasn’t easy to use regular objects in combat. You might not get paralysis, but there’d be limits of some sort, and he’d prefer not to have to learn about them while fighting dozens of monkeys gathering from all over the place. 
 
      
 
    His heart skipped a beat. 
 
      
 
    The container fell apart. And there was a bat in the debris, looking brand new. 
 
      
 
    Challenge item. 
 
      
 
    Color: Black. 
 
    Weapon. Type: physical. Class: melee weapon. Range: close. Variety: bludgeon. 
 
    Large object. 
 
    Level: 0. 
 
    Rank: basic item (can contain 1 attribute (1 more available with the use of an expander)). 
 
    Artifact properties: none. 
 
    Activated attributes: none (1 slot available). 
 
    Link: none. 
 
    Durability: 74/74. 
 
    Attack: very low. 
 
    Defense: none. 
 
    Created by: The Challenge Ladder (transformed from a regular object). 
 
      
 
    Resources available upon destruction: 1–3 bars of regular wood, 1–2 tubes of simple varnish. 
 
      
 
    Attention! The amount of resources may grow as skills associated with gathering material resources are learned and developed. Without them you can only get a minimum amount (in case of successful destruction). 
 
      
 
    Brief description. 
 
      
 
    A Challenge club created by transforming a simple baseball bat. Bludgeon effect on a short distance. Slow attack rate. Weak basic damage. Very poor armor-piercing qualities. 
 
      
 
    If the invisible puppet masters in charge of this show were watching Sinner, his desperate attempts to survive would probably amuse them. Or, perhaps, they meddled in a few key moments to give him a better chance of succeeding—to allow the guinea pig to skirt the abyss of despair. 
 
      
 
    But he was still skirting it. The abyss was near, waiting for him. And the only weapon he had was a baseball bat, while the gates were shaking from the onslaught of angry and bloodthirsty macaques. 
 
      
 
    As soon as the monkeys would find alternative ways in, he’d be done for. 
 
      
 
    He needed to do something soon.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sinner pulled on the chain to make sure it held fast. He uncapped a canister of acid found behind one of the shelves, making sure it wouldn’t tip over by itself. Having made his decision, he reached for the lock. It turned with an effort—the bar could barely move. The horde of monkeys was pushing on the gate so far it was deforming. 
 
      
 
    But Sinner managed. 
 
      
 
    The gate leafs remained closed. The screeching monkeys didn’t understand they had to pull the gate to open it instead of pushing. 
 
      
 
    He had to show them by kicking the gate a few times. That would only make it open by an inch or so, but the primates finally started to put two and two together. One of the leaders barked something in a low baritone, followed by two more. Finally, the pressure abated, and after another kick the gate leaf remained open and started to widen as the macaques started pulling on it. 
 
      
 
    However, the chain holding it together didn’t let them all rush in. The gap was only wide enough for them to squeeze in, single file. 
 
      
 
    That’s exactly what the monkeys started doing. They hurried to rush in, climbing over each other’s backs. 
 
      
 
    As soon as the first head went through, there was a strong blow. Then another one. And another. Each time, a new head. 
 
      
 
    Sinner wasn’t hitting them with his bare fists, and the result spoke for itself. Some macaques would go stiff and drop a container at once; others needed seconds. It took him just a few minutes to kill so many of them in the yard that the remaining monkeys had to climb over dead bodies. At some point, the shrieking creatures ended up with no alternative but to climb to human height. That was the only free part of the gap. 
 
      
 
    One of the leaders—the biggest one—came up with the bright idea of throwing a mangy macaque inside in hopes that the screaming small stuff would draw away Sinner’s attention. But he smashed its back so hard the monkey couldn’t take a step further, and then dispatched the leader with three very strong blows. 
 
      
 
    Another leader managed to get stuck trying to get inside together with two other large primates. Sinner clubbed the other two to death hastily, but the leader got a well-swung and a well-measured blow. This was the first time he managed to kill a creature so big with a single blow. 
 
      
 
    His hands shook from the strain, and the monkeys just kept on coming. Some dragged their dead brethren aside, while others kept on going forward, obstinately and stupidly, just to get a smack on the head and add to the pile of dead bodies. 
 
      
 
    Some of the macaques that initially seemed dead would come to and try to reach him with their fangs or their claws. But they didn’t have enough strength to do him any serious damage. His bulletproof vest and helmet also came in handy. Sinner would finish off these “reanimated patients” with a single blow and then switch his attention back to the new beasts trying to get through. 
 
      
 
    A few leaders occasionally managed to reach him with pointed sticks that looked like primitive spears, sharpened roughly with the only instrument available to them—their own teeth. The only time they got him successfully was when one of them left a scratch on his palm—from the base of the middle finger to the wrist. In all the other cases the sticks would just hit the bulletproof vest or slide across the helmet without causing any harm. 
 
      
 
    The leaders finally got tired of dying in so inglorious a manner, and they started to shake the gate, trying to make the opening wider. But they only made things easier for Sinner, since the chain would tighten again, the leaves would spring back, and the gap would become narrower, catching the macaques, who kept on coming, and turning them into immobile targets. 
 
      
 
    Sinner kept on smashing the primates’ skulls, which crunched disgustingly. The bat kept creaking, losing bits of wood due to overuse, the iron gates rattled from the commotion, and the chain clinked. An enormous pool of blood—the enemies’ and his own—squelched under his feet. Blood covered every surface, including his face, and its sharp smell drowned out everything else. Even the dead body stench could hardly be felt any more. 
 
      
 
    There was a sound of breaking glass to his left. Sinner turned his head and gritted his teeth. Unfortunately, the monkeys were beginning to realize there was no point storming the gate. One of the largest macaques had enough wits about it to explore one of the sides of the building, and was now trying to smash through the window, squeaking demandingly all the way, calling its fellow primates to help it. 
 
      
 
    He could do nothing to stop it. There was a bunch of corpses in the gap, so he wouldn’t be able to lock the gate again. If he abandoned his position, the monkeys would get through. 
 
      
 
    That meant he had to make a stand right there—to give it his all and make sure the gap got completely blocked by dead bodies; then turn his attention to those penetrating through the windows. 
 
      
 
    Surely, there couldn’t have been thousands. They were bound to stop coming at some point.  
 
      
 
    Another glass broke, then another. The mosquito net made a ripping sound as it got torn. If his ears didn’t play any tricks on him, the iron roof rattled, too. 
 
      
 
    They were coming from every direction, and there were still too many of them—dozens, perhaps, if not hundreds. It was hard to tell by ear, but it seemed as though the macaques were everywhere and that the only place in the world that was still free of them was this building, which was about to fall under the onslaught of the screeching army. 
 
      
 
    Then, suddenly, everything went silent. There were no more squeals or short blood-curdling cries. No more sounds of breaking glass or creaking metal. There was a moment of absolute silence. 
 
      
 
    It was followed by the stomping and the rustling of dozens and hundreds of paws. The macaques scattered without making a sound, leaving the premises at such a speed one might have thought there was an A-bomb inside about to blow. 
 
      
 
    Sinner felt relief for a split second. Then he heard a roar behind the wall that made his spirit almost leave the body through his feet to dig all the way through this damn planet and emerge on the other side. 
 
      
 
    He recognized the voice. It belonged to a large cat. 
 
      
 
    A very large cat. 
 
      
 
    Large enough for the kitty in question to squash him like a bug.  
 
      
 
    Sinner took one look at the gate, measured its strength against the sound he’d heard earlier, and realized it wouldn’t hold the roaring beast for so long as a minute. The tricks with the chain will be of no use here. 
 
      
 
    The creature must have been a real heavyweight to make the monkeys scatter as soon as they heard it approach—instantly, without making a sound, even though they’d just lost hundreds of their brethren, leaving the battlefield covered in their corpses and containers. 
 
      
 
    Whatever it was that turned up must have scared them a lot more than Sinner ever could. 
 
      
 
    And he wouldn’t be able to defeat the thing with a baseball bat. 
 
      
 
    Sinner froze for a few seconds, listening attentively and feverishly assessing his chances of survival. Then he grabbed the canister and made a dash for the stepladder. 
 
      
 
    It was time to hide in the attic. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    While Sinner was taking the malodorous suicide out of the noose, the mystery beast started to munch on monkey corpses, making disgusting noises. He’d even hoped it might sate its hunger and move on—for a drink of water to wash down the monkey meat, for example. 
 
      
 
    But Lady Luck decided to look elsewhere for a while. The gate made a resonant sound, as if someone very brawny was testing its strength. 
 
      
 
    Next came a blow that shook the entire house, followed by the sound of shelves falling. Some enormous thing was running around downstairs, looking hastily in every nook and cranny. 
 
      
 
    There was about a minute of crashing sounds, and then everything went silent. Ominously silent. 
 
      
 
    In another instance, the trapdoor flew open with a bang, and a hideous black head with dark red stripes appeared in the twilight of the attic—like an enormous panther with dismal vermillion stripes. No such creatures could possibly exist. 
 
      
 
    However, in this world, they did—nothing was normal here. 
 
      
 
    The Brobdingnagian cat twisted around and gave Sinner, crouching in the corner, a baleful look. It grinned, demonstrating its set of enormous fangs, and thrust its paws further, grabbing onto the sagging floor and unhurriedly pulling itself up. 
 
      
 
    It climbed higher and higher, paying no attention to the noose it crawled into. The plastic basin standing right there in the clear above its head also failed to draw its attention. As the feline kept climbing through the narrow trapdoor, its head bumped into the basin, which was deliberately installed in a precarious way. 
 
      
 
    The basin tipped over, and the battery acid poured all over the beast’s snout. 
 
      
 
    It hissed as if scalded (which was, basically, the case), and started to jerk, hanging by one paw and trying to use the other to rub the caustic acid out of its eyes. But it couldn’t hold fast and fell. 
 
      
 
    Its fall wasn’t long—the steel wire that had been holding the body of the suicide went taut. And the enormous cat found itself hanging in midair. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t death yet—the drop wasn’t that abrupt, and its neck didn’t break. The hideous thing was blinded by acid, hissing and roaring in pain and anger, and flailed its paws in an attempt to crawl back to the attic and finish what it had started. 
 
      
 
    But Sinner was ready for it. He jumped over and smashed the paw with his bat, aiming at the place where the fangs began to grow. The paw was enormous, but he hit hard enough to make it felt. 
 
      
 
    The paw slid down. 
 
      
 
    He had to use the bat a few more times—the cat kept on trying to hold on to the trapdoor, jerking around with such strength that the steel wire rang like a guitar string wound too tight, and the roof shook all over, the iron sheets producing a deafening clangor. The bar holding the load creaked as if about to break. The building might have been considered sturdy by tropical standards—definitely not a cabin—but, unfortunately, such stress tests weren’t in the builders’ plan. 
 
      
 
    However, it held so far, and time was on Sinner’s side. The steel noose worked, slowly but steady. The beast’s movements were becoming more chaotic and desperate. It was no longer trying to free itself and just thrashed about in panic and despair, wasting the last of its oxygen. 
 
      
 
    The resistance began to weaken. The cat would just shudder occasionally. That was agony. The end would come soon. 
 
      
 
    Sinner was praying for the steel wire to hold—some of the threads had popped already. 
 
      
 
    Just a little bit more! 
 
      
 
    Just another minute! 
 
      
 
    Ten seconds! 
 
      
 
    Hold! Please hold!!! 
 
      
 
    There was a noise downstairs that sent shivers down his spine. Could it have popped? Would the cat catch its breath and try again? 
 
      
 
    Sinner moved towards the edge of the trapdoor, looked down, and instantly relaxed. 
 
      
 
    The wire held. The cat’s body was hanging limply. 
 
      
 
    The noise was made by a container. It was large and looked heavy. 
 
      
 
    He never saw containers like this one before. 
 
      
 
    The Space of Xai. Tier 1. Team 2. Location: Sainathdan 
 
    Interlude 
 
      
 
      
 
    There used to be a time when up to forty-four amusement park visitors could be seated at the eleven tables standing on this terrace. But when Lord first visited the second floor of this restaurant, he gave an order to get rid of all the extra furniture. As a matter of fact, he didn’t mind the furniture per se; his intent was to provoke a silly boy who’d been naïve enough to cherish the ambition of becoming the leader of the forming gang. 
 
      
 
    Too ambitious for his age. 
 
      
 
    This order was the last straw. The boy took the bait, predictably enough, and flew into a fit of anger, claiming that Lord was getting above his position, giving too many orders, and that he’d be damned if he did anything about the tables, thus engaging in confrontation prematurely. Haste never paid in such situations—especially when one was facing a person who’d understood a lot more before the start and claimed a nickname that would correspond to his future status. 
 
      
 
    The youth was too inexperienced and hot-blooded. That spelled stupid. 
 
      
 
    Lord killed him. Not with his own hands, of course. In a world where taking a life is a boon you have to weigh the pros and cons out well before you take on the role of the executioner. Therefore he gave a bonus of sorts to someone who was showing promise, allowing him to get some extra points. 
 
      
 
    The gang lost a good fighter that day. But that’s how it had to be. The blood of an ambitious youth was the perfect glue for keeping the whole structure together. 
 
      
 
    The ancients knew all there was to know about sacrifice. Blood is the best one could offer to any deity. It also worked perfectly well in situations much more mundane. 
 
      
 
    The extra furniture was removed—one doesn’t cancel one’s orders, after all. So now Lord was sitting at the single table left, slowly drinking straight rum and looking at the park. The building wasn’t that tall, but it was placed in a strategic location. You could see a lot. If you stood up and looked to the left, you could even see the blue sea surface in between the palm trees. Opposite were picturesque hills with low slopes covered completely in tropical vegetation. 
 
      
 
    However, you could see none of those now. The tropics seemed to have a switch in them. Sunset felt like someone pulling a lever that turned all the lights off. 
 
      
 
    In front lay his domain—its very center. There were lots of things to be seen there. The owners of this world made sure there would be—and so did Lord’s people. There were all sorts of adventure rides with dwellings for gang members set up among them, identified by the wires reaching towards the Ferris wheel—the only place that had electricity, although everybody with any experience in things like that claimed it was physically impossible, the consensus being that the juice appeared from out of nowhere. They said it was tantamount to electricity appearing from cut wires. 
 
      
 
    Lord didn’t care where it came from. It was nice to have power. One had to use what there was without theorizing on it. 
 
      
 
    The pen with the meat was built haphazardly—right at the center of his domain. They were a potential source of enormous profit—and a constant pain in the ass. It wasn’t enough to catch them; now he had to feed them, too. That was why Lord placed himself at the seashore. You couldn’t move far until the mobility issue was solved. There were lots of vehicles, but most of them were out of order, and folks who could fix cars were few and far between. 
 
      
 
    Therefore, he’d have to guard his treasure without moving anywhere. It was the end of the second day since the start. It was the inevitable time of wild behavior, total anarchy, and complete disrespect, when the authority of the society’s future elite was only beginning to assert itself. Nearly any gang would instantly want to take hold of the pen without considering the owner’s opinion. 
 
      
 
    He’d need to form a force of fighters—a serious one. And he’d have to be quick about it since whoever had thought this up only gave them all fifteen days. 
 
      
 
    Not enough. Too little time to start a serious business from scratch. But with some effort and without undue squeamishness, there was a chance the seed capital of Lord’s future fortune would be formed here. And he was trying his hardest. 
 
      
 
    He turned around and saw Berghen—a thickset East Asian guy with short legs and a face that never expressed any emotion, be it joy, malice, or sorrow. He kept on the same expression all the time. If you didn’t look too closely, you’d think he was sleepy all the time. 
 
      
 
    But his eyes gave him away. His gaze was too attentive and missed no detail. Not a gaze that bode well. People with eyes like that would serve him best as loyal allies—failing that, one should kill them without undue delay. They always were a considerable danger in loose cannon mode. 
 
      
 
    Berghen approached the table, stopped, and said emotionlessly, 
 
      
 
    “They told me you called for me.” 
 
      
 
    Lord gazed at him for a few seconds and said, 
 
      
 
    “Give me your rifle.” 
 
      
 
    The Asian guy took the .22 off his shoulder and placed it on the table in front of the leader, then stepped back and stood still, his hands behind his back. 
 
      
 
    Lord ran his hand over the foregrip. 
 
      
 
    “Why do the likes of you make notches on your rifles?” 
 
      
 
    “A notch is a dead body,” the shooter answered just as emotionlessly. 
 
      
 
    “I know that math. I’m asking you why.” 
 
      
 
    Berghen answered slowly. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve heard many things. It isn’t just the snipers who do it. Pilots mark their victories, and so do tank crew members. But it’s different for a sniper. Nobody likes snipers. Folks don’t like to think of themselves as prey hunted like ducks or deer. That’s why snipers should never get captured. The worst is if they get you with a rifle that has notches. You’ll die a horrible death. Every sniper knows that. If he still makes notches, it means he thinks nothing of death. My name is Berghen and I make notches on my rifle.” 
 
      
 
    Lord nodded approvingly. 
 
      
 
    “You’re overdoing the melodrama a bit, but well said. I see six notches. There were four this morning. Where did the other two come from?” 
 
      
 
    “Two phones at once appeared on the map. A group of meat was hiding in an unfinished hotel—five of them. In the east, almost two miles away from town. We’d had them cornered, but someone’s tried to interfere.” 
 
      
 
    “Who?” Lord asked curtly. 
 
      
 
    Berghen shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know. Never seen those folks before. They were just passing through and also wanted their share of the spoils. You get a lot of those. We told them to scram, but they didn’t get it. I killed two and took their ammo. Then I cut the captive’s neck. I didn’t put a notch on the rifle since I killed him with a knife.” 
 
      
 
    “What did the captive tell you? Anything interesting?” 
 
      
 
    “There was something, boss. He said there were seven of them. But in the morning one of them was killed—just like Howdy. 
 
      
 
    “Strangled?” Lord asked rhetorically. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. The stranglers got to him. Then the remaining ones joined forces with another group, and there were ten of them. They were roaming the coast looking for meat. They found us instead.” 
 
      
 
    “I see,” Lord pointed at the chair. “Sit down, Berghen. Would you like some rum? Pour yourself a glass.” 
 
      
 
    Berghen shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, boss, I don’t drink. Can I have my rifle back?” 
 
      
 
    Lord ran his hand over the foregrip again. 
 
      
 
    “How exactly is your nickname pronounced, once again? Which syllable is stressed?” 
 
      
 
    “The second, boss.” 
 
      
 
    “I see you like to shoot. Your nickname means “sharpshooter” in Yakut, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, boss. My father’s a hunter. So is my grandfather. So was my great-grandfather. It runs in the family. I learned to shoot before I learned to speak. That’s how things are with us.” 
 
      
 
    Lord took a slow sip from the glass, and shouted, without turning his head. 
 
      
 
    “Jean, bring it over here!” 
 
      
 
    His assistant was quick on the uptake, dashed up the staircase, and brought what he’d been expected to bring in a couple of seconds, then stepped aside and froze. 
 
      
 
    Lord waved him off. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t stand there like a statue. Go downstairs. Oh, by the way… How many cartridges do we have?” 
 
      
 
    “Four were found with the rifle,” Jean replied. “But we’ve found out that there’s a group in the settlement to the west. They have a few more. Draco talked to them and said the cartridges would fit. So, seven more. They have no weapons to use them with, and they’d trade them for .22s, Repair Marks, or Detoxifiers. They got attacked by snakes when they tried to raid a plantation at night, so some of them used up those in their bracelets.” 
 
      
 
    “I see. You may go.” 
 
      
 
    Lord pushed the rifle to Berghen. 
 
      
 
    “Have you heard about the lair of a high-level strangler with trained gaki in chains? The one that was hiding out in the basement of the police department?” 
 
      
 
    “The one who ripped Marcel’s mouth apart? Yes, boss, I’ve heard of him.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s where they found it. What do you say?” 
 
      
 
    Berghen cradled the rifle in his arms, holding it the way a loving mother holds her baby. He checked the magazine, dry fired the weapon making sure it wasn’t loaded, and looked into the barrel. 
 
      
 
    He nodded. 
 
      
 
    “This is a fine rifle.” 
 
      
 
    Lord wasn’t surprised by the shortness of the answer, asking the next question, 
 
      
 
    “From what distance would you manage to land a head shot?” 
 
      
 
    The Asian brought the rifle up, looked into the scope, and said doubtfully, 
 
      
 
    “It hasn’t been sighted. And this isn’t a good scope. It would make more sense to remove it and use iron sights. In that case, around three hundred feet. Five hundred is possible. Over a thousand, it would be really hard. The post is too thick; it will obscure the figure. And it still needs to be sighted properly. But that will require ammo.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s yours. But, as you’ve heard, we’re short of ammo. You can sight it on people when needed,” Lord said. 
 
      
 
    Berghen held the rifle close to his chest. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, boss.” 
 
      
 
    “Save your thanks for someone else. I don’t need your thanks. I need you to take care of business.” 
 
      
 
    “What business, boss?” 
 
      
 
    “Any business I say. Just me and no one else. From this moment on, you listen to no others. If Horned Owl tries to give you any orders, make a fist and extend your middle finger. You’re not in the group anymore; you’re always by my side. You’re not even my right hand. You’re my weapon. And I keep my weapons near me. Get it?” 
 
      
 
    “I do, boss. Can I keep the old rifle, too?” 
 
      
 
    “No problem. And, mark my words, I’m not going to…” 
 
      
 
    Lord didn’t manage to finish. His phone was in silent mode, but some messages could not be ignored. It would still vibrate. It vibrated right now on the table, receiving several messages at once. 
 
      
 
    He heard Berghen’s phone come into action, too. Both vibrated simultaneously, and the vibration was an unusually long one. Something like that was happening for the first time, which was peculiar. 
 
      
 
    Lord cut himself short mid-phrase, took the telephone and looked at the screen. And the news he saw nearly made him faint. 
 
      
 
    Something completely unexpected happened, to put it very mildly. 
 
      
 
    Yet he wasn’t one of the people who go into a stupor each time they encounter something new. It took him a few seconds to wrap his mind about the new information. 
 
      
 
    His mind grasped a slipping memory, and he asked in an uncertain voice, 
 
      
 
    “Berghen, don’t you remember the name of the meat that managed to bleed Draco’s team on the first day? They found his nickname in the messages. There are special messages left in the phones of dead participants. You can even reach them through new phones.” 
 
      
 
    “His name was Sinner,” the sharpshooter answered confidently. 
 
      
 
    Lord nodded. So he didn’t imagine it out of sheer surprise. 
 
      
 
    But how could it be? It was meat! A walking protein bar. Breakfast for champions. Easy meat, unable to offer any resistance. Food wasn’t supposed to behave like that; it was food, after all. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t make sense. 
 
      
 
    “Berghen, take a look inside your phone and check the news. Draco seems to have made a mistake—the Guardians didn’t swallow him. He turned up again. And the news is remarkable.” 
 
      
 
    But the sharpshooter didn’t hurry to follow orders. Instead, he turned his head and froze looking towards the seaside. 
 
      
 
    Lord glanced in the same direction and heard the approaching roar of a mighty engine. Then flashes of lights revealed something enormous heading for the pen with the live spoils, tearing through the border trees easily. 
 
      
 
    At that very moment, the crack of the first shot was heard. 
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    An Embarrassment of Riches 
 
      
 
      
 
    … 
 
    The jungle macaque is listed in your extended rating. 
 
      
 
    You have killed an antagonist: a common beast. 
 
    Common beast: jungle macaque. Caste: none. Level 1. 
 
    Boosts: none. 
 
    20 points received. 
 
    +124 to karma 
 
    The jungle macaque is listed in your extended rating. 
 
      
 
    You have killed an antagonist: a common beast. 
 
    Common beast: jungle macaque leader. Caste: none. Level 3. 
 
    Boosts: ignoring pain, basic skill set. 
 
    36 points received. 
 
    +141 to karma 
 
    The jungle macaque leader is listed in your extended rating. 
 
      
 
    You have killed an antagonist: a rare beast. 
 
    Rare beast: horrendous jungle tiger. Caste: none. Level 13. 
 
    Boosts: terrifying roar, terror aura, destroying lunge, resilience to magic, extra agility, basic skill set. 
 
    Attention! You have used a trap for achieving victory without activating the corresponding skill. You receive penalties on both points and karma. 
 
    82 points received. 
 
    +324 to karma 
 
    The horrendous jungle tiger is listed in your extended rating. 
 
      
 
    Attention! This is a special message.  
 
      
 
    You have broken a record among all the participants of your status. Your victory far exceeds any previous victory by any Challenge participant of your status (collectively as well as individually).  
 
    Your prize: 310 points, +4150 to karma, and a container 
 
      
 
    Attention! To all the Challenge participants. A record has been made by participant Sinner. Level: 1. Caste: none (feed/meat). 
 
      
 
    Individual victory. The highest victory record among meat. Individual victory over a foe with a special abilities (Level 13, antagonist (rare beast), with special abilities). 
 
      
 
    Attention! This is a special message. 
 
      
 
    You have broken a record among all the Challenge participants. Your victory far exceeds any previous individual victory by any Challenge participant.  
 
    Your prize: 755 points, +103400 to karma, and a container. 
 
      
 
    Attention! To all the Challenge participants. A record has been made by participant Sinner. Level: 1. Caste: none (feed/meat). 
 
      
 
    Individual victory. The highest victory record among all the Challenge participants. Individual victory over a foe with special abilities (Level 13, antagonist (rare beast), with special abilities). 
 
      
 
    Attention! This is a copy of an important message. 
 
      
 
    Your body has received damage. It is also infected (HIV, rabies, and Hepatitis B). You can use the bracelet functions to initiate the healing process. You can also use drugs if you can procure them by any means. 
 
      
 
    Before that moment, Sinner had received a couple of messages about the records made by other participants earlier, but none of them mentioned despised outcasts like him. Also, unless he missed something, his achievement made the rest of the participants look pale in comparison. Apart from that, this was the first time he heard of a rare beast—only common beasts were mentioned before. 
 
      
 
    Thus, what he’d managed to get done was way beyond everybody else’s accomplishments. 
 
      
 
    It took him a while to scroll through his feed. Sinner lost count of vanquished primates halfway through—he still had no idea just how many there were. More than 150 fell prey to his bat, and that was a conservative estimate. His arms were about to fall off from the strain involved in slaughtering them. It was hard work to smash a leader’s skull, after all. The victory had cost him dearly—he had dozens of small wounds, and his weapon lost ¾ of its durability. 
 
      
 
    Still, it wasn’t that bad—once he finished sorting through the pile of the containers, there’d probably be a bunch of repair tokens there, as well as all sorts of other stuff. 
 
      
 
    But the main problem wasn’t the bat. Sinner himself also sustained damage during the battle. Nothing particularly serious, although he did lose a lot of blood—enough to soak all his clothes. To be sure, most of the blood wasn’t his, and yet a good portion of it was. Apart from that, monkey bites gave him a bunch of serious infections that would surely kill him in the real world, albeit that would take a while. He imagined the symptoms would develop a lot faster over here. Otherwise, what would be the point of letting participants get infected or telling them just which diseases they now carried? 
 
      
 
    He had to use all four options of the bracelet—the antibiotic, the painkiller, the regenerator, and the stimulant. He had to do more than just get healed—he’d need to keep on moving to sort through the loot and get away from this slaughterhouse. 
 
      
 
    Sinner didn’t know what kind of beast might come to investigate this kind of noise and smell. There might be creatures in these hills that would make the black and red tiger seem a playful little kitten in comparison. There was absolutely no point in lingering any longer than he absolutely had to. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, he couldn’t just stuff all the containers into his backpack and make tracks. How would he do that? There were over 150 orange suitcases, their sizes ranging from “slightly larger than a soapbox” to that of a rifle case. 
 
      
 
    He’d also have to retrieve his backpack from the road. And there was another unexpected problem to solve. 
 
      
 
    Personal limit: 150 small objects (or 30 medium-sized ones; 6 large ones; or 3 enormous ones) and 10 containers. 
 
      
 
    Cargo capacity gear extensions: none. 
 
      
 
    Sinner remembered the information on the limits since his very first steps—when he realized what kind of a place he ended up in. However, he never pondered this issue with all due attention. 
 
      
 
    Right now, he had to. He really regretted having dumped the gear taken off his dead enemy last night due to squeamishness and replaced it with regular stuff he’d found in town shops. It might have been more comfortable and of higher quality than Challenge items, but it had no extra properties. 
 
      
 
    For some reason, Sinner was certain that wearing the “right kind” of shorts and t-shirt he’d be able to carry more. 
 
      
 
    He had to go back for his backpack, equip it, and re-check his characteristics. 
 
      
 
    Personal limit: 150 small objects (or 30 medium-sized ones; or 6 large ones; or 3 enormous ones) and 10 containers. 
 
      
 
    Cargo capacity gear extensions: Simple backpack.100 small objects (or 20 medium-sized ones; or 4 large ones; or 2 enormous ones) and 2 containers. 
 
      
 
    He would be able to carry a lot more now. But the sheer number and bulk of containers scattered all over made him almost 100% sure this cargo capacity extension wouldn’t help him much. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t know what the symptoms of an overload would be, but he was certain of them being something really nasty—like total paralysis or some such. 
 
      
 
    Thus, he’d have to use up as much loot as he could right there. 
 
      
 
    So, braving the blood and stench of dead bodies, Sinner started gathering the containers to open them one after another, sort through the content hastily, and reach some decision in every case. 
 
      
 
    He was happy he’d taken the stimulant. He didn’t know what substance (or cocktail of substances) it contained, but it was definitely powerful. Perfect for working and moving for hours, without any breaks for anything else but snacks. The stimulant boosted his appetite, too—he didn’t even mind the stench. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sinner left three containers in a group of their own. He got two after receiving the special messages (both had the legend “Prize” on them), and the third one, much bigger than the rest of them, was dropped by the enormous cat. 
 
