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 Chapter 1
Life Six: Paper Thoughts 
 
      
 
    Newcomer, you’ve spent your first 5 lives in a very short time. Perhaps the region you began in was too difficult for you. 
 
    Relocation procedure initiated… 
 
    Relocation procedure complete. Former region: West Coast. Current region: Interfluvial Steppe. Region relocation complete. 
 
      
 
    “Dammit!” 
 
    The impassionate System, of course, did not react to its captive’s negative reaction. It just continued feeding him lines of bright, unbending red text. 
 
      
 
    Welcome, Novice. You are joining the Continent. Revive location: Cluster 361-55-77. Region: Interfluvial Steppe. Current revives remaining: 94 lives (initial value minus 5). Active quests: Survive, Search, Learn Secret, Help, Ask Correct Question, Find the Player Kitty. Current status: Game Start. 
 
      
 
    The cluster will reboot in 96 seconds. Hint: carefully evaluate your strength and your opponent’s strength. Otherwise, you risk imminent death. 
 
      
 
    Personal victory: immune Romeo destroyed. Level 58, eminent villain, Humanity: profoundly negative. Personal victory: immune Globes destroyed. Level 49, Humanity: high negative. During battle, you displayed high speed, accuracy, agility, and reaction time. Luck also played an important role, and you successfully hid your abilities and intentions from high-level opponents until the final moment, displaying skill at a kind of stealth. 
 
      
 
    +233 progress points to Agility. +77 progress points to Speed. +654 progress points to Accuracy. +62 progress points to Reaction. +773 progress points to Luck. +494 progress points to Stealth. +1442 Humanity points. Level up! Current level: 4. 
 
    Remember that leveling up unlocks additional benefits. That was a superb battle. You, a weak newcomer, defeated a powerful villain, and in so doing proved yourself a first-class hero. This has unlocked new opportunities for you. 
 
      
 
    Please choose a reward. You have three attempts to choose a valid reward. 
 
      
 
    After all the traumatic adventures he had just survived, Rocky—Cheater, rather—did not at first notice that this resurrection was different from the times before. Apparently even smart people who came to the Continent failed to act intelligently until they adapted, until they leveled up a few times. It was no surprise that he was confused. The “normal” resurrection sequence had been replaced with something different, something unique. It was a miracle. The inscrutable, merciless System had decided to reward him and was even letting him choose his reward. 
 
      
 
    His choice didn’t take him long. 
 
      
 
    “As my reward, I choose to resurrect in the miserable cluster where they killed me. As close as possible to Kitty, if that’s an option.” 
 
      
 
    Denied. Invalid parameter. 
 
      
 
    Too bad, but he still had two more chances. 
 
      
 
    “As my reward, I choose to resurrect in a cluster bordering that cluster.” 
 
      
 
    Denied. Invalid parameter. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, come on! What do you care what region I die in next? Alright, then let’s do this: resurrect me in that cluster lining the West Coast. Or any cluster bordering that one. Something in the area. Or something close to something in the area. Make sense?” 
 
      
 
    Denied. Invalid parameter. 
 
      
 
    You have used all three attempts. You will now be presented with two options for your reward. 
 
    The first option is 500 distributable points for your auxiliary stats. 
 
    The second option is one cell of personal inventory, capable of holding up to three items, with a total weight of no more than thirty-five grams. This cell is not bound to your stats and cannot be lost. Its existence does not affect your inventory maximum, and the weight of these items is not included in your total carry weight. You will not feel it, and it will not affect your fatigue. Items placed in the cell are not lost at death and appear with you immediately upon respawn. They do not have to be extracted from a remote personal cache. 
 
      
 
    Cheater wasn’t about to spend his time debating between two measly rewards. Perhaps he had the wrong idea about auxiliary stats, but they seemed like rubbish in comparison with the possibility of bringing something along each time he died. 
 
      
 
    “I choose the cell.” 
 
      
 
    Accepted. Congratulations! Do great deeds, and you’ll get great rewards. Enjoy your game. 
 
      
 
    He had lost a total of five lives but had also made so much progress. 
 
      
 
    Cheater opened his eyes and rejected the old impulse to flitter them around like a scared little lamb, examining a near-identical miserable little closet in a near-identical college hostel. Instead, he leaped to his feet and paid no attention to the standard low-IQ pre-zombie nearby. He seized the clothes laid out neatly on a chair and threw them on. The future ghoul, meanwhile, was running his mouth with the standard useless tripe. Cheater ignored him. Empty conversations were painful enough on their own, and worse when the time till monster invasion was ticking down. 
 
      
 
    The memories of his last death were, to put it mildly, still fresh, which didn’t have the greatest effect on his peace of mind. A wave of panic struck him as he considered that Kitty remained an unknown distance away, infinitely far away, for all he knew. With a crippled leg and all alone in an extremely unfriendly atmosphere, where suffering a violent death was more common than sneezing. Plus, the villainous System not only took away newcomers’ memories: It also turned them into idiots, returning their intellectual abilities in full, or nearly so, by level ten and not before. Adequately evaluating his situation was too much. Cheater had to make considerable mental effort just to develop a rough draft of a simple plan of action for the near future. 
 
      
 
    There was no energy left for what would come after that. First, he had to get out of the city and calm down a bit. Gather his thoughts. If the situation out there allowed, that was. 
 
      
 
    He opened the door and nearly bumped himself on the forehead. All of the thoughts he had drafted together vanished. The most important thing to do was to get control of his own mind, by any and all means necessary. Since the System was still suppressing his intellectual capacities, he had to use any crutch he could find. 
 
      
 
    Cheater would create one such crutch right now. All he needed was a sheet of paper and a writing utensil. Hopefully his dormmate wasn’t stupid enough to not even have basic school supplies around. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the last city, Cheater had started one of his lives in the company of Kitty, and she had things to attend to that prevented them from quickly leaving the rapidly closing trap the System had placed them in. Now he was alone, with no one to distract him, so he could rush right towards the horizon straight from out of the dormitory door. 
 
      
 
    Yet experience advised him otherwise. As much as he wanted to get out of here as quickly as possible, he might regret excessive haste later. There were a lot of things he’d like to do. Cheater’s limited finances and time made him keep his plans to four things: a weapon, a map of the city and its immediate vicinity, transportation, and something that would help him cope with the rapidly developing pain in his knee. Somehow, he had to get all of these things in the shortest possible time. 
 
      
 
    Getting a firearm was a dangerous affair, one that only someone like Kitty could hope to quickly and effectively deal with. Cheater would content himself with a melee weapon. Not a cudgel made of rebar, nor an ax made from a rock tied to a stick—why would he do that when there were shops all around with more advanced tools? Even his System-crippled mind could read signs. He’d check out the stores he was passing as he headed for the cluster border. 
 
      
 
    He reached a suitable place quickly, but he couldn’t deal with the prices. Looking over the many items in the store, he saw dozens that could turn into near- and medium-range weapons with minor tweaks. Sadly, they were all too costly. He sighed and selected the cheapest option, then approached the cashier. 
 
      
 
    “So you’ve got crowbars for sale. What kind of shape are they in? All brand new? Or are they second hand?” 
 
      
 
    The weak intellect of the digi grappled with the non-standard question for a few seconds, then the young man gave a hesitant reply. “Yes, of course they’re all new, of course.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright, go get me one, please,” said Cheater. Then, he made a note on his piece of paper: Remember, you need money when you respawn. 
 
      
 
    The boy saw his little note, so Cheater explained, “Very soon, money is going to be flying around this place like worthless garbage, but I want to bring some to the next life.” 
 
      
 
    That probably didn’t clear up the digi’s confusion. 
 
      
 
    Now, Cheater had his first piece of important advice written down. 
 
      
 
    Alert: You are moving an item into your personal inventory cell. Remaining space: two items with a total weight of no more than thirty grams. 
 
      
 
    He hadn’t even obtained anything yet, and his cell was one-third full with a near-empty piece of paper. But how else could he hope to jump-start his defective brain? 
 
      
 
    And this thing weighs a whole five grams? 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cheater satisfied his cartographical requirements the usual way: Glancing at a student’s tablet and trying to remember as much of the surrounding area as possible. He tightly tied up his knee with a strip of bandage that he purchased at a pharmacy and pocketed a bottle of painkillers. 
 
      
 
    Transportation was the hardest part. He didn’t pass any bike rental outlets, and no one he asked could point him to one. And he definitely didn’t have the money to buy a bike. He ground his teeth and decided to take a taxi, steeling himself for the numerous accidents that might occur along his escape route, with Cheater among the potential victims. But, surprisingly, the trip was fine. Almost boring. The accidents had begun, but they weren’t too bad. If he had stayed a half hour longer, the story would have probably been different, but he had acted quickly and wasted no time on unimportant tasks. 
 
      
 
    Outside the city, meanwhile, everything had gone nuts. 
 
      
 
    The traffic piled up against an impassibly destroyed bridge. Or half a bridge, which had collapsed into a nearly-dry streambed overgrown with impassable walls of reeds. The other part of the bridge was out of sight, if it had ever even existed. Not a hint of it remained. Across the stream, there was no decent two-lane road, just a narrow street with asphalt that looked like it belonged to a nuclear test site. A site which had been used for testing every month for decades. 
 
      
 
    Several cars lined the break, and the drivers and passengers had emerged and were staring at the crossing in a daze. Only Cheater seemed unaffected. He paid the taxi driver, paying no heed to his shocked rants, and limped down the collapsed half of the bridge, straight into the stream. Ignoring the dirty water filling his shoes, he crashed through the reeds, spreading them with his hands, and made it to the opposite shore.  
 
      
 
    He started walking along the road without looking back. 
 
      
 
    Alert: You are leaving cluster 361-55-77. For this revival, this is your cluster of origin. When you leave, your spore meter will become active. Your current spore meter level will decrease at varying rates, depending on your physical exertion, your use of Styx abilities, and the state of your health. Caution: allowing your spore levels to become dangerously low may lead to the loss of a revival. 
 
      
 
    Cheater read the familiar warning from the omnipresent System and grinned wickedly. “Don’t leave! Go back, or else you’ll have to suck down some monster juice!” As if it wanted him to stay in the city which was about to become the feasting table for hordes of creatures that made even modern tanks look weaker than a cage of naked babies being lowered into a pit of hungry lions. 
 
      
 
    He had to scram, and fast. The map from the anonymous student’s tablet had shown that the city was located in the middle of a flat area, with no large rivers or coasts nearby. Meaning there were no barriers to hinder migrating infecteds. From what Kitty had said, Cheater remembered these kinds of clusters were completely unpredictable. Hordes could rush in from any direction, or even from all directions at once. Resets kept them away, but only briefly, and they knew that acres of food followed them. The faster you got out of a fresh cluster, the lower your risk of being in the way of the hordes of starving monsters. 
 
      
 
    Thanks for the lesson, girl. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    How are you doing over there? 
 
      
 
    Of course, she didn’t answer. Cheater had tried messaging her two hundred times by now. The chat was now a party of one, and its theme had even changed into a new, depressing grayed-out look. 
 
      
 
    Gray as a ghost. Or even a corpse. He hoped that was only because they were far apart. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2
Life Six: Pursuit 
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cheater had no idea where the System had brought him, and the further he went, the lower his mood sank. 
 
      
 
    At first, he planned to walk two or three miles down the road, then veer to the left or right depending on the terrain and continue moving in the same general direction, away from the fresh cluster and its monster bait. But not even ten minutes had passed when far ahead, on a hill that the road ran straight over, he saw several human figures. He couldn’t make out any details, but the people were clearly moving towards him. 
 
      
 
    “People” wasn’t a certainty, and one good squint reduced that certainty even further. What would a small crowd of pedestrians be doing in this hellish heat out on the open road, anyway, and far from any signs of civilization? Plus, they were moving straight towards the newly-imported city. 
 
      
 
    They’re infecteds rushing to dinner. No doubt about it. 
 
      
 
    He turned and headed for a strip of forest between a wheatfield and a cornfield, hid in the bushes, and soon confirmed his conclusions: five infecteds walked down the road, three in front and two trailing behind. From a distance, the whole company could be mistaken for humans: their clothes, though dirty, were partly and sometimes completely intact. Their figures were not yet deformed. Their gait had a strange twitch to it, but it was hardly the gait of a beast. They weren’t newly turned: New monsters wandered like antagonists from a classic zombie movie. As these beasts approached, he saw their transformation had taken them well beyond all accepted definitions of human. Recently-turned walkers’ sporesacs would be empty. There was no use confronting them. But these passersby might prove profitable kills. 
 
      
 
    How had Kitty put it? “Levels two to five have a twenty to forty percent chance of carrying spores in their occipital growths.” Plus a little of that cobwebbing, of course. And about a ten percent chance of a “nut.” It really did look like a nut, and you could only take a maximum of one per hour. If your luck held, a nut would boost one of your base stats by fifty percent for as long as fifteen hours. For example, you could become one-and-a-half times as strong as usual. Which was pretty useful. 
 
      
 
    Especially if you had to go hand-to-hand with five runners and nothing but an unimpressive crowbar in your grip. 
 
      
 
    But Cheater didn’t need any bonus adventures right now. The need for spores was severe, yes, but he didn’t want to take any big risks. Killing five of them to get one spore wasn’t up his alley. He was too weak for that, and thankfully too smart to take on a fight with a high chance of an unpleasant outcome for himself. The plans he had made weren’t comprehensive, but they definitely didn’t include painful, unnecessary death. 
 
      
 
    What did they include, then? Nothing, really. Kitty had explained—and frequently implied—that until they reached level ten, newcomers had significant mental deficiently, so it was accepted etiquette to call them idiots and so on, without malicious intent. And what good could come from the mind of a fool? What brilliant plans could it devise? Likely only plans smart enough to get a laugh, and that was if it was lucky. 
 
      
 
    He had to get his brain back online, and fast. Maybe not his full former mental capacity, but at least part of it. Then, he could formulate his long-term plans. 
 
      
 
    If he died on this pitiful field road, he would lose some of the progress he needed to level up his stats. Meaning he would be even farther away from the coveted tenth level, and with nothing gained to make up for it. Cheater had to avoid dying. 
 
      
 
    Another three appeared in the distance, also rushing towards the city. That settled it. Things were getting too hot for him to leave the bushes. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Another infected, moving alone. 
 
      
 
    Cheater didn’t like this new arrival one bit. Unlike the runners, this man had managed to lose all of his human clothes, and even all of his human face. The head was still human shaped, and both arms and legs in place. A normal and abnormal creature at once. It was over six feet tall, its shoulders more buff than the most trained athlete could ever hope for. The symmetry characteristic of humans was fading into deformity, and veins and ropes of muscle protruded from the most unexpected places—and didn’t protrude from where Cheater would’ve placed them. The sight was terrifying. Even a newcomer, completely unaware of what these creatures could do, would immediately know to keep a large distance away. 
 
      
 
    The runners had disappeared. They tried to avoid being close to the developed ghouls, since when the latter lacked food, they were not averse to making a meal of their younger siblings. 
 
      
 
    Glancing at his crowbar, Cheater suppressed his first instinct. It was only one enemy, sure. But no. Squinting at the beast gave only limited information, which didn’t include its level. 
 
      
 
    Object: infected. Level unknown. Chance of valuable loot: unknown. Styx abilities: unlikely. 
 
      
 
    He wouldn’t find out the details about the monster unless he killed it, but the fact that its level was hidden meant that it was much greater than Cheater’s miserable four levels. That said, “monster” was generous. Based on his experience with the larger beasts and Kitty’s confusing explanations, it was probably around level twenty-five. Trying to take it down with a pistol was a fool’s errand for an experienced immune. A young fool like him would only be asking to be lunch. 
 
      
 
    But these chances made Cheater sad. Very sad. Spores were guaranteed loot from a creature like that. 
 
      
 
    Oh well. There would be more chances. 
 
      
 
    Sadly, the decision to fight or not was Cheater’s alone. The beast had already passed the small trail Cheater had taken into the forest when it stopped abruptly and twitched its plate-covered head. It stared towards the very thicket Cheater was hiding in. In fact, it seemed to be staring right into his eyes. 
 
      
 
    He couldn’t retreat. Even moderately advanced infecteds had no trouble detecting movement. A stationary target, by contrast, had a chance at escaping detection, even in open terrain. 
 
      
 
    For about five seconds, nothing happened. The monster stared at the thickets, and Cheater pretended to be a tasteless mound of dirt. Then, the beast noticed something else. Cheater didn’t know what. It spun back towards the city, then bent forward and charged down the road at record-breaking speed. 
 
      
 
    Cheater’s incredulous eyes followed the bony bull down the road. He dared not sigh in relief until it was completely out of sight. Perhaps the System wasn’t so cruel, after all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Slowly lifting his head, Cheater looked around. Behind him, the blooming sunflower field stretched out left and right, but in front of him it faded away to nothing, and he could see a narrow strip of dirt road running along the edge. Agricultural machinery had likely used it not long ago, but now the season wasn’t right for that kind of movement. Even in the real world, this path would be quiet nowadays. In this phony world, it had probably been months since a tractor rumbled by. 
 
      
 
    Cheater didn’t want to leave the cover of the sunflowers, sure, but neither did he want to hang around until nightfall. He had a lot of things to get, and there was nothing worth taking in this sunflower field. His list kept accumulating advice he was writing for his future self, advice which he tried to read in full whenever he added something new. 
 
      
 
    Nothing on the paper said he needed to sit among sunflowers all day. He would take a good look around again and emerge. 
 
      
 
    The path was free of surprises. Except maybe that it was hardly a path. More of a pair of tractor ruts at least a few days old, going by Cheater’s modest grasp of ... pathology? Hmm. There’s got to be a word for that. 
 
      
 
    So where should he go? 
 
      
 
    Onward, past the thorny thickets and up the hill. He could get a good look at his surroundings from up there. Who knew what might be hiding on the other side? Perhaps a promising location where he could satisfy a few of the points on his paper. 
 
      
 
    He did not spy his Canaan from the top of the hill, but he could see how the heads of the sunflowers twitched in the distance, moving aside to let someone following him pass. It was the strong ghoul that had paused on the road, stumbling slowly but surely in the footsteps of the man who had just been through. 
 
      
 
    Ugh. The bastard’s stalking its prey. And Cheater had little chance of taking care of his pursuer with nothing but a crowbar to fight with. 
 
      
 
    So what else could he do? Just die? A great way to lose another life, with nothing to show for it but the pile of hodgepodge advice he had jotted down on his paper. 
 
      
 
    Cheater turned away from the field, studying the area around, looking for options. There weren’t many. Further down, the hill made a smooth descent to a canal bed that he could see running about five hundred feet. It was dry, but it looked like water had been there until just recently. The reset must have interrupted the flow. The bottom could still be muddy, which might slow his crossing. And even if he got across, how would that help him? What would he do on the other side? Just die farther away. Nothing was over there but another strip of reeds and a field of some crop short in height. Early wheat, or something like that. It was no shelter. The beast would ascend the hill and spot its limping prey with ease. 
 
      
 
    The only place that offered meager hope lay about a mile to the right. He could see some odd structures there, poking up over the reeds, and concrete buildings that did not seem to be residential. Cheater had no idea what the complex was, but maybe he could hide there, or at least find something that he could burn to mask his human smell. Some way to break his trail and put distance between him and his tracker while the latter floundered about, chasing a red herring. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    The System was selective about the memories it took. Nearly everyone could remember associations, like what different kinds of buildings looked like. They just couldn’t remember personal memories and experiences. Anything encyclopedic remained in their heads. Theories were allowed to stay; practice was not. 
 
      
 
    Yet Cheater was getting nothing from that knowledge here. The structure he was approaching was only more incomprehensible as he drew near. What in the world did they build this for? What is it? It looked like a complicated sluice. Too complicated to figure out. Must be a government project. Perhaps he had known little about hydroelectric structures in life, and cyberlife had done nothing to add to that. 
 
      
 
    Whatever its purpose was, the site was a whole complex, including a bridge for cars running across the canal, a gigantic gate to let ships by, and one of the ships buried in the dried mud right in the middle of the gate. There were also security or checkpoint booths of some kind on each side. Plus a few buildings to maintain the whole mini-economy. 
 
      
 
    Cheater ran into two grumbling ghouls in the spaces between the buildings. He noticed them at the last moment. He was just in too much of a hurry, the pain from his tormented knee was drawing more and more of his attention, and the creatures were in a bad spot just around a corner. It was hard for anyone in a hurry to notice them. 
 
      
 
    The late notice didn’t turn out to be a problem. Without even having to squint, Cheater knew they were no match for him. Their clothes were a little soiled, but still in place. They moved quickly, but not at all confidently. Level five at most. These types were only dangerous in large crowds, or against opponents who had no idea in hell how to handle themselves. 
 
      
 
    By now, Cheater was sure he knew how to handle himself. Time to prove it. 
 
      
 
    He put forward his hurt leg, gripping the crowbar by its end with both hands and waiting for the approach of the creatures, in a pose awkwardly reminiscent of a batter just before the pitch. 
 
      
 
    The first ghoul broke ahead of the second, but to no avail: The bent end of the crowbar smashed his nose into his skull, crushing his eyes with it. The second survived for a short while longer. She was too stupid to learn from the experience of her partner and moved in a straight line, making no attempt to dodge the completely predictable blow. 
 
      
 
    Disgustingly brushing off the bloody scraps attached to the bar, Cheater remarked to himself, “There. That’s how I level up my Strength.” It was imprecise applications of brute physical force that pumped the Strength stat, which was a primary or “base” stat linked to his leveling. Cheater needed to reach level ten as quickly as he could. There, his intellect should improve substantially, and his supernatural gift would show itself. 
 
      
 
    Furthermore, the locals paid no respect to people with single-digit levels, so he’d have trouble manipulating them for his own interests until he made progress. 
 
      
 
    Enough theory. Time for some practice. First, he had to break open these sporesacs. The chance of getting a spore from these weak creatures was small, but non-zero. As much as he didn’t want to waste time opening their heads, it was necessary. He wished he had some extra eyes to watch his back while he worked, as there were plenty of places around here for more enemies to be hiding. He really couldn’t plan for the future encounter without some careful reconnaissance, either. 
 
      
 
    Well, that was a waste of time. No spores, just webbing. Practically worthless. It was time to scope out the complex. 
 
      
 
    First, he had to find something that could throw his pursuer off his scent. He found a fire shield with a bucket of sand. No help, but that big fire ax might come in handy. Further down the road, he ran into terrible-smelling piles of bones and dirty rags, with a plastic helmet beside them. None of these could help cover his tracks, at least not in a way he could stomach. 
 
      
 
    Next to them, though, stood a truck. Maybe Cheater could escape by driving it away. First, he’d have to look for the keys, and Cheater wasn’t sure how good his driving skills were in this world. Without strong driving ability, he’d get stuck, and the horde of monsters attracted to the roar of his engines would pounce. 
 
      
 
    Come on, think! Faster! His pursuer was moving along slowly, relying only on its sense of smell, but it wouldn’t exactly be taking coffee breaks on the road. It would get here eventually. 
 
      
 
    He looked at the truck again and cursed, admitting that Kitty was right. He really was an idiot. No more hesitating. 
 
      
 
    Grabbing the bucket of sand, he limped to the truck. There, his IQ proved high enough to strike the tank at its base when he hit it with his ax. The risk of a random spark igniting the gas fumes was minimal down there. Gas whizzed out, and he plopped his bucket underneath to collect it. He grinned. Diesel. That was a pleasant surprise: adequate for his situation, and much less volatile than gasoline. Its smell was pungent, and it took a long time to dry. Just the thing. 
 
      
 
    He poured it on the pavement in both directions, and then under his feet. Then, he planted his sneakers under the stream. He hated ruining his shoes, of course, but that was better than losing his head. 
 
      
 
    The stench from the flowing diesel filled the whole complex. Cheater couldn’t even smell the rotting bones anymore. Of course, even if the trick threw off his scent, the man had to hope that the beast wouldn’t be smart enough to continue its pursuit by following the smell of the diesel. He had to believe its strong smell would disguise his human one. Besides, the ghouls were even known to follow the scent of gas, as vehicles usually meant humans. 
 
      
 
    Kitty had mentioned that many infecteds could pull off much more impressive stunts than just sniffing past the smell of gasoline. Their tracking abilities were undeterred by pepper, by tobacco, and even by specially-formulated fluids that saturated clothes and shoes to throw off pursuers. Yet Cheater doubted this creature was capable of the higher beastly arts. It wasn’t all that powerful. 
 
      
 
    Alright, time to go. First, he would follow the strip of reeds which had overgrown the canal bank. It would hide him from being sighted by his pursuer. Once he had cleared some distance, he could resume what he had been doing before the crude interruption: looking for promising locations at which to boost his level and obtain what he needed to survive in this terrible world. 
 
      
 
    Peeking out from behind the truck, Cheater took in the road that ran along the canal. The road he had taken here. 
 
      
 
    The ghoul was there, moving confidently along—not at a run, but not slowly either—and now no more than a hundred yards from its prey. Damn. Cheater had estimated he still had five-odd minutes left. 
 
      
 
    He looked around, surveying the area further, examining everything that ran along the wall of the mysterious structures. With a good leg, he’d have time to run across the open space and barely throw himself into those tall reeds. 
 
      
 
    But with his knee, there was no way he’d make it. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3
Life Six: E. E. Cheater 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cheater may not have understood the purpose of the complex, but this room’s intent was clear: It stored large equipment. Perhaps the drained truck itself had resided here. But no vehicles were inside now, so it was a spacious room, with tiny windows up high lining the ceiling. The sun’s rays pushed through the small holes, giving enough light to the area since there was nothing bulky to hinder them. 
 
      
 
    The light did little to cheer his spirits, and not even due to the rotting corpse hanging from the ceiling. Cheater could live with that. It was the creature hanging around outside that troubled him. 
 
      
 
    A shadow passed over one of the windows. The beast was trying to get a look inside. It probably wasn’t interested in old tires and spare parts. The swinging corpse might attract it: When fresh prey was lacking, the creatures could eat carrion. Those couple of infecteds had been milling about for this reason, attracted by the stench but too dumb to open doors. Like immunes, the low-level infecteds had severely stunted intellects. 
 
      
 
    The monster outside was hardly attracted by the smell of decay alone. This ghoul wasn’t dumb. It had noticed the door slamming shut and realized the cause was clearly neither draft nor poltergeist, and it was determined to investigate. To do that, it had to get inside. A difficult task: the walls were reinforced concrete, and the gates were thick metal sheets, firmly bolted down and held closed from the inside by a massive crossbar. Most beasts would give up, but this one was stubborn. 
 
      
 
    Leave me the hell alone! 
 
      
 
    It didn’t see anything and checked the window again. Nothing but a cat could hope to get through the window, so it jumped noisily around on the asphalt—and then, after a minute of silence, it slammed into the gate. 
 
      
 
    The metal bent but did not give. Even in the scant lighting, Cheater realized the protective barrier would buckle in an hour, maybe two. His problems would grow exponentially at that point. And his time to solve them would shrink exponentially. 
 
      
 
    As he glanced around at the scattered metal parts, Cheater was forced to admit that he could not build anything in an hour, five hours, or even a day, that could kill the monster for sure. He would give it a good scratch, but that was small comfort. 
 
      
 
    Instead, he would spend the time thinking about how not to waste his next life as he had wasted this one. 
 
      
 
    Uncrumpling his piece of paper, he looked at the text again. Alright, what do we have here? Just some dubious advice. That applied to entirely different situations. None of the snippets applied to this one, except maybe the bit about finding a decent weapon. Where was Cheater supposed to find something like that in here? If he had known where to find it, he wouldn’t have bothered with his paper. And he couldn’t bring a weapon to the next life with him. All he could take along was thirty-five grams, tops, and bound items weren’t granted to foolish newcomers. The tiny cell that he did have was only thanks to luck. 
 
      
 
    Wait. 
 
      
 
    He turned to the person-pendulum and shook his head, then looked back at the paper again. 
 
      
 
    There it was: “Don’t forget about money.” Here, spending money well was all about being in the right place at the right time, in those few minutes where those around you perceived cash as cash, not as fuel for campfires. 
 
      
 
    Cheater expected to be in one of those places and those times soon. 
 
      
 
    The man had been hanging for days. Weeks. Maybe even a couple of months. He looked and smelled terrible. When Cheater searched the body, he almost vomited at the larvae swarming in the man’s mouth and nostrils. Almost. The dead man was a hoarder, his pockets holding a ring of keys, a pack of cigs, a miniature walkie-talkie of a bright orange color, rolls of coins of various values, mini-pliers, a penknife—and a wallet. 
 
      
 
    But after searching the final find, Cheater couldn’t resist cursing the man aloud. The wallet had bills inside, but in a disappointing quantity. And quality. They were all tiny denominations, and Cheater could bring no more than three along. Little help when he began his next life. 
 
      
 
    Wait. Not three. His cell had three spots, sure, but one was already occupied: the paper filled with valuable advice for idiots stricken with amnesia. He could only bring two bills. 
 
      
 
    A particularly loud bang made him turn. The welded corner supports at the top of the gate were starting to give way. The creature had changed its tactics, charging headlong and slamming all its weight up higher rather than down lower. The gate’s builders hadn’t thought of this possibility. 
 
      
 
    Cheater had less time than he had thought. Much less time. Life seven would come soon, then, with a paltry rebirthday bonus of a few bucks. 
 
      
 
    He could try to memorize his notes, of course. Then abandon the paper here and take three bills back instead of two. But how could a moron such as he hope to accomplish such a feat of mental prowess? From the beginning, he had seen how the System only favored newcomers in principle. In actuality, it made things intolerable for them by messing with their minds. His memory was a swamp of confusion. Whatever he committed might stay with him, or be forgotten. 
 
      
 
    He’d never remember a whole sheet of paper. Especially when it was so disorganized, so incoherent. He would forget a critical part and only remember it once it was too late. And that mess of notes and a couple of bills was all this life would gain him. 
 
      
 
    What a waste. 
 
      
 
    He should have clearly described each point and written them out in some organized fashion. And he should have stuck to one word where one word would do, instead of being so verbose. 
 
      
 
    What if he rewrote it? The gates would hold long enough for that. Compressing everything into the minimum number of words and committing it to memory. That could work. 
 
      
 
    And if he made it rhyme, well, that would be even better. Easier to remember. He would turn his tips into poetry, stuff three bills in his cell, and go meet the beast with his ax. The beast that was an unlikely kill even for a man armed with pistols. 
 
      
 
    It was a genius thought for an idiot like him. Alright, let’s get started. 
 
      
 
    Without taking his eyes off the gates shaking under the blows of the massive body slamming into it, Cheater swallowed nervously and began, his voice as he made poetry quavering as much as the legs of a kindergartener reciting it. 
 
      
 
    “Once you wake up in the dorm, 
 
    go as far as you can roam. 
 
    Visit stores along the way, 
 
    buy what you need for today. 
 
    Goods that make strong weapons, grab. 
 
    Axes, saws, crowbars and... Wait. The hell would I need saws for?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thirty minutes later, Cheater had to admit his poetry skill was less than zero. His attempts were hopeless. The result was so miserable that he would have an easier time just memorizing the original jumble. 
 
      
 
    But there was no time left. The gate supports had given way, and now the creature was bending the upper left corner inwards, more and more with each blow. The metal curled inward, like a tin can curled upward. 
 
      
 
    The new hole gave the room much more light. Then, it grew dark again as the monster pressed its body up against the gap, looking in, staring at Cheater, and growling its oath that dinner time was soon. 
 
      
 
    Cheater answered back now. “I blame you, beast. I can’t be creative in these conditions! My inner muse just doesn’t like you.” 
 
      
 
    The intruder took no offense at that. It stopped grumbling and backed away from the gate, preparing to charge it again. 
 
      
 
    Cheater had the rather heroic notion of emerging to meet his foe. Raising the bar, opening the gate, and meeting his end sooner rather than delaying. But he quickly dismissed that plan. At least the enemy might exhaust itself a little more this way, boosting his chances ever so slightly. 
 
      
 
    Even if that boost just bumped them from a large negative to a small one. 
 
      
 
    Yet the strength of the next blow made it clear that the aggressor was not close to showing signs of fatigue. This time, its weight buckled the frame, and the corner folded in almost enough to let the creature through. Sensing success was near, the beast seized the metal with both paws and clawed it till it shone, expanding the gap, its grumbling drowning out the complaints of the metal. 
 
      
 
    And it was through. The top of its head began to press into the garage, expanding the passageway. Its skull was covered with bone plates capable of easily withstanding pistol bullets. 
 
      
 
    Alright, this is the end. Time for the dorm again. 
 
      
 
    “Why me? Why am I so unlucky?” Cheater sighed, getting up from where he sat. 
 
      
 
    This life had been spent quickly and meaninglessly. No new levels, no valuable objects, and no new bits of knowledge. 
 
      
 
    Of course, his “Luck” was pumping higher than anyone else could ever dream of. It was a worthless stat, in truth. Boosting Luck was the System’s way of mocking him. It wasn’t even a base stat, so it didn’t help him level up. Meaning it didn’t help him recover his faculties of memory and reason. 
 
      
 
    The corner continued to give. The bar held, but it would not for long. It was misshapen and would leap from its groove with any blow now, swinging the whole wall open to admit the indefatigable monster. Its head was almost completely inside, but its bloated shoulders were still too big to let its body follow. 
 
      
 
    The position was awkward for the beast. It hung without any support, any place to push off from, to leverage its considerable strength. 
 
      
 
    Realized this, the ghoul let go of the resisting gate and surged its arm forward, grabbing the very I-beam the suicide victim dangled beneath. Now, it had leverage. Its muscles tensed, and the metal of the gate offered another moan, then a death screech as the beast’s misshapen shoulders ground their way in. 
 
      
 
    Cheater realized that the advantages he had against the beast’s current position would be gone in seconds, and he threw the crowbar with all his might. He aimed for the eye, and the projectile would have hit, but the monster just swung its head carelessly, and the piece of iron bounced off of its plate armor, ricocheting into the corner with an apologetic ring. “Oh, come on!” 
 
      
 
    Nothing but grumbling in response. Very happy grumbling. 
 
      
 
    Swallowing nervously, Cheater rushed forward, swinging his ax. He thought he might go for the head, but then he remembered how quickly the beast had thrown its paw forward to grab that I-beam. 
 
      
 
    Without the beast’s focus on holding it down and with one less beast arm to do so, the door rebounded, pushing the beast upwards and back, trying to push its head out. But the metal had little time to react before the beast’s lightning-fast claws had found a new support point. Its speed was unbelievable. 
 
      
 
    Cheater had to keep a safe distance from those arms. One swing of an arm would cripple him in an instant. No human could face that in hand-to-hand combat. Well, no newcomer, anyway. Though the abilities of veteran “players” were much greater, Cheater was hardly a veteran. 
 
      
 
    The ax was heavy, and he hurled it hard, driving it into the fingers grasping the I-beam. Cheater himself had not expected to hit a target so high up, and with such precision, even though he knew he never had any trouble with accuracy in this world. 
 
      
 
    The beast wasn’t all that powerful. It was far below an elite, and it hadn’t expected a trick from its fleshy appetizer. Its only thought was how to get inside and grab its meal. 
 
      
 
    Axes couldn’t cut through the monstrous, bony fingers, but the blow was a good one. The creature’s hand reacted. Its task had been a difficult one even in the pre-ax phase, before the arrogant human interrupted the fast food plan. The beast lost its hold, but its confusion did not last long, and soon its hand founds its previous hold, the corner of the gate—though not so quickly this time. 
 
      
 
    But the situation had changed, and the previous hold no longer worked. 
 
      
 
    Now the supports were not enough to keep the gate in its previous shape. The metal memory of the door returned for a moment, moving back towards its place. But this time, it was bent beyond unbending, so rather than push the creature outside, it pushed it up. The creature’s head was pinned against the top of the frame, its wriggling body, shoulders down, hanging outside. The monster couldn’t pull out now, with the metal clenching it by the neck, in the joints between its plates of bone. 
 
      
 
    There was no way forward, and no way back. It was stuck. 
 
      
 
    Cheater was too much of an idiot newcomer to realize at first what had happened. But he did know those paws wouldn’t be getting to him anytime soon. They were stuck outside, with the shoulders and everything else. The creature’s head, meanwhile was too big to yank out. It was trapped, its limbs waving frantically in the air outside, and it couldn’t find a new grip. The monstrous man-eating beast was now as helpless as a howling stray cat, dangling pinned by the tail from a tree or telephone pole. Given enough time, it would jerk its way free of the overstressed trap. 
 
      
 
    But who in their right mind who give it enough time? 
 
      
 
    Encouraged by the newfound helplessness of his enemy, Cheater leaped again, cutting into the ghoul’s head with all his strength. The ax blade sparked. The beast’s bony defenses held strong, while Cheater barely managed to hold onto the ax. It felt like he was beating a cast-iron mannequin. 
 
      
 
    A sobering feeling, but it returned him to reasonable courses of thinking. Cheater watched the creature’s struggles. Now it looked like a worm, wriggling in the beak of a robin. The beast’s sporesac, vulnerable even to the weakest of weapons, was too high up. The man grinned. “You wait here, OK? I need to go grab a stool. I’ll be right back.” 
 
      
 
    Answer: grumbling. How original. At least it wasn’t joyful grumbling this time. The beast sounded quite concerned. 
 
      
 
    Perhaps Luck meant something, after all. 
 
      
 
    But only when accompanied by an ax. And a stool. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4
Life Six: On the Road Again 
 
      
 
    Cheater had no great faith in the holiness of those who had previously worked in all of these structures, but after spending almost an hour searching every nook carefully, he was forced to admit that either they didn’t drink alcohol at all or, before they started hanging themselves or feeding the beasts with their flesh, they downed it to ease their terror. No matter the reason, it was bad for today’s sole living resident of the place. Lifewater required alcohol. 
 
      
 
    He searched the sluice guard booth on the other side of the sluice gate. Not that he thought he’d find alcohol there, but he might find a gun. No such luck. Just more rags and bones. Any marksmen had fled with their weapons—or raiders had already been here. 
 
      
 
    The area seemed remote enough, with no decent roads or towns in sight. It would be perfect for a couple of adventure-free days letting his knee heal up, but without lifejuice, that was impossible. So with a sorrowful sigh, Cheater turned to follow the canal. It had to lead somewhere. 
 
      
 
    By the time he had cleared over a mile, he was cursing the stupid canal, the stupid road, and his stupid decisions. It was over a mile of reeds to the left, reeds to the right, and a narrow strip of compacted clay strewn with rubble between them, and there was still no end in sight. His knee was protesting more and more. He resisted the temptation to take more frequent breaks. Experience had shown him that they would neither help the pain much nor recharge his batteries. The sun was high and hot, turning the clay into a smelly, black ooze that attracted swarms of insects who liked nothing more than to acquaint themselves with the lone traveler. He was mortally thirsty already, and the longer he stayed in this canal smelling of trash and trench foot, the worse his dehydration would get. Taking another step, he had to bite his lip to keep from crying out. It was like the sun had come to drive a red-hot iron through his knee. 
 
      
 
    And twist it now and then. 
 
      
 
    If another pursuer picked up his trail now, the chase would not last long. In this world, that could happen at any moment. 
 
      
 
    Kitty had repeatedly told him that the infecteds did not like to go into the water. They preferred to move along the coast instead, turning shores into places of heightened danger. 
 
      
 
    But the canal was really just a dry crust atop waist-deep black mud. Cheater had tested it with a stick back during his search for booze. He might guess that the ghouls would not want to move through a barrier of mud, but the beast fated to be slain by a garage door had. 
 
      
 
    In any case, returning through the quagmire to the sluice complex was not a good idea. There was nothing there of value. He had to press on, and as quickly as possible. Vainly cursing the escalating pain in his leg as he did. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cheater saw the new road from afar. It ran almost perpendicular to the canal and caught your eye even if you failed to look closely, as it stretched across the top of a long mound or dam. It wasn’t very high up, but he desperately wanted to reach it to check out the area from a better altitude. 
 
      
 
     It would be nice to spot a town, the kind where dangerous creatures were a rare find. He could clean out the lesser infecteds, get alcohol for his lifewater, and give some food to his grumbling belly. But Cheater resisted the first impulse thanks to one of the clearest and best pieces of advice on his paper: “Take your time whenever you need to step out into the open.” Nothing was more open than a bare mound in the center of a swampy field, surrounded by tall reeds in which any number of monsters could be hiding. 
 
      
 
    He was thirsty and hungry, and eager to do anything to get rid of the incessant insects, but Cheater resisted the impulse to charge out. Resisted for a whole hour, in fact, as he came to some unhappy conclusions: infecteds walked this path. Not often, though. During his whole time of observation, only two groups passed: a pair and a trio. They were mid-level, not very dangerous, happily stomping towards the city. Latecomers. It was clear that here in the middle of the swamp, they were forced to choose the only dry path, so Cheater had to worry about more of them showing up. 
 
      
 
    There was no sign that living humans were present, though, and that was good. Cheater was more afraid of them than ghouls, for you could never tell friend from foe when you saw immunes. Many were likely to snipe you to death from afar before you even knew they were there. His best option was to wait for the cover of darkness, but if he spent all of his daylight hours camped out in reedwalls, his journey to get back to Kitty would drag on for years. 
 
      
 
    And years wasn’t an option in this world, where death was constant, and respawns finite. 
 
      
 
    Cheater picked a place where he could climb up the embankment without being too exposed, crouch behind the fence, and look around. He noticed nothing else to attract his attention, so he inspected the road. It stretched out to the left without anything of significance, but to the right he saw a traffic jam at least a half a mile away, with some of the cars off the road, as though a heavy bulldozer had driven through the small traffic jam, tossing the vehicles off the roadway. There wasn’t any movement. Whatever had happened there, it wasn’t happening anymore. 
 
      
 
    As he watched the road, Cheater could not help but admit that some of his reflections about the nature of the area turned out to be wrong. For example, the marsh didn’t extend beyond the mound. No, instead there was the dark, ripply surface of a huge reservoir, with reeds lining its shores, surrounded by a dry slope upwards and short shrubbery in abundance. A hundred yards off shore, a capsized boat bobbed in the waves near a brood of ducks. He noticed nothing else remarkable on that side. 
 
      
 
    But there were two noteworthy places in his view. The first was on the right, less than half a mile away, behind a pile of cars. There, among the stunted greenery of low, crooked trees, Cheater could see houses, most one and some two floors tall. As the development receded into the distance, the houses grew in number. Two strange structures towered off behind them, in the same direction, possibly with equipment for cellular communication. That was probably a small town, or even the suburbs of a bigger town. Meaning that there were good chances he’d find the things he needed there—and an increased risk of running into highly-developed monsters. 
 
      
 
    The noteworthy place on his left was more appealing. The canal ran into another sluice gate, much larger than the one he had abandoned at that strange complex, and further down it split into two. One branch ran along more houses. Another town. This town looked much more modest. It seemed likely that before being transferred to this meat grinder, a few people had lived there, but they had been eaten long ago, and the strong creatures had rushed on, leaving no one behind or leaving only a couple of slow hobbling zombies. 
 
      
 
    Cheater did remember, though, his encounter in one tiny village with a beast so developed, he still didn’t believe he made it out alive. It was an unlikely event—he’d have to be the unluckiest man in the world to have that keep happening to him. 
 
      
 
    He made his decision and started moving along the fence. A hundred paces down, he stopped and crouched down when he saw suspicious movement. Shielding his eyes from the merciless midday sun, he pressed his palm to his forehead, squinting. Three figures, moving towards him. They were walking without the perk of a usual human gait, but also without the animal self-confidence of the developed monsters. Meaning Cheater would have no problem dealing with them without getting hurt. 
 
      
 
    A brief argument ensued in his mind, between the voices of reason and passion. The former was hindered by the newcomer’s curse, with its selective memory and limited common sense. The latter was hungry for blood and convinced of the guaranteed success of Cheater’s plan. After all, he had successfully killed these types several times, and victory might mean getting some spores, plus experience points. The three bodies on the road may attract attention, but Cheater could finish them off a ways from the village. 
 
      
 
    Heck, that might even draw beasts away while he looted the place. A serious monster on his trail might get distracted by the roadkill and lose the scent. 
 
      
 
    The side of passion won. Cheater marched towards the trio with the nervous determination of a professional idiot. He made no attempt at stealth. What was the point? 
 
      
 
    The road turned into a bridge across the canal, and the low guardrail became very transparent chain-link on either side of the bridge. A mouse would have trouble finding a place to hide. If reason had been a little more present, it would have told him to descend to the reeds, find a place hidden on three sides but not from the trio, and watch for a while. Infecteds weren’t blind, and their sense of smell was strong. They wouldn’t miss a tasty morsel like him. Then the fight would begin on his terms, in the place he chose, and without any unnecessary witnesses. 
 
      
 
    But no. Without so much as glancing around, Cheater marched on towards the bridge. And instead of hashing out the pros and cons of his plan of attack, he did little to prepare but flex his arms and nervously toss his ax back and forth. The glint of the blade in the sun did subconsciously heat his blood, though, and being riled up was useful in combat. 
 
      
 
    He finished crossing the bridge and tackled the slight turn in the road just after it, still playing with his ax. The guardrail was even lower than before, absurdly unhelpful and improving the line of sight of all possible observers. They might be hiding among the houses that he planned to explore and sack in the little town up ahead. Or they could take refuge in the vegetation lining the road on both sides. This side of the canal was not swampy, and in the stunted trees and bushes, dried as they were by the heat, hordes of ghouls could be hiding without having to deal with their fear of water. 
 
      
 
    But Cheater still refused to let his brain come back online. Not that a naive newcomer had much in the way of brains, anyway. 
 
      
 
    Underdeveloped infecteds were hardly observant, but neither were they sightless. They reacted to the man playing with the ax once he came within two hundred yards. All three simultaneously upgraded their already quick pace to a lopsided, stumbling run. 
 
      
 
    Cheater stopped and held his ax in his left hand. With his right, he pulled a heavy screwdriver out of the canvas bag he had grabbed back at the sluice gate complex. It would have to substitute for a throwing knife. It might not have been very sharp, but he could hurl anything with pinpoint accuracy. He could have used other items from the bag for the same purpose, but throwing from afar would hardly yield good results, and he couldn’t afford to waste a single throw. He didn’t want to encounter a ghoul flying through the air with an ax in his left hand, especially since he was right-handed. 
 
      
 
    As he prepared the throw, Cheater lost focus on everything else. He was no longer paying attention to the surrounding area. All of his attention was on the trio racing at him. His meager brainpower drilled down on a single task: determine which was the most dangerous enemy and send the screwdriver his way. Attempts to squint yielded nothing in the way of help. Unintelligible red flashes above the ghouls bore only abridged information about them. They were too far away for a newcomer like him to rely on inspect mode. 
 
      
 
    Whatever. There’s another way to find out. He could just look at their appearance, including the state of their apparel. This would tell a man with his head on straight a great deal. Mentally handicapped as he was, Cheater could still determine a few things. 
 
      
 
    His analysis did not last long. The fastest one was recognized as the most dangerous. 
 
    When they were a short distance away, the fast one managed to break free ahead of his companions by a few steps. He had lost nearly all of his clothes, and his skin was showing latticed foretellings of metamorphosis. No claws were visible yet, but his fingers looked like they were meant to have them. So he wasn’t level twelve or higher yet. His face looked bad, but it was still more or less human. Good. A screwdriver wouldn’t do much against a level twelve—even hitting right in the eye was unlikely to do much but enrage it. 
 
      
 
    Cheater hurled the tool when the target was a half dozen steps away. Then, he grabbed his ax with both hands and jumped to the side. The ghoul’s unsteady attempts to slow his pace failed to prevent inertia from dragging him past. He didn’t even manage to reach his arm out for Cheater as he passed. Only a turn of the head, which gave Cheater a front-row seat of the handle protruding from the dead man’s left eye. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t faze the pair behind, who corrected their course slightly to intersect with their meal’s. 
 
      
 
    Cheater was ready for them. He jerked one way, then the other to confuse them. They almost collided and began to trip over each other, waving their arms about comically. He cut at one of their arms with his ax since the creature’s head was too far away and hit true, right at her elbow, but failed to sever the limb. The wound did nothing to discourage the ghoul, who clumsily pivoted right to try to grab her fast food on the go, but her partner also reached out, and so they crashed together at full speed and fell, rolling across the asphalt. All Cheater had to do was jump and then swing a few times like he was chopping firewood. 
 
      
 
    There was no point to aiming for the sporesacs—their skulls shattered easily enough. 
 
      
 
    He turned around to look, still chopping. Good thing, too. The first opponent was not agonizing over his new vision situation but was trying to reach the human in a twitchy, uncoordinated manner. Only a few steps away, he wasn’t making much progress. He was clearly having some difficulties with coordination. 
 
      
 
    These difficulties were exacerbated by Cheater delivering a powerful blow from his foot into the beast’s knee. The wounded freak collapsed and took an ax blow to the head. 
 
      
 
    That’s that. Three down. He hadn’t worked up a sweat, nor received a single scratch. Like taking candy from a corpse. 
 
      
 
    But as he straightened up, he remembered that it was best to look around now and again. 
 
      
 
    So he looked. There was a lot of candy still for the taking. 
 
      
 
    He was in trouble. Deep, steaming trouble. 
 
      
 
    Senseless idiot. I’ve done it this time. 
 
      
 
    Infecteds were coming out of the thickets on both sides. The short battle in the open, elevated arena had attracted their attention. Now, they were rushing to give the winner their accolades. 
 
      
 
    One, two, three, four... Nine of them. Cheater turned back towards the bridge by the sluice gate and at last realized how much he had sacrificed for one single skirmish with three losers on a canal bank. He was right that the outcome would be a resounding victory, but the victor would probably not be he. 
 