      
 
    Both his logic and his intuition suggested that the most valuable loot should be in those. 
 
      
 
    Sinner started with the one dropped by the tiger. 
 
      
 
    When he opened the orange container—which was rather large—he was amazed to find out it was much bigger inside than it seemed from the outside. He’d already experienced the same illusory effect with other containers, but in this case the scale was incompatible—this time the effect being more real and tangible than ever before. 
 
      
 
    The space anomaly was obvious. At least one of the items inside could never fit into the space of the container as seen from the outside. The bottom was very far; somewhere much lower than ground level. 
 
      
 
    But that was neither here, nor there—another weird feature of an insane world. Marveling at it wouldn’t help him one bit. He’d have to get to business. 
 
      
 
    He glanced at the horseshoe of a level sign with an unbelievably large value on it—namely, 44, and grabbed the biggest item that had occupied a substantial part of the space inside, barely fitting in. 
 
      
 
    It was an elaborate leather harness holding a bow and a quiver with well-fletched arrow ends sticking out. He couldn’t help counting them—there were twelve altogether; the telephone did not react to them, so they weren’t considered Challenge items. The same was true about cartridges for firearms. It appeared that projectiles required no special status. 
 
      
 
    Challenge item. 
 
    Color: Brown. 
 
    Weapon. Type: physical. Class: Non-firearm. Range: high. Variety: bow. 
 
    Large object. 
 
    Level: 0. 
 
    Rank: basic item (can contain up to 2 attributes (1 more available with the use of an expander)). 
 
    Artifact properties: none. 
 
    Activated attributes: none (2 slots available). 
 
    Link: none. 
 
    Durability: 145/145. 
 
    Attack: very low. 
 
    Defense: none. 
 
    Created by: The Challenge Ladder. 
 
      
 
    Resources available upon destruction: 1–3 bars of good wood, 1–3 pieces of simple leather, 1–2 simple strings, 1–2 tubes of simple varnish. 
 
      
 
    Attention! The amount of resources may grow as skills associated with gathering material resources are learned and developed. Without them you can only get a minimum amount (in case of successful destruction). 
 
      
 
    Brief description: 
 
    A simple bow. Just one step above the most basic variety. Medium accuracy at a short distance. High attack rate. Weak basic damage. 
 
      
 
    He left the phone alone and tried to size the bow up against the outer side of the container. He was right—two thirds of the weapon were sticking out above the top. And yet there it was, fitting inside just fine. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It looked as absurd as a circus trick, but how could any of this be a trick? 
 
      
 
    Everything was real—inasmuch as the term even applied to this insane and violent world with its inexplicable phenomena. 
 
      
 
    The description didn’t look too promising, but the weapon was ideal for Sinner. He was a decent archer. Even though actual skill wasn’t accounted for insofar as numbers were concerned, it must still come in handy. His excellent physical shape gave him an advantage in fights against opponents who looked weaker. Yesterday, when he was fighting in the shallows, neither of the would-be killers he dispatched managed to fight back—they didn’t stand a chance against him. Yes, he did have to resort to his cunning to get them. But the odds wouldn’t change if the fights were fair. 
 
      
 
    So why wouldn’t his actual skill be useful in the case of weapons as well? 
 
      
 
    The only thing he lacked, though, was the skill permitting him to use the bow. Unfortunately, there was no such book in the container. There was a level horseshoe, a UDS donut, pages, and all sorts of bric-a-brac that he could sort through later. 
 
      
 
    He did find a book in the large prize container. Unfortunately, it wasn’t the one he had in mind, but it looked interesting enough. 
 
      
 
    Challenge item. 
 
      
 
    Skill book: Very Rare Reflection (very rare skill; the name might change along with the skill class). 
 
    Medium object. 
 
      
 
    Brief description: 
 
    Teaches you the Very Rare Reflection skill (active). At Level 0 of the very rare class it requires 50 body energy points; every 10 ranks of the skill lower the energy requirements by 1. Surrounds you by an invisible and intangible veil capable of repelling a single physical or magical attack. The veil will remain on you until it is used. 
 
      
 
    The physical principles of the skill: 
 
    Gives 0.16 seconds of immunity from any damage at Level 0 of the very rare class against an attack guaranteed to succeed. If the attack continues to inflict damage, a new Reflection is activated once 0.16 seconds elapse (if set up correctly). The immunity becomes prolonged as the skill’s rank grows (0.008 seconds per 1 very rare class rank). The immunity also affects the equipment you carry on your person. Non-traumatizing effects of the attack may still be felt (for instance, if a shock wave hits you, it may throw you back, disorient you, or knock you down). The intensity of non-traumatizing effects is inversely proportional to the skill class (90% of such effects negated for the ideal class and 75% for the very rare class). 
 
      
 
    The skill settings will allow you to regulate threat levels where the skill is supposed to work, removing such factors as insect bites, scratches from tree branches, small wounds, and anything else that might trigger your protective veil without dealing any substantial damage. Very Rare Reflection can be used once every 4 seconds (whereas Ideal Reflection can be used once every second). Each 10 ranks of the skill shorten the interval by 0.1 sec.) The veil needs 2 seconds to activate (0.5 sec. at the ideal level). This characteristic can only be changed by achieving a higher class). With the growth of one’s rank, the number of veils one can carry simultaneously grows correspondingly (one can use up to three veils at Rank 0 before they are triggered, but they only remain functional for 24 hours. At Rank 1 the number grows to 5; at Rank 5, to 6; at rank 10, to 7; at rank 20, to 8; at rank 30, to 9, etc.). When all Rank 0 reflections are active, three (or more) successful attacks will be required for the protection to be removed. In order to learn the skill, read the text of the book aloud (a whisper is all right). The skill will be recorded in your Skill Book and you’ll be able to activate it when needed. Attention! Once read, the book will be destroyed leaving nothing but dust and ashes with singed pieces of paper. 
 
      
 
    The skill is conditionally unconditional. Once you activate it, you will develop a psychological and physiological ability to trigger it (the way you could make yourself cough). It might take you a while to get used to it, but you will soon get the hang of it and be able to control the condition of your shields and the period of their functionality without the slightest inconvenience. 
 
      
 
    Attention! This skill cannot be copied into a new Skill Book to be passed on to another Challenge participant! 
 
      
 
    Attention! You will need Level 4 and a Perception of 3 to use this skill. 
 
      
 
    There was nothing else in the biggest container—with the exception of seven small coins made of platinum or a similar metal. They had the well-familiar symbol of three curved triangles woven into a star on one side and the figure of 1 in relief on the other, with rows of little cut bright red gems around the rim. Two similar coins fell from the first prize. The phone informed him that they were “ideal Challenge coins” and could be spent after the completion of the tier. 
 
      
 
    So far, nothing that would interest him much. He put the coins away and took the book. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, this wasn’t the Bow skill. However, according to the description, this thing might come in very handy indeed. It sounded like science fiction, but why would one be surprised, given how completely insane everything else was? And who would refuse a shield capable of protecting you from any surprise attack? It would be gone once triggered, but that much was more than good enough already. Apart from that, by raising the rank of the skill and getting the required body energy supply, he’d be able to use a multitude of such shields at once. He was at Rank 0 and already could use three; they would be discharged one after another, thus protecting him from several threats at once. 
 
      
 
    Therefore, the skill was indeed useful. Its “very rare” status also implied you didn’t find such skills just anywhere. 
 
      
 
    So he’d have to learn it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The smaller prize container had three items inside, namely, a sphere of dark blue stone, almost black, some four inches in diameter, a nondescript chain of gray metal, and a pouch with the legend “2500 Challenge Coins.” 
 
      
 
    He opened it just to see how a receptacle this small could contain so much currency. What he discovered was that there were fewer coins by far. They were different, though, and he’d never seen their like before. They were of some white metal that looked like platinum, each one with a value of 25—a hundred altogether, which explained the small volume. 
 
      
 
    He checked the dark sphere with his phone. 
 
      
 
    Challenge item. 
 
    Resurrection Altar. 
 
    Medium object. 
 
      
 
    Brief description: 
 
    You resurrect at the beginning of the current tier (at the start platform). Altars can be kept in the inventory and in various other receptacles, but they will not be active in that case. To activate an altar you can use the special Dissolution option. Once you use it, the altar will disappear, but it will be with you virtually, occupying no inventory space. If used successfully, it will resurrect you in a few dozen minutes after your death (disappearing completely, with no further effects). You cannot dissolve two altars at the same time to use one as a reserve option. 
 
      
 
    Another thing to keep in mind is that the altars carried in the inventory and in containers will not provide you with a chance of resurrecting and will remain at the place of your death. You can also pass the resurrection altars to another Challenge participant (that will require their activated smartphone; alternatively, you can dial their number in your smartphone and follow the instructions). When used for the first time, the chance of a successful resurrection is 99%. For the next five days, the chance becomes lowered to 25%, rising to 50% in 5 to 10 days, 75% in 10 to 15 days, and 90% in 15 to 20 days. It will equal 98% after 20 days (the 99% chance shall no longer be accessible on this tier; you’d have to get to Tier 2 to restore the value). If the resurrection option is used again in under 20 days, the countdown resets with the same chance values. 
 
      
 
    Attention! When used successfully, you will lose all your current progress points for a given skill/stat/characteristic level (for instance, if you have an Agility of 2 and you have invested 140 progress points out of the 300 you’d need to get to 3 (140/300), all 140 will be lost (0/300). You can also lose up to 100% of progress (such as have your Agility drop from 2 to 1). You may lose some of your stats, characteristics, and skills. 
 
      
 
    All your items (including linked ones) will remain at the place of your death. 
 
      
 
    Brief usage instructions: 
 
    Place the Resurrection Altar in a container. Close the container. Scratch or right Dissolve on it. The altar will be dissolved. 
 
      
 
    Attention! The container will be destroyed as a result. 
 
      
 
    Sinner smiled. He might be a completely disenfranchised meatball here, but now he had access to one of the trump cards used by those fond of hunting defenseless participants. These bastards were nearly fearless, being almost completely sure that they’d be given a second chance even after a fatal error. They might lose some time and some of their possessions, and they surely wouldn’t enjoy it. But in case of a collective effort with long-distance communication available one’s fellow team members could collect one’s possessions from the corpse. 
 
      
 
    There was also the psychological factor—bravery resulting from the certain knowledge of being indestructible would go to one’s mind. It was likely that some of the participants didn’t even need an injection that would block their ethics—the very knowledge that you will come back to life might do enough to negate social norms and push one towards acting in a cruel and risky way. 
 
      
 
    Sinner instantly dissolved the altar. He’d have less to carry this way, and a one-time chance to overcome death wouldn’t hurt, either. 
 
      
 
    Next he scanned the chain with his telephone. 
 
      
 
    Challenge item. 
 
    Color: Gray. 
 
    Equipment. Type: magical. Class: activated amulets available “on demand”. Variety: Small Amulet of Far Sight. 
 
    Medium object. 
 
    Level: 1. 
 
    Rank: regular item (can contain up to 3 attributes (1 more available with the use of an expander)). 
 
    Artifact properties: minor far sight ability boost (the property may progress as the item's level grows, but it remains the same when its rank changes). 
 
    Activated attributes: none (3 slots available). 
 
    Link: none. 
 
    Durability: 182/182. 
 
    Attack: none. 
 
    Defense: none. 
 
    Created by: The Challenge Ladder. 
 
      
 
    Resources available upon destruction: 1–3 bars of regular ore, 1–3 pieces of magic ore, 1–3 bars of silver, 1–2 bars of platinum, 1–3 regular crystals, 1–4 pieces of simple salt, 1–3 pieces of magic salt, 1–2 creature souls, 1–2 beast souls. 
 
      
 
    Attention! The amount of resources may grow as skills associated with gathering material resources are learned and developed. Without them you can only get a minimum amount (in case of successful destruction). 
 
      
 
    Brief description: 
 
    Gives one the ability to observe objects located at a certain distance. Low picture quality. Low sight stabilization. Low compensation for smoke and fog. Low illumination with insufficient light. 
 
      
 
    Brief usage instructions: 
 
    To activate the amulet, you first have to equip it (by putting it on your neck) and touch it (with any finger or toe). For as long as you maintain physical contact with the amulet, you will be able to see somewhat remote objects in better detail. You can zoom in by squeezing the amulet harder. 
 
      
 
    Attention! You will need a Perception of 1 to use the Small Amulet of Far Sight. 
 
      
 
    Did they really mean you could use your toes to touch something on your neck and squeeze harder with them? That was funny. The author of these instructions must have been quite the acrobat. Fortunately, the use of one’s fingers was also allowed. 
 
      
 
    However, if the chain really worked as advertised, it was a useful item that would definitely serve him well. Now Sinner would no longer have to drag around the heavy binoculars he found in the police car. 
 
      
 
    He had more stuff than he knew what to do with, anyway. He’d become a walking warehouse this way—not the best option if one valued one’s mobility. 
 
      
 
    Having picked the most valuable items, Sinner proceeded with the more monotonous work—namely, dragging containers out of the bloodied monkey carcasses, removing their contents, and sorting them into piles. 
 
      
 
    It was rewarding work, notwithstanding the stench, the blood, and the fleas jumping over onto Sinner from the chilling corpses. He was really enjoying the sudden material wealth, even though the monotony of the process would get to him occasionally. His movements towards the end were purely automatic—he’d already seen most of the loot dropped by the local monsters, although there were a few exceptions such as the Small Detoxifier. Had Sinner known about this thing before, he could have saved a bracelet charge. This medicine didn’t just heal poisonings, but all sorts of infections as well. 
 
      
 
    Two items were unlike anything else he’d seen before, and so he made studying them a priority. 
 
      
 
    Challenge item. 
 
    Color: Black. 
 
    Equipment. Type: physical. Class: cargo item. Variety: cargo vest. 
 
    Level: 1. 
 
    Rank: basic item (can contain 1 attribute (1 more available with the use of an expander)). 
 
    Artifact properties: none. 
 
    Activated attributes: none (1 slot available). 
 
    Link: none. 
 
    Durability: 95/95. 
 
    Attack: none. 
 
    Defense: very low. 
 
    Large object. 
 
    Created by: The Challenge Ladder. 
 
      
 
    Resources available upon destruction: 1–2 strips of simple leather, 1–2 pieces of basic ore, 1–5 pieces of simple cloth, 1–2 rolls of simple thread, 1–2 plates of simple plastic. 
 
      
 
    Attention! The amount of resources may grow as skills associated with gathering material resources are learned and developed. Without them you can only get a minimum amount (in case of successful destruction). 
 
      
 
    Brief description: 
 
    A basic cargo vest. Shouldn’t be considered an armor item, but can provide some protection against a weak enemy, although said protection will be minimal. Somewhat expands your cargo capacity by letting you carry an additional 50 small items (or 10 medium-sized ones, or 2 large ones, or 1 enormous one) and 1 container. 
 
      
 
    Sinner put the vest on right away. He played with the fastenings and examined the pockets to check their capacity and convenience. He liked what he saw. The new piece of equipment weighed next to nothing and didn’t hinder his movements. It could be used for easy access to small items. Most importantly, it raised the maximum amount of Challenge items he could carry. 
 
      
 
    at the moment, that was one of the main items on Sinner’s agenda. 
 
      
 
    Another piece of equipment he got was a pair of hiking boots. They were also basic and didn’t look like much, but having put them on, he realized they were a lot more comfortable than sneakers and provided extra protection against hostile creatures such as poisonous snakes—the reptiles wouldn’t be able to bite through. 
 
      
 
    Other items took a lot more time. There were just too many. 
 
      
 
    He ended up with 1516 Level Signs and 5264 UDSs. 1530 and 5296 all in all, correspondingly, including those he still had left after having used some on top of the hill. 
 
      
 
    He’d have to use them all immediately. But if level was clear enough, he still had to think about how to apply the Universal Development Symbols best. 
 
      
 
    Sinner was primarily interested in skills. He had three so far. Cartography didn’t interest him much, and he didn’t see any point in developing his Unarmed Combat skill if he’d have to sacrifice something more effective for that purpose. 
 
      
 
    But there were a few other things—not just the third skill, which allowed him to dispatch a huge number of macaques with a baseball bat. 
 
      
 
    There was the rare book that he’d received from the prize container. 
 
      
 
    In addition to that, the monkeys also dropped two other types of books: two basic Skill Books for the Spear skill and four Skill Books for Club, which were no longer of any use to him. 
 
      
 
    Upon reflection, Sinner decided against learning Spear. The roughly-sharpened pointed sticks used by the macaque leaders were unwieldy and had low durability. He could make something better—fortunately, there were instruments and materials at the workshop. However, that would take time and he’d be risking the arrival of new foes. There weren’t that many transformers that would make Challenge items out of regular items, either. The chance that they would work was low, and he couldn’t count on luck forever. 
 
      
 
    So he decided against rushing things—he’d work with what he had right there. 
 
      
 
    Thus, he took his time looking trough the rest of the books he’d found. 
 
      
 
    The Power Parry skill allowed resisting enemy attacks a lot more efficiently. It sounded great, but it only worked with swords, daggers, and other bladed weapons, none of which were accessible to Sinner yet. 
 
      
 
    The second one looked more interesting. It was another simple skill, just like Power Parry, but this one gave one the ability to use brass knuckles. The larger apes only had primitive clubs and spears, but Sinner was good enough with his hands, and given the abundance of instruments and materials around him, he could easily make something that could be worn on one’s knuckles and deliver deadly blows. 
 
      
 
    Would he really need it if he could keep using the baseball bat as a bludgeon? 
 
      
 
    He’d think about it later, given his current inability to get a pair of Challenge brass knuckles. 
 
      
 
    Apart from this rather limited choice, he also had to bear in mind that he’d gotten an insane amount of Skill Book pages. The total (including what he’d collected previously) was 539. He also had seven creature souls and eleven beast souls. The smaller macaques occasionally dropped the latter, and the leaders would quite often drop the former. It was therefore implied that the apes had something like a rudimentary sentience. 
 
      
 
    That stood to reason, given their use of clubs and spears. It was also likely that they also made them, since there were no signs of metal tool used. Their tools may have been primitive, but they involved a certain amount of work—those weren’t mere sticks picked up from the ground. 
 
      
 
    Fortunately, each of the containers had a small inscription with the name and the level of the creature that had dropped it as a prize. Therefore, Sinner managed to conduct some simple research to find out what critter dropped what kind of loot. 
 
      
 
    He had several skill lottery sets. 
 
      
 
    This would be enough for four small skill lotteries or a big skill lottery and two small skill lotteries. He’d use up a total of five hundred pages either way. Also, four small skill lotteries would require four creature souls, whereas the second option would take up two as well as plus one beast soul. 
 
      
 
    The first option looked more attractive in terms of bringing the amount of Challenge cargo to a minimum. The difference would be minute—but spend one here and two more there, and you might manage to move without busting your back. 
 
      
 
    Sinner readied four containers. A few minutes later he realized he was a near-total loser. Two attempts were unsuccessful. Two more resulted in the creation of Skill Books. The first skill was basic—Holding Your Breath. It allowed one to spend five seconds more underwater, and could be developed to prolong this time. Not the most useful thing to him.  
 
      
 
    The second book was really weird. Basic Book of Herbal Lore. The description said this skill would enhance one’s ability to collect herbal ingredients successfully and make valuable plants more visible. Progress in this direction would often give one two or three components instead of one. Another item that he absolutely didn’t need. 
 
      
 
    He might as well have flushed those five hundred pages down the toilet. The bow that he kept looking at longingly remained a useless toy. And there he was hoping to get that very skill. Duh… 
 
      
 
    The containers also contained six complete recipes and 135 pages for creating them. Sinner had no idea how to use the complete ones—he needed more information. Apparently, he’d need some specific skill enabling him to craft items, but whether that was true and how it worked in this case remained to be seen. 
 
      
 
    Recipes looked like scrolls of elastic paper that would roll back after getting unrolled. Inside were miniature pictures of components required for creating a given object. There were also brief descriptions under each of them for those who didn’t find pictures sufficiently informative. 
 
      
 
    The first recipe, for example, would allow him to create an atlatl—a primitive spear-thrower as used by the Aztecs. All he’d need would be a few bars of simple wood. Those wouldn’t be hard to get—he’d just need to disassemble the primitive clubs and spears of the macaque leaders. But he had no idea what to use for darts—there was no recipe for those. Apart from that, he didn’t really need a spear-thrower—he’d never used one, and he lacked the skill.  
 
      
 
    Basically, most of the nuances related to crafting were easy enough to understand. Still, apart from readymade recipes, he had 135 pages, a hundred of which could already be used for a recipe lottery. 
 
      
 
    He ended up with melted container fragments and singed pieces of paper. No luck this time. But he didn’t feel disappointed—after all, he didn’t know what he’d intended to achieve with this procedure, anyway. 
 
      
 
    Or, rather, he did know. He’d intended to have less loot to carry, so he might as well rejoice at the fact of having become one step closer to his goal. 
 
      
 
    Having made his list of treasures a lot shorter, he finally turned his attention to the level signs. He should have started with them, but it was a forgivable oversight on the part of someone who’d just survived—and won—a battle that seemed hopeless, got a lot of wounds, and was now sitting on the blood-covered floor inhaling air short on oxygen and really rich in putrefaction miasma. 
 
      
 
    Sinner dumped 1350 units into one of the containers and got to Level 7. 
 
      
 
    As he felt the needle pierce his wrist, the telephone vibrated to report a message. 
 
      
 
    Sinner already knew what it would be. 
 
      
 
    Attention! This is a special message.  
 
      
 
    You have broken a record among all the participants of your status. You have left all the other participants of your status behind in terms of gaining levels.  
 
    Your prize: 100 points; +1000 to karma. 
 
      
 
    Attention! To all the Challenge participants with the status of feed (meat). A record has been made by participant Sinner. Level: 7. Caste: none (feed/meat). 
 
    Maximum level achieved among all the participants with the status of feed (meat). 
 
      
 
    Attention! This is a special message. 
 
      
 
    You have broken a record among all the Challenge participants. Your record is three levels above the previous record set by a Challenge participant.  
 
    Your prize: 250 points, +3000 to karma, and an extended cargo capacity (100 small items, or 20 medium-sized ones, or 4 large ones, or 2 enormous ones and 2 containers). 
 
      
 
    Attention! To all the Challenge participants. A record has been made by participant Sinner. Level: 7. Caste: none (feed/meat). 
 
      
 
    Maximum level achieved among all the Challenge participants. The new record is three levels above the previous record set by a Challenge participant. 
 
      
 
    The most important factor was that the puppet masters decided to show some generosity by extending the limit of items he could carry on his person without a backpack or any extra gear. This calmed him down a little, somewhat quenching his mad thirst to make use of as much loot as he could. 
 
      
 
    It also made him ponder quite a few details. 
 
      
 
    He practically wasted the first day, come to think of it. First he was wandering in the shallows looking surprised, then he was running away from the gaki, then he managed to defend himself against a pack of killers, and, finally, killed an aggressive dog. Sinner would have been able to achieve a lot more had he received enough equipment and information at the very start. 
 
      
 
    He was hardly all that active in the morning, either. Two gaki was nothing to write home about. If he’d had a baseball bat then, he could have dispatched about a dozen of the permanently ravenous freaks in the morning. 
 
      
 
    But now he finally managed to get things done properly. He barely managed to survive, but he’d filled the yard with the bodies of his enemies. All the stars aligned right this time—the monkeys kept thinking him a wimp, and kept on coming into his primitive trap, losing dozens and still coming to meet certain death. Their heads must have gotten too big for them. 
 
      
 
    As a result, Sinner reached a much higher level than everybody else, including the higher castes, who’d been given more bonuses from the very start and told a lot more about how things worked here. 
 
      
 
    Something was off. Either there were really very few people here and it was his luck to run into a bunch of really weak opponents, or it was the multiplying bonus received by meat players, including the strategic boost of this bonus that Sinner chose at the beginning instead of torn underwear. Back then his main line of reasoning was that anything would be better than such a revolting piece of cloth. It took him a while to realize that the bonuses he got for a hundred opponents were the same as what caste participants got for two hundred. What did it say there? Meat is entitled to some compensation for the time spent hiding from caste players during the daily activation periods. The compensation for running around was a 1.5x multiplier. But in Sinner’s case the multiplication factor was 2x. 
 
      
 
    It was really nice to know you could use 4 hours to achieve results other participants would need to spend 8 hours on. So, if that was indeed the case, who was the loser here? Level wasn’t a mere number. It gave him the ability to develop all the other parameters. And it was time to get to business. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Macho claimed it was dangerous to wander the hills at night. Someone was reported to have been eaten by terrible tigers under such circumstances. However, Sinner suspected that waiting out the night in a place covered in blood and stinking up to high heavens was hardly a particularly bright idea, either. 
 
      
 
    He settled for a compromise solution. He decided to linger for a while longer, but to spend the night elsewhere. He did need to do something about his loot and his stats, after all. 
 
      
 
    The only skill he ended up learning was the Very Rare Reflection. It was really useful—even at Rank 0. It could at least save him from a bullet or an arrow shot from an ambush. 
 
      
 
    He raised his Clubs skill to 7—as high as he could go, spending 1400 UDSs. However, it was worth it—he relied on this battle skill the most, and so far it was the most effective one at his disposal. 
 
      
 
    He hesitated a bit, and then raised Unarmed Combat to the same level—it was a battle skill, too, after all, and might save him in a tough spot. Besides, he only needed half the number of UDSs for that, as compared to those required for Clubs—the skill was innate; basic skills were considered more complex. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, the higher the class of a skill, the more expensive it was to upgrade it. Very Rare Reflection, a much more advanced skill, required 4000 units just to reach Level 1. Level 2 would cost 8000, and Level 3, a whopping 12000—the sheer number was mind-boggling, and it just kept getting more resource-intensive from there. Even a dozen victories this great would not allow Sinner to get this skill all the way up to the level accessible to him at the moment. 
 
      
 
    The skill must have indeed been useful for its development to cost so much. Unfortunately, it was beyond his means now. 
 
      
 
    His Agility was now at 5 instead of 1, Strength was at 2 instead of zero, and Perception at 5 instead of zero. The latter was a strange stat—he didn’t quite understand how he would be able to use it. However, what he did know was that each level gave him 10 body energy units. He had a total of 50 now—just enough to charge the Very Rare Reflection once. 
 
      
 
    He had to stop there—he only had 21 UDSs left by that point. 
 
      
 
    There were lots of other parameters he would like to develop, but that would have to wait.  
 
      
 
    At any rate, he promised himself he would do it as diligently as possible. If it wouldn’t be the monkeys, he’d beat everything he’d need for development out of someone else. 
 
      
 
    As Sinner got back to the road, he looked to the east. It was much lighter there—the swift tropical sun would jump up and light everything up any minute now. He’d just have to follow that direction to get to the mining complex he saw yesterday. If he found nothing of interest there, he’d head southwards and approach the larger city. It was bound to have a population of gaki—or, possibly, better prey. 
 
      
 
    He wasn’t as concerned about the risk now. He was armed—and, should the worst come to the worst, he now had a near-guaranteed chance at resurrection. 
 
      
 
    Sinner jumped and barely managed to keep himself from yelling merrily. He could never jump this high, even when in top shape, and right now it felt more like flying than jumping—after a sleepless night, with wounds still healing, and without any warm-up exercises. 
 
      
 
    Yes, he was now being able to move because of the stimulants, but the raised Agility must have been worth something, and possibly, Strength as well. 
 
      
 
    He became a lot more dangerous over the course of a single night. He now had no doubts left that raised values were more than mere signs on the phone screen. They actually represented something tangible. He was almost 100% sure that he could take on Draco’s whole gang with the bat that he’d fixed using repair tokens from the containers and the Reflection skill.  
 
      
 
    Even before finding himself in this world, Sinner could wield a club in a fight like a true virtuoso. Over here, skills and physical parameters were raised by something other than training, so he’d be able to progress a lot faster. 
 
      
 
    He spun the bat and sparred with an imaginary foe for ten second.  
 
      
 
    Did his movements really become deadlier and more precise, or did he just imagine it? 
 
      
 
    He didn’t. The numbers really worked. Either that, or local stimulants left everything invented by mankind earlier a long way behind.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    The Space of Xai. Tier 1. Team 2. Location: The Kunkhan Mining Facility 
 
    Old Man Xiao 
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    The mining complex was a disappointment, just like the road leading to it—Sinner didn’t see anything worthy of attention on his way there. 
 
      
 
    Or rather, it wasn’t quite absolutely nothing. He did spot some of his yesterday’s acquaintances—the overgrown macaques—a few times. His hands itched for another attempt at monkeycide as revenge for last night, but the monkeys didn’t give him a reason to attack and generally kept away, only baring their teeth from a distance. He tried to approach them a few times, but the primates would always run some ten paces away in advance. 
 
      
 
    Something must have changed about Sinner to make them wary of him. It could be that he was covered in dried blood, or they had the ability to sense that the man was much stronger now and wouldn’t be an opponent they’d care to take on. 
 
      
 
    That was bad news. He’d be able to dispatch a group of about ten macaques easily now—he felt the capacity to do it inside him. And with a decent barrier behind his back that would prevent the beasts from attacking him from behind, he could manage twenty or thirty. More than that would be problematic—especially if a few leaders joined the fray. But, come to think of it, they must have stayed on the same level, and he was certain his own blows would be a lot more effective today than they were the previous evening. 
 
      
 
    He cast a glance over the gloomy gray industrial structures, most of them in a dilapidated state, and headed towards the building that was in a better shape than the rest. It looked like a small administrative building, with a couple of nondescript cars and bikes on the parking lot in front of it. Two of the cars were burnt, and others damaged, with cracked windshields and the like. He didn’t see any functional vehicles in this world yet—perhaps, it was just Sinner’s luck to run into junk all the time. 
 
      
 
    Even though he had his protective skill activated, he tried to avoid coming into the open whenever he could, which is why he opted for a detour, using the wall of a low hangar that must have been some 300 feet long for cover. 
 
      
 
    He was almost halfway through when his phone buzzed, receiving a message. 
 
      
 
    Attention! You are entering the Xiao zone (conditionally permanent and conditionally safe). The zone’s radius is 400 feet. You cannot attack while in this zone, nor can you be attacked yourself. However, you should watch out for projectiles shot at you from outside the zone. Those are capable of doing you harm. 
 
      
 
    The zone is subject to local conditions and located with the shop of a small vendor at its center. Its assumed location is specified on your map. Inspect the assumed location to get a better bearing. 
 
      
 
    Attention! While you remain in the conditionally safe Xiao zone, the countdown to the next activation stops; bear in mind, however, that 15 seconds will be added to your next activation broadcast period for every 1 minute spent in the conditionally safe Xiao zone. 
 
      
 
    There was indeed a pulsating green dot on the map now. Sinner realized he wouldn’t be able to see the location from where he was, since the object in question must have been located behind the administrative building. 
 
      
 
    As he didn’t put much faith in declarations of safety (which wouldn’t be absolute to boot), Sinner spent a few minutes running before he found himself under the window spotted from afar. It was either smashed from the inside by some vandal, or, perhaps, by someone in a real rush to get out of the building who’d forgotten about the door and broke through the window, leaving their blood on the glass shards. It wasn’t just open. It was smashed through, mosquito net and all. 
 
      
 
    Sinner took care not to cut himself on the edges tinged a dark reddish-brown as he climbed into the building and looked out of the window on the other side. 
 
      
 
    The first thing that caught his eye was a miniature van standing near the edge of the parking lot—more of a scooter with a trailer. A moto-rickshaw, if you will. It was plastered with ads in an unfamiliar script, and there was a bunch of three multicolor balloons tied to it with a piece of string and swaying in the breeze. 
 
      
 
    However, it wasn’t the van itself that drew Sinner’s attention first, but rather the fact that there were quite a few people gathered around it. Well… a few, at any rate. 
 
      
 
    A funny-looking old Asian guy was sitting behind a folding table used as a counter in front of the van’s open doors. He was short and so thin he hardly weighed 80 pounds. His head looked like a snowy slope—his hair was completely white, with a long braid hanging all the way down to his waist. The old man’s clothes looked antiquated—something you’d expect to see worn in a 70s Hong Kong action movie. However, the geezer also wore a digital watch, and his eyes were hidden behind futuristic-looking sunglasses. He was smiling nearly all the time, demonstrating perfect teeth, nodding constantly, and conversing with the clientele.  
 
      
 
    Sinner couldn’t make out what the old man was saying—he wasn’t close enough, and the glass didn’t help. He could still make out the details with the aid of the chain that he squeezed. It was a handy item and he enjoyed using it. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t look like a participant. No backpack or identical t-shirts. No weapons, either. 
 
      
 
    The trio that was talking to him, on the other hand, was clearly a team of participants. They had their backs turned to Sinner, but it would be hard to mistake them for anybody else. 
 
      
 
    He’d like to approach them and find out what they were talking about, but that would require him coming out of the building and getting closer—something he didn’t feel like doing. Sneaking up on them undetected would not be an option, unfortunately. 
 
      
 
    The last thing Sinner wanted was to make his presence known to them. So far, his entire experience with the participants was one hundred percent negative. He might have been able to handle those three if they decided to hunt him, but they might have a larger crowd of allies waiting for them nearby. 
 
      
 
    The euphoria from the development and the bat in his head went to his head, urging him to fear nothing, especially from outsiders who were way behind the record-breaker. Still, he knew nothing about the area or the situation. Provoking a conflict would definitely be imprudent. 
 
      
 
    It took the three participants around twenty minutes to leave. Sinner made sure they headed in the northeastern direction along the road he could see well from one of the other windows, waited for them to get out of eyesight, and got out into the street. He didn’t head towards the trader, though—he started making circles around the complex, examining the environs and all the buildings. He even climbed a few roofs. 
 
      
 
    Having made sure there were no blank spots left on his map, he headed for the van. 
 
      
 
    The old man started to smile and nod seeing him approach. 
 
    
“Shay-mashay, kooka-ooka, bai-doobai, ututa-matsutsu.” 
 
      
 
    It sounded like complete gibberish—a meaningless parody of some undefined “Asianness”. Sinner didn’t consider himself a great polyglot, but he knew quite a few simple phrases in dozens of languages, and was fluent in four. However, there wasn’t any system to what the old man was saying. It sounded more like a song composed by a child out of random rhyming syllables. 
 
      
 
    Another thing that Sinner suddenly realized with some surprise was that he was not quite sure what it was he and Macho spoke during their encounter. He had a language implanted in his head—one he didn’t know before. Some of the semantic constructions seemed familiar, but there was no feeling of history about it. It didn’t sound like a language shaped by hundreds and thousands of years of evolution. Every phrase had an artificial feel to it. It was a little like Esperanto—a hodgepodge of a bunch of languages, still foreign even to those who spoke it perfectly. A language foreign to everyone, in other words. 
 
      
 
    Macho also spoke the language fluently, and they understood each other perfectly well. Sinner didn’t even suspect anything was off. The same went for Draco and his gang back in the shallows. And nothing about it felt weird to them. A thoroughly foreign language was implanted into his mind so easily it felt like his mother tongue. 
 
      
 
    None of it made sense. Then again, if anything started to make sense here, he’d be surprised. 
 
      
 
    Yet what the old man was mumbling was completely different. It either was some kind of a senseless mannerism rather than a language, or some particularly exotic lingo Sinner had never heard before. 
 
      
 
    He approached the vendor intuitively, unable to understand how to communicate if you couldn’t speak a word, made an apologetic face, and touched the old man’s shoulder with his telephone’s lens. 
 
      
 
    Old Xiao. 
 
    Small vendor. 
 
    A neutral protected being. 
 
    Parameters: unavailable. 
 
    Attitude towards you: neutral. 
 
      
 
    The vendor speaks an unfamiliar language, but you can use gestures or even the universal language. He understands everything that concerns trade, but you’re unlikely to be able to discuss anything else with him. 
 
      
 
    Bear in mind that vendors on the first tier often have much lower prices than those in higher tiers. You can stock up on useful items right from the start. However, you should also remember that first-tier vendors usually have a limited choice of wares, and the prices might still be too steep for a beginner Challenge participant. 
 
      
 
    Another factor to account for is that first-tier vendors are tolerant of the participants’ caste. On the subsequent tiers you might face discrimination expressed in higher prices for members of the lower castes, refusal of service, aggressive behavior, and other hostile actions. 
 
      
 
    Sinner reached for a coin in his cargo vest pocket, fished it out and showed it to the vendor, who started smiling so wide his cheeks nearly burst and mumbling twice as fast as before. Then he tapped on a dirty notebook lying on the table, clearly hinting at something. 
 
      
 
    Sinner opened it to see a roughly-drawn table with two columns inside—“Name of Goods” and “Price of Goods,” respectively. 
 
      
 
    The selection wasn’t that great—just a hundred or two of different items, and just as the announcement had warned him, the prices sucked. 
 
      
 
    “Body energy spark. Contains 2 body energy units. Once consumed, expands your body energy reservoir by 2.” 
 
      
 
    That sounded great—after all, Sinner needed body energy for the Very Rare Reflection skill. A single usage would empty it of the fifty available points. Given that the energy replenishment occurred at the rate of one point per minute, it would take almost an hour to use the skill again. 
 
      
 
    Two extra points wouldn’t save him, but he’d have to wait just a little bit less. However, spending 426 Challenge Coins on it seemed excessive. If Sinner hadn’t received the 2.5 K bonus, he wouldn’t be able to scrape up even two thirds of the item’s price—and he wasn’t exactly doing nothing last night. He killed over 150 opponents, including a horrendous tiger that scared everyone into a stupor, including high-caste participants. He leveled up well enough and broke a record. 
 
      
 
    Yet if it wasn’t for the lavish prize, he’d still remain too poor to afford adding two measly points to his body energy reservoir. 
 
      
 
    However, that wasn’t what interested him the most. Sinner’s first priority was something else. 
 
      
 
    “Skill Book: Bow (improved skill).” His hands nearly shook once he saw that. He was one step away from making his dream come true. All he’d need to do would be to pay for the much-coveted skill. 
 
      
 
    It would cost him 2315 coins. Almost all of his current assets. It looked really expensive, especially considering how little his earnings were without the bonus. And the first-tier vendors were supposed to trade at a discount… 
 
      
 
    Sinner did have that kind of money, but he was really reluctant to part with it. After all, the trader had other Skill Books, as well as effective drugs and interesting weapons. 
 
      
 
    He pointed his finger at one of the items that drew his interest. Xiao rose, still nodding, rummaged in the van, reemerged in a second and trustingly handed Sinner a heavy club with a handle wrapped in leather and steel rings with slightly filed-down spikes on the business end. 
 
      
 
    He wondered what would happen if he just grabbed it and ran, deciding against trying it. He was certain no good would come of it—if you couldn’t kill here, there certainly must have been some system preventing theft, too. 
 
      
 
    Challenge item. 
 
    Color: Brown. 
 
    Weapon. Type: physical. Class: melee weapon. Rank: basic item (can contain up to 3 attributes (1 more available with the use of an expander)). Variety: bludgeon (club). 
 
    Level: 3. 
 
    Attack: increased. 
 
    Defense: none. 
 
    Durability: 194/194. 
 
    Artifact properties: none. 
 
    Activated attributes: none. 
 
    Link: none. 
 
    Large object. 
 
      
 
    Resources available upon destruction: 1–5 bars of good wood, 1–2 strips of simple leather, 1–2 pieces of good string, 1–3 pieces of basic ore, 1–2 tubes of simple glue. 
 
      
 
    Attention! The amount of resources may grow as skills associated with gathering material resources are learned and developed. Without them you can only get a minimum amount (in case of successful destruction). 
 
      
 
    Brief description: 
 
    A club of a well-tested design. A sturdy item capable of breaking bone and smashing muscle. Shattering effect at a minimal distance. Low attack rate. Somewhat increased basic damage. 
 
      
 
    That would be an excellent alternative to the baseball bat, especially given that when Sinner offered the latter to the trader, the latter nodded and raised four fingers. So he could at least get four coins for his old weapon instead of just throwing it away. 
 
      
 
    Sinner saw familiar wares on the list and offered to sell some of his own items to the vendor. He instantly realized gramps was a cutthroat profiteer. He’d smile welcomingly and mumble something in a good-natured way, offering prices a few times lower than his own. The language barrier made it impossible to haggle or to express outrage. The description claimed that Xiao understood everything business-related, but the word “discount” made his face assume a silly expression and his eyes bulge out in surprise, implying he knew nothing of such matters and suggesting they discuss something simpler instead. 
 
      
 
    Having sold the bat, the rifle, the garrote, the ax, the knife, and the single-loader pistol for a fraction of their real price, Sinner pointed at an entry that said “A set of arrows: 20 pcs. Simple arrows with wide arrowheads. Ideal against unprotected opponents. Price: 20 Challenge Coins.” Xiao smiled even wider, and handed over a miniature container the size of two packets of cigarettes. 
 
      
 
    Sinner wondered whether the old man may have gone senile and looked at him with a bewildered expression, letting the vendor know he might have made some mistake—even a single arrow wouldn’t fit in. Yet the vendor persisted. He shook the container in front of his perplexed client, and then opened the container to demonstrate four rows of familiar fletching, five arrows in each row. 
 
      
 
    Sinner nearly gave a whistle. So it was the well-familiar space anomaly again. The container was unusual, too, starting with the color—dark red rather than orange, with a small row of lettering repeating the name of the item in the price list but without a price. 
 
      
 
    The arrows weren’t only compact—they weighed next to nothing. Sinner tossed the container up on his palm, realizing it only weighed about 10 ounces maximum. So it wasn’t just a space anomaly—mass was affected, too. That would enable him to carry along a substantial supply. 
 
      
 
    He pointed at the next item. “A set of arrows: 20 pcs. Arrows with narrow square-sectioned arrowheads. Capable of dealing damage to opponents with light armor. Price: 30 Challenge Coins.” 
 
      
 
    A minute later, the Skill Book, the club, three packs of regular arrows and one more of the armor-piercing variety were placed in Sinner’s backpack. 
 
      
 
    He also bought some clean clothes to replace the filthy garments he was wearing. He could have tried to find something free of charge, but this wasn’t the town; it was the mining facility. In the meantime, flies and other insects drawn to the smell of blood and putrefaction coming from the very fabric were becoming more and more of a nuisance. 
 
      
 
    Plus some unpleasant jungle beast might be drawn by the smell, too. 
 
      
 
    Sinner hardly had any coins left after the trade—he spent almost everything. He started to re-check each page trying to find something really useful that he could afford with the rest of his cash. 
 
      
 
    At that point he realized there was someone behind him—he didn’t hear them, but rather felt them. He turned around and saw a couple, a boy and a girl, walk out of the bushes next to the parking lot. 
 
      
 
    They were in their twenties and dark-skinned. Obviously participants: they had similar t-shirts, shorts, and the like. The girl was holding a short spear with a broad flat head, and the guy had a small pickax attached to his backpack. 
 
      
 
    It was too late to run away—then again, why would he? He was supposed to be in a safe zone and impossible to get without a ranged weapon. Come to think of it, even a rifle would be useless here—the van was covered by nearby structures from three sides, and the bushes would make it much harder to land a shot from the side of the parking lot—one would have to go back by more than three hundred feet. 
 
      
 
    The strangers didn’t react to Sinner’s presence in any strange way and approached him without thinking twice about it. 
 
      
 
    The guy gave him a gesture of greeting. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, bro. How’s it going?” 
 
      
 
    “Still kicking,” Sinner responded coldly, his eyes on the guy. 
 
      
 
    The young man didn’t seem to mind the scrutiny at all as he asked, 
 
      
 
    “You gonna be much longer? Would you mind if we took a look at the wares, too? The old man doesn’t care. We can still haggle with a crowd.” 
 
      
 
    Sinner already forgot all about the world where you could talk to people without hanging them up by twisted limbs first, so he didn’t answer right away. 
 
      
 
    The girl used this moment of confusion to move forward, giving Sinner an embarrassed glance and touching his shoulder with her phone. The very next instance she moved back, looked at the screen, rose to tiptoe and whispered something hastily into her tall companion’s ear. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, bro, I didn’t realize you were one of those. Your kind usually walk around unarmed, so I didn’t get it at first. Sorry. Don’t sweat it, we aren’t psychos. I’m Power, and this one is Sparkle. We’re here on our own, and we don’t give a damn about this caste business. I’m sorry, bro. You must have had it tough. So, are you planning to take long?” 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t you just say Xiao could trade with a bunch of folks at once?” Sinner answered at last. 
 
    
“Sure. I bet he even has more fun that way. I mean, you don’t mind us being here, do you? We just wanted to know what this snowy-headed Shaolin monk has got for sale. But if we’re getting in your way, we can wait.” 
 
    
Sinner pointed at the notebook and said, 
 
      
 
    “It’s all yours. You’re not interfering; I was about to go, anyway. The old man’s prices are so steep I almost wound up losing the shirt off my back.” 
 
      
 
    “It happens, bro…” Might said absent-mindedly, leafing through the notebook in a hurry. He slammed it shut and said bitterly, 
 
    
“Those guys must have been telling the truth. There isn’t any ammo here. There wasn’t any yesterday, and there isn’t any today, either. Tough luck.” 
 
    
Sparkle shrugged and made a long face. 
 
      
 
    Sinner still didn’t completely trust the caste couple, so he asked in a neutral voice, 
 
      
 
    “Why would you need ammo if you have no rifles?” 
 
      
 
    Power pulled up the front of his t-shirt and demonstrated a familiar pistol model—just like the one Sinner had just sold to the vendor. It was a single-loader, which looked like someone had made it in a garage workshop—this was no factory-produced weapon. 
 
      
 
    “See this, bro? No rifle, but I pack a piece all the same. Just one cartridge left, though. Not enough. I tried to save them, but you know how it is. Imagine this, some freak with a garrote tried to strangle us at night. The bastard nearly sliced my hand off. I shot him in the ear. The bullet must have turned his brains into mush, so he died instantly. And I used up the rest of my rounds way earlier. Now I can’t find them anywhere—not even here. The ammo is indeed in short supply. Everybody’s complaining about it.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve come across a few,” Sinner said. “But mine are .38s.” 
 
      
 
    “Great caliber, bro,” Power said approvingly. “But I haven’t seen any guns that would take them. There’s nothing but .22s around, and the bullets are all unjacketed soft lead. They didn’t give us any other kind at the starting platform.” 
 
      
 
    “I have a revolver, too,” Sinner made another admission. “But it isn’t a Challenge item. I found it on a policeman’s skeleton.” 
 
      
 
    “You did? And what happened to the cop?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, what happened? He was just lying there without any soft tissue on him worth mentioning.” 
 
    
“Oh, my bad, bro. I keep forgetting where we are. It’s not like I got to see lots of gnawed down cop skeletons in the streets back where I come from. You sure got lucky—I’ve never heard of such calibers used here.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, lucky? I’m telling you, there are only two cartridges. And it isn’t a Challenge item. So it’s unusable, even with cartridges.” 
 
      
 
    “Who told you that? You can use anything. They’ll just take some points away from you, or you might find less stuff in the container, although that doesn’t sound too plausible. You can use anything to beat and shoot here if you have the skill. Still, though, repairs and other stuff only apply to Challenge items.” 
 
      
 
    “Really? Thanks. I didn’t know that.” 
 
      
 
    “My pleasure, bro. I’d buy your revolver, but you realize two cartridges aren’t much. But, perhaps, you have some .22s? Like, accidentally?” 
 
      
 
    “I do, actually,” Sinner said. Little by little he was opening up to his new acquaintances. 
 
      
 
    Some people were just likeable by nature. These two looked open and didn’t seem to have any hidden agenda. The impression might be misleading, but in that case they’d have to be excellent actors, and that didn’t seem likely. 
 
      
 
    “Really? How many?” Power looked animated. 
 
      
 
    “Nine.” 
 
      
 
    “Nine! Wow, bro, that’s really cool. How about we trade? You said you needed some money; we have a few coins. Were you planning to sell them?” 
 
      
 
    “I’d swap them for Level Signs or UDSs,” Sinner suggested. “What do you think of that?” 
 
      
 
    “How much is your price, bro?” 
 
      
 
    “The more, the better,” Sinner chuckled. 
 
      
 
    Unlike Xiao, Power didn’t mind haggling. Given the shortage of ammo, it was likely the man got himself quite a bargain too. Yet, Sinner was in no position to look for the absolute best deal around. He would also like to gain the trust of this couple. If they liked him enough, they just might tell him something useful too. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, bro,” Power said contentedly as he put the ammo in his pocket. “And what are you doing here? Did you come for the ore or for a quest?” 
 
    
“Ore? Quest?” Sinner was stumped. 
 
      
 
    Power pointed towards the mines. 
 
      
 
    “They say there’s a huge quarry there where you can find ore right in the open. There’s an ample supply there, likely to last.” 
 
      
 
    “What would one need it for?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you can make stuff if you have recipes, or sell it to this guy Xiao. I was thinking of trying it myself. We have to go north, anyway, and they say there aren’t any tigers here. We haven’t seen any of their tracks near the mine, either.” 
 
    
“Nope, I didn’t come for the ore. I’m just exploring the hills.” 
 
      
 
    “Be careful about your explorations. Tigers are bad news. I’ve heard about them many times. Every time one of them makes an appearance, somebody dies.” 
 
      
 
    “And what about the quest?” 
 
      
 
    “The quest? That’s easy, bro. Show your phone to gramps here. They say if you have a level of two or more and he likes you, he can point his finger at your screen, and then you’ll get a message explaining what you’re supposed to do. You’ll figure it out. He often gives ore-related quests. Those are easy. Give it a try.” 
 
      
 
    Sinner offered his phone to Xiao. The old man instantly pressed the screen with his finger, as if he’d been waiting for it all along. 
 
      
 
    The list of quests offered to you by Xiao the vendor: 
 
      
 
    Total quests: 1. 
 
      
 
    Find the special gaki. It will be easy to recognize, being much stronger than the rest of them and almost black, with a few lighter-colored stripes on its face and its back. Bring the head of this gaki to Xiao the trader. 
 
      
 
    Extra quest (voluntary): Kill all the regular gaki in the lair of the special gaki. 
 
      
 
    Conditions for receiving the quest: a minimum level of 3 (6 being the recommended minimum) and Xiao’s attitude towards you being neutral or better. 
 
      
 
    Your reward: your reputation with Xiao the vendor will grow. 255 Level Signs, 920 UDSs, 375 Challenge Coins, and 3 Ideal Challenge Coins (to be given to you by Xiao in a red container). 
 
      
 
    Your reward for completing the extra quest: 150 Level Signs, 460 UDSs, 145 Challenge Coins, and 24 Skill Book pages (to be found in the container dropped by the last gaki in the lair). 
 
      
 
    Special conditions: once you receive the quest, you will be able to see the locations of the nearest special gaki (including the blocked areas of your map). 
 
      
 
    “So, bro, did you get any quest specifics?” Power asked impatiently. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t quite get it yet. If I accept it, I’ll have to snuff out some special gaki.” 
 
      
 
    Sparkle grew glum and shook her head. The big guy winced. 
 
      
 
    “Tell the old man to stuff it, bro. Leave this one alone. This quest is crap. I’ve heard a lot of nasty stuff about these special gaki. They are no tigers, of course, but they’ll make short work of you. No point looking for extra trouble. Even groups of players keep well away—I’d be scared of trying something like that even with a team. My advice would be to walk around and level up a bit, and then come back. He might give you an ore quest next, those are easy. You’ll be able to get some cash from gramps and afford more stuff.” 
 
      
 
    “I hear you. I’ll think about it.” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing to think about, bro, just do it. Also, like…” Power started to sound embarrassed a little. “Don’t go into town, all right? You don’t want to, trust me.” 
 
      
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
      
 
    “How do I put it… There’s bad stuff going on there. There’s this white gang… I mean, I don’t mind them being white, but these guys are racists and elitists—even caste folks have it tough there. You’d be on top of their list. Higher castes are really fond of killing a certain kind of players, get me?” 
 
      
 
    “Meat,” Sinner nodded. 
 
      
 
    “That’s right, bro. I didn’t want to call you that. I hate the word. It’s a slur; I never use it. They have it all down pat over there. They keep the likes of you corralled. As soon as your phone rings, they kill you. You probably know they get a lot of loot in return. So that’s how they level up. They’re total scum. Their main guy calls himself Lord. He’s one rare mother, trust me on that one. Anyway, you better keep away from his gang. And be careful with other gangs—Lord isn’t the only player in town. All kinds of crap have surfaced. Some operate on their own; others suck up to that Lord fella. He’s well on his way to becoming a kingpin—he has about three dozen folks with him already, or maybe even more.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Power. Now I know. And where did you say the corral was?” 
 
      
 
    “Are you planning to go to town?” The big guy frowned. 
 
      
 
    “I’d rather know where the most dangerous places are,” Sinner replied nebulously. 
 
      
 
    “If you’re just curious, make sure you keep away from the Ferris wheel. There’s only one; you’ll see it from anywhere. Their camp is at the amusement park. Keep well away, or they’ll get you at once.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks! I’ll keep it in mind.” 
 
      
 
    “Anyway, there’s no point in you lingering here. Head right to the north. They say there’s enough stuff to do on your way there. I heard there are clean lakes in the mountains—you could at least wash properly. I mean no disrespect, bro, but you stink like an outhouse. Just make sure you don’t go back. And, uh, how about we exchange phone numbers? Maybe you get your hands on more ammo, or have a question. But you don’t have to,” Power misinterpreted Sinner’s hesitation. 
 
      
 
    The latter hastened to reassure him. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t mind at all. I just don’t know how to exchange numbers. I didn’t even know you could use them for calling.” 
 
      
 
    “Bro, few participants can call just like that. They’ve only allowed it to some. If you’re in a low caste, the difference between you and meat is not really all that great. We get a minimum amount of everything. Still, we can send the odd occasional message. You can’t write a lot, but we can understand each other without saying much.” Power winked at him and reached for his phone. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
    The Space of Xai. Tier 1. Team 2. Location: East Tsoth Khalung 
 
    A Good Deed a Day 
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    Sinner was headed straight for the sea, having chosen the shortest way—or rather, not the sea proper, but the very place Power had emphatically recommended he avoided. 
 
      
 
    After he received the quest, six spots of light gray appeared on the map with large parts of the landscape barely visible as outlines. In the center of each such part there was a pulsating red cross. All of them must have corresponded to places where one could find a special gaki. 
 
      
 
    The closest one lay some four and a half miles away to the northeast. He could probably get there following the road that went up the hill from the mining complex. 
 
      
 
    But Sinner didn’t even look in that direction, heading right for the town instead. 
 
      
 
    After all, there was another red cross right there. And it was just a little over six miles. Apart from phone numbers, Sinner exchanged maps with Power and Sparkle—theirs showed him a winding line of open space that they crossed as they approached the mining complex from the south.  
 
      
 
    However, going down a road like that would mean extra trouble. The location of the vendor selling and buying stuff, and even giving out quests with interesting prizes, might be known to everyone around. Some of the participants must have started on the recipe system and would look for resources in unusual places—not from containers, but by swinging their pickaxes around in the quarry. 
 
      
 
    Sinner’s main priority was the quest. He also wanted to check out the environs—he might come across something useful, robbing a bandit or two if needed. It was a lot easier to do with a bow. 
 
      
 
    Still, he didn’t want to run into trouble first thing. He’d rather reach the special gaki without attracting any attention on his way. There he’d do everything he’d need for the quest, and then think of how to proceed once he was through.  
 
      
 
    When Sinner found out about the town from Power, he felt something like a magnetic pull. He didn’t want to think of anything but his optimal route. He just couldn’t help it. 
 
      
 
    The tropical forest wasn’t quite proper jungle yet, but it was hard enough to get through, at any rate. Sinner kept on tearing through thick bushes, and would often have to make detours around impenetrable parts. The terrain didn’t help, either—there’d be steep slopes or near-vertical sinkholes in his way. There were places with vegetation less dense, which allowed for quicker motion, but those were few and far between. 
 
      
 
    Sinner kept using his bow on his way. It was time to show the macaques who was boss. The monkeys were laboring under the false impression that screaming at a human being passing by could be done with complete impunity, especially when you were high in a tree. Even throwing a prickly fruit or a piece of excrement would be nothing but harmless fun that no one would punish them for. But Sinner’s new weapon soon proved them very wrong as one carcass after another, shot through with an arrow, would plummet to the ground together with a container. 
 
      
 
    Sometimes a dying macaque’s scream would draw its kin nearby, including leaders. Once they saw the reason for the ruckus, they would usually run for the bushes, getting arrowed in the back for their trouble. Sometimes they did manage to get over their fear of a strong enemy, and if a leader came accompanied by a bunch of small fry, Sinner had to reach for the club pressing his back against the nearest tree. 
 
      
 
    The difference between the club and the baseball bat was enormous. A clumsy enough knock on the head would take out the leader. Regular macaques dropped dead wherever you got them. The human’s obvious superiority frightened the monkeys so much they couldn’t even use the agility that small primates normally possessed. Therefore, Sinner’s skin remained unscratched this time. 
 
      
 
    There was a creek running through one of the small ravines he had to cross. Sinner refrained from drinking the water, but he finally managed to wash himself and his armor. He waited for the water to drain and put it right back on. It was humid, but also hot, so the water would probably evaporate soon. 
 
      
 
    Two three-foot-long monitor lizards appeared from another trench with a menacing hiss. An arrow through the head didn’t quite kill either of them, so Sinner had to cut their agony short with the aid of his club, and then rejoice at the sight of two new containers. 
 
      
 
    As Sinner was traversing the foothills of another mountain range, he reached a stretch of almost flat terrain with rows of rubber trees. The plantation wasn’t abandoned—there were hardly any bushes or tall grass, and there were lots of marks on the bark, as well as cups filled with thickening sap. There was a great view in every direction and he could go wherever he wanted—nothing was getting in his way. He sped up drastically. 
 
      
 
    However, he had to stop less than three hundred feet on—he heard the familiar squawking from somewhere to his left. 
 
      
 
    Gaki. 
 
      
 
    He could have kept going like he had before, but why wouldn’t he go for another prize? He was confident the club would allow him to dispatch two or three creatures, but on open ground he could also use a ranged weapon. Sinner drew an arrow. 
 
      
 
    The gaki did have a partner. They were trying to break into a rickety cabin. The plantation guard must have used it before, and the owners didn’t have a reason to make his abode a comfortable fortress. It was, at best, a structure of sticks and clay, with plastic film and palm leaves making for a flimsy roof. Even a teenager could break in through the wall or through the roof. 
 
      
 
    And yet the gaki were trying for the door—the only sturdy part of the hut that must have been brought there from some construction site, complete with the frame. It could have held the beasts off for a while if it had any decent support. Unfortunately, the flimsy walls shook and were about to give way under pressure. The ever-ravenous creatures would be inside any minute now. 
 