      
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, he saw another pair of them leap out of the bushes. Cheater grimaced at the surging pain in his knee and took a step back, wracking his brain in an attempt to answer one simple question: How could he prevent his own brash stupidity from now costing him his sixth life? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5
Life Six: On the Housetops Again 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cheater had barely more than a modest idea of how a sluice gate worked, but he knew one thing for certain: electricity was required. Designs powered by steam or by manual labor had ceased to be used long ago. This meant that a high-capacity power line ran down the road to the hydroelectric complex. Electricity couldn’t be tapped directly from this line—drawing power meant going through a transformer. 
 
      
 
    He saw some transformers nearby in an old cinder block shed by the road. It had a flat roof and low, thick fence around it. He could climb up onto it via a badly rusted ladder. 
 
      
 
    Cheater hopped up onto the shed, staring down at more than twenty groaning infecteds looking up at him. Some tried to grab at the rungs of the ladder, but let go before climbing up. These ones weren’t as stupid, as the quick demise of the first three was still fresh in their minds. They had all met a terrible end. The man above had killed the three of them easily, smashing their skulls in with a crowbar. 
 
      
 
    Why hadn’t he used his ax? Well, he had needed to throw that at a beast in his way as he fled. The creature had jumped at him suddenly, leaving him no time to devise another plan. Cheater hadn’t been sure that an ax to the head would really do much to a beast that strong, so he had hurled his blade at its knee. A leg shot never killed an infected, but it did slow them down, for infecteds at that stage had weaker protection on their legs than elsewhere. The move was a good one, letting him dodge any closer acquaintance with the creature’s nails, which were quickly becoming claws. 
 
      
 
    The throw barely took any time, but it hardly helped him escape. The nimblest ghouls were practically licking the back of his neck. Cheater saw little hope for salvation in the transformer shed, but at least it was something. Otherwise the creatures would have caught him a hundred yards down the road, and the whole crowd would have dug into him, and he would be dispatched again to a new life full of unpredictable level-one adventures. 
 
      
 
    He really did not want to have another go at that dorm so soon. 
 
      
 
    Transitioning from a full run to a vertical climb is a trick. And when you’ve been running for nearly half a mile over obstacles and with leg deficiencies, well, it’s even harder. But Cheater managed it, springing up like a model rocket. 
 
      
 
    He managed to seize the crossbar of the faraway ladder, but as he started pulling himself up, some strong, grumbling, famished beast took him by the ankles and pierced his left calf with its greedy teeth. The pain was indescribable. Screaming with rage and fear and kicking with his right foot, Cheater only held on by some titanic effort, his fingers protesting almost as loudly as his calf. What saved him was the slower, dumber ghouls. They started jumping at him, and that interfered with their stronger friend’s jaw clamp. The beasts all collapsed into a pile, giving their victim a chance at life. 
 
      
 
    Pulling himself up, Cheater reached into the homemade bag he had crafted back at the first sluice complex and pulled out a crowbar, with which he proceeded to beat down three would-be visitors. Then, he bandaged his bleeding ankle with some gauze he had carried out of the city and began moping. 
 
      
 
    And the hopeless fool is trapped. The roof was flat, with no hole or windows or gaps. He could try breaking through with his crowbar, but couldn’t imagine that actually working. And if he were to create a passage downward, what next? He’d be in a small room filled with electrical equipment. A room with near-zero chances of having an underground passage leading to safety. 
 
      
 
    The ghouls weren’t surging up onto the roof. That was good, at least. But they weren’t about to leave anytime soon, and that was bad. Cheater wasn’t equipped to survive a prolonged siege. There wasn’t food or water, but that wasn’t the real reason. Lack of those things wouldn’t be what killed him. He would be unable to fall asleep. Repelling their attempts to assault his position would take action, and he couldn’t take much action when unconscious. One ghoul would reach the top, then a second, then a third, before he woke. 
 
      
 
    Maybe he could stay awake. The mob was large, visible from a good distance—and even Cheater was highly visible on top of the shed, from all directions. Eventually some wild beast capable of ascending without a ladder would notice him. Whatever beast that was, it would be as hurt by his crowbar as an elephant would be by a broom. 
 
      
 
    Cheater had spent time on a rooftop before, at the beginning of his cycle of lives. But all he had needed to do then was quietly wait for daytime. That roof had featured convenient exit points unencumbered by flocks of beasts looking for flesh. His thirst had been painful, yes, but he hadn’t needed to endure it for long. 
 
      
 
    This was different. Here, he was royally screwed. 
 
      
 
    Cheater touched the bandage on his leg and was dismayed to find out that it was soaked. He didn’t have enough bandaging for it, and the wound was deep. 
 
      
 
    Should he unwrap the bandage from his knee? No. That would just hurt his mobility even more. Why was mobility important when there was just that one ladder up to the roof? Because he had to always keep in mind the fact that larger creatures might show up at any moment. They could just climb up using the places where the cinder blocks met as handholds. His only chance would be to skewer them from behind the low wall running around the roof, and at just the right moment. To do that, he would have to move fast. 
 
      
 
    Forget it, Cheater. No sense getting your hopes up in vain. If more dangerous monsters appeared, he wouldn’t last long, no matter what he tried to pull. Even if the attacker wasn’t an elite yet, he was still done. It wasn’t like he was a tank. He was just a crippled newbie with a cheap crowbar for his only weapon. 
 
      
 
    Well... Cheater squinted at the rest of his arsenal. Several hastily sharpened screwdrivers, a rough homemade knife, and a sharp chisel begging to be thrown. None of the options were very good, but if things got ugly, he’d bury each one in the face of a dead man. It would kill some of them, and maybe throw the others into disarray. Then the trapped man would fly down the ladder, swinging his crowbar around, and engage in a brief battle. Not in hope of victory—he had no hope of that. But if he managed to kill even one of them, it meant more XP. More value out of this sixth life. 
 
      
 
    He glanced at the sun. It was approaching the horizon, but sunset was still at least three hours away, and he had already been baked to a crisp. Every uncovered area of his flesh was an unhealthy red and stung at the slightest touch. Lifejuice could heal nonsense like this right away, but he had no way to make it. It was a cruel joke of fate that Cheater had the coveted spores in abundance but didn’t have what was usually the easiest ingredient to come by: alcohol. As long as the cluster wasn’t brought in from a country under Sharia law, there was plenty of alcohol in every place—with some exceptions. 
 
      
 
    One of those exceptions was the roof of this transformer shed. 
 
      
 
    Why would he spend time treating his wounds, anyway, when he was almost certain to be eaten before the treatment finished? 
 
      
 
    He’d have to work on treatment later, after his next resurrection. And he was ready for that, this time. His mind wasn’t completely gone. His hard-fought inventory cell now contained three items: two spores and one banknote. Trophies pulled from the skulls of monsters were the most valuable items in existence in this world. Without them, immunes simply could not go on existing. From the sporesac on the back of the neck of the creature he killed at the first sluice gate, he had pulled many things, but he could only take two to the next life with him, so he chose two that were the most important for survival, if not the most valuable. 
 
      
 
    He would leave the sheet of advice behind. In all honesty, it hadn’t helped him, just distracted him. Plus, after reading over it several times the past day, he would remember a lot of it. Money was better to bring, even though the bill was a relatively small one. A newly-revived immune had barely any cash, and the cheapest alcohol could hit a budget like that hard. Cheater had to pinch every penny. 
 
      
 
    It was still tempting to ditch the currency, though, and bring another trophy from the sporesac. But how would he manage without Kitty and her insolent habit of speed-robbing ATMs right in front of the police? 
 
      
 
    Remembering his lost companion, he reflexively called up the chat window, convinced that it was still impossible to contact her. The move didn’t help his mood. He looked down, swished a ball of spit around in his mouth, and spit it right into the gaping mouth of a gawking infected. 
 
      
 
    Whoa. I guess my accuracy works even for spitting. 
 
      
 
    The freak took no offense at the insult. If anything, she was overjoyed, swallowing and begging for more. Yuck. “No more for you, sicko,” Cheater pronounced wearily. 
 
      
 
    His speech excited the infecteds, and a few pushed for the ladder. This, in turn, excited Cheater, who deduced he might be able to lure them, one by one, to death by crowbar. But soon the mob changed their minds and broke apart once again. 
 
      
 
    The evening returned to boredom and despair. And the hopeless fool is trapped. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    The infecteds heard the roar of the engine before the man they had trapped on the roof. Kitty had been right: Their hearing and smell worked better than their vision. One after the other, they cocked their heads and turned away from the shed, staring towards the road. They were even sniffing, it seemed, though they couldn’t actually see the road thanks to a high concrete wall topped with barbed wire that stood obstructing their view. 
 
      
 
    From the roof, Cheater saw the vehicle approaching. His heart skipped a beat at first—the truck looked like one he had seen before. It was at the very beginning of his life together with Kitty, when they dodged looters after they hit the hunting supply store. The looters had driven a similar ride. It was once just an ordinary truck, but the inventive locals had outfitted it with sheet metal and bars and installed spikes crafted from sharpened rebar wherever they could. A turret from some kind of armored vehicle had been mounted atop the creation. They might have upgraded the engine, too—it screamed like a freshly-branded elephant. 
 
      
 
    The truck approaching the shed was similarly decked out. Besides the absence of a turret, it was exactly the same. Kitty hadn’t been a fan of these vehicles because of their low speed and how much they attracted monsters. Riding around on vehicles at all was a risky affair. They could be seen from far away, and their armor was laughable—even a run-of-the-mill rifle bullet could punch through it from a short distance, and armor-piercing rounds from any distance. 
 
      
 
    The vehicle was heading toward the city from which Cheater had so quickly escaped at the beginning of this life. Perhaps the truck was carrying good players who would be happy to help newcomers, but there was no way he could get to them, and no way he could think of to get their attention. 
 
      
 
    The growing roar of the engine excited the ghouls more and more. More advanced members of the pack grew tired of just listening to it and went towards the open double gate doors in the wall. The lesser beasts followed, and before a minute had passed, only three remained at the base of the ladder. As far as he could tell, they were the stupidest and weakest of all. The man on the roof had such a grasp on their attention that no distraction could seize it. 
 
      
 
    This is my chance. It was obvious that the flock on the move would return as soon as the truck was out of hearing range. That would be soon, but he had a little time. Surviving until nightfall meant taking advantage of every last second he had. 
 
      
 
    Cheater leaned down and addressed the three stragglers. “Could you please look the other way for a couple of minutes?” 
 
      
 
    The ghouls did not heed his request, but they did turn their heads up to get a better look at what was on the menu. His throw was dead on, as usual, planting a screwdriver in one of their eyes. Projectile number two flew into another ghoul’s mouth, and she staggered and fell to her rump. She wasn’t out, but she was badly hurt. 
 
      
 
    The third started looking around, trying to figure out why his friends were having trouble. Cheater threw the bulkiest screwdriver at him but failed to break his skull. He leaped back. The hit was a solid one, though, and the ghoul grumbled with confusion, staggering to his feet and pressing his whole body up against the shed. He wasn’t quite within mortal striking distance. Cheater could try to get at him still, but he didn’t have time. The truck had reached the bridge now, and soon it would be receding into the distance. 
 
      
 
    He descended the ladder not by climbing down but by flying down, landing on the head of the second ghoul, the one hit in the mouth. She had been trying to get up, hindered by the movements of her comrade, who Cheater kicked in the back just as he landed. The strike from above knocked the ghoul off balance. He waved his arms around absurdly, trying to steady himself, but Cheater dealt a blow from above, driving the bent end of his crowbar right into the top of the man’s skull. 
 
      
 
    Head bones cracked as Cheater tore the weapon from the wound. Before the ghoul even began to fall, Cheater was running towards the gate. Despite the pain in both legs, the feeling of imminent catastrophe spurred him on as the engine began to quiet down as it sped into the distance. 
 
      
 
    The ghouls would be coming back any minute. Once they discovered their prey was no longer on the roof, they would probably have no trouble tracking him by the blood from his leaking bandage. But he couldn’t go far on crippled legs. Where would he even go? Cheater was cornered, in between a lake and the canal flowing into it. But he had a good plan, hastily constructed though it was. 
 
      
 
    Or he believed it was good, until he reached the gate and encountered a ghoul rushing him. This was not on a level with the ghouls he had just managed to take out with little more than a couple of screwdrivers. It wasn’t a supermonster immune to firearms, but its face already had little resemblance to a human’s. It was an oversized, hairless primate with keratinized, wrinkly skin disfigured in places by bony growths and muscles with asymmetrical bulges. Level twelve or thirteen, maybe even fourteen, based on Kitty’s descriptions. Her verbal depictions of the beasts had been clear and colorful. She knew this world well. This beast was immune to pain, and it had been smart enough to realize first that it would never catch the car and needed to get back before its previous prey escaped. Even a bullet to the head from a pistol might not save Cheater. Its skull had become stronger, and its brain had shriveled and was harder to hit. 
 
      
 
     The meeting was a surprise for both the ghoul and the human, but neither gave up any time to dealing with the shock. With a sudden jerk forward, the beast came at him, and Cheater flung the chisel clamped in his hand straight at its head and—having no time to switch his weapon to his right hand—swung his crowbar with his left, stepping aside. His enemy was too intelligent to fail to adjust for the obvious dodge. Even the piece of metal suddenly sticking into its eye did not stun it. It turned with the agility of a hummingbird and covered its head with its elbow, then body-slammed its prey. 
 
      
 
    Cheater barely had time to blink as he was knocked down and pressed into the asphalt by the heavy adversary, whose flattened claws—which were weak human nails not long ago—proceeded to tear into his sides. The work jacket he had looted from the first sluice gate ripped open like an accessory of papier-mâché. A huge, revolting mouth with spiny teeth, which were two rows deep in places, surged at Cheater’s throat. 
 
      
 
    This is it. In an instant, the fangs would tear out his throat. 
 
      
 
    But another surprise awaited both parties: the chisel, jammed into the beast’s eye socket, saved the man. As the teeth approached Cheater’s neck, the forgotten foreign object interfered. The handle end smashed Cheater in the face, knocking out a couple of teeth and causing him to bite his tongue, ripping it open in a cry of unbearable pain. His mouth filled with blood, and his hissing gave way to excruciating moaning and gurgling. 
 
      
 
    But Cheater fought on. He would not give up yet. He still had a sturdy homemade knife which he had grabbed from that same sluice gate complex. If only he could grab it. 
 
      
 
    The weight of the monster made the reach incredibly difficult, but soon he had the knife by its hilt and went to rip open the beast’s abdomen. The blade couldn’t cut through the creature’s tough skin, not from Cheater’s awkward angle and with his crippled strength. 
 
      
 
    Despite the urgency of the situation, the man’s mind happened on a thought: He was still alive, and even trying to damage this opponent which was much stronger and by all rights should have crushed him in seconds. Crushed him to death, or at least to immobility. For some reason, the ghoul was not in a hurry. In fact, it was no longer tearing at his sides with its claws, and no longer chattering with its teeth. It was just dead weight on him, twitching about harmlessly. The hell? 
 
      
 
    The creature’s new behavior made no sense. Still moving, but with no hint of aggression, unless it was trying to torture him by abrasions from the writhing of its rough skin against his. In place of its triumphant rumbling, its jaw hung open and its tongue out in a very unhealthy fashion. Its twitches seemed reflexive. 
 
      
 
    Only as he got out from under the monster did Cheater understand. At these lower levels, the sporesac wasn’t well protected yet and could be taken out with a mid-grade pistol—and apparently melee weapons, as well. His throw had been true, but the chisel hadn’t reached the brain, bogged down in soft tissue and bone along the way. The beast’s greedy lunge for its prey’s throat had done it in. Cheater’s mouth had been smashed, but the same blow had pushed the metal deeper into the beast’s head. 
 
      
 
    He had no desire, strength, nor time to finish off the twitching creature. Dying right here and now was his preference, but he continued with his original plan instead. He had to go. He had to run. And along the way he’d leave such a trail of blood that a blind child could track him. No time and no supplies to bandage himself up properly. 
 
      
 
    How could he bandage up his mouth, anyway? Was that even possible? Maybe stuffing some cotton inside. Seeing how he had plenty of cotton. 
 
      
 
    Once he was out of the gate, he saw several approaching figures out of the corner of his eye. They were returning, as predicted. He clenched his teeth and charged to his left, where a wall of green reeds lay just a hundred yards away. He had no idea how far beyond that the thicket began. If it was distant, the creatures would catch him, and that would be the end. But it was his only chance. 
 
      
 
    No healthy actor would have been able to mimic Cheater’s run, the agonizing gait of a double-cripple spitting out blood and puss. Thankfully, a hundred yards wasn’t too far, and he ran at nearly full speed. But as he approached, he realized he would never be able to surge through the reeds. They covered too much land, too wide an area to cross before being caught. He would get stuck, tangled up among all the stems, and the ghouls would dine. 
 
      
 
    Circumstances could change quickly in this world—from good to bad and from bad to good. As he moved past the locked sluice gate, Cheater almost burst out laughing. The canal was filled with water here, and it was pretty deep. Ships were meant to travel its length, after all. 
 
      
 
    New plan. Turning to the right, Cheater jumped awkwardly up onto a stone barrier and without hesitation lunged so that he would land as far out from the shore as possible. The lunge was a weak one. He hit the water less than ten feet from shore, with a loud, painful splash. But the impact did not knock him out or stun him. He turned onto his stomach and spent his strength swinging his limbs, hurrying to move farther out into the water before his pursuit was jumping after him, right onto his head. 
 
      
 
    They hated water, but when they were excited by a chase, they would do that, and worse. 
 
      
 
    Infected destroyed. Level 14. Chance of valuable loot: 100%. +26 progress points to Accuracy. +59 progress points to Endurance. +4 Humanity points. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Looking back, Cheater spit out canal water and blood and shouted at the ghouls climbing onto the barrier. “Suck it, freaks!” 
 
      
 
    It was less dramatic a shout then he hoped. Too gurgly. The ghouls answered in unison with a discontented grumble, but none of them attempted the jump. Their prey was too far out, and infecteds made terrible swimmers. 
 
      
 
    Cheater hadn’t exactly escaped unscathed, but he was alive. The story of life six had more to tell. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6
Life Six: Roadside Village 
 
      
 
    Cheater lay in the slimy mass of algae covering the shallows. 
 
      
 
    His feet were deep in sticky mud, cold despite the suffocatingly hot sun that day. A fat black leech crawled along his arm, and some other living thing, impossibly unpleasant, crept along his back. A huge frog stared unblinkingly at him from the duckweed. Somewhere nearby, a duck quacked, and tiny birds fluttered about nervously in the reeds.  
 
      
 
    Cheater saw nothing dangerous, but he was in no hurry to step up onto the shore, for two reasons. 
 
      
 
    First, he was obviously exhausted from his recent experience. He had lost a lot of blood and was still losing more. His left knee was refusing to work correctly, and the silt wasn’t helping things. The cold felt good, but the resistance certainly didn’t. 
 
      
 
    Secondly, he had no clue what might be waiting for him up on the beach. The seeming tranquility of surrounding nature could in a flash be replaced by a grumbling vice grip executed by countless teeth and claws. Cheater couldn’t see the shore itself and wasn’t sure where the actual dry land started. Half a dozen paces away, he saw the reeds again. How far they stretched, and what lay beyond them, was unknown. But he knew he would never be able to move silently through those thickets even in a normal state, much less in his condition. 
 
      
 
    Yet he had to do something. As he lay here in the day-warmed shallows, he was only losing more blood, and with it more of his strength. He had to get out and tend to his wounds. 
 
      
 
    Just one minute more. 
 
      
 
    One minute more? He silently scolded himself for his procrastination and gathered his strength to lift his head. A narrow boardwalk jutted out into the water, thirty yards from the wall of reeds. Fishermen would have fished from it, and they normally built decent ways to get to their fishing spots. Meaning they would have cut a path through the thicket. 
 
      
 
    Despite the silt nearly up to his waist, he reached the bridge. The journey exhausted him further. He could not rest, so he instead started washing off the mud—then stopped. The silt had a strong smell to it. Perhaps strong enough to cover up the smell of blood. It might just be enough. 
 
      
 
    Cheater didn’t want to even think about the shape his mouth was in. He was still swallowing blood oozing from his smashed gums and where his teeth once were. But he took the time to examine his other wounds. He had inspected his leg plenty while up on that roof but hadn’t gotten a good look at his side yet. It actually wasn’t as bad as he had expected. The claws had tried their hardest to de-meat his ribs, but the jacket seemed to have helped, after all. In the real world, he would have revolting scars all over after that. But in this world, all traces of the wound would be gone in a couple of weeks, or even less. 
 
      
 
    Much less if he died and revived before then. 
 
      
 
    Cheater turned around and tried to figure out how far he had managed to swim to lose the mob of adoring fans across the way. But he couldn’t see enough to make even a rough guess. The reservoir was densely overgrown here, and he had danced along the edge of consciousness more than once, and had perhaps lost it here and there. He looked at the sky. The purple light of dusk was beginning to capture the horizon. Meaning it took me a good deal longer than I thought. 
 
      
 
    Cheater had to find shelter before darkness hit. The climate in this area was unknown to him, but every night of his first five lives had been cold. A man who was low on blood risked freezing to death, or at the least being extremely uncomfortable, during the chill of night. 
 
      
 
    Attention: low spore meter. Boost your meter with spore solution. 
 
      
 
    Ah, the ever-kind System, concerned about his well-being. He had to fight back tears. Not. It was warning him about something he knew full well about, and he was certain it knew he knew. Wounded players lost their spore balance quickly, but Cheater still had a few hours until the side effects became pronounced. Or more. Maybe a dozen. Yet everything in this world was so unpredictable that perhaps he had no way of guessing that. 
 
      
 
    No matter the number, the spore situation was a problem. Everything in this world was a problem. Cheater sighed, rose, and walked the narrow path curving through the plants. It would lead somewhere. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cheater reached the village as the twilight began to wane. He could have made it sooner, but he had decided to sit an extra half hour off the side of the road after a band of ghouls waltzed by. The beasts could be anywhere now, and he truly did not want to encounter them. He doubted he had much running left in him. 
 
      
 
    In the growing darkness, he could barely see anything besides the closest houses. Yet he made no special haste to approach them: There was too much greenery around, too many sheds and garages, and far too many fences. All of that cover could be concealing infecteds, and his combat quota had been more than filled for today. Everything ached, and some wounds felt like flocks of hungry woodpeckers were assaulting them by the hundred. 
 
      
 
    And his exhaustion was so great that despite the agony, he would be asleep as soon as he lay down. 
 
      
 
    He was certainly no fighter in this state, and what did he have left to fight with? The last of his metal implements, including his crowbar, had been dumped during his swim, and Continental humans were not known for skills in pugilism. Hopefully the nearest house would be good for the night. 
 
      
 
    Cheater still refused to rush towards it. As he crossed the road, he heard a suspicious noise, like someone snapping a low tree branch as they passed. Perhaps just one of the boards that made up the barns and sheds creaking to show its age. Or perhaps a monster hungry for prey. 
 
      
 
    Cheater backed away, slowly, cautiously, using every last shrub for cover. A car was parked in the grass. Well, “parked” was generous. It seemed to have flown off of the road—there was no guardrail here—and then to have been abandoned. All of the doors were thrown open, and a couple of black shoes were neatly set in the grass by the driver’s door. It was a mystery why someone would doff their shoes and then disappear, but Cheater lacked the mental strength to tackle the conundrum. 
 
      
 
    He had examined the car on the way. No food, no water, and no alcohol. The owner had apparently been no fan of weapons, either. Only a key of laughable size and sharpness was inside, barely good for frightening a chicken. Cheater clutched the key, climbed into the back seat, and carefully closed the doors, as silently as possible. The car would keep his smell in, preventing the whole area from catching the scent of his blood. 
 
      
 
    Now he could curl up in the back and nap for a few hours. His strength restored a bit, he would deal with the town. All he really wanted was to use the cover of darkness to find a suitable house. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cheater squinted, then sat up so quickly his head almost struck the roof of the car. Dammit! The darkness was gone, and crimson tones had begun to light up the sky. 
 
      
 
    How could he have slept the whole night through? His body had been cramped and his wounds beset by those imaginary woodpeckers—yet despite that he had been tired enough to sleep a week. 
 
      
 
    Whatever. He couldn’t take it back now. There would always be time later for self-scolding, but at this moment he had to act fast, before dawn broke. 
 
      
 
    Cheater left the car and spat into the pair of shoes in the grass. Pure spite now replaced the joy he had felt at seeing them the day before. Traversing the dry, spiky grass in ragged socks had been uncomfortable. He had needed to ditch his shoes during his swim across the canal. But these shoes were too small for him. 
 
      
 
    Hopefully one of the houses would have shoes. There were dozens of houses, or more. Many would have shoes and clothes his size. And he would find them as long as he didn’t get eaten in the process. 
 
      
 
    Moving from bush to bush, he repeated the route from the day prior. No ghouls in sight, but he did spot something promising: A little farther down the street, at an intersection with an alley, stood a long one-story building with the look of a government building about it. The signs indicated a post office and police station. Cheater didn’t have any letters to write or stamps to buy, but the other half was great news. The town policemen probably hadn’t been very well equipped, but they should have some firearms. He’d look. 
 
      
 
    One of the cops caught Cheater’s eyes as he slinked along bushes to find a safe way over a fence. She was standing by a wall near the station’s entryway, slowly swaying back and forth, toes to heels and heels to toes. Still in her uniform, dirty but intact, her gun holster in plain view. 
 
      
 
    Cheater began to feel his blood rising again. He wanted very much to seize her gun and upgrade his kill count potential to dozens of undead. But his reason wasn’t so far gone as to rush up to a ghoul without so much as a twig in his hands. He had to acquire a weapon. 
 
      
 
    A serious-looking padlock secured the nearest shed. Even with the best of tools, taking it apart would make some noise, so the shovel leaning against the wall would have to do. Clumps of dirt—or worse—covered the blade, but Cheater didn’t care. Even if his wounds got dirty or infected from the weapon, he didn’t mind. 
 
      
 
    He carefully opened the small fence gate and looked to the left and the right, down the street both ways. Seeing no one, he made his way across the road, carrying a shovel with him and wincing at the sharp pebbles digging into his bare feet. The policewoman stood almost with her back towards Cheater, and since no eyes had grown on the back of her neck, she didn’t suspect trouble approaching until the last possible second. The villain with the shovel was moving as noiselessly as possible. 
 
      
 
    When he was a few steps away, Cheater couldn’t resist. “Miss Police Officer, help, I’m being chased by evil cannibals!” 
 
      
 
    The walker whirled just in time to take a shovel to the forehead and then to the temple. It cut through her skull, and she fell silently to the ground. Perfect. No grumbling. The noises these things made tended to alert all of the other ghouls around to the presence of prey. 
 
      
 
    Luck was on his side this time: The holster had a pistol inside. Cheater pulled the mag from the pistol, his hands trembling with joyful anticipation. But the next moment, he calmed down. No rounds inside. Not a single one. He sniffed and realized the gun had been fired recently. There were no clues as to why it had been fired, but all of the ammo was gone. 
 
      
 
    He dragged the heavy corpse into the station and started his search. Nowhere escaped his gaze, not even the fireproof safe, which he opened with a key he found in a desk drawer. All he found was a baton. A decent weapon against humans, but not against ghouls. 
 
      
 
    So, Luck hadn’t been on his side after all. He’d have to search the rest of the buildings, and quickly. His spore meter was very low now, and his thirst was just as bad—and his pleasure meter, well, that was the lowest of all. 
 
      
 
    Not that he ever expected his pleasure to be high in this world. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Less than an hour later, Cheater was lounging on a soft double bed and fell into the rocking arms of sleep, despite the fact that he had slept so much in the car. His body set to work healing his injuries. His spore meter was looking pretty good now, since he had found some moonshine to make it with, and his stomach was full of canned fish. 
 
      
 
    Cheater should have searched for clean clothes and weapons, too. But no. He was too tired and just wanted to sleep, to recover. The ax he found in this house was more than enough for any skirmish he might have with lesser ghouls. 
 
      
 
    And if bigger ghouls showed up, well, even a hundred axes wouldn’t save him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7
Life Six: Highwayman 
 
      
 
    The fourth day of his latest life was coming to an end, and Cheater had to admit that this life was getting better. He was clean, his hunger was gone, and his wounds were no longer bothering him. The place he sat was in the attic of a house at the outskirts of the town. It made a good observation post. A triangular window on one side gave him a perfect view of the road out to the bridge. On the other side, the road lost itself among the scant silver-topped trees alternating with reed-filled bogs. There was nothing interesting to look at, but he had to look around, all the same. If he just stared at the road, the monotonous calm would lull him to sleep, and he might miss something important. 
 
      
 
    By “important,” he meant infecteds on the road. He could see them from far away from this vantage point, especially when he used the binoculars he had found in one of the town’s houses. They allowed him to assess the strength of his opponents and weigh his options—which for Cheater were two. First, leaving his post and heading out to the road, via one of the two convenient nearby trails concealed from view. At the perfect moment, he would show himself to the ghouls and kill them at the base of the mound with a scythe or, for stronger infecteds, with a long-handled ax. 
 
      
 
    Cheater wouldn’t try to take down any truly strong infecteds, though—just watch them pass by with a sad longing in his eyes. They had fantastic trophies in their sporesacs, but even the best trophies were no use to a corpse. He didn’t want to repeat anything like that brawl as he fled the transformer shed. That he had escaped was miraculous. His wounds still ached a bit. 
 
      
 
    He slowly ran the screwdriver along a grindstone as he considered his future course. Sitting idle was tiring him out, and he hadn’t seen infecteds since early that morning. Perhaps he should go to the other side of the village, where a few houses remained unexplored. The area was clean. Only a trio of weak ghouls had marched through. He finished them off quickly, almost before they knew he was there. There was always something to be afraid of in this world, but the risk seemed to be minimal here. 
 
      
 
    Cheater had just decided he was going to get up when he froze, noticing traffic on the road. It was far away, but he could tell it was larger than a typical car. He calmly checked the sharpness of his screwdriver, nodded in satisfaction, and put it in his belt fashioned to hold throwing weapons. It looked rough, but Cheater wasn’t too concerned for looks. As long as it was useful, compact, and ready to draw. 
 
      
 
    He equipped his binoculars, aimed them at the approaching vehicle, and adjusted his focus. The magnification on these things was so-so, and the lenses were blurry and scratched, but he managed to determine that a trio of beings very similar to humans was approaching. They were of average height. It was difficult to distinguish their features, but they were standing erect enough that it was clear they weren’t developed monsters. He had trouble believing that immunes would waltz around in open space like that, so the trio was probably a few low-level infecteds. 
 
      
 
    Not a bad prize. The fact that they came in a group of three didn’t bother Cheater. As long as they weren’t being accompanied by stronger older siblings. Since his binoculars were so-so, he’d best let them get closer and then reassess his chances. He had no objection to waiting. There was no rush. 
 
      
 
    Feeling something uncomfortable in his mouth, he moved his tongue around and groped at a protrusion from his gum. He grabbed it with his fingers and pulled, then looked down. Yup, the root from another one of my lost teeth. He thought they had all come out, but no, there was still one left. The yank was accompanied by a very strange feeling. Perhaps it was because the wound wouldn’t just grow over but would actually regenerate his tooth. 
 
      
 
    In a couple of weeks, he’d have a full smile again. One of the perks of the Continent. With time, all damage disappeared without a trace. 
 
      
 
    Five minutes later, once he was sure that he could take the approaching ghouls, Cheater went downstairs. He easily cleared the way from the various obstacles and traps—thanks for the lesson, Kitty—and exited through the back door. Ignoring the open, beckoning wicket gate, he instead moved through a barely-visible hole in the fence and into the next lot. Then he crossed again over taut lines of primitive signaling systems and at last was free of worrying about snares and traps. With enough time, he’d have even more surprises in store for unwanted guests: a wide circle of traps with a well-outfitted observation point in the center. 
 
      
 
    Despite the clear path to the trio, he wasn’t about to plow straight towards them. Cheater had created several trails for all conceivable situations. In some places, he covered holes in fencing with pieces of slate. In others, he scattered out bunches of dry branches and other rubbish, or bales of hay, in seeming disarray. He never neglected to take advantage of natural shelter. By now, he could safely cover hundreds of meters without being seen. His paths included two secret approaches to the road. 
 
      
 
    It was one of those paths that he was on right now. There was one inconvenience to doing it this way: he had to cover a significant part of the way at a crouch, and sometimes at a crawl. Not that it troubled him much. 
 
      
 
    He also had three small cinder blocks with him, tied up with aluminum wire. They were awkward and heavy, but Cheater had built a simple device to carry them with across his shoulders. It made things much easier.  
 
      
 
    Once he reached the base of the embankment, he dropped his heavy burden and began preparing for the fight. He checked to make sure his ax was easily snatchable from its loop, stretched out his wrists, and twirled his self-made spear in the air. Who could have thought such a simple weapon would be so effective against the unfeeling ghouls? It didn’t do a thing to the tougher ones, but it was good against the little guys. In a past life, it had been an ordinary scythe, and it still retained the ability to cut from one of its sides, which made it much more versatile. 
 
      
 
    First, he had to set up two “arenas” among the reeds that grew along the embankment. That meant removing vegetation and carefully trampling down the area. This preparation gave him enough room to move around with his long pole weapon. 
 
      
 
    After setting the blocks along the edge of the impending battle, Cheater once again twirled the spear, leaned on it, and began to wait. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    A couple of minutes later, the ghouls showed up. They were moving on the opposite edge of the road, or maybe towards it—Cheater couldn’t tell. He could not see them from below, but he heard occasional grumbling and the crunch underneath the soles of the infected who still had shoes. 
 
      
 
    They wouldn’t normally be crunching like that, but his preparation ensured they did. Bits of broken glass spread across the road. The glass might also injure barefooted opponents, weakening them a little before combat began. 
 
      
 
    Cheater whistled softly and received an immediate answer: short, noisy rumbles in the throats of all three. The sound seemed weak and harmless, but going from Kitty’s stories, Cheater reminded himself that not everything in this world was as it seemed. For some inexplicable reason, ghouls from a decent distance away could hear and respond to these subdued signals. The grumblings were like an invitation to dinner, bringing them running as soon as they heard it. 
 
      
 
    But there was nobody to hear it. Cheater had made sure that there were no other infecteds in the region. There was a good deal of downtime between ghoul groups here, with long periods of peace and quiet in between. 
 
      
 
    The head of the most curious of the trio appeared overhead. Cheater gave him a friendly wave, twirled his spear again, and took up a fighting stance. A kung fu master might have many criticisms over the finer points of his stance, but he was quite pleased with it. 
 
      
 
    No matter how many tiny ghouls were in this pack traveling together, there was no chance that they would fight together. At the sight of prey, each suddenly remembered that if the others got food, that meant less for them. When this one saw the man, he did not wait for backup. With a double grumble, he charged down the embankment at such speed that he nearly broke his own legs before running into Cheater’s crafty surprise. 
 
      
 
    Sadly, after the surprise his legs were still unbroken. He just fell, stumbling over the low-tension steel wire. With practiced movement, Cheater sliced into the ghoul’s sporesac with the edge of his spear blade. The infected collapsed. 
 
      
 
    One down. Two to go. 
 
      
 
    The rest, despite their general stupidity, showed a reasonable level of restraint, slowing their pace before they tripped over the same obstacle that had so shockingly shortened the last moments of their comrade. Cheater made a long lunge, driving one blade between the legs of the closest ghoul, cutting her thigh down to the bone. A river of blood gushed out, and the damaged limb bent and gave way. He didn’t deal quite as good a blow to the second, only giving him a quick jab in the stomach. Turning his weapon, he pushed the crooked point into the ghoul’s gut and pushed with all his strength, making the dead man lose his balance and fall on his side. Then, without letting up on the pressure, he stepped forward and kicked the sporesac. Hard. 
 
      
 
    That did what he hoped. Sometimes they died immediately when this key body part was crushed. But other times, they continued writhing about, perhaps even standing, but acting like a boxer who barely rose at the count of eight or nine. 
 
      
 
    This one went still instantly. 
 
      
 
    One more. Despite her rebellious leg, the third continued trying to get to the delicious human. She only fell after a chopping blow to her already injured limb, then a blow to her sac. 
 
      
 
    Remind me to thank the System for giving these things an Achilles’ Heel. All of Cheater's tactics were based on getting the ghouls in a position where he had easy access to that spot. This time, it had worked very well. Three infecteds were dead. One lay almost intact, as if alive, not a single drop of blood spilled. The other two, of course, were covered in filth, and covering the ground in it. But that was what battle was like. 
 
      
 
    After making sure that the last enemy had indeed stopped moving, and after studying the victory messages issued by the System with a satisfied smile, Cheater stuck his spear in the ground and drew a short, thick knife. It had already been conveniently curved, and after a little work with a file, it had become the ideal tool for trophy extraction. It would cut even the strongest sporesac. All he had to do then was scoop the contents out into a plastic bag. Why spend time in the dangerous outdoors sifting through loot when he could do it later it his cozy attic? 
 
      
 
    He searched the victims’ pockets and found nothing worth taking. Only one pocket search had ever turned up something of value: A single rifle bullet. But not this time. Even the rifle bullet’s worth had been doubtful, especially without a rifle. But Cheater wouldn’t give up his pocket searches. One day, they might make all the difference. 
 
      
 
    Next, he had to clean up the tracks. Moving the bodies was the worst part. And the most disgusting. Cheater had picked this spot, off the road and lower in elevation, for several reasons. Three pits were positioned along the edge. They weren’t the deepest pits he’d seen, but there weren’t any better options nearby, and it wasn’t smart to go dragging corpses hundreds of feet through a town. 
 
      
 
    He took off his shoes and replaced them with the marsh boots he had hidden in the reeds. Then, he tied a cinder block to each of them and dragged them to the deepest points in the water. A simple enough procedure, but he had to do it as quickly as possible, before more serious creatures showed up on the road. 
 
      
 
    Whether more serious in strength or in numbers. 
 
      
 
    As he was engaged in concealing the bodies, dragging another into the deep, he saw the toe of a black boot break the surface of the water, among the reeds. He remembered that boot well. It had adorned the feet of one of his victims from two days back. Just the boot showing wasn’t too dangerous, but what if the rest floated up, too? Back then, Cheater had weighed them down with whole piles of bricks. Not enough? 
 
      
 
    Weighing down decomposing corpses was extremely unpleasant, but it had to be done. Otherwise the smell would draw other, stronger beasts from far away. They had a great sense of smell. 
 
      
 
    Once he was done with the bodies, he unstopped a plastic bottle he was carrying and sprinkled the whole area with oil. The blood spots got a particularly good dousing. He didn’t know how well it masked the smell as far as infected noses were concerned, but he hadn’t come up with anything better or easier, and there was plenty of oil and gas in town. A thin film was forming on the surface of the water. Perhaps it would help if the dead ghouls began to come up in earnest. 
 
      
 
    There. He was done. Now to get safely back to his observation point. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    One green grape, from three sporesacs. Not the greatest reward—his luck seemed to be taking the day off today. There was the webbing, of course, but Cheater had no use for that. He’d save it up in order to sell it to other immunes once he encountered them. 
 
      
 
    How long would that be from now? He had no clue. Cheater didn’t even know which direction to go to search for the stables Kitty had described to him. Plus, some stables were no place for an honest man like him, and their inhabitants would be happy to mistreat a newcomer. 
 
      
 
    How could he even tell a good stable from a bad one? Kitty hadn’t given him any clear explanation along those lines. For her, all civilization was bad, so that was probably why she had avoided most discussion on the subject. Could he stay on the outskirts and observe? Unlikely. People who managed to build a settlement in a world like this one probably invested a good deal of effort in keeping control of the area around it. Curious strangers would be spotted even a great distance away. The best case he could hope for was a demand to drop his weapons and approach with his hands up. The worst case was execution without trial for the crime of being a suspicious individual. 
 
      
 
    But he had to reach a stable. Or at least make some contact with other immunes, somehow. Even the System had supplemented his standard set of quests with “Find Kitty.” It understood how important she was to Cheater. But how can you order me to find her when I haven’t the slightest clue which direction she’s in? 
 
      
 
    He had to get a grasp on the geography of this place, and only experienced immunes could help with that. 
 
      
 
    And a large number of other things besides. Cheater had picked up a few things from Kitty, but he had so much more to learn. There still wasn’t a good picture of the layout of the Continent in his head. He still had to study, to learn, to find out more, and that was best not done by his own exploration but with the knowledge already gathered by others. 
 
      
 
    As he stashed his sorted trophies, Cheater absentmindedly, automatically squinted through the attic window and barely noticed a suspicious movement. The wind was rustling the reeds by the roadside, but no, this was something else. A dog, perhaps? A wild boar? 
 
      
 
    Or... 
 
      
 
    Cheater kept watch on the suspicious area with his binoculars. Someone unseen was wandering through the reeds, moving and sometimes breaking the tall stems. 
 
      
 
    Now the culprit at last emerged into the closest of Cheater’s “arenas.” Sadly, it was neither dog nor boar. It was an infected. A well-developed one. 
 
      
 
    One glance was enough to realize how serious the situation was. This was a creature like the one Cheater had managed to kill near the first sluice gate. But that one had mostly killed itself, trapping its own body between a metal gate and the ceiling. Nothing like that would happen here. The town buildings were much less sturdy, built without monsters in mind. Plus, this creature seemed a little stronger. Not much, but still. 
 
      
 
    The one from earlier had been strong enough for Cheater. Only luck had saved him. Incredible luck. 
 
      
 
    This monster, after prowling around the cleared patch, sharply turned towards the village and froze, nervously twitching its fingers, which were adorned with long, slightly curved claws. 
 
      
 
    Cheater himself twitched, in panic. He couldn’t tell whether he had just imagined it or not, but the creature seemed to be looking right into his eyes. 
 
      
 
    An instant later, the beast lurched forward from its place and moved swiftly and surely into the town. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8
Life Six: Home Advantage 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cheater cautiously approached the window opening and glanced to the side of the observation post. He saw nothing, but by the noise, he could tell that the monster was continuing its destructive rampage, wrecking everything within its house of choice. It wasn’t actually intent on this destruction of property; it was just too big to move around the rooms without breaking anything. 
 
      
 
    Everything inside was saturated with the aroma of a fresh, living human. The creature could smell it perfectly. It raged in its attempts to find the source. Soon, it would realize that the human was no longer there and would move on. But its search would continue, in an ever-expanding radius. 
 
      
 
    Was I stupid to stay? Maybe. But in this town, he had been able to prepare, and of all the possible layouts for man vs. monster battlefields, this was far from the worst for the man. In the open, he risked being seen by other infecteds. Or even waiting for this one to pick up his new trail and catch him in the wild. 
 
      
 
    His homemade spear had no power against this beast. The monster would snap it like a toothpick. And then snap Cheater like a toothpick. 
 
      
 
    A fearful decision, and a bold one, but he had made it. He would stay. He would need to hide, and if it became obvious that the creature would not rest until every last nook was searched, he would have to make sure he fought it in the place most favorable for him. 
 
      
 
    The ghoul ceased its destruction of its current house by crashing out of a window, clearing out the glass and frame alike. It dropped to all fours and hid behind a fence, then leaped up and tore into a barn, which brought Cheater’s hopes up. 
 
      
 
    There were bloody rags in the barn, and the monster had obviously picked up their scent. But it didn’t occur to the ghoul that the smelly things might be strewn about with purpose. Cheater had pulled a tripwire across the entrance, and anything that it brought down would fall with a crash on a floor covered with nine-inch nails poking up out of it. One good scratch from the nails was enough to do it. The points were smeared with the flakes left over after the process of making lifejuice. The stuff was fatal poison for humans. It would knock lesser ghouls out completely and would immobilize or severely slow down larger beasts, making them drowsy or even putting them to sleep. Even with dangerous monsters, if they were poisoned you could test your luck with some hand-to-hand without being declared completely insane. 
 
      
 
    The wooden wall of the barn collapsed like a house of cards. The infected didn’t care enough to take the door. And it certainly didn’t seem to be slowed down. 
 
      
 
    Cheater stayed in his position and watched the beast for another quarter of an hour. It really was expanding its search area, going in circles around his observation point. One after another, it tripped Cheater’s signal systems. Scraps of metal, tin cans, and glass jars sounded the alarm. The monster wrapped itself up in wire and fishing line, fell into waist-deep pits with sharpened spikes along the floor, got itself very briefly stuck in nets woven of reeds, and broke through fences and sheds. It failed to neglect a single nook in its search. 
 
      
 
    The beast had an enthusiasm that was more and more clearly a threat to Cheater’s health. There was no doubt it would continue searching until it found the source of all these traps and smells. 
 
      
 
    Cheater also managed to observe how dangerous the creature truly was. It had no trouble smashing through a brick wall. Not a very thick brick wall, but still, the damn thing is solid bricks and mortar. He thought of what the freak would do to an unharmed human. 
 
      
 
    The brick wall fared better. 
 
      
 
    Any outcome of the beast capturing him was, well, completely predictable. But Cheater had prepared for this eventuality. Sadly, his weak mind missed many ideas, but it hadn’t missed this one. He seemed to be doing pretty well for someone with a boot on his intellect. 
 
      
 
    No matter what happened now, it would be better than just sitting here watching the monster until Cheater was caught in the next circle. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Going by the ringing and crunching noises, the monster had reached the barn where Cheater had set up a primitive trap, including a sheet of roofing slate and a large quantity of necks of glass bottles. It would have done great against runners but did nothing against this armored brute. Cheater doubted the beast had any idea that a trap had triggered. Would an elephant notice a mousetrap snapping at its feet? 
 
      
 
    Time to go, I think. Optimally the ghoul would now realize where its prey was located and head straight towards that prey’s position. Encountering everything Cheater had prepared for it along the way. Sadly, his accuracy gift wouldn’t play too much of a role in a one-on-one with the monster. 
 
      
 
    Where should he go? He hadn’t prepared too much for this situation. The focus had been on healing, on hunting, and on other important things. But it was too late to prepare more. Now was the time to act. 
 
      
 
    Cheater relied on his standard method of intentionally attracting ghouls: a whistle. He shouldered his double-barreled rifle, the only decent gun he had found in the village. 
 
      
 
    The strong fence sheltering the yard from the street flew into pieces like a wall of toy blocks. A beast near half a ton in weight had taken it down without a second thought, with speed a true newcomer would find unthinkable for such an awkward, clumsy-looking creature. On its way, it kept getting tripped up by barriers of fishing net interwoven with plastic bottles filled with gasoline. 
 
      
 
    Not running for dear life took all of Cheater’s willpower as he watched the ferocity of the sinewy, half-bone-shielded colossus tearing towards his position. His mind knew that turning to bolt would set his remaining lifespan to a couple of seconds, no more, but his emotions knew that was more than he might get if he stood his ground. 
 
      
 
    The beast had finally learned to jump the nets and leaped over the third one—and got both of its legs tangled in a heap of barbed wire pulled in all directions. Some of the wire was strung a few inches above the ground; other strands were elevated a foot or more. Perhaps the beast had noticed them but didn’t have enough time to react. The stakes holding a few of the strands down were plucked out of the ground, but the hulk stumbled and tumbled into the rest. It tried to jump out quickly, but without success. The barbed wire net dug in, making escape difficult. 
 
      
 
    With all the strength he could summon, Cheater sent the bottle flying. He knew it would hit where he planned. The distance between the combatants was a dozen yards at most. For him and his incredible accuracy, missing at this distance would be the real feat. 
 
      
 
    A solid hit. Right at the ugly cabbage-shaped growth at the back of the beast’s head. Of course, the bony plates covering the area from his angle were on par with decent steel armor—and this had the effect Cheater was looking for. The bottle shattered, and gasoline showered everywhere. 
 
      
 
    And hit the flaming rag he had stuffed in the neck of the bottle. 
 
      
 
    A joyous fireball burst out, smokeless blue flame soaring into the sky. With an upset grumble, the beast changed its tactics, no longer trying to leap out. Now, it shimmied from side to side in place, hoping to leave before the cookout began in earnest. Maybe it was too stupid. Or maybe the fire caused it to panic. Whatever the case, the writhing was a bad move: The beast only ensnared itself further in the barbed wire. 
 
      
 
    And pulled in the other bottles tied in the barbed wire nets, bottles which were also loaded with gasoline. About ten in each net. 
 
      
 
    Cheater picked up a champagne bottle and hit the creature clean in the throat. This one was filled with engine oil. He hoped it would ignite quickly, without spilling most of its contents on the ground first. 
 
      
 
    Twisting itself as violently as it could, the monster finally pulled up all of the stakes, but still it could not get up. It was wrapped in a cocoon of barbed wire, as if it hoped to wake up a beautiful butterfly. A beautiful barbecued butterfly. It was ablaze, and it left the ground behind it on fire. Unfortunately, most of the bottles were knocked from the net, spilling their flaming contents onto the ground instead of the burning hulk. 
 
      
 
    A human would be long dead, but infecteds weren’t human. Yet this one was letting out a heart-rending howl, convulsing its paws, tearing at the wire. Cheater saw it would be free of its binds in ten seconds or less. He hurled his last bottle, but was unimpressed by the results, so he backed into the house. 
 
      
 
    As he entered, he had to slow down and duck and carefully step over two more obstacles. After that, he was still unable to run: the whole house was covered in taut barbed wire. Not a single square foot was clear of the stuff. 
 
      
 
    The monster was impossibly furious by now, and blinded by flame. Not blinded enough that it didn’t see where its quarry had fled—but neither did it see the barbed wire. Either that, or it thought that sufficient speed would plow through it. And indeed it did plow through the first few lines, but when it hit the rest, thicker and more tangled lines, it was once again halted and brought down to the floor, in the biggest room of the house. 
 