      
 
    The bowstring twanged twice. The first gaki fell down dead without making a single noise, the arrow having caught it in the back of its head. The second one jumped at an inopportune moment and got an arrow through its neck. The abomination turned around and jerked towards Sinner, but its enormous stomach’s inertia broke its U-turn, and its unwieldy legs got entangled. The creature fell clumsily, hitting its head on the corner of a rough bench that stood by the wall. The body convulsed in agony. Then a container appeared. 
 
      
 
    Sinner stood there grinding his teeth. The gaki fell in such a way that the arrow broke. This one was the fourth; he’d lost three more shooting monkeys. They could be fixed with new shafts, but he’d have to do it manually, observing all the applicable rules, instead of using the amazing abilities of containers. He was convinced he’d manage, but he’d need quality materials, tools, and time. 
 
      
 
    Given the circumstances, getting involved in something as complicated as that made no sense. It would be much easier and quicker to return to Xiao and buy a few more lightweight containers with arrows. 
 
      
 
    Incidentally, the phone ignored arrows the way it ignored firearm ammo. It just didn’t react. Fortunately, unlike cartridges, arrows could be bought easily. 
 
      
 
    Sinner approached the cabin, holding his bow at the ready, and barked, 
 
      
 
    “Is there anybody in there? You can come out! They’re dead!” 
 
      
 
    The inhabitants did not react. 
 
      
 
    “You know, I’m a peaceful kind of guy, but I get nervous when no one answers me. I can do all kinds of silly stuff then—such as set your roof on fire.” 
 
      
 
    There was a rustle inside, followed by a rattle from something heavy being moved. The crooked door opened with a horrible screech, and a chubby fellow of medium height jumped out, a heavy stick at the ready in his hands, striking a pose. 
 
    
His clothes were torn and filthy, and the flip-flops on his feet were of different colors. There was no menace in his eyes—there was fright. He was close to tears and clearly thinking it was his time to die. 
 
      
 
    “G-go away! Scram! Or I’ll kill you!” 
 
      
 
    The yell didn’t sound like much, either—it wasn’t loud or confident enough, and the guy clearly had no capacity to back up his words. 
 
      
 
    Everything became clear as day. 
 
      
 
    Sinner placed the bow back in the harness unhurriedly, paying no further attention to the chubby guy, came over, crouched over the first gaki, took out his knife and began retrieving the arrow stuck in the creature’s head. 
 
      
 
    As he was at it, he said nonchalantly, 
 
    “Stop swinging that toothpick about. Your hand will get paralyzed if you attempt to hit me. And if you try using your hands, I’ll make a pretzel out of you, hang you on a tree, and be on my way. 
 
      
 
    “W… Who are you?” the guy asked, stammering. 
 
      
 
    “I’m someone who decided to help a fellow human being in an unpleasant situation. And there you go, swinging a stick around instead of being grateful.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh… I’m not alone here,” the embarrassed stranger said. Then he added, completely out of turn, 
 
      
 
    “I’m Sack. There are also Cherry and Penny inside.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m Sinner. Nice to meet you.” 
 
      
 
    “Who?” Sack gave a start, his eyes bulging as if he’d just seen a deity descend from heaven. “Could you be the one who… Nah, unlikely… Probably just a coincidence… Some folks here have the same nickname.” 
 
      
 
    “What coincidence?” Sinner pried. 
 
      
 
    “Before it all started last night, the guards at the corral were talking about someone called Sinner break a record and become number one among all the participants. And he’s supposed to be meat, not a caste guy. This doesn’t make any sense, though—meat never breaks any records. Although who knows? They certainly talked about meat. One of them said he was a cat and this Sinner was cat food, and that he’d find him, and… The bastard even meowed. Sorry. That one, who meowed, was such scum. He… He… Oh, you’re better off not knowing. So, you mean, you’re peaceful?” 
 
      
 
    As Sinner was surprised that, unlike Power and Sparkle, Sack didn’t just know about the record, but instantly put two and two together, he couldn’t quite understand the question at once, and asked, 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean by ‘peaceful’?” 
 
      
 
    “Well…” Sack looked embarrassed. “I mean…” 
 
      
 
    “Whether or not I have any intention of scalping you? No worries there. I have enough hair of my own, I don’t need yours. And I’m just like you and your friends, if I understand correctly who they are. Let them come out. There’s no point hiding.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re just like us?” Sack asked in disbelief, ignoring Sinner’s question. “But how… How, then, could you… It was you shooting them, wasn’t it? How…?” 
 
      
 
    “Easy. You take a bow. You take an arrow. You shoot. Then you do it again.” 
 
      
 
    “But you cannot. Meat cannot do anything.” 
 
      
 
    “Meat can do everything it likes. You need a skill and you need a bow.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, that’s what I’m talking about. Where did you get the skill?” 
 
      
 
    “I bought it from a trader nearby.” 
 
      
 
    “Bought it?” Sack was beginning to look pale. He’d faint from the shock any second now. 
 
      
 
    Sinner tried to change the subject again. 
 
      
 
    “So, I don’t get it—are Cherry and Penny too shy to come out?” 
 
      
 
    “No, they’re…” The chubby guy started to shilly-shally. “Better come in and take a look yourself.” 
 
      
 
    The boy and the girl were lying on a pallet jerry-rigged out of everything available. Both looked pretty bad—their eyes closed, their faces grey and covered in a sheen of sweat, and their breath heavy and uneven. 
 
      
 
    Sinner took a good look at them and asked about the diagnosis. 
 
      
 
    “I assume this is no common cold they have, is it?” 
 
      
 
    “This isn’t a disease at all,” Sack replied glumly. “We ran away from the corral in the evening when the caste guys had a showdown. So we just headed north through the dark. We followed the road first, but then we heard a noise somewhere in front and went into the woods. Penny fell into a pond there. We pulled him out, but he was followed by huge lizards.” 
 
      
 
    “Monitor lizards,” Sinner interrupted him. 
 
      
 
    “Probably, I have no idea. I hardly saw them. They hissed real loud. Cherry and Penny got bitten. They have some kind of venom like snakes, those things. I don’t know what to do with them. I’m no doctor. They were asking for water when they were still conscious, but there’s none here. There’s nothing here at all.” 
 
      
 
    Sack’s voice started to quiver, and his hands kept shaking non-stop. 
 
      
 
    Sinner shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Monitor lizards aren’t cobras to bite like that.” 
 
      
 
    “How do you know they’re monitor lizards? We don’t know where the hell we are. These lizards can be anything.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, you’re right, I still can’t get used to it. Where are your bracelets? It would take one injection for them to get better.” 
 
      
 
    “But they… Confiscated everything… They don’t leave you anything in the corral.” 
 
      
 
    “I see.” 
 
      
 
    Sinner rummaged through his backpack, found the container he’d been looking for, and handed over two blisters with bright green capsules and two more with red ones. 
 
      
 
    “We have to make them swallow these.” 
 
      
 
    “What are they?” 
 
      
 
    “The green ones remove the poison. The red ones heal small wounds. I don’t see any large ones, so these should work.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, these lizards didn’t bite too hard,” Sack perked up. “Do you have any water, by any chance? They won’t be able to dry-swallow the pills. I wouldn’t mind a swig, too—my mouth’s a desert.” 
 
      
 
    Water got used up quickly in this heat, but who wouldn’t share in such a situation? So Sinner reached for his pack again.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    They helped the injured together. Sack was next to useless. He bustled about a lot, and because of that they nearly knocked over a bottle of precious water. He also dropped one of the detoxifying pills onto the dirt floor—fortunately, it didn’t get lost among the debris. Unlike small healing pills, such blisters didn’t turn up often. 
 
      
 
    The injured started to feel better instantly—the changes were visible. Their complexion began to change as soon as Sinner put a cap on the bottle. It was changing for the better. 
 
      
 
    Sack started to tell his story, looking at his companions worriedly every now and then. Sinner hardly had to ask him any questions—the guy was telling him everything. The narrative was incoherent at best, and most of it was irrelevant, but the chubby guy needed to get a weight off his chest, so he was open and perfectly frank as he talked. 
 
      
 
    Just like Sinner, he discovered himself on the beach the day before yesterday, in the morning. He was, however, relatively lucky. The puppet masters didn’t dump him into water completely naked and with all stats at zero. 
 
      
 
    He got one point of Strength. At level zero one cannot raise any stats, but they made an exception for the earliest stage of this grinder. Participants with no levels at the start were given something similar (both Cherry and Penny got an Agility point each, for example). So far, Sinner wasn’t aware of anyone else who’d have to start completely naked and with all his stats at zero. They even begrudged him the torn underwear. 
 
      
 
    Sack got some clothes and even a small bag. He spent the whole day in the storage room of a smashed-up café, chased there by the gaki. Even Sinner would be reluctant to fight them unarmed. As for this poor guy, he was in a much worse physical shape and much less prepared psychologically to take aggressive action or at least stand up for himself . Given the opportunity to defend himself with weapons, he might have been able to find the required strength and resolve. Unfortunately, he wasn’t given any extra skills, just like the rest of the participants without a caste. 
 
      
 
    He got lucky the first time his telephone got activated—no one turned up. And he got lucky once again in the morning—he ran into a group of low-caste participants. They didn’t get as many bonuses for killing meat as the higher castes, so they behaved peacefully, and even gave him some good advice, explaining where he was and what to expect. However, they were either ignorant of the details themselves or decided to play a trick of them—not all the information they gave him could be trusted. 
 
      
 
    However, Sack believed the caste players, took their information to heart, and dumped the telephone before activation—he just left it in a garbage pail and headed north in complete certainty that no one would bother him now. 
 
      
 
    Sack made a mistake. They caught him quickly. A few people tried to encircle him; there was a full-on manhunt. He did all he could, which wasn’t much. They reached him and tied him up, but they didn’t kill him. As it turned out, the moment he got caught came too late, and the phone he’d thrown away was already silent. 
 
      
 
    That was when he realized dumping the phone was pointless, since when you moved some 300 feet away from it, you’d get two activation marks on the map, one of them demonstrating the location of the dumped phone, and the other, its owner. Given the enhanced capacity for communicating that the higher castes had, they could coordinate their actions and kill meat extra-quickly, reaping maximum profits. 
 
      
 
    These particular bounty hunters had their business organized well enough. They didn’t slaughter the victims right away if they couldn’t get a maximum benefit from their death. Sack was captured by men answering to Lord, the very kingpin Power mentioned earlier. Instead of killing their victims quickly, they’d drag them to the amusement park, where they were held in some team game field surrounded by a tall metal fence. A cage, in other words—or a “corral,” as it was known here. 
 
      
 
    The captured victims didn’t get any food or water whatsoever, and were subjected to all sorts of humiliation—some of them even got maimed. But no one got killed. Up to a point. The confiscated telephones were stored separately, some 300 feet away. Once a telephone got activated, the owner only had minutes left to live. The gangsters slaughtered their captives like cattle. The executioner’s role would normally be performed by the leader or one of the low-level gang members of a high caste—that was done in order to maximize the prize. 
 
      
 
    However, it wasn’t the killer who’d get the loot. All the containers were collected by Lord, who belonged to one of the highest castes you could get at the start. He was cruel and decisive, with a capacity for strategic thinking and a leader’s talents. His personal qualities and a few tough guys he’d made friends with from the start instantly allowed him to solidify some of the smaller gangs around him. The further on, the more people joined him. He promised everyone an opportunity to develop and safe passage to the next tier. He took charge of coordinating his troops, assuring that meat and gaki would be hunted with conveyor-belt regularity, with a large amount of loot received with very low risk. 
 
      
 
    He took care of himself first and foremost, of course. The top members of the gangs that had joined him also received the choicest parts. However, his footmen were getting their due as well—at the very least, Sack didn’t notice any serious expressions of discontent as he was watching Lord’s troops all day long. The cutthroats worked hard for a common purpose, certain that even if they didn’t make it to the top by the time they got to the end of the tier, they’d be guaranteed not to end up as outsiders. 
 
      
 
    However, a couple of days was nowhere near enough to organize an ideal community of random people dumped into a dangerous location, for which they were poorly prepared. Everybody was scared and confused, and many were looking for a leader. The archest ones instantly gathered as much. There weren’t that many consolidation centers yet and all of them were relatively weak, but everybody was trying to gather as many active fighters around them as possible while the Challenge was still in its initial stage. 
 
      
 
    People were divided and understood little. How things worked over here was an enormous mystery. Even high-caste participants who were informed better than the majority either blinked in confusion or were very miserly with their information when faced with most of the truly important questions. 
 
      
 
    Lord had a competitor known as Shere Khan. The contender failed to get a foothold in the best town on this part of the coast, but believed this to be fixable. Members of their groups often engaged in spontaneous skirmishes, but only out of town and in nearby villages. Mostly, their differences would be solved bloodlessly. Both parties would yell and exchange insults, and then be on their way. 
 
      
 
    However, Shere Khan decided this kind of competition should not proceed sporadically. All along, he was preparing for a violent well-organized battle, scoffing at mere showdowns between small groups. 
 
      
 
    So, while Sack was sitting in the corral surrounded by others like him, waiting for sunrise with a feeling of doom—the telephone would activate, and he would die—something started to happen around them. There was someone shooting and rattling their weapons in the dark. Car and motorcycle engines were revving; people screamed in anger and agony, someone jumped the security detail from the bushes, making them flee rather than engage in battle. 
 
      
 
    The most important event was as follows. An enormous truck arrived from the seaside, slamming through the bushes, breaking the fence around the corral, and tearing right through, over sleepy people stuffed into a tiny space, understanding nothing. 
 
      
 
    Sack and a few others got lucky. They were close to the break in the fence and miraculously escaped death under the truck’s wheels. Sack didn’t remember how and under what circumstances he found himself outside. He had a vague memory of carrying some girl who couldn’t move fast. He remembered other prisoners helping him. He remembered armed people running out of the falling dark and starting a massacre. 
 
      
 
    A lot of blood was shed during the escape—prisoners’ blood, not their captors’. Everybody was ravenous and thirsty, beaten, some maimed, many more with their spirits broken. No one had any weapons other than their hands and feet. Those were as nothing against killers who’d already developed a taste for murder. 
 
      
 
    The armed participants didn’t even fight—they simply had fun killing helpless refugees with impunity. 
 
      
 
    According to Sack’s estimates, there were about a hundred people in the corral. That was quite a few indeed, and Sinner thought the chubby guy might have exaggerated. But even if there were only half as many prisoners, the scale of Lord’s operations was impressive. 
 
      
 
    Sack didn’t know how many prisoners managed to break free. He found himself in the company of Cherry and Penny once they were out of the city—the rest of them scattered earlier. Then they got attacked by monitor lizards and found shelter in the cabin just in time. Afterwards, Sack got spotted by the gaki when he set out to find water. He managed to shut the door and started praying, counting out the last minutes of his life. He still found it hard to believe he’d survived. 
 
      
 
    That was surely some ordeal! 
 
      
 
    Watching Sack, Cherry, and Penny, Sinner didn’t notice anything remarkable about their physique. He was hardly that tall a man himself, not even quite six feet, and he didn’t have a bodybuilder’s frame—far from it. Yet all his muscle was in the right place and of the right size. Apart from that, he had flexible joints and ligaments. An outdoors lifestyle was part of his job description, and he wasn’t too fond of spending too much of his spare time on the sofa, either. Therefore, he looked impressive: fit, tough, with the body language of a jungle predator and attentive eyes missing nothing. He didn’t make any unnecessary movements, kept his communication short and to the point, without jumping from one thought to another and back again. 
 
      
 
    Sack was his exact opposite. Even with the best weapons, the chubby guy would never become a good fighter. This wasn’t something Sinner would care to tell the man to his face, but in any showdown with the bad guys he’d be just that—meat. Even the mangiest street kids would make short work of Sack, pinning him down as easy pickings. His every word, look, and gesture gave him away. All he lacked was a target on his chest. 
 
      
 
    He wasn’t so sure about Cherry and Penny. They didn’t feel like talking now, occasionally opening their eyes to stare at the ceiling and shut them again. The detoxifier and the healing pill took time to work, and besides, those two had gone untreated for quite a while. Sinner didn’t know anything about the local monitor lizards—they could have been venomous or just had a lot of filthy stuff in their saliva, but the results were all too obvious—the bites were inflamed horrendously, and healed slowly. The blood must have carried the toxins all over—their skin looked rather bad, and it seemed like it would take a while before things would take a turn for the better. 
 
      
 
    Still, judging by their physique, Cherry and Penny were no fighters, either. The girl looked as though she’d considered fitness a dangerous cult and was a militant atheist in that respect. Her fingernails were dirty and broken, but you could see that a few days ago one could have used them for paddles. Not a fighter’s hands for sure. She had no hard muscle either and was some twenty-five pounds overweight. It wasn’t a matter of looks, but a simple health issue. She wouldn’t become fit as a fiddle by losing the extra weight, but her body would be under less strain. 
 
      
 
    Penny was the exact opposite—a really skinny guy. If he lost any weight, he’d start to look malnourished. Also nothing to write home about in the way of muscle—he could, perhaps, dodge bullets better since a skinny guy is harder to hit than a fat one. 
 
      
 
    One might wonder what Sinner would be doing in their company—as in, why were they all denied a caste? Something was fishy, unless this here trio represented some exception. Sinner managed to dispatch two privileged participants on the very first day, after all, without any skills and with all zeroes, making the other four retreat. 
 
      
 
    Well… He didn’t exactly make them retreat, but he surely contributed to their reluctance to keep looking for him. 
 
      
 
    His subsequent progress wasn’t too shabby, either, which was why he suspected he’d received this status to compensate for his advantages, making it fair for everyone. 
 
      
 
    However, his new acquaintances were nothing like him. Inasmuch as fairness was concerned, those were the ones who’d need the biggest bonuses from the very start. They weren’t prepared for anything like this, either physically or psychologically. They didn’t even dream of revenge and sticking it to the caste bastards. All Sack dreamed of was getting to the end of the tier without running into any more trouble. That was as far as his vision of the future went. Judging by a few hints he dropped, Cherry and Penny were of the same disposition. 
 
      
 
    Sinner even suggested to them that nothing would actually end once they came to the end of the first tier. There’d be new tiers, and no one knew how many. This one was supposed to be the easy one—more of a training tier. A starting point to learn the rules of the unidentified puppet masters’ strange design. Things were supposed to get a lot more complicated, and they might find it tougher to the extent that those who’d make no progress here would buy it right at the start without even needing the help of caste players. 
 
      
 
    So, why would they ignore the opportunity to get ahead here, at least a little? Sinner didn’t just rely on his imagination when he thought about the future. Judging by certain hints and his intuition, the next tier would come full of opponents you shouldn’t even try to approach with a level lower than five. The chances of three Level 0 players were therefore slim to say the least. 
 
      
 
    Sack missed the hint—or decided to ignore it. Sinner asked him to draw on the dirt floor the location of the corral, the security detail guarding it, and other buildings controlled by the gang. The guy complied and, as he drew, started telling his story again from the beginning. However, this time he wasn’t providing any tangible details, wallowing in musings on his emotional reaction instead. 
 
      
 
    Sinner had no interest in any such ramblings, so he interrupted again and again, questioning the guy about the fine details of his crooked drawings. What he wanted was useful information. 
 
    Unfortunately, 99% of what the chubby guy was saying was pure noise, and the veracity of the remaining 1% of signal was dubious. 
 
      
 
    Sack’s former career was never mentioned, but Sinner gathered he didn’t work in military intelligence. If someone like him was entrusted with counting enemy soldiers, they’d forget their arithmetic instantly. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t even think of asking the most obvious question now, in a quiet setting, being so overwhelmed and disoriented—namely, why his new acquaintance would be interested in details such as this one. In Sack’s world view, anyone with the status of meat should only have a single wish when learning of something like the corral: getting as far away from this horrible place as possible and forgetting it ever existed lest they lose their sleep. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sinner didn’t wait for Cherry and Penny to make a full recovery—why would he? He had his own way, and they had theirs. It would make no sense to stick together. He gave them two telephones and just as many bracelets, including one that was completely discharged. It would, however, recharge soon and still come in handy. He also gave them some healing pills and some pep pills. He knew that the latter eliminated the very notion of sleep and gave one a lot of power. No one knew how often they could be used, but if they worked without negative aftereffects as often as once a day, it would already be a good enough addition to the active period. Covering 50 miles of rough terrain in a tropical climate would be quite a challenge for someone unprepared. His presents would make the trio a lot more likely to survive. 
 
      
 
    As for their digital parameters, they’d have to take care of them on their own. They were grownups, after all, and Sinner wasn’t their nanny. He started empty-handed and without any information, but he did manage somehow. 
 
      
 
    He pointed north once again. 
 
    
“Mark that hill, Sack. Go straight ahead, keeping the top of that hill to your right. You’ll come to a steep slope; move left from it. You’ll find a road there. Keep going left, but not for long. You’ll see a house… or you’ll smell a dead tiger and a bunch of monkeys. I dropped a few spears and macaque clubs there. They’re crap, but they’re Challenge items all the same. Better than your stick, at any rate. 
 
      
 
    “I get it, I get it,” Sack started nodding. 
 
      
 
    The way he looked said he was unlikely to visit the site of the massacre—he nearly fainted at the mention of a rotting tiger corpse. Such squeamishness. 
 
      
 
    But he couldn’t really drag them by the hand, could he? They were old enough to figure out things on their own. Sinner did them a huge service, at any rate. Had someone helped him at the start in the same way, his gratitude would have known no limits. 
 
      
 
    He also gave each of them a Skill Book. All of them were useful. 
 
      
 
    Each of his fellow meat travelers had a free slot for an active skill. And they didn’t even need empty containers to read books—they’d just have to read them attentively. That was as generous as he could get. 
 
      
 
    He shook Sack’s hand and headed further south. 
 
      
 
    The other guy was almost crying when he shouted behind Sinner’s back, 
 
      
 
    “Why don’t you come with us? What do you need there?! Everybody’s heading north! We all need to go north!” 
 
      
 
    Sinner didn’t stop or turn his head as he replied in a soft voice, 
 
      
 
    “I’m in no hurry. I’ll get there in due time.” 
 
      
 
    His phone came to life and vibrated to notify him of having received a message. He reached for the cargo vest where he kept the useful and treacherous object without slowing down. 
 
      
 
    The vest was a perfect place for it, especially considering the device was indestructible or at least incredibly strong. It might protect him from a bullet or something else. There wasn’t such thing as being protected too well. He could have made himself a suit of armor out of smartphones, but where would he get that many? 
 
      
 
    You have provided much-needed and generous help to fellow Challenge participants.  
 
      
 
    Your reward for doing a good deed: 116 points and +1950 to karma. 
 
      
 
    You can upgrade the rank of 1 item. 
 
      
 
    Attention! The option will only be accessible for the next 24 hours. If not used until then, it will automatically get canceled. 
 
      
 
    Attention! You can only upgrade the ranks of items that you have with you at the moment, since a higher item rank requires contact between the telephone and the item in question. 
 
      
 
    Apparently, good deeds were rewarded here. It seemed weird to find out something like this about this dog-eat-dog realm. 
 
      
 
    Still, Sinner didn’t expect any reward for his help—he couldn’t even have imagined he’d get any. Although, given that such rewards were in the book of rules, the puppet masters turned out to be stingy in this case. They could have given him a container instead. With a lot of useful stuff inside.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
    The Space of Xai. Tier 1. Team 2. Location: Sainathdan 
 
    The Unfinished Hotel and Its Strange Guests 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sainathdan was a rather large town, but it was positioned in such a way that in some places you could get from one end of the town to the other in some ten minutes. In a large crescent of sorts, it spanned a long stretch of even seaside protected from the open seas by a bunch of islands and rocks scattered all over. The northern part was full of small buildings, few over two stories high, and agglomerations of dwellings that looked positively rickety. Some of them were about the same quality as the cabin where Sack, Cherry, and Penny had found shelter. The roads in the poor neighborhoods were anything but straight, and proper tarmac was rare—it would either be old and dilapidated, or the road would be covered in nothing but gravel, or nothing at all. Such dirt roads must have become true rivers of mud during the rainy season. 
 
      
 
    However, as one got closer to the sea it all began looking better—much better. Streets became straighter and wider, and the shaky huts gave way to sprawling new construction of some height. The blacktop looked perfect—as if washed on a daily basis. Some of the high-rises sported the names of well-known hotel chains on them, and the signs of various entertainment facilities plastered the façades, catering to any taste. Even the black marks left by fires and vehicles scattered around randomly did not spoil the impression much. 
 
      
 
    This town was ideal for taking a weekend break. It could host tens of thousands of tourists, with enough room for everyone in the hotels, on the beach, and wherever one would want to go to get entertained. Traffic would prove the only problem—the streets weren’t particularly wide, and traffic lights were few and far between. This was a sure recipe for constant traffic jams. 
 
      
 
    From the top of the hill, Sinner could see the Ferris wheel perfectly well, but even the amulet of far sight didn’t reveal anything of interest. There were signs of life, but the place wasn’t exactly bustling. Sometimes people would pass by—from this distance, they didn’t look larger than ants, even at maximum zoom. The chain wasn’t powerful enough to allow him to see any details. All he knew was that they were people rather than gaki. 
 
      
 
    Having found out nothing new about Lord’s gang, Sinner looked further right. About a thousand feet away to the south from the yellow strip of the beach, there was a gray box of an unfinished hotel. It looked like an enormous horseshoe with a monster construction crane sticking out from the inside like a sore thumb. It had nineteen full floors on one of the sides and eighteen on the other—the nineteenth was still being built. 
 
      
 
    Construction work stopped right there. No builders were to be seen anywhere, nor were they likely to ever return. Simple triangulation involving the outlines of objects highlighted on the map suggested that the special gaki had a hideout in this gargantuan unfinished construction. 
 
      
 
    Sinner intended to take a look at the thing. He did remember Power’s warning, and realized that hunting this dangerous creature wasn’t that bright an idea. Yet he also realized that the kind of power he had at his disposal could only be dreamed of by any other Challenge participant. His originally excellent physical shape was taken to a different level courtesy of the puppet masters’ “doping”. He felt capable of setting a couple of world records in several disciplines at once. He was yearning for adventure, and his hands itched to prove themselves in something worthy—something better than shooting screeching monkeys from a safe distance. It was high time for him to test his new skills and abilities. Training would be the best way of accomplishing it—and he would need strong and skilled sparring partners. But unfortunately, that particular method was unavailable. 
 
      
 
    Therefore, he’d have to look for worthy opponents in other places than gyms. 
 
      
 
    He wondered whether he might be getting reckless—where did all those crazy thoughts come from? He’d always preferred to maintain a low profile, whereas here he felt like trying something risky. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t even think of why he’d act so strange. He kept telling himself he was acting normal. 
 
      
 
    He wondered whether he fell victim to the effect experienced by other participants of the mysterious Challenge. 
 
      
 
    The feeling of impunity could go to one’s head. It was an uncanny feeling when you knew that neither a serious injury, nor death were the end of you. One could start taking unnecessary risks under such circumstances. 
 
      
 
    Sinner didn’t intend to die. He didn’t have another Resurrection Altar. Therefore, if he got snuffed, he’d start again from a position where any mistake could cost him his life. 
 
      
 
    Therefore, he’d have to be careful with taking risks and think them through well. 
 
      
 
    He wanted to believe these thoughts to be the product of a straight-thinking head and not the effect of having ingested unidentified substances in copious amounts. They did warn about the possible side effects from overuse, and he used the bracelet and a bunch of pills in just three days. The resulting chemical cocktail might affect his judgment. 
 
      
 
    As Sinner was observing the town, he worked on boosting himself with Level Signs and UDSs. This was best done in peace and quiet so that you could wait out the negative effects. He also opened the last containers he got on his way here. 
 
      
 
    These orange boxes were essential. You couldn’t even level up yourself or any skill or stat without them. He could use the simplest ones for that purpose—he had a bunch of those. The higher-grade ones would serve him for more serious purposes—he’d had a full set of those with extra carrying capacity, which were much bigger on the inside than on the outside. He didn’t have many, and was storing one inside the other. They didn’t take up much space that way. 
 
      
 
    There was no reason to save all the rest of them. He could always get more—they were hardly in short supply. 
 
      
 
    He had enough Level Signs collected from macaques, gaki, and monitor lizards on his way here to get to Level 8. However, Level 9 would be a lot harder to reach—the further you got, the more horseshoes you needed. First step only cost him 50 units; now he’d have to use up nine times as many. 
 
      
 
    It was cheap enough to progress from zero to one. He’d no longer be able to progress in leaps and bounds. 
 
      
 
    Apart from that, was there any point hurrying with the growth? The weaker an enemy, the fewer “horseshoes” and “donuts” one got from prize containers. As it is, at Level 7 small macaques and gaki yielded a lot less than yesterday already. Also, Sinner had quite a few free slots for active skills—more than he had skills, in fact. 
 
      
 
    Actually, he did have a reason to level up right there. A single extra level gave him ten more body energy points and five spirit energy points. However, this function would only work once he got to Level 10. Not the most convenient of rules. 
 
      
 
    Once Sinner got to Level 10, he’d get a hundred extra body energy points. In that case he’d be able to use Very Rare Reflection three times over a very short period of time. It would really come in handy for running away from a gunman sending one bullet after another your way, or for being attacked by some hideous beast—like the tiger he fought earlier on. There’d be a chance of delivering a mortal wound while the creature used its fangs or claws three times. 
 
      
 
    So far, Sinner could only use this protection once, and then have to wait for fifty minutes before the energy scale recharged. Not much. 
 
      
 
    He was ready to invest all his UDSs into his Bow skill. Unfortunately, the improved skill required a lot more for its development. Level 1 would cost him 200 points; the next one would already cost 400. 
 
      
 
    Such serious investment implied that an improved skill was a lot more effective than a basic one, let alone one of the built-in ones. At least, that’s what he’d been hoping. If Sinner was right, even at Level 1 a skill of this quality would serve him well. 
 
      
 
    So he ended up investing 200 UDSs to raise Bow to 1. The rest was enough to raise Physical Attack to 2. Sinner kept on ignoring defense—he was aware he’d have to pay some attention to it, too, at some point. But since he decided to prioritize offense, he’d have to develop that in the meantime. 
 
      
 
    He lamented having spent almost everything on bonuses that looked so puny. Still, though—a point here, a point there… Many a little makes a mickle, he told himself. 
 
      
 
    Sinner could sense the changes inside him. They weren’t instant—some time had to pass after the injection. Quite the opposite, right after he felt the bracelet’s prickle, a wave of weakness would come over him, and sometimes, he’d have to rest for up to half an hour. However, that was followed by a rush and a feeling of having become stronger—an awareness of a qualitative change. 
 
      
 
    That feeling was incredibly pleasant. It affected the mood in a strange way, making one want to do something big, something important, as opposed to roaming through the forest, occasionally shooting wretched macaques and monitor lizards. His head seemed to belong to someone else. His thinking flowed easily—nothing of what he’d been wary of before bothered him now. 
 
      
 
    On the contrary, he wanted to nip every hint of a fear in the bud—using excessive force, if need be. 
 
      
 
    He couldn’t help performing a few athletic tricks as he moved along. They were never a problem even before, but he’d never have risked trying them unprepared, without any warm-up exercises, and in the middle of a forest. 
 
      
 
    He’d never felt so confident about his abilities. And he had every reason to be—he was indeed in top shape.  
 
      
 
    Even his eyesight seemed sharper. He’d often spot macaques and monitor lizards before they reacted to him now. He thought his raised Perception might have something to do with it. It was a strange stat—judging by its description, it was the one responsible for extra observation skills. 
 
      
 
    What did it say there again? “Improves interaction with the world in a variety of ways,” wasn’t it? Eyesight, hearing, and the rest of the senses were, after all, means for interacting and receiving information. 
 
      
 
    Yet he’d need to try his new skills out in a proper battle. Macaques, scary as they were yesterday, looked pathetic to him now, likewise monitor lizards. The odd occasional gaki encountered in the forest was hardly a worthy candidate, either. 
 
      
 
    Sinner needed a serious opponent.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    He got to the construction site through a gap in the fence made by a small truck that crashed into a stack of ferroconcrete slabs just a few dozen yards in. The front of the truck was smashed, and the decomposed remains of the driver were still right there, next to the open left door. Judging by the near-total absence of flesh on the bones, gaki had had them a feast here. 
 
      
 
    Come to think of it, gnawing corpses down to the bone wasn’t much like them. Sinner noticed that the ever-ravenous creatures preferred to dash to and fro in the streets, occasionally stopping by a corpse they liked to take a bite and then moving on to find their next yummy morsel elsewhere. 
 
      
 
    The fact that the skeleton was nibbled pretty clean implied the construction site was really popular with those fans of human flesh. However, a different explanation could exist just as easily. After all, Sinner wasn’t an expert in the habits of the local man-eating fauna. 
 
      
 
    Having entered the construction site, he went straight for the concrete box with all the speed he could muster. He easily found the staircase—he had detected its likely location from the hill. He used it to get to the second floor, where he found a comfortable place for a short break. Having sat still for two minutes to make sure there was no one around making any noise, Sinner took off the backpack and fished out the foodstuffs he got at the shop he came across en route to the hotel. 
 
      
 
    Canned tuna turned out to be excellent—he regretted not having grabbed more. He’d have to remember to take another ten cans on his way back. The local energy drink tasted OK, but he’d still have to wait for the effect. 
 
      
 
    Sinner mused on how unhealthy it must be to get stimulants from the bracelet, pop pills from blisters, and then supplement it all with drinks like these found in shops, all the while raising his parameters in between and receiving more and more injections. However, a sleepless night was not to be scoffed at, and he couldn’t afford to waste time. 
 
      
 
    Sinner knew he’d have to dispatch this weird gaki before his phone would advertise his location to everyone around him. He did have some time, but not that much. 
 
      
 
    Why did he stop? He didn’t plan on eating anything, and getting one’s belly stuffed before a fight was never a good idea. Could it be the result of the chemicals that perked him up? Or was it the body reconstructing itself and giving him the sensation of having grown a pair of wings and needing to consume more energy? He just felt incredibly hungry in a matter of seconds, unable to think of anything other than food. 
 
      
 
    It took Sinner a while to reach the top floor—the unfinished one. He checked everything in every direction on his way up, having encountered no one. The building stank of death, but so did the whole town, so it was hardly a sign of anything. 
 
      
 
    He then moved on to the next wing, which was where he instantly came across signs of life—he heard suspicious noises already on the second floor. Using the structural elements for cover, he finally reached a larger space, on the other end of which two gaki were busily gnawing on the top half of a human body. The bottom half was nowhere to be seen, and Sinner didn’t really care that much about its whereabouts. 
 
      
 
    He loaded the bow and let loose. 
 
      
 
    This was where he got his first surprise. One of the gaki fell to the floor twitching, grabbing itself by the pierced chest. As for the second, it neither went into a stupor nor dashed towards the source of danger as was the creatures’ wont. Instead, it scuttled away without even bothering to get up from all fours, looking like a disfigured spider. 
 
      
 
    Sinner wondered what could be wrong with the beast. Did it have problems with its brains and its hearing, missing where the arrow had come from? 
 
      
 
    However, intuition told him things weren’t quite as simple as that. The gaki ran away too fast. Sinner never saw them behave like that. They’d normally be very decisive—they’d never flee from a battle, and always act in an aggressive and straightforward manner. If this ugly critter were not of regular coloring, Sinner might suspect it to be the special one whose head he’d have to bring to Xiao. 
 
      
 
    There was a noise somewhere in the distance—it seemed to be coming from the floor above and sounded like dozens of feet on the concrete. A gaki immediately tumbled out of a gap left in the wall for utility lines, some thirty paces in front of him. Sinner promptly sent an arrow into the creature, but another one appeared the next instant, followed by two more at once who got in each other’s way and stuck. 
 
      
 
    Another bunch appeared from behind the corner the very next moment. All of them were abnormally fast. Running away wouldn’t be an option. He manage to let three arrows loose before he grabbed his melee weapon. 
 
      
 
    He met the first gaki with a mighty blow—blood and bits of its skull exploded in a fountain. The club didn’t get stuck, and he got the second one just as easily. The third wasn’t a problem, either; however, the fourth gaki managed to evade and then launch another attack together with the last member of the group. 
 
      
 
    This last one got such a blow on the neck that it lost all further interest in the battle. However, the other one did get through, biting Sinner’s outstretched forearm and reaching for the torso, trying to tear through the cargo vest and the armor. 
 
      
 
    He really missed the knife skill at that moment, musing at how absurd it was to have a knife on one’s belt yet not be able to use it in a fight. 
 
      
 
    Nevertheless, evasive as the gaki was, Sinner dispatched it quickly, losing nothing but a few pieces of the bandage he used to protect his forearm. The gaki might have left a bruise, but that was that. 
 
      
 
    The creature sure had a bulldog’s grip—the teeth were felt even through the bandage. However, it had no technique and fought like a clumsy child. A strong one, for sure, but without the understanding of so much as the basics of unarmed combat. 
 
      
 
    The gaki’s neck snapped as it fell to the floor. Sinner finished off the ones that still showed signs of life and set about collecting arrows and containers. The building was large—he didn’t know how many more beasts he’d encounter. He had to collect all the projectiles he could. 
 
      
 
    And all the loot as well.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Apparently, these weren’t the last gaki in the building. Sinner ran into several packs in the second wing, as well as the third and last one. However, one encounter brought him to all the right conclusions. Now he’d try to occupy positions where he could use his bow effectively every time. 
 
      
 
    The fiercest battle was fought near the gaps left for elevator shafts or some such needs. There weren’t any floorboards on the top floor yet—there was nothing but a carcass of horizontal beams spreading for a few hundred square feet. 
 
      
 
    Sinner managed to draw four groups of creatures onto this framework. He’d signal to them from afar, singing a salacious song while he was at it. He barricaded his position on the framework with all kinds of junk that would be hard to jump over. He then dispatched about three dozen opponents one by one, with absolute impunity, taking advantage of them losing speed. 
 
      
 
    It was hard work, but there wasn’t any particular risk involved. Not even once. Not really. 
 
      
 
    Most gaki were Level 3 or Level 4. A few were Level 2, and fewer still, Level 5. Sinner didn’t know anything about their stats, skills, or parameters, but they weren’t his match by far. He wouldn’t have stood a chance unarmed, but with a bow and a club it took him less than two hours to eliminate all the gaki in the building.  
 
      
 
    Or, rather, most of them. He did miss one of the corners.  
 
      
 
    Something like a directed blast destroyed a part of the enormous wall in the hall on the first floor. There was soot on the ceiling and the walls, with an uneven break gaping in the floor. Judging by what Sinner could see, the underground part was rather large, and it was the only part of the building he hadn’t visited yet. 
 
      
 
    He still never came across any differently colored gaki. There was also something remaining unclear about the quest’s extra condition. A container was supposed to appear once he was through with all the gaki. There was none so far; consequently, there had to be some of the regular creatures still surviving around the place as well. 
 
      
 
    Sinner didn’t find any ladders or any other legit way of getting underground, no matter how hard he looked. The only way down was through the break. Fortunately, he didn’t have to jump—a mangled ferroconcrete slab formed a “slope,” reaching almost all the way down—the last few feet being just stripped pieces of rebar. 
 
      
 
    He was somewhat wary of becoming an easy target once below. He couldn’t see what was happening around no matter how hard he looked.  
 
      
 
    What if there were a hundred of hungry gaki waiting for some dimwit to descend into their lair? Given their speed, they could jump out of the darkness quickly, leaving him no chance of escaping. 
 
      
 
    Therefore, Sinner started to make his way down very carefully, taking every precaution and ready to dash back into the sunlight any moment. 
 
      
 
    He took a few more steps down, snapped a chemical glow stick and threw it into the darkness of the underground space. Then he threw three more in all the other directions. Sinner didn’t carry them on him all the time—he just chanced upon some in one of the construction trailers outside, of which there were several. One had its door kicked in, so Sinner had taken a looked as he passed by. The box of glow sticks was right there, on the little table. The strange script on the box had English text right next to it, so Sinner could tell right away what those things were. He wasn’t interested initially, but recollected having found them when he was planning to explore the underground part. 
 
      
 
    The glow sticks may have been left there for a reason—by the puppet masters, as a little gift for anyone crazy enough to want to explore the dark basement. Hence the inscription on the box in English. 
 
      
 
    Why would they leave him any hints? Well, having his demise lit up in dim green light could be as good a reason as any.  
 
    
Now, weren’t those cheerful thoughts for someone who was likely descending into the lair of a dangerous beast? 
 
      
 
    Sinner didn’t see or hear anything up until the very last moment. He was even beginning to suspect he’d encounter no foes here. But as soon as he got to the basement floor, two gaki dashed out of the greenish twilight. They were huge, Level 4 or 5 at least. He was lucky they didn’t attack at once—this way, he managed to shoot one in the head and dispatch the other one unhurriedly, smashing its jaw with one blow of the club, and its temple with another. 
 
      
 
    That wasn’t bad, but he’d have to consider a spear for the future. It had longer reach than a club, and should the enemy tear it out of his hands, it would take less than a second to switch to the club. He’d already read the Skill Book, and the skill was in his book, ready to be activated any moment. 
 
      
 
    However, he lacked a proper spear. The apes’ toothpicks were laughable, and he didn’t have the time to make something of better quality himself. He could buy something, but Xiao’s prices were so steep he’d have to sell a kidney to afford anything. Or, perhaps, even both kidneys. 
 
      
 
    He waited for a minute, but no one else appeared from the dark. However, he could sense someone’s presence somewhere in the distance. He was unlikely to encounter any friends, but it didn’t seem like the gaki, either—they didn’t behave like that, either attacking at once, or scuttling off just as quickly to get reinforcements. 
 
      
 
    There was a loud noise—he couldn’t see its source, but it sounded like someone dragged a heavy metallic object across the floor. 
 
      
 
    “Are you moving furniture or something?!” Sinner inquired, tossing two more glow sticks into the dark. 
 
      
 
    The sticks glowed so reluctantly one could surmise they were coerced to release any light at all under extreme duress. However, Sinner’s eyes were getting used to darkness, and the dim green glow was enough to make things out. However, no matter how hard he peered into the dark, he saw nothing menacing anywhere in the visible space. 
 
      
 
    The sound was heard again—closer to him this time. Someone moved in the dark, and a figure appeared in the dusty greenish glow, dragging itself along slowly. It was massive and had the gait of a carnivore quite sure of its power. The arms were longer than those of any human. One of the hands held the end of a long piece of metal in a relaxed grip, with an ugly hook at the end and a handle made of fabric wrappings. It was like a primitive sword, or, rather, a parody on a backsword weighing some fifteen pounds at least. Even the blunt edge of this thing could deliver a mighty blow. 
 
      
 
    It was the first armed gaki Sinner met, and also the first one that was taller than him—considerably so. Nothing remotely like the wiry stature these beasts tended to have; this one had a puffed-up chest, surrealistically decorated with enormous mammary glands of a nursing female of the species. The thing had enormous muscles that didn’t exactly encourage a duel. The only feature that looked the same as in case of the others was the ugly belly hanging down to its knees. 
 
      
 
    Another thing that was different about this beast was its pitch black skin—Sinner could only see a pattern of lighter-colored stripes on its snout. They could have been dark red, as the description said, but the lighting was too scarce and too distorting to make out details like that. 
 
      
 
    However, Sinner didn’t need the details. It mattered little whether the gaki in question was the one he needed. The monster wasn’t approaching to greet him, and escaping even from a Level 4 beast from over here was near-impossible, as he’d already witnessed. And this thing was much bigger—it stood to reason that it would be faster, too. 
 
      
 
    So he’d have to fight the monster, at any rate. 
 
      
 
    However, a samurai duel against a creature using something resembling a flattened crowbar for a weapon wasn’t the brightest idea. 
 
      
 
    That was why Sinner grabbed his bow. 
 
      
 
    The bowstring twanged. The beast dodged the shot; the arrow got lost somewhere deep in the basement, hitting something with a dejected thud. 
 
      
 
    Another shot had the same result. 
 
      
 
    When the third arrow was fired, the gaki’s left hand went up, grabbed it, and threw it aside. Then it rushed forward with incredible speed—there it stood shuffling its feet, and in an instant it was some 40 feet closer. 
 
      
 
    Sinner had good reflexes, but this time he barely managed to escape death, letting the gaki’s weapon pass inches away from him. 
 
      
 
    That was the first time he wondered whether the whole thing was a good idea in the first place—whether he might have thought too highly of himself and would now have to pay for being overconfident. If this creature was weaker than the tiger, it wouldn’t be by much. And he didn’t have a trap with a noose—or enough time to make one. 
 
      
 
    All of that might have taken a while to put into words, but in reality all the actions and the thought processes happened in a split second, followed by the realization that he shouldn’t disengage or step back—the enemy’s blade was too long, and the creature moved too fast, almost in defiance of the laws of physics; it might have had some skill allowing it to get within close quarter distance extra-fast. 
 
      
 
    So it would have to be a melee fight at a minimal distance so that the opponent wouldn’t be able to swing its enormous piece of metal around. And this fight would have to end quickly—if he dallied, he’d either get crushed or pushed far enough away so that the creature could hack at him with the rusty backsword and finish him off. 
 
      
 
    So Sinner stepped towards the beast, grabbing its forearm with his left hand to make it harder for it to use the weapon and thrusting his right hand upwards and forward. 
 
      
 
    The gaki didn’t just watch it dispassionately, but rather made good use of its free hand too. 
 
      
 
    The claws, short but massive, made Sinner’s cargo vest crackle and got stuck in the armor, pressing hard enough for Sinner’s ribs to hurt like hell—it felt like a one-ton water press driving in a bunch of chisels. 
 
      
 
    However, Sinner’s hand didn’t remain idle, either—he dealt all the damage he could, his two fingers catching the creature in the eyes. There was a sickening wet sound, and the monster yelled for the very first time, sounding confused and almost scared, leaning away and trying to pull his would-be prey towards it. 
 
      
 
    It still didn’t realize that the prey was in fact the hunter. 
 
      
 
    Sinner didn’t even try to break the weak grapple, allowing himself to be pulled like a marionette. Then he crouched a little and threw a thunderous uppercut, getting his opponent right in its prominent chin, straightening up. 
 
      
 
    He was glad he’d invested some points into unarmed combat. It was a great punch. 
 
      
 
    The gaki’s teeth gnashed, and it loosened its grip. The ugly backsword made a clangor as it rolled across the concrete floor. This was far from a knockout, but the creature was getting groggy. If this happened in the ring, the referee would allow the other fighter to take a short breather before either continuing the fight or admitting defeat. 
 
      
 
    But they weren’t in a ring. 
 
      
 
    Sinner took a step to the gaki’s side, grabbed his club with both hands, and delivered a simple but tremendously powerful blow, amplifying the strength of his arm with the motion of his torso to give the metallic business end of the club extra momentum. 
 
      
 
    The back of the beast’s head cracked loud enough for the sound to echo through the entire basement. The gaki wheezed and lunged forward, its feet moving spasmodically. The thing didn’t get far—its knees doubled up underneath it, it fell and wobbled, as if thinking of which side to fall onto.  
 
      
 
    Sinner helped the gaki decide by giving it another taste of the club. This time the back of the head didn’t just crack; blood flew everywhere—and, possibly, pieces of cranial matter, too. 
 
      
 
    Something warm splashed onto his face. Sinner jumped away from the falling carcass, spitting out the revolting salty stuff that got into his mouth.  
 
      
 
    His clothes were filthy again. He crossed the forest keeping everything absolutely clean, and there he was covered in gore again. 
 
      
 
    He’d have to carry a spare set. 
 
      
 
    Possibly, more than one. 
 
      
 
    The gaki fell, but it didn’t look dead yet. It was still trying to move, and its legs twitched. The thing didn’t look like it was actually trying to get up, but its body must have been too strong to accept death at once. 
 
      
 
    Sinner stood there for a minute or two with his club at the ready. He didn’t want to finish the gaki off so as not to get even more blood and brains on himself, but leaving an agonizing fiend behind his back wasn’t a great idea, either. 
 
      
 
    Who knew what the agonizing monster might be capable of? He’d prefer to see the process to its end. 
 
      
 
    The gaki’s legs were still twitching when a huge container appeared next to its head. 
 
      
 
    Now it was really over. 
 
      
 
    However, Sinner didn’t feel like relaxing just yet. Something was happening somewhere in the dark—in the direction the unusual gaki came from. His ears kept hearing something like rats squeaking. 
 
      
 
    His caution suggested that he should grab the container and head out into daylight. Or, rather, grab the container and scram, having chopped the beast’s head off first. However, his spirit of adventure and his wish to complete the quest ideally drove him to go and take a look at who might be making that noise. 
 
      
 
    The noise came from the faraway corner. There was something resembling an enormous and ugly nest there, made of cement bags, pipe fragments, and human remains, held together with excrement and forming a hideous basin some 12 feet across and half as tall as Sinner. 
 
      
 
    There were “fledglings” squeaking in this nest—over a dozen miniature gaki replicas, no bigger than human babies and even uglier than the grown-ups, if such a thing was even possible, with their tiny crooked limbs, wrinkly skins, enormous heads seemingly forming half of the body, eyes shut like those of newborn kittens, and bellies like narrow strips of leathery stuff resembling tapeworms. They were splashing around in slime and feces. The stench was so hard that one’s lungs refused to work, even though one could hardly feel it standing near the break in the wall. 
 
      
 
    Sinner tried not to breathe too hard as he looked around himself, noticing no new gaki or passages that could lead him to them. 
 
      
 
    He automatically rubbed his chest, still very raw after the fight with the monster. It seemed that the mammary glands served a purpose—it was a sow protecting her young. 
 
      
 
    The extra condition said it in no uncertain terms that no gaki should remain. That included the small fry. 
 
      
 
    Sinner shook his head as he looked at the blind and slimy faces of creatures that seemed to resemble human babies a little, no matter how ugly. 
 
      
 
    “Screw you, Xiao.” 
 
      
 
    He went back to the battleground, picking up the ugly backsword of the gaki queen, and headed for the nest again. He used the hook at the end of the blade to pick up the enormous container at the center. He grabbed it, wincing, and then swapped hands and headed right for the exit. He felt like he might suffocate any moment, and he still had to collect something required by the quest.  
 
      
 
    Nasty business, all of it. 
 
      
 
    The phone buzzed when Sinner decapitated the carcass and headed for the exit. 
 
      
 
    You have refused to perform the extra task, willingly, without being pressured into it by circumstances, and without expecting a reward for your refusal. 
 
      
 
    Status: the extra condition has not been met. 
 
      
 
    You have made your choice and spared the lives of enemies you could have killed with ease. 
 
      
 
    Status: a good deed. 
 
      
 
    Your reward for doing a good deed: 684 points and +17910 to karma. 
 
      
 
    Gaki and related creatures will be friendlier to you from now on. 
 
      
 
    You can upgrade the rank of 1 item. 
 
      
 
    Attention! The option will only be accessible for the next 24 hours. If not used until then, it will automatically get canceled. 
 
      
 
    Attention! You can only upgrade the ranks of items that you have with you at the moment, since a higher item rank requires contact between the telephone and the item in question. 
 
      
 
    Attention! All the statuses will be cancelled if you change your mind. If you use a status before you change your mind, you will be penalized. 
 
      
 
    Once again he got some points and some karma unexpectedly, just for refusing to smash the soft skulls of baby gaki.  
 
      
 
    Any advantage was nice to have, but he couldn’t see much use from points or karma just yet, so it was a dubious bonus. 
 
      
 
    He was a lot more interested in the containers he’d received. But he should wipe the one from the nest first, he thought. It stank to high heaven. 
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    A Good Place for Somebody to Die 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    All kinds of items fell from the containers randomly—enough to get easily confused. However, the variety was only confusing at the beginning. One could easily figure out the purpose of some things from the laconic descriptions popping up on the phone. Sinner still wondered about some of the others, although answers to certain questions could be found in looted telephones. Their previous owners had access to a much wider range of information than Sinner, and the answers to some of their past queries were still saved in the telephone’s memory for anyone to see. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, none of his vanquished opponents thought of downloading the entire database. Sinner had to rely on fragments, but that was still better than nothing, and would often come in very handy—such as the fragment of someone’s query concerning the purpose of leveling up. He couldn’t retrieve all the data, but what he read was enough to answer several important questions that he had. 
 
      
 
    The level of an item used by a participant cannot be higher than the participant’s current level. If it is, the participant in question will experience a negative effect while attempting to use the item in question (similar to the effect from attempting to use an item you have no skill for). 
 
      
 
    The number of active skills is calculated as your level +1 up to level 20. Above level 20, it is (current level minus twenty)/3 +21 rounded down to the closest integer (without accounting for built-in and conditionally built-in skills). 
 
      
 
    As a participant’s level grows, they become less and less attractive a target to aggressive beasts and creatures. The higher a participant’s level is in comparison to theirs, the less interest they have in said participant—a high enough level may even instill fear. 
 
      
 
    As one’s level grows, the participant becomes more convincing when communicating with sentient beings who are not fellow Challenge participants, and gets a better chance of receiving a quest. The effect becomes the more pronounced the higher a participant’s level is as compared to the level of the sentient being. 
 
      
 
    Level 1 gives you 10 seconds of immunity from the Guardians of the Sea, Level 2—20 seconds, Level 3—30 seconds, and so on. When you’re immune, the Guardians cannot get closer to you than eight feet (remember that you cannot harm a Guardian, so you’d be well advised not to waste your time trying to attack them while immune). You automatically become immune when a Guardian of the Sea attempts to attack you. The immunity function works once every day. 
 
      
 
    At Level 0 a participant can carry 1 positive stimulator or skill effect status at once (from their own skill or somebody else’s). The number grows to 2 statuses by Level 5, to 3 by Level 15, to 4 by Level 30, to 5 by Level 50, to 6 by Level 75, to 7 by Level 100, to 8 by Level 200, and +1 per each 100 subsequent levels. 
 
      
 
    To make it safely to the next tier of the Challenge Ladder, a participant’s level may not be lower than the tier level by more than 2. Lacking the necessary level, the Challenge participant will disembark in a random location off the seashore (this may include dangerous waters or places where getting to the shore is fraught with various difficulties). 
 
      
 
    At Level 0 a participant can implant 1 device; another one at Level 50, a third one at Level 100, and one more per each 100 subsequent levels. 
 
      
 
    No parameter of a Challenge participant can exceed their level. The same is true for sub-parameters. 
 
      
 
    The skill level of a Challenge participant cannot exceed their level, either. 
 
      
 
    With every new level a Challenge participant receives 10 body energy points and 5 spirit energy points (this option only starts working at Level 10, which is when you instantly receive 100 body energy and 50 spirit energy points). 
 
      
 
    At Level 0 a participant can use three items with artifact and activated properties at once. On Level 2 they receive +2 to the limit. The bonus is +3 by Level 5, +4 by Level 8, +5 by Level 11, +6 by Level 15, +7 by Level 19, +8 by Level 25, +9 by Level 35, +10 by Level 50, +11 by Level 70, +12 by Level 100, +13 by Level 150, +14 by Level 200, +15 by Level 300, and +1 to each subsequent 100 levels. 
 
      
 
    And on and on it went, explaining in great detail that levels were immensely important here, and that without them, no progress was possible. 
 
      
 
    There were a few things he didn’t quite understand, though. For example, what were those implants and what were sub-parameters? Still, the primary information was clear and needed virtually no additional explanation. 
 
      
 
    As for the basics, he’d already managed to glean all there was without having to consult other people’s phones. 
 
      
 
    He needed to gather Level Signs and UDSs. Those were the two most important items on Sinner’s agenda. 
 
      
 
    The third was Skill Books. And those would have to be really useful skills. 
 
      
 
    Fourth, Challenge Coins. Xiao was selling a few interesting (but, unfortunately, expensive) items. 
 
      
 
    Fifth, weapons, ammunition, and useful items he could wear.  
 
      
 
    The sixth bullet point on the agenda encompassed all the auxiliary stuff: medicines, things for boosting items and giving them new qualities, repairing them, and so on; shards and fragments for altars and teleports, crafting ingredients, and so on. 
 
      
 
    He got a decent amount of loot for exterminating the gaki at the unfinished hotel. Together with what he’d had left, Sinner was now in possession of 412 Level Signs and 1480 Universal Development Symbols. Given that he killed a substantial number of high-level gaki (including one “supergaki”), 54 altogether, the number didn’t look that high. But he had to account for having raised his level considerably since the previous massacre, which adversely affected the amount of loot he could now get. The difference wasn’t drastic, but tangible nonetheless. 
 
      
 
    Sinner needed 450 Level Signs to get to Level 9. He didn’t have that many; besides, there was no point in that just then. Why would he sacrifice useful loot for bonuses he couldn’t use there and then? 
 
      
 
    So he needn’t bother about the level for the time being, he figured. 
 
      
 
    Thus another question became a priority: how should he invest his UDSs? 
 
      
 
    He would really like to up his Bow skill. Practice showed Sinner to be a perfect sniper at distances of up to fifteen paces. He could hit a matchbox with several arrows without being more than half an inch off the mark in the worst-case scenario. And that was with the weapon he had, which was far from the best. Xiao had better ones advertised, but they were just too expensive. 
 
      
 
    From thirty-five paces, Sinner could hit a macaque in eight cases out of ten, but not necessarily inflict a lethal (or even serious) wound. Therefore, he preferred not to engage faraway targets so as not to lose arrows in the forest canopies or the bodies of wounded monkeys running away with his arrows in them. 
 
      
 
    Twenty-five to thirty paces was the distance from which he could hit small targets with accuracy. He could choose whether to shoot a macaque in the head or in the chest. He didn’t miss often. That was good, but not good enough, since even an average marksman with a .22 rifle could hit a target of the same size from some 75 to 100 paces. 
 
      
 
    Thus, extending his accurate hit range was important. There were three ways of achieving that: replacing his weapon with a more accurate and far-reaching one, developing the Agility stat, or raising his Bow skill. 
 
      
 
    The weapon and the skill were easy enough to understand. As for Agility, the information Sinner managed to reconstruct from all sorts of fragments suggested it also played a part in one’s marksmanship. Combined with Perception, Agility helped improve hit accuracy even further, but Sinner wasn’t certain of how one worked with the other. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, queries from looted phones failed to provide information about many important details, or just offered mere stubs instead of detailed descriptions. 
 
      
 
    Raising the skill level seemed to be the most effective option to become more accurate at the moment. However, he’d have to be prepared to dump a lot of UDSs into an improved skill of this class. The first level cost Sinner 200 Symbols. The second would take 400, and the third, 600. So getting the skill all the way up there would cost him a thousand. 
 
      
 
    He wanted to take care of other things, too. Dumping everything into a single skill would be putting all the proverbial eggs in the same basket, entailing a substantial risk of having them all broken at once… 
 
      
 
    And yet, having gone through all the other options, he chose this one. His Agility was high enough. Raising it from 5 to 6 would cost him 600 UDSs. The difference wouldn’t be substantial enough to warrant it if he was interested in marksmanship. 
 