      
 
    This was not just any room. Cheater had poured out gallons and gallons of oil, covering all of the soft furniture, soaking rags he had tossed on the floor, even bringing in mattresses and lining the walls with hay bales to absorb more of the stuff. The incoming infected was a huge, living match, come to light the ovens of hell. 
 
      
 
    Cheater was escaping through the back door as he heard the roar of flame behind him. A rush of red-hot air slammed into his back, singing the hairs on the back of his neck. He dove from the porch, letting the wave of fire escape over him. The little house burst into flame, and windows in the area shattered from the shock wave. So great was the noise that Cheater had no way of hearing the ghoul. Was it still alive? Or had it really fried so quickly? 
 
      
 
    Alright. What if it was alive? And what if it got out? No matter how good its armor was, it had to be weaker after that heat treatment. Perhaps it wouldn’t be able to resume chasing him, at least not right away. He had to maximize the time he had to escape. 
 
      
 
    Cheater went to move out of the town with as little visibility as possible. Smoke from a fire like that could be seen from a great distance and would definitely attract any beasts within a large radius, minus those too lazy to look for a meal, which were certainly few in number. 
 
      
 
    He wasn’t interested in being dinner, whether for the many or the few. 
 
      
 
    Alert: Personal victory: dangerous infected destroyed. Level 21. Chance of valuable loot: 100%. Congratulations on an excellent fight.  
 
      
 
    You have received 20 distributable base stat progress points. +77 progress points to Agility. +92 progress points to Speed. +116 progress points to Accuracy. +26 progress points to Perception. +6 progress points to Luck. +28 Humanity points. 
 
      
 
    Level up! Congratulations, you are now level 6. 
 
      
 
    Cheater slowed his pace and shouted, both enthusiastically and toxically, “Oh yeah! You messed with the wrong man, freak!” 
 
      
 
    Now there was no need to hurry. Nothing was chasing him. The beast was burnt, and he thanked the System for informing him. But still, it wasn’t the time to relax. A smoky fire was raging in the village. A much more serious monster, maybe more than one, could be on the way. Was it time to abandon this comfortable, well-prepared location? Or should he stay? 
 
      
 
    Cheater could stay, of course, but not at the observation point. He had left far too many traces behind, as the creature’s actions had demonstrated. If more beasts appeared, they might notice the same traces, and they would find him quickly. 
 
      
 
    He could hide in his backup refuge. He had a location for this exact purpose in a drainage ditch along the road. There were some supplies there, but no corpses to attract creatures. It wasn’t the best cover, but he would have the reeds from both sides. Thankfully he still had a couple of bottles of oil to cover his tracks with on the way there. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9
Life Six: Person or Persons Unknown 
 
      
 
    His head was phenomenally itchy, but Cheater had to bear it. He couldn’t even touch his face—his hands were clad in work gloves soiled beyond all recognition. Not even their original color was deducible from their current appearance. They were a deep black, which made sense: for two hours now, Cheater had been digging around in a burned-down building. 
 
      
 
    It had collapsed on the creature’s carcass. By Continental standards, level twenty-one wasn’t high up there. This was a young monster who still bore some resemblance to the human form and had much more growing to do. Cheater’s ingenuity had stopped that growth trajectory, but it was possible that the flames had not destroyed the treasures within the sporesac. He shouldn’t find any real gems inside the sac, but he would find much more valuable loot than in the sacs of early infecteds. He had to try. In particular, he would find some things to pay the locals with when he got to a stable. 
 
      
 
    Cheater’s nose caught a promise on the air. He leaned over and sniffed. Charred meat and gasoline. Perfect. It was odd that the gasoline hadn’t burned away completely, but maybe that was normal. He thought he remembered something to that effect. 
 
      
 
    Sadly, the smell was not precise enough to tell him where exactly the beast was under the rubble. 
 
      
 
    But as soon as he cleared the next board, he knew. In a rottle, crumbling corner, he saw the outline of a clawed limb missing a single finger. The digit clearly had not burnt off, so the beast must have lost it before, and not enough time had passed for it to regrow. 
 
      
 
    Fifteen minutes later, Cheater had managed to reach the head, which was surprisingly well preserved. The fire had taken the flimsy house down in a short time, burying the creature under the rubble. This smothered the flames, preventing the beast from burning for too long. The spore bag was badly burned, but the inner layers of the shell had held out. They acted like a primordial elastic and yielded to Cheater’s knife only with a great deal of effort. The webbing was as usual, untouched by the great heat. Equally unhurt were the pair of spores within. A nut was hiding inside, too. A lucky consumption of that would boost one of his useful base stats by a whole fifty percent for up to fifteen hours. 
 
      
 
    An unlucky consumption wasn’t terrible—it would bump a stat up by about ten percent for up to one hour. 
 
      
 
    The bounty was mediocre. Cheater had hoped for more, seeing that the creature was medium-sized. If it had gotten to him, it could have smashed his head in with a single paw swipe. Even well-developed immunes would have trouble encountering it. 
 
      
 
    His streak of low luck was riding on two days, now. First, he hid everything in the drainage pipe, shuddering every time he heard the slightest rustle. Then he sat in the buses, watching the town. Thankfully, the fire didn’t attract any serious attention, just a few walkers who were likely to hold nothing but webbing. The creatures were apparently much more attracted to the city recently brought in than to a column of smoke nearby. 
 
      
 
    Why not stay here in the village, then? Everything was familiar here. His observation post was getting to be like a second home. A first home, as far as my memory is concerned. 
 
      
 
    No, it was time to say goodbye. One dangerous beast had already been drawn to Cheater here, so others might follow. Even if he were to rebuild all of his traps, using his experience to improve them for next time, they would be worthless against the most serious opponents this world had to offer. 
 
      
 
    Plus, it wasn’t a very profitable place as far as leveling up was concerned. Cheater desperately needed to reach level ten, and each level was harder to reach than the one before it, since progress points were getting harder to obtain. The beasts he had killed before his excavations had begun had given him only one point to Strength each. His Strength was already at 8, after all, so he took a big reward penalty when fighting weak infecteds. 
 
      
 
    Kitty had explained that when the level of the skill you used in battle was three or more points higher than your opponent’s level, you take an XP hit. The greater the difference between those levels, the harder the XP hit. When that difference hits six points or more, the progress points earned often hit a minimum: one. 
 
      
 
    Cheater pulled up the menu and checked his Strength stat. Yes, it was at 8 points, with 11 progress points towards 9. To get to stat level 1, you needed 10 progress points. Level 2 required 20 points, level 3, 30, and so on. So, he could get from level 8 to level 9 Strength by killing a total of ninety weak infecteds. Eleven of those had already been taken out, but that didn’t cheer him up much. 
 
      
 
    If he wanted to earn that many points on weaklings, Cheater would have to kill every one of them that wandered down the road, for days on end. Then his Strength stat would reach 9—but that wouldn’t level him up. In order to level up, he needed his total base stats to go up by five. 
 
      
 
    His Strength was at 8, Agility at 9, Speed also at 9, and Endurance at 4. That made 30, which was why he was level 6—each level up had required five stat point increases. 
 
      
 
    But there were five base stats, not four. The fifth was Willpower. It was at 0. Kitty had explained that this stat was difficult to raise before reaching level 10, since leveling it up required the immune to use their superpower—and newcomers didn’t have a superpower. 
 
      
 
    There was one other possibility, though. Cheater had, over the course of his adventures, gained 155 “distributable” base stat points. As far as he could tell, these were ordinary progress points, but he could choose which stat they went towards. If he threw them all at Willpower, it would hit level 5—raising his level by one. But Kitty had hinted that these distributable points were too valuable to spend without careful consideration. 
 
      
 
    And now wasn’t the time. Whether he was level 6 or level 7 made no difference to Cheater. He needed to reach level 10, and at this rate, it would take him many weeks to do so. These careful villages were too little, too slowly. He had to find a place where infecteds of the perfect level congregated often. They would be tough to kill, of course, but killing one of them would net him more than killing five weaklings. 
 
      
 
    Where would he go? What nearby location would have a stream of beasts at the right level for him? 
 
      
 
    He reflexively turned his head towards the city. No. I didn’t book it out of there just so I could return less than a week later, when the infecteds have finished the living and turn on one another. Every beast in town would be hoping for something tastier than another infected to show up. 
 
      
 
    That road he had to abandon when he was being tracked, however—that seemed like a decent option. Many more beasts had walked that path than were walking this one. Perhaps that was only temporary popularity thanks to a nearby reset, but it wouldn’t hurt to check. 
 
      
 
    His mind made up, Cheater headed for his observation point. He had left a few useful items there, collected from around town, and there was no sense abandoning them. Plus, he could use a bath, and there was enough water there for that purpose. But once he had finished stuffing things in his backpack, he noticed more suspicious movement on the road. He grabbed his binoculars and sighed heavily. It seemed this village didn’t want to let him go just yet. It offered him a gift, if he would stay a bit longer. 
 
      
 
    Two groups of infecteds were coming down the road. The first were four and moved with vigor and absolute filth. The second followed half a mile behind. Three ghouls in that party. 
 
      
 
    The first group was a good find. Level four, at least, no twos or threes. But even in a prepared arena, a fight with that many quick opponents could turn into a slew of surprising unpleasantries. In compensation, though, he wouldn’t get a pathetic four progress points. More like a dozen or two. 
 
      
 
    Then there were the three behind. 
 
      
 
    Cheater moved decisively towards the stairs. It was a good chance to raise his stats, and he couldn’t miss it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    An hour later, he sat in the same attic bandaging a nasty laceration on his left forearm, cursing his greed and the nimbleness of the ghouls. The two level fives in the trio had not allowed him to get to them from behind. Thankfully one of them ended up with a sliced thigh which made her fall twice during the battle. But the other dove at Cheater, knocking away a blow of the ax with his elbow. His arm was gushing blood, but that didn’t trouble him in the least, and he set his teeth to work. Cheater had to cover his throat with his left forearm, hurriedly scrambling with his right hand for his knife. He managed to pierce the ghoul’s temple on the first hit, silencing the beast in an instant. The fallen female was close by then, coming to rescue her boyfriend. 
 
      
 
    Cheater saved the situation by killing his third opponent instantly: sharpened screwdriver to the eye. The ghoul slumped. Saved by his miraculous accuracy again. Regrettably, his rate of fire was poor with throwing weapons, and many ghouls were invulnerable to them. 
 
      
 
    But Cheater had escaped a very bad day by the skin of his teeth. He had been brash enough to think he could handle that crowd alone. But they weren’t green. Almost level five, teeth sharp enough to pierce whatever handmade arm coverings he could put together. And pierce the flesh underneath. 
 
      
 
    He would survive. He had earned some spores and bumped his Endurance up to 5. That was the favorite stat of masochists. The only time it grew naturally was if during battle you reached the utmost limits of fatigue or injury or pain—and yet survived long enough to kill your opponent or opponents. Pumping Endurance was an affair of constant misery and negativity. 
 
      
 
    Unless you adored pain. 
 
      
 
    The whole event rearranged Cheater’s plans. He had lost time and now had an open wound. For an immune, it was little more than a scratch. He would be able to remove the bandage by the morrow. But until that time, no matter how much he washed, the smell would be very attractive to infecteds. Ghouls could pick up the faintest scent of fresh blood like it was a sewer spill. 
 
      
 
    He could change his shoes and his clothes. And wash his skin. He could wrap his arm up in a dozen layers of bandage, and then plastic wrap. Or, he could just wait until the next day. There wasn’t enough light today anyway to give Cheater enough time to reach the first road and find a place to camp out for the night. 
 
      
 
    As soon as he had decided to stay, he heard the roar of approaching engines. It was the first vehicle he had heard in the area. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Despite his short stay in this hard world, Cheater had seen a lot, including a variety of vehicles used by immunes. Self-propelled armored trucks, decent military vehicles, and even all kinds of civilian vehicles transformed by the local craftsmen into mobile firing points. Conversations with Kitty had made it clear that decent military vehicles were an uncommon find. Stables and confederations of stables often fought large-scale wars for the rights to loot clusters containing military assets after resets. 
 
      
 
    One single APC, assuming that it wasn’t too ancient and hadn’t been converted into a peacetime vehicle before being brought to the Continents, constituted a decent vehicular force here. Two APCs? That was something. And when those two were accompanying an artillery gun, well, that was amazing. 
 
      
 
    Eight military vehicles moved along the road, and all had good protection, to varying degrees. Three Humvees with half-open machine gun turrets and three badass APCs. Two of the APCs had auto cannons, and the other had a large-caliber gun. A pair of trucks covered in canvas rounded out the ensemble. Cheater didn’t see any weapons on the trucks. 
 
      
 
    How did he know they were really military? They were all painted with a uniform digital camo print, along with emblems and numbers on the sides. No handmade alterations were to be seen. It was like they had just rolled out of the factory. 
 
      
 
    Was this some stab’s militia? From a cluster that had grown so strong it had a genuine private army? Kitty had mentioned something like that before. 
 
      
 
    But Cheater didn’t think that was what was going on here. He hadn’t encountered too many immunes, but he knew they weren’t fans of walking around rank and file with standard-issue clothing and ammunition. But the turret gunners looked like they were clones. Their helmets turned in unison, clearly when they were informed by their commanders of probable threat vectors. Cheater couldn’t really make out their clothing, but it was clearly all of the same general origin. Maybe even from the same factory. 
 
      
 
    These guys were mysterious and dangerous. They were coming from the city, and with powerful tech. The column was arranged to keep infecteds away from the vulnerable trucks. This wasn’t their first training outing—they knew what they were doing. No way I’m going out there and just announcing to these guys that I’m a newcomer. 
 
      
 
    Cheater was in a rush to get to Kitty’s region, but he knew that haste was often counterproductive. This was a confounding situation, and so it was one best avoided. 
 
      
 
    He kept an eye on the column. Only when it was escaping from sight did he begin to feel regret. Had he just missed his opportunity to meet a bunch of compassionate, strong soldiers who could have dropped him off at a stable without a string of dangerous adventures? Or could have at least pointed him the right way? 
 
      
 
    Maybe. But he also might have just lost his life then and there, along with some of his hard-earned progress points. A real string of bad luck could hit your progress points hard—sometimes even causing you to lose a level. He had done the right thing. There was no sense in nurturing regrets. 
 
      
 
    Perhaps he’d need to spend the night in this observation point. His initial plan—returning to the roadside drainage pipe—was seeming less and less appealing. Who knew how excited the area infecteds might be at the sight of those vehicles? A crowd of them might be running from the city right now, in pursuit. Sitting under the road, listening to their chorus of grumbling and hoping their near-canine olfactories didn’t detect the freshly-spilled blood—that wasn’t how he wanted to spend the night. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    About ten minutes after the vehicles had passed, a muffled roar grew from the place they had traveled. At times, Cheater could barely hear the short bursts of the auto cannons or similar weapons. Then, at one point, a sound like that of an airplane dropping a bomb ended in a column of smoke, hazily visible through his binoculars. 
 
      
 
    Was that just a coincidence? Couldn’t be. And no one in this world ever shot without something to shoot at. The convoy had encountered some opponent. 
 
      
 
    Maybe infecteds had attacked. But what herd could possibly have caused such a volley in response? The battle had raged for several minutes, and was possibly still raging. It was too far away to tell. The wind had died down, but the air was not full of the silence typical of night. Yet there were no more sounds of automatic weapons or large-caliber machine guns. Had all of the large guns been taken out of the fight, and the soldiers were continuing the battle with lighter weapons which didn’t make so much noise? 
 
      
 
    As he listened in vain for the rumble of the battle, Cheater slid further into reflection. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10
Life Six: March 
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Had the System made a sort of exception for Cheater, unlocked some of his unavailable intellectual capabilities even before he had reached level 10? Maybe. He was on his seventh day of life, and he had survived, despite insurmountable adventures. 
 
      
 
    But if that was true, then it had only unlocked a small part—otherwise why would he march directly to his death? 
 
      
 
    That’s what he was doing. Instead of returning to the first road as he had planned, Cheater was walking down the second. Not to the city, no, but the other way, to the east. The cannonade of the night before had captivated him. He woke remembering what direction he had seen the smoke in, which meant he was sure he could find the actual place. For some reason he was also certain that the convoy had kept to the road, and it was there that they had met trouble—or brought trouble. 
 
      
 
    Cheater badly needed a good weapon. Living among infecteds and unfriendly immunes was a difficult task with a set of sharpened screwdrivers and single-shot small-caliber weapons with seven rounds of ammo. If the fight was serious, there might be salvage to be had. 
 
      
 
    In the normal world, the winner would have looted the field, leaving absolutely nothing for stalkers like him. But here, making a lot of noise meant attracting hordes of grumbling gawkers. The infecteds knew that shooting for others meant feasting for them. Gunfire caused them to abandon all other pursuits and rush towards the noises. And the immunes after the battle would beat it as quickly as they could. 
 
      
 
    So why would anyone rush towards a place potentially filled with mobs of ghouls or unfriendly immunes armed with heavy weaponry? No one with half a brain would do that, but Cheater was still being restricted to a little less than half. He really wanted a good rifle, or at least a machine gun. A decent gun opened up all kinds of possibilities. Sure, he could still attack groups of beasts with ax and spear, but if things went to hell, the gun would give him a noisy but quick out. He’d pump his stats and get loot faster. 
 
      
 
    Ah, how a fool and his lives are soon parted. 
 
      
 
    Cheater left the village before dawn, intending on finding his weapon. He was too fearful to take the road. Never again did he want to encounter a ghoul without setting the terms of the battle himself. So, he walked through reeds and bushes, only crossing open spaces very briefly, when necessary. Cheater hadn’t completely lost his head. Sometimes, he stopped at a place with a good view to watch the area. After a minute or two of observation, he would resume his march. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    The first encounter he had with the battlefield was via his nose. 
 
      
 
    It had been three hours of walking, all through reeds and shrubs. The monotony made him drowsy. He yearned to see anything that wasn’t reeds and bushes, even if it was ghouls and beasts. But it seemed all the ghouls in the world had perished. Not a single one was anywhere to be seen. 
 
      
 
    When he smelled the burning field, he crouched in the tall grass. The fire had been close to this place. It was hardly some fire set by a weary traveler, for it stank of burned rubber, plastic, and something indescribably chemical, not just of wood and coal. No matter how much he looked, he could not see the source of the stench, but he guessed that the crows who had settled a little further down, on the branches of the squat trees of the steppe, had chosen that position for a reason. 
 
      
 
    His guess was right. Twenty minutes later, as he was cautiously sneaking up to the place of interest, Cheater saw the first vehicle. He recognized it immediately—despite the fact that only a rusty skeleton devoid of wheels and turrets had survived. He had seen three of these vehicles yesterday, racing past the village. The Humvees. 
 
      
 
    This one would never ride again. Unless it disappeared when the cluster reset and came back, but that didn’t count. By the tread patterns on the grass, it was clear that the car had driven off the road, which Cheater couldn’t see from here, and then had been stopped by something. The Humvee had itself burned, and its blaze had incinerated a circle twenty yards in diameter around it. It was lucky the area was humid. If the vegetation had been dry, the fire would have spread, and Cheater would have no plants to hide in. 
 
      
 
    He decided that the most interesting location would be the area right next to the road, so he spent another ten minutes moving to a place he calculated was the best point for observation. It was the right choice. What he saw was fascinating. 
 
      
 
    Yes, it had been a serious battle. The steppe was dotted with gloomy spots of burnt grass and scorched earth, and the trees’ branches had been shredded by shrapnel and bullets. All over the field, vehicles which had whipped past the town were now frozen forever. Both trucks remained on the road, next to the armored personnel carrier, which was de-roofed. About fifty yards from the edge of the road, one more Humvee had met its end. 
 
      
 
    Further along the road, and off the road, he saw the remains of some unfamiliar vehicles. A couple of trucks converted by the locals into pitiful stand-ins for armored personnel carriers, three pickup trucks—one of which for some reason was only half present, with its whole front missing—and some incomprehensible vehicle with a caterpillar track. It looked like a civilian all-terrain vehicle cheaply converted into a combat machine. 
 
      
 
    Cheater was surprised that all of the vehicles—except for one pickup truck untouched by flame—looked so rusty that it reminded him of museum exhibits from some war long ago. That couldn’t be, though. They had just fought last night! 
 
      
 
    The speed of the corrosion which had occurred here was stupefying. Perhaps it was normal for damaged vehicles to rust this quickly. His memory was unavailable to answer that question for him. 
 
      
 
    But Cheater cast these worthless questions from his mind and set to considering more important matters. Where had the bodies gone? The vehicles had been savaged, so there must have been casualties. Corpses should line every foot of the field, but not a single one was visible. 
 
      
 
    The explanation was right in front of him: Four ghouls, between levels three and six, were clustered near the only undamaged pickup. Other infecteds must have been here, but once the place was cleaned of everything that caught their interest, they had moved on in search of some new place. 
 
      
 
    Infecteds were always hungry, and they did nothing but hunt for food. Ergo, no bodies. Either surviving immunes had carried them off for some reason, or the beasts had eaten them. 
 
      
 
    There was another explanation for the missing corpses, though. If all of the participants in the battle were immune, they would have died and not become dinner. Immune bodies would lie for a while, up to ten minutes or so, after which they seem to be processed by an invisible force, turning their flesh into black sand. Clothing, ammunition, and weapons could not affect this process of destruction, and only objects bound to a person would survive it. Magic items of a sort, inaccessible to Cheater. 
 
      
 
    Well, inaccessible for now. He was growing, after all. Always developing. In due time, he’d have bound items, too. 
 
      
 
    Now, one hundred and fifty yards away, he saw four ghouls milling about. Potential stat progress points, and potential valuable loot. As a bonus, a cleaner field would mean an easier search for useful items. 
 
      
 
    Cheater took another look around, saw no signs of other infecteds, and stood up straight. Five seconds later, he whistled loudly and waved his hand. 
 
      
 
    The infecteds heard him right away and looked around to locate the source of the scrumptious sounds. Their sight wasn’t terrible, but they could miss an immobile object even fifty yards from them. So Cheater made himself a mobile object with his arms. 
 
      
 
    All four broke into a run, but then the unity of the undead army fell apart. The speed of these creatures, especially at their initial stages of development, strongly depended on their level. Level zero and one creatures couldn’t run—and sometimes couldn’t even walk. After that, they began a sort of jog, and then became increasing like a running bird of prey. Except that given enough time, these birds of prey could defeat tank armor. 
 
      
 
    So, the slowest creatures began to lag behind immediately, and the quickest was forty yards ahead of the rest by the time he reached Cheater. This tendency of groups of infected to spread out allowed him to take them one at a time, or at least in smaller groups, not all at once. 
 
      
 
    Cheater stuck the first in his thigh with his spear, cut his leg with a practiced motion, and stabbed him in the sporesac. He had to face two at once after that, but—surprise!—one of them was easily taken down with a sharpened screwdriver hurled precisely through the air. Cheater brought the other to the ground as well but failed to get her sporesac right away thanks to her awkward position. He had to draw his ax and chop indiscriminately at the beast’s head. 
 
      
 
    The ax was heavy, so it did the job just as well. 
 
      
 
    Cheater then set his ax upon the last, slowest ghoul. He’d have to wash the ax blade now anyway, so there was no point in dirtying another screwdriver. 
 
      
 
    The killing was done, and Cheater crouched down so that only his head poked up above the tall grass. He read the messages announcing his victory and its rewards and then began to watch for any reactions from other infecteds. The fight had been pretty noisy, so any infecteds still in the area would be running this way right now. 
 
      
 
    Cheater counted silently to one hundred, but nothing happened. The grass bent in the breeze and the ravens cawed, and the little birds were still causing a racket, though not as loudly as before. No grumbling, no heavy footfalls. Cheater’s attack had not been noticed. 
 
      
 
    Moving at a crouch from one corpse to another, he gutted their sporesacs and searched their pockets, wherever such pockets existed. One of the ghouls had an expensive smartphone. Selling it could, in the old world, fetch enough money to buy a good rifle and a couple hundred rounds for it. This was not the old world, and here smartphones were worth less than paperweights. 
 
      
 
    He set down to searching the field of battle, examining every last place where the grass was trodden down or blown up. Less than a minute had passed when Cheater realized where the bodies of the slain had gone. He found one of them. Well, “body” wasn’t the right word. Remains. Shreds of tissue, scattered bones, some of them gnawed, and a demolished skull. 
 
      
 
    Among the traces of the feast, Cheater found a tablet. It looked like it had a strong build, though the screen was severely scratched. A military tablet of some kind. Solid and reliable. Out of a torn body armor vest, he pulled the clip to an automatic. He didn’t recognize the clip or the twenty rounds within it. Perhaps it was from a foreign country. Or just made up. 
 
      
 
    Not that Cheater even knew what “his country” had been, or what kind of ammunition it had used. He just had a hunch, a detached sense, that the bullets weren’t supposed to look like that. 
 
      
 
    There was a barrier in his head between actual memories and associations like this. 
 
      
 
    He located a machine gun, too, just lying on the ground. But it was a miserable find. It looked like a sledgehammer had had its way with the weapon: the barrel was bent, the receiver was crushed, and the butt had been snapped off. No way he could repair that. He couldn’t find any ammo for the gun, anyway, and it was empty. 
 
      
 
    The machine gun looked familiar, but he couldn’t put a name to it. Also from a “foreign country,” then. 
 
      
 
    On a whim, he squinted at the mutilated weapon. It worked. 
 
      
 
    FN FAL 50.00-44 automatic rifle, improved variant. Ammunition: NATO 7.62х51. Condition: out of order. Additional accessories: none. Special properties: a special bot weapon. Can guarantee successful integration with two modifiers. Installed modifiers: none. 
 
      
 
    The information was particularly interesting since Cheater didn’t understand a word of it. He knew what the weapon was, sure, but he didn’t get any of that last part about modifiers. If only Kitty were here. She had explained everything in an impossibly confusing way, but nevertheless she had managed to teach Cheater a lot. Even though they had been with each other for such a short time. 
 
      
 
    He wished they could have spent another day together. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cheater killed about another half an hour searching before he found something that was worth it. 
 
      
 
    He had found lots of things worth nothing: whole bones and gnawed bones, scraps of clothing, ammunition intact and spent, broken weapons, grenades for under-barrel launchers, and broken helmets. It was as if the enemy had been a band of highly principled vandals. Every single thing was wrecked. 
 
      
 
    No, that was a bit of an exaggeration. The ammo might come in handy down the road. Not to use himself, but to trade for something useful. Kitty had often referred to ammunition as another currency in this world. Three excellent knives were among the ruins, as well. They were heavy, good for short throws. One helmet turned out to be unbroken and even unstained by the brains of its previous owner. Cheater put it on his head immediately. It was good protection and a helpful visibility reducer. His dark hair stood out against the bright greenery and against the sand. The beasts might see a moving black spot from a good distance, since they were so sensitive to motion. 
 
      
 
    The real treasure, though, was neither knife nor helmet. Nor body armor. It was a pistol. A working pistol. He sniffed. It had not been fired recently, neither in this battle nor in any other that day. There were ten forty-five caliber rounds ready to go. Cheater examined every blade of grass in the area, but sadly there was no more ammunition for the handgun to be found. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t much, but it was something. So the whole search had been worth it. 
 
      
 
    And he wasn’t done yet. The most likely place for loot was still unsearched. It seemed illogical to save it for last, but he was afraid of spoiling his luck. He had walked around the target with greedy glances as he kept his distance. 
 
      
 
    The target was the intact pickup. The only one that hadn’t burned to a crisp. Four ghouls had been hanging around the pickup, also apparently attracted by the promise of an undestroyed vehicle. 
 
      
 
    It had sustained a good amount of damage, of course. The driver side door had been torn off and lay far away, and the barred glass had been punched through by bullets and shrapnel in several places. The rear tires had blown, the turret had been ripped open, and the machine gun was driven barrel-first into the ground, clearly out of commission for good. The truck itself was pretty shot up. 
 
      
 
    Cheater’s instinct was right: the loot inside was better than outside. In the glove compartment, he found a loaded revolver with a preposterously short barrel. Two of the six chambers were empty. Either the owner of this gun had neglected to keep it at the ready, or they simply didn’t have the ammunition. In the backpack in the backseat he found a bunch of useful items: a liter plastic jar of lifejuice, almost full; four ribbed hand grenades; a set of bandages; and compact binoculars so powerful-looking that Cheater instinctively went to ditch his weak theater binoculars. 
 
      
 
    The backpack was solid, too. Cheater loaded everything he had into it. It was more comfortable than his current bag, and harder to see with its camouflage pattern. And, it was more moisture-resistant. 
 
      
 
    As he exited the car on the other side, he nearly stepped on an ax. Not a carpenter’s ax, nor a fireman’s ax—it was clearly a combat ax, with a viciously slanted edge and a short six-sided spike on the butt. The handle was so comfortable that he felt like holding it forever, and it was strangely light. By the looks of it, he thought it would have weighed double what it did. 
 
      
 
    A strange shimmer ran down the metal, too. As if it was covered with a thin layer of mother-of-pearl. 
 
      
 
    He squinted to activate inspect mode. The System gave him some information—which it didn’t always do, especially for ordinary axes. And there was a lot of text. 
 
      
 
    Battle-ax. Condition: ready to use. Special properties: weapon of the Former. Guaranteed integration with one modification. Integrated modifications: Stone of Liberty, Crystal of Durability. Modification properties: Virtual weight reduced by 54% (this parameter only applies to carry weight. In battle, combat calculations on hit are based on the true weight of the weapon). Strengthened weapon materials, making the weapon difficult to damage. Sharpening lasts longer, and even strong impacts on hard surfaces do little to dull the weapon. 
 
      
 
    He tossed his old ax away without an ounce of regret and belted his new one. This one was clearly superior, and he wouldn’t even have to rinse the blood off. 
 
    He still didn’t understand everything that was said. So this weapon could be improved by the strange hocus pocus of this wild world. But the description had only mentioned capacity for one modification—and then continued to list two modifications. What did that mean? 
 
      
 
    He’d need to get that explanation from some other immune. The System’s hints were rare, only sometimes relevant, and only given after resurrection—which was usually too late for them to help at all. 
 
      
 
    Cheater inspected the whole area around the cab but found nothing else of use. It was time to inspect the actual truck bed. 
 
      
 
    As soon as he looked in, the two boxes filled with belts of machine gun ammo caught his eye. Sizable ammunition. Cheater could handle carrying them, but it would be awkward to say the least. He was already loaded up with junk, some from the town and some from here. But he couldn’t just leave them. A twelve-millimeter round could take down a serious beast, so these were probably worth a bundle. 
 
      
 
    He would drag them off with him, and if it ended up they were too heavy, he would ditch a portion of the ammo somewhere. The weight could be cut down by harvesting the actual rounds from the metal belts and throwing away the boxes. 
 
      
 
    Wait, what’s this? 
 
      
 
    One side of the back of the pickup held a long box, fitted under the seat. To access the inside, anyone sitting down had to stand up and pull the lid up. An improvised trunk, probably not installed in the factory. 
 
      
 
    Cheater opened the lid and regretted the move immediately. A hand holding a shotgun poked out from the box. The double-barreled sawed-off was almost close enough to pick his nose. It didn’t move. 
 
      
 
    Cheater couldn’t make out the age of the man holding the gun. He wasn’t even a hundred percent sure it was a man. 
 
      
 
    He hoped it was. A short, reddish beard was all he could make out, besides the hand. From upper lip to the top of his head, the face of the human hiding in the box was a mess of dried blood, soft tissue, and bone fragments. Cheater saw no nose, no cheeks, no eyes, no eyebrows, no forehead. Nothing. It was like the man’s face, save the beard, had been sawn off, ground up in a meat grinder, and slapped back on indiscriminately. 
 
      
 
    And perhaps he had been wounded elsewhere. His clothes were so soaked in blood that only a few sparse unstained places suggested he was dressed in a dark red plaid shirt. Below the belt, his worn jeans were only a little less stained. 
 
      
 
    Cheater could not comprehend how this person could even be conscious, much less hold steady aim in the face of an invisible target. But even without inspect mode, he knew this was no digi and no newcomer. The man was a serious immune, and it was best not to trigger whatever surprises he might have in store. 
 
      
 
    So, Cheater wasn’t about to wait long enough for the silence to become tense, as tension can cause an involuntary twitch of the index finger. He put on the most casual voice he could muster. “Good morning.” 
 
      
 
    Fifteen seconds followed with no reaction. He found himself hoping the wounded man had just died, frozen in that strange position. But then the man’s mouth opened, revealing a swollen tongue behind half-shattered rows of teeth. His voice was hoarse and hostile. “And what makes you think it’s a good morning, eh? Doesn’t seem good to me. Seems bloody terrible, in fact. Maybe not so bloody terrible for you, though. We could change that. What do you think? Are you into terrible mornings?” 
 
      
 
    Cheater knew it was best to answer this kind of question with a question of his own. “You don’t want to thank me?” 
 
      
 
    “Alright. How about I take your head off? A quick and easy death, and that’s a real bit of cheer in this place. Typically, I only spend ammo on things with brains, though. Now, mate, tell me why in bloody hell I should thank you?” 
 
      
 
    “I saved you. There were four ghouls around the truck, looking for you. They could smell you.” 
 
      
 
    “Saved me? Well, if that isn’t the ticket. Tell me, were they breaking into this trunk of mine? No, no they weren’t. You know why not? Because they had no bloody clue I was inside here, taking five winks. So, mate, you disturbed my morning nap, that’s all you did. And I love my morning naps. The only thing I like about this world is that there’s no need to get up at six o’clock for work. So, you just took the only thing I love away from me. Have you got any ambrosia?” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
      
 
    “Well then perhaps my finger’s getting itchy here. Quit with the bollocks, boy. I’ve had enough of a day as it is. Have you or haven’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “Plenty of it.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’m quite a thirsty individual, it so happens.” 
 
      
 
    “You could just ask nicely.” 
 
      
 
    He sighed. “Please, would you kindly give me a bit of ambrosia before I blow off your head, steal it from you, and as charity pour some into the hole it leaves so maybe it heals. If you’d be so kind.” 
 
      
 
    The brash soldier seized the flask straight out of Cheater’s hand, as if he had no need of eyes to see, and then nearly drained it to the bottom. 
 
      
 
    With a satisfied belch, he leaned back and lowered his shotgun. “Decent ambrosia. Next time, when you add the skunk piss for flavoring, make sure it’s fresh. So, I’m not quite sure what I should write on your grave if anything happens. What’s your name, good Samaritan sir?” 
 
      
 
    “Cheater.” 
 
      
 
    “Cheater!” Surprisingly, the outburst was one of delight. “Are you putting me on?” 
 
      
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
    “You know that’s only a name for idiots, right?” 
 
      
 
    “They called me an idiot before I was Cheater. Seems it’s a local term of affection.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I guess you’re not completely lost, then. And you’ve got ambrosia, and I bloody well need that if I’m to recover. So how about we call ourselves mates, then? My name is March. Just March, no other names. What’ve you got to say?” 
 
      
 
    “Alright.” 
 
      
 
    “Have you got any beer, Cheater?” 
 
      
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
    “Dammit. Should have told me earlier, before we were mates, so I could have just shot you.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11
Life Six: Veteran Companion 
 
      
 
    March bent over the crumpled helmet filled with water and carelessly splashed some on what was left of his face. He even tried to whistle a simple melody as he did so. 
 
      
 
    Cheater was dealing with the machine gun ammo belts and dutifully warned him, “I got that water from a puddle. All kinds of things living in there.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that right? And here I thought you fetched it from a fresh hot spring. Tell me, Cheater, have you ever seen a girl by the name of Petite?” 
 
      
 
    “Not that I remember.” 
 
      
 
    “You would remember, no doubt about it. Her face is unremarkable, but everything below the neck—nearly two hundred and fifty exquisite pounds. She does weigh a bit heavily on any would-be lovers, you might say. Usually they’re connoisseurs of larger size, so to speak. 
 
      
 
    “So one day, she met a man who had a strong pull on the strings of her tender heart. But the feeling was not mutual. I’m sure you can guess why. Petite decided she had to do something about her figure. She didn’t want to go on a diet, and couldn’t go swing her buttocks around at the gym. So she ordered some... What was it they were called... Well, let’s just say they were some weight loss pills from Thailand. A rare find. They’re only available in one cluster that’s not good for much else, unless you are looking for a mob of strong, angry ghouls. The guys not only pulled it off, though, they did it quick. 
 
      
 
    “She took all of the pills, and they didn’t help. Know why? Well, they weren’t pills. I mean, they had the appearance of pills, but they weren’t filled with chemicals or herbs. Inside, there was nothing but worm larvae. Or worm eggs. I don’t bloody know how worms get it on. So these worms were supposed to settle down in your intestines and eat whatever you tossed down there. They leave their host some of the food, but not enough to grow fat on. But Petite forgot that in this new world tapeworms can’t survive, just like bacteria and fungi die out, too. Only healthy microorganisms remain. Everything else kicks the bucket. We immunes can’t get the flu, heart arrhythmia, or anything. We’re immune to all of it, not just the spore sickness. You could scoop food and bandages and eyedrops out of an outhouse pit and you wouldn’t feel the slightest touch of infection. What is that you’re banging around with?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m taking the bullets out of this ammo belt.” 
 
      
 
    “Lots of them in there?” 
 
      
 
    “Two belts, fifty bullets each.” 
 
      
 
    “You taking all of them out?” 
 
      
 
    “All of them.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds backbreaking.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe. I guess we’ll find out.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll find out? We haven’t talked much, Cheat, but that phrase gives me a sense of mutual cooperation. Shall we shake on it?” 
 
      
 
    After a moment’s thought, Cheater once again answered with a question of his own. “How did you know I was a newcomer? You don’t even have eyes. Some kind of special ability?” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t need eyes to tell a fool. And I don’t mean that as an insult, you know. All of you, distinguished for curiosity and naivete both, are called fools, idiots, morons by us locals.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, ‘dumbass,’ ‘naive,’ I’ve heard them all. Many times.” 
 
      
 
    “So what plans does that brainless head of yours have in it? Unless those plans don’t include me. In that case, you can just keep your ridiculous fantasies to yourself.” 
 
      
 
    “I can press forward on my own. No reason for me to stay around here. Or, I can go with you. Maybe I won’t be that much help, but it looks like right now my help is exactly what you need.” 
 
      
 
    “Whoa, you’re a true Good Samaritan? Do you help everyone like this?” 
 
      
 
    “No, I have my own interests.” 
 
      
 
    “What interests?” 
 
      
 
    “I need to get to a stable. A decent stable with decent people. And I don’t even know which direction to start walking.” 
 
      
 
    “So, an almost-dead blind man is supposed to be your guide? What a cunning plan.” 
 
      
 
    “Almost-dead is pushing it. I don’t know how you do it, but you don’t act like a wounded man. I mean, yeah, you obviously are—you just seem too lively for a cripple.” 
 
      
 
    “Have you seen my level?” 
 
      
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
    “And you never will unless you unlock your smarts. In this world, if your level’s high enough you can get half of your head blown off and still punish the one who did it. Don’t take all the bullets. They’re heavy. Just take the ones with the black tips. People pay well for those, and not so much for the others. Do you have a weapon?” 
 
      
 
    “A double-barrel and a pistol. I only have small shot for the first, and one clip for the second. I found the pistol here. It’s good. Forty-five caliber. I also found some kind of magic ax.” 
 
      
 
    “Magic? Will wonders never cease. So, I suspect you had some time to pick up some know-how before getting tossed into another region. Am I right?” 
 
      
 
    Cheater nodded, then remembered the eyes. “Yeah.” It was amazing how much insight March had into him already. 
 
      
 
    “So here your chats with your old friends don’t work anymore, and it’s not the black so much to blame as the distance between you. You don’t know what to do, where to go. I can help with that. For a fool, your thinking is pretty good, you know? We’ll stick together. Do everything I tell you right away. If I tell you to cut off your ear, do it, no questions asked. Once you’re done, then you can ask why. Got it?” 
 
      
 
    “Alright.” 
 
      
 
    “No, you don’t get it. Why aren’t you accepting my party invite?” 
 
      
 
    “Party invite?” 
 
      
 
    “Cheater, if you are to be my respected companion for the near future, could you please do me the kindness of looking at the menu? I left you an invitation there. March has invited you to join his squad and all that. Loot distribution policy: relaxed. Speak or clearly think one of the following: ‘Join’ or ‘Reject.’ See it?” 
 
      
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
    “And they say I’m the blind one.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s no text like that. I know where it shows up when it does.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you still in your old party, by any chance? Forgot to leave it, maybe?” 
 
      
 
    “Ah. Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “Well then, leave the party.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s the little button that says ‘Leave.’” 
 
      
 
    “I know, I know. I mean I can’t. Long story, but that’s how it is.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that so? I have to go God only knows where with an idiot—and I can’t even join his party?” 
 
      
 
    “You could just point out the way, then, and I’ll take it. But better to travel with an idiot than on your own.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine. We will talk about this later. But you are already declining to work together with me, Cheater, which means you are not keeping your word. You told me we were agreed.” 
 
      
 
    “Like I said, it’s a long story.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine. Then grab the ammo and let’s roll out. Do you know which way is west?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you see a grain elevator that way?” 
 
      
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, there is one. Go west until you see it. Once you do, head straight for it. The ground will get a bit wet in places, but not deep enough to drown us. Just push through. Well, come on, let’s go. This glade is smelling scrumptious by now, and those lovers of bones will be here soon. And I’m not quite in shape to deal with them.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Alert: Pleasure meter close to critical low. If critical low is reached, your stats will begin to decrease. Do not allow your pleasure to fall too far, or you will be in a weakened state. When your meter falls to a dangerously low level, do something enjoyable to help raise it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    How could you raise one of the most important meters? Easy! Just do something that brings you happiness. 
 
      
 
    There were few options for that in this world, and none in Cheater’s current circumstances. His meter would hit zero soon. That would be the worst. 
 
      
 
    He might as well hang himself hoping that helped, but he didn’t even have a way to do that. 
 
      
 
    Cheater pulled his leg out of the thick silt again, looking ahead of him with longing. March had been right: this treeless plain offered a good view of the grain elevator in the distance. But he couldn’t see it right now thanks to the reeds. They were much taller than your average human and kept visibility down to thirty feet tops. 
 
      
 
    “A bit wet” apparently meant “massive bog.” The leeches were delighted with their visit, which was going on two hours now. They could always feel the bottom, but in some places, they were in waist-deep or even nearly neck-deep. Cheater had fallen a couple of times, too, so traces of bog and leech both made him look like he had been in over his head. 
 
      
 
    His mutilated companion, however, stumbled not once. He walked with the perfect posture of a marble statue, unperturbed by all the troubles of the silt along the bottom, the clumps of reed stalks clinging to his legs, his injury, and his blindness. Cheater was ashamed that he, a healthy, seeing individual, couldn’t match the gait of the cripple. 
 
      
 
    He turned to March. The man was walking as usual, as if all of this was routine. Cheater ran his hand along the water and felt something quite unlike a reed. Something alive. He looked down, gave a start, and jerked with all his limbs, causing himself to fall yet a third time. 
 
      
 
    Most men would fall if they were taken by surprise by a snake sharing the swamp with them, right? 
 
      
 
    March approached him, stopped, and pronounced blankly, 
 
    “Don’t be scared. Poisonous snakes don’t swim here. That’s just a garter snake. It won’t bite you.” 
 
    Cheater struggled to his feet. “How long do we have left in this mess?” 
 
      
 
    “This mess? So by that, I take it you are excluding other messes to come after?” 
 
      
 
    “Just—you know what I mean.” 
 
      
 
    “Getting tired out already? You’re all the same, you young bucks. You had best thank me that I convinced you not to bring all of those bullets along.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, thanks, but you didn’t answer the question.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be here as long as we need to be. It’s a perfect spot. The ghouls hate places like this, so appreciate the calm while you can.” 
 
      
 
    “This ‘calm’ is starting to drive me crazy. And it’s exhausting.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t say. Judging by your voice I thought you were a bit stronger than all that.” 
 
      
 
    “Going by my voice? So you really can’t see me.” 
 
      
 
    “I thought you were brighter than that, Cheat. Take a look at my eyes. Or where they used to be. See? No eyes. So no, I can’t see. Know why? Because I don’t have any eyes! How can a man see without eyes? What would he see with?” 
 
      
 
    “Look, how the hell should I know? Maybe you have an all-seeing ass for all I can imagine. I’ve been here long enough now that nothing surprises me anymore.” 
 
      
 
    “Eyes are a luxury, Cheater, and all luxury is evil. Gluttony. If you wish to live well, learn to live without your eyes. It’s an inconvenience, I grant you. But it is a bearable inconvenience. Why have you stopped? Can’t you feel those leeches? You spend a night in this swamp and they will suck so much blood you’ll start looking like a dried condom.” 
 
      
 
    “What happened back there, March? Back where I found you.” 
 
      
 
    “You found me? I wasn’t lost.” 
 
      
 
    “I guess my literalism is coming back at me. Look, you know what I mean. What was the battle about, who were you fighting, and how did you end up in that box?” 
 
      
 
    For a few minutes after, March made no sound but the continual sloshing through water and mud. Cheater concluded his companion was just ignoring the question, but then March began to answer, through clenched teeth. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t even know what it was. An artillery shell, maybe. Or a mine. Can’t really tell when it blows up virtually in your ear. Everything went black, and I figured any attacker would consider our pickup already dead. So I decided to lie still for a while. There I am just lying in my trunk, being no bother to anyone, and you had to come and lift the lid.” 
 
      
 
    “So who was fighting? What was the fight for?” 
 
      
 
    “What was it for... How do I put this in words you’ll understand? I got into a bit of a sticky situation at this one stable. A mediocre stable—meaning there was not a single thing good about it. A hole in a hole in the wall. But there was this coconut there. Like, this round. Hey, look back here, words cannot describe it.” 
 
      
 
    Cheater stopped and wearily looked over his shoulder. March had stopped first and was holding his arms out in a poor representation of a circle. 
 
      
 
    “See? The queen of coconuts, I tell you. Any museum would be thrilled to have that exhibit in the main hall.” 
 
      
 
    “What are you talking about? Coconuts? What does that have to do with any of this?” 
 
      
 
    “You ever seen a babe before, Cheater?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re asking if I’ve seen a woman? Of course.” 
 
      
 
    “From the front? From the side? Which angles exactly?” 
 
      
 
    “From every angle.” 
 
      
 
    “Bloody hell! We’ve got a regular ladykiller here!” 
 
      
 
    “Look, however big this swamp is, it has nothing on the bush you’re beating around right now.” 
 
      
 
    “So I’ll just believe you that we’ve both seen women from behind before. The female rear, Cheater, is shaped like a coconut, to my eyes. Or like a peanut, or a walnut if you want. Take your pick. Like a coconut split in two and held like so. Same shape, in two parts. Get me? So, it all started when I entered this stable and saw this lovely coconut.” Every time he said that word, March made the same gesture. “Keep moving, Cheater. I can talk and walk at the same time. I know you’re handicapped, but try walking and listening.” 
 
      
 
    “Talk louder, at least. Hard to hear over the slosh.” 
 
      
 
    “I could talk louder, or we could stay alive. Train your ears. Being loud is always bad. Almost always. Anyone might hear us, and I’d rather not tell the world my personal stories. 
 
      
 
    “So, anyway, I can’t stop thinking about this coconut, and cannot bring myself to leave until I crack it. Obviously, a coconut that perfect will never lie on the ground for long, before someone decides to take a bite. Followed by everyone else. But by my reckoning, that is just not my problem. Anyway, this coconut was one of the tougher ones, it turned out. Not that it was hard to open. I was doing quite a bang-up job at splitting it. But you know how girls are in this world. Treat themselves like princesses. And others lurked about, with the mistaken opinion that this coconut had not grown for me. 
 
      
 
    “By that time, I had wasted so much time on all the essential rituals, and far more money than I should like to remember. All of the girls here are rotten, you know.” Look who’s talking! “So why did I get stuck on this one? Maybe there is just something in the grog they brew there. But my behavior was, well, unacceptable. It was a waste of time and money. And at the point of greatest scandal, this gang showed up. With a proposition for me. It seemed like a good offer, and one that cost me nothing. So I decided to sign on. And you know what, perhaps the beer there was too strong, but this proposition was the kind you’d never sign on to until you were drunk flat on the floor. We set off for this profitable business, and things went straight to bloody hell. Enemies got wind of it. Don’t know how. I wasn’t in charge of opsec, and you’ll never find the man who was, I’m certain of that.” 
 
      
 
    “So who attacked whom?” 
 
      
 
    “You saw it. Ah, right. You wouldn’t understand. They were bots. Not simple bots. Some kind of special forces. Our vanguard crumpled in an instant, without enough time to even sound an alarm. We hurt them too, of course, but not much. It was over in an instant. Some tried to retreat. I don’t know if they made it. The bots left the scene quickly. I don’t know why, of course. I was hiding by this time, and my vision isn’t too good, as you know by now. That’s what happened, Cheat.” 
 
      
 
    “Who are they? I mean bots.” 
 
      
 
    “The bots? Well, they’re bots. They come in two basic types. The first type are just regular bots. They’re unpleasant to run into, of course, but not so bad. You can tell them by their gas masks and respirators. If you yank those apparatuses off of them, they get infected faster than digis. But the second kind are worse. The infection doesn’t affect them, and they’re tougher opponents. There are other kinds, sure, but that’s the bulk of them.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe I’m just stupid. I don’t get what you’re telling me.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s nothing to get, really. How’s your grasp of geography? You know the Continent is roughly the size of Eurasia, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Not that I know how big Eurasia is. Or was. But yeah, your name for the place makes sense.” 
 