      
 
    He invested 300 symbols into Physical Defense. This parameter was supposed to lower the damage from any attack other than magical. Sinner knew nothing of battle magic—he hadn’t come across it once in this madhouse, let alone the real world. But he did get his measure of damage from claws, fangs, and other sharp and pointy things here. Right now he was sitting there with his bulletproof vest off and rubbing his chest. He’d already taken his healing pill, but its effect couldn’t be felt yet. The beast didn’t get to his skin, but there was enough pressure applied to his ribs that it hurt to breathe. 
 
      
 
    He ended up with 184 UDSs left. 
 
      
 
    Having inspected the bow (if the term could be applied to scanning information about it with the aid of the telephone), he saw that some 7% of its durability were lost over the course of his trek through the forest and the gaki massacre. He fixed it—there was no shortage of repair tokens. Then he did the same to his club. 
 
      
 
    Everything was good as new. Even the scratches on the weapons were gone without a trace. 
 
      
 
    There was a funny aspect to the repairing process. When Sinner repaired his boots, they became good as new, too, without a hint of dust, dirt, or blood. He did the same to his t-shirt and his shorts. They became clean, too. Unfortunately, he couldn’t do the same with the bulletproof vest—it wasn’t a Challenge item. He could try making it one, though. He had enough empty containers and transformers.  
 
      
 
    However, there was a problem. If he got unlucky, he could end up without a container or a transformer. Most importantly, he would no longer have any body armor. Nothing was guaranteed. 
 
      
 
    Still, the temptation was strong. There was a way of making his attempt more likely to succeed—by using the medium transformer. Sinner only had two of those; unlike the small ones, they had a whopping 50% chance of success instead of 25%. 
 
      
 
    The first attempt was a failure, but the vest survived. And the next one was a success. 
 
      
 
    Sinner instantly fixed what was now a bona fide equipment item, and then started to boost it with everything he’d collected over the two days spent exterminating aggressive fauna and participants fond of hunting meat. 
 
      
 
    He was no longer afraid of losing his armor, either. It could sustain substantial damage in an attack and lose some of its durability, but otherwise remain intact, and it could be restored with repair tokens. Also, not every action was fraught with damage. The level of an item could be raised safely. 
 
      
 
    That was what Sinner got down to next. 
 
      
 
    Ten small level boosters raised an item’s level by 1. He only had enough for two upgrades of his bulletproof vest. Considering that a primitive leather cuirass of the same level cost a few hundred at Xiao’s, it was a decent tradeoff. Had Sinner just sold those boosters, he’d get a lot less than an item like this would be worth. 
 
      
 
    He used up all the item property activators without a single successful attempt, simply cleaning out his inventory. 
 
      
 
    He also changed the rank of the bulletproof vest from basic to simple, and then, from simple to regular. He used up the bonuses received for his two good deeds in the process. This procedure increased the item’s durability and upped its stats. Most importantly, it expanded the number of properties it could get from activators. A basic item could only get one, and another one could be added courtesy of an expander; however, those were infrequently found and had a low chance of working properly. A regular item could use three plus an auxiliary one. 
 
      
 
    Activators didn’t work so far, so the exact benefits they gave remained a mystery. But, apparently, local enemies only dropped weaker ones with low chances of success. The process should become easier as the enemies’ level grew. 
 
      
 
    Why would he want to invest so much into the bulletproof vest? It was simple enough—neither the club, nor the bow were weapons with good prospects. It wasn’t just their nondescript appearance. Their utility wasn’t particularly high to begin with. 
 
      
 
    Any item’s main parameter was its color, ranging from the lowest (black) to the highest (orange). A black item differed from its orange counterpart the way a rusty old clunker differed from a state-of-the-art race car. Changing an item’s color was supposed to be the hardest thing, if not altogether impossible (Sinner wasn’t quite sure yet). 
 
      
 
    All his weapons were color-coded black. This was visible in their properties and also reflected by the fact that the items’ properties were written in a black font on white. Those items were of the lowest quality—their durability was low, they broke easily, and even the damage they dealt wasn’t quite as high, although Sinner didn’t quite understand how it worked. 
 
      
 
    There were other shortcomings—the bow was small and didn’t have much of a range. The club was short, thin, and likely breakable. He’d need to think of a better bow. In case of the club, he should think of dispensing with this weapon altogether, switching to something more effective. 
 
      
 
    A sword or a spear would be a good choice. He’d also need a knife or a dagger. Hitting opponents as dangerous as the gaki queen in the eyes with his fingers at close quarters was a poor hunting method. A short blade could have made that fight a lot easier. 
 
      
 
    As a matter of fact, he had everything in place for a sword. Sinner got the corresponding Skill Book from the container received after defeating the queen. He’d already studied it for later, in the meantime keeping it inactive. Fortunately, as far as he could understand, he could record as many skills as he liked; they could be activated when needed in less than a minute with the aid of the phone. 
 
      
 
    The piece of metal that the queen waved about was a challenge weapon of the sword class, but it was extremely unwieldy. There were sledgehammers that weighed less. Sinner instantly disintegrated it to get resources. Fortunately, the container dropped by the beast turned out near-bottomless and the enormous thing fit in easily enough. 
 
      
 
    The reason it was near-bottomless was that something resembling a halberd was resting inside—a strange blade attached to a long wooden handle. It was of the glaive class and was called guandao. You could use it to stab, slash, and parry enemy attacks. It could be effective against human opponents as well as powerful predators. An all-purpose weapon, in other words. It also didn’t require getting too close to the opponent—its reach was much better than a sword’s. 
 
      
 
    As soon as Sinner saw this weapon, his hands started to itch. He didn’t have a Skill Book for glaives, but Xiao had one, if he remembered correctly. So this issue was soluble with some money. 
 
      
 
    The guandao, a dagger or a knife, the bow, and the club could all be attached to the backpack, just in case. Armed like that, Sinner would become a fighter fit for any range, long or short. 
 
      
 
    Why didn’t he include firearms in his list? Ammo was the main obstacle. Sinner never got many cartridges in his loot. Xiao didn’t sell any, either. Judging by his conversation with Power, no one had them anywhere. The ore-digger was overjoyed to get those nine rounds from Sinner. 
 
      
 
    And nine shots were nothing for a .22 rifle. That was nowhere near enough for a proper ammo supply. Also, the bullets were soft lead, and the cartridge lacked oomph. It would only be effective against monitor lizards. Gaki could already be troublesome (and their queen, definitely so). 
 
      
 
    A bow was a lot more reliable. He could reuse the projectiles, and there was a source of new ones. Besides, they were easy to store in the near-weightless “space-curving” containers. 
 
      
 
    Once through with the stats and the objects, Sinner reached for food again. His appetite was unnatural, and he decided to sleep through this night instead of hitting the stimulants again. He felt reluctant to waste time on sleep when he could be developing, but that’s what his intuition was telling him. 
 
      
 
    Chemistry was all nice and well, but no one canceled the laws of nature. His brain would invariably start firing blanks if overloaded for several days on end without a break. And doing stupid stuff here could be fatal. Sinner was still alive just by virtue of being quick-witted. 
 
      
 
    But he’d have to pull through until the evening first, and activation would take place in a little over two hours. 
 
      
 
    Sinner wondered whether he should head for the hills. It would be difficult to get him in the jungle. Watching the town from the construction site, he saw many participants on bikes, motorcycles, and even in cars. Apparently, quite a few of the vehicles were still intact, or someone managed to fix some of them. Sinner also recalled Sack mentioning the use of vehicles in combat when Lord’s camp was attacked. 
 
      
 
    None of it would be of any use in the woods. If he kept away from the roads, the scalp hunters would have to chase Sinner on foot. He felt quite at home in the tropical forest, so who would hunt whom remained to be seen. 
 
      
 
    However, there was still plenty of time left to just start heading north. After all, he didn’t come here to run and hide. 
 
      
 
    Sinner had studied his location thoroughly over the previous couple of hours—from the basement with the squeaking baby gaki in their stinky nest to the unfinished top stories. He checked all three wings, taking a peek into pretty much every corner.  
 
      
 
    Thus, one of the main conditions for a successful ambush was met. However, just getting familiar with the location alone wouldn’t be enough. He’d have to explore the environs and prepare avenues of retreat as well as a few surprises for hunters eager for fresh meat. 
 
      
 
    It would take him about two hours. He’d be just on time. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The bow was an ancient weapon, and it got all the respect it was due. It was used for hunting, in battle, and at sports competitions extensively. 
 
      
 
    Another thing a bow could be used for was fishing. One only needed to fit it with a simple device to spool the fishing line or just lay the line clear nearby, placing it in such a way that it wouldn’t get tangled after a shot. Not the most convenient way, but it was doable. 
 
      
 
    Sinner noticed the sign of a bait and tackle shop from the top of the construction site, using his far-seeing chain. He couldn’t read the script, obviously, but a logo with a fishing rod and a floater told him all he needed to know. 
 
      
 
    He got to the shop without any problems, having studied southern approaches to the unfinished hotel en route. It wasn’t likely that he’d have a use for this avenue of egress, but one never knew. All knowledge was valuable. Therefore, he wasn’t in much of a hurry on the way—he looked left and right, and checked various cafés, massage parlors, drugstores, and the like. He memorized everything, taking mental note of easy shortcuts to take to leave any possible hunters behind, and of good places to ambush the pursuit. 
 
      
 
    His eyes literally began running from the horrible stench coming from the direction of the nearby market and carried by the breeze. Judging by the signs, it was a fish and seafood market, and the wares turned into powerful chemical weapons after having spent a few days out in the heat. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t manage to pass the “contaminated area” quickly. As the sound of an approaching engine became clear, he had to hide behind a stall selling all kinds of stuff for the beach to watch a beat-up pickup truck pass by. The legend in clumsy blood red lettering on the side said SLAUGHTERHOUSE. The windshield and the windows were tinted, so he had no idea how many people were inside. There were two Challenge participants sitting in the cargo area, one of them clutching a short spear in his hands. 
 
    
Sinner didn’t know who they were, but he didn’t like what was written on the pickup. It didn’t look like these would be the kind of people one wanted to be friends with. 
 
      
 
    He grabbed the simplest spinning rod from the shop and a large spool of black fishing line. Then he hurried back. 
 
      
 
    Having returned to the construction site, Sinner chose a position offering a side view of the jib of the crane, from some forty feet away—the very distance from which he knew he could hit a target the size of a packet of cigarettes. 
 
      
 
    All he needed to do was tie the line to one of the arrows and make sure the shot took it where he needed it to go. 
 
      
 
    His very first attempt was a success. Sinner let the arrow fly for a few dozen feet before starting to slow it down by gently pulling on the string streaming through his fingers. Having flown past the jib arm, the arrow lost its momentum and began falling, eventually arrested by the line some six feet above the ground. 
 
      
 
    Now he’d have to attach one of the ends correctly and remove the arrow from the other, replacing it with something else. Then he’d have to get back in position and pull up the load. 
 
    If Sinner’s plan held, the construction site would add a few lines to the list of its victims. And it wouldn’t be gaki this time. 
 
      
 
    It could have been such a lovely hotel. They chose a great location, too. But it was an unlucky place. Before the resort even had a chance to open for business, it was already chock full of human and gaki remains, which was never good for an establishment’s reputation.  
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    The Resurrected and the Living 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He heard the engine six minutes and thirty seconds after the telephone started ringing. It was in silent mode, but one could still hear it, even if just barely. The vibration was much more pronounced in activation mode, too, no matter what one did with it. He could see it jerk even without his chain amulet. 
 
      
 
    The meat hunters arrived too quickly for his liking. Did they really set up such an effective system of hunting easy quarry over less than three days? Or were they just passing through and happened to be nearby? 
 
      
 
    He would prefer the latter option. The former implied that the scalp hunters got really organized in no time at all, and an enemy like that would be a lot more dangerous than a bunch of smaller gangs with poor coordination. 
 
      
 
    A pickup truck drove into the open gates of the construction site. Sinner saw a few of those just recently—perhaps, this one as well, but he wasn’t sure. 
 
      
 
    He couldn’t see the pickup well from his position, but he could make out the familiar red lettering on the side as well as a few people bound hand and foot in the cargo area. There were also four boys and girls of the untied variety there—all of them armed. 
 
      
 
    Were they bringing more prisoners for the corral? It certainly seemed that way. 
 
      
 
    A few more Challenge participants got out of the cab. One slammed the door and raised his head slowly, revealing an arrogant mug partially covered by sunglasses and a green bandana around his head. 
 
    
“Small world…” Sinner muttered in a barely audible voice. 
 
      
 
    He recognized Draco—the leader of the small gang that hunted him in the shallows on the first day. They’d just disembarked themselves, and instantly got organized well enough to start hunting meat. And he had to admit that apart from the monkeys and the tiger, these scumbags got the closest to killing him. It was hard to fight six armed bastards when you didn’t have a stitch to wear, let alone a weapon. Back then, Sinner also knew nothing of where he’d ended up, which didn’t quite add to his ability to fight in an effective manner. 
 
      
 
    But he did manage to escape mortal danger back in the shallows, and he remembered the faces of his would-be killers well. 
 
      
 
    Draco wasn’t the only one—there were more familiar faces, including some that weren’t supposed to be there in the first place. Apparently, the resurrection trick worked. At the very least, Sinner recognized one such fella he’d killed with his own two hands, namely, Viking, alive and kicking. So the swine must have resurrected. There was a new rifle behind his back, and a veritable morning star in his hand—a spiked mace with a sturdy handle. One strike by something like that might be enough. However, Sinner wouldn’t trade his own club for one of those. His weapon was more nimble and versatile—it could be used for defense as well as attack. 
 
      
 
    The rifle on Viking’s back hung on two belts. He wouldn’t be able to grab it quickly. The cutthroats must have failed to solve the ammo problem, and no one would want to carry a heavy weapon without any ammo in their hands. That’s probably why he switched to the mace, having read the necessary Skill Book. 
 
      
 
    Alternatively, he could have been given it at the second start in the glowing cube. Sinner didn’t know what the privileged ones received at resurrection. They got their skills and outfits at the beginning, while others ended up with nothing. 
 
      
 
    Draco looked around and said in a loud voice of someone absolutely sure of himself, 
 
      
 
    “Good job we were passing by. We’re the first, there’s nobody here. Stock, call Bogus and tell him this one’s ours. He may chill. Gock, don’t just stand there, bring me the meat.” 
 
      
 
    “Everything to that side of the fish market is Ironclad’s territory,” the guy in a motorcycle suit with a helmet similar to Sinner’s said gruffly. 
 
      
 
    Actually, everybody but Draco was wearing one. The headgear must have been unwieldy, but it was better than walking around with one’s head fully exposed. 
 
      
 
    Draco muttered something, still looking around. It seemed like something disparaging—or, perhaps, altogether insulting, addressed to said Ironclad. 
 
      
 
    Then he shouted. 
 
      
 
    “Hey! Meat! You should be happy it was us and not Ironclad who got here first! Come on out! I promise, it won’t hurt!” 
 
      
 
    “What a moron…” Sinner said with a sigh, observing Gock and the girl next to him from the corner of his eye. They were heading for the construction crane confidently—they had every reason to be, riveted to their phone screens, with the source of the signal luring them in. 
 
      
 
    They both reached their destination and just stood there, fingers on the screens, trying to zoom in. Then they began looking around, trying to see what could be wrong. They must have realized the telephone could be at a different level, but since it was an open space, they got a little confused. 
 
      
 
    “What’s the matter? You lost again in the open?!” Draco yelled, realizing his subordinates were having trouble.  
 
      
 
    “We’re here, but we can’t find the meat!” Gock shouted back. “Could he have crawled into the sewer like that asshole yesterday?” 
 
      
 
    The pink-haired girl next to Draco, whom Sinner remembered from day one, pointed upwards. 
 
      
 
    “You nincompoops! Look! Above you!” 
 
      
 
    All those present raised their heads, including the ones guarding the prisoners. 
 
      
 
    “So, Whimsy?” Gock shouted. “What do you see there?” 
 
      
 
    “Blind idiot…” Sinner whispered.  
 
      
 
    He deliberately chose black line to make it more conspicuous. The vibrating phone was visible perfectly well, too. And there was this guy standing closest to the phone and failing to see it—could it be the dark crane jib in the background making it invisible to him? 
 
      
 
    Fortunately, Whimsy deigned to explain, 
 
      
 
    “There’s a phone hanging over you!” 
 
      
 
    “What the hell?!” Gock shouted. “Draco, something is wrong here! Why would the meat do something like that?!” 
 
      
 
    The leader stared at the phone and gave a barely visible nod. 
 
      
 
    “This meat sure is strange. Crab and Nymph, get up there, chop-chop. See where the string goes? Cut it off and we’ll see where he’ll hide…” 
 
      
 
    The further away, the worse Sinner could hear the leader, and the phrase was finished when he was already out of earshot, but he knew what Draco had planned. He wanted to grab the phone, and then take it away to see the mark of the owner. He sent two of his fighters instead of one since he wasn’t foolish or careless, and the quarry’s strange behavior irked him. 
 
      
 
    Another guy came out of the pickup, bringing the total amount of foes to eight, and said, 
 
      
 
    “Draco, I got in touch with Bogus. He said you were in the wrong, and Ironclad will be pissed.” 
 
      
 
    Gock kept looking at the phone hanging under the jib arm and said lugubriously, apparently caring nothing for whether or not their quarry would hear him, 
 
      
 
    “I had a few beers with Ironclad’s guys last night when we ran into them at the seaside. They said that some beefed-up gaki gave them a hard time somewhere in this area. Fast as bullets. There must be a lair somewhere nearby, just like the one where Cors got eaten.” 
 
      
 
    “Doofus mentioned them, too,” the guy who’d been on the phone said. “They barely managed to flee those gaki.” That was the one Draco had called Stock. 
 
      
 
    “Doofus didn’t run into them over here,” Whimsy said. “And their group sucks. They’re such noobs only monitor lizards are afraid of them.” 
 
      
 
    Draco got a walkie-talkie out of his cargo vest and said something to someone in a low voice, looking in the direction where Crab and Nymph had gone. He must have been warning them about the chance of running into unusual gaki. 
 
      
 
    They sure had their routine down pat, including communications. 
 
      
 
    Sinner wondered whether he might want to call it a day and leave while he could. These were no longer the wusses he encountered on the first day. Draco and the rest were quite at home with killing and bloodletting now, and they must have gotten stronger. Their levels may be lower than Sinner’s, and the same might be true of their other stats, but there were eight of them, and they received all kinds of bonuses at the start. 
 
      
 
    But if he retreated now without even facing the enemies, he’d have to keep on retreating. The meat hunters were getting smarter and didn’t expose themselves quite as stupidly as they did in the beginning. 
 
      
 
    He’d have to practice now, before they got a chance to develop into real tough cookies. He intended to demonstrate to them all the shortcomings of the development method they’d chosen and spare no effort to make hunting those who’d gotten unlucky from the start an extremely unrewarding pastime. 
 
      
 
    Sinner imagined Crab and Nymph climb ever higher, realizing the fight would begin any moment now. He reached for his bow, produced his first arrow, and placed it on the bowstring. His position was comfortable enough—there was no point in changing it. He’d chosen this place for a purpose, assuming that if the killers came by car, they’d park it right underneath, which they did.  
 
      
 
    It was time to choose his primary target. Draco would be a perfect candidate, but he went behind the car and wasn’t within range. It was over eighty feet to either him or Whimsy, and he’d have to correct the angle to account for his elevation, which would complicate things. Sinner would most likely hit the target, but he didn’t know if he could inflict any serious damage. 
 
      
 
    When a leader is killed or seriously wounded, it is a huge blow to the whole group. However, given the current disposition, he’d have to leave this target until later. 
 
      
 
    In that case, Sinner would have to choose those capable of hurting him from a distance. Whimsy was out of the question—she stood too close to the leader and too far away from him. He also couldn’t see any rifle on her. That left Viking and Stock. The latter had a small crossbow on his back. Neither had their weapon at the ready, but it didn’t take long. 
 
      
 
    He checked the location of his targets and muttered, 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, Viking, but it’s time for you to head back to Valhalla.” 
 
      
 
    About ninety feet. Sinner wouldn’t miss a human standing in the open from such a distance. 
 
      
 
    “Crab! Nymph!” Draco shouted impatiently, ignoring the walkie-talkie. “What the hell is taking you so long?!” 
 
      
 
    “We’re here, everything’s OK!” A voice responded from above. 
 
      
 
    “Why is the damn phone still dangling there?” The leader kept on asking. 
 
      
 
    “The whole window is barricaded with pipes! The meat must have used it for tying the phone! We can’t reach the string! We’ll clean it up in a moment!” 
 
      
 
    “Are you going to take all day? Hurry up!” 
 
      
 
    Sinner understood the nature of the problems the couple faced perfectly well—he was the party responsible for them having said problems in the first place. The string from the telephone was threaded this way for a reason—it went through a small utility window that had an impenetrable barrier in front of it, made of pipes, rebar, and sacks with God only knew what. Not exactly a serious barricade, but it would take them two or three minutes to dismantle it. The place was really uncomfortable—it was a narrow passage between a wall and a stack of pipes prepared for installation. It was dark there even on a bright day since the only source of light was obstructed at the moment. 
 
      
 
    These scumbags must have learned something, but not enough to be prudent enough when performing seemingly simple physical tasks. When one of the pipes could not be pulled further into the passage, it didn’t occur to them there was a reason for it. Instead, they just pushed it out of the window, since it was already sticking out, and down it went from the height of seventy feet. 
 
      
 
    As the pipe reached the height of the third story, the rope tied to it became taut and tore out the stops keeping the pipes stacked. 
 
      
 
    Sinner spotted this place when he was hunting the gaki. He mused at how the builders virtually created the perfect trap themselves—he had very little to modify. Their safety code must have been really odd.  
 
      
 
    The trap worked. 
 
      
 
    The clangor from the sound of heavy steel objects coming down like an avalanche was so hard that it seemed as though the walls of the other wing, located over two hundred feet away from “ground zero,” shook, too, although it could have been his imagination. Someone gave a short stifled cry, and that was that, with nothing but the sound of metal pipes rolling. There was debris pouring out of the utility window, and dust hovered in the air like a white cloud. 
 
      
 
    The phone instantly fell to the ground, no longer held by the string, but no one paid any attention—everybody was looking at the utility window and trying to make sense of what was happening there. 
 
      
 
    No one threw so much as a single glance at Sinner, so he could act freely. He cast aside the empty sack he used for cover, watching the events through holes in the fabric without showing his face, rose, aimed with his bow, pulling the bowstring back and then immediately releasing it. The arrow flew from the height of the fourth story, hitting Viking right in the temple. 
 
      
 
    A one-way ticket to Valhalla indeed. Band-Aid wouldn’t work here. 
 
      
 
    Everything was going better than he’d planned. The pipes kept on rattling and making mincemeat out of Crab and Nymph in that steel grinder. The pop of the bowstring and the sound of the arrow hitting bone were drowned out by the noise. Viking stood at a distance from everybody else, too close to Sinner, and no one was looking in his direction. 
 
      
 
    He reached for another arrow, not hurrying this time. The next target would be harder to hit, but he thought he might achieve the same result if he did everything by the book and without rushing things. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, he didn’t quite succeed.  
 
      
 
    Or rather, Sinner did hit his target—and in the head, too. However, the arrow came from behind and from above, hitting the man tangentially behind his right ear, then going through the muscles around the cheekbone, and coming almost halfway out of the mouth, scattering broken teeth all over. A bad wound, but not a lethal one. 
 
      
 
    Draco might have wanted to squeal like a stuck pig, but his ability to use his vocal chords was somewhat impaired right now. He just moaned indistinctly, twitched, biting the arrow, and then ran behind the pickup truck, getting his bearings in record time. 
 
      
 
    On the other hand, he may just have gotten lucky by choosing the right direction. His motions were zombie-like and lacked confidence. 
 
      
 
    The other cutthroats didn’t need any orders to realize standing still didn’t bode them well. They also started running to and fro. Some were bright enough to follow their leader and hide behind the car; others weren’t as quick. 
 
      
 
    Sinner kept standing in the window, hailing arrows at the gang. The first two missed—the distance was too great, and the targets were moving too fast. But then Gock made a great target of himself rushing right towards his position, either hoping to find shelter in the building or intending to deal with the impudent meat on his own. 
 
      
 
    More blood was shed. It was a great hit—nape of the neck, top to bottom. The arrow went deep into the body and did enough damage. Gock slumped down at once, squatting involuntarily, swaying from side to side, and, finally, falling onto his back, his legs still bent like a toad’s. 
 
      
 
    Sinner tried to reach the girl who was running towards another wing. She was also moving in a straight line, not even trying to zigzag. That much gave him hopes of a good shot even across this distance. 
 
      
 
    He did get a hit. It wasn’t a life-threatening wound, but the flat arrowhead maimed her thigh seriously, making it bleed profusely. She dropped down like a felled tree at once. 
 
      
 
    But the initiative was taken out of his hands the next moment. 
 
      
 
    He heard the click of a shot—and it didn’t just click; it felt like an electric charge ran through his head, leaving a sour taste on his tongue. He wasn’t surprised—he’d already tried out the new skill by deliberately letting stones he threw up fall on his head and by letting an ape leader hit him with a stick. 
 
      
 
    It was indeed the Very Rare Reflection. Sinner got too enthusiastic about shooting the running killers, and he did know he’d survive a single attack without consequences. And there it came, discharging his protective veil. 
 
      
 
    It turned out that Whimsy wasn’t merely hiding behind the pickup—she took out the well-familiar rifle with the pink stock and butt, raised it to her shoulder in one swift motion, and shot without even aiming, which meant she was either a confident professional or a fumbling dilettante. 
 
      
 
    Given that she got a head shot, the former must have been the case. 
 
      
 
    Sinner glanced sideways to see her pull the bolt back in one well-practiced motion and put a new round in. 
 
      
 
    Their eyes met, and Sinner didn’t see anything remotely resembling confusion in hers. 
 
      
 
    He winked at the girl nonchalantly and dashed inside, out of her sight. He remembered to restore the Reflection on his way. He got to the corner of the building, now moving faster, now slower, and jumped to the floor below through a large gap in the floor left for some unknown purpose. He found himself in an unfinished suite with an excellent floor plan. He ducked and proceeded to the balcony, placing a new arrow on the bowstring. Then he stood up straight and revealed himself.  
 
      
 
    He was hardly more than a hundred feet away from his previous shooting station, but now his position in relation to the pickup truck changed considerably. He was satisfied to see that Whimsy kept staring at the window which he had just vacated. She kept chattering, constantly glancing sideways at Draco, who was sitting with his back against the truck, holding the arrow sticking out of his face with both hands for some reason. 
 
      
 
    As for Stock, instead of trying to find a target with his crossbow, he just sat there next to the leader, jabbing the screen with his finger, shouting hysterically and repeating himself all the time, 
 
      
 
    “It’s him! It’s definitely him! We’re toast!” 
 
      
 
    The second girl didn’t manage to get up, but she didn’t stay idle, either. She was crawling away from the place where she’d gotten hit by the arrow. However, she was no longer moving towards the building, which was really close, but rather towards the pickup truck. The shock must have made her forget that she was risking a lot moving through open terrain so slowly. Hurrying up would be out of the question—she was dragging her leg across the road like a strand of spaghetti. It must have been either paralyzed or just too painful to move. 
 
      
 
    Sinner decided the wounded girl would be the least dangerous opponent of all. Apart from that, she was farther away than the rest—it seemed pointless to waste his excellent maneuvering on such a worthless target. 
 
      
 
    Draco made a fatal mistake by driving into the inner yard of the horseshoe-shaped building. His clique could now be picked one by one from three different sides, with Sinner moving around the well-reconnoitered construction site. 
 
      
 
    The cutthroats weren’t aware of it yet, but their intended quarry would give them a demonstration. 
 
      
 
    He’d like to dispatch Whimsy first, Sinner thought, but he was more bothered by the phone in Stock’s hand than the pink rifle. He might be calling for reinforcements or some such. Therefore, he shot him in the head, hoping the girl wouldn’t notice that the bowstring popped in a different place this time. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, she did notice. 
 
      
 
    Whimsy dashed forward and sideways around the same time the bowstring popped. It took her less than a second to hide behind the truck’s bumper, instantly identifying where danger came from. 
 
      
 
    Stock started to howl fitfully, as though trying to do a sick wolf impersonation, shaking his head with an arrow stuck deep inside it. It looked revolting and Sinner itched to finish him off, but decided against it—why waste an arrow on someone who was already out of business. 
 
      
 
    “Why aren’t you dead yet, scum?!” Whimsy yelled hysterically from behind the pickup truck, popping up for a split second only to disappear again. Sinner expected some kind of a sudden maneuver from her, so he did manage to take a shot at the girl, but the arrow just grazed the bumper and ricocheted from where her head had just been. 
 
      
 
    “Ha-ha, you missed, you filthy ghoul!” 
 
      
 
    Sinner backed off, heading for the door frame, then turned around and dashed further in into the building’s innards. He jumped down to another floor, and then further down again, using the secret passages he’d discovered earlier to descend. 
 
      
 
    He got to the very bottom a second before Whimsy crashed in through the window frame. She must have tried to provoke him into appearing and taking a shot at her a few times while he was getting to the first floor, and decided that if an enemy didn’t respond, there might be a reason for it. Thus, she came to the right conclusion: she’d need to get out of the open and find shelter. 
 
      
 
    Sinner had a different plan, but he’d also assumed that the girl with pink hair might act completely randomly. This is why he got to the part of the construction site closest to the car. 
 
      
 
    Still, Whimsy managed to surprise him, his foresight notwithstanding. She really didn’t dally and got here quickly. Had Sinner arrived two seconds later, she’d be standing in front of him with her rifle at the ready instead of jumping in through the window. 
 
      
 
    However, the girl had the advantage even now. Bows were massive and more unwieldy than rifles. You couldn’t have one with an arrow at the ready in your hands all the time. 
 
      
 
    Firearms were different. You just needed to load them, cock them, and release the safety catch. Then you didn’t have to do much other than point your weapon at the target and pull the trigger. 
 
      
 
    Sinner realized the bullet would come faster than the arrow. He didn’t even try to reach for the bow. There was no point. He ducked instead, feigning a lunge to one side, and then another. Unfortunately, none of his tricks worked. There was the crack of a shot, particularly resonant in closed quarters, and he felt an electric charge go through his stomach—the top part where the bullet hit him. Very Rare Reflection saved him again, but now it would take a while to recharge it. He’d had it charged in advance, and then dumped all his body energy points into a new charge, but now he’d have to wait. 
 
      
 
    This girl certainly could shoot—she was fast, confident, and incredibly accurate. Back at the shallows she didn’t look like an experienced marksman. She might have upped her parameters, becoming much better with her rifle skill as a result. 
 
      
 
    “Damn, what’s wrong with you?!” Whimsy exclaimed nervously, staring at Sinner, who seemed unaffected by the bullet, in disbelief. 
 
      
 
    He was placing his arrow on the bowstring nonchalantly and unhurriedly. There was no reason to hurry—single-loader rifles had a low firing rate by definition. They lacked so much as a magazine, so one would have to reload after every shot. 
 
      
 
    The pink-haired girl must never have come across Reflection skills or so much as heard of them. She looked too perplexed, as if she’d just seen a miracle. She wasn’t even trying to reload her rifle, and no longer looked like a dangerous opponent. 
 
      
 
    Sinner didn’t intend to shoot. True to himself, he’d been planning to ask Whimsy a few questions. But she shook off her stupor in a split second, turned around in one swift motion, and dashed back, aiming to jump outside through the same window, over the tall window sill. 
 
      
 
    Should she succeed, he’d be unable to stop her, Sinner thought. He'd rather not try his luck. If she got out into the street, anything could happen. She was a crack shot, and Very Rare Reflection wouldn’t recharge any time soon. 
 
      
 
    The bowstring popped. The girl yelled, giving a start. Instead of leaping, she fell onto the window sill, hitting it with her chest, and sliding down to the concrete floor with a moan. The wound looked bad. She was no longer a candidate for interrogation. She didn't even have any strength left to curse, instead staring at Sinner with nothing but pain in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    He may have not been the most compassionate person in the world, but he was never fond of watching people suffer, either. All he could do was give his club a good swing and bring it right over the mop of pink hair, splashing the walls with blood. It was cleaner that way—Whimsy wouldn’t have to die a slow and painful death. Nor would she be able to reach for some weapon in agony and shoot him in the back. She was, after all, a dangerous enemy.  
 
      
 
    He grabbed the container that appeared next to the body and looked outside. 
 
      
 
    Everything seemed calm. The battle didn’t take much time at all—the wounded girl was still crawling towards the pickup truck. She was slow, granted, but not exactly a snail, either. 
 
      
 
    Finally deciding to step outside, he walked around the truck and crouched in front of Draco. The man’s wound was a lot more serious than Sinner had originally thought. He must have been in shock, or the arrow hitting his skull gave him one heck of a concussion. He didn’t so much as acknowledge the appearance of his nemesis. Nor did he look like someone that could be interrogated. 
 
      
 
    Well, what was Sinner to do? He swung his club again and picked up another container. 
 
      
 
    That was it. Only the girl with the wounded leg showed signs of life. He also had to bear in mind that he didn’t see the dead bodies of either Crab or Nymph—one of them, or both, might turn up any minute now. 
 
      
 
    It would be good to check, but he had to be on the move. He had no idea how the privileged participants organized their communication. Stock may have managed to call or message someone. It was time to leave. 
 
      
 
    He got into the pickup truck and got out his knife. He may not have been able to use it as a weapon, but the rules didn’t forbid using it to free captives. They had their limbs bound with zip ties, and there was a thick rope going through each tie so that they could also move at the same time in single file. 
 
      
 
    Plastic was easy to cut. The rope was a little harder, but he got there at the end. In less than a minute his less fortunate fellow status members were sitting all over the cargo area, rubbing their limbs and looking at their liberator with confusion and hope. 
 
      
 
    Sinner asked out loud, without addressing anyone in particular,  
 
      
 
    “Can any of you drive?” 
 
      
 
    “This pickup truck?” asked a guy with a spot of gray in his hair that was either natural or done by a true master. 
 
      
 
    “No, a construction crane! So, can you?” 
 
      
 
    “The pickup truck, you mean?” The guy was slow on the uptake. “Yeah, sure.” 
 
      
 
    “Get behind the wheel and figure out the controls at once.” 
 
      
 
    He jumped down and hurried towards the wounded girl. She stayed unattended long enough to understand she had no business being anywhere near the vehicle. She was still some fifteen paces away, but now she had her phone in her hand, trying to use it for something. 
 
      
 
    “Hold it right there!” Sinner barked, approaching. “Who were you planning to call, eh?” 
 
      
 
    He came over and grabbed the phone, but before he could take a look inside, a powerful engine came to life behind his back. Without further ado, the pickup truck dashed off to the screeching of a transmission treated anything but gentle. The driver then switched into reverse gear, smashing out a part of the fence surrounding the construction site, drove outside and turned around by virtue of hitting an abandoned van rather than due to any skill on the part of the driver. The engine revved again, rattling through bending metal, and the pickup truck disappeared in the distance. 
 
      
 
    All Sinner could do was clench his teeth. He put the commandeered telephone into his pocket automatically as he was thinking up a new plan of action. 
 
      
 
    The panicked captive must have misunderstood the instructions or failed to understand anything at all, so Sinner would have to come to terms with the fact that he was without any wheels now and would have to make his escape on foot. 
 
      
 
    He’d stashed his stuff away in a safe place in advance—it was on the second floor of the unfinished hotel. However, there was also loot to consider. Almost all the meat hunters’ bags and backpacks were taken away on the pickup truck, but the containers that had fallen out of the victims remained. According to the query information he came across earlier, Skill Books were most often dropped by creatures possessing said skills. And that didn’t just apply to mindless beasts, but fellow participants as well. 
 
      
 
    So he’d be a fool to leave valuable stuff behind. 
 
      
 
    “Stay on the ground and don’t move!” Sinner commanded as he rushed to collect the valuables.  
 
      
 
    Fortunately, Viking didn’t leave his rather large backpack in the pickup truck. Sinner even felt sorry for this generous participant—if he wasn’t given another resurrection altar, this would be the end for him. He wouldn’t hunt any meat anymore. 
 
      
 
    Sinner collected the containers, the weapons, the telephones, and the bracelets, all of it in a hurry, without giving the process enough thought. There could have been other valuables in the dead participants’ pockets, but he had no time for a thorough search. 
 
      
 
    Having quenched his thirst for looting, he headed back towards the wounded girl. 
 
      
 
    She had finally realized that it was indeed time to get away from here—on three healthy legs and a wounded one.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 22 
 
    The Space of Xai. Tier 1. Team 2. Location: Sainathdan 
 
    The Interrogation 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The captive came to her senses a little, staring at him apprehensively, and half-asking, half-suggesting, 
 
    “Please don’t. You won’t kill a girl, will you?” 
 
      
 
    Sinner didn’t react. He grabbed the wounded girl by her healthy leg and started for the break in the fence made by the pickup truck, dragging the captive behind him mercilessly. 
 
      
 
    People with injured thighs don’t take well to being treated roughly. The girl yelled so loud one could have gone deaf, but Sinner didn’t even look back at her. He headed straight for his destination without trying to choose a more even path without any obstacles, which would make the crying even louder. 
 
      
 
    It took Sinner about three minutes to get where he’d intended to go. According to his estimates, there were just under three hundred feet between this place and the phone. Therefore, the hunters’ screens should not show them the second mark. 
 
      
 
    The girl stopped yelling by that point. She was just breathing hoarsely and let out a whimper when she got dragged in over the doorstep. 
 
      
 
    Sinner finally took a good look at his catch and decided there was no point in hanging her by her hands. She was ready to volunteer information. More than ready, in fact.  
 
      
 
    They were in a small store, and he didn’t have to look for water long. He poured some over the captive’s head, sat down, and related some of his views on life to her. 
 
      
 
    “I am not a sexist and I don’t care one bit about your gender identity, or whether you have one in the first place. Nor am I a racist; you can be yellow, white, black, green, or even polka dot. Your sexual preferences don’t bother me either—you can stuff octopuses up your hole for all I care. So, the answer to your question is, yes, I won’t mind killing a girl. I can kill anyone. I’m beginning to enjoy it too. If you haven’t gathered as much already, I am that very uncooperative piece of meat who is hunting the likes of you. I’m sure you’ve heard lots of bad stuff about me. What, you scared? I can see it in your eyes. But you do want to live, don’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “I… d-do…” the captive said looking at Sinner in morbid fascination, with an indescribable mixture of horror and pain in her eyes.” 
 
      
 
    “If you answer all my questions, I won’t kill you. I’ll even help you and give you some medicine. But you have to answer fast. Just the truth, and nothing but the truth. Otherwise, it will hurt. Badly. And then you’ll die, and I will make it very, very special. Are we on the same page?” 
 
      
 
     “Yeah, I get you. But you were joking, right? You’re not really that guy, are you? You aren’t? Or are you? Please don’t. I’ll tell you anything. I’ll do anything you want. Just don’t kill me. I haven’t got another Resurrection Altar. Want me to make you feel good? Just, please, don’t kill me…” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t open your mouth when I’m not asking you to.” 
 
      
 
    “R… right.” 
 
      
 
    “Once again. I need you to answer my questions. Quickly and without lying. The first question is as follows: how many members does your gang have?” 
 
      
 
    “What gan… Uh, sorry. I… I don’t really know. Some sixty or seventy folks. Maybe more. I never counted. I’ve never seen them all gathered at once. I can’t know them all. And those are just Lord’s people.” 
 
    
“What do you mean by ‘just Lord’s people’?” Sinner was confused. 
 
      
 
    “Well, there’s… There’s also Shere Khan. Lord came to terms with him this morning. Shere Khan got bloodied when he attacked the park at night. So did we, but his losses were bigger. So now they don’t touch any of ours, and we don’t touch any of theirs. Everybody can drive where the streets are cleared; no one gets stopped. Shere Khan has about the same number of people, I think. He has some good mechanics, and they’ll make more cars operable for Lord. That’s what they agreed on.” 
 
      
 
    “So his people have joined yours?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, no, no way! They’re on their own. Their hideout is further down the coast—there’s a large hotel right at the bay there.” 
 
      
 
    “When you were asking if I was ‘him,’ what did you mean? Who were you talking about?” 
 
      
 
    “Uh, well… You know…” The captive clearly felt uncomfortable. “You’ve said it yourself. And, yeah, some of ours have been talking about someone… Someone like you. A guy who kills higher-caste participants. They say he’s already killed around ten. Some say, more. He killed two of Draco’s guys with his bare hands on the very first day. But Draco was also saying that the Guardians got him then. So how could he have reappeared? The meat have no altars. No one knows for sure. There are just rumors. You don’t know what to believe. But everybody’s afraid of running into this mea… Into this guy who kills caste folks.” 
 
      
 
    “I see. So why do you linger here on the coast? Why not head further north, closer to the exit?” 
 
      
 
    “Lord says there’s no point in hurrying since everybody’s disembarked on the coast—all the castes, and all the… non-castes… folks like you. No one disembarks elsewhere. If you go south, there’ll be hills with steep slopes. Much like a mountain range. No one’s managed to find a way through, so everybody’s hanging out here. There’s food and clean water next to the sea. The jungle is dangerous—there are millipedes and poisonous monitor lizards. Lord keeps… those like you in a corral. They used to kill them immediately upon activation. I’m sorry! I never did any of that! It’s…” 
 
      
 
    “Carry on,” Sinner ordered in a glacial voice. 
 
      
 
    “Then they noticed that the more time passes, the more stuff there is in the containers. Like a prize for surviving that long or something. So it makes sense to keep them for longer. They even started to treat them better. Lord ordered it today. They feed them and give them water. They think it will make the containers even better. Lord said there’d be enough loot for everyone, with enough levels for several tiers. We just need to go catch the likes of you and bring them over. So, you would judge me based on that, wouldn’t you? Well, what am I supposed to do? What?! I’ve never even fought once in my life! I won’t survive here on my own, don’t you get it? Nobody will!” The girl started yelling, hyping herself up. 
 
      
 
    Sinner wanted to tell her to shut up, but he wasn’t as sharp due to weariness and stimulant abuse; however, he finally reminded himself that he should see whether the actual location of the quarry is displayed on enemy phones.  
 
      
 
    He took out the smartphone that he’d taken from the captive and turned it towards her.  
 
      
 
    “Put your finger here.” 
 
      
 
    “What for?” 
 
    
“Just do it!” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, sorry…” the girl started to ramble, offering her hand. 
 
      
 
    It would be a good opportunity to experiment with changing a device’s owner, but he’d have to check out the activation signal first. 
 
      
 
    Sinner turned the screen towards himself and frowned. Instead of the boring old menu, the whole screen was taken up by the green communicator window, with elapsed time of the conversation counted out in seconds at the bottom of the screen. The other party’s name was Horned Owl. 
 
      
 
    It appeared someone on the other end was silently listening to what was going on. 
 
      
 
    He automatically pressed the red button, shaking the phone in front of the captive’s face. 
 
      
 
    “Who were you calling, dead girl?!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry! Forgive me!” The girl squealed in terror. 
 
      
 
    “WHO WERE YOU CALLING?!” 
 
      
 
    “Horned Owl! Horned Owl!” 
 
    
“Who’s this Horned Owl?” 
 
      
 
    “He’s… A friend of Lord’s. His assistant. Like a deputy. You have to call him at once if something goes wrong. I’m sorry. Those are the rules. We’re all ordered to do it. I…” 
 
      
 
    The girl checked herself, glancing towards the door. Sinner stared in the same direction. 
 
      
 
    There was a roar of motors in the street—not too close, but not too far away, either. Two or three cars were approaching at once. 
 
      
 
    The captive gazed at Sinner again, looking doomed, but there was a spark of a desperate wish to survive deep in her eyes. At any cost. Selling out everyone. Keeping no secrets. 
 
      
 
    She said in a clear and lifeless voice. 
 
      
 
    “Horned Owl sees everyone who calls him on his map. Everyone on our team is on his friends list and he can trace the phone on the map. That’s how communications work for all of us. It doesn’t work over long distances, but we don’t travel far much. He always monitors everyone’s location. If you take a phone from one of us, make it yours at once. And don’t head directly north. There’s a guard post on the roof of the large building next to the gas station. Make a detour.” 
 
      
 
    “OK, that’s worth something,” Sinner nodded. “I’ll let you live. You’ve earned it.” 
 
      
 
    He gave the girl a half-strength hook in the jaw. Not very gentlemanly of him, and hitting someone on the noggin is always tricky, but he couldn’t leave her there conscious. He needed as much time as he could get. 
 
      
 
    Sinner didn’t know how many people Horned Owl may have brought along, but he was certain that he wouldn’t be able to take them on openly. He didn’t prepare any traps, and there might be too many of them—they would just use their superior numbers against him. Apart from that, his Reflection skill was in cooldown mode, which also made him reluctant to take unnecessary risks. 
 
      
 
    No, fighting was out of the question. Even with a high chance of resurrection, he couldn’t allow himself to get taken out that way. 
 
      
 
    But he did have some prospects of getting the hell away. 
 
      
 
    After all, he spent a while exploring the terrain around the construction site. There were a few escape routes. And he knew everything around the shop where they were like the back of his hand. He didn’t bring his captive just anywhere—it was a familiar location. 
 
      
 
    Damn! Why would he get involved with her in the first place? Questioning a captive in the middle of a city full of killers while your treacherous phone announced your location to all and sundry… 
 
      
 
    What was he thinking when he got involved in this? 
 
      
 
    However, even though this line of thinking that had just flashed through his mind, making it through the cocktail of all kinds of chemicals and the consequences of frequent level-ups, was utterly reasonable, he put a stop to it right away. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t the time or the place to ponder complex concepts. He had to get down to business. 
 
      
 
    He opened the door of a utility room, turned the corner of a narrow corridor, and opened another door. He didn’t even need to kick anything out, which was a good thing—the less noise he’d make, the better. 
 
      
 
    As Sinner jumped out into the shop’s back yard, he found himself face to face with an emaciated gaki who’d just turned up from nowhere. Small fry—Level 2 maximum; there were lots of them all across the shore. The little freak didn’t realize who he was facing and happily rushed to snatch what appeared to be easy prey. 
 
    
Sinner dodged the claws and hit the hideous snout so hard the enormous maw’s bones cracked. It was too bad he also hurt his fist on the sharp fragments of the gaki’s fangs. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t stay to finish off the monster, leaving it lying on the ground, feeling confused and cheated out of a meal, dashing for the fence instead. Having gotten over it, he found himself in a narrow side street perpendicular to the one the shop’s main window was facing. 
 
      
 
    It was just his luck to see a pickup truck with a now familiar inscription on it pass right by. At least one of the people on the flatbed noticed Sinner, giving him an ugly look before the truck turned a corner. 
 
      
 
    Yet he’d be back soon and bring company. That much was a given. 
 
      
 
    Sinner ran further down the side street towards its intersection with an even narrower one. He threw the looted rifle to the right and ran to the left. 
 
      
 
    His reasoning was simple enough—they wouldn’t be able to drive through a street so narrow, so they’d have to leave the car. They’d come on foot and wonder where to go next. They wouldn’t see anything interesting on the left, but there would be the rifle, lying right there, in a conspicuous place. Its bright pink color stood out. It could well be one of a kind as one had to be a truly extraordinary person to wander through dangerous places with a weapon so conspicuous. 
 
      
 
    Also, why would a fugitive head for the sea? He’d have to realize he’d be in a poor position strategically. So they’d head to the right to explore the way north. The forest was the most obvious place for meat to hide from scalp hunters. 
 
      
 
    About a hundred feet on, he cursed himself and called himself an idiot. 
 
      
 
    This weird word lived by its weird laws. There’d be no point in trying to throw his pursuers off the track. Sinner was at some distance from the phone, so his mark would be visible on everybody’s screen. How could he have forgotten? What a moron… 
 
      
 
    Anyway, name-calling was counterproductive. He was really squeezed dry and his head did not work right anymore. Besides, all his previous life experience played a part by driving him to acting and thinking the way he normally would. And it wasn’t like he’d lost anything when he threw away the rifle. He wouldn’t be able to shoot it, anyway. 
 
      
 
    He dumped his backpack into one of the garbage containers he ran by. It wasn’t too heavy, but it affected his agility, anyway, and he’d have to give it his all. 
 
      
 
    He’d be back. He’d just have to stay alive for long enough. 
 
      
 
    He took out the looted telephone as he went, hastily assigning it as his own device and confirming the return to his normal settings as well as copying the previous owner’s data. The phone instantly started vibrating, showing him the time left until the end of the activation period. 
 
      
 
    Damn! There was still a lot of time in the limelight left. He wouldn’t be able to hold out for so long just running around town. The pursuers had several vehicles, and they could see their quarry from every device. Even though only the main streets were cleared and navigable, they had a huge advantage over someone on foot. But what other options did he have besides running? 
 
      
 
    None whatsoever. 
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    The Hunters and the Hunted 
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    Surprisingly, he managed to evade the chase for a long enough time. It appeared he gave the pursuers too much credit when thinking about their ability to organize. Sinner managed to slip through their ranks twice when they tried to push him to the sea. If there were no treacherous phones in this world, he’d have headed for the forest and lost them easily. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, both times the hunters changed formation quickly, cutting off the way to the hills, and trying to push him to the coast. The two wide roads leading to the northern part of town allowed them to block his escape routes at once, and then push him to the coast again. 
 
      
 
    That was when he really regretted having met Xiao. The old man was a useful contact, but every minute spent in the peaceful zone extended the next activation broadcast period. Right now this penalty was really inopportune. 
 
      
 
    Worst of all, the hunters finally blocked the road to the east. They used another wide street perpendicular to the shoreline for that purpose. Just like the two main streets parallel to the coast, this one was partially cleared—there were a few abandoned vehicles left in the roadway, but one could drive through easily enough. Had Sinner known the area better, he could have tried to squeeze through, but he ended up in a labyrinth of nondescript single-story buildings, losing his way and wasting precious time, which made it possible for the pursuers to gather all their forces. 
 
      
 
    Sinner could try heading west, but he was there not so long ago. He remembered unencumbered streets that could allow the hunters’ pickups encircle him completely. 
 
      
 
    That left him with but a single option. It wasn’t even risky; it was completely insane. However, he couldn’t think of anything better, no matter how hard he tried. He wouldn’t be able to keep on dashing to and fro like this—the enemies were pulling closer, leaving him ever less freedom for maneuvering. He’d have to try something right now. The chances seemed all right, but it was a complicated plan that would require very strict timing and a lot of luck. 
 
      
 
    Complications made the plan all the less likely to succeed, but there was nothing left to do—he didn’t have the time it would take to think of something new and more effective. Basically, he was already cornered. There were enemy lines to the east and to the north, and he’d be too vulnerable to the mobile fighters in the west. Even if he managed to get past them, he’d be driven to the rocks cutting off the beach. He may not even be able to climb over those, and even if he did, the hunters could just wait for him up above. There was a road leading to an observation platform located there—he could see it on the updated map with the data from the looted phones. 
 
      
 
    The only avenue open to him was to the south, where the sea was and where the Guardians couldn’t wait to tear to pieces anyone who’d be bold enough to venture into deep water.  
 
      
 
    It so happened that Sinner was more familiar with the coast than with the chaotic agglomeration of cabins sprawling behind the large market. Fortunately, there were hardly any high-risers in this part of town to obscure the view. This enabled him to see and remember quite a few things as he was observing the town from the hill. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, he didn’t see all the details from his observation point, but he had enough to develop a plan of action. 
 
      
 
    It would be risky and hard, but what else could he do? 
 
      
 
    Sinner sped along another side street, looking out for a building with a conspicuous roof. That was where he’d have to take a sharp left turn towards the sea. Several hotels were being built there at once, so there would be plenty of construction sites. Some buildings were near-complete; others, still in construction pit stage. Not even a tank would be able to make it through such obstacles. 
 
      
 
    A motorbike suddenly appeared right in front of him. This was unexpected—so far, he’d only heard pickup trucks. 
 
      
 
    Sinner instantly came up with an alternative plan—namely, making use of one of the enemy’s vehicles. Motorbikes were convenient, especially for a place with lots of narrow streets such as this one, inaccessible to pickup trucks. This would negate the enemy’s main trump—namely, speed. Then he could head for the hills. 
 
      
 
    However, the two hunters decided not to get too close. They stopped at a considerable distance. One of them aimed his rifle. Then another bike appeared behind them. 
 
      
 
    He was in trouble. The cutthroats got their mobile forces to join the hunt. Motorcycles and scooters were really popular in this town, and you could get almost anywhere on a two-wheeler. 
 
      
 
    He had to veer sharply to the left, jump over a fence, and take the first corner, which was much closer than what he’d intended. 
 
      
 
    That was bad. Once again, he lost the advantage of speed and lost his way a little. However, it wasn’t easy for his opponents to navigate this labyrinth, either. It was one of the rare areas where even a motorbike wouldn’t be of much use—one would inevitably have to walk. 
 
      
 
    He jumped out from behind a row of dilapidated utility buildings to come face to face with two hunters, one armed with a long rapier, and the other one holding a flail as if about to thresh grain in an antiquated fashion. 
 
      
 
    There was no point reaching for the bow, and he already had his club in his hand. Sinner kept it at the ready as he kept running into low-level gaki hiding from the pickup trucks. 
 
      
 
    The beasts weren’t all that bright, but some could understand that jumping out at the sound of revving engines wasn’t a good idea. 
 
      
 
    The guy with the flail jumped back to the utility buildings—a smart move, since he needed space to swing his weapon. And Sinner followed him instead of dealing with the rapier guy who’d frozen in indecision. 
 
      
 
    A slowpoke like that could be dealt with later. The quick one, though, would need to be taken care of first. That one was dangerous and had nowhere to retreat, his back now right against a utility shed’s crooked door. There was no time for a proper fight; he’d have to get it over with in just a few seconds. 
 
      
 
    Sinner left his opponent no time for a swing. He lunged forward, crouching a little, bringing his club from the bottom up and forward. The hunter fell with a yell—his knee may or may not have gotten shattered completely, but the injury was serious. He wouldn’t run anytime soon. 
 
      
 
    The other guy finally came to his senses and stepped back, holding the rapier in front of him. Sinner looked into his terrified eyes and scowled, raising the club 
 
      
 
    “Come on over, then! I want to see the loot you’ll drop!” 
 
      
 
    The timid opponent didn’t seem eager to come any closer, instead backing off again, faster and further. 
 
      
 
    Sinner could make short work of him and finish the first one too, but he was completely out of time. The other hunters were drawing near, and they’d start to disembark from their pickup trucks any second now. The result of taking on a crowd would be easy to predict. 
 
      
 
    Therefore, he dashed away from the disoriented rapier wielder, certain that the “shy cutthroat” wouldn’t follow. He was right. 
 
      
 
    Sinner ran right through the labyrinth of a construction site, going around a trench filled with dirt and water, then reached the ransacked merchandise market and made his way to the street hopping over the scattered wares and the vendors’ dead bodies. 
 
      
 
    He was at the quay. A strip of asphalt that was pretty wide by local standards, with paved pedestrian zones and rows of tall palm trees. 
 
      
 
    However, there was no yellow sandy beach at the end—just concrete and structural pylons. This wouldn’t be a particularly good place to swim either—what with a larger chunk of the shore being taken by a site full of some technical structures along the edges and a parking lot at the center. A long and wide pier jutted far into the sea, with masts and superstructures of scuttled ships to either side. There wasn’t a single seaworthy vessel left—they all sank, for some reason. 
 
      
 
    It was a conspicuous place that instantly drew his attention when he was reconnoitering from the hill.  
 
      
 
    The engines of pickup trucks rushing towards the quay could be heard from either side. They could have been here already, but they dallied for a while since no one expected their nimble quarry to head for a place it would be extremely hard to leave. 
 
      
 
    Sinner ran towards the pier, happy to see that his observation was correct. The approaches were clear, but only for someone on foot. Only a bike could make it to the pier—and not any bike, either. The road was cluttered with smashed and abandoned equipment. So was the parking lot. Cleaning up something like that would take a lot of time. 
 
      
 
    He was getting really tired—he had spent too much time running too fast. Someone in a lesser physical shape would have dropped dead already, but even Sinner’s strength was dwindling quickly. He should have invested a few points into Stamina—if its effects were as manifest as those of Agility, it would really have come in handy right now. But who could have known? 
 
      
 
    The sound of a shot came from behind, followed by a short spray of concrete dust a few feet in front of him. 
 
      
 
    Two more shots cracked behind him—at least two guns were firing. Neither missed. He got a bullet in the bulletproof vest right between the shoulder blades, and instantly another one in the thigh. Blood ran down his leg. 
 
      
 
    Sinner clenched his teeth and kept going without slowing down or even zigzagging much. They were shooting from the far side of the barricade; he must have been some three hundred feet away from them by now. That was far enough for a .22 rifle, and he had protection even without the Reflection skill. His bulletproof vest worked great against lightweight soft bullets. He didn’t even feel the first hit much, the vest having absorbed much of the impact. Those rifles weren’t meant for hitting armored targets. 
 
      
 
    They kept shooting, but there were no more hits. It was strange that they would squander their priceless ammo like that. The rumors of some uppity feed slaughtering caste players must have made them forget all about being thrifty. 
 
      
 
    Sinner reached the end of the pier, stopped, and looked at the sea, which was right in front of him. It was dirty and shallow, with parts of the bottom near the shore bare at low tide, but with plenty of deep dark water further on. There was a strong southern wind, and the waves were tall enough even in the narrow cove. 
 
      
 
    He saw a fin, and then another one. The Guardians of the Sea reacted to the commotion onshore and were gathering near the end of the pier. 
 
      
 
    Sinner turned around to face the city, falling on one knee. It would be easier to catch his breath this way; he would also make a smaller target. 
 
      
 
    However, the hunters were no longer shooting. They loomed near the debris barricade, not getting any closer. The pier was long, well over 800 feet, and .22 rifles were of little use at such a distance. If the enemy had an unlimited supply of ammo, they could get him eventually, even from such a great distance. But cartridges were at a premium. They may have fired their last ones trying to get him in the back. 
 
      
 
    He touched his leg. There was enough blood there for a slaughtered piglet, but it didn’t seem like something really serious. It was a flesh wound and it made it hard to move, but the bullet didn’t hit any arteries. So he’d survive—or, at least, die of other causes. 
 
      
 
    He reached for a small healing capsule, taking it out of his cargo vest. According to the description, it could handle a minor bleeding in five minutes. 
 
      
 
    The telephone recommended not to resort to these medicines too often, but it wasn’t the time to listen to that sort of advice. It would be better than making a bandage, which would be tantamount to letting the enemy know that the bullets weren’t wasted. 
 
      
 
    On the other hand, they weren’t blind and could most likely see the blood.  
 
      
 
    He took out his phone, still vibrating. It would stop soon, but this “soon” still wasn’t soon enough. If the whole gang rushed him, it would be a matter of minutes. How many would he be able to get with a bow? Two? Three? And they’d be shooting at him as well. He didn’t even need the amulet to see that they had at least four bows and two crossbows. The rifles shouldn’t be written off, either—he couldn’t be sure their owners were out of ammo. 
 