      
 
    “Not ‘your’ name. ‘Our’ name. Get used to being one of us, Cheater. Now, the closer you get to the ocean, the higher your risk of running into bots, or even razers. In some places they have bases on the coast, and in some places on the islands. Along the rivers they putter about in boats of all sorts and send companies into the Continent’s interior. They have a decent fleet, and even a kind of air force. And, of course, whenever seawater is nearby, the ghouls are a lot thicker.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, but who are the bots?” 
 
      
 
    “They’re... well, nobody knows. Freaks. We’ve captured and interrogated them every way we could. They talk like they’re insane. Most can’t even answer simple questions. Some can communicate alright, but they never give us anything useful. Most of us believe the System generates them to keep us from getting too comfortable.” 
 
      
 
    “What about the razers?” 
 
      
 
    “Razers? We’ve never been able to question a razer. Not that I’ve heard of, anyway.” 
 
      
 
    “My girlfriend said she ended up in razer territory for one whole respawn cycle.” 
 
      
 
    “Let me guess: She burned through her five respawns right quick and went to a different region.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, she didn’t like it much.” 
 
      
 
    “No one likes it there. Imagine the Predator from that ridiculous film, except that you are not a commando, your name is not Arnold, and the Predator is practical. It doesn’t play hide and seek and doesn’t fight hand-to-hand. Just fires lethal rounds at you the moment it sees you. They are rather like humans from the future. So much technology. Guns more streamlined than your greatest dreams. And with camouflage so excellent that if one lies down, the only way you’ll find it is by stepping on it. A razer is death, on two legs. Nothing less.” 
 
      
 
    “Does the System create them, too?” 
 
      
 
    “Who else could?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know. But why would the System do that?” 
 
      
 
    “You should ask the System that.” 
 
      
 
    “It’ll listen?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh sure, yeah, it’ll give you a handbook on them to read, too. No, Cheater. The System listens to everything, yes, but it never offers an explanation to anyone. It just does things. Why it does what it does, and how, nobody knows. People have theories, of course. Silly theories, mostly. By silly people with silly conversations. Heck, there are even cults out there built around some of these theories. Some say we are all the souls of the dead, and we come here to be sorted. Some consign themselves to hell, others to heaven, or other places. And whenever one of their prophets dreams up a new fantasy, somebody writes it down and dogmatizes it. To these people, the Continent isn’t just a landmass. It’s Purgatory. If you keep your eyes open, you’ll hear all kinds of theories. Some even say that...” 
 
      
 
    Cheater stepped on something elevated from the bottom. It was both firm and soft, large and incomprehensible, hiding in the darkness of the swamp. The next instant, the water began to churn underfoot, and hundreds of bubbles exploded to the surface. 
 
      
 
    That was just the beginning. The roiling escalated. A catastrophically bad odor struck their noses, and all Cheater wanted in that moment was to never smell again, and to never remember smelling. An elongated mass appeared from the churning water and began to turn slowly. Cheater’s eyes began to tear from the smell, and he stepped back as both the urge to vomit and understanding hit him. 
 
      
 
    He had disturbed a corpse lying on the bottom. Why it had been lying there, he had no idea, but now it was on full display. Swollen, plastered in wet rags, covered with wounds and gaping holes. 
 
      
 
    “Bloody hell, Cheater, what did you eat?” March barked at the stench. “With digestion like that, you should give out free gas masks upon acquaintance!” 
 
      
 
    “There’s a dead man here. As in, a genuinely dead one. Drowned, probably. He floated up right under my feet. Crawfish crawling all over it. Let’s get out of here.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait, could you grab a couple of the crawfish first? I need a snack,” March chuckled, mocking him. 
 
      
 
    It took all of Cheater’s will to keep his stomach from voicing its opinion. His strange new companion’s jokes were never funny, but they broke world records for the nausea they could invoke. 
 
      
 
    Cheater began to catch his breath once they were far away, trying not to look back at the source of the stench. March was following, casually. 
 
      
 
    He stopped. “At this pace, we’ll get there in about an hour.” 
 
      
 
    “What is a corpse even doing here? In the middle of the swamp?” 
 
      
 
    “How should I know? By the way you sound, he almost got a roommate. This world is full of corpses of every shape and size and position and predicament. Don’t waste your time with questions about them. Think about other things.” 
 
      
 
    “About what, then?” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s get back to our conversation. Some of the cults here think we’re in Purgatory. Why haven’t you asked me what I think?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, but I’m not really in the mood to have philosophical discussions right now.” 
 
      
 
    “Forget about the corpse, Cheater! Probably just a digi that stupidly wandered into the swamp and died. I’m not a cultist, Cheater. I don’t believe in the metaphysical. To my mind, this is a game. Not a simple game, of course. A game like nothing else in the world before it. But we’re not the players. Not really. Why would we play a game where we can’t remember ourselves, where we don’t know the rules, where we can’t perceive the purpose of the game? There’s not even a way out of here. This isn’t a game, Cheater. This is reality now. And by the same token, it is a game. But we’re not the players. We’re the ones being played with. Understand where I’m going with that? Think about it. In the meantime, let’s get to that elevator.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12
Life Six: Grain in the Elevator, Grain in the Glass 
 
      
 
    The clouds had been thickening since early morning, slowly stretching across the sky, from horizon to horizon, but the rain only began to fall when Cheater could for the first time see the elevator in detail. Not all of it—just the higher portions of some tower and part of the cylindrical constructions of unknown purpose adjacent to it. 
 
      
 
    Cheater stopped and quietly gave March a warning. “I can see the elevator. Five hundred yards away.” 
 
      
 
    His companion stopped, too, with a reply just as hushed. “There’s usually no one here. Boring place, really. But anything can happen in this world. Follow to the right of the elevator for about two hundred yards, and the reeds run right up to the wall. Then we follow the wall and take a look at the place.” 
 
      
 
    Cheater obeyed, pondering his odd traveling companion. This wasn’t the first time he had acted like his eyesight remained, even though his eyes were gone. “We’ll take a look at the place”—a slip of the tongue? Just a habitual phrase? Or is there more to him than, well, meets the eye? For a blind person, he moved with great confidence. Though sometimes he would suddenly act the same way Cheater would in a world of gloomy darkness. 
 
      
 
    Something was different about this blindness of his. 
 
      
 
    March was not mistaken. Soon the swamp became drastically shallower, and the wall was in sight. The reeds did not actually touch the wall, but the space between was enough for comfortable, stealthy movement. 
 
      
 
    When they reached the corner, all of that changed. The wall took a right angle around the grain elevator complex, and the swamp’s edge went the other way, leaving an open space with barely any shelter. Cheater saw the straight line of a broad paved road two hundred yards away and a nearby railroad crossing. Some points of interest sat near the crossing: a shop with a clumsy swinging signboard; the canopy, tables, and booth of a tiny outdoor café; and a mobile billboard with an ad in a language Cheater didn’t understand. Everything else was too small to see. 
 
      
 
    “Doesn’t look like anyone’s there, but it’s far too open to waltz out,” he reported to March. “Not even any decent grass. Looks cut, or eaten by grazers. Where to now?” 
 
      
 
    His companion didn’t respond. He didn’t even move. Cheater couldn’t read any particular expression on his mutilated face, but he got the sense that the man was in deep introspection. After about half a minute of stillness, Mart shook from side to side and confidently announced, “There are two ghouls inside, level seven or lower. No one else besides a flock of pigeons up top. They like the grain, of course. Go take the walkers out and I’ll wait for you here.” 
 
      
 
    “How do you know about the ghouls?” 
 
      
 
    “No talking back! Do what I say and ask later, remember? I thought you were already halfway there by now. Turns out you’re chicken.” 
 
      
 
    All Cheater could do was shut up and move. March was right, of course: He had said that his orders must be followed immediately and unquestioningly. But Cheater really did want to know how his strange companion managed to get such valuable information. 
 
      
 
    What if the “information” was just the delusions of a mad cripple? Disabilities didn’t last forever in this world, sure, but a man’s psyche could break, right? Cheater would approach the gate, get into the elevator complex, and find no one there. 
 
      
 
    Nope. There were ghouls inside. Exactly two. Thankfully Cheater entered cautiously, pressed against the wall, so he saw them out of the corner of his eyes without himself being seen. The infecteds were in a bad spot for him to get to. As soon as he stepped out, they would see him, with no chance of sneaking up on them. But that was fine. March was on the money: they weren’t scary infecteds. He had taken down much worse enemies. 
 
      
 
    Plus, he had the confidence of his new pistol in his belt. 
 
      
 
    Stepping out of his cover, Cheater hurled his spear at the nearest infected, aiming right for the stomach. The spearhead buried itself fully into the ghoul. Then, he grabbed a sharpened screwdriver and waited for the other ghoul to run a few yards at him, then down the runner with a toss right into its eye, as planned. Strangely enough, the infected didn’t go down with the blow, but that wasn’t a problem. It lost interest in the man and turned, seizing the gate and smashing its damaged head into it with all its might. 
 
      
 
    The speared ghoul arrived now, greatly hindered by the spear, the shaft of which stuck out and often jabbed the asphalt, bringing the ghoul to a stop for a moment. Cheater knocked him off his feet with a single sweep, circled around, and slammed the side of the ax blade into the ghoul’s head, crushing the sporesac without spilling a single drop of blood. Turning around, he leaped at the first infected and repeated the same, then began to loot the still-twitching body, almost without looking, giving all his attention to his surroundings. 
 
      
 
    Nothing. March must have been some kind of clairvoyant. The ghoul world was unaware of Cheater’s assault on this pair of its citizens. 
 
      
 
    Once he was done, he dragged the bodies into a guard booth. No reason to leave evidence out in the open. He nabbed a bottle of spring water sitting on the table, left by some kind digi. 
 
      
 
    His new acquaintance drank a lot of liquid, so Cheater had to replenish their stores at each and every opportunity. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You were right. Just a couple of ghouls.” 
 
      
 
    “You doubted me?” March asked, detached, as he rose from the ground. 
 
      
 
    “Wouldn’t anyone? How’d you notice them? Can you see through walls? Without eyes?” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll excuse me, but I’m not about to give all my secrets out to the first person I meet.” 
 
      
 
    “You know, it’s handy knowing what your companion in travel and battle is capable of. Less risky.” 
 
      
 
    “And I don’t know why you’re still in an old party. I don’t even know who else is in it. There was nobody near us for our whole journey. Who is it? What if it’s some evil compatriots of yours? I have no way of knowing. But as you can see, this lack of knowledge doesn’t prevent me from traveling with you. Even though you don’t have any beer.” 
 
      
 
    Cheater had nothing to answer that with, so he shifted the subject. “We’re at the elevator now. Where do we head from here?” 
 
      
 
    “First, let’s hit that store.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s too dangerous. Out in the open.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry so much, Cheat. This is such a slow and empty cluster that the ghouls don’t bother. Boring scrap of wasteland. Plus, I remember you agreeing to follow orders. Your memory seems to be poor.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright, alright. Follow me.” Cheater couldn’t resist getting snide with the guy. “Just watch your feet. The earth is a little rough here.” 
 
      
 
    “No need, but I’ll meet you halfway and stare at your ass the whole time, if you wish.” 
 
      
 
    March didn’t trip once. He showed some uncertainty on the stairs of the stoop in front of the store, though, almost like an ordinary blind man. But then he flew to the refrigerators with the confidence of a self-guided torpedo. He opened the exact fridge in which the beer was kept, pulled out a can, opened it in half a second, sucked it down, and reached for another and did the same. Only as he was opening a third did he deign to let Cheater in on his immediate plans. 
 
      
 
    “Quite a thirst. I’ll drink another few cans, then I’ll need something to munch. My pleasure meter is really low.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you alright? You sure this is the time to plump up?” 
 
      
 
    “Plump up? I just said five cans. Just two and a half liters is all. Fun-sized portion, really. Just the thing for filling up your pleasure meter. Find some stew and some delicious jams for us, will you? Or whatever. At your discretion. Just don’t get anything that spoils fast. And avoid any really trashy food. Good food helps kick up your pleasure, and mine’s already below the critical floor. I bet yours is struggling, too.” 
 
      
 
    “This is just a convenience store, you know, not a dessert place.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t need caviar and French chocolate, Cheater. Just something decent.” 
 
      
 
    March hadn’t been entirely truthful. Once five empty cans sat next to the fridge, he opened a sixth and started muttering slowly as he joined Cheater. He guzzled some stew noisily. Sometimes he dropped a piece here and there, but his dexterity with the spoon was good enough to make Cheater wonder again. 
 
      
 
    “Do you have some kind of inner vision or something? Really, it would be good to know. If you want, I’ll tell you why I can’t leave my party.” 
 
      
 
    “If it’s an interesting story, go ahead. I like stories.” 
 
      
 
    “And you’ll tell me how you saw those ghouls.” 
 
      
 
    “Trying to bargain with me? No. I don’t bargain. I swear to you on my beer that I’m an honest man with honest people, and I pay dishonest people no mind. You can leave me right now, if you want. I’ll even point you towards a stable.” 
 
      
 
    Cheater was tempted for a moment, then decided he couldn’t trust his companion to point the right way. He might even show Cheater the way to a cruel death. It was better to keep this man close by. He probably wanted to reach a safe stable, too—an entirely natural desire in a condition like his. 
 
      
 
    “I’m in a party with this girl. She’s far away now. In a different region. I have to reach that region and find her. In the party menu, you can see where to look for other members of the party if you’re in the same region, if I understand correctly.” 
 
      
 
    March crushed the can without effort and tossed it behind him, then opened a new one. Seven. He took a loud sip and made no effort to disguise the mockery in his voice. “I knew there was a woman involved. You’re predictable, Cheater. Very predictable.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re not together to surprise each other here. Just to get to a stable.” 
 
      
 
    “Right. A stable. Then you’ll fly away on your wings of love off to reclaim your beautiful little lady. Is that right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll die, Cheat. Many times over. And all for nothing. It’s a pointless mission. When’s the last time you saw her?” 
 
      
 
    “A week ago.” 
 
      
 
    “A week? But... So she hasn’t kicked you from the party yet.” 
 
      
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
      
 
    “Has she added anyone else?” 
 
      
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
    “Unusual, but still. A week is a long time, Cheater. For a girl, it’s practically an eternity. She’s already bound herself to some other guy, trust me. She’s probably cute, I’m guessing. Idiot newcomers don’t usually fall for the scarier girls. So come on, leave the party and forget her nick. There are plenty of fish in the sea, Cheat. Getting hung up on one is the worst mistake a man can make.” 
 
      
 
    “You and I will have to agree to disagree, then.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll get to the stable and take a look at the local women, and you’ll realize how stupid you’re being. I’ve seen all kinds of women, Cheat. But they’re really all the same. No difference between them. They just differ from each other on the outside. And some aren’t even different on the outside. Seen those teeny bopper types before? You know, like the ones big into modern kid fashion? Same face on all of them. Same figure, too. Instagram-style ‘individualism.’” 
 
      
 
    “She’s not like that at all.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh-huh. Of course not. Every one of you fools says the same thing. Identical idiocy. You drool all over the place, trying to prove that your hen is the exception to the rule. Beautiful, with a character of gold, smart—basically what every man would dream of. And faithful to the grave, of course. Listen, since we’ve begun this talk, dozens of ‘faithful’ ladies have let their chastity slide off in the mud or a stable somewhere. Your lady might be one of them. This very moment, she’s taking off her...” 
 
      
 
    “Keep talking about her like that and you’ll be making the rest of this trip on your own.” 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t mind that. But look, I’m not saying what I’m saying out of malice. You killed a couple of ghouls just now. Check your log. Read it, carefully and out loud. 
 
      
 
    Cheater hopped into the menu, found the combat logs, and read the most recent one. 
 
      
 
    “Infected destroyed. Level 6. Chance of valuable loot: 81%. +1 progress points to Strength. +1 Humanity point. Infected destroyed. Level 5. Chance of valuable loot: 62%. +1 progress points to Strength. Note: You won this battle with a high-level player who is not in your squad, so you take a large progress point penalty. To reduce this penalty, avoid using outside help, or add your helper to the party.” 
 
      
 
    “See? The System considered my information as assistance. There is a large level difference between us, so you get penalized. If we were in a party, you’d still get penalized, sure, but a little less. And you can never have too much experience, you know. Meaning that this deep love you feel for your lost girl is harmful to me. But I don’t mind too much. You’re harming yourself, as well. Now, what if you lose sight of me? Anything could happen. If I was in your party, you could find me right away, following the arrow. But since I’m not, we’ll have to rely on chat, which isn’t always convenient and sometimes refuses to work at all. And how will I, a blind man, describe to you the way you should go to find me? My vision is quite poor, as you know.” 
 
      
 
    “Is the nearest stable far away?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll get there tomorrow, as long as there aren’t any surprise adventures.” 
 
      
 
    “So twenty-four hours. Just bear with me for twenty-four hours, March. That’s not too long.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed. I could bear a lot for twenty-four hours. Could stand in boiling shit up to my neck and I’d make it. Me bearing with you is not the issue. You are. You stand to lose many, many lives before you finally admit that March was right. Love was invented for fools, Cheat. And also for cheapskates. You don’t act like a cheapskate, though, so you must be a fool. Fools in this world die fast and often. Get smart, Cheater. And fast. That’s pretty easy: Just stop doing dumb things. Forget about that girl. She’s the dumbest thing about you.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13
Life Six: Land of Death 
 
      
 
    Cheater carefully bent back a branch in the way and carefully studied the open space. The forest through which they had moved for almost an hour came to an end, perpendicular to a wide highway. Trees grew beyond the barrier across the road, but reaching them required crossing a large space and then making the climb. 
 
      
 
    Cheater brought March up to date. “In case you don’t know, we’ve reached a wide road. I can’t see anyone to the left or the right, but there are quite a few abandoned cars blocking my line of sight.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s another forest across the way, about fifty yards from here,” March announced. “Beyond that lies a field of sunflowers, tall ones. We can move on without being seen. No ghouls to the left, no ghouls to the right—but there is something living across the road. Decent-sized animal. Maybe a dog. Maybe a boar. I see things like you might see a smeared negative. Very distorted. If I push my gift to the fullest, I can see living things as colored spots. And see some items better, as long as their temperature is higher than the rest. The ghouls have an accelerated metabolism, so they’re warmer. Meaning they’re brighter. I’ve developed my gift a little and can even determine a ghoul’s level. Not its exact level, but roughly.” 
 
      
 
    Cheater held his breath through nearly the entire monologue. He was afraid of scaring March back into his normal secrecy. This was the first time the veil had been lifted. He really could see infecteds without his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “You can even pinpoint them when they’re behind obstacles?” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t have the greatest memory, do you? Didn’t you see me notice those two by the elevator? I saw them through the wall.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, stupid question. What I meant is, how far away does that work?” 
 
      
 
    “Nearly all immune gifts are dependent on your pleasure level and a few other factors. I can usually see a ghoul at a hundred yards. If I’m in great shape, that can be as far as two hundred.” 
 
      
 
    “And I’m guessing you’re not in the greatest shape right now.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been worse, but yeah, this is pretty bad.” 
 
      
 
    “A hundred yards isn’t much. This highway is raised. If there are any creeps among the cars, they’ll trap us as soon as we’re up there. The road is just too flat. High visibility from both directions.” 
 
      
 
    “You talk too much. This world isn’t the place to debate in the bushes, Cheat. And bushes don’t protect you from being seen, anyway. Let’s cross the road, quickly.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you’re in good enough shape to run?” 
 
      
 
    “Hold my arm. If something’s coming up on the road and we have to step over it, warn me. Also, warn me when we reach the edge of the pavement. It’s very hot now, thanks to the sun, and that messes with my ‘vision.’” 
 
      
 
    Despite the timely warning Cheater gave him, March tripped hard on the edge of the road, and the newcomer had to hold him up by the arm. His ability was strange—it worked perfectly in a swamp, but was of little use on a normal road. 
 
      
 
    They crossed without a hitch, but once they were into the forest opposite, Cheater nearly had a heart attack: a huge, hairy gray creature with horns charged them. It was terrifying. Cheater cursed loudly enough to bring all the monsters running. 
 
      
 
    “Where is it?” March asked. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry about it. It’s just a damn goat. Scared me half to death.” 
 
      
 
    “Like I told you, all kinds of things wander this place. Lucky goat. The ghouls love goats even more than humans. So there must not really be any creatures around here to smell and eat it.” 
 
      
 
    “Crouch down. All kinds of dry branches poking out. Pretty bad forest.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s narrow. We’ll be to the sunflowers in no time. You be careful not to poke your eyes out on those branches.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I can already see the sunflowers. There’s something else beyond them. I can’t tell what. It looks like there was a huge fire. The whole field is burned, except for the part next to this forest.” 
 
      
 
    “No, there wasn’t a fire.” 
 
      
 
    “What then?” 
 
      
 
    “You haven’t seen one before?” 
 
      
 
    “Seen what?” 
 
      
 
    “Huh. You’re about to encounter something very surprising. Prepare yourself.” 
 
      
 
    March was right. What Cheater saw in full just a few minutes later left quite an impression on him. Yes, he could tell that the “conflagration” was strange, to say the least, as they made their way through the sunflowers. But the oddity of the area surpassed his wildest expectations. 
 
      
 
    March was right. No fire. Not that he knew what it really was. There were some indications that the sunflower field didn’t come to a natural end here. It was cut straight, as if with a giant knife—as usual at cluster borders. By the Continental laws he knew so far, a new cluster should start here. Something a bit different. 
 
      
 
    This one was so different, he could not find a word suitable to describe it. 
 
      
 
    It was blackness. 
 
      
 
    Total, absolute, all-permeating. It was a field at first, with some kind of grain growing at knee-height. But the stalks and the ears both looked meticulously cut from pieces of the finest anthracite coal. He could see the ground in the gaps between plants. It was the same color as the rest. Beyond, everything else was the same tone. No color, not even a spot of lighter gray. 
 
      
 
    Black trees with black leaves, black power lines, and even a black bulldozer next to a huge pile of black dirt. 
 
      
 
    “Pretty picture, isn’t it?” March grinned. 
 
      
 
    “I guess so. A little gloomy. Wouldn’t want a summer cottage here or anything.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad I can’t see. No desire to see one of these again.” 
 
      
 
    “What is this place?” 
 
      
 
    “This is a dark cluster, Cheater. Some people call them ‘dead clusters.’” 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong with it?” 
 
      
 
    “Everything! Isn’t that obvious? It’s dead. Dead as black. Even microbes can’t live in these clusters. Everything that enters dies. Go ahead, take a step inside.” 
 
      
 
    “Good advice after telling me entry means instant death.” 
 
      
 
    “No, not instant. You can live inside a black cluster, but not for long, and life inside isn’t exactly nice. At higher levels, you can survive almost a full day in there, but at your noobish level it would take an hour or two before you keeled over, or at least really started to feel it. Well? Why are you just standing there? Come on, be brave and take a couple of steps, just to see what it’s like. You’ll have to move a good distance through this cluster.” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “Because it’s the shortest way to the stable you need so badly. Plus, the ghouls hate dark clusters, too. They don’t go inside them without very good reason. Make sense?” 
 
      
 
    “Is it safe?” 
 
      
 
    “Safest place in the Continent. Low risk of running into unexpected problems. Come on, then, take a step.” 
 
      
 
    Cheater stepped forward. 
 
      
 
    He had planned to take three steps, but by his second step, blackness consumed not just the earth and the crops and the cars, but everything. Including the sky he stared at above him when he collapsed to the ground. 
 
      
 
    He was out like a man taking an ax butt to the head. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hey, you come to yet? Get up. You have to start moving, not just roll around like a potato.” 
 
      
 
    Cheater moved. As he did, he heard a unique noise, as if somebody was smashing Christmas bulbs. 
 
      
 
    His vision refocused. No, not Christmas bulbs. It was the crunch of the coal crops underneath him. They were impossibly fragile. By every law of physics, they should have died under their own weight. 
 
      
 
    Died? More like collapsed, at least. They were clearly already dead. 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong with me?” he asked, his voice not his own. 
 
      
 
    “Who the hell knows,” March replied, unconcerned. “Don’t worry. This happens to everyone the first time they step into a black cluster. The second time you enter, things will be much more normal. Just pretend you lost your virginity just now. But do not expect too much pleasure to follow. No matter how much you look, you will find no pleasure, nothing to like, nothing of value in this dark place. Now, pay attention to your senses. Are you nauseous?” 
 
      
 
    “A little.” 
 
      
 
    “That always happens in dark clusters. No one feels quite right here. You can also go unexpectedly dizzy at any moment. Your legs go weak, your joints hurt, dryness hits your eyes and throat, and you get convulsions and episodes of numbness. Things will be unpleasant. Nothing will feel good, no matter how hard you try to make it. When you step onto this land, you begin to die. You perish with each pace, until the blackness has sucked all of your life out. There is only one way to save yourself: escape the cluster before it’s too late. So come on, get up. I really do need your help here. My ability is reduced to nearly zero here. I am truly blind in a black cluster. If you’re looking to take vengeance on me for something, just lead me half a mile in and abandon me. A dark cluster is one of the most unpleasant deaths you can die, take it from me. The torment would be exquisite, and escape from the cluster the only cure. Which is obviously difficult for a blind man to pull off.” 
 
      
 
    “How far do we have to go?” 
 
      
 
    “About three miles. Then we’ll hit an island, where we’ll spend the night. If the situation out there allows, of course.” 
 
      
 
    “An island? Is that the coast? Or a lake?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a decent island. You’ll see for yourself. Come on, let’s get going.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14
Life Six: Touring the Lake 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    March was right. After an hour or so of pain, his nausea increasing more and more along with attacks of dizziness, Cheater finally saw the promised island. 
 
      
 
    They began a shallow, long descent. A half a mile later, the boundary line of the cluster cut across their path. They Dorothied into the world of color once again. Earth, grass, foliage. Ahead, they saw the dark but non-black surface of the lake. Nearby, the winding strip of a dirt road stretched towards it. 
 
      
 
    Beyond the lake and a small wood lay the same blackness. Just as sharp, just as despairing. This “living cluster” was less than a mile in length, and less than half a mile in width. It was tiny. 
 
      
 
    March stopped and asked for an update. 
 
      
 
    “Can you see the island?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “How does it look?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s nice. I didn’t know that clusters could be this small.” 
 
      
 
    “They can be smaller yet. I’ve seen triangular clusters no more than four paces across. That can happen where the borders of three clusters meet. Decently large clusters, of course.” 
 
      
 
    “This one is surrounded by blackness on all sides, and the beasts don’t walk through the blackness. Does that mean you could settle here and live quietly, without a thing bothering you?” 
 
      
 
    “Not at all. Remember, this is a standard cluster. It resets now and then.” 
 
      
 
    “So you could wait out the resets in the black clusters.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. But the System isn’t a fool. It doesn’t like when someone tries to settle in one place, so it would try to drive you out. Sometimes its methods are quite cruel. It’ll do whatever it takes to shake up lovers of the sedentary lifestyle. Remember how I said no one lives in dark clusters?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “That was a bit of a lie. Some things do.” 
 
      
 
    “Who?” 
 
      
 
    “I’d rather not mention them this close to nightfall. Even the dumbest fool in the world would rather moon a razer than meet the inhabitants of the dark. Enough of this banter. Let’s talk about something important. Can you see the lake?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “There are a number of reset scenarios for this cluster. Usually there’s a tent here, a camping site, holding a family of tourists. Well, they’re tourists when they arrive. They don’t stay tourists for long, of course. The dark fungus on the back of their heads turns them into cannibals. There’s nothing to eat in this cluster, so they eat each other, family ties be damned, and in the end, only one remains. But sometimes, a whole camp of tourists gets brought in. That’s worse. The same thing happens, but there is more food to go around. I don’t know which reset this is. If there’s only one family down there, well, the worst we’ll encounter is a weak ghoul. Maybe level fifteen, seventeen at most. There are animals in the forest.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s strong enough for me. Hard to take that down with just a pistol.” 
 
      
 
    “The two of us should be able to. But if the whole camp has been brought in, well... If a lot of time has passed, there still might be only one ghoul. But it’ll be a good deal stronger than level seventeen. Stronger than level twenty. It’ll be strong enough to be the end of us. So, we go down slowly and avoid open spaces. If I detect the monster before it detects us, we’ll quietly circle the cluster, keeping to the edge, and leave through the dark cluster on the other side. Not a great move, walking across a dead cluster at night, but it will be the best call. Understand?” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds pretty simple.” 
 
      
 
    “Here we go. Just be careful.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I just see one of them,” March said with a loud whisper free of concern. 
 
      
 
    “Where?” Cheater hurried to look around. 
 
      
 
    “Stop twirling your head around before it comes off. It’s towards the lake, behind those bushes. Thick bushes, dammit.” 
 
      
 
    “Is it far from us?” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t really tell much in dense foliage like that. Seventy yards away, maybe.” 
 
      
 
    “Big guy?” 
 
      
 
    “Level ten or eleven. Maybe twelve, at most.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s good.” 
 
      
 
    “No, it’s not. The System helps newcomers. When you’re at level five, there’s not much difference between a level five ghoul and a level ten. You can take either out, though there’s still some danger. But then the math changes. You could run into a level twenty-five beast, and here you are at level forty, but unless you have a good weapon in your hands, it’ll still take you out. Anything above level thirteen is dangerous for players like you, and anything above level twenty is dangerous for me. Their defensive capabilities grow much stronger, and only some weapons are good enough to punch through, and even those don’t always do the trick. This is a developed runner. Young, quick, almost a new raffler. If you can’t take it down with an ax, shoot it in the head. If one bullet’s not enough, fire another. Fire all your bullets if you have to. A life is worth more than ammunition. My life, anyway. I wouldn’t pay much for yours.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure there’s only one?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I’m sure of it. There might be others on the island. You can never be sure. Try to get to the edge of the thicket and inspect the shore. Maybe you’ll get eyes on the tent. If you only see one, we’ll be fine. If you see a whole camp, though, we’ll have to retreat. We can’t deal with a serious fight, seeing how we are one cripple and one idiot.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll give it a try.” 
 
      
 
    “No, no try. Do. You know, the Yoda thing. And pay attention to the wind.” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “Look, I know it’s handicapped, but do try to use your brain. We’ve been slodging along all day in these rags, damp from the rain. You smell like a wet wild boar in heat, and the ghouls can smell better than most dogs.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it. I’m leaving my gun and my spear. They’ll just get in the way.” 
 
      
 
    Cheater decided to make a wide circle around the ghoul’s location to avoid getting even one step closer than he had to. But halfway there, the weather intervened in his plans. The clouds converged and covered the sole source of light in the sky. He had to navigate through the impenetrable thicket some other way. 
 
      
 
    The sky did not seem to want to spit the Sun back out anytime soon. It would likely remain hidden until sunset. If he waited for it, he’d be waiting till morning. He pressed on, believing himself capable of generally keeping course even in the brush. In a minute, though, something interesting appeared through the branches up ahead. Something big. All against the backdrop of lightly-illuminated water. The lake’s edge was close. 
 
      
 
    Cheater began to look around, to investigate the area. But that moment, a joyful, loud grumble came from his left, and dried branches began snapping and falling to the earth in a hurry. 
 
      
 
    Damn. He had managed to stray far off course and run right into the infected. He had tried to orient himself by looking at the brightest spot in the sky, shining through from behind the clouds. 
 
      
 
    That obviously hadn’t worked out. 
 
    Trying to throw his ax through this thicket, at a beast strong enough to tear a car door off, didn’t seem like the best idea. Cheater drew his pistol, saw a dark form push through the leaves, and opened fire without thinking. It was a mere ten paces from him. He didn’t remember March’s instructions, but nevertheless he followed them, emptying one round after another into the beast. 
 
      
 
    The ghoul shuddered, flipping head over heels and then curling up in agony, practically at Cheater’s feet, gnashing its odd set of teeth. Some looked quite ordinary, but here and there, razor-sharp new teeth were pushing the old ones out of their way. 
 
      
 
    It was a truly dangerous specimen, he realized as he saw how much its jaw had developed. Why had it been rummaging around in the bushes? There was nothing to do there. Nothing a young ghoul would find important. 
 
      
 
    Why, then? 
 
      
 
    Cheater instinctively stepped to the right, bent back another one of those view-blocking branches, and took a good look at the coast. Admiring the unassuming beach, which had more grass than sand, was not his intention. Nor did he want a nice look at the waves. 
 
      
 
    It was something else. The spots of color that showed through the greenery. Cars, tents, and cabins. Lots of cars, lots of tents, and lots of cabins. The camp was the size of a small city. 
 
      
 
    Cheater looked at the still-writhing corpse, then back to the tourist center. How many people fit into a tent? Maybe an average of two. The bigger ones could fit three or four. So up to fifty people could have stayed here. Assuming the worst case. But even in the best-case scenario, the number would have been decent. 
 
      
 
    When the tourists turned, they ate each other, for lack of other food. Only one should have been left in the end, a high-level monster. But this one had just been a well-developed runner, downable by a mediocre pistol. He could have probably taken it out with a screwdriver, if he had enjoyed a clear view of it. 
 
      
 
    The runners would have to keep away from the true ruler of this little cluster lost amidst the black. They would have to keep out of sight. Meaning they would keep to the thickets. The plants hurt visibility, but the runners got to live. Not for long, of course—but runners didn’t have much for brains. 
 
      
 
    Cheater rattled his way through the bushes and made for the shore. Wherever the powerful ghoul was hiding—or the group of ghouls as strong as the one he had killed—it would be rushing to the source of the gunshot noises at this very instant. The only way he could boost his chances in battle was good visibility on all sides. He would be easy to see, but so what? As long as he stood somewhere where his enemy could not simply leap out of the thickets at the last instant, giving him time at best for one single, rushed shot. 
 
      
 
    Cheater was a good shot, but one bullet may not prove enough. 
 
      
 
    Of course, all of the bullets in the world would do him no good unless luck was on his side. He wasn’t very good at combat calculations here, but he knew that this world held creatures that could oppose even a large-caliber machine gun with armor-piercing rounds. 
 
      
 
    Cheater reached the water’s edge and turned, holding up both of his hands. His right held a pistol, and his left a revolver. Dual wielding was a complex art, but not for him. He could dispatch a bullet to the place he wanted it to go without even bothering to aim. He found himself thanking the System for the ability. 
 
      
 
    The tops of the bushes rustled to his right, about fifty yards in. Something was moving through them, at a hurried pace. It clearly wasn’t March. He wouldn’t be coming from that way, and he might be blind, but he wasn’t near that clumsy. No, this entity cared nothing for stealth. It crashed through the densest thickets without hesitation. 
 
      
 
    A ghoul leaped out. Cheater squinted at it but received nothing more useful than a dozen question marks. The bright red color of these question marks did not bode well, but he already knew that. 
 
      
 
    Infecteds were never anything but red. They didn’t tend to be nice. 
 
      
 
    It was doubtful that this one had so much as a human tooth left. A whole new set filled its mouth. Two rows of alternating incisors. And jaws more than strong enough to tear his arm off. The beast’s head was deformed, expanding to fit its hypertrophied jaw, with bone plates covering its most vulnerable spots. A fairly light blow could fracture a human skull, but that wasn’t true with the beasts. It was almost like a force field was included in the infection package. A pistol wasn’t much help. Nor was a rifle. Against an opponent like this, it was best to be carrying a large-caliber rifle. Loaded with not just any bullets, but with armor-piercing rounds. 
 
      
 
    Cheater had only two handguns. He aimed both at the creature leaping towards him, waiting with bated breath for it to come within range. It would be hard to miss from thirty yards. 
 
      
 
    In a flash, the beast was there. 
 
      
 
    Cheater fired, and the pistol recoiled into his hand. The monster had accelerated to such a speed that it stayed on its feet despite leaning forward a full forty-five degrees. It jerked to the side, as if it had been cut. At the same time, it waved its arms about, kicking up clouds of sand and clumps of grass reflexively, in agony. 
 
      
 
    After all, Cheater had hit one of its few remaining weak spots: its eye sockets. 
 
      
 
    Direct hit. 
 
      
 
    The creature was charging so fast that it plowed straight into the water, after Cheater was forced to jump aside. But he only took a step or two aside before whirling around, ax at the ready. The beast was still alive. It was shaking its head, stunned, trying to pick itself up. With enough time, even its lost eye would be regrown. 
 
      
 
    With enough time. An ax blow to the sporesac ended the fight. 
 
      
 
    Cheater recovered his ax and complimented himself for his agility. He had switched weapons at the perfect time. With such little ammunition left, he had to conserve each and every shot. 
 
      
 
    He froze, gun at the ready. And stood there for about five minutes. The silence was only interrupted by the splashing of fish in the lake and the chirping of a few birds. 
 
      
 
    The area was clear of ghouls. In such a tiny cluster, gunshots carried to every border, and no beast would take long to reach the source. No beast came, meaning there were none left. It was time to find March before he chewed all his nails off from worrying too much. 
 
      
 
    Infected destroyed. Level 11. Chance of valuable loot: 96%. Infected destroyed. Level 22. Chance of valuable loot: 100%. +85 progress points to Strength. +48 progress points to Agility. +41 progress points to Speed. +124 progress points to Accuracy. +11 progress points to Reaction. +32 Humanity points. Alert: You won this battle with a high-level player who is not in your squad, so you take a large progress point penalty. To reduce this penalty, avoid using outside help, or add your helper to the party. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hmm. With numbers like that, the penalty couldn’t have affected both battles. The System must have awarded the second victory entirely to Cheater, since March hadn’t mentioned or even detected the second monster. His companion had taken no part in the second victory. 
 
      
 
    Thankfully. 
 
      
 
    But Cheater’s luck had almost run out. If the eye sockets of the beast had been a little stronger, Cheater would be on life seven. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15
Life Six: Truth for a Lie 
 
      
 
    Cheater opened one wallet after another, pouring out their contents. Every minute or so, he would take a break to stir the boiling mix of water, vegetable oil, canned beans, and stew. Their dinner didn’t look so great, but his appetite would have happily consumed all kinds of cold food. He’d kill for a hot meal. He had killed for a hot meal, in fact. 
 
      
 
    March finished his fifth can or beer and gave a loud belch. “So you collect coins, eh?” 
 
      
 
    “Sort of. Going through the wallets.” 
 
      
 
    “The bloody hell for?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean? To see if there’s any money.” 
 
      
 
    “The hell do you need money for?” 
 
      
 
    Cheater wanted to say that he would bring a couple of the largest bills he could find back with him to mitigate his financial problems at the start of his next life, but he thought better of it. Probably not the best information to just give out to a stranger. He still didn’t know what kind of person March really was. How he thought, what he wanted. Of course, not every newcomer could boast a permanent inventory cell. That would attract unnecessary attention. 
 
      
 
    But March somehow read his thoughts. “You’re more interesting than I thought. You must have a permacell. That’s rare for newcomers. You must have gotten really lucky. How high is your Luck, by the way?” 
 
      
 
    “Why do you want to know?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s always interesting to hear how many times an acquaintance died before he started figuring things out. I knew this one guy whose Luck hit a full eighteen. He would have kept going back to start, too, but thankfully he ran into some good people who taught him about the Continent. Dumb as a ghoul, I tell you. A ghoul just turned. My Luck hit six. Not the best—the average is seven, and some people figure this world out so quickly that they don’t even hit one. Now, I’ve showed you mine, so it’s your turn.” 
 
      
 
    Cheater’s Luck was at 30, plus 260 progress points to a Luck of 31. The Luck stat was very difficult to pump, and most progress on it was made at the beginning of an immune’s story. Whenever you lost a life without a base stat gain, the System boosted your Luck a full level. A form of mockery, probably. 
 
      
 
    This made it easy to see how stupid you were—how many times you had died without improving something about yourself. 
 
      
 
    But Cheater’s situation was more complicated than that. He had only lost five lives so far. And he hadn’t gained a Luck point with each death, since he had learned how to gain experience pretty quickly despite the mental handicap. But why would he reveal that to March? He couldn’t think of a reason. 
 
      
 
    Nor could he keep silent. Otherwise, it would seem like he was holding back. 
 
      
 
    So Cheater lied. 
 
      
 
    “Sounds like I’m average. Seven Luck.” 
 
      
 
    “Not bad. The only use of that number is so you can remember how many times the System has screwed you over. They say some guy far to the north has hit twenty, though. Hah. But some squad has taken him on, even though he’s a useless idiot. It’s hard to imagine, but they say it wasn’t for laughs: It’s because they get better loot from the beasts with him around. I don’t really believe in stupid superstitions, but you never know. The Continent is a big place, and none of us understand the System.” 
 
      
 
    Cheater didn’t believe it, either. With his Luck of 30, even a newly turned ghoul should give him a couple of spores. His loot experiences had been nothing like that at all. 
 
      
 
    “You shot that second beast once,” March stated, without a question in his voice. 
 
      
 
    Cheater nodded. “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “What level was it?” 
 
      
 
    “Fifteen,” Cheater lied again, downplaying the creature’s strength. 
 
      
 
    “Fifteen? Lucky again. This tourist camp could’ve pumped it to twenty. And taking down a level twenty beast with an ordinary pistol would be more than Luck smiling on you. It’d be a bloody blowie from the dear Lady, believe me.” 
 
      
 
    “The shot didn’t kill it. I had to finish it off with my ax.” 
 
      
 
    “Where’d you hit the thing? With the bullet, I mean.” 
 
      
 
    “In the eye.” 
 
      
 
    “How? You a good shot?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, not bad.” 
 
      
 
    “So it wasn’t just luck.” 
 
      
 
    “No, I aimed.” 
 
      
 
    “Cheat, you know who really survives in this world? The people who can sniff out bullshit. And I smell a great pile of it. You’re leading me on. And not just once, but a lot. Nothing about you makes sense. First you have this party with some girl in it, and she’s off who bloody knows where doing who bloody knows what. Then you down a level twenty or so raffler with one shot and pretend it’s a level fifteen. No, shut it. Don’t interrupt. I’m not truly blind, you know. I don’t have eyes, but I can tell a lot, even from a corpse. It was level twenty, Cheater, give or take a couple of levels. Do you know how many stars in the sky would have to line up to take out a raffler that strong with a twelve-millimeter pistol nabbed from the bots? Something close to all of them. It’s your business, of course. Be secretive if you want, but it makes you quite an annoying travel companion. I have this opportunity to help myself here, Cheat. To heal faster. I don’t want to waste it by flying off to respawn as soon as I’m capable again just because of you pulling some dirty trick. You’re a shit traveling companion.” 
 
      
 
    “You can always go the other direction.” 
 
      
 
    “No, we need each other. We’re connected here, Cheat.” 
 
      
 
    “Then you’ll have to deal with it. I don’t know you, March, so I don’t trust you.” 
 
      
 
    “Have I ever lied to you?” 
 
      
 
    “How should I know? I’m not even sure you’re taking me to a stable. I mean, maybe you are, but what kind of stable? What kind of buddies do you have there? I’ve seen enough immunes here to know they come in all different colors.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve all seen all kinds of shit here. But maybe this is for the best, you know. There’s a healer at the stable. He’ll help me recover even more quickly. You’re a liar, but I’ll tell you what’s up. I also have a cell for important items. One of those items is a rare trophy from a powerful creature. Take it with some beer, and light injuries will heal in a second, heavier ones after a bit longer, and severe mutilation in two or three days, depending on other factors. The healers can increase this item’s effect with their magic. The value of this trophy is immense, as I’m sure you can guess. It’s rare, and everyone wants it. And often needs it. So if I took it right now, I would heal at a breakneck pace. But what’s the point of that if you’re going to kill me because of some unknown madness lurking around in that head of yours? Thus, I have to wait until I reach the stable. You’re making a problem for me where none should exist. Not too nice of you.” 
 
      
 
    “I have reasons for keeping secrets. Look, the things I hide about myself have no effect on you, good or bad. Just forget about them. We’ll get to the stable and part ways. Not long now.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re an idiot, Cheat. You don’t know what’s ‘good’ and what’s ‘bad’ in this world. Fine. One more question. A simple one. No sense lying about it. I want to check something.” 
 
      
 
    “Check what?” 
 
      
 
    “Are you still in that party with that babe?” 
 
      
 
    “Girl, woman, lady, any of those will do.” 
 
      
 
    “Come on, I didn’t call her a slut or something. Have you looked at your party options recently?” 
 
      
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
      
 
    “Right. Idiot. Forgot. Hit the party icon in your menu, then the gear icon in the bottom right. That’ll open an options menu. See it?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. Now look at the Party Logs tab. Especially the loot logs. Does anything show?” 
 
      
 
    “What am I supposed to see?” 
 
      
 
    “Logs, of course. Duh.” 
 
      
 
    “No, there’s nothing here. It’s empty. Three empty columns, with our nicks on the right. Mine at the top, hers underneath.” 
 
      
 
    “What!” March sat up. 
 
      
 
    “Empty, like I said.” 
 
      
 
    “No, no, not that. Your nick is at the top? Marked with a red asterisk?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, that’s right.” 
 
      
 
    “How did this party get started. Who invited whom?” 
 
      
 
    “Kitty invited me.” Cheater cursed at his slip. He had to avoid ever saying her name, no matter what. If Romeo really was somewhere nearby, he would soon receive information about an extraordinary newcomer familiar with an immune bearing said name, and Cheater’s new life would become much more complicated. 
 
      
 
    March didn’t react to the name. With a confused grimace, he said thoughtfully to himself, “So your girlfriend changed the party leader to you.” 
 
      
 
    “Huh?” 
 
      
 
    “Whoever sends the first invite becomes the party leader. By default. It’s automatic. Only the leader can change party settings and accept others into the party. Your girlfriend is a strange one. She didn’t leave the party. For some reason, she marked you as party leader. You’re far away from each other, so neither of you take any experience penalties. But now she can’t accept anyone else. All she can do is leave. And she’s not leaving. This Kitty of yours—is she alright in the head?” 
 
      
 
    “More alright than you are.” 
 
      
 
    “That doesn’t help. I’m clearly a psycho. But look, for whatever reason, she gave leadership of the party away, to you, without leaving.” 
 
      
 
    “So what are you getting at?” 
 
      
 
    “You can accept me into your party. That will greatly improve our joint venture here.” 
 
      
 
    “So all experience will be shared?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. With a large penalty. You’re a silly newbie, and I’m the opposite. There’s a level gap between us that rivals the Grand Canyon.” 
 
      
 
    “I got a lot of progress points for that last kill.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed. I didn’t have anything to do with that one.” 
 
      
 
    “But if we had been in the same party...” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, it would have cut your experience down. The System doesn’t make sense sometimes. Sometimes all players in a party within half a mile of each other get XP when one of the party kills something. Sometimes that applies across a whole cluster, even. This time, I was a hundred yards away. That’s usually enough for the System to divvy and to penalize.” 
 
      
 
    Cheater was still hesitant, but ultimately he used the party menu to send March an invite. 
 
      
 
    The player March has joined your party. 
 
      
 
    “So her nickname is actually Kitty?” March asked, rhetorically. “Huh, and here I thought it was just your name for her. Check the party options now. Enable ‘display loot,’ at least. That way the logs will show you whenever she guts something.” 
 
      
 
    “Is there any way to communicate with her? The chat doesn’t work, obviously.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you know Morse code?” 
 
      
 
    “Only SOS.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, you should be proud. Most don’t even know that.” 
 
      
 
    “But how would that help?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know how to communicate via the loot logs. We can’t pick and choose what ends up in those sporesacs, after all. And the logs won’t show when you toss spores on the ground and pick them back up. The System doesn’t count that as loot. You could give her party leadership, though. And she could give it back. One minute between transfers could be a dash, and half a minute a dot.” 
 
      
 
    “I doubt she knows Morse code. Sounds complicated, too. It looks like a leadership change doesn’t alert you or anything. She would just miss it.” 
 
      
 
    “Everything is easy to see if you configure your menu to see it. But maybe it’s best to avoid all the logs, or your eyes will be flooded with red messages twenty-four hours a day. Your girlfriend is a strange one. What’s wrong with her?” 
 
      
 
    “She’s a good person.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh huh, of course you won’t say anything mean about her. How did you meet?” 
 
      
 
    “Randomly.” 
 
      
 
    “Details.” 
 
      
 
    “She had been captured, beaten, and suspended from the ceiling. Then I was captured and tied nearby, on the floor.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it. Love at first sight?” 
 
      
 
    “No, not really.” 
 
      
 
    “Then I still don’t follow.” 
 
      
 
    “So? All you need to follow is how we can quickly and safely get to the stable. Hmm. How will we spend the night? Sleeping one at a time, taking turns at watch?” 
 
      
 
    “Huh? Why would we do that?” 
 
      
 
    “You yourself said that all kinds of things could happen, even in dead clusters.” 
 
      
 
    “So what? You talk a lot, too. Mostly lies. Don’t trust anything anyone says here. Don’t even believe me. We need sleep, both of us. A good night’s sleep. If something comes at us from the black clusters, it doesn’t matter whether we’re asleep or at the ready.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, now I’m wide awake after a warning like that.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re more likely to win the lottery than run into one of those. This is a good place, and far from the border. And those dark clusters are small. The problem is when you’re near the border, where wide stretches of black cover hundreds of square miles—then you’re deep in it. Only safe way to sleep that close is with one eye open. And looking down the sights of your rifle.” 
 
      
 
    “That girl... She has a sword. A sword from the dark lands. I saw her kill an elite with it.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re making that up.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t believe it if you don’t want to, but really, it’s a fascinating sword.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not talking about the sword. I mean the elite. You can’t kill an elite with a sword.” 
 
      
 
    “You can with this one. This thing can cut the barrel clean off an artillery gun. It’s got this special property. Some kind of crazy power. It only works for one hit, but that hit can cut through anything.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, yes. I know what you mean. Very valuable item. But it’s not quite from the dark lands. That description is just the System playing around. It puts whatever it wants in those item descriptors. Depending on its mood and your level and Perception. But that kind of blade is either earned as loot or in gray clusters. They have a special ability and can take modifications. Gray clusters are the place to find modifications, too. Or even in the blackness itself. It’s a suicidal search, but if you find what you seek, you get a serious boost. Someone will kill your girlfriend for that sword, without a second thought.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s bound to her. No way to steal it.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, there’s a way. Not for long, but it can still be stolen. Or for a long time, by locking the owner in a basement somewhere and preventing her from killing herself. Where’d she get the sword from?” 
 
      
 
    “She didn’t say.” 
 
      
 
    “What an interesting young lady. Assuming you’re not just lying. Alright, time for me to sleep. You do what you want. Stay awake all night, for all I care. But in the morning, we have to cross the black again, and now you know how exhausting that is.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16
Life Six: Stable Border 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Come on, tell me what you see!” March muttered. 
 
      
 
    He was looking the same way, but by now Cheater understood that his second sight wasn’t so precise. He wanted to know details. 
 
      
 
    The newcomer answered without taking his gaze from the vehicles on the road. “Two vehicles. They look like Hummers. Military style. Plus, there’s an armored transport I’ve never seen before and a truck topped with one of those canopies. All the color of sand. Looks like the bots’ tech.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds right. And they’re brave enough to ride this close to the stable? Sheesh. It’s not the queen of stables, but it’s far from weak.” 
 
      
 
    “Are they planning to attack it?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe. But they’ll never manage with a force like that. And they don’t like to go after slummy stables like this one.” 
 
      
 
    “‘Slummy’?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. The locals keep order however they can. But ‘order’ is a bit of a stretch. They let reds in. Even somebody a thousand Humanity points in the red might get in. And those are not very pleasant people. The stable is close to the coast, so they have to get along with the reds somehow, but it does cause issues.” 
 
      
 
    “So why do the bots stay away? Why don’t they want to attack the ‘slummy’ stables? They’re not people, so what do they care about Humanity?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, they care quite a bit. Are you familiar with the reds at all? Do you know that there are some who have had negative ten thousand Humanity for as long as anyone could remember?” 
 
      
 
    “I ran into a couple. Though I don’t know what their Humanity was at, exactly.” 
 
      
 
    “So why do you think some people like to go red? It’s inconvenient when everyone you meet can take you out without a penalty. Digis don’t even like you when you’re around. They get nervous or go for their weapons.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know the thoughts of other people. I’m guessing they get a kick out of it.” 
 
      
 
    “Some do. But some have more calculating reasons to go red. The bots and even the razers don’t like to fight the reds. Sometimes they even work together.” 
 
      
 
    “What common cause could they have?” 
 
      
 
    “It varies. The bots and the razers have reasons for taking us out. They cut the organs out of our freshly slain corpses and stuff them into temperature-controlled bottles. When they do this, they have to act fast. Our bodies close up shop after a few minutes, you know.” 
 
      
 
    “Why do they need organs?” 
 
      
 
    “No idea. There is a special category of reds we call ‘moles.’ They kill and disembowel us, or sometimes keep us on farms. Cut out a kidney, stitch it up, wait for it to grow again. Rinse and repeat. Then, they sell the organs to the bots and the razers. In exchange, the moles get all kinds of good weapons. They’re very difficult to oppose in battle. Some aren’t pure moles but engage in this kind of business on the side. All of them had red Humanity. Now, what kind of stable would let reds come and make themselves at home?” 
 
      
 
    “Strange.” 
 
      
 
    “Perverse, more like it. Come on, those guys are long gone. Let’s go before something else shows up.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Cheat, stop. We’re here.” March stood in place. 
 
      
 
    Cheater was surprised, to say the least. There was no hint of any immune settlement. Or any settlement of any kind. There was no human presence: Even the paths had vanished. For the last fifteen minutes, they had walked along a young, sparse pine forest. About twenty meters ahead, it suddenly grew dense. 
 
      
 
    Wait. The transition was too quick. It was like the growth of the upcoming forest was held in by a force field, prevented from spilling over into the pine forest. A new cluster. 
 
      
 
    But why had they stopped? And the “we’re here”? Really? These questions clashed in Cheater’s head, trying to escape his mouth. But he held his tongue. March would probably explain on his own. 
 
      
 
    “See the forest up ahead?” 
 
      
 
    “Well?” 
 
      
 
    “Notice anything strange about it?” 
 
      
 
    “It looks like another cluster. There’s even a fallen tree there cut clean through.” 
 
      
 
    “Look more closely. At the new cluster. See any paths? Stumps? Any garbage? Any hint of humanity?” 
 
      
 
    “No. But I don’t see those things on this side, either. Just rows of pines, clearly planted that way. And an old plastic bottle over there. And...” 
 
      
 
    “See? You know what I mean. That’s what a stable looks like, Cheat. It doesn’t reset, so it grows wild, abandoned, forgotten. If there are any buildings, they have long ago collapsed or rotted. No fresh beer, even. It’s never brought in. A stable is worthless, as far as looting goes. There are exceptions, but that’s a discussion for later.” 
 
      
 
    “So where’s the settlement?” 
 
      
 
    “Farther along. We don’t like to settle near the borders of the cluster.” 
 
      
 
    “So let’s go!” 
 
      
 
    “No. There will be more chances to rush to our deaths. Let’s not take this one.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
      
 
    “Think. Use your head. Imagine you’re a tough guy and you decide to settle a stable, with some merchants, with places of entertainment, and most importantly with prostitutes. But a stable covered with hordes of ghouls isn’t a very stable stable. Would you keep an eye on your borders or not?” 
 
      
 
    “I see. So will we run into outposts?” 
 
      
 
    “Probably not. It’s a slummy stable, remember? Not enough people to man outposts. They might have patrols, but other than that, they rely on tricks. Mines, all kinds of traps, electronic monitoring systems, barbed wire, razor wire. Up there, we might encounter any or all of these things. So, the rule for stables is simple: once you see a stable, walk along its border until you come to an entrance. We’ll head left. Seems like the closest road is that way. Though I can’t really tell without my eyes.” 
 
      
 
    “Your lack of eyes didn’t bother you back in the swamp.” 
 
      
 
    “It does in the forest.” 
 
      
 
    “So how is a blind guy going to guide us to the entrance?” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve got eyes. You’ll see it. It’s obvious, trust me.” 
 
      
 
    “Will the locals shoot us if we just show up?” 
 
      
 
    “Why would they do that?” 
 
      
 
    “You know, two strangers just waltz up to the edge of their precious cluster. Kind of suspicious.” 
 
      
 
    “If they shoot everyone suspicious, the stable dies out. Everyone is suspicious in this world. Each visitor must be protected, or word will get out that guests are shot for no reason. Once a stable’s reputation falls apart, no one will come to that stable anymore.” 
 
      
 
    “I hear something. I think.” 
 
      
 
    “So do I. A branch falling in the forest. Or maybe getting stepped on. There it is again. Definitely stepped on.” 
 
      
 
    “Someone’s coming this way. A patrol, maybe?” 
 
      
 
    “Idiot. The locals know every last pinecone along their cluster border. You think they’d make a racket like that? But the stable border isn’t just dangerous to people. It’s dangerous to infecteds, too, and they figure that out. They often wander along the border. I see it.” 
 
      
 
    “See what?” 
 
      
 
    “The ghoul. Sizable. Level twenty or so. You said you’ve dealt with worse, so come on. I want to see this.” 
 
      
 
    At this, March bellowed a laugh, though his joke was hardly funny. A grumble came from where the branches had sounded, and the crackling picked up in frequency and volume. 
 
      
 
    Cheater silently cursed his deranged companion and scrambled to prepare for a fight. Sticking his spear in the damp, sandy soil, he unshouldered his double-barreled shotgun and hung it carefully on a strong-looking branch, then took out his pistol, cocked it, and aimed at the approaching creature. 
 
      
 
    That was it for the preparations. 
 
      
 
    March was right—yesterday, Cheater had taken down a level twenty-two monster. However, the conditions of the battle had been much better. The fight had been in an open area, and he had a good shot from far away. The enemy had come straight at him, too, with no attempt to dodge his bullets. It had been too dumb, too greedy, and had rushed at the man without a thought for anything else. And it had paid the price. 
 
      
 
    Perhaps this beast was like the other. Rushing in a straight line, seeming not to care for dodging. But bushes and trees of green stood between Cheater and the charger, killing his shot. He would have to down the creature at the last instant. 
 
      
 
    A developed infected could take a bullet to the brain and still have time to finish off its killer before it died. Only significant damage to the sporesac stopped monsters like this one. Every other kill method risked a surprising protagonist-ending epilogue. 
 
      
 
    A few thoughts came to Cheater in the final moments as the beast closed. Unpleasant thoughts, but necessary ones, preparing for the worst possible futures. 
 
      
 
    A bush gave way thirty yards from him, and then a split-second later, one at just under twenty yards. The ghouls somehow maintained its velocity even in the jungle, and less than a second later, it was flying out of the brush in a long jump. Somehow, it looked at Cheater, redirecting its path toward him. Its body extended almost horizontally, long paws outstretched, ready to tear into their prey with their crooked claws. 
 
      
 
    Cheater fired two shots, then hurriedly dodged into a roll to the right. Thankfully the creature had jumped, not charged along the ground. It could not change its direction mid-flight, so it soared by. But even with this less than ideal situation, it managed a lightning-fast swipe of its left paw. 
 
      
 
    A deeply harmful swipe. Cheater didn’t even know what had happened. He felt his body shake, of course, but for a moment didn’t know why. Exiting the somersault onto one knee, he took aim, but his pistol was in neither of his arms. 
 
      
 
    Worse, his right arm had fallen apart, sleeve torn from elbow to wrist, blood gushing out and strips of tissue flapping in the breeze. 
 
      
 
    The monster had taken a hit, too. Cheater didn’t know where the first bullet had hit, but the second had gone straight into the beast’s eye. Yet the freak refused to fall dead. It shook its head and grumbled hoarsely, and turned. Its movement was slower now, but still maximally aggressive. 
 
      
 
    Its remaining eye stared at the human. 
 
      
 
    An evil look. 
 
      
 
    Cheater knew this was where the credits would roll on Life Six. The creature would reach him before him could awkwardly draw his revolver with his left. 
 
      
 
    It would have time for much more than just reaching him, too. 
 
      
 
    Not that it needed much more. One blow to the neck would sever his spine, along with so many arteries that no surgeon in the universe could save him. Grabbing screwdrivers or knives was pointless. He couldn’t punch a hole into a brain that well protected. 
 
      
 
    But he tried. What else could he do? Drawing a knife, he took it by the blade and drew his arm back to throw. Without taking its eye from its prey, it crouched down to jump at him. 
 
      
 
    A silent figure, head wrapped in a bandage, rose behind it. Fumbling awkwardly in the air, it grabbed the spear by the handle and then deftly sliced, driving the blade into the back of the beast’s head. 
 
      
 
    The ghoul’s left eye rolled up, and it fell to the side, twitching its legs. 
 
      
 
    March returned the spear to the sand, asking without any particular concern, “You alive, Cheat?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
      
 
    “Can you walk?” 
 
      
 
    “It tore my arm up.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, do you walk with your arms? Come on, bandage that scratch and let’s move. No need to thank me, by the way. I was saving myself there, not you.” 
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t planning on it.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. Come on, Cheat, get a move on before somebody else shows up. The beasts know these borders are tasty places.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17
Life Six: Spec, Healer, Scrap 
 
      
 
    Perhaps a forearm torn from top to bottom was just a scratch for March. Not for Cheater. As he tried to awkwardly bandage his arm, a pool of blood rushed out, and the sight of it weakened his nerves. When he rose, he found it difficult to walk. 
 
      
 
    From everything that followed, he remembered only snippets. Infernal pain, dizzy spells, and the desperate struggle to move, one foot after another, somehow following the road. The forest kept on going. For some reason, March’s miraculous sight was not working correctly. 
 
      
 
    At last they saw a road of concrete slabs lined with signs. Some of the signs warned of minefields. Others said the Three Pines Stable was close. Still others requested that visitors behave themselves and not wave their weapons about, especially when meeting a patrol. 
 
      
 
    They met a patrol. Three men in a pickup fitted with a machine gun and reinforced with sheets and bars of steel. The truck stopped near the pair and asked them, without rudeness but also without courtesy, who they were and what their business was. Without stopping, March said that he and his companion were two very different people who were heading to the stable to deliver nights of exquisite pleasure to the mothers of curious patrolling mercenaries. 
 
      
 
    Cheater was surprised to see the answer satisfy the patrol. They hit March with a rude comeback, of course, but they didn’t go for their weapons or make any move to hit him. If Cheater was in good shape, he might have in astonishment begun to question his companion about this behavior, but he wasn’t feeling up to it. His curiosity was drowned out by the pain in his head and by his continual fight with that fatal apathy that wishes to just let it end. 
 
      
 
    The pickup drove on. He had hoped they would give them a ride. 
 
      
 
    What the hell was wrong with him? His eyes were darkening, and he wanted to just crash in the middle of the road. If he did, even tanks rolling around and over him wouldn’t wake him up. 
 
      
 
    He had to ask. He summoned his strength. “Something’s wrong with me, March. Seriously wrong. I don’t just mean the arm and the blood loss. I’m messed up, man. I mean it.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine. Don’t worry about it. I gave you a spec shot, and it’s making you tired. Normal for non-users.” 
 
      
 
    “Spec? You had spec with you?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course. Where would I have gotten it on the way? Did you see a spec dealer? Ordinary spec. I always carry a dose or two. It’s cheap, it doesn’t take up much space, and there’s always a use for spec, even if it’s for someone else.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t even notice you give it to me.” 
 
      
 
    “Enough chatting. Pay attention to your legs and get them to move faster. I’m not going to carry you if you don’t make it to the stable.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    As he woke, Cheater thought he was experiencing a dream within a dream. When you dream that you fall asleep and into another dream. 
 
      
 
    His memories were fuzzy, but he did recall a fussy, rude, bearded man examining him. The one who ran this place’s infirmary. The infirmary and the stable both were mostly absent in his memory. He didn’t remember the ceiling. It was like a solid piece of wood from wall to wall, with realistic depictions of women of various physiques and ages, all sharing a state of complete nudity, or with clothing that was even less modest than total nudity. 
 
      
 
    The door opened with a creak, and the bearded man re-entered the little room. He frowned at Cheater. “You awake?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure. Where am I? Is this a hospital or a brothel?” 
 
      
 
    The man grinned. “That depends on the circumstances. Do you remember anything?” 
 
      
 
    “A ghoul ripped up my arm yesterday. Then my companion gave me a shot that nearly made me collapse.” 
 
      
 
    “It was spec. Ordinary spec. You’re strong. Managed to walk here on your own. Do you remember me, at least?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but it’s all foggy. You’re the local doctor or something.” 
 
      
 
    “No, not a doctor. There was a doctor here, but they shot him on the street last week. He talked too much about the wrong things. And went outside at a bad time. And he hasn’t come back. I mean, who would come back after that, and to such a hole in the wall? He probably found a nicer place, I suppose. I’m a healer. But not the greatest healer yet. It’s my second ability. My weaker one. I fix up losers like you, but if you need more serious work, find a different stable, or just go back to respawn and you’ll be good as new. Do you remember your eye-less friend refusing to pay? He said you’d handle it when you woke.” 
 
      
 
    Cheater groped around, looking for the valuables he had hidden on his person. The healer grinned again. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry. We don’t steal. We kill, sure. Rats are punished without trial. Your rags are over there, in that basket in the corner. Everything you had on you is in there. Find some new clothes for yourself. Those are so bloody you should just toss them. Ghouls love the scent of blood, you know.” 
 
      
 
    Cheater got up and went to the basket. Along the way, he clenched and unclenched his right fist and was pleased to find it did what he wanted, almost without pain. “How long have I been here?” 
 
      
 
    “Since yesterday evening.” 
 
      
 
    “What is it now? Evening? Morning?” 
 
      
 
    “Late morning. You’re a sound sleeper.” 
 
      
 
    “How much do I owe you?” 
 
      
 
    “I charge three spores. Five for difficult cases. Discount for newcomers, since that’s a good omen: Three even for difficult cases. But you spent the night, too, so let’s make it five. Do you have that?” 
 
      
 
    “Five?! What is this, the royal residence?” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed. So you should be addressing me as ‘Your Highness.’ Well? Do you have five or not?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll manage. But your prices are steep.” 
 
      
 
    “Go check out the real estate. I dare you to find a better rate. This is the West, man, and this stable is one of the farthest west. Here, even dying is expensive.” 
 
      
 
    As Cheater dug through his pockets, he decided to try to learn a thing or two. “So I hear healers are good with immune abilities.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. People usually come to us with questions about them. We help people who don’t know what their gift is. We tell them how to unlock it. Some abilities are difficult to figure out on your own. And the best help is someone who can see through a human clear as a window. Someone like us, the healers.” 
 
      
 
    “You can only get an ability at level ten, right? So I should come to you as soon as I hit that?” 
 
      
 
    “You can give it a try at level nine.” 
 
      
 
    “Huh? Why nine?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know how, but even though you’re the noobiest noob in town, you’ve got your first hero title already. There’s a star by your nick. How did you get so much Humanity?” 
 
      
 
    “I mean... I got lucky a couple of times. So what do you mean I can ‘give it a try’? Am I missing something?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re missing everything. It’s rare to encounter somebody like you, so it’s rare to encounter someone who can unlock a level nine ability. But I know how to do that. There is a way for people who have already managed to get a hero title. But your skill will most likely be related to something you’ve already developed well. Understand?” 
 
      
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright, how about an example. Let’s say you pump your Strength. It’s your strongest stat. You solve every problem you encounter with pure force. You rely on it. So, at level nine, you can tweak your settings. If it works, you get an ability that’s connected to Strength. Maybe, for example, an ability that lets you buff Strength. And it works on yourself and on others. That’s a valuable ability. Parties love to bring buffers on board. Or maybe you get some other ability connected to Strength. Make sense now?” 
 
      
 
    “I think so.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright, what about those spores?” 
 
      
 
    Cheater positioned his body between the healer’s eyes and the opening of his treasure bag, but of course the healer knew what was up. 
 
      
 
    “Let me count things up here. I’m not exactly rich. What are the prices like? Let’s say I need new clothes. Like these clothes, but clean and new.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re all new. Nobody sells second-hand stuff when resets pour new goods down from the sky every day. A set of modest apparel will cost you five spores from Carp, or seven from Angelica. That painted bitch doesn’t care if you’re level one or one hundred. She’d drain her own father dry if he came to buy a pair of torn pants. Look, where did you learn to count? If you don’t have the five, just tell me and we’ll figure out another way to settle up. I see you have guns and ammo. They’re worth something, too.” 
 
      
 
    “I have the spores, like I said. And I have my own clothes, clean clothes, in my bag. I’ll put them on. Is there a place to buy and sell weapons?” 
 
      
 
    “Do you have a license to carry them?” He chuckled. “Kidding, of course. No papers necessary, and you can buy whatever you need. Assuming you have the spores. But I’m thinking you don’t have many of them, so don’t get too excited. Focus on ammo instead. If you need some, buy it, but otherwise save up for later. Between the two of us, this stable is going to shit. Leadership is less and less visible these days, and if things go on this way, anarchy is around the corner. You should head east. It’s easier for younger, poorer types to make it out there.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for the tip,” Cheater said politely, holding out the five spores. “By the way, I had some knee trouble, and it took five days to clear up. When will my arm be back to normal? Same amount of time?” 
 
      
 
    “If you’re looking to please a woman, you can do that now. But if you’re looking to lift weights, I’d wait until tomorrow. That was a nasty wound. Tore your muscles and every vein in your arm. I bound them up, but not as well as a surgeon. I did what I could. The rest will take care of itself.” 
 
      
 
    “Does your hospital feed its patients?” 
 
      
 
    “If they pay. We’ll even bring you a girl, or a boy if you’re into that. This is a pretty tolerant place. Assuming you have the money for it. There are two places to grab a bite here. You won’t miss them. But it would be better to just munch on those canned goods you have in your backpack, in a corner somewhere.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s expensive, I get it. But I’d really like something hot.” 
 
      
 
    “A spore will get you soup, a sandwich, and some meat. Food is the cheapest thing in town.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright, which way’s the exit?” 
 
      
 
    “Out the door and to the left. Keep your head down out there, or you’ll owe me another five spores. Or be on your way to respawn.” 
 
      
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
      
 
    “Because it’s a shitty stable, remember?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll find pretty much anyone here. Including the types you should stay a mile minimum away from at all times. So take care of yourself. Less speaking, more listening.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it.” 
 
      
 
    “No, you don’t. Don’t let them walk over you, sure, but don’t stand out, either. Here, you’re a nobody. You’re not a local, and no one is here to watch your back. You’re a walking invitation to get exploited. In ways you’d rather not be. Alright, man, good luck. If you end up with some more money, come on back. Paying guests are always welcome.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cheater squinted at the light as he stepped down from the elevated porch. The sun was high in the sky now. Noon was coming. 
 
      
 
    As soon as his eyes had adjusted, he looked around. According to March’s stories, the place was near abandoned, but maybe that was just because of the no-eyes thing. It was a small street with little buildings lining either side, positioned in no particular arrangement. And apparently built with whatever was on hand. Each motley one-story cottage could feature logs, bricks, concrete blocks, bars, shingles, and steel sheets. Some of the windows were glistening and clean, while others were barred and reinforced. The roofs were adapted for better defense and connected by bridges in places. As for the street itself, it was passable, but along the roadside and in the alleys Cheater could see barriers wrapped with barbed wire, which if necessary could be deployed to slow the progress of an invading enemy. 
 
      
 
    Cheater at last began to recall his memory of entering the village. Along the edge ran a wall, not visible from here, made of the same motley mix of construction materials. It had firing points and towers built into it at intervals, and all sorts of obstacles to prevent approaching enemies. No one could attack unnoticed. Unless you had artillery or an air force, the only way to hit the town was a frontal assault, with heavy casualties. And once you got in, you had to deal with resistance from defenders taking refuge among the town buildings and assembled barricades and traps. 
 
      
 
    Cheater saw the nose of an armored personnel carrier sticking out of a nearby alley, and many other defenses beside. March and the healer had lousy opinions of this place, but that was surprising. It was pretty well defended. 
 
      
 
    Everything was relative, though. Perhaps its defenses were weak by this world’s standards. Cheater had nothing to compare these defenses too. 
 
      
 
    Alert: Your pleasure meter has fallen below critical. Your stats are reduced and will continue to be reduced further. Do not allow your pleasure to fall too far, or you will be in a weakened state. When your meter falls to a dangerously low level, do something enjoyable to help raise it. 
 
      
 
    Something enjoyable? Well, what could be more enjoyable that a delicious, filling breakfast? A lot of things, actually. But eating was one of the simplest ways to boost his pleasure meter. Maybe even the simplest of all. 
 
      
 
    Cheater looked around at the variety of signs and billboards. Only two of the options interested him, both of them concerning food. Just a Restaurant and the Cheery Pub. He didn’t like the sound of the second place, and the first probably tried to rob you after disarming you with its name. But he picked the restaurant. 
 
      
 
    The pub likely leaned more towards drinking than eating, and that wasn’t Cheater’s current leaning. He felt like he could eat a raffler. Indiscriminately inhaling hydrocarbons with minimal chewing. His brutish appetite was obviously unhealthy: Perhaps he was just experiencing the consequences of such a wound. His body needed a huge dose of food, and quickly, to continue its regeneration processes. 
 
      
 
    When he entered Just a Restaurant, Cheater remarked to himself how everything in this world shared the property of destroying expectations. By its name and by the building facade, he thought it would be upscale, or at least nice. And not featuring a fragrant puddle of vomit just beyond its double doors. The rest of it was a bad surprise, too. The ceiling was completely yellowed with tobacco smoke. At this rate, nicotine stalactites would soon emerge. The furniture was plastic and often cracked, the kind put out on the patio of a cheap park café—if the café is bordering on bankruptcy. 
 
      
 
    Normal meal times were still far off, but the place wasn’t empty. In fact, nearly half of the tables were taken, some by single immunes and others by groups. Most of their faces bore traces of the vices they had partaken in the night before. And traces that they had refused to interrupt those vices with sleep, or at least with much of it. These people weren’t here for dinner. Only two of them were munching something, but it was along with pitchers of strong drink. The rest just drank, not bothering to eat anything. 
 
      
 
    Some were to the point of lying under the tables, or on top of the tables. Others were halfway there, and the rest were rushing to catch up. The full spectrum of inebriation was on display here. One pair was groping at each other, and in another corner a young man was trying to stop the blood running from his broken face with a handkerchief and wad of napkins. 
 
      
 
    It was a hive of iniquity. Immunes’ bodies cleansed themselves of poison quickly, and that included alcohol, so for drinkers this place was a paradise, at least at times. 
 
      
 
    If this is what Just a Restaurant is like, what’s the atmosphere at the Cheery Pub, I wonder?  
 
      
 
    “You going to stand there casting a shadow all day, idiot? Or you here to clean up the vomit for me?” 
 
      
 
    At the insulting voice and suggestion, Cheater turned to see a man of about twenty-five. He had the face of a runt rat and the eyes of a runt con man. It was strange to see such a man wielding a mop. 
 
      
 
    Ignoring the question, Cheater responded with his own, as he was learning to do. “What’s the food like in this hellhole?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you think it should be like, eh?” the janitor fired back. Another question for a question. “No one’s died from it yet, but no five-star reviews, either. Typical eatery. Worst it’ll do is cleanse your bowels. But that doesn’t happen much. We’re cautious people, you know. The vodka with the food is a great disinfectant. The vodka here is terrible. Just take it in one gulp. Same applies to everything else stronger than beer. The beer is bad as piss, but basically free.” 
 
      
 
    Cheater hadn’t wanted an advertisement for the strong drinks of the place. He sat down at a table as far from the revelry as he could find. Drunken immunes, some probably reds, were not on his agenda. 
 
      
 
    He squatted and winced at the tablecloth splattered with spots of suspicious coloration. It was a revolting sight. He hoped they would change it someday. 
 
      
 
    Surprisingly enough, a server showed up just a minute later. Not that he looked like a server. More like a bouncer who had consumed only steroids for his entire life, leaving nothing of substance in his own brains but an unquenchable desire to knock other people’s out. 
 
      
 
    Propping his fists on the table, he asked what Cheater wanted in an unfriendly tone. “Why are you here?” 
 
      
 
    Though slightly surprised at this treatment of a customer, Cheater didn’t show it. “I saw the sign. For some reason, I thought it meant I could find food here.” 
 
      
 
    “It does. Assuming you have the spores.” 
 
      
 
    “I do.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell me what to bring, and how much of it. Bottles are the smallest unit we sell.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t need booze, just food.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re kidding. You see anyone eating around here? Nobody comes here to eat, newcomer.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t care about them. I’m here to eat.” 
 
      
 
    “Whatever. Eat, drink, do what you want.” 
 
      
 
    “You got a menu?” 
 
      
 
    “A menu? Hah! I suppose you want a washed, starched tablecloth to go under it, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. What kind of hot food do you have?” 
 
      
 
    “Do I look like a kitchen boy for you? You’ll need to ask the right person for that.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m asking you. You’re the server here, right?” 
 
      
 
    “So I have to go ask the kitchen, and we play tag for a whole five minutes.” 
 
      
 
    “Look, just bring we whatever you can make quickly. Hot food. Or warm, at least.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s with your arm? You the one that crawled into the healer’s yesterday?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, that was me.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it.” The thug unexpectedly lowered his voice. “Makes sense you’re hungry, then. Relax and we’ll find you something.” 
 
      
 
    So this establishment wasn’t hopeless. The staff could even be polite at times. 
 
      
 
    Cheater had nothing to do while he waited, so he watched the other patrons. Not that they were worth any attention. He had seen people like this in every one of his lives by now. Dressed in identical camouflage, or camo mixed with rags of other kinds, all discreet and tough enough. Everyone was armed. Some looked like walking exhibits of the various methods of murder. They had everything portable that Cheater could think of, except grenades. Perhaps those were banned, at least. Not really something a drunkard should be carrying around. 
 
      
 
    He was still thinking about the prospect of violent grenade-wielding drunkards when one of them flopped into the plastic chair opposite without an invitation. He exhaled loudly through the gap between his unkempt stubble. “You know why the furniture here is so shitty? Because it carries assholes like you on it all day. What are you staring at me for? Huh? Can’t take your eyes off me? Pervert! What did you just say?! Muttering ‘faggot’ under your breath like that? Get out of here. Now!” 
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t staring at you, and I’m not about to respond to your pathetic insults.” Cheater saw no point in provoking the man, especially when the man had such a high level compared to his own. Not that he would see a point if they were the same level, either. “Go back to where you came from and let a man eat in peace.” 
 
      
 
    Cheater showed his bandaged arm. The locals who hadn’t heard about the newcomer who came to visit the healer should understand that a wounded immune needed good food and a moment of peace. 
 
      
 
    “You just flip me off under that bandage, asshole!?” The drunk spit at his arm and refused to come on. “Well, come on then. Flag yourself. I dare you. Oh, can’t move cause we’ll see you’ve shit yourself?” 
 
      
 
    Cheater moved then. Without a moment’s pause to consider the consequences. He simply turned slightly, grabbed the next chair over with his healthy arm, and swung it across the table with such force that it knocked his opponent onto his back. Pieces of plastic snapped off and littered the floor. 
 
      
 
    A blow like that should have knocked the man out for a long time, or even sent the man to the healer, but miraculously this fallen drunk nimbly leaped to his feet. He gazed at Cheater with a clear, suddenly sober look in his eyes, and yelled at the hushed hall. “Did you see that? This idiot almost killed me! I barely dodged breaking my skull. You fucked up, man. You’ll regret that!” 
 
      
 
    People started shouting at them from all around. Some were indignant, others complained, and at least one started berating the screaming man for obscene acts he had committed which were unrelated to the situation at hand. 
 
      
 
    The server arrived and took quick stock of the scene. “Glock, you bothering patrons again?” 
 
      
 
    “The hell are you on my case? Why is it always me? Huh?” The man was more and more flushed with each passing minute. “You see what happened? This fool with the big ears threw a chair at me! Look here! No, really look. See that blood? He cut my fricking head! And look at that chair. No, look closer, come on. He shattered the chair. And all these guys saw it. You really think I’m just going to take that without yelling? He’s flagged. We’ll step outside and settle this. Rules say it’s okay. I’m just claiming my right.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, you love to provoke dull newcomers into attacking you.” The waiter’s voice was nearly a yell now. “How many has it been, Glock? Who let you in here, anyway? Why are you here?” 
 
      
 
    “None of your business,” the “victim” said with a grin. “We’ll just step outside and figure this out. My head is cut, so he’s flagged. Look at all the blood! This is my right.” 
 
      
 
    “What about your own flag? Where’d that come from?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll settle that later.” Glock jumped up on the table. “This is anarchy, gentlemen. This brainless asshole almost knocked my brains out. If we let that continue, soon this place will be full of them! So what do we do? Do we let this stable go to shit? I’m just trying to follow the law here. We’ll take it outside.” 
 
      
 
    Most of the people nodded or shouted some approving remark. The server learned down towards Cheater. “Idiot. Why’d you flag yourself like that? We could have taken care of Glock, but now it’s his right, and you’re heading to respawn.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” Cheater genuinely didn’t understand what was happening. 
 
      
 
    “This is how the pig entertains himself. Picking the little guys and pushing them, or spitting at them. Or some other insult. If your response flags you, then you become his target by law. He can’t kill you in this establishment, but if the rules allow, he can take you out when you’re outside. So why’d you flag yourself like that?” 
 
      
 
    Cheater finally understood. The ways the System regulated relations among immunes were varied and sometimes confusing. But this mechanic made sense. Killing a player whose Humanity was zero, or greater than zero, had two possible outcomes. The first was a penalty to your own Humanity. You’d lose some points. But if the other player showed aggression to you first, if you squinted you could temporarily see an additional badge by his player icon: a tiny red skull. Until that skull disappeared, that player could be killed without a hit to Humanity. 
 
      
 
    By slamming the man with a chair, Cheater had been “flagged.” Now Glock was entitled to kill him, by the crazy laws of this stable. 
 
      
 
    Cheater wondered if there was some other way. He asked the server. “I don’t suppose there’s a peaceful way out of this.” 
 
      
 
    “I can occupy Glock. But not for long. If you hurry, you might be able to escape.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t come here so I could just leave.” 
 
      
 
    “Then it’s respawn for you.” 
 
      
 
    “So he’ll just shoot me?” 
 
      
 
    “No, he’ll call lightning down from heaven. What’s with all the questions? You’ve got a lot to learn, newcomer. Head outside, then, and we’ll see who respawns and who gets to come back in.” 
 
      
 
    “What are the rules?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “How do we decide this?” 
 
      
 
    “A duel. High-powered weapons are forbidden. Only sawed-offs, pistols, and revolvers. No grenades or other shit like that. One person stands at one end of the street, the opponent starts at the other. Then, you shoot.” 
 
      
 
    Cheater could hardly believe his ears. “This street’s a good two hundred yards long. The duelists can hit from that far with pistols?” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t say they would hit each other from that far. That’s where they start. They move towards each other, then start shooting.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that so?” Cheater leaned in. “Fine, well, get my food ready while I’m out. I’ll be hungry when I get back.” 
 
      
 
    The server winced at that. “You’re not coming back. Glock is still a noob, and a loser, but he’s level twenty-four, and you’re level six. Get ready for respawn.” 
 
      
 
    Cheater placed a spore on the table and repeated himself. “Remember, hot food. I’ll be back before it gets cold.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18
Life Six: Quick on the Draw 
 
      
 
    Cheater was only beginning to get acquainted with the stable, but so far, he wasn’t impressed with the culture. The events that followed the unexpected outburst in the “restaurant” showed how hungry these people were for entertainment. 
 
      
 
    They poured out onto the roofs and bridges decked out for defense. They crowded in doorways and porches. They stared out of windows and alleyways. None seemed worried about stray bullets. 
 
      
 
    None of the local authorities questioned what was going on. Either they were all fast asleep, or this was a routine occurrence that required no official intervention. 
 
      
 
    One of the patrons from Just a Restaurant breathed out a few puffs of smoke as he gave Cheater some parting words. “Once Glock waves his hand, you can begin.” 
 
      
 
    “Begin shooting at him, you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “No, idiot, just shoot yourself in the head. Easier way to die. Last guy he picked on like you, he shot in both arms and both legs, and twice more in the dick. Whole stable heard him scream hell until he bled out.” 
 
      
 
    “So he’s a good shot?” 
 
      
 
    “Who, Glock? Eh, not really. Only against idiots like you. We would have taken him down a long time ago. But he would just bring his red friends. They’d just take us out, flag or not. Nobody wants to be on Glock’s bad side with the kind of friends he has. Alright, well, bye Cheater. If you respawn nearby, come on back. I bet your fat monster friend will be gone by then. He knows he can’t stay much longer.” 
 
      
 
    Cheater’s impromptu tutor scurried off to take his place among the spectators, leaving the newcomer in the middle of the dusty street, awaiting the cowboy duel between the accurate, fast, tough veteran and the slow, wounded whelp. Going by the level difference between them, he didn’t have a prayer. 
 
      
 
    But he was no ordinary newcomer. And for all their complexities, some things in this world were quite simple. You could be at a record high level and still succumb to a lucky level-zero beginner, given the right conditions. Meaning a bullet to the head. Some skills could save a player from getting shot in the cranium, but there was no guaranteed way. The System made sure that all players were vulnerable. 
 
      
 
    There was also an “athlete’s bonus.” That was what Kitty had called it, anyway. Whether she had come up with the term herself or everyone used it was unknown. But it was perfect. 
 
      
 
    If you were a decent weightlifter before coming to the Continent, you’d have a reasonable advantage here. The System would set you as a strong person from the get-go, giving you an invisible but significant bonus to your Strength stat. 
 
      
 
    What effect would that bonus have? For example, a one-point increase to your Strength stat normally boosted your max carry capacity by a couple of pounds. But if you were recognized as an athlete by the System, one point would boost your carry capacity by double that. 
 
      
 
    Quite a difference. 
 
      
 
    Cheater did not know whether he had possessed any great sporting achievement in his past life, but in this one, the System had been obliged to give him an Accuracy bonus. According to Kitty’s modest estimates, one point of Accuracy for him was equivalent to three points for normal immunes. 
 
      
 
    Bonus stats grew slowly, as a rule. So what would Glock’s Accuracy be? What if he assumed it was twenty-four, like his level? It probably wasn’t, but maybe. In that case, Cheater’s Accuracy would be two and a half times better than Glock’s. 
 
      
 
    Other stats would play a role in the battle, too, but Accuracy was king. 
 
      
 
    Cheater might surprise Glock with his other stats, though, since he had gotten some significant pumps. In short, if he had to bet on the outcome of this fight, it wouldn’t be on Glock. 
 
      
 
    Cheater looked into the distance. His opponent stood at the other end of the only decent street in this stable. Glock was in no hurry. He gurgled, happy as an infected, and said something to the closest of the spectators. The words were inaudible from this far away. 
 
      
 
    There was indeed a decent distance between them. Cheater was an accurate shot, of course, but his less happy experiences reminded him that his accuracy was limited by the capabilities of the weapon he was wielding. Simple handguns were not the best in terms of range. 
 
      
 
    It was in principle possible to hit a target at two hundred yards, but would that prove true in practice? He didn’t have many bullets to spend, either. Not many tries at a kill. Confident in his Accuracy as he was, Cheater realized he had to give the stat a good chance to prove itself. Meaning he had to take his time with the trigger. 
 
      
 
    Glock turned to stare at Cheater, gave him a satisfied grimace, waved his arm sharply, and charged. 
 
      
 
    He moved fast. Normal humans couldn’t move that quickly. Even with his cunning zigzagging, his speed would make Olympic runners jealous. That was no surprise. He was at level twenty-four, with pumped stats and probably with some other abilities and perks boosting his velocity even further. The man’s intentions were clear: close the distance so that victory was certain, before his opponent had time to aim, quick-draw his weapon, and shoot the idiot’s limbs and other valuable organs. 
 
      
 
    Cheater dropped to one knee. That would make him harder to hit, but also make his aim more stable. 
 
      
 
    Now, to steel his nerves and wait. To wait until Glock stopped weaving his human pretzel down the street. He would stop, at least for a moment. There’s no way the man planned to aim and shoot like that. His level was only twenty-four. Not enough to allow him to hit with all of that dodging. Even Cheater and his amazing abilities were unlikely to hit such a mobile target. 
 
      
 
    “Shoot him!” one of the less patient spectators yelled. 
 
      
 
    He let the scream float by his ears unheard. Or rather unheeded. He didn’t care about playing to the crowd. All he needed was the right moment to put an end to this tragicomic episode and return to that shithole pretending to be a restaurant so he could at last fill his rumbling stomach. 
 
      
 
    Glock jerked to the right then immediately to the left, changing his trajectory with impossible neglect of his inertia. Then he froze, as if stuck in the ground, and grabbed for his pistol and its absurdly long barrel. Cheater had thought he would run another twenty yards—he was still too far away for these weapons—but he was neither surprised nor upset. 
 
      
 
    His finger pulled the trigger, and a shot rang out in his ears. He felt the recoil as he saw Glock fly backwards so quickly he nearly fell into a headstand. The man’s body writhed in torment, kicking up clouds of dust. 
 
      
 
    Cheater’s heart calmed down. It had doubted his left-handed aim until the last. His left was untrained, after all, but he had to use some limb other than his mangled right arm given its condition. Clearly his Accuracy applied to both arms, though he was unsure how much. 
 
      
 
    Now he knew that his left was not only good at throwing knives and screwdrivers but also with handguns. 
 
      
 
    The street, unprepared for this development, fell silent. The stunned spectators had no idea how to react to such an unexpected end to the duel. They looked at the winner as if he were a miracle worker. 
 
      
 
    March appeared out of nowhere and approached. “So you really are a Cheater. Congratulations. Well, why are you standing there?” 
 
      
 
    “What else should I do?” 
 
      
 
    “The usual. Have a few beers! But first, the loot. Glock was a big talker and a bigger shouter, and now he’s dead, killed by a newb. Everything that can be looted from his corpse is yours. Take it quickly. You could wait and try to grab it later, but trust me: best to do it right away. Have you ever seen an immune’s body lying around for long? Nope. After a short time, we crumble into dust, and that dust kicks up in the air. If you try to loot him them, it’ll fill your eyes and nose and mouth. So unless you want to literally eat shit, go take his stuff right away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19
Life Six: Inebriation and Information 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Listen March, I’ve got dinner waiting for me at the restaurant. Let’s meet later. I’m hungry enough to eat a man, despite your warnings about that.” 
 
      
 
    “You can eat at the Pub,” he answered, without any room in his tone for negotiation, forcibly pulling Cheater away from Just a Restaurant. “They’ll feed you and give you a bed with a living heater. Under a keg if need be. The owner cares about his rep, and the beer there is better than piss, believe it or not.” 
 
      
 
    March kicked open the door and dragged Cheater into the gloomy innards of the place. Enough for him to know that if there was food here, it was definitely toxic. All the gloomy hall was good for was drinking alcohol, or rather for consuming it at industrial scales. Despite the earliness of the hour, a large portion of the guests here had already descended into an animalistic state. And then further. 
 
      
 
    March dragged Cheater across the room to an inconspicuous door in the far corner. 
 
      
 
    As he pushed it open, he explained that decent people didn’t sit out here but in the VIP hall. 
 
      
 
     “It hasn’t got much space inside, but it’s comfortable, and a decent crowd. This nice little man runs the place. Best never to quarrel with him.” 
 
      
 
    Immediately inside stood a tough-looking mug with a glare so harsh Cheater nearly lost his appetite. 
 
      
 
    “Who you bringing with you, March?” The man’s muscles rippled as he spoke. 
 
      
 
    “My very own boy. Cheater’s his name.” 
 
      
 
    “The one who took out Glock?” He smiled wide as a bulldozer, if a bulldozer could smile. “Come on in. Window seat again, March?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll just sit on my ass. Don’t mind where it is. Just hurry those lazy beggars back there up, Tiny. My beer meter’s at zero, and bad things will happen unless I fill it up. Oh, and Cheater needs food. He’s still healing up, and about to set his teeth on the furniture.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it. One minute,” the giant promised. 
 
      
 
    Cheater had time to squint and determine that “Tiny” wasn’t just a joke his companion was making—it was the man’s actual nick. It must have been a joke originally. 
 
      
 
    Unlike the first room, this one had wooden furniture. Not a scrap of cheap plastic. March fumbled over to a solid oak chair. “So I can’t leave you alone for a minute without you getting yourself into trouble. Why’d you go and do that?” 
 
      
 
    “He started it. Provoked me.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t say. Why then does no one provoke me? No, they all respect me. You be more careful, Cheater, or else Kitty will have to screw somebody else.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds like you’re trying to start another fight.” 
 
      
 
    “Get used to it. That’s how people talk here, usually. If you keep on reacting to every idiot who crosses you, you’ll be respawning faster than you can blink. I can’t see everything, but I’ve heard them talking. By this evening they’ll be calling you Lefty, and that’ll just be the start.” 
 
      
 
    “Lefty?” 
 
      
 
    “Looks like you’re an unmatched left-handed marksman. Hit Glock right in the nose from seventy yards. I’m sure his skull has a bit of a magnetic pull to it, but usually it only attracts fists, not bullets. Your shot was a rare beauty. The people here love it.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not even lefty.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, it’s not your nickname, but people will call you that.” 
 
      
 
    “No, I mean I’m not left-handed.” 
 
      
 
    “Huh? Meaning you were only shooting with your left because you couldn’t with your right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, remember how I got my right arm a little scratched yesterday?” 
 
      
 
    “Raffler claws, yeah. So, interesting. Are you ambidextrous, then, or you just got lucky?” 
 
      
 
    Of course, Cheater declined to give the details. “Lucky, I guess.” 
 
      
 
    His friendly face spoiled by his excessively angular jaw, Tiny placed five glasses of beer on the table. He’d carried them over in his hands, without breaking or spilling a single one. That didn’t actually seem like much of an achievement, given the size of his palms and fingers. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, brother,” March nodded. He downed one glass at a speed impossible to reconcile with Cheater’s knowledge of physics as he was pushing one towards Cheater, then grabbed another two at once. “Throat’s drier than the Sahara, my friend. Haven’t had a drop since morning!” 
 
      
 
    “So, since when have I been your friend? I seem to remember parting ways. We’ve reached the stable, as agreed. Or is there something else you want from me?” 
 
      
 
    On a nearby chair, a woman with the look of a professional drinker and the dimensions of a pregnant sow was reaching the final stages of cirrhosis. Her age was anywhere from thirty to sixty-five, and one glance at her was enough to make you want to turn your eyes anywhere else. The outhouse pit was more attractive. A mixture of perfume, body odor, and the smell of vomit wafted over. 
 
      
 
    These had already hit Cheater’s nose once before, and the end result had been a shootout on the street. He was steeling himself for another episode. 
 
      
 
    She came over and tried to sprawl seductively across the seat, which didn’t work out. Her voice was a masterclass in the soundscape of emphysema. “Hello, boys. How about treating a pretty little lady to a drink?” 
 
      
 
    “Pretty little lady?” March asked indifferently, finishing off the third glass in one gulp. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry you can’t see for yourself. Beauty is what will save the world, my dear.” 
 
      
 
    “I doubt it. But even if it does, there’s no way you’ll be the one doing the saving. Now leave us in peace. And tell the other whores that if I smell them coming close, I’ll screw them right here without paying a single spore. Why are you still here? Go!” 
 
      
 
    As strange as it seemed, the girl said nothing. She twisted up her face into an expression that showed both her and its maximal disgust, then disappeared as ordered. 
 
      
 
    March grabbed his fourth beer. “What a shitty stable. Not a single decent girl here. They’re all like that, worst I’ve ever seen.” 
 
      
 
    “You can see faces with that second sight of yours?” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, Cheat, so naive as always. Who needs eyes to see a woman like that? I knew what she was like without having to trigger my ability.” 
 
      
 
    “So back to the question: What do you want from me?” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm. So when I dropped you off with that healer, I took advantage of his services to work on my appearance a little. But then all night I found myself unable to sleep.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I know what you were doing all night.” 
 
      
 
    “No, actually. Well, yes, but not all night. I was thinking, Cheater. That girl of yours, she just wouldn’t leave my head. I thought about her from every angle. Not literal angles, of course.” 
 
      
 
    “Huh. And that kept you from sleeping?” 
 
      
 
    “Right. I just couldn’t figure out why she wouldn’t kick you from the party. None of my theories could explain it.” 
 
      
 
    “I gave her control of the party again.” 
 
      
 
    “And?” 
 
      
 
    “And she gave it back to me. That means she’s alive, at least. Maybe I could accept people whose nicknames, the first letters of them anyway, spell a message. So I could send information, letter by letter. Even if she doesn’t notice right away, it’ll all be in the party logs.” 
 
      
 
    “And it’ll take you all day just to say ‘hello.’” 
 
      
 
    “Not a fast method of communication, of course. But wait—you still haven’t said what you want from me. Enough ruminations on the faithfulness of my girl. Why are we here?” 
 
      
 
    “Faithfulness? Hah! A girl that strange can never be trusted for certain. I’ve heard of love so great before, of course. But this world isn’t the world of Shakespearean sonnets. That kind of love does not exist here. And even if it does, it never survives such great distances. When you end up in different regions here, you say farewell. There are exceptions, sure, but they’re very rare. So Cheater, tell me honestly now: why didn’t she kick you from the party? And why are you so crazy for her? You’re not stupid. Not too stupid, anyway. You should understand how these things work.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re the one who doesn’t understand.” 
 
      
 
    “I want to understand.” 
 
      
 
    “You never will. I don’t even know how to explain it to a man like you. Just tell me how to get to the West Coast.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey! You trying to turn us into dried meat?” March barked at the entire room. “Cold beer, and meat, chop chop! My friend is famished here. Or are you waiting for the cow to grow up?” 
 
      
 
    “How much drink can you take?” Cheater inquired. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t even know. I’ve tried to really get drunk before, but the beer starts heading out before I manage to down too much of it. That messes with the integrity of the experiment, you see. Anyway, so this mad girlfriend of yours is crying alone somewhere on the West Coast, and now you’re asking me to point you towards inevitable death?” 
 
      
 
    “Look, if you don’t want to tell me, I’ll just find out from somebody else.” 
 
      
 
    “The others won’t tell you what you want to know, either. You know this region’s in the West too, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad. I don’t like the girls out east. But let’s save my personal racism for later. Look, sometimes the System has extra indulgence for newcomers. Not all of them, but some of them. In other words, sometimes it doesn’t throw them too far when they get a new region. Most people don’t care about that, since they don’t try to traipse around from one region to the next, but it helps idiots like you.” 
 
      
 
    “So the West Coast is close,” Cheater said impatiently. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll tell you that if you tell me something first.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell you what?” 
 
      
 
    “How many times did this girl fuck you?” 
 
      
 
    Cheater’s fist flew at the bandage covering March’s face. A direct hit. “I told you to quit talking about her like that.” 
 
      
 
    March shook his head and held up his hand to stop the rapidly approaching bouncer. “We’re good, Tiny. No need to worry.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not worried. But if you start throwing fists around, I’ll throw you both out.” 
 
      
 
    “Like I said, we’re good. We’re just chatting. Relax.” 
 
      
 
    “Chat without your fists, then.” 
 
      
 
    “OK, OK, we understand.” 
 
      
 
    March waited until the thug returned to his post. His voice was not upset. “Clearly not too many times. Or maybe never. Know why I bring it up? Women here are quick to take companionship and love wherever they can get it. If she spreads her legs for someone else, she’ll vanish, take it from me. Maybe not forever, but she will vanish. 
 
      
 
    “How do I know that? Well, I checked your party options, and they’re set to maximum privacy. That means she added you to her party but won’t let you see any information about her. That’s not trust, Cheat. That’s the opposite. So she doesn’t trust you, yet she still hasn’t kicked you from the party. I can’t figure that out. Is she really a girl? I don’t mean I think she’s a man. I mean, is she like, a robot? A cyborg? Maybe. The System could have created this situation to mess with you. Or to mess with me.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell me where the West Coast is.” 
 
      
 
    “Not far at all. A neighboring region, in fact. But don’t go running for it—you won’t make it far. Here, look.” 
 
      
 
    March poured some salt onto the table, spread it out into a thin layer, and divided it into two halves. He pointed at the first half. “Here’s where we are. Closer to the middle of our region than to the edge. Meaning you’ll have to reach the edge first. That’s the border between regions, but I’ll tell you about that later. First, a few words about the road that leads there. It’s a difficult road, Cheat. Yes, I know, I know—here, all roads are difficult. That’s what you were going to say, wasn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s true.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. But it’s truer of this road. All region borders are best avoided. The System built it this way. It doesn’t like us going from region to region with impunity. The closer you get to the edge, the more dead clusters there are.” 
 
      
 
    “So? I can cross them.” 
 
      
 
    “You can cross them when they’re narrow, but if you try to cross a wide one, you’ll die a terrible death. But that’s not how you’ll die. The blackness is bad, yes. All kinds of tragedies can befall you there. But that’s not the worst part of the journey. I don’t know which part is the worst; there are a few candidates. I take it you haven’t seen a gray cluster before.” 
 
      
 
    “No, I haven’t. But it sounds like they’re close to dark clusters, and they’re the best places to get weapon modifications.” 
 
      
 
    “And weapons. And many other things. But that’s not what I’m talking about. Oh! Here’s our beer and our meat. Shovel it in. I’ll just have a couple of beers here. All of this talking is making my throat dry!” 
 
      
 
    The waitress set everything out on the table. There was a lot: several glass of beer, a large wooden plate filled with sliced meat and sausage, salads, and fried potatoes. As she unloaded, she asked, “Why’d you do that to Martha, blind man?” 
 
      
 
    “Who’s that?” He didn’t understand. 
 
      
 
    “Marth. She came to sit with you, and you yelled at her. She’s pretty offended.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t care what whores I offend.” 
 
      
 
    “You’d better be careful. We had this one case where there was this guy who mistreated her. Things didn’t end up well for him. No one knows the exact details for sure, but there are hushed rumors about being tied to a chair, about being beat up, and even about a strap-on with the diameter of a small cannon. They say Martha has a special gift. She can make men happy, or she can make it so she’s the only happy one, and the men are miserable. 
 
      
 
    “So watch yourself. Your eyes will take a while to grow back, and it’s easy to catch a blind man. March and Martha. Sounds like fate to me. I...” She couldn’t keep a straight face anymore and choked up with laughter. A tear trickled down her face. “I’m kidding, boys. Enjoy your meal. And you, blind man, enjoy your beer. Best in the region. But you really should apologize to Martha.” 
 
      
 
    March gulped down a glass and grabbed another, but paused. “What the hell was she talking about? Since when are the whores in shitty stables sensitive to insults? Did you see this Martha she’s talking about? Was she as scary as I imagined?” 
 
      
 
    Cheater only lied when necessary. “Worse.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course. I’m always right about them. Now, the gray clusters. There are many gray clusters by the borders, and they are much more active places than the black ones. Infecteds wander in large numbers, but they’re not the main danger; that’s the atomites and their ilk. The atomites are not human, and they hate us more than Glock hates you right now. Some seem very close to human, and they’ve even mastered the use of our weapons and vehicles. But you’ll never manage to speak a word to an atomite. They’ll shoot you at first sight. Even if you escape their gray clusters, that won’t help you. They can follow you into normal clusters. Atomites can’t live long outside of their own lands, but a simple pursuit or patrol is no problem. 
 
      
 
    “And there’s more than just atomites. These places are so dangerous, Cheat, that you’d get taken down even if you were level fifty. Soon after entry, you’ll have to make noise to save your skin, and that will bring death in large numbers on your head.” 
 
      
 
    “But I’ve heard about people who cross from one region to another.” 
 
      
 
    “You shouldn’t believe everything you here.” 
 
      
 
    “I doubt it’s a complete lie.” 
 
      
 
    “It does happen sometimes. But the gray clusters along the borders aren’t even the worst. The worst are the borders themselves. Creatures in unmatched numbers wander the border. And these are neither runners nor rafflers. So many beasts that they have to sleep on top of each other.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re exaggerating.” 
 
      
 
    “Not in the slightest.” 
 
      
 
    “Where do they all come from?” 
 
      
 
    “From near the border. The clusters there reset rapidly, and they’re major cities. Large, modern cities, with millions or even tens of millions of inhabitants. First the beasts eat people who haven’t turned yet, then they eat the weak infecteds who haven’t developed yet. In some places, even advanced rafflers are afraid of getting consumed. Imagine a beast that feeds on rafflers. Now, imagine more of those beasts roaming the land than fleas on a stray dog’s back. So if you manage to reach the border by some miracle, that’s where your journey will end. Respawn, one hundred percent. You’ll spend your whole life trying to cross, and you’ll never make it.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll see about that.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m blind, and I can already see the whole story playing out. Cheater, the mighty level six player, out to conquer the world. With less of a chance than a kitten tossed into a pit of hungry werewolves. If I were you, I’d think about this rare opportunity to replace Kitty with Martha.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, remember, she’s your destiny, not mine. So, which way to the West Coast?” 
 
      
 
    “Stubborn kitten.” 
 
      
 
    “Also, how can I get to level ten as quickly as possible?” 
 
      
 
    “Why not just go for level one hundred?” 
 
      
 
    “In good time, March. In good time.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20
Life Six: Preparations 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Cheater, what’s your Accuracy? Add me to your party so I can see your stats. I can’t even begin to guess. You took Glock out with a perfect shot, and then there are those rafflers. I still can’t believe it. So here, accept my invite, or send me one yourself.” 
 
      
 
    The stranger had caught up to Cheater at the market, where unconfirmed reports had suggested he could acquire the items he needed without paying through the nose for them. 
 
      
 
    One look at this man was more than enough for life. Cheater really couldn’t stand people with those suspiciously dodgy eyes. The guy was clearly a scammer, or worse. Getting Cheater to add him to the party so that he could study all of the party members’ stats? Allegedly to sate his curiosity? This wasn’t the place for digital exhibitionism. 
 
      
 
    Plus, it was impossible for two reasons. Cheater hadn’t changed the party options. No one, not even he, could see more details about other party members than Kitty had allowed when she created the party. Secondly, he had just given party leadership back to the girl. No non-leader could add new members to the party. 
 
      
 
    “My Accuracy is high enough to take anyone,” Cheater replied carelessly. “You’ll have to find another party, though. I don’t take strangers.” 
 
      
 
    “Then let’s get acquainted.” 
 
      
 
    “Another time.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, come on, don’t be so greedy. How about one spore? I bet this one guy that your Accuracy is over 20, and he doesn’t believe that’s possible at level six.” 
 
      
 
    “You lose,” Cheater announced as he made his escape. 
 
      
 
    The man muttered some unintelligible insult as he left. But the fact that he didn’t raise his voice meant that he wasn’t confident enough to openly insult Cheater, and potentially take a chair to the face and a bullet to the nose a few minutes later. Not that Cheater knew anything about him. He couldn’t see the conman’s level, since he first either needed to himself level up or pump his Perception. All he got was the man’s nickname. Mofe. Not the nicest sounding of names, but maybe it had some complimentary meaning that wasn’t apparent. 
 
      
 
    But the red color of the man’s information panel and all of the information on it had said enough. The immune had demonstrated aggression which the System had not approved of. He had killed or maimed digis and other immunes who had done nothing against him—without flags or with green nicks indicating that their Humanity was positive or at least neutral. 
 
      
 
    No one like the reds, but as Cheater had observed, and as March had warned, many of them came to this stable. Such was the diplomatic cost of living on this frontier. A stable could not survive here in this difficult place without making some compromises with unattractive parties. 
 
      
 
    But Kitty was a red, too. 
 
      
 
     With her character and way of life, that wasn’t really surprising, but how had she gone red? What evil had she done? She was impulsive, sure, and she could go for her gun at the slightest hint of threat or even insult—and shoot without hesitation. Kitty was a complicated girl. But she wasn’t wicked, or even mean. She was the opposite. Usually. 
 
      
 
    A sweet girl, but also peculiar, to put it mildly. 
 
      
 
    All in all, perhaps Cheater was wrong, and Mofe was a great person, the embodiment of all virtue, the exemplar of kindness and loyalty. 
 
      
 
    His eyes indicated otherwise. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    The market didn’t look like a place of commerce. More like a cramped warehouse, where worthless junk sat commingled with wares valuable enough to make even Cheater drool and harbor thoughts of armed robbery. A table was set up next to one of the shelves. A man sat behind it on an immense wooden armchair. The seller himself was unremarkable and somewhere in his thirties. He was dressed as though his special ability was blending into crowds. 
 
      
 
    The clerk looked up from his thick notebook, filled with tiny handwritten notes, as Cheater entered. “Looking for bullets?” 
 
      
 
    “Why should I be?” 
 
      
 
    “I heard you only have a few left.” 
 
      
 
    He “heard”? Only March had known that Cheater was having ammo problems. Had his companion told everyone everything he knew? Maybe, but Cheater doubted it. There must be something else at play here. Someone with X-ray vision? In this world, it could be. 
 
      
 
    “Do you have anything for this pistol?” Cheater showed his weapon. The seller—probably the store owner—didn’t even look. “Conventional or expansive ammo goes for four bullets per spore at retail. If you need armor-piercing rounds, they’ll be one spore each, and that’s at wholesale. No negotiating.” 
 
      
 
    “Pricey. I heard pistol ammo was cheaper.” 
 
      
 
    “And I heard they’re giving it away for free around the corner. That’s a bot pistol. Non-standard ammunition. Standard caliber, sure, but the shells are two and a half millimeters longer than usual. And forty-five isn’t the most popular size in our neck of the woods. Or anywhere else, for that matter. Nine-millimeter rounds are the preferred ammo for pistols. Lighter and cheaper. If you want, we could discuss a swap.” 
 
      
 
    “No, I like this gun. Nice and precise.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed. Reliable. I hear that its accuracy is better than a Glock’s, even.” 
 
      
 
    Nice one. “How about this revolver? I only have three rounds for it. How much will you give me for it?” 
 
      
 
    “Eight spores.” 
 
      
 
    “Eight? I might as well give it to you.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not much, I grant you. But that’s not a very interesting gun. Not very much demand for it. Good for playing Russian roulette, or for blowing your own brains out. Or both. Eight is a good price.” 
 
      
 
    “And how much for this double barrel? I got eight rounds for it.” 
 
      
 
    “Take my advice and don’t sell your ammo. It’s money, too. Some goods and services aren’t worth a whole spore, and you can’t cut a spore in half without ruining it.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright then, without the bullets, how much for the revolver?” 
 
      
 
    “Seven. And three for the rifle. Ten in total.” 
 
      
 
    “Just three for the rifle? Really?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s just a cheap double-barreled rifle. The kind that each town reset brings in by the hundred, conveniently gathered in hunting departments at the sporting goods store. They’re only good against younger infecteds, and who even needs a gun against them? Besides noobs. Everyone else would never spend a bullet on a runner or lower. So maybe three is too much. It’ll sit here in my store for a long time until some odd beggar shows up and can’t buy anything else.” 
 
      
 
    “What about this?” Cheater produced the pistol he had looted from Glock’s body. 
 
      
 
    “That’s a good weapon, but I’ll give you twenty-seven for it tops.” 
 
      
 
    “People say he picked it up for thirty-five.” 
 
      
 
    “So he’s a bad negotiator. Twenty-seven, or walk. Your pick.” 
 
      
 
    Cheater hesitantly placed his pack on the floor and pulled out his ax. “And for this beauty?” 
 
      
 
    The seller finally took a look before answering. He paused for a long time. “I’ll give you one hundred ninety-five for that ax. No bargaining.” 
 
      
 
    O wondrous world, where an ax cost more than ten times the price of a revolver or a decent-quality shotgun. Even Glock’s rare pistol, valued by so many, was much less valuable. 
 
      
 
    “I heard you can get two hundred fifty for something like this.” 
 
      
 
    The seller didn’t dispute that. “Yes, you can. But not from a reseller. I won’t make any profit if I pay full price for it. So you can either sell it to me for one hundred ninety-five or look for someone else in urgent need of such an ax. Perhaps you’ll find your buyer today, or perhaps not for a month or two. And a month is a long time in this world. You might die two times in a month, or twenty times. Both are common. And every time you die, the ax will remain where you fell. You’re level six, and personal caches only show up once you hit level ten. Not to mention bound items, which are problematic and expensive. Anyone who happens to be around the place of your death can just take your ax. So consider your choice carefully.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand. What if I trade it?” 
 
      
 
    “For what?” 
 
      
 
    “For some of your other goods. At a discount for the trade.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll see about the discount.” 
 
      
 
    “I need a rifle. It doesn’t have to be automatic. Bolt action is fine. It just has to be accurate, with a high caliber.” 
 
      
 
    “Expensive. And the ammo won’t be cheap, either.” 
 
      
 
    “I know. Got anything like that? And what’s the price?” 
 
      
 
    “I do have two rifles that fit that description. Definitely not automatic. Those go quickly. Bolt action rifles stay on the shelves a little longer, but not much. Still, I have the best selection in the region. You can go take a look around, if you’d like. You won’t find one anywhere else. Unless someone is trying to get rid of one, or keels over dead.” 
 
      
 
    “I asked around before coming here. Everyone said you’re the only one with guns like that.” 
 
      
 
    “I guess they would know. Everyone likes guns.” 
 
      
 
    “So tell me about these rifles.” 
 
      
 
    “You won’t like the first option. Twelve point seven millimeters. Chinese made, Soviet ammunition. Used exclusively by the Chinese, back in the old world. I’m not sure where it came in, but I have it. Powerful, of course, but it weighs over twenty-five pounds, with only three rounds per clip. But the worst part about it is its poor precision. If it’s accuracy you’re after, it’s not the gun for you. The only clear advantage it has is reduced recoil, and I suspect that’s why it doesn’t have the best accuracy. It’s improved, so it has a 50% chance of accepting an Accuracy mod. But that’s taking a risk, and one modification won’t make that much of a difference. You could put an elite mod on it, but that kind of treasure goes for more than three of these rifles. If you can spring for it, it’s better to just buy a better gun outright. But it’s your decision. If you want it, you can afford it.” 
 
      
 
    “What about the other gun?” 
 
      
 
    “Quite another story. It’s a better weapon overall. Few downsides, but one of them is the ammunition it takes. Lapua Magnum. It’s no weaker than the twelve point seven, but it’s harder to get around here, so the price is steeper. 
 
      
 
    “The gun itself is incredible. Russian made, for special ops units. It can hit a target right in the head at seven or eight hundred yards, and the bullets have enough penetration to punch through two rafflers and kill the trampler hiding behind them. Taking out a person from a mile away, or even an engine block at five hundred yards, is also no trouble. The gun weighs about fifteen pounds, and I’ve got four clips for it. Sadly, they’re just five-round clips, but you might be able to find ten-round clips elsewhere. Just don’t even bother looking around here. If this cluster had any, they’d end up with me. Best of all, the gun is a bot weapon. You know what that means, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Not exactly.” 
 
      
 
    “Mods. It’s all about the mods. There are eight classes of guns here. ‘Common’ is, well, the most common. All of the guns you are selling me are common, besides that pistol. Glock must be mourning its loss right now. Or making his plans to recover it. Common weapons come in with resets. They’re all over the place. They’re ordinary. Nothing special about them. 
 
      
 
    “Then there are Improved weapons. Not many of those around. Expensive specimens like large-caliber rifles and custom weapons for special ops squads. You get it. Non-standard stuff. If you’re lucky, you can add a mod to these weapons. If your luck fails you, though, the mod vanishes, and sometimes the weapon with it. 
 
      
 
    “Next, there are Bot weapons. Bots come in all kinds. The weakest have Common Bot weapons. One guaranteed modification, and a fifty percent chance of taking a second one. Then we have Uncommon Bot weapons. Two mods guaranteed, and a third at fifty-fifty. Finally, there are Elite Bot weapons. Three guaranteed, and the fourth fifty-fifty.  
 
      
 
    “Beyond that, Razer weapons. There are three classes of Razer weapons, and you might as well not think about them now. I’ve never seen them for sale. Few would ever part with them. Anyway, this rifle belongs to the class of Common Bot weapons. You can attach one mod without fear of destroying the gun. If you want to try a second mod, well, that’s a risky move. But even one armor penetration modification is enough to make this baby compete with large-caliber rifles. Modifications don’t come cheap, of course, but they’re worth it. The gun is worth it. This kind of weapon isn’t available even in some top-notch stables. It’s easy to care for, and every party needs a sniper.” 
 
      
 
    “How much does a modification go for?” 
 
      
 
    “Depends. Seven hundred fifty at the cheapest. And that’s for a trashy mod.” 
 
      
 
    “Whew, that’s way beyond my price point.” 
 
      
 
    “Today, sure. Tomorrow, who knows. This is the Continent. People change quickly here.” 
 
      
 
    “So how much for the rifle?” 
 
      
 
    “If you give me the ax, your rifle, the pistol, and the revolver, it’ll only cost you fifty-eight spores more.” 
 
      
 
    “What!?” 
 
      
 
    “Fifty-five, then. That’ll get you a rifle with a good sight and four full clips, one of which holds armor-piercing rounds. No more bargaining.” 
 
      
 
    “Jeez.” 
 
      
 
    “Like I said, these weapons go fast. I moved the price for you since I want that ax. But not a spore less. Take your time deciding, no hurry. If you want, I’ll hold the gun for you till this evening, but then it’s back up for sale.” 
 
      
 
    Thoughts whirled around Cheater’s head. He didn’t have that many spores. Nor was there a spore bank to go get a loan from. He had the chump change looted from Glock’s body, and he had webbing, kernels, a lone yellow pea, and a nut—the consumable that could provide a boost to an auxiliary stat. Those things were worth approximately the amount the seller had wanted. 
 
      
 
    So getting that rifle with a couple of dozen rounds would mean parting with everything he had of any value. 
 
      
 
    A rifle that could take out a level thirteen or higher creature from as far as a mile away. And with a miniscule chance of missing thanks to the weapon’s high accuracy. 
 
      
 
    “I need at least twenty dozen armor-piercing rounds. And a dozen or two for the pistol. Also armor-piercing.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, Cheater, but that price isn’t up for negotiation.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s count this up, then.” 
 
      
 
    Cheater place everything he had looted from the monsters and the unfortunate Glock onto the table, as well as the sack of fifty-cal rounds he had hauled here from the place where he first met March. He had known they would come in handy. He also tossed in the pistol he had pulled from the infected policeman at the very beginning of this life. 
 
      
 
    The merchant carefully examined everything, pushed his notebook aside, and pulled out an old abacus. He began to slide the beads around, counting. 
 
      
 
    A couple of minutes later, he was done. “This is almost enough. I can offer seven more rounds for the rifle and ten for the pistol. Plus a clip. All armor-piercing rounds.” 
 
      
 
    Cheater laid out his last play: three grenades. He kept one for himself. Why he should keep it, he had no idea. But it might prove helpful. “I need twenty for the rifle. Let’s just say ten for the pistol.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t do twenty, but I’ll do fifteen. And to make up for it, you can take something to replace your ax with. Pick something from this rack of common melee weapons over here.” 
 
      
 
    “Looks like something I can find in any old shed.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, but better. These are specialized weapons, made of good steel. Designed to kill goods, not chop wood. Besides, I don’t even have twenty armor-piercing rounds.” 
 
      
 
    “What good is a rifle without ammunition?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t have it today, but I might get it in tomorrow. A little stable like this always has supply issues. There are other merchants here, though, who might have the ammo you need. So, do we have a deal? I’ll include a kit for you to take care of the gun, too. It’s a reliable weapon, but you have to maintain it, of course.” 
 
      
 
    Give up everything he had for one rifle with only a modest amount of ammunition? Cheater hesitated. He couldn’t make up his mind. 
 
      
 
    The merchant saw right through his thoughts. He beckoned him to follow. “Come on. We’ll take a look at it.” 
 
      
 
    At first sight, Cheater knew he couldn’t leave such a beauty to dust on a shop shelf in some shithole stable. He had to buy it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    As he walked back down the street, Cheater retreated into his own thoughts. He stopped noticing everything around him. His whole focus became the mass destruction of infecteds. 
 
      
 
    Ammo for this rifle was expensive. The only way to make a profit was by killing level twenty ghouls and up. Kitty was the only other person in his party, but she was far too distant to help with combat in any way, so not a single experience point would go to anyone but him. Not that Cheater would mind sending her experience points, but he had to be practical. Taking penalties for a high-level party member was simply not worth it. 
 
      
 
    He needed all of the XP. It would come to him in large amounts, thanks to the level difference between him and the powerful creatures he would be killing. More XP meant faster leveling. And faster leveling meant reaching those higher levels sooner. Which meant an easier trip across the nightmarish border between regions. 
 
      
 
    Plus, at level ten he would regain the part of his reason that was still lacking. Boosting his odds of survival significantly. 
 
      
 
    That was the most important part of all. Outthinking the monsters was critical. He knew that from experience. 
 
      
 
    “Halt!” At the rude yell, Cheater turned and saw three men approaching. Huddled in the back of his group was a recent acquaintance: Mofe, the man with the shifty eyes. It was the first time Cheater had seen the other two. They were both strong looking and knew how to carry themselves, confidently but not arrogantly. Typical for the local populace. If they were more powerful than most here, they knew not to exaggerate it. The only information he could see in their boxes was their nicknames. Fanatic and Brute. They were greens, but not bright green, so their Humanity was unimpressive. Probably pretty close to zero. 
 
      
 
    The first member of the trio, Brute, approached him. “Invite us to your party.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t need you in my party.” 
 
      
 
    “Really? You looking for a problem?” 
 
      
 
    “Come on. Do you all really want a duel with me? I’ll do it if you want, but let’s hurry it up. I can’t just duel every half-wit who runs into me.” 
 
      
 
    Fanatic didn’t take kindly to that. “You dare call us half-wits, fool?” 
 
      
 
    Cheater grinned. “Are your party invitations always this polite? Look, if I’m right and you’re not that bright, I usually like to keep the bottom of the class off my friend list.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re level six,” Brute announced as a cold statement of fact, giving his angry companion a grip of warning on his shoulder. “And a level six like you has nothing to hide. We just want to see your stats. No harm to you.” 
 
      
 
    “Look, I’m not an exhibitionist, and it’s not because I’ve got nothing to show, like some of us here. Besides, I’m already in a party, but I can’t add you.” 
 
      
 
    “So you’re not the leader. Ask the leader to make you leader temporarily, then, and let us see your stats. We don’t need to see anyone else’s. Just yours.” 
 
      
 
    “No, guys, I’m not playing this game. They’re my stats, and I don’t even know you.” 
 
      
 
    “This is for your benefit, you know. We’re looking for someone.” 
 
      
 
    “Not me, obviously. I just got here yesterday.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re exactly the type we want.” 
 
      
 
    Cheater was deeply concerned by this, but he didn’t let it show. “I haven’t done anything to anyone since I got here. I took one guy down, but it was a fair, legal fight.” 
 
      
 
    “We know. Everyone is talking about it. Where are you from? What was your first region?” 
 
      
 
    “This one,” Cheater lied, without blinking. 
 
      
 
    “Really? Where’d you learn to shoot like that?” 
 
      
 
    “Do you go around telling everyone your pasts?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a simple question. You worried about something?” 
 
      
 
    “Look, I just got lucky that time. What’s it to you?” 
 
      
 
    “So you bought a long-range rifle just to try your luck again?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you want from me? I’m a pretty good shot. What does it matter? This world is full of good shooters. Either tell me what you want or leave me alone.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re looking for a newcomer. You seem like the one we’re looking for.” 
 
      
 
    “Really? So of all the newcomers in this region, I’m the only one matching the description. White guy, brown hair, average height. Yeah, that’s me.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not what we mean. What about your physical stats? Just under six feet, athletic build—matches what we’re looking for. Just show us your stats and we’ll leave you alone.” 
 
      
 
    “So you know the stats and appearance of the person you’re looking for, but not their nickname? Weird.” 
 
      
 
    “People change their nicks, but it’s hard to change your height.” 
 
      
 
    Cheater turned to go. “Leave me alone. I don’t know who you’re looking for, but it’s not me, and my stats are my own. Go find your man somewhere else.” 
 
      
 
    He left the scene, afraid as he did. For all its anarchy, this stable didn’t take kindly to those who shot others in the back. But these guys might just do something like that if they had a good enough reason. Yet if he had put them in his sights and backed away from them, it would only prove he was afraid of their inquiries. They would only suspect him more. 
 
      
 
    Brown hair, just under six feet—he was probably their target. He doubted it really was a coincidence. They were looking for him. 
 
      
 
    Why? 
 
      
 
    What did anyone want with him? 
 
      
 
    That fucker Romeo had gone to respawn and had already managed to spread his tentacles across the region. Either he had ancient, powerful connections, or he had acquired new ones very quickly. Bastard. 
 
      
 
    So what would they have seen if Cheater had let them? Well, they would have noticed that he had pumped his Accuracy to 16 and his Luck to 30 even though he was only a level six. That would stand out. As a rule, auxiliary stats lagged behind base stats, since most progress points were base progress points. The fact that both were pumped was what made things difficult. He could explain away the high Luck by saying he had died many times at first, but the Accuracy was harder to justify. 
 
      
 
    Most of the locals had higher Accuracy than he did, that was true. But they weren’t newcomers. Their levels were much higher, and their Accuracy stats basically matched those levels. 
 
      
 
    Cheater’s Accuracy was far above his level. 
 
      
 
    So what would Romeo think when he heard about a level six guy with extraordinary Accuracy? He would remember a guy named Rocky, who hurled a pair of sharpened metal pieces slathered with poison into the skulls of himself and his lieutenant. 
 
      
 
    No, Cheater would not be showing his stats to anyone. 
 
      
 
    But what if March tells someone? Dammit. 
 
      
 
    That beer guzzler could easily brag about being in Cheater’s party and seeing his stats. How could he ever trust an alcohol sponge to keep a secret? 
 
      
 
    The faster Cheater got out of this stable, the better. And he wasn’t about to go wherever March told him to go. He would go to one of the places talked about in the brochure they gave out to newcomers. 
 
      
 
    It might be a seedy stable, but it had little printed booklets for people taking their first steps in this world. Information was essential for anyone hoping to survive on the Continent. That included information on where he could farm experience. Where would people go to look for a newcomer? At the places newcomers went to level up. Little towns, resorts, camps, those sorts of places, where monsters rarely reached high levels. Sometimes a massive beast would reside even in these locations, but that was the Continent for you: Nothing was guaranteed, and every rule had exceptions. 
 
      
 
    Cheater would avoid every place where those sparse maps recommended players go to level up from five to ten. He would go to the places where players level twenty and up hung out. After all, he was smart, and he had just dumped everything into a rifle that could crash nearly any party. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21
Life Six: Chronic Moronic 
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    It was a good place to kill someone. Not everyone agreed with that statement, but Cheater did. 
 
      
 
    He thought it was perfect. 
 
      
 
    How had Kitty put it? If you see a barrier of water, think carefully about whether you should be close to it or not. The important word here was “barrier.” A barrier blocked creatures from passing. Infected creatures, especially. They didn’t like getting their feet wet and didn’t know how to use boats. As a result, whenever ghouls ran into a river, lake, or canal, they would wander along the shore until they reached a crossing or abandoned their hopes of crossing altogether. 
 
      
 
    It followed that Cheater, since he wanted to earn as much experience as possible in a brief time, should look for Ghouls in places just like this. He had a better chance of encountering them in a big city, of course, but in urban environments, making your presence known meant dealing with a rush of infecteds from all directions. Here, things were different. The infecteds moved alone, or in small groups, along a predictable path near the water. Even if you made noise, there were only two directions they could come from. 
 
      
 
    Generally speaking. If you got particularly unlucky, you’d find a herd rushing at the river from inland. Or a loner big enough to substitute for a herd of hundreds. 
 
      
 
    This location was better than a single body of water, like a reservoir. First, it was the location of one of the biggest lakes in the region. If the map was correct, it was at least fifteen miles long, and four miles wide in places. The infecteds would have to go around, and since their pathfinding was simplistic, most would take the road that wound along the shore. On one side, they’d hit a river, on the other, a canal running into the lake. On both sides, a bridge crossed the water a hundred and fifty yards from the start of the lake. The ghouls crossed freely, without having to search too much for a way to move over the water. 
 
      
 
    This applied to those who ran not into the lake but into the river or canal, too. They needed a crossing, and they found one by following the road. 
 
      
 
    A good position could control several ghoul pathways at once. And Cheater had a great position. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    The digis were prone to intensely unpredictable actions as they rapidly lost their mind to the parasite. Whoever was driving the huge van had decided the road was not meant for bold individuals like him. Pivoting off it, he had raced through the oat field and crashed straight into the only sizable tree that could be seen on the small hill. What happened to him after that was unknown, and Cheater didn’t care. Thankfully he didn’t die in the cab and saturate the seat with the stench of rotting flesh, attracting creatures from afar. 
 
      
 
    Despite its relatively large size, the vehicle didn’t stand out much in the area thanks to its boring coloring. The trailer being pulled by the van had fallen on its side after the crash, too, which made its outlines less angular, less noticeable. Plus, there were much more attractive objects in the area: a bright yellow bus on the road, a self-propelled artillery gun positioned at the edge of the far field, which had burned along with the vegetation around it in some unknown past conflict, and a gas station near the bridge hosting several permanently stopped cars. That was only the beginning. There were many more distractions. 
 
      
 
    Cheater doubted anyone would pay any attention to the overturned van trailer. It was perfect. He wasn’t foolish enough to wander about on the road or in other open areas. 
 
      
 
    Cheater selected the position in the evening, but didn’t approach until night had fully fallen. First, he made sure that he could leave the spot unseen, even if the exit would be uncomfortable. He hung parts of a homemade camouflage net where the high grass provided no cover. He just had to cover a hundred yards of wasteland before the bushes started and he could walk on two legs again. 
 
      
 
    Cheater sat in the dark trailer, shifting around frequently. He had to keep tabs on all directions through gaps in the tarp over the trailer. His binoculars weren’t very high-powered, but situated as he was atop a hill, he could see a lot. The terrain was like a steppe, with trees only congregating by the shores of the lake—and mostly white poplars, which avoided being densely packed together. So Cheater had a good outlook on basically everything in the area. He had already seen infecteds come through many times, but he was in no hurry to open his hunting season. Studying their behavior came first, as he evaluated his selected screen. So far, his preliminary calculations were justified. The ghouls behaved exactly as expected, without any surprises. 
 
      
 
    Eventually, as another pair of infecteds showed up, he decided he had waited long enough. He’d spent half a day just watching. Infecteds showed up often, but not enough to cause him any special concern. It was time to test their reaction. His rifle was a loud weapon, but creatures who perked up at a single gunshot calmed down quickly. As long as you weren’t pumping out ammo, you could take one out without attracting too much attention. With the current flow of ghouls, he estimated he could take out one per hour. Assuming they walked not down the nearby road but along the canal or the river. There was almost always someone in the vicinity. 
 
      
 
    The biggest problem was collecting the loot. Grabbing it wasn’t easy to do in an open area filled with infecteds. He would have to memorize where the corpses lay and visit them once darkness had returned. 
 
      
 
    Alright. Time to begin. 
 
      
 
    A candidate for First Victim was already in view. The kind of monster no one would mistake for a human from a mile away. Even if you were short-sighted, you would quickly dismiss any notion that it might be a friend of yours. It was much taller than six feet, and swollen to sickening dimensions. Not swollen with fat, of course, but with muscle tissue and horned skin, which was here and there covered with the bony plates the parasite provided. Level twenty-four at least, and thirty-four at most, the leaping gait of the beast gave that much away. During this stage of the infection, the beasts’ legs changed. Even a newcomer would recognize a trampler at first sight. 
 
      
 
    The ghoul hobbled along the river. Cheater didn’t really want to fire from here, sticking the barrel of his gun out of the small hole available. He would wait until the beast was already in the distance, towards the lake. That would give him a better view and allow him to reach the target easier to collect his trophies. 
 
      
 
    So it was decided. The kills would begin with the trampler. 
 
      
 
    Its armor was not too strong, and some areas of its body were unprotected. In theory, even an ordinary bullet could ruin the trampler’s day. But at seven hundred yards, he needed better penetration. Despite his desire to conserve his armor-piercing rounds, Cheater loaded them up. If the loot table located in the beginners’ brochure was accurate, this level monster would give him between two and six spores. He also had a fifty percent chance of getting a yellow pea, which could fetch as much as twelve spores in a stable. Plus one or two kernels and a chance at a nut. And, of course, the all-present webbing—between forty and sixty grams of it. 
 
      
 
    That miserly merchant wanted five spores for each armor-piercing round. So even if his luck was minimal, a good shot would pay for itself and even bring in a profit. Assuming he shot a few of these beasts, that was, so that he was statistically more likely to get enough peas. 
 
      
 
    Cheater’s calculations had to be precise, or he might lose valuable rounds of ammunition over time. If he was on the money, he would pump his stats and his wallet both. 
 
      
 
    The trampler reached the road and began climbing the embankment. He was watching through his scope now, his binoculars set off to the side. The best shooting position was from the spot where the trailer hooked under the van. It was cramped, but the enclosed nature of the position helped in a few ways. No flash would be visible from the side, and the sound, though unmuffled, would at least be distorted, making its source difficult to determine. 
 
      
 
    The ascent was steep, so the creature had to help its legs with its forearms. It clambered up like an ugly monkey. It made no hurry, which Cheater was glad for—the distance between predator and prey was significant, and bullets did not travel at the speed of light. The target would be able to shift a little before the round reached it. Displacement was more or less unpredictable, but the room for error was greater when the target was slower. 
 
      
 
    Cheater had faith in his ability, but he always tried to help it along however he could, circumstances allowing. Here, he calculated the shot with the utmost care, and only then did he pull the trigger. It seemed that his finger moved on its own an instant before he took the shot. Was the System making its own adjustments to help his aim along? After letting go, he watched the carcass tremor weakly at the bottom of the embankment it had been climbing. 
 
      
 
    “That’s one down,” Cheater announced with a grin. He stood and moved to the left side of the trailer. 
 
      
 
    Time to grab his binoculars and observe how the other beasts reacted. There weren’t many around, but of course he had to watch. Many had doubtless heard the shot. Now to find out how agitated it had made them. 
 
      
 
    Hmm. Looks like no one. They at a party or something? The ghouls should be rushing over here like Taylor Swift fans. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Alert: Personal victory: dangerous infected destroyed. Level 29. Chance of valuable loot: 100%. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations on a clean kill. You have received 5 distributable base stat progress points. +4 progress points to Strength. +1 progress point to Agility. +14 progress points to Perception. +31 progress points to Stealth. +190 progress points to Accuracy. +4 progress points to Reaction. +26 Humanity points. 
 
      
 
    When Cheater read the System message, his jaw dropped like a fish fresh out of water reading soup recipes. 
 
      
 
    He wasn’t just a fool. He was an imbecile. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Immunes’ stats were divided into two groups: base and bonus. There were five base stats: Strength, Agility, Speed, Endurance, and Willpower. The seven auxiliary stats were Perception, Stealth, Reaction, Accuracy, Luck, Ward of Styx, and Talent Rank. There were hidden stats, too, but not much was known about them. And that wasn’t what he should be thinking about right now. 
 
      
 
    The leveling system here on the Continent was straightforward. Let’s say you’re a newcomer who managed to kill a young infected with a hammer, and you get four experience points. Sledgehammers were heavy melee weapons, so the main stat used to make the kill was brute Strength. Not everything would be earned as Strength, though, since killing the ghoul took some Agility, too. So, Strength might get three progress points, and Agility one. It took 10 progress points to pump a stat to level 1. Level 2 took 20 points, level 3 took 30, and so on. 
 
      
 
    But what about overall player level? That was simple, too: take the total sum of the five base stats and divide it by five. The resulting number, ignoring the remainder, was an immune’s most important stat. 
 
      
 
    Cheater, naively buying into the seeming simplicity of these calculations, had not considered that this vital number, his level, might be difficult to pump easily. 
 
      
 
    It was indeed difficult. One of the obstacles to easy leveling had just shown itself. 
 
      
 
    What did a shooter need to take out an unsuspecting enemy from far away? Stealth, to avoid being seen; Perception, to see the enemy; and most importantly, Accuracy. The System also considered that the rifle was heavy, so some Strength was required to wield it. And Agility was handy for pulling the trigger precisely. But the vast majority of progress points went to Accuracy and a couple of other auxiliary stats. His main level wouldn’t go up even if he pumped these auxiliary stats to a million. Only base stats mattered for level. Magnificent feats in the other categories didn’t count. 
 
      
 
    Cheater could shoot round after round without ever leaving the trailer. Taking down beast after beast. With similar results. In one moment, he instantly leveled up a stat he had already pumped to a decent level. Leveled it up not once, but twice. It had already accumulated a decent amount of progress points for the first level jump, but it was still nice. 
 
      
 
    Except that stat was Accuracy. He could pump it as much as he wanted, or leave it alone, and it would have zero effect on his main level. His Accuracy would improve, sure, but why did that matter? He could already hit dead on from a good distance. Any improvement was nice, but not the improvement he needed. 
 
      
 
    He was here to pump his main level, not refine his already-insane precision. 
 
      
 
    Thanks for the gift, System. It was a great gift, of course, but with a downside. The Continent was not about to allow anyone to level up with impunity. To boost his level, he would have to shoot from close range, using his base stats during the fight, not just the stat that assured him an easy win. It was a balance of sorts, a way to force immunes wanting to level up to expend maximal effort. 
 
      
 
    So what if he just abandoned his plan to level up? 
 
      
 
    It was an option. But then he would never receive the reason and memory the System had taken from him. That would lead to stupid actions, like all of the preparation Cheater had just undergone for nothing. Also, his guaranteed immune ability would never show up. It came over at higher levels. Developing a good immune ability could turn him, if not into a superhuman, into a dangerous being that could pose a serious threat to the strongest of creatures even when unarmed. 
 
      
 
    A player who didn’t pump his level was worse than an invalid in this world. A wretched shell of a human without any decent prospects. An eternal fool. 
 
      
 
    So he had to level up. His expensive rifle and its equally expensive ammunition wouldn’t help. He’d need to think up something else. 
 
      
 
    The ax he had cheerfully sold to the merchant for a few handfuls of spores was what he could really use right now. Cheater had thought his trade to be a clever one at the time, but now he thought very differently. He still loved his new rifle. It opened up all kinds of new horizons for him, but what was the point if it kept him at level six? 
 
      
 
    Could he return to the stable and talk the merchant into a refund? Maybe the man would agree, if he could keep a little extra for the trouble. But he had acted like he already had a buyer for the ax. Perhaps he had even already let it go. Furthermore, that stable might still have those unpleasant interrogators lurking about. Cheater doubted that they lived in Three Pines. They would leave eventually, but he himself had only just met them a day ago. They could still be there. 
 
      
 
    Why would he go back, even without them? That would just be another day wasted. He had to limit the time he wasted. Kitty was still far away and couldn’t afford unneeded delays. 
 
      
 
    He should have just picked up a set of throwing knives, since his Accuracy was so good with them. Or... 
 
      
 
    Duh. He needed a bow. A good bow and some good arrows. This world was full of what he needed to make a strong poison, powerful enough to kill immunes and to paralyze or at least slow infecteds. But Cheater had spent everything, including the ingredients to make poison, on his rifle. 
 
      
 
    He wasn’t about to go trade his rifle in for a bow. Nor would he sit here killing mighty beasts just to get some random tiny boosts to a couple of base stats. It was time for a new plan. Thanks to the information he had now, he could activate it right here and right now. It would take him to level ten, though not as quickly as he had hoped. 
 
      
 
    Think about it carefully though, Cheater. You thought your last plan was flawless, and it ended up useless. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22
Life Six: The Man with the Ax 
 
      
 
    The barn door creaked threateningly. Cheater froze, standing immobile for a few seconds, but he heard nothing like the grumbling of a beast attracted by the noise. He decided to tempt his fate further, trying to squeeze his way back outside without disturbing the squeaky door. 
 
      
 
    The rain that had driven him into this rundown building has ceased, but it still dripped from every tree and bush. Unpleasant, of course, but quite helpful. The infecteds’ hearing was good, but not perfect. The louder the background noise, the harder it was for them to pick apart other sounds. 
 
      
 
    Cheater had watched for more than an hour before entering the town. Over all that time, he had noticed only four infecteds, none of which were very dangerous. One was level seven or eight, tops. Easy to take out with a pistol or even an ax. 
 
      
 
    But that didn’t mean the “local boss” was that level eight ghoul. Others could be lurking about. Once Cheater and Kitty had been in a similar situation and encountered a creature so powerful that even his mighty rifle would be hard pressed to slay it. He had triumphed in the end, but only thanks to luck. 
 
      
 
    And to his Accuracy, as always. It was at once his most useful skill and his most useless. 
 
      
 
    Slipping along the fence, Cheater raised his head a bit to study his intended point of invasion. He had started his approach thirty minutes back, but the rain had interrupted him, forcing him to take shelter in the shed. The ghouls who had earlier milled about near the entrance to the town general store were now nowhere to be seen. Had they left? They might have hated the water enough to flee. 
 
      
 
    Cheater shifted so he could see into the open shop door. Looking from a place of light into dark was a minimally productive affair, but he still caught a hint of movement inside. He drew his binoculars and adjusted their focus. Bingo. There was at least one ghoul in the room. He could only see half of his body. The infected was obviously standing in place, as was their custom, rocking back and forth gently from heel to toe. Cheater would have bet a hundred spores that the other ghoul was inside, too. Why would she abandon her partner? The rain had grown strong enough that they had both taken shelter inside the store. They were smart enough for that, at least. 
 
      
 
    So why weren’t they coming back out now? Did they like it in there? Or were they waiting for the dripping from the leaves to stop, too? Whatever the case, he doubted it would take them long. The beasts disliked closed spaces and always sought a better view. 
 
      
 
    Meaning he had to hurry. Best to take them out inside, not on the street. It would be quieter that way. They would have some combat advantage in the cramped room, but Cheater had full confidence in his ability to take down two weaklings. 
 
      
 
    He took off his backpack and leaned it against the fence. It was clearly unneeded for this fight. Slinging his rifle around his shoulder made sense, too. It was also in the way, but who knew what might happen—and it was too valuable to leave lying around. Besides, the noise might bring some real monster running. All he would have to do would be to grab his rifle, and he’d be able to handle all but the most powerful of beasts. 
 
      
 
    In his right hand, he held the ax he had selected from the trader’s shelf. It looked weak, though—more like a pickax with a long, four-sided beak. The back side held a blade, but it was too short and narrow for a serious fight. This ax would do a terrible job cutting firewood. It would be great for toothpicks, though. Yet as he held the weapon, he felt that its balance was excellent. Its telescopic handle was metal covered in rubber. This made its length adjustable to its wielder’s preference. 
 
      
 
    The trader had emphasized that the weapon was “widely used in these parts.” Locally made to match the needs of life on the Continent. The blade could cut open sporesacs, and the “beak” could hit weak spots on the bodies of stronger infecteds. 
 
      
 
    Time to test it out. If he hated it, he would return it and accost the seller with complaints that it was a piece of junk. 
 
      
 
    Cheater rushed over the fence, crouched, looked around, and crossed the street without slowing his pace. He burst into the store, swinging the ax. There were indeed two ghouls inside. One was in the place he had seen while reconnoitering. In front of the counter, as if looking to make a purchase. For some reason, the other stood in the furthest corner, staring at the wall. She turned immediately at the sound of the newest shopper. 
 
      
 
    The man turned, too, and Cheater slammed the beak into him with such force that it smashed through his parietal bone and cut through the entire length of his skull. 
 
      
 
    Down. 
 
      
 
    Oddly enough, it felt like the ax slipped back out of the skull wound like it was escaping nothing more serious than a target of straw. Assuming that was consistent behavior, this thing really was worth carrying. Cheater abandoned all idea of returning it. 
 
      
 
    The second ghoul tried to accelerate towards him, but she was too small and clumsy. The man found himself growing bored waiting for her. Instead of striking her head, he swung at her outstretched left arm. 
 
      
 
    The infected, still grumbling joyfully, grabbed at the ax like a fool grabbing an accordion, pulled it towards herself, and eagerly dug into Cheater’s arm with her polluted teeth. Even though his limb was wrapped in several layers of gauze, the player gasped. It hurt. A lot. 
 
      
 
    A few seconds later, though, the ghoul realized that what she was trying to chew through was inedible. She eyed a different body part as her next target, but Cheater was ready. He heaved her away from himself and swung a brutal chop at her. The grumbling adversary fell and had no time to rise again before the bandage-wrapped fist crushed her sporesac. 
 
      
 
    Breathing heavily from the exertion and adrenaline rush, Cheater threw open a cooler of beverages and began to guzzle a bottle of water. The liquid was warm, of course, disgustingly warm, but cold drinks were always hard to find in all but the freshest clusters. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Infected destroyed. Level 5. Chance of valuable loot: 39%. +10 progress points to Strength. +1 progress point to Agility. +1 progress point to Stealth. +3 Humanity points. 
 
      
 
    Infected destroyed. Level 3. Chance of valuable loot: 30%. +4 progress points to Strength. +4 progress points to Endurance. +2 Humanity points. 
 
      
 
    Cheater read the slowly scrolling report and smiled. It wasn’t much experience, but it went where he needed it to. Mostly to Strength, and he had allowed the second ghoul to cause him some damage for the Endurance boost. It hadn’t even mattered that the ghoul couldn’t gnaw through Cheater’s improvised arm defense. The experience had been painful, and the System had counted this as a “maiming” attack and assigned a decent amount of XP to Endurance. 
 
      
 
    Interesting stat, Endurance. Perverted, even. “Stat” wasn’t even the best word for it. More like “masochist’s wet dream.” To pump Endurance, you needed to take damage, or at least be close to taking damage. It was no surprise that this was Cheater’s weakest base stat, but that meant he could pump it at an accelerated rate since the lower levels were so cheap. 
 
      
 
    He turned to place his bottle on the counter. At that instant, the light in the store dimmed slightly as a tall figure silently crossed the threshold. It had to bend over to enter without hitting its head on the doorframe. 
 
      
 
    This one was already far from human. Six months or so had passed since the moment it first grumbled for fresh meat. Now this level-twenty monster was here to do some shopping. 
 
      
 
    Cheater had taken out stronger beasts, but there was no point trying to attack its weak spots with his beak. It was far out of his weight class. He couldn’t go for his rifle, either. Too long, too heavy, too unwieldy for this space and range, it was a gun for snipers, not duelists. Meanwhile, the creature had everything it needed to complete his shopping spree in a mere two bounds. 
 
      
 
    Cheater didn’t even go for his rifle. He just grabbed his pistol and shot at the ghoul, who was already charging. Point blank, with no attempt to aim, and yet without missing. Each eye received one bullet. One armor-piercing bullet. A raffler could be taken out with normal bullets in this exact fashion, but he remembered his arm wound all too well. 
 
      
 
    Armor-piercing rounds were much more damaging. They didn’t disappoint. The monster collapsed onto the corpse of one of the runners. Cheater could tell by the way the beast fell and twitched that it was never going to rise again. Unshouldering his rifle and placing it on the counter, Cheater quickly placed his knives and sharpened screwdrivers next to it. It wasn’t the most defensible position, but it was ready to go. 
 
      
 
    What would he be defending it against? From whatever was running towards the store at this very moment. One strong ghoul had happened to show, so others were likely around, too. This pistol had a drawback, and that was its volume, which was higher than usual. It would be muffled outside, but still audible from a good distance. 
 
      
 
    The infecteds’ ears were good. First to arrive was a lone runner. At these levels, the ghouls preferred to travel in pairs or other small groups, but this one had eagerly abandoned its comrades. Unable to resist the temptation, Cheater placed his heavy screwdriver back on the counter and instead grabbed the ax laid across its length. Once the ghoul was within striking distance, he pierced its head once, then twice. The first blow wasn’t quite right thanks to the jerky head motions the ghoul was making. 
 
      
 
    But now the runner was down. And Cheater had done it without using any Accuracy. 
 
      
 
    He threw knives at the next two. Not to kill them, but to reduce their mobility by hitting them in the leg. He followed up with the ax again. 
 
      
 
    Second ghoul down. Third ghoul down. The fourth had arrived. It wasn’t a raffler yet, but it was close. 
 
      
 
     The screwdriver that drove into its eye did not penetrate deeply enough, thanks to the new protective tissue forming over it. The beast partially dodged Cheater’s beak swing, taking the blow in the chin instead of the temple. Any man enduring such a blow would roll around on the floor, howling in unbearable pain and the realization that he would spend the rest of his life in a less-than-photogenic state. 
 
      
 
    This infected did nothing of the sort. It even surprised Cheater by not running around the counter and instead leaping on top of it and reaching for him. Thankfully his left forearm was well wrapped. The man allowed his arm to be gnawed, then gripped his ax closer to its blade and gave three hits, smashing the ghoul’s temple. It writhed in agony on the counter, just as a new attack arrived: two similar infecteds stumbling over each other through the doorway in their rush to reach him. Two at once was too much for Cheater to be comfortable with. He picked up his gun and shot one. His first attack on the other ghoul was a success, a direct hit that added to the pile of dead monsters on the counter. 
 
      
 
    Three lesser ghouls followed. They also interfered with one another and even fell in the doorway, then scrambled to rise and surge forward. He took each out, one at a time, without needing to fire his gun. Seven more of them came over the next five minutes or so, leaving him down a couple of rounds of ammunition and almost down a finger: One of the freaks had gnawed it down to the bone, nearly tearing off the fingertip. Now the counter was stained not only with the blood of opponents but also with plenty of his own. 
 
      
 
    The eighth walker got very close to Cheater, managing to scratch his neck with its modestly improved nails. Barely missing a vital artery. He stabbed its sporesac a moment later. As he pushed the twitching body away, he seized a hatchet from the counter and dealt an unartful beak smash into the top of the next infected’s skull. This one was virtually harmless and struggled to stay on its feet. So young that it had no chance of giving Cheater any spores. 
 
      
 
    Another ghoul of equal ineptitude staggered through. This one was almost clean, having only recently enlisted for the zombie army. The living man had no reason to leave his defensive position to take out such a weakling. 
 
      
 
    The enemy would come to him. If anything stronger showed up, it would be better for Cheater to be here than halfway to the door. 
 
      
 
    Good call. That moment, a ghoul appeared that made Cheater want to abandon everything, pull an about face, and run without stopping for days. This wish was unhindered by the simple fact that a brick wall stood right behind him. Any immune would run from a monster of such immense size, covered head to toe in plates of armor. It was either a top-tier trampler—or worse. 
 
      
 
    An extremely dangerous resident of the Continent. 
 
      
 
    There was no question of throwing a hatchet or knife or of reaching for his pistol. Cheater scooped up the rifle and fired, without assuming anything close to correct firing position. The butt of the rifle slammed back into him, nearly dislocating his shoulder. He barely managed to dodge the bulldozer of the wasteland barreling towards him. The bullet hit the beast clean in the eye, by it only stunned it, not felled, it. Shaking its head, the brute tripped onto its side and jumped awkwardly. 
 
      
 
    Hastily chambering another round, Cheater fired, so close that the powder flash from his barrel licked the ghoul’s face. Perhaps the blow didn’t kill it, but now the monster fell and was barely moving its limbs. Its attempts to rise were halted. From up on the counter, Cheater slammed the ax into the beast’s sporesac and hastily returned it to its place. 
 
      
 
    Another two ghouls had arrived. Just runners, but strong ones. He had to deal with them right away. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cheater, his pistol, and his pistol’s clip were all smeared in blood. He hurriedly reloaded and pointed his gun at the door, squinting at the windows as he did. They had already been smashed by the beasts charging in. He no longer thought about how expensive these rounds were, nor about how many he had left. 
 
      
 
    There was no strength left in him for thinking. 
 
      
 
    Nor was their strength to continue the fight with melee weapons alone. Not that he had any left. Knives and sharpened screwdrivers stuck out of the downed carcasses of creatures, which in places were stacked two layers high on the floor, and three layers high in the doorway. The blood-stained counter now held nothing more than an ax, but he did not want to wield it, so soaked in blood that it would just slip from his hands. Ghouls had reached him a number of times now. Both of his hands and forearms had been bitten or torn, despite the protective gauze, one of his ears was in shreds, his cheek and forehead were mauled, and he dared not think about his neck—twice now, scratches there had brought him within a hair’s breadth of death. 
 
      
 
    One of the bastards had even gnawed at his shin. The bullet had only partially paralyzed the creature when it struck its head. Battle fever had prevented Cheater from noticing the cripple crawling along the floor. Only the hand gripping his leg and the sharp pain that followed made him look down and finish the grumbling, gnashing abomination. 
 
      
 
    More wounds, more blood lost. 
 
      
 
    Why did this place have so many ghouls? Some big undead event in town? Cheater had counted on five, or maybe ten opponents, at most. But at his lowest estimate, twenty-eight carcasses now lay on the shop floor, three of them so strong he had needed to use his rifle and four valuable rounds of ammunition. 
 
      
 
    The rifle. Only one round remained in the clip. He had better reload it just in case. It was his only salvation when things became truly serious. 
 
      
 
    As he was reloading, though, the victory message scrolled before his eyes. He was overjoyed, not at the experience gained, but at something else: The System was telling him the battle was over. He heard no grumbling in the vicinity. For some reason the System avoided giving out messages in the middle of battle, thankfully—though it did not always follow that rule. 
 
      
 
    Sometimes it behaved differently even though the circumstances seemed identical. 
 
      
 
    It was he who was probably mistaken about the total number, though, not the System. Only twenty-four victories. Forgivable, under the circumstances of extreme stress. 
 
      
 
    There was no mistaking the three mightiest ghouls. He still shivered at the memory of their countless teeth and merciless claws. 
 
      
 
    His Accuracy got a big boost. An offensively big boost. There was nothing he could do about that. He had in fact taken the big guys down with little but his rifle. Only one had been finally dispatched with an ax to the sporesac. But he was happy with the progress his main stats made, too: +191 Strength progress points, +183 Agility, and +39 Speed. And +168 Endurance thanks to his great physical suffering. 
 
      
 
    The System in its generosity gave him a further 20 free distributable progress points. 
 
      
 
    His Strength and Endurance went up by two levels, and his Agility by one, and that raised Cheater’s overall level by one. Now he was level seven at last! 
 
      
 
    It was a shame, though, that his damned Accuracy had received more than a thousand progress points. If those had been assigned to base stats, he’d be level nine by now. 
 
      
 
    There was no way he could think of to improve that situation. But at least he was alive and had endured a good pump session. Now, of course, he had a lot of dirty work to do. Twenty-four defeated ghouls meant twenty-four sporesacs to empty. As much as he wanted to refill his “purse,” the blood- and entrail-stained floor of a filthy shop was not the ideal location for personal enrichment. 
 
      
 
    Oh well. It wasn’t like he had a choice. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23
Life Six: A Good Shot 
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    Taking aim, Cheater swung the sledgehammer with all his might at the ordinary woodcutting ax he had found in the shed. The blade already wedged inside bit in deeper, at last breaking the lock. 
 
      
 
    Done. Now he could quit being loud. 
 
      
 
    Or not. The door creaked open with a soul-biting screech. But with the town clear of ghouls, the noise should be fine. 
 
      
 
    Cheater glanced inside the safe and sighed in disappointment. He had hoped something would be in there. At least one gun. But there was nothing like that. Some papers, containers, empty bullet boxes, and a lockbox. He could break into the lockbox with some more sledgehammer antics. 
 
      
 
    Inside, he found the bullets themselves. They nearly caused him to moan from the pain of unsatiated avarice. There were two sizes: The first was twelve gauge, which were not worth very much in the immune economy. 
 
      
 
    The others were for ordinary hunting rifles. Also not worth much. He was hoping for something more exotic, something worth more in this world than any platinum or diamonds. 
 
      
 
    As he stuffed his loot in his backpack, he happened to see something out of the corner of his eye. He stared at the wall. The sun’s rays were just breaking through, revealing things previously hidden by shadow. 
 
      
 
    Before he had set to breaking into the safe, he had unbolted it from the wall. Three massive screws had held it in place. They had brought parts of the wall out with them, leaving jagged oversized holes behind. Except that the top edge of the hole for the top screw was smooth. Normal. As if some invisible line had separated the part of wall it was allowed to destroy from the part of wall it was not. The only explanation was that something was different between the two regions, underneath the wallpaper. 
 
      
 
    Cheater tore the wallpaper off and found something beneath that looked like a disguised door, carelessly plastered over and then papered over. But its concealment failed to stop the lucky burglar from breaking in. After shredding the plaster, he smashed through the board beneath to reveal a hiding place in the wall. It was small and mostly filled with a bundle of fabric, which the man nabbed without hesitation. 
 
      
 
    He was happy to feel the weight and angular shape of whatever was inside and to hear the clank of metal. When he unfolded the cloth, he grinned. A pistol and a couple of clips. Good enough. It was old, but maybe that was for the best—it was likely reliable. At the least he could sell it and get some spores. 
 
      
 
    Alert: You have found a low-level cache with valuable contents. Your Perception has increased by 27 points and your Luck by 1. Since this is the first cache you’ve discovered, you get an additional +10 points for your auxiliary stats. 
 
      
 
    Always keep an eye out. Paying close attention to your environment will be rewarded with valuable finds and stat progress points. 
 
      
 
    The message surprised Cheater. So experience was obtainable in at least one way besides killing things. Sadly, the cache hadn’t contained anything of real value, but anything was better than nothing. 
 
      
 
    Stepping away from the smashed safe, he pulled his weapon care kit from his backpack, sat at the table in the middle of the room, and started to clean and lubricate the gun. It looked like it had been well taken care of, but it was always better to be safe than sorry. Hearing the soft click of a misfire instead of the bang of a shot could be a tragic surprise at the wrong moment. 
 
      
 
    He was starting to realize why he had needed to fight so hard for this seemingly unimportant town. Only an hour or so had passed since he had finished sleeping off the battle of the day before and set down to looting, but he had already found hunting ammunition, including rifle rounds, and a pistol with a couple of clips. Perhaps the System protected places with more loot, and that’s why there had been so many infecteds, including some stronger ones. Cheater had only encountered such a density of beasts outside of urban areas once before. But that was near water, and easily explainable by the migration patterns common to all ghouls, mostly caused by their fear of water. Here, those explanations didn’t apply. This place just had a tiny pond. No accumulation of beasts on its banks. 
 
      
 
    Once he was done caring for the pistol, he placed it in his backpack, sipped some lifejuice, and got up. Time to proceed to the next house. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was nothing there, not even a decent meal. Recent experience had taught Cheater to tap the walls in places that looked suspicious, but that failed to reveal any hidden valuables. He was about to proceed to the next house when he paused. 
 
      
 
    To get there, he would have to cross an open space: the road. He could not completely shield himself from detection, but he could at least check his primitive signaling systems. One of them, at least, was in plain sight from the front yard. Cheater reached the fence, climbed onto a pile of cinder blocks stacked alongside it, and took out his binoculars. He raised his head slightly and look towards the store. Perfect. 
 
      
 
    He had left the carcasses there, and he knew that if there were any infecteds in town, they would smell it. They would quickly find the source, too. So how could he take advantage of that? 
 
      
 
    Easy: he had to make it so that he would know, no matter how far away he was, whether ghouls had entered that store. As he left, Cheater had hung strips of white toilet paper from the top of the door and window frames. He had placed them high up and smeared them with dirt to make them less obvious and less suspicious. 
 
      
 
    The window signalers were undisturbed. With the binoculars, he could easily see each strip of paper, despite the dirt on them. 
 
      
 
    But the situation with the doors was not so encouraging. The doors were gone. Both had disappeared. His warning system had evaporated, too. He could, however, see an arm near the entrance. 
 
    An arm completely ripped off and gnawed to the bone. Only the hand itself remained intact. Flaps of meat and skin hung off the bones of the forearm. 
 
      
 
    Cheater had caused some serious carnage in there the night before. But he was no butcher. He had not torn off any limbs, and he certainly had no desire to eat ghoul meat. 
 
      
 
    Whatever beast had visited the store after him was clearly large. The small ones didn’t have the strength to tear off arms and legs. And they had no habit of leaving scraps behind, either. They would stay at a kill until they had stripped it clean. 
 
      
 
    A terribly unwelcome guest had come to town. And I was just starting to get comfortable. Perhaps he should have followed through with his original plan the night before and doused the store in gasoline, set it aflame, and enjoyed the sight from afar. No—the bodies wouldn’t have burnt up, and smoke and fire were clear signals from a great distance. Beasts far and wide would have smelled the roast meat and come for an extended stay. 
 
      
 
    He had made the right choice. This ghoul had just happened through. If it was the only one, Cheater could try to take it. If not, or if it was too powerful, he would let it eat the dead while he stealthily escaped the town and went off to find a more peaceful spot. 
 
      
 
    Look as hard as he might, he couldn’t get a look inside. The sun was in a bad position for that. It would be at least three hours before it shone through the space where the doors had stood. 
 
      
 
    Wait—what was that? It was the sound Cheater had least expected to hear. A car. Someone had gotten the bright idea to drive by, and now, of all times. It must have been Lady Luck herself behind the wheel. For whatever beast was in there, a vehicle was the perfect attraction to come out and the perfect distraction to miss Cheater. 
 
      
 
    Come on, then, show yourself. The store was dark and dirty. It stank of shit and rot. There was a lot of food inside, but it was hardly delicious, even for the ghouls. Thoughts of fresh meat from the passing car would make the beast inside salivate. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, Ghoulie, let’s get a look at you,” Cheater whispered, eyes glued to the binoculars. 
 
      
 
    As if it heard him, the creature came out. 
 
      
 
    Cheater got his look. 
 
      
 
    He immediately wanted to teleport to somewhere far away. To a reinforced concrete bunker that could withstand a direct hit from a nuclear bomb. 
 
      
 
    Then, in the most distant corner of the bunker, he would hide in the darkest crack, curl up in a fetal position, suck his thumb, and whimper a cry for mommy. 
 
      
 
    It was the king of ghouls. Ghoulzilla. Cheater had seen an elite before. He remembered the monster that had yielded the pearls which had played such a cruel joke on him as a newcomer. And the beast Kitty had gracefully slain with her powerful sword. Those had been serious beasts. 
 
      
 
    The one emerging from the store, though, was like the two combined into one. Ok, that was an exaggeration, but not by much. How could the creature have even fit inside? He hated how nimble it was, too. For all its size, it moved with the poise of a figure skater. It still had to crouch down to move through the doorway, though—and it had needed to rip the doors off to fit inside. 
 
      
 
    In own way, it looked pretty cool. It weighed three tons, at least, and yet the figure skater analogy held true. With refined, smooth movements, it scanned the terrain for threats and prey alike. It did not wander like young ghouls, but clearly moved with intent. 
 
      
 
    It was strange, watching a beast that was a combination of living tank and dancing butterfly. Solid armor covered its body, reinforced here and there with massive pyramid-like bumps and outgrowths of bone that looked like blunted spikes. It was possible that even a twenty-millimeter shell couldn’t take such a monster down. Trying anything with a rifle of any make was ill-advised. 
 
      
 
    Not that he wanted to try. He just wanted the thing to leave, and fast. 
 
      
 
    Then he could vanish, put a red X through this town, and never show his face here again. 
 
    Once the creature had reached the yard next to the shop, it leaped into the air with ease and landed precisely on the roof of a barn. The building had not been constructed for such a load and crumbled underneath it like it was built of silly putty. That was what the monster had wanted. Riding the roof down, it froze like a statue, only its head poking up. 
 
      
 
    Fuck! It’s looking right at me! 
 
      
 
    Wait, no—that couldn’t be true. If the creature knew of the man’s existence, he would already be at respawn. He had managed to hide behind the fence and watch the thing from the slits in between its posts. Could a beast like that really detect such a comparatively small being over a hundred yards away? 
 
      
 
    Cheater listened to the engine once again and realized that the elite was staring towards the vehicle. Why wouldn’t it just charge? 
 
      
 
    Thirty seconds later, Cheater had to admit that either the beast was much smarter than he was or its ears were much better, not just at hearing but at plotting the trajectories of noisy objects. The car was getting closer, and it would be passing right by him. 
 
      
 
    Thirty more seconds afterward, he had to squeeze in between the cement blocks as best he could. A truck was moving down the road, accompanied by a pickup with a large-caliber machine gun. Both cars were seriously reinforced. The first was so weighed down with metal armor that its engine roared as if it was traveling at high speed, even though it was crawling. 
 
      
 
    Cheater wondered how long the engine could hold out under that kind of load. But no, now wasn’t the time to think about that kind of thing. He had to figure out how to get out of here, without being noticed. Before something very bad went down. 
 
      
 
    And yes, something bad was definitely going down. The beast hadn’t jumped into that barn because of fright—it had jumped in to set an ambush. Should he try to warn the people in the vehicle? They had no idea they were moving straight towards the position of the worst creature hell could throw at them, an elephant-sized, armored ninja. 
 
      
 
    Cheater imagine himself climbing out, waving his arms, and attempting to yell over the roar of the engine. Then he imagined the machine gun popping him off with a single round. And so ends the man who surprised them all by leaping out from behind a fence unannounced. 
 
      
 
    He’d be at another hostel, searching hurriedly for essential items, fleeing the city, and searching for a new stable. Without his rifle. 
 
      
 
    Of course, he dared not jump out. It was too late, anyway. The pickup stopped in front of the store, and the truck stopped about forty yards behind it. The engine noise dropped down to silence. 
 
      
 
    Hey guys, we’re here! 
 
      
 
    The beast remained in its hiding place, making not the slightest move. For a whole minute, nothing happened. The machine gunner swiveled the barrel of his gun back and forth menacingly. Then the door of the pickup swung open, and two people emerged, one after another. They looked like standard locals. The men were unshaven, all were dressed in camo, armed with metal melee weapons and guns. Looking around cautiously, they both approached the doorway, looked inward, and hastily moved back a few steps. 
 
      
 
    One turned and cupped his hands, shouting towards the truck. “Completely cleaned out. Somebody else got here first. Shop is full of dead ghouls!” 
 
      
 
    Cheater realized then that he had unwittingly cleaned out someone else’s “turf.” He surmised that these villages with a greater density of infecteds were where teams like this made regular rounds. It was a route they knew well. They drove along it from town to town, looting as they went. 
 
      
 
    Their chances weren’t too bad here. This was a rural area. Few ghouls, and fewer of them strong one. 
 
      
 
    But this time, their self-pumping mechanism had misfired. Either Cheater’s actions had somehow lured that three-ton incarnation of evil, or it had just been passing by. No matter the reason, it was unlikely this little team would be getting much experience here. Their machine gun was powerful, but there were some levels of enemy it could not oppose. 
 
      
 
    This elite had passed its maximum kill level long ago. 
 
      
 
    The people in the truck heard the report, but they had not yet had time to act on it. At that instant, the hiding monster decided to take advantage of the uncertainty. It didn’t jump out—just charged straight through the barn door like an enraged rhino. Raw strength, ferocity, and the fact that the beast took animal form by charging out on all fours allowed it to bash through without a noticeable impediment to its velocity. 
 
      
 
    This thing may have been an animal in the old world, actually. A tiger, for example. Predators and omnivores could turn if their weight was over a certain minimum. 
 
      
 
    The man who sat at the wheel of the pickup looked like the leader of the whole crew, or at least a deputy. A short instant before the real carnage began, the vehicle leaped from its place, screaming to escape the enraged avalanche of bone and muscle. The creature had no intentions of slowing down. It rushed at its primary target, leaving the other for later. But it did swipe the truck as it went by, reaching out with its paw and easily ripping off the side of the vehicle and the legs of the machine gunner from the knee down. Even the roar of the truck, accelerating as quickly as it could, was unable to drown out the man’s screams. 
 
      
 
    The infected moved on. The pair of men who leaped aside, the two who had been returning from the store, received none of its attention. It was going for the largest prey. 
 
      
 
    One second later, they collided. A living tank and a powerful truck covered in metal reinforcement. The wild crash sent sheets of armor and spikes of sharpened rebar flying every which way. The cab’s defenses were down, and the beast scooped its paw inside, completely ignoring the machine gun firing at it from within, and gutted the gunner and the driver both. 
 
      
 
    Still engaged in the same fluid motion it had begun in the barn, it sailed onto the roof. The machine gun in the custom turret was screaming at it, but then the sound disappeared, along with the turret. 
 
      
 
    And along with the roof, under the beast’s weight. 
 
      
 
    A lot of movement followed, but the screams of the people underneath the crunching metal lasted only a few seconds. One of the people in the truck managed to escape from a side door, but he was crushed with a single leap before he managed to get a dozen paces from the vehicle. The beast slapped him in the face so hard that his body flew clean over a fence into the roof of a house, cracking the shingles at the point of contact. 
 
      
 
    Yet the ghoul did not stand still. Every move was both calculated and instant. 
 
      
 
    The pickup’s time had come. 
 
      
 
    The people inside it weren’t sleeping, either. After fulfilling its title by picking up the scouts, the truck had powered into the distance, speed ever increasing. It was no race car, but it was not overloaded with metal as the other truck had been. Only bars over the windows and several sheets of steel on the doors and bumper could be seen in the way of armor. 
 
      
 
    Yet as he watched the beast race after the pickup, Cheater realized those guys were done for. The spawn of hell would catch them in twenty seconds, if that. 
 
      
 
    One of the scouts took over the machine gun and opened fire. At the same time, the second shot at the beast from a grenade launcher. Even without the help of his binoculars, Cheater could see the sparks of the bullets striking the fiend’s armor. The grenade missed and blew up a fence. 
 
      
 
    No visible damage was dealt to the monster by the hail of metal, but it certainly was not happy to be so greeted. It zigged and zagged back and forth, trying to avoid the attack. The machine gunner knew what he was doing and kept his sights on the pursuer with economical, accurate bursts of fire. 
 
      
 
    Without reducing its speed, which had now reached maximum, the pickup took a turn. The ghoul mimicked the maneuver. Now Cheater had no eyes on the battle. He could still here the machine gun firing at the same pace, and the blast of a grenade again. 
 
      
 
    Time to go, perhaps? Or not yet? 
 
      
 
    Before he could decide, the creature appeared again. It was off the road, in some yards, demolishing fences and sheds and sizable trees. Apparently raging over its failure to catch the pickup. 
 
      
 
    Cheater took full cover again, pretending that he was not here and never had been, nor even thought of being. The fuming ghoul returned to the truck and began to pound it into a pile of scrap. This must have been what a ghoul in a bad mood acted like. 
 
      
 
    No wonder its mood was bad. It had expected to have a meal of human flesh here, but while it had been chasing the pickup, the System had crumbled the dead immunes’ bodies to dust. What use did it have for the clothing and other items that remained? All it needed was a tasty meal, and that chance was gone. In fury it smashed an innocent car standing by, tore the machine gun from the truck’s turret, and bashed it into pieces by repeatedly pounding it against the frame of the cab. 
 
      
 
    Vandalism. At one point, Kitty had mentioned that infecteds liked to destroy weapons. A looter searching the field of a minor battle might never find even a stray pistol intact. He remembered that the area where he had found March had been like that. Now, he was watching another such situation being created. 
 
      
 
    Cheater prayed to all the gods and to the System for just one thing: that the creature, realizing it had no food outside, would re-enter the store to resume picking at the carrion within. Otherwise, it might search the surrounding area and find what it so desired. He could not dare to hope that a monster of that level might not notice a pathetic newcomer with abysmal Stealth. It was a miracle Cheater had not been discovered yet, and miracles did not often repeat themselves. 
 
      
 
    What happened next could be interpreted in two ways. Some would call it stupidity. Others would call it the greatest insight the region had seen, drowned in level-one-hundred courage. 
 
      
 
    On autopilot, without even thinking about it or anything else, Cheater pulled his rifle from his shoulder, peeked his head and arms up, and found the beast in his sight. 
 
      
 
    Why? How could a pathetic rifle bullet do what an anti-tank grenade could not? 
 
      
 
    He had his reasons. 
 
      
 
    Cheater didn’t know what had captivated the creature’s attention inside that truck’s cab. Maybe there was something delicious inside, or maybe the smell of humanity was especially strong in there. But whatever the cause, the monster discarded the machine gun and began to “unpeel” the frame of the cab. It used only its front paws, bending over deeply to do so. 
 
      
 
    Even the most powerful monster had an Achilles’ heel. That was the law of the Continent. Always a weak spot. 
 
      
 
    The sporesac. 
 
      
 
    If that spot were punctured with a knife, smashed with a sledgehammer or even a fist, shot with a bullet or blown up with a grenade, or somehow damaged on its fibrous insides, the creature would fall dead in an instant. Or if not instantly dead, severely hurt. It would be paralyzed or thrown into convulsions, giving him the chance to finish what he had started. Higher-level creatures grew protective bone plates over this spot, along with their other defenses. First a ridge of bone grew over the sporesac, like a thin visor to protect it from rain. Then, that crest spread to the sides and grew thicker, minimizing the Achilles’ heal. Few bullets could punch through those plates. On an elite, the protection covered the sac from the right, from the left, and from behind. 
 
      
 
    It was like a massive hood of bone over the sporesac. Yet every hood had an opening. This one was only from below, so killing this elite required sneaking up behind it, jumping up to its height, grabbing it by the back spikes and pulling them down, and driving something sharp into the black shell at the back of its head. The blow would have to be accurate and powerful, because the shell of the sporesac itself has by this point become thick and elastic. Mortal stabs needed to be in the depressions running in lines down the sac, in a pattern reminiscent of a peeled orange half. The space between the “orange slices” weren’t exactly paper-thin, but they were much easier to puncture. 
 
      
 
    So many unnecessary thoughts could rush into your head when you were considering whether your current moments were your last or not. Why did Cheater need to consider how to knife an elite to death right now? He was about to shoot it. It wouldn’t matter where the bullet hit, as long as it wasn’t in the hood or some other piece of armor. His weapon was powerful, and his ammunition was great. His opponent was just not in the same class. Usually. 
 
      
 
    One chance he had, and one alone: taking advantage of the creature’s back being turned to him and its bent-over posture. One shot under that protective hood. A much smaller target than some reactor exhaust port. Eat this, Skywalker. 
 
      
 
    Now, even if he didn’t hit the sporesac directly, he would probably still triumph. The sporesac could be struck by ricocheting shrapnel. No, “probably” won’t do. I have to hit it. 
 
      
 
    For Cheater, the current distance of about a hundred yards was nothing. But his target was small and mobile. The ghoul was continually moving its head in unpredictable jerks. One press of the trigger would enrich him fantastically. He would get all of the trophies from a beast that usually attracted massive hunting parties of mighty soldiers willing to risk and lose their lives to get a small share of the loot. 
 
      
 
    It was tempting. 
 
      
 
    If he missed, he would be dead in less than a minute. That was not tempting. 
 
      
 
    A minute was generous. Probably more like ten seconds. Even if he ran at full speed, he would only win himself a moment more of existence. He had witnessed the beast’s lightning speed and knew what would befall him. 
 
      
 
    Dammit. Why am I thinking about this? This is my chance! He might never get another shot like this again. A ghoul of this incredible level, jutting its softest spot towards the barrel of his gun. 
 
      
 
    So Cheater cleared his head, held his breath, and pulled the trigger. 
 
      
 
    He let whatever would happen, happen. 
 
      
 
    When the shot rang out and the recoil drove into his shoulder, Cheater closed his eyes. 
 
      
 
    As funny as it might have seemed, the man didn’t want to watch and see whether he had hit or not. He heard a loud crash but did not know whether it was the monster writhing in agony in the wrecked truck or the collapsing cars and fences in between himself and the now-charging beast. 
 
      
 
    He would know soon. Either everything would go black, or: 
 
      
 
    Alert: Personal victory: extremely dangerous infected destroyed. Level 84. Chance of valuable loot: 100% 
 
      
 
     Congratulations. That was an excellent battle. You defeated an opponent more than fifty levels higher than you. A rare victory! 
 
      
 
    You have received 120 distributable base stat progress points. You have received 60 distributable auxiliary stat progress points. Your personal inventory cell has grown by one item, with a new weight limit of 40 grams. Defeat dangerous monsters to earn rich rewards. 
 
      
 
    +47 progress points to Agility. +242 progress points to Stealth. +476 progress points to Accuracy. +137 progress points to Perception. +209 progress points to Luck. +98 Humanity points. 
 
      
 
    It worked! Cheater was alive. 
 
      
 
    Perhaps a fool’s luck really was the best kind. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24
Life Six: Shinies 
 
      
 
    Cheater guessed his smarts had increased even though he hadn’t reached his coveted level ten yet. Either that, or life here was hard enough to teach even a fool some wisdom. Whatever the case, he did not rush to the prize. The entire episode had created a lot of noise: machine guns chattering, explosions pounding, and of course the single rifle shot. He had no idea how the good community of the infecteds might respond. 
 
      
 
    So first he found a new observation point, in a cozy attic. For nearly forty minutes, he watched the area with his binoculars. All he saw was a couple of runners. They looked tired and discouraged, disappointed at rushing to the noise and being unable to locate its source. In melancholy, they wandered around the cowsheds outside of town. Livestock was a draw to them, and the manure smell played a part in that. 
 
      
 
    Cheater decided to just leave them alone there. The place he was interested in was five hundred yards away—a huge distance for these ghouls. 
 
      
 
    And apparently a sizable distance for stronger ghouls, too. The elite had been much closer to Cheater but had failed to detect him. Despite its incredible senses. Even the System had considered Stealth an important part of the victory, giving it half as many progress points as he had received for Accuracy. 
 
      
 
    Agility had received a nice boost, as well. Luck was less clear. People said it was hard to pump, almost impossible, but he had just received 109 points towards it. Why so many? Did the System just believe he had been absurdly lucky? It was hard to argue with that. No matter how he tried to calculate his odds in the last battle mathematically, they seemed insurmountable. Once he returned to the stable, he would need to seek out extended information on the theory of experience distribution. The newcomers’ brochure had scant information on it. 
 
      
 
    Now, though, he would get to looting. Hurry was a harmful trait in this world, but if he sat here forever, he risked even more. More powerful beasts might wander by, or perhaps the escaped pickup would return, with reinforcements. 
 
      
 
    He covered the hundred yards in five minutes, slipping from fence to fence and from bush to bush. Always looking around, in every direction. The dead ghoul’s behavior was unnerving. It had collapsed in agony. Very prolonged agony. Its legs were still twitching. Well, not so much twitching anymore, but shivering. Minor movements, still easily visible. 
 
      
 
    He could barely bring himself to crawl the last couple of steps. Approaching a carcass of that size was frightening enough. Any hint it might not be dead multiplied that fear. Then he quickly reached his hand under the bony hood and felt until he found a surprisingly large hole. He stuck two fingers inside and twisted them around to feel the soft contents within. 
 
      
 
    The creature’s body twitched slightly, especially its legs, and the hair stood up on the back of Cheater’s neck as a disgusting protracted sigh escaped its mouth. 
 
      
 
    And that was that. The infected had already been gone. Now, it was lifeless. His knife went to work first, cutting down the center of the sporesac. He emptied the contents into a plastic bag. It was only when he was sure nothing was left inside that he left the fallen foe in peace. 
 
      
 
    What now? He wanted desperately to get out of that place, to hide in some secluded corner and carefully examine his loot. But his greed was shouting at him: There was more to collect. The machine gun was destroyed, but its ammunition was intact. Nearby, he saw a grenade. The monster had done a lot of damage, making life difficult for scavengers, but it hadn’t had time to complete the destruction. There was still some treasure to be found. 
 
      
 
    He spent the next forty minutes searching the combat zone. Longer than he wanted, sure. Many of the useful items that had been kept in the truck were smashed to bits, thanks to the elite. The wreckage included steel sheets, too, that were so heavy they couldn’t be moved without tools. 
 
      
 
    He managed to find an intact machine gun, two pistols, a pump shotgun sawed-off all the way down to the clip, and a heavy machete with a modification: one blow with the weapon had a five percent change of causing the enemy short-term convulsions of the limbs. He didn’t like the weapon despite its magical ability. It didn’t fit well in his hand. But he imagined the merchant would pay a good price for it, as he had for the ax. 
 
      
 
    Plus, there were grenades and various kinds of ammunition, light body armor, fully intact, and a few flasks of lifejuice. Near where the men had died, he found a few spores located in the belts and pockets of clothing left behind. 
 
      
 
    Now he could get out of here. Cheater had retrieved everything he wanted to from the field. If there were other items buried deep in the wreckage, someone else could get them, or no one, he didn’t care. 
 
      
 
    With all of the loot he had obtained so far, his current task was not searching for more. It was keeping what he already had. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    One hundred and five spores. 
 
      
 
    Hell yeah! One hundred and five spores! 
 
      
 
    That was too many to carry in your hand, even if you were a seven-foot heavyweight boxer with massive palms and enough experience to have bled half his brains out of his ears. 
 
      
 
    One hundred and five spores from one infected. 
 
      
 
    Cheater had carefully studied the loot tables from the beginner’s training manual. But it was one thing to see them printed on paper and another to sweep the black webbing off of them, weigh each one in your hand, lay each out on a black cloth, and survey the prize with eyes bulging like those of a mouse giving birth to a muskrat. 
 
      
 
    This was his lucky day. He entertained thoughts of hunting campaigns focused on elites. It was a huge risk, yes, but for an incredible prize. 
 
      
 
    How many runners would he have to take down in order to collect one hundred and five spores? One hundred? One hundred fifty? Based on his experience, it was something between the two. Plus, the hunt would take a large amount of time, and he’d have to spend some of the loot on keeping up his spore meter during that time. 
 
      
 
    And if he got injured during that hunt, he would need a lot more sporejuice. 
 
      
 
    That was an option. Or, he could just fire a single shot at a level 84 monster, and that was that. It wasn’t a fantastic sum, as he recalled the merchant’s prices. But there were more things inside to which a hundred and five spores were small change by comparison. 
 
      
 
    Thirty yellow peas, eleven white ones, and three gold ones. These, he could fit all of in his palm, and despite their name even the gold ones looked cheap and unremarkable, like lumps of yellowed sugar. He didn’t know their exact value. That could vary from stable to stable, but based on experience and the examples from the brochure, he could get an average of eleven spores for each yellow pea, forty for each white, and one hundred and twenty for each gold. 
 
      
 
    So he was holding nearly one thousand one hundred spores’ worth of stuff in one hand. 
 
      
 
    A good day’s pay for even a high-level immune. An unbelievable windfall for a newcomer. But there was more. Much more. 
 
      
 
    Two black stars, one white, and one gold. A black was worth twenty-five spores, a white one hundred and forty, and a gold one two hundred. Eight hundred and ninety total. 
 
      
 
    Plus four clean amber threads (one hundred fifty) and one amber knot (eight hundred) for a total of fourteen hundred spores—and a single black pearl worth two and a half thousand! 
 
      
 
    The rest were tiny things: twelve kernels (half a spore each) and four nuts (one spore each). Another spore for three hundred grams of webbing. 
 
      
 
    By spending one bullet, Cheater had obtained loot worth roughly six thousand and eleven spores. 
 
      
 
    There were also the weapons he had looted from the battlefield and that wall cache, plus ammunition. And then there was his take from the prey in the shop: an additional forty-nine spores, one yellow pea, eight grams of webbing, one nut, and ten kernels, for a total of sixty-eight spores. Until now, the most expensive thing he had ever held was his rifle, worth two hundred and ninety spores. But now his gun seemed like a cheap toy in comparison. 
 
      
 
    He had to get something better. A lot of things, actually. First, he needed to decide what to do with the loot. There was a reason many of these prizes were valued so highly. They could strengthen an immune’s stats and abilities. Some items could replace farming or make it easier to pump stats you had trouble pumping by farming. Or couldn’t pump at all without them. 
 
      
 
    This loot opened up all kinds of new opportunities. But he needed to calculate everything out carefully, without any mistakes. A mistake could actually cost him his life. That had happened before. Of course, the triple pearl cocktail had given him his fantastic accuracy, which had made every feat he had achieved possible. But that was when his death counter was at one. 
 
      
 
    What creature had given Cheater those pearls from its head? He had no idea what its level had been, but based on the number of pearls alone, it had been significantly higher than this monster’s. Meaning it had contained much greater treasures, too. And alas, he had possessed no appreciation for their value. 
 
      
 
    Not that it mattered now. He couldn’t have carried a crumb with him to the next revive after that death. It didn’t matter how much wealth he had left in there. Now, everything was different. He had more gems than he could carry with both hands. Some he would sell, and some he would keep for himself. 
 
      
 
    Peas could boost Willpower. That was the last base stat, and the only one Cheater had not yet raised to at least 1. Not that this was surprising: it was a stat that was pumped mostly by loot, not in combat. 
 
      
 
    Yellow peas gave one to three progress units for Willpower, white four to nine, and gold ten to twenty. Additionally, they dropped between zero and four points to a random base stat. They could be taken no more than once every twelve hours, or your Spore Level meter would flash alarmingly—and in the worst cases, you could turn into a quasi. Meaning you would look like a tough infected outside while retaining your human mind inside. Living in such a skin was unpleasant and dangerous, and recovering your old look was not easy. Peas were simple enough to take: dilute them in vinegar, then filter them like you filtered lifejuice and mix them with soda. Going it without the soda was doable, but it was best to add water at least, to avoid heartburn. Unless you were one of those people who could down a glass of vinegar without so much as blinking. 
 
      
 
    Cheater had both vinegar and soda with him. He had stocked up on them, intending to take the pea extracted from the trampler he had killed by the river. Happily, he hadn’t taken it. 
 
      
 
    Why choke on a cheap yellow pea, when he could have something better? 
 
      
 
    He would dissolve a golden one. Sure, that would cost him one hundred twenty spores. A lot of money. But it wasn’t a waste. He wasn’t throwing the pea away. He would permanently gain the Willpower boost it contained. Nothing he spent on himself could be lost. No one could take it from his body, whether he was alive or dead. Yes, he could lose some progress if he died, but that was unavoidable. 
 
      
 
    The most valuable use of capital on the Continent was for self-improvement. What else might he consume? 
 
      
 
    Two black stars, one white, and one gold. They randomly increased the maximum values of his meters. Black stars, from one to five units, either all on one random meter or scattered randomly among meters. White stars added between five and twenty-five, plus one to five distributable units. Gold stars also gave you five to twenty-five, but to all scales at the same time, plus an additional five to twenty-five distributable points, which was why they were worth up to seven hundred spores. He could dissolve them in weak alcohol, filter, and drink. They could also not be taken more often than once every twelve hours without negative consequences. 
 
      
 
    Cheater would take the gold one, here and now. He would be down seven hundred spores, but significantly stronger. Right now, for example, dropping down below fifty percent of his pleasure meter would incur a penalty. First his individual stats would begin to decline, at an accelerating rate. This could continue until he became an invalid, unable to do most of the things so necessary on the Continent. 
 
      
 
    Anyone not possessing digital rewards from the System was impotent. 
 
      
 
    Increasing the max level of this meter simplified things. It was still bad to lose half—but it would take longer. Hunger, cold, injuries, discomfort, and humiliation would take longer to affect your stats. 
 
      
 
    These meters grew with the immune’s overall level. They got a decent jump with the early levels, but then the growth tapered down to one unit per level. The other way to increase them was stars. And gold stars were the best. Obviously, he had to take this one. 
 
      
 
    Next came the amber threads, in two kinds. One was straight and smooth to the touch, like six-inch pieces of thick orange fishing line. The second type was similar but had round knots along its length. In some places, these were as close as a millimeter to each other; in other places, five millimeters or more. The two kinds were easy to distinguish. 
 
      
 
    Amber added progress points to random auxiliary stats. Some of them could not easily be pumped any other way. Simple amber gave one to ten points, and the knotted amber gave between five and fifty. This could go to one or multiple stats, or even all at once, but with a low maximum for each. The knotted amber also gave you five to thirty distributable points. You could choose where these went. Amber was taken in a sugar solution, with one tablespoon of sugars per each tenth liter of water. 
 
      
 
    Taking these more than once a day would lead to bad consequences. 
 
      
 
    Simple amber could fetch one hundred fifty spores a piece, and knotted amber could go for as much as eight hundred. Cheater wasn’t about to sell them all, though. He had to invest in himself as much as he could. 
 
      
 
    The last trophy to consider right now was the pearl. He only had one. A black pearl. It was the cheapest pearl, but objectively it was anything but cheap, fetching a cool two and a half thousand spores. Pearls needed neither alcohol, nor vinegar, nor sugar. Just toss it in and swallow it, with water, if you’d like. These required a minimum of thirty-six hours between pearls. Hurrying things beyond that resulted in clear consequences. 
 
      
 
    No, you didn’t risk becoming a quasi. You would just die. That had happened to Cheater once. He would never forget how much it surprised him. With an extremely painful surprise. 
 
      
 
    There was still the inescapable risk of becoming a quasi. This risk was two percent for black pearls, if the booklet was to be believed. So if you spent thirty-six days consuming twenty-five little shiny black balls, you were likely to become a terrifying, oversized player with a non-existent social life thanks to the Digital Distortion DLC provided to you by the System. 
 
      
 
    So why would anyone take a pearl? Because it had a twenty percent chance of giving you a second supernatural ability. If you already had two, you had a ten percent chance of getting a third. If three, you had a five percent chance of getting a fourth. And so on. 
 
      
 
    You could also get twenty to forty progress points for Talent Rank and Willpower. 
 
      
 
    However, newcomers under level ten could not gain immune abilities. Unless they had over one thousand Humanity—then this limit was reduced to level nine. Cheater was at level seven at the moment. 
 
      
 
    He could save the treasure for later. Immune abilities were cool. Some were useless, of course, or almost useless, but others were incredible. Kitty could tag monsters and gut ATMs, and March could confidently navigate the world and see things Cheater could not, even though he had no eyes. 
 
      
 
    Two and a half thousand spores, in one gulp. But it would be worth it. 
 
      
 
    There was one other matter. The manual said that taking pearls before reaching level nine or ten did not activate supernatural abilities, but when you did eventually get an ability, it would be immediately powerful. 
 
      
 
    What could that mean? Well, Kitty was a good example, again. She had the gift of telekinesis, but at first this gift was incredibly weak. Just enough to pull a box of matches from across a table to herself. But not the ashtray. Too heavy. To improve her telekinesis, she had to increase her Willpower. 
 
      
 
    Kitty had been strong enough to toss a pistol from one place to another, open a mechanical lock, or force an ATM to spit out its cash. However, if she had taken a pearl back at level five, her telekinetic powers would have been strong enough to move that ashtray from the moment they appeared. 
 
      
 
    Pearls also made Willpower gains more effectively boost the power of abilities. This only applied to an immune’s first skill. For example, if Kitty had needed to pump her Willpower to 30 in order to deal with ATMs, a pearl taken at level five would have meant she could deal with ATMs with a Willpower of 15. 
 
      
 
    Extremely tempting. 
 
      
 
    And one more thing: The manual also said that beginners lucky enough to get a pearl before reaching level nine or ten had a very high probability of receiving not a random skill but a skill somehow connected to what they were already good at. That might not always be clear. Not everyone knew what they were best at. But for Cheater, it was obvious. He was good at shooting. Not just a sniping expert, either. He was a sniping god. No one could dispute that. 
 
      
 
    So taking this pearl now would probably activate an ability connected to this Accuracy gift of his. 
 
      
 
    What kind of ability? It could be anything. Maybe it would be an active ability that gave him a one hundred percent chance, for ten seconds, to hit a target as small as a dime at two hundred and fifty yards. He would probably be restricted to using this ability, say, once per hour. The System itself would decide what exactly he would get, but it would somehow be related to killing things with fast flying objects from a distance. 
 
      
 
    Did Cheater want to improve his superb accuracy with something supernatural? Of course. It was a dream. That would let him level up by slaying things from afar. He could get a more powerful rifle and wipe out powerful beasts in a familiar location: near that confluence of the river, the canal, and the lake. 
 
      
 
    Why was that possible even though such kills only boosted auxiliary stats? Because the restriction didn’t apply when you pulled the trigger with an immune ability active. If the System considered his ability as helping win the combat, his Willpower would receive its share of progress points. And Willpower was a base stat. 
 
      
 
    Bingo. Cheater could then use his cheater’s accuracy to level up. 
 
      
 
    For now, enough math. His weak newcomer’s brains were beginning to hurt. It was time to begin mixing, dissolving, filtering, and drinking. Alcohol, vinegar, water, sugar. Cheater had everything he needed for the feast. One golden pea, one golden star, one knotted amber, and a black pearl for a snack. 
 
      
 
    Treasures worth four thousand, one hundred and twenty spores vanished into his stomach within the span of thirty seconds, leaving a disgusting taste in his mouth, and the feeling that the value of his carcass had just skyrocketed. 
 
      
 
    He could have bought ten rifles like the one he had with that money, along with a nice stockpile of armor-piercing rounds. And have enough left over to through a huge party for the whole stable, or at least for most of it. How many people were decent enough to get on the invite list? Not a majority, that was for sure. 
 
      
 
    Alert: You have consumed a golden pea. +16 progress points to Willpower. +3 progress points to Agility. 
 
      
 
    Alert: You have consumed a golden star. +16 to your Health meter. +15 to your Stamina meter. +24 to your Spore Balance meter. +6 to your Hunger meter. +8 to your Thirst meter. +22 to your Spirit of Styx meter. +20 to your Pleasure meter. You have received 23 distributable units which you can distribute to the meters that are important to you. 
 
      
 
    Alert: You have consumed a thread of knotted amber. +6 progress points to Perception. +18 progress points to Reaction. +10 progress points to Luck. You have received 26 distributable auxiliary stat progress points which you can distribute to the stats that are important to you. 
 
      
 
    Alert: You have consumed a black pearl. +26 progress points to Willpower. +35 progress points to Talent Rank. 
 
      
 
    Alert: You have not reached the minimum required level for special player skills! Latent pearl protocol active. You will receive a well-deserved reward as soon as you meet the minimum requirements.  
 
      
 
    Alert: This is the first time you have used loot to raise your stats. You receive 5 distributable base stat progress points as a reward. Get expensive trophies or purchase them from other players and your character’s capabilities will be rewarded when you consume them. 
 
      
 
    Level up! Current level: 8. 
 
      
 
    That was that. A fortune, poured into his belly. The System had been forced to display an unusually long message in consequence. What he felt was a mixture of fading excitement and disappointment. 
 
      
 
    His poverty struck him then. If he had hundreds of thousands of spores, or even millions, he could level up without even leaving a stable. Stats weren’t meant to be leveled up with loot alone, so he would have been quite imbalanced, but still, the possibility fascinated him. 
 
      
 
    He went to his menu and opened a window he had never touched: “Distributable Bonus Stat Progress Points.” The System was miserly with these points, only giving some out under extraordinary circumstances. But, little by little, he had reached 305. He could add them to any stat he wished or let them continue to stockpile. Previously he had been tempted to assign them, but he couldn’t decide where and thought that if he saved up enough, he could use them to get to level ten. But he still didn’t have enough to do that yet. 
 
      
 
    Alert: You have moved distributable base stat progress points to Willpower. Total spent: 168 points. 
 
      
 
    Level up! Current level: 9. 
 
      
 
    Alert: You are a level 9 hero. You have the opportunity to activate a special player ability. To do this, ask for help from a player with the Healer ability. 
 
      
 
    There was no going back now. He had spent just enough to raise his Willpower from 2 to 6. All of his other basic stats were higher than his Willpower, and thus expensive to pump. Cheater had brought the sum of his base stats to 45. Divide that by five and he got his current level: nine. 
 
      
 
    Now it was definitely time to return to the stable. Maybe it was being guarded by those creeps, or maybe no one there wanted anything to do with him. He didn’t care. He couldn’t waste all his time being overly cautious. A healer was what he needed right now, and Cheater only knew the way to one stable. Three Pines. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25
Life Six: Fool Me Twice 
 
      
 
    When you’re rich, you always have something to lose. Cheater had never previously longed to leave his sixth life behind, but as he dragged his load of loot along, he trembled at every step. 
 
      
 
    He could only take four very light items to his next life. If he died, his laughing killer would happily remove everything else from his corpse. A human was much worse to run into now than an infected. Death by claws and fangs would hurt, but he would at least have a chance of returning to the place of his demise and retrieving his treasures. 
 
      
 
    If a man killed him, though, not a chance. 
 
      
 
    The return trip to the stable took double the time he had taken to reach the town. He was extremely cautious, putting his legs through intense trials of squatting, crouching, and crawling, sometimes taking much longer routes if they seemed just a little safer. Often he told himself that was a stupid choice. The longer he was out in the wild, the more chances he had of running into trouble. But this reasoning failed to get through to him. Fear was a powerful force. 
 
      
 
    He was surprised when he finally found himself standing on the stable’s lone street. No one stared at him greedily, and no one pointed fingers. The populace completely ignored the arrival of this man from the nouveau riche. Not that this helped his paranoia. 
 
      
 
    He knocked on the door and opened it without waiting for an answer. It was dark inside. He shouted, praying for an answer. 
 
      
 
    “Hello! Anyone? I’m a paying customer!” 
 
      
 
    “Quit the yelling,” the man responded from somewhere in the depths of the house. “But if you’re a paying customer, come in, come in. Don’t let the flies in with you!” 
 
      
 
    Cheater found the healer sitting in a tiny room. Sitting at a square table, he was engaged in work unrelated to assisting his neighbors: cleaning a disassembled pistol. As Cheater stepped in, the man grunted. “Twenty-five spores.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    The healer sighed heavily and added a tone of hopelessness as he cleaned the barrel of the gun. “Why are you all so dumb? How is it that morons like you can live on and level up in a matter of hours?” 
 
      
 
    Cheater stared. 
 
      
 
    “What’s your level at now? Nine, right? And your Humanity is over one thousand, so you’re a hero. Great. Do you know what bonus a hero gets at level nine? Right. If he wants, he can activate his first ability right away. All he has to do is go see a good healer. And what do we have here? We have a level-nine newcomer with a hero star by his nickname. And we have a healer. Perhaps not a very good healer, but the best healer for miles around. This healer has a price list, with very clearly delineated prices. For all sorts of services. And my price for a level nine ability activation is twenty-five spores. Now, do you get it, or should I repeat it more slowly?” 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead. Might as well get my money’s worth.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, that’ll cost you thirty more. But I’m in a good mood today, so whatever. Now. Are we paying any time today?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I’ll pay you twenty-five.” 
 
      
 
    “Then hand it over instead of staring at me like you wish I worked in a different sort of local establishment.” 
 
      
 
    Once he had received his money, the healer rose and walked behind Cheater, placed a hand on the back of his head, and instructed him. “Do not turn your head. This won’t hurt.” He lowered his voice. “And won’t take long. Alright, done.” 
 
      
 
    He returned to the table, sat, and began to tend to his gun again. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, ‘done’?” 
 
      
 
    “Just what it sounds like. You paid me to do it, and I did it.” 
 
      
 
    “But I didn’t feel a thing.” 
 
      
 
    “What did you expect to feel? An outpouring of divine grace accompanied by a choir of angels? You think anyone could have done that? That it was simple? That you wasted your spores? Well, you don’t know that I just used my ability to help you out, now do you? And it’s not like it takes only a few minutes to recharge or anything. Now get out of here. There’s a bench by the door. Sit there quietly for a minute or two. The System will give you all the information you need. Come on, get going! Your naivete is spoiling the room.” 
 
      
 
    Cheater sat on the bench described to him for a couple of minutes. He was about to rise, re-enter the house, and orchestrate some flagless chaos when a red message suddenly appeared. 
 
      
 
    Alert: You have activated your first ability. You receive 5 distributable base stat progress points as a reward. This ability cannot be lost when your level drops upon death. It will always be yours. 
 
      
 
    Ability working name: Smile of Fortune. This ability is activated when you clearly think or speak the code phrase “Smile of Fortune.” Whether you think or speak the phrase, you must firmly wish that the ability be activated. You can always change the working name of your ability. This will also change the code phrase. 
 
      
 
    Alert: Your command will not work if your skill is not included in your list of active abilities! You can view your active abilities in the Abilities tab. 
 
      
 
    Ability Description: for 8 seconds, your current Luck stat is multiplied by 20. Ability cooldown: 24 hours. Alert: These are the base stats of this ability. Real usage may vary. 
 
      
 
    You have grown stronger. Keep it up! 
 
      
 
    Cheater read it over once. Then a second time. And a third. Only on the fourth reading did the inevitable unpleasant feeling rush in. 
 
      
 
    He had been cheated. 
 
      
 
    Taken in. Fooled again. 
 
      
 
    All of his plans were forfeit now. 
 
      
 
    His expectation that the System would enhance a stat he had developed had proven true. But it took a form completely unlike anything Cheater had imagined. 
 
      
 
    Because Cheater wasn’t just a foolish newcomer. He was truly an idiot. Less than an idiot. The dropped bastard child of a drunken jester and a comatose Neanderthal. 
 
      
 
    Why had he assumed the System would give him an Accuracy-related skill? Because Accuracy was his only strength, the only thing that kept him alive? All he had needed to do was look at his stat table. Even a blind man would be able to see what was going on. 
 
      
 
    Cheater’s Accuracy had reached 20. It was quite an achievement for a newcomer to have a base stat with such a high value. But he had something higher still. 
 
      
 
    Luck. Fuck Luck. It was at 31. Much higher than his level 20 Accuracy. And all thanks to that unrequested bonus the System had given him when he simultaneously took three pearls. There was no practical difference between a Luck of 3 and a Luck of 30. No wonder the stat was considered useless. That’s what the guidebook had said, too.  
 
      
 
    Some people thought that Luck was useful at high levels, but those levels were thought virtually impossible to reach. No one knew a reliable way to pump it. 
 
      
 
    Cheater had received 209 Luck progress points for killing that level eighty-four. That kind of payout was rare, but what if it happened again and again? And what if the stat began helping in some way at level 50? How many progress points would it take to reach that level? Cheater estimated: twelve and a half thousand. Divided by 209, that was roughly sixty. 
 
      
 
    So he would have to kill sixty level 84 elites. 
 
      
 
    Killing one was the luckiest possible occurrence. If he considered that an identical kill might not give him any luck—it took luck to get Luck, apparently—then... Well, a better estimate of the number of elites he would have to kill might be one hundred. Or one thousand. 
 
      
 
    With his newly acquired skill, Cheater could turn his level 31 Luck to level 620 Luck. An unimaginably high value for even a base stat. The numbers were getting mixed up in his head, but it seemed that getting Strength to that level, for example, would require hitting things with an ax or hammer until he had acquired two million progress points. 
 
      
 
    In other terms, he would have to kill thousands of elites. And only on his own. Not with teammates. 
 
      
 
    What if a Luck of 620 did make a difference? The ability only pumped it to that value for eight seconds. After that, it would collapse back down to 31. And the skill couldn’t be activated more than once per day. 
 
      
 
    Someone else sat on the bench, and the melancholy Cheater didn’t even want to see who it was. The voice was March’s. “How’s life, Cheat?” 
 
      
 
    “Is this even life, March? Whatever it is, it sucks. I just got robbed,” he replied without thinking. 
 
      
 
    “By who?” 
 
      
 
    “The system.” 
 
      
 
    “That happens. Here, have some beer. Beer is everything here. It clears the muck out of the brain, and you can drink it around the clock. It’s hard to get an immune drunk, you know. An immune’s liver handles a beer like it’s spring water! So what did the System do to you?” 
 
      
 
    “My ability. And I paid twenty-five spores for it. For trash.” 
 
      
 
    “Twenty-five? Damn, healers these days. So, lousy ability?” 
 
      
 
    “Worst possible.” 
 
      
 
    “Who knows? Sometimes people think they’ve got nothing but total shit at the first glance, but then they revisit it, and it turns out to be sweeter than candy.” 
 
      
 
    “Just believe me. This one’s shit. All my plans have gone to hell.” 
 
      
 
    March perked up. “Plans? So I take it you no longer plan to find that girl of yours. The one who no one knows what the hell she’s doing.” 
 
      
 
    “No way. I’m going to find her.” 
 
      
 
    “So which plans were ruined, then?” 
 
      
 
    “Other plans. I was planning to level up. Now I don’t know what to do. My plan was based on using my ability. I wanted to use it to pump my Willpower, but that won’t happen now. Worthless.” 
 
      
 
    “How were you going to level up with an ability you didn’t have yet?” 
 
      
 
    “You know that I’m an accurate shot. But that’s worthless. Accuracy isn’t a base stat. I need to level up, and that requires base stats. So I thought the System would give me a skill bound to Accuracy. Then when I took out a ghoul with Accuracy, I could also pump my Willpower, and that’s a base stat.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds pretty complicated. The System could give you something that doesn’t really help you shoot. Or that takes twenty-four hours to cool down. What’s the point of using a talent for pumping that can only fire once a day?” 
 
      
 
    “Depends on what you’re taking down.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Laying out elites left and right, the perpetual dream of the fools. Without any help, of course. Why share experience when you don’t have to? And, of course, the loot. What if there’s only one pearl instead of two? I’ve seen best friends strangle each other over less. You know, one elite per day is just right, though. And not one of those little elites. Real pumpers find dire elites. Two-pearl elites. Three-pearl elites. Chump change for you, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Keep on mocking me if you want. But I don’t know what to do. Level ten is cool. I’ll get there without any trouble. But I’m not stupid enough to make for the border without reaching at least level twenty.” 
 
      
 
    “At the border, it doesn’t really matter whether you’re at ten or twenty. You’ll be dead in an instant. Even level forty isn’t enough. No level is enough, but you don’t have the brains to understand that yet.” 
 
      
 
    “Twenty is at least twice as good as ten. And if I pump like everyone else, it will take me months. Each stat level is harder than the one before it. And I’ll lose a bunch of lives.” 
 
      
 
    “I get it. Kitty might not wait for you. Has she kicked you from the party yet?” 
 
      
 
    “No, she’s not like that.” 
 
      
 
    “I get it, I get it. But don’t rely on that. One day she’ll forget you, and there’s nothing you can do about it. I’ve got something better than banking on abilities you haven’t gotten yet. I know a way to use your mighty accuracy to level up.” 
 
      
 
    Cheater whirled around at him, nearly sliding off the bench. “How?” 
 
      
 
    March’s face had changed a little. His head was still wrapped up like a mummy’s, but for some reason he had put on some dark sunglasses. They looked stupid. But Cheater wasn’t about to smile or snort or make a remark or anything. He was eager to hear what followed. 
 
      
 
    “You need to find a spoiled weapon.” 
 
      
 
    “Spoiled? What?” 
 
      
 
    “You know about mods, right?” 
 
      
 
    “A little.” 
 
      
 
    “Modifications for weapons and other equipment are a difficult affair, Cheater. Expensive. Mods can only be found in gray and black clusters, and not the easy unpopulated ones like we crossed. They’re hard to find even there, and the search is phenomenally dangerous, so the cost of modifications is astronomical. 
 
      
 
    “Plus, installing them is a roll of the dice. Each modification has both a core basic property and auxiliary properties. Just like with us. With auxiliary stats, I mean. But no matter how hard you try, the modification will only transfer one property to the item, and the System will choose that, not you. You’re most likely to get the core property, but it’s not guaranteed. There’s always the chance you’ll get one of the ‘bonus’ properties instead. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s take weight reduction modifications, for example. They’re popular for making heavy weapons easy to manage without get knocked into Hell by the recoil. And even modifying vehicles to traverse swamps without sinking too deep, and so on. You could make yourself a full Iron Man suit without weighing half a ton.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve heard common items don’t get much help from modifications,” Cheater added. 
 
      
 
    “Right. You need the work of a master, not something store-bought from a fresh cluster. But let’s get back to the example. Say we have three modifications for weight reduction. And we have a forty-four-pound large-caliber rifle. You happen to know that the three of them together will reduce its weight by half. So you add one, then add the second. Everything looks good. But the last modification is the trick. It may just disappear, and when it does, it might take the other two mods with it. Or even take everything, including the item itself. Or, it could give the item one of its ‘bonus’ properties—which could even affect the properties delivered by the other mods. 
 
      
 
    “Usually the chance of successfully using the last mod is fifty percent. That’s not too bad, and people are risk takers. They’ll go for it when funds allow. We’re talking lots of people. It’s a major business. So sometimes mods help a weapon, and sometimes they hurt it. 
 
      
 
    “Imagine having everything about your rifle change. The first modification doesn’t reduce the weight. It gives your bullets the ability to scatter into fast-moving shrapnel. When you hit the target, bang! You get an uneven bunch of unpredictable shards, each moving at a speed of a kilometer per second. Sounds nice, but what would it do to an armored ghoul? Just scratch it up a little. I doubt it would even feel it. The second mod lets you shoot however many times you want, with whatever ammo you wait, without needing to clean the gun afterwards. Good for lazy immunes, sure, but you want something more. Then the third reduces your chances of a misfire by fifty percent. That sounds good, too. So what do we end up with? A large-caliber rifle that can’t take down a decently armored creature, doesn’t need to be cleaned, and rarely misfires. Who needs a forty-pound toy that is only good for scaring rafflers and low-level tramplers? And, of course, firing it means spending ammunition. Why would you do that, when there are plenty of cheaper and more easily wielded options for such targets? That’s what we call a spoiled weapon.” 
 
      
 
    “And why the hell would I need that? To make even more people laugh at me?” 
 
      
 
    “Come on, Cheat. As I said quite clearly, that was only an example. Life is unpredictable. Anything can happen. Imagine someone was reducing a gun’s weight, but then the last modification spoiled everything. And you have one mod that keeps the gun clean, and another mod that sends half of the earned Accuracy from kills to a base stat. 
 
      
 
    Cheater was taken aback. “Those mods exist?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s just one of the options here, Cheat. I knew this one guy who had a bot machine gun with three modifiers. Spoiled. Two of the mods added nothing of use. But the third converted two percent of progress points earned into distributable progress points. Do you know how much XP a good machine gunner can rack up in a big battle? And two points out of every hundred could be assigned to any base stat. A very valuable property, of course—anyone can use that, no matter what their strengths are. For your situation, it’s overkill. You don’t need distributables, just base stat points. Still, a weapon modded like that can cost you a pretty penny. Not even a newcomer would let a weapon like that get away from him cheap.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got money. I’ll go shopping.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m a little drunk today, and feeling kind for some reason. So maybe I’ll give you a free hint.” 
 
      
 
    “What kind of hint?” 
 
      
 
    “Weapons with those kinds of modifications aren’t just lying around. Do you know Nomad?” 
 
      
 
    “The merchant? Yeah, I bought this rifle from him.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s got something you might want to look at. I don’t know whether you’ll like it or not, but it’s the only thing of the sort you’ll find here. And you won’t find anything like it in the stables around. Basically a unique item, and probably up your alley.” 
 
      
 
    Cheater rose. “Thank you, March.” 
 
      
 
    “Whoa, whoa, no need to rush. I told you I don’t know whether it’ll work for you or not. It’s not a rifle. It’s a bow. And bows aren’t everybody’s cup of tea. Can you shoot a bow?” 
 
      
 
    Cheater’s reply was confident. “I’ll learn.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, he’ll learn! Got a native guide somewhere around to teach you? The yeomen of Britain study the bow from the day they’re born in order to achieve mastery. And remember that Nomad will charge so much for this bow that a hundred fools would have trouble collecting enough over months of work.” 
 
      
 
    Cheater tensed up. “How much?” 
 
      
 
    “He’s lowered the price a few times now, and no one has gone for it. It’s been like that for a while now. I don’t know where it’s at right now, but four figures, easily.” 
 
      
 
    “Great. Then I can afford it.” Without realizing for a moment that he had just betrayed the extent of his wealth, Cheater set off for Nomad’s shop. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26
Life Six: Fool Me Thrice 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    “They tell me you have a bow. Not just any old common bow, either. A bow that’s been spoiled by improperly inlaid modifications. And they tell me you’ve been unable to sell it for a long time.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m in no rush,” the trader replied. “It’s a very rare item, but there aren’t too many fans of bows around here. So I’ll keep it, and eventually someone will come snatch it up. It’s not the kind of thing that stays unclaimed forever.” 
 
      
 
    This was a hint that a decent discount wasn’t coming easily. Cheater moved forward anyway. “I’d like to take a look at it.” 
 
      
 
    Nomad rose without a word and stepped behind the nearest shelf. After rattling around some metal objects, he returned with a long canvas bag and drew from it a bow unbound by a string. It was clearly not a common bow, with a fashion that was unusual and at the same time quite stylish. Cheater had no idea what material it was crafted from. It looked like polished ivory, but it was too dark for that, and had a greenish tint in places. 
 
      
 
    He squinted, and his draw dropped to the floor once more. 
 
      
 
    Bow. Name: Guile. Origin: The Black Lands. Rare weapon of the Former. Visible properties: Relaxed Draw (14% reduced effort to draw. This does not affect the bow’s combat stats); Guileful Agility (up to 14% of progress points awarded in battle to auxiliary stats are assigned instead to Agility), Guileful Guild (up to 20% of progress points awarded in battle to auxiliary stats are assigned randomly to base stats, but never to Willpower); Noiseless (shot sound muffled by 19%). Unimproved. This weapon has no owner. You can become its owner and change its name. 
 
      
 
    Perhaps the System was repressing Cheater’s mental faculties, but that didn’t hinder him here. Killing the elite had given him 864 auxiliary stat progress points and only 47 base progress points. If he had won that victory with this weapon, the numbers would have been quite different. 
 
      
 
    Damn, if this bow’s properties had worked at maximum, I would have nabbed 300 base progress points with it. Mostly to Agility, but that was fine. He was unconcerned by his unfamiliarity with bows: practice had shown that his accuracy ability worked with anything. It was just pull and release, right? Probably easy to master. 
 
      
 
    Sadly, a bow had much lower stopping and killing power than a mighty rifle. Its range was also quite inferior. He would have to restrict it to use against weak ghouls, but even with that caveat, he could pump his level ten times more effectively than before. 
 
      
 
    The merchant grew tired of the silence and decided to try a little advertisement. 
 
      
 
    “They say the bow was taken from the body of a lizard, or maybe an atomite. It’s unclear which. The woman who ended up with it decided to improve it. She applied four high-level modifications that were supposed to reduce draw effort. See these strips? You relax the bow, and you can adjust them. Wider or tighter. Depending on whether you want the weakest draw tension, the strongest, or anywhere in between. 
 
      
 
    “The strongest possible draw on this bow is over three hundred pounds of force. Only a quasi or a high-Strength human can pull that off. This feature allows heavy arrows to be used. They have higher penetration ability. Not as good as armor-piercing bullets, of course, but quite effective against even medium-power beasts. 
 
      
 
    “So this girl didn’t have the Strength required, but she wanted to be able to draw that three hundred pounds of force. A successful shot with that tension and with a good arrow can take out tramplers, and even creatures a little stronger than tramplers. Assuming the shot is a pretty lucky one, of course. Three of the modifications went in without a hitch, but the fourth... Well, you can see what the fourth did. It would have still been OK if not for that Willpower exception, but the System really doesn’t like to make leveling easy for us. 
 
      
 
    “So this bow robs your auxiliary stat progress points and puts them into base stats. Everyone is always behind on auxiliary stat points, so no one’s been interested enough in this bow to buy it. However, it shoots quietly and requires a little less Strength thanks to that first mod. And remember, it does have two excellent modifications in place. One mod can cost three thousand or more, and that’s if you’ve found it cheap.” 
 
      
 
    After hearing the cost of the mods, Cheater had difficulty keeping his voice level as he asked the big question. “How much do you want for it?” 
 
      
 
    “One thousand, seven hundred, ninety-five spores. That’s me giving it away. Cheaper than one single mod at this level, and this bow has four on it. Yes, the bow is a little spoiled, but my price is still a bargain.” 
 
      
 
    The price nearly made Cheater choke. He couldn’t restrain his conclusion. “Is your gift knowing exactly how much money your customers have?” 
 
      
 
    “Just a coincidence,” Nomad answered, but then de-clarified: “Though every entrepreneur should have that gift.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, your gift needs a little adjustment, because I don’t have that much.” 
 
      
 
    If Cheater hadn’t consumed those prizes, he would be able to buy several such bows. But he had eaten even more than he had initially planned, greedily consuming more once the required time intervals had passed. Now, even if he sold everything, down to the last piece of black webbing, it still wouldn’t be enough. Not by a long shot. 
 
      
 
    “Then come back when you have it. Or check out some cheaper options.” 
 
      
 
    “Anything else like this?” 
 
      
 
    “What kind of similarities are you looking for?” 
 
      
 
    “Anything that puts auxiliary stat progress points towards base stats instead.” 
 
      
 
    “I do have a pistol with one mod. It takes six percent from auxiliary stat points and puts them towards base stats. Solid weapon, but the ammo is rare. Expensive.” 
 
      
 
    “No, that won’t do,” Cheater said with a sigh. He began to stack the things he had recovered on his little outing in front of the merchant. 
 
      
 
    Then he placed the rifle he had purchased from Nomad, and the rest of the ammunition, on top of the pile. “If you take this back for the same price I bought it for, that makes nearly seventeen fifty.” 
 
      
 
    “No one buys back at the same price.” 
 
      
 
    “I know. But you’ll get your rifle back, and that’ll sell quickly, unlike this bow, which you might have to hang onto for a long time. Taking up valuable shelf space.” 
 
      
 
    “So let it. I’ve got plenty of shelf space.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. But my offer is still a good one. You're a trader. What matters to you is turnaround!” 
 
      
 
    “Were you listening when I told you how much mods cost? There are four mods on this bow. Even without the mods, the bow is worth a few thousand.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe, but it’s only worth the few thousand since it can take four modifiers. Now it can take zero, and it’s spoiled, with no way to fix it.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, there’s a way to fix it. It’s difficult and risky, but possible.” 
 
      
 
    “And ‘difficult’ means spending more time and money. Otherwise you would have ‘fixed’ the bow a long time ago. So, this bow is defective. Nobody wants it.” 
 
      
 
    “You want it.” 
 
      
 
    “Most people aren’t like me. Maybe no one is like me. I’m heading to the dark clusters now, and I’ll get killed and respawn who the hell knows where, and we’ll never meet again. So please consider my offer.” 
 
      
 
    “What I’m considering is why you would travel to clusters you know you’ll never survive.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s it to you?” 
 
      
 
    “You love risk. In this world, the riskiest die the fastest. First you duel someone out of the blue, and then you sell every last thing you have, down to your panties, all to get one single bow. That’s a bad move, Cheater. Survival is hard enough with a decent set of weapons. It’s impossible with just one spoiled weapon.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m a newcomer, though. It’s a good omen to help newcomers. So at least let me keep this pistol. And some arrows, please, or the bow will be even less use to me than it is to you sitting here taking up space.” 
 
      
 
    Cheater couldn’t keep from smiling. He could see that the merchant had made his decision. The decision Cheater wanted. 
 
      
 
    Nomad shook his head. “If there was an Impudence skill, you’d be a master of it, I’m sure. The only thing going for you is that life moves so fast here that you’re already a repeat customer, since you’re here a second time. Most people only show up once. You can keep the pistol and the ammo for it. I’ll give you a quiver of titanium-tipped arrows, too, twenty of them. And two special arrows with their heads made of elite fangs. Nearly as hard as diamond. Seriously, you can scratch sapphires and emeralds with them. But they’re near impossible to split and well balanced. If you can draw this bow at full Strength, they’ll punch through a trampler’s head, as long as you don’t hit the armor plates. These arrows go for fifteen apiece, so I hope you appreciate it. I’m losing money here.” 
 
      
 
    Cheater strongly doubted that Nomad was anywhere closer to ruin from this transaction, but he made no comment besides thanking him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Alert: Personal victory: infected destroyed. Level 7. Chance of valuable loot: 92%. Personal victory: infected destroyed. Level 6. Chance of valuable loot: 79%. +1 progress point to Agility. +2 progress points to Accuracy. +3 Humanity points. 
 
      
 
    Cheater had seen the first of these messages that morning, and cursed his dull wit by the names of all divinities, old and new. 
 
      
 
    Newcomers were called idiots and fools, but he doubted he was even worthy of those titles. He was too stupid for them. This was the second time he had stepped on the same rake: investing crazy money in a weapon so that it would make him a leveled immune as quickly as possible. 
 
      
 
    Both times, his tactic had failed. 
 
      
 
    He should have thought it through. He had to learn to do that all the time. Think before acting. Think with his head, not with... well, anything else. All decisions could only come after some long, good thinking. This was now the second time he had failed to work out the consequences of a major purchase. 
 
      
 
    The first time, it was the rifle, which pumped nothing but Accuracy. Well, some other stats pumped, but in most cases only by tiny drops compared to the Accuracy pump. In order to pump, he had to avoid taking targets out from far away, which was the whole point of getting the rifle in the first place. 
 
      
 
    Now, he had a bow. It didn’t have the aforementioned disadvantages: Most of the progress points went to Accuracy. That wasn’t too bad, since a part of those points were redirected to base stats by the bow’s modifications. Based on Cheater’s calculations, that meant he would get some decent numbers. 
 
      
 
    Those numbers were all a far cry from reality. 
 
      
 
    Damn Accuracy. It was all about Accuracy, once again. About his Accuracy level, specifically. And since his Accuracy was at 20, Cheater couldn’t pump it by shooting the low-level infecteds in the head. Those young infecteds came with maximum penalties because of the level difference between them and his Accuracy, so he received only one symbolic progress point, which seemed to be the minimum for a kill. 
 
      
 
    And the mods couldn’t split up that single point. So it went straight to Accuracy. Sometimes he would get a point to Agility or Strength, but they were so few and far between that they were no better than nothing. He was pumping without leveling. Everything was being devoured by an auxiliary stat, and the higher that auxiliary stat was, the smaller the overall points he could get by killing beasts. 
 
      
 
    Pumping with Accuracy worked fine. If his enemy’s level wasn’t too much lower than his Accuracy. And that wasn’t easy to ensure. 
 
      
 
    There were some pros to the current situation, though. Cheater was accumulating loot without much trouble. Nothing great, but he stored up lots of spores and webbing. 
 
      
 
    Cleaning the arrows was the worst part. None of his victims died from hand-to-hand combat today. All of them were dozens of paces away from their killer. His Accuracy was spot on, as usual, despite the new form of weapon. Cheater didn’t even have to practice before setting out. He fired one test shot, realized it was pretty good, and went on his way, though he did need to set the bow’s tension to minimal draw strength. Still, that was strong enough to punch through a runner’s skull or ribcage. 
 
      
 
    Leveling up this way would take years. Either he had to head back to the stable again and return the bow to Nomad for a far lower amount than he had paid for it, or... 
 
      
 
    Or he could look for bigger targets. 
 
      
 
    He needed ghouls that were at least level fifteen, but preferably no higher than level twenty. Sadly, developed rafflers had significantly thicker skulls, covered with plates of armor. Whether or not he could shoot through that was unknown. 
 
      
 
    Where could he find ghouls matching that description? Cheater was currently situated on a very wide road. He had main and backup positions set up in the dense bushes along the roadside. Every hour or two, and sometimes more often, duos and trios of runners would pass by and get themselves an arrow, and not to the knee. For some reason, they loved to keep to pavement, as if asphalt marked trails made specially for them. 
 
      
 
    No larger ghouls had appeared this whole time. Level nine, tops. Should he go look for stronger prey? He could try his luck on the banks of any river or canal. Powerful creatures often roamed those sorts of natural boundaries. But fighting there with just a bow in hand would sooner or later end in a sad certainty: the next respawn. That would be a disaster. Cheater would risk losing his expensive bow. 
 
      
 
    And he hadn’t reached level ten yet, where immunes got personal caches with a certain weight and item count limit. That would allow him to keep some of his property between lives. Reclaiming it wasn’t easy, of course, as his urban adventure with Kitty had proved. But it didn’t matter. For now, he couldn’t take the bow, since only four tiny items could go with him in that personal cell of his. He might be able to return to the location of his death and reclaim his lost property, but there was no guarantee of that. 
 
      
 
    No. No unnecessary risks. He would experiment instead. There was one idea formulating in his mind. To implement it, he needed a heavy sledgehammer. There was likely one nearby, down the road, where a gas station had been brought in while still under construction. 
 
      
 
    Also, he would need some lifejuice. Well, not quite lifejuice, but something related. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27
Life Six: Accuracy, Sledgehammers, Chemistry 
 
      
 
    The ghouls numbered two. In the rear, a miserable weakling. His stylish footwear hadn’t come off yet, and neither had his disheveled clothing. He was level five at the most. The other was not yet level ten. Still not a raffler, but that angular pattern had begun to appear on its swollen face. They would become more and more distinct, and then sprout into plates of bone. Engaging high-level runners in hand-to-hand was unpleasant, at best, but that was Cheater’s aim. 
 
      
 
    This would be no ordinary hand-to-hand, however. Cheater wasn’t even sure if his tactic would get him some base stat points. The System might consider him as trying to exploit it and take punitive measures. He had to admit that it would be in the right. But perhaps the power that ruled everyone here would have some understanding for the predicament caused by his awkwardly pumped auxiliary stat. 
 
      
 
    Thankfully, the bigger ghoul was leading the pair. He wouldn’t have to shoot a fast-moving target. Cheater’s Accuracy was superb, but not infallible, and the bow had a capricious nature. He still had to learn to wield it better. For now, it was best to avoid any unnecessary risk. 
 
      
 
    Nocking an arrow, he checked the tension regulators. They always seemed to move on their own, which could make the bow harder to draw. This time, they seemed to be in order. To extend to its full height, the bow needed space. He quickly threw the weapon up while spreading his arms to the side. Perhaps that was the wrong technique, but it made drawing the string easier. 
 
      
 
    A shot, the air rippling as the arrow sliced through it, the crunch of metal piercing bone, and the front ghoul collapsed, clutching its pierced knee. 
 
      
 
    Simple. 
 
      
 
    The bow wasn’t as silent a weapon as it seemed. The ghoul lagging behind joyfully stretched out his arms, rushing towards his own death. But first, to an arrow to its own knee. The beasts’ injuries were serious, but not fatal. 
 
      
 
    Infecteds were much less susceptible to pain. After hits like that, they might not be able to continue running, but they would crawl after him. Yet these ones did not crawl. The arrowheads had been smeared with “flakes”—the gelatinous precipitate that remained when the spores were filtered. Mortal poison for a human. More fatal than cyanide or arsenic. Infecteds were less affected, but they suffered as well. Large doses could paralyze even the most dangerous creature, and small quantities would spoil the mood of serious ghouls and turn lesser ghouls into statues. 
 
      
 
    Cheater hadn’t spread much poison on the tips, just a little, and the tip exited from the backs of the ghouls’ legs. But there was enough smeared on the arrows to have the intended effect. The ghoul in the front tried to crawl along on its arms, and everything below its chest refused to move. The rear ghoul lay face-down and wheezed loud enough for the whole region to hear. He was obviously having lung problems. The respiratory system and the heart alike could be affected by the paralysis. He hadn’t climbed the ladder of infected development far enough to lose his human vulnerability to the flakes. 
 
      
 
    Cheater tossed his bow behind his back and picked up the sledgehammer from its place on the ground. It was a savagely heavy, worn, filthy hammer. A tool for the most primitive deconstruction tasks the world had to offer. No fool would choose it as a weapon. Save Cheater. 
 
      
 
    He approached the first ghoul and smashed its elbows with a pair of low sweeps. The beast tried to continue crawling along on its hands, but once the sledgehammer crunched its joints, it writhed on its spine, then went still, lifeless but for a slow wheezing. After finishing it with a kick to its sporesac, Cheater moved to the second ghoul, repeating the cruel, unhurried maneuver. 
 
      
 
    He almost felt bad about it. Infecteds weren’t people, of course. Not even animals. But openly prolonging their torment, mocking them in their helplessness.... Somehow that seemed inhumane. 
 
      
 
    Thankfully, they weren’t screaming in pain, pleading for their lives, or gushing with tears. Instead, they tried to grumble and gaze hungrily at him. 
 
      
 
    Monsters. 
 
      
 
    Tossing the sledgehammer aside, Cheater wiped his forehead and froze in anticipation of a message from the System. 
 
      
 
    Alert: Personal victory: infected destroyed. Level 3. Chance of valuable loot: 28%. Personal victory: infected destroyed. Level 10. Chance of valuable loot: 92%. +72 progress points to Strength. +3 progress points to Agility. +2 progress points to Stealth. +2 progress points to Accuracy. +4 Humanity points. 
 
      
 
    Cheater recounted the progress points he had earned. Not enough. The System assigned all of the points by its own bizarre, unknowable formulas. His overall level and his opponent’s level, the levels of stats involved in the fight, the degree of outside help provided, and more went into the calculation. Even the sum of the levels of auxiliary stats was taken into account: for every ten units they had, the total experience gained was increased by two percent. This was called “Proficiency,” and Cheater’s Proficiency had reached 8, giving him a 16% increase. 
 
      
 
    No one could exactly predict the experience gained from a battle, only estimate it. According to Cheater’s mental math, he should have gotten about 20 points more. Most likely those points would have gone to Accuracy, but thanks to the great difference between his Accuracy and his opponents’ levels, he was penalized down to near nothing. 
 
      
 
    Only the points that would have gone to Accuracy were penalized. Today, that was a minority of his winnings. The rest of the experience went to Strength and Agility. For the first time since Cheater had purchased the bow, this was a good pump, not some flashy mockery from the System. 
 
      
 
    He pumped a fist. The sledgehammer trick had worked. The system still gave Accuracy some decent points, but it also saw Cheater’s sweat and heard the crack of imploding infected bones, so the amount given to that auxiliary stat was reduced.  
 
      
 
    He crouched down near the first ghoul to gut its sporesac, reflexively turning his head in all directions to get a look at his surroundings. That habit saved his life. The infected had seen Cheater, and now he saw the infected. One glance was wary and weary, the other delighted. 
 
      
 
    Of course, Cheater’s was not the delighted one. Perhaps he should have felt happy to see another victim. It was a ghoul with a decent level, nine at least, about one hundred yards away. He had plenty of time to prepare for the battle. But he should have noticed the infected approaching a long time ago. This portion of the road was wide and straight. He had seen ghouls from up to a mile away. 
 
      
 
    So where had this freak come from? He couldn’t see any intersections or paths running off of this road. There was a thick forest on either side of the road, and on one side the forest gave way to a wheat field. Cheater had investigated the area thoroughly before beginning his killing spree. 
 
      
 
    This imbecile must have crossed the fields, moved through the forest, reached the guardrail, and then seen the man in the middle of the road. But that unsettled Cheater. He had observed that the ghouls preferred to stick to roads and paths, and often to stay in groups. Especially when they were low-level ghouls. There were all kinds of exceptions, sure, but this one made the marksman suspect the worst. 
 
      
 
    Behind the first ghoul, two emerged at once, with similar levels. The leader broke into a run. Not in a silent run, of course. It gave an inviting grumble, and the other two followed it. 
 
    Excited by the noise, more and more popped out of the woods. 
 
      
 
    It’s a whole pack of them! Or even a horde, God forbid the thought. There could be hundreds or thousands of them coming, of all levels. Hordes wandered the land with some unclear purpose, destroying everything in their path. 
 
      
 
    All but the best-defended stables would fall before them. Nothing could stop a horde. 
 
      
 
    His sledgehammer was already on the pavement, so he didn’t have to waste time dropping it. Tossing his bow behind his back once more, Cheater bolted down the road without looking back. He knew how quick the runners were, how tireless they were, and knew he would never escape. In five minutes or so, he would feel the developing nails plunge into his back. 
 
      
 
    So Cheater wasn’t trying to escape. He was trying to get to the only position he knew of that would let him take more of them with him. 
 
      
 
    Of course, if it was just a pack of runners, not a horde, he might even win the day from there. The first compartment in his quiver still held eight poisoned arrows. The other held ten without poison. Then there were the two special arrows, fixed in a holder attached directly to the bow. They were for shots of last resort. 
 
      
 
    Cheater couldn’t draw the bow to full tension, but at minimal distance these heavy arrows could, with luck, help take down even developed tramplers. And they were a near-guarantee against rafflers. 
 
      
 
    In total, he had twenty arrows. With his Accuracy, that meant twenty hits. Plus his pistol, the knives at his belt, and his ax with its telescopic handle and beak. He was equipped to kill a whole pile of grumbling flesh, as long as it didn’t have the numbers and speed to overwhelm him first. 
 
      
 
    He had to get to a place where they couldn’t easily get to him. 
 
      
 
    Run, Cheater. Run! 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    The gas station’s construction had stopped for unforeseen but perfectly coherent reasons: one day, the construction workers went from drinking together to eating together. Eating each other, that is. Their new job descriptions required no tools, so everything they had once used to build with was still here. Cheater’s sledgehammer, for example. 
 
      
 
    Right now, he needed to get to the ladder. It stood against the shelter roof positioned over the filling area. The roof wasn’t done yet, but the frame for it was, a tic-tac-toe board of metal beams. 
 
      
 
    He climbed onto one of them, then kicked the ladder down towards the incoming ghouls. Sadly, this move didn’t hit any of them. 
 
      
 
    Cheater nocked an arrow and surveyed the scene. At first glance, it looked like he was fine. There were lots of infecteds, yes, but not a horde. About fifty, stretching back along the road. Only the quickest had managed to reach the construction site by this point. He regretted kicking the ladder down. Most of the freaks couldn’t climb without it. He could have taken them down one by one as they came up. 
 
      
 
    But looks can be deceiving. He was unable to see much of the road from here, but when he looked up again, another runner had appeared, invisible when he was counting. Perhaps it was just lagging behind. Or, perhaps there was much more to this pack, and the most dangerous infecteds were yet to show themselves. But if so, they should be here in a matter of minutes. 
 
      
 
    For that reason, Cheater was in no hurry to shoot. He continued evaluating the crowd, picking out the filthiest, most developed of the pack. They were the dangerous ones, with higher levels than the rest, so they were priority targets. After that, well, he would see. 
 
      
 
    He let fly an arrow. It pierced one of the ghouls so deformed that determining its sex was no longer possible. From his untouchable perch, he shot a few more down. 
 
      
 
    Then, he took up the ax. One of the well-developed infecteds had managed to climb a vertical metal beam and was pulling itself up when the beak smashed into the top of its head. 
 
      
 
    Another minute later, Cheater had to exert himself again, slaying two creatures with his ax in two different places, virtually simultaneously. There were four points where the ghouls could climb up, and the nimblest of them couldn’t tolerate staring up at Cheater from below without climbing up from every direction. Thankfully not all of them were agile enough, and in their fuss they often bumped into one another as they tried to climb at the same time. 
 
      
 
    He finished off five more and picked up his bow once again. There was no way he could control them from all directions, and before long one of the nimblest undead crested the far corner and carefully balance-beamed its way over, allowing another up behind it. Both were dispatched with arrows. 
 
      
 
    Before long, he had to switched to his poisoned ammunition. His non-poisoned arrows were gone, and the most agile of the ghouls were still climbing, up all four corners at once now. His axwork couldn’t maintain all corners at once, and if he entered hand-to-hand with them, he’d be overwhelmed from all sides within seconds. One good grapple would probably be the end for him. So many younger ghouls were just below, waiting to embrace Cheater once he fell. 
 
      
 
    If only there had been fewer than infinite ways for them to climb up, he could have pumped his Strength on the weak ones. That stat was already pushing 20, which meant penalties, but it still got a few points, at least. More importantly, killing them that way didn’t spend any ammunition. 
 
      
 
    Cheater’s calculations were rudely interrupted by the sad grumblings of the infected below as they were knocked out of the way—by a raffler pushing towards the frame. 
 
      
 
    It was level 15 or so. There was no time to squint for details. He suppressed his impulse to use one of the killshot arrows. It was a dangerous adversary, but it hadn’t managed to get full-fledged armor yet, so Cheater drew his gun and nailed the beast, which by then was already coming at him along one of the beams, right in the eye, as his other hand swung at a runner climbing up. 
 
      
 
    A few seconds later, he had to shoot another raffler with a significantly stronger level than the first. This one hadn’t even climbed up, just jumped up. 
 
      
 
    And while Cheater was taking down these mighty combatants, lower-level infecteds had scrambled up three of the corners. Without time to draw his bow, the marksman spent two more pistol rounds and one throwing knife before resuming his axwork. 
 
      
 
    A one-second breather followed. Cheater cast a tired look at the road. He couldn’t see any reinforcements coming from the distant woods, but there was already a large enough crowd here for him to begin panicking. There were just too many walkers and runners, and now he did see an even stronger raffler on the way. The normalcy of its gait was striking, since by the ugly appearance of its face and body it seemed to be a trampler already. It could just jump up at Cheater, which was not the most desirable event. 
 
      
 
    So he drew the bow and at last nocked one of the arrows clipped directly to it. He hit the creature directly in the solar plexus. This wouldn’t usually do much, but the poison on the tip paralyzed the beast. 
 
      
 
    After taking out another half-dozen ghouls, he used the second armor-piercing arrow. This time, the target was clearly a trampler, without a doubt. If more infecteds of that level showed up, Cheater would have to handle them with his pistol. Or try punching through their tough skin with ordinary arrows. 
 
      
 
    Of which only three remained. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    The man sat on a beam, his legs hanging off. The infecteds groped at them longingly but couldn’t get close. Their eyes looked back up at him. Man, making eye contact with these things is... strange. All in all, it reminded him of that time on the shed roof, but with a much greater number of fans. He counted thirty-four creatures in total, give or take. It was hard to get an exact number with the way the creatures bumped around and blended with their uniformly dirty hair and discolored clothing. He could tell the gender—or former gender?—of each ghoul in many cases, but that only helped the count a little. 
 
      
 
    So why was Cheater sitting here freezing his ass on a metal beam, while the infecteds were doing nothing more than stare lustfully upward? All those able to climb without a ladder lay dead or paralyzed. Siege tactics had come into play, as the remaining creatures were unable to attack him. 
 
      
 
    And siege tactics would win them a meal soon. Three main things helped the infected in this situation. 
 
      
 
    First, the gas station was right by the road, and humans weren’t the only things that used roads around here. Two isolated pairs of runners had already excitedly joined the pack. Were they stragglers from the pack? Probably not. They had most likely just wandered by and noticed the crowd or heard the grumbling sounds. 
 
      
 
    Second, sooner or later one or more serious ghouls would come by. 
 
      
 
    And third, Cheater had no arrows left now, and just one clip left in his pistol. He still had his hatchet, two knives, and a grenade that he could have sold to Nomad twice now but had for some reason kept for himself. No serious battle could be sustained by his paltry arsenal. 
 
      
 
    Even if no greater creatures showed up, the ammunition problem and growing crowd of weaklings would do him in. He would eventually fall, whether due to hunger, to thirst, or to his inability to get decent sleep on a narrow metal beam. And one serious ghoul would show eventually, even if no new ghouls discovered him—the poison on his arrows did not last forever. Soon the affected monsters would start returning to their senses and arrange another excursion upwards. Runners could be controlled by an ax, but rafflers? Not so much. If they climbed up one at a time, he had a chance. If they attacked in unison, he had none. 
 
      
 
    Fighting off several beasts with a jump height that impressive was not within his capabilities. 
 
      
 
    Some of the immobilized infecteds were sprawled out comfortably, exposing their vulnerable points. Cheater tried to keep an eye on them so that he could take them out with his pistol at the first sign of coming back to life. But he wasn’t about to spend any ammunition right now without an absolute necessity to do so. He had made a decent amount of noise at first, enough to attract all infecteds in the area, but for an hour now he had kept quiet. If the beasts running towards the noise had lost their way, fresh shots would get them back on the trail, and he had enough infecteds at this party already. 
 
      
 
    Cheater refused to come to a decision too quickly. He knew that the mental limitations the System pushed on him might cripple his future chances if he rushed. So, he spent ages watching the grumbling besieging army. 
 
      
 
    But the time arrived when he realized no ideal solution would come to him. Yet neither could he continue to delay. His luck until this point had been phenomenal. He was still alive, somehow. If a new pack appeared on the road, or even a single beast stronger than a trampler, he would have no way out. Now was the time to do something. 
 
      
 
    Cheater had two concrete options in mind. One required descending straight into the mob of ghouls, which would no doubt delight them. The other required him taking an alternate path to bypass the horde. That alternate path, however, was a difficult one to take. All he had to do was pick up speed on one of the beams and leap ten feet or so over to the roof of the gas station. Unlike the roof he stood on now, the gas station’s top was more or less finished. 
 
      
 
    But was “more or less” enough? Would the roof hold Cheater’s weight, especially when he slammed down into it after a ten-foot jump? If not, he might fall down into the store below. Nothing of note was inside it now but various construction materials, tools, and unfinished walls. As long as he didn’t get hurt in the fall, he might be able to jump out through an empty window hole before his grumbling friends arrived. 
 
      
 
    If he hurt himself, his suffering would be over soon. 
 
      
 
    Cheater rose and checked that his precious bow was fastened securely behind his back. He stood at the far edge of the beam, looked below him, and spat into one of the most revolting maws below. Then, he confidently started a run along the narrow beam. 
 
      
 
    For some reason, he remembered then the beginning of all his lives. Sometimes, walking at even a decent speed had caused unbearable pain in his knee. But now, he couldn’t even remember which knee had hurt the last time: his right, his left, or even both at once. Say what you will about the System, it’s one hell of a physical therapist. 
 
      
 
    All he had to do now was push off, and the moment of truth was here. His feet slammed into the roof, and his heart slammed in his chest as he felt it give way. It was a weak roof. 
 
      
 
    But he continued to run, away from the landing zone. Excellent. He stayed atop the building. The flimsy roof held. 
 
      
 
    Now, all the demons of hell were chasing him. The ghouls could not have slept through his acrobatic debut but would be rushing along after their prey. An unfinished building stood in their way. It wasn’t much, but at least it was a barrier of some kind. They would have to circle around it, either way. 
 
      
 
    Cheater ran straight to the other side, quickly appraised the possible landing zones, and jumped down. The height was decent, and his knee complained a touch when he landed on the hard, trampled ground, as if taking vengeance for his remembering its recent infirmity, yet he was not injured, or at least not injured seriously. His speed would hold unhindered. 
 
      
 
    Dozens of grumbling throats were just behind him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cheater’s side burned. His heart pounded, making it feel like his ribs were about to snap from the pressure. His saliva grew thick in his mouth, thick enough he might have to cut it out later. Both legs demanded that he stop immediately and let them rest. 
 
      
 
    They could take it. It had been a half hour of running, now, and they had held up. He couldn’t remember a time in his life—er, lives—where he had run for so long. 
 
      
 
    Crashing through a narrow hedge, he broke into yet another field. Young cabbages. Much easier to run through than thick stalks of wheat. Cheater increased his speed, though this had seemed impossible just a second ago. He wanted to look behind him, but he endured, pushing with all his strength. Promising he would count to three hundred before looking bad, he kept running. 
 
      
 
    ...two hundred eighty-eight, two hundred eighty-nine... 
 
      
 
    Three hundred. 
 
      
 
    He slowed his pace and looked behind. The closest ghoul was fifty paces, and the second not far behind, but the rest were a decent distance away. The heads of cabbage made them stumble and lose speed. That was good, because Cheater was coming to a stop. He stood, breathing as heavily as a hunted horse, and adjusted his grip on his hatchet. 
 
      
 
    Cheater exhaled sharply as he struck the head of the first ghoul and finished off the second one just as smoothly. Those who claimed that infecteds never grew tired were wrong. Perhaps that was true of developed infecteds, but not of the slackers at the other end of the field. The monsters who barely knew how to run. 
 
      
 
    He had finished off all the quick ones back on that unfinished roof. Everything left was weak or crippled. But there were still too many. His arms were weary of fighting, not to mention his legs. 
 
      
 
    He pressed on. Time to count to three hundred once more. The remaining pursuers varied in level, in physical shape, in hunger, and in level of exhaustion, and what was a mob now stretched into a long chain. Stretching it out further was his plan, with occasional stopping to destroy the nimblest remaining ghouls. As long as he never engaged more than one, or at most two, ghouls. Each stop, he would make a couple of accurate blows with his ax and beat another escape. 
 
      
 
    This battle wasn’t about strength and agility but about endurance, and Luck had smiled on him today: The kernel he had taken just before leaping to the gas station roof had boosted Endurance. The boost was only for half an hour, but it was a 44% kick. Not far from the maximum value of 50%, meaning his Endurance was at 10 instead of 7, significantly extending the time he had until exhaustion. 
 
      
 
    As long as he didn’t fall and break his neck or ankle, or drive himself to total exhaustion, the battle would last another twenty minutes or so. Thirty minutes tops. 
 
      
 
    In a short time, Cheater had gone from cripple to marathon runner. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    The ghoul was exhausted now. He wasn’t really running. More like hobbling, his legs bending unnaturally. Presumably he had not eaten for quite some time. All of his strength had been expended on the long rush through field and forest. 
 
      
 
    Cheater dispatched him with an ax to the head and could hardly believe his eyes as at last he surveyed the line of dead infecteds along the dark trampled trail that ran into the distance. He was done. 
 
      
 
    The remaining infecteds were so pathetic that there was no point in continuing to stretch them out. 
 
      
 
    He had made it. The wind stirred the ears of wheat, the birds chirped, and the Sun pushed towards the horizon, accompanied by a wheeze that sounded like the ancient bellows of a blacksmith—air escaping from Cheater’s dry throat. 
 
      
 
    Infected destroyed. Level 7. Chance of valuable loot: 86%. Infected destroyed. Level 6. Chance of valuable loot: 82%. Infected destroyed. Level... 
 
      
 
    The length of the System’s message smashed all previous records. After scrupulously enumerating each and every dead ghoul, it praised Cheater for his episode of mass slaughter, giving him twenty-five free progress points for auxiliary stats, and then listed some nice-looking numbers. Plenty of points went to Accuracy, of course, but his base stats received some love, too. After all, he had pushed his ax, his legs, and his lungs to the limit. The last part must have resulted in the nice bump he got to his Endurance. So, Endurance doesn’t necessarily require getting injured in battle. You can also drive yourself to exhaustion, which for some reason is omitted from that beginners’ brochure. 
 
      
 
    Plenty of things had been omitted from that brochure. 
 
    But as nice as the numbers were, the most pleasant thing he concluded from the message is that he had survived. The pack had lost. 
 
      
 
    Cheater didn’t bother to examine the numbers this time. He lay down in the prickly wheat, which felt as soft as a feather bed. Most of all, he wanted to do nothing. Not drink to moisten his dry throat, not move, and certainly not think about what to do next. 
 
      
 
    Because if he started thinking, he knew he would decide to retrace his steps and gut the spore bags of fifty or so beasts scattered along the way. And then there were all of the beasts back at the gas station. My poor legs.. 
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 Chapter 28
Life Six: At Last 
 
      
 
    When he reached the next field, so overgrown that even a mouse couldn’t move through it without making noise, Cheater started to circle around the left and unexpectedly stepped out onto a path. He didn’t see it; he just was suddenly on it. It was narrow, but well trodden, and the soil was covered with a web of small cracks as it had not seen rain for some time. 
 
      
 
    Cheater would have had a hard time seeing fresh tracks on ground like this, but what was clear was that it likely wasn’t traveled by ghouls. Here and there he could see trash of all kinds, including cigarette butts, and so far he hadn’t met any infecteds who smoked. 
 
      
 
    So what do I do now? He could push through the overgrown forest, or just use the path. It seemed to be heading the right direction, but who knew where it might turn? 
 
      
 
    Cheater had spent the rest of the evening and the first part of the night gutting the carcasses of the infecteds he had downed. The moon was the only light he had as he hastily looted the last few of them. Thankfully, the moon here was noticeably larger than he seemed to remember it, and its light was decent even when its phase was waning. 
 
      
 
    Once the evisceration celebration was complete, he had to think about the future. Namely, he had to figure out where to go. 
 
      
 
    Not right away, though. First Cheater