      
 
    Then there were handguns and darts or javelins. This fight wouldn’t last long. 
 
      
 
    However, Lord’s people were in no hurry. Pickup trucks and motorcycles kept arriving, one by one. More and more people gathered, but no one was in a rush to get in front of the barricade on the pier. 
 
      
 
    Everybody seemed to be waiting for something. 
 
      
 
    A commotion of some sort started once the eighth pickup truck arrived on the scene. That one looked the most serious of them all. Some crafty hands had put steel plates and nets on its sides, reinforcing them with sharpened rebar, and painted the body the color of a tiger’s pelt, remembering to spray on their trademark: “Slaughterhouse”. 
 
      
 
    It could have been this Lord guy himself, eager to participate in the killing or capture of the notorious casteless killer. Or he could have been distrustful of his subordinates’ sticky fingers—after all, a quarry so extraordinary would definitely drop some serious loot. 
 
      
 
    Constantly touching his chain, Sinner tried to count the troops that had gathered to get him. He wasn’t in an advantageous position—the debris, the palm trees, and the pickups obscured his vision; besides, some of the cutthroats were milling about instead of keeping quiet. But there were fifty-five or fifty-eight of them, by his reckoning. If the girl he had interrogated told him the truth, this had to be most of the gang, if not all of them, with barely a dozen left back at the amusement park. Even then, some may have been hunting meat out of town and couldn’t get to the OK corral on time. 
 
      
 
    Shere Khan should have attacked them now instead of last night. Then he wouldn’t have to make any agreements with Lord about spheres of influence, free passage, and distribution of captured meat. He could have slaughtered everybody in the corral to make himself and his bravos stronger. 
 
      
 
    Finally, he could hear plenty of metal clinging as the gangsters that had gathered around formed a line almost as wide as the pier itself. They held all kinds of objects in front of them—billboards, deck chairs, tabletops from local cafés, sheets of plywood grabbed from nearby buildings, car hood and trunk covers, and so on. Everybody on the line in front of the barricade was holding some sort of a jerry-rigged shield to use for cover. 
 
      
 
    Fancy them forming a shield wall for just a single person—just like the Roman testudo formation. Assuming all of this was some kind of a diabolical game, Sinner would be a raid boss to be hunted by the entire clan. 
 
      
 
    They certainly showed him all the due respect. 
 
      
 
    He threw another glance at the phone. The scumbags moved too early. Another minute, and it would be ideal. He wished for them to mill about some more and not hurry too much. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, Lord’s troops started to move. Slowly—they couldn’t run with so many shields. But not as slowly as he’d like them to. 
 
      
 
    Sinner had a minute or two at the very most. 
 
      
 
    He turned around and looked behind him. The sea was almost there underneath his feet, washing over the raging Guardians. There must have been over a dozen, attracted by the humans making a bustle. One step into the water, and they’d kill the hapless diver. 
 
      
 
    He grabbed the bow, prepared the first arrow, made himself comfortable on one knee and began concentrating on his breath, watching the mob of killers rattling their steel. They kept coming closer. Some were already within earshot and eager to communicate—if one could call that communication. They were calling Sinner all sorts of ugly names, promising him a very sticky end very soon. 
 
      
 
    He just kept sitting there, disregarding the threats and the insults, keeping silent, and watching the approaching wall of junk that the privileged killers, suddenly not so cocky anymore, were trying to hide behind, afraid of his bow. 
 
      
 
    Someone’s nerves got the better of him—there was a shot from one of the back rows, right through the shields. Too bad he didn’t get any of his comrades-in-arms. 
 
      
 
    There were a few frightened curses addressed at the half-witted sniper, but they saved their choicest ones for Sinner still. 
 
      
 
    He kept breathing in the same rhythm as he loaded his bow, pulled back the bowstring, and let loose instantly. He was aiming for the strip between the uneven edges of all sorts of makeshift shields and the pier. 
 
      
 
    The strip in question was a bunch of milling feet and ankles. One of the legs got hit by an arrow. 
 
      
 
    There was a yell of pain and an explosion of expletives, followed by two shots—too hasty, but one of the bullets did hit his bulletproof vest. It was a sharp shot too—right at the heart. 
 
      
 
    Sinner fired another arrow into the gap where the hunters’ formation broke. Some started to walk faster; others slowed down, and someone was bright enough to cast away the shield and try to shoot from his knee. Others started to show similar initiative. The wall was hardly a monolith to begin with, and it started to fall apart. 
 
      
 
    The arrow found its quarry—this time it got someone in the side. In the real world a pierced liver would be serious business. But even here it remained to be seen whether the wounded participant could be saved by a pill or an injection from the bracelet. 
 
      
 
    Another shot was fired at him, hitting the bulletproof vest again. 
 
      
 
    Sinner was already counting seconds, realizing he wouldn’t have much time, and couldn’t keep on stalling. The enemies may have slowed down, but he wasn’t prepared to gamble with rifles. One bullet in the head would be the end of him. 
 
      
 
    At any rate, even without the risk of getting shot, he had nothing left to do here—the hunters have almost got to their precious quarry. 
 
      
 
    Sinner lowered his bow and rose in one swift movement to the roar of dozens of throats—the killers finally decided to attack and rushed forward, dropping their shields. He threw the telephone into the sea behind him. Then he raised his hand and flipped them a bird. 
 
      
 
    Sinner turned around nonchalantly and followed the phone off the pier, walking into a near-unbroken cover of foam, hit by waves and cut by the fins of the Guardians. 
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    His plan was more like a lunatic’s great project to fly away from the asylum on a kite made of a few napkins and a roll of thread. One would have to be hard pressed to think of a worse plan—too many things had to work out perfectly in order for his harebrained idea to succeed. 
 
      
 
    However, even if he failed, Sinner would much rather be killed by the Guardians of the Sea. It would, at least, leave Lord’s gang without any loot, and he’d prefer to fall to someone other than those bastards. Then he’d have to hope the Resurrection Altar would work. After all, he did see Viking revived successfully. 
 
      
 
    However, sometimes even the most complex plans worked like clockwork. That was the case now. 
 
    The Guardians startled away from Sinner as if he was a leper, but they didn’t leave him quite alone, milling about in the water and bumping into each other without getting too near. 
 
      
 
    One level would give him ten seconds of immunity from the orcas with shark jaws. They couldn’t get within the distance of eight feet from him while this condition lasted. That, at least, was what the looted telephone told him. 
 
      
 
    Sinner’s eight levels amounted to 80 seconds of safety next to the creatures capable of snapping a human in half in a split second. Nothing could be done against them. 
 
      
 
    Therefore, he gave it his all as soon as he got into the water. He hurried to get deeper, where the bullets wouldn’t get him and where the waves weren’t as strong. He felt a pressure in his ears and had to pop them regularly. Then he headed towards the coast, using the shadow from the pier for guidance. He swam around a pile covered in barnacles, and then another one, moving further right eventually not to have any other such obstacles in his way. 
 
      
 
    Sinner’s chest started to feel constricted, but he kept on going. He may not have been the greatest swimmer in the world, but he knew his way underwater. Apart from that, he didn’t just bide his time at the end of the pier for nothing. He caught his breath after running and even did some breathing exercises. He wouldn’t be able to last three hundred feet without a gulp of air since moving used up oxygen fast, but he might surface earlier if the hunters suspected nothing. Lord’s cutthroats wouldn’t see much if they remained at the end of the pier. Even if someone decided to lean forward, it wouldn’t help much: the pier was low, it was dark underneath, and the tide was on his side—the waves were high, there was a lot of foam, and piles obstructed the view. The risk of being spotted was really low. 
 
      
 
    There was but one really risky aspect to his plan—someone might turn out smart enough to run to the beginning of the pier, use the ladder to come down, and take a look at the surface from that vantage point. It was relatively calm closer to the shore, and it would be hard not to notice a swimmer. In that case, he might as well let the nearest Guardian feast on him. 
 
      
 
    Sinner surfaced about a split second before fainting—which would be an overstatement, but not a huge one. He was already seeing blood circles in front of his eyes. 
 
      
 
    There were so many Guardians their fins obstructed the view. He hoped this bustle wouldn’t attract anyone’s attention. 
 
      
 
    Sinner swam on without even trying to hide. He was at a good distance, and the sound of the waves would drown out his splashes. It wouldn’t make sense to catch his breath and dive—he’d move slower underwater and wouldn’t be able to make it in 80 seconds. 
 
      
 
    He would probably have been too late, anyway, but when one gets lucky, one gets lucky all the way. Sinner was counting out the last seconds when his foot reached the bottom. He got to his feet and dashed forward, almost jumping all the way out of the water. He was relieved to see there were no Guardians left to either side—it would be too shallow here for their enormous bulks. 
 
      
 
    He got lucky in that if one trusted the mark revealed on the concrete support of the quay, the tide was at its lowest—fortunately, the inscription in strange characters was also translated into English. The sea did not quite leave the place under the pier dry, but it became a lot shallower during low tide. Had the tide been high, he’d have been eaten by the Guardians already. 
 
      
 
    Sinner froze for a moment as he got to the shore. He was wondering about his further course of actions. He had two options. 
 
      
 
    The first one was reasonable. The telephone he’d thrown away was silent at last, and the pursuers could no longer see the mark betraying the owner’s location. They might be certain that the legendary feed was eaten by the Guardians. Even the absence of anything resembling a container could be explained—the surf was high, there was plenty of foam, and those mutant orcas had huge mouths. 
 
      
 
    Anything could have happened. 
 
      
 
    While the gangsters were lamenting the useless demise of valuable meat, Sinner could move away from the pier without getting out of the cover provided by the quay. Then he could go downtown, grab his stuff, and leg it for the forest, where no pickups or motorbikes could follow. He’d get to Xiao, receive his just reward, and make it to Tier 2 with high parameters, quality equipment, and a set of well-developed skills. 
 
      
 
    An excellent plan, and a very prudent one. 
 
      
 
    However, Sinner opted for the unreasonable one, all the while telling himself his brain wasn’t addled by all the chemicals he’d ingested, and that he was perfectly aware of what he was doing. 
 
      
 
    He was about to do something completely crazy. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Lord left a guard by his pickup—not just the keys. A fair-haired young guy was standing next to it, holding a huge ax on his shoulder and staring towards the sea where the bunch of hunters still milled about near the end of the pier. 
 
      
 
    Sinner’s bow wasn’t a state-of-the-art affair, but it wouldn’t be all that easy to break it. Getting dunked in the sea did not affect the weapon in any way. He shook off the moisture, and the bow was ready for battle. 
 
      
 
    No one can miss from the distance of fifty feet. The fair-haired head bobbed as the arrow hit it in the back with a knock. Sinner didn’t pay any attention to the container, getting right to sabotage—slashing the tires of the pickups and the bikes and wishing he had some sugar. A little bit of that in the tank, and any attempt to start the vehicle would take the engine out of circulation for good—fixing it wouldn’t be easy. 
 
      
 
    By the time he was done, the crowd on the pier started to mill about. Someone might have seen something—or, perhaps, they got tired of watching stormy sea lugubriously and decided to return. 
 
      
 
    Sinner didn’t wait to find out what was happening. He wrapped up his destructive activities, got into the single truck left undamaged and started the engine. 
 
      
 
    The tuning that Lord’s pickup truck had undergone didn’t make it any easier to see the road—it was like sitting in an old tank looking at pieces of landscape through a viewing slit. However, it wasn’t hard to drive it across the town, given the absence of traffic, pedestrians, or traffic lights. Road marks and signs could easily be ignored. He’d just have to watch out for abandoned cars—there were lots of those left on the roads. The pickup had good road clearance, a lot of mass, and a powerful engine, so it would probably take him through any barricade, but he’d prefer not to risk it.  
 
      
 
    At any rate, Sinner remembered the lay of the land as seen from his observation point earlier well enough. The time he’d spent doing it (as well as observing how the gangsters drove their trucks) paid off. His visual memory was always good, so getting from one turn to another was a piece of cake. 
 
      
 
    He finally got to the amusement park that had once catered to children and adults alike. Twilight was falling, and the dark tropical night would drape its black curtain over the land as suddenly as always very soon, but he could still see everything well enough. 
 
      
 
    The gates were hastily thrown open by a guy and a girl wearing identical sand camouflage t-shirts. Many of the gang wore those—it looked like they were introducing a uniform of sorts. The leader’s pickup truck was easy to recognize, so they hastened to brownnose the boss. 
 
      
 
    Sinner waited for both of them to step aside, and then floored the accelerator, making the car go as fast as possible on a limited section of the road. The guards were watching the truck with its roaring engine calmly, seeing nothing unusual about the driver’s behavior. The sun was no longer in the sky, and the tinted windows with their steel protection would make it difficult to see who was inside even at a very short distance. 
 
      
 
    The pair didn’t realize it wasn’t their boss, but rather trouble at their doorstep, up until the very last moment. They only managed to open their eyes in surprise when the car with its revving engine veered in their direction. The rebar spikes drove into them mercilessly—several pierced the girl, who yelled, still pinned by several, while the guy went under the truck. 
 
      
 
    Sinner kept the pedal to the metal, heading for his main goal. He could see the fence around the corral large as life and twice as ugly. He couldn’t see it from the hill or the construction site, but it was clear to him now that he wouldn’t need a heavy truck—a beefed-up pickup would be enough. 
 
      
 
    The guards weren’t sleeping, and three of them started to run around in front of the fence like headless chickens. These three realized the body on the silver spikes meant it wasn’t the boss, after all. One of them even raised a pistol, but then realized a .22 bullet wouldn’t count for much against a roaring steel monster and just turned and ran, spreading the panic and making the other two follow him, a little behind. 
 
      
 
    They knew perfectly well what would happen next. 
 
      
 
    Sinner decided against running them down. They ran on too difficult a trajectory to follow in such an unwieldy vehicle. He just turned the wheel a little, making sure the impact angle was chosen just right. 
 
      
 
    The wheels hit a tall curb. The truck jumped and got across the obstacle easily, crashing into the fence. The metal screeched, breaking. The yelling girl shut up at last as she slid off the bumper and hung on the disfigured remnants of the fence. 
 
      
 
    Sinner began working the steering wheel, hitting the brakes frenziedly every other second, trying not to run over any of the people milling around.  
 
      
 
    The captives.  
 
      
 
    The feed. 
 
      
 
    The meat. 
 
      
 
    “Run!” He yelled. “Get the hell away from here! Hurry!” 
 
      
 
    He saw a few of the fastest ones run for the break before he even started yelling, but the majority still didn’t understand what was happening—they were either in a stupor, or trying to run as far away from the truck as they could without getting anywhere. 
 
      
 
    He crossed the whole corral and broke another section of the fence on the other side. The engine sputtered out, but then started again. Sinner threw the truck in reverse, still yelling and telling everyone to get out. 
 
      
 
    Finally, the crowd started moving. There were about a hundred people here—possibly, as many as 150. The slow and timid ones followed their braver and quicker companions, and soon there was a veritable human river with more and more prisoners joining in. The two streams of prisoners rushed out through the breaks. 
 
      
 
    The previous night, when Shere Khan’s people attacked, the fight fizzled out before it could get into full swing. Caste players were reluctant to kill each other, so the fight didn’t go beyond a few bruises and some property damage. That’s why most runaways were quickly brought back without being allowed to scatter through the forest. Sinner gleaned as much from certain parts of Sack’s story and his own observations from the hill and the construction site. But this place was swarming with Lord’s henchmen last night, and this evening nearly all of them were at the quay—and without any means of transportation. It wouldn’t take that long to replace the tires, granted. Yet it would still take them a while to put things together and get them going. In the meantime, most of the captives would get far enough and get lost in the dark of the tropical night. How would one find them there? Only with the aid of telephones, and only during activation. 
 
      
 
    The pickup truck made a third breach in the fence and drove outside. Sinner started to turn the wheel, intending to make a few rounds and make sure no one would hurt the captives. The roar of the engine drowned out the small-caliber pistol shot, but he did observe the effect—the bullet got through the viewing slit and smashed the glass, making an opaque milky white spot in it with cracks running in every direction. 
 
      
 
    He noticed the attacker—the very same cowboy who’d already tried to use his pistol, but changed his mind.  
 
      
 
    He shouldn’t have tried something like that. Especially running into an open space. 
 
      
 
    When the gunman saw the pickup truck turn towards him, he stopped trying to reload his weapon and legged it for the palm trees growing in the distance—the closest shelter he could find. He almost reached his intended destination, dodging the bumper deftly. 
 
      
 
    Only to fall with a smashed head. 
 
      
 
    Sinner didn’t even have to give the club perfidiously stuck out of the window between the rebar spikes and the steel reinforcements much of a swing—the truck’s speed did most of his work for him.  
 
      
 
    He couldn’t steer well with one hand though, so the truck’s left fender hit some pillar that just happened to be there, deforming the rebar spikes and losing a few steel plates that Lord’s bungling craftsmen had welded on the truck so unprofessionally. 
 
      
 
    The vehicle sped on, screeching horrendously as it dragged some of its nearly torn-off reinforcing plates behind it. Regardless, it kept moving, and the powerful engine kept roaring, allowing Sinner to chase Lord’s underlings all across the park. 
 
      
 
    Sinner spotted another guard who was apparently running away. He was about to chase the man, but then decided against it as he saw the guy dive into the lotus-covered pond without slowing down. That was prudent; the guard would be invulnerable to the truck in the pond. Sinner could stop the truck, get out and try to get the runner turned swimmer with his bow, but that would mean taking an additional risk. Outside, he could easily catch a bullet or an arrow. He didn’t know how many gangsters were left to look after the camp, and he had bigger fish to fry than the one that slipped away. 
 
      
 
    Sinner got back to the corral and drove around it to make sure there was no one left inside. A few dozen of the scattering captives were at the end of the wide green tunnel in tropical vegetation. He frowned to see some of them turn towards the sea. He followed them—he couldn’t let them head for the coast. They needed to go in the opposite direction. 
 
      
 
    He almost caught up with the “lost” ones, slowing the car down to almost a pedestrian speed. The engine stopped roaring, so he could communicate without raising his voice, but Sinner still decided he should yell for emphasis, 
 
      
 
    “Are you planning to go for a swim? Head right back! You can’t run towards the sea! Run for the hills! Into the woods! Don’t just stand there! Hurry! Go!” 
 
      
 
    Sinner hadn’t accounted for what would happen next. He saw the Ferris wheel from every direction when he was observing the park from the hill and the construction site—it was a conspicuous object, after all, and caught one’s attention easily. 
 
      
 
    He never noticed anything suspicious going on up there. He couldn’t even imagine someone would climb all the way up there in the evening without any electricity and hide in one of the gondolas. 
 
      
 
    Most of Lord’s fighters must have gone with him, and he most likely ordered the rest to spread in such a way that they could control the whole territory as effectively as possible with limited resources. 
 
      
 
    The Ferris wheel was the tallest structure for miles around, and there was a sniper with an unusual weapon on top of it. 
 
      
 
    He had a real rifle—not the standard single-loader .22 received by those who’d gotten the corresponding skill at the start. 
 
      
 
    On his second day here, Sinner found a .38 revolver in a cop car and two bullets for it. 
 
      
 
    Lord’s people managed to find a decent rifle somewhere—and at least a single cartridge. 
 
      
 
    He heard the shot about the same moment he saw the flash up above, visible well in the twilight that kept getting ever darker. The bullet went through the roof, hitting him in the shoulder, tearing through the flimsy bulletproof vest, and kept on going, doing damage to one lung and ending up somewhere in his upper intestines. 
 
      
 
    He felt as though hit with a steam hammer. A ten-ton affair. A hit like this should have taken him out at once, but that didn’t happen. Sinner didn’t know whether it was some mysterious body reserves or the leftover magic chemicals in his blood. 
 
      
 
    The world made a somersault before his eyes. It felt like a stone plate fell onto his chest, making it spasm so hard his breath stopped for a moment. He clenched his teeth and turned the wheel, which suddenly became heavy as an anvil, flooring the accelerator. He’d be fine for as long as he kept moving, and moving fast, on an unpredictable trajectory, making the car zigzag and trying to see something through the fog and the tears in his eyes, feeling energy leave his body. It seemed like he wouldn’t last another minute. 
 
      
 
    Sinner felt his consciousness slipping away. He didn’t know if it was death or whether he was simply fainting, but stopping in the middle of the enemy camp would spell the end for him. 
 
      
 
    This is where he got lucky once again. The amusement park planners had placed a few arcade pavilions nearby. The truck crashed into one of them, tearing through a flimsy wall and stopping inside as it finally hit something solid. 
 
      
 
    It was bad that the truck had stopped, but Sinner could barely control his body properly at the moment, let alone the truck. But the sniper on top of the Ferris wheel would no longer be able to shoot at him.  
 
      
 
    He didn’t have much time, though. The enemies would stop panicking soon, then they’d get cocky, come close and finish him off if he didn’t die first. 
 
      
 
    The pain and the weakness were so intense he could only focus on two contradictory options: relax and die quietly to resurrect fit as a fiddle or try to survive at any cost instead . 
 
      
 
    He reached for the captive girl’s phone, which was now his own, hardly conscious at all by that point. It was good he didn’t put it in the backpack. 
 
      
 
    Immediately, the phone started vibrating, receiving a flurry of messages—he could barely clear the feed so that it wouldn’t get in the way. Solidly in the twilight zone by now, Sinner began pressing every button he could, hoping to get to the healing function. 
 
      
 
    The bracelet’s injector snapped into action, giving him the full set of medicines—the stimulant, the regenerator, the antibiotic, and the painkiller/blood stauncher. These weren’t by far the best chemicals this world had to offer, but at least you always had them on your person, without having to depend on getting pills from containers. And you couldn’t abuse them easily due to the long recharge period. 
 
      
 
    However, abusing them was exactly what Sinner did. That wasn’t hard if you had several bracelets. 
 
      
 
    The cocktail he got in his blood that still hadn’t quite processed the earlier pills and injections felt like a high voltage charge running through his brain. There was no pain left or any wish to lie down. It was just the physical weakness that stopped him from setting off towards the Ferris wheel with a roar. 
 
      
 
    He needed to take revenge, after all. To make it so bloody that anyone who’d see the consequences would take it to heart: no one should mess with the dangerous feed. Especially from a Ferris wheel. 
 
    
They would become allergic to amusement parks. They would shiver at the very mention of them… 
 
      
 
    However, the voice of reason made itself heard through the raging of the chemical cocktail, telling him something that made more sense. 
 
      
 
    It was time to make tracks. To leave, to find some hole to crawl into, and to wait for his body to regenerate. 
 
      
 
    Sinner no longer disbelieved the fact that getting healed after a wound as serious as this one in a day or so was possible—he’d already accepted the fact that all sorts of things were possible in this insane world. 
 
      
 
    The pickup truck’s engine started readily, but it would die twice before the truck could be shaken into motion. It got out of the break in the wall in reverse gear, and then maneuvered very narrowly so as not to be visible to the sniper on the Ferris wheel. 
 
      
 
    Then Sinner drove on under the cover of a row of buildings, dragging behind some debris stuck on his rear bumper. 
 
      
 
    A shot came from somewhere to his right—there was a row of trees and bushes there marking the boundary between the park and the beach. The bullet hit the side of the car. Judging by the sound and the effect, it was another .22. Sinner didn’t react to it in any way—he was focused on nothing but driving and couldn’t allow himself to get distracted. He had to disappear before anything else started. 
 
      
 
    What exactly could start? He didn’t know for certain, but something definitely would. Perhaps Lord would bring over a crowd on pickup trucks, or the guards that had fled would have a change of heart and come back and coordinate their efforts. Apart from that, his body was in a very poor condition, and it wasn’t getting better. Sinner felt like a balloon filled up with air that would burst any second now. 
 
      
 
    He mused that he was essentially tripping. It was hard to keep some semblance of a cogitative process, let alone clarity of thought. His hands itched to turn the truck around and have a showdown with the sniper at the Ferris wheel. The rest of them shouldn’t be spared, either. 
 
      
 
    Everybody present should die. Anyone who wasn’t in the corral was a walking corpse, still unaware of said fact. 
 
      
 
    But he’d remedy that. 
 
      
 
    And then he could head for the pier and make it so much fun for Lord and his boneheaded carnivores that the surviving bastards would turn vegan for life. 
 
      
 
    Provided there were survivors in the first place. 
 
      
 
    Yet he managed to calm down and dispense with the crazy thoughts. The balloon didn’t burst; it just lost some excess air—but Sinner’s energy was coming to an end, too. He was feeling worse even though he’d had lots of chemicals circulating through his body. He kept making mistakes while driving. Occasionally, he would faint for a split second and fall onto the steering wheel. 
 
      
 
    He needed to find a safe hole to crawl into. Right now. Without wasting so much as a minute. 
 
      
 
    But where would he find such a hole? 
 
      
 
    He fainted once again, coming to his senses when the car started to tear through vegetation—there wasn’t supposed to be any on the road. Instead of hitting the brakes, Sinner turned the wheel, barely able to think. 
 
      
 
    A memory of his past life flashed through his mind. He also turned the wheel with gusto then, making the car go over a cliff by the sea. 
 
      
 
    History repeated itself. The pickup truck fell into an abyss that suddenly appeared in front of him. 
 
      
 
    Only it wasn’t a real abyss—it turned out a lot shallower than he thought. Just a trench filled with water. But it was deep enough, and there wasn’t any glass left in any of the truck’s doors. Sinner got up to his head in water instantly. It wasn’t really cold, but it helped perk him up. Listening to the deeply buried voice of reason as it shuffled through his head lazily, little by little, Sinner made his way out of the pickup. 
 
      
 
    Then he had to waddle a little, grabbing on to roots and branches of some sort. He couldn’t drag his body up, but managed to reach a part of the bank that was a little less steep. 
 
      
 
    That was when the sad reality finally caught up with him big time. He couldn’t climb all the way out and just fell into the mud that splashed under the weight of his body. He tried to pull himself up, but his left arm wouldn’t obey any longer. The shoulder just made a sickening cracking sound when he tried to flex it. His right hand kept scratching wet mud aimlessly for a little while, and then relaxed. 
 
    He only felt his breath and his heartbeat. Some hearing remained, too. 
 
    
A moment before his senses went out completely, Sinner heard an irate hiss. 
 
      
 
    Was that a poisonous snake? A monitor lizard? A man-eating python? Something else? A mere hallucination? 
 
      
 
    He no longer cared… 
 
      
 
    The Space of Xai. Tier 1. Team 2. Location: Sainathdan 
 
    Interlude 
 
    “Are you sure?” Lord asked. 
 
      
 
    Berghen nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I got him. I got him well enough. He couldn’t drive; he crashed.” 
 
      
 
    “But he drove away later,” Lord observed. 
 
      
 
    Berghen nodded again. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. And he realized where I was. He made his escape in such a way I wouldn’t be able to reach him. When he got out into the open, he was already too far away. The rifle hasn’t been sighted properly. It’s dark, and there aren’t many cartridges. I didn’t shoot. I wouldn’t have hit him. Sorry, boss. There was nothing else I could do.” 
 
      
 
    Lord paused for a moment, and then patted the sniper on the shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry about it. You’re not to blame here. This guy is really something. Our whole gang couldn’t get him. I’ve never seen anyone as fast as this one. He made us drive our trucks all over the place—and he was on foot! He sure is a fiend…” 
 
      
 
    “He went north, into the hills,” Berghen said. “We could try chasing him. If he’s got a serious wound, it won’t be hard.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t know how hard you hit him,” Lord replied. “And, right now, we need everyone to catch the rest of the meat before they scatter. Everyone will be on the job, including me and you. No exceptions. And no one ventures out of town unless I say so. We’ve lost many fighters already. So, no one goes to the hills. Let him either die there or split.” 
 
      
 
    “Boss, the guys won’t like it.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, they won’t like it, will they?” Lord drawled in a nasty voice. “You haven’t seen what he can do. I have. And so have many others. Who’s the best archer we have?” 
 
      
 
    “Pedro the Sixth. He has the highest skill level,” Berghen replied. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, that’s right,” Lord agreed. “I saw Pedro shoot, and so did you. He might hit a pizza box at thirty paces every other time, and that’s that. And have you seen him hold the bow? He doesn’t hold it; he holds on to it as if it was some broad’s ass. And he’s an ass-backwards archer, too. I took a good look at this Sinner. That’s someone who knows how to hold a bow. He holds it like someone born with a bow in his hands. And he can really shoot, unlike this cack-handed idiot. I’d swap three quarters of our morons for a single fighter like that. I don’t know where he came from or how he made such progress so fast, but we’re in no shape to take him on now. We’d be spreading ourselves too thin. Later, perhaps, but not now. If he gives us another performance such as this one, we’re done for. Shere Khan, for one, would eat us alive. He’s just waiting for us to set ourselves up. I’d prefer a hundred enemies to an ally like that. So, like I’ve said—no one goes to the hills.” 
 
      
 
    “I see, boss. Sorry, that’s not what I meant. There’s a trader in the hills, and many of our guys need him. If you prohibit going to the trader, they won’t like it.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, you’re right, we do need the trader,” Lord said after a pause. “But no one wanders off the road until we sort out the situation with this damn Sinner. Just to the mines and back, and only on my authority—or Horned Owl’s. We still don’t know how bad his wound is, and it doesn’t take long to patch up a hole from a bullet. After all, you can even grow a new limb easily around here. He’ll do it in no time at all, I’m sure. This guy is one tough customer. We couldn’t do anything about him in town. So no one strays off the road.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Many thanks to my readers! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed this book, I would be very grateful if you could leave a review: 
 
      
 
    https://www.amazon.com/dp/B097DLGRQ8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Facebook group: 


https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books 
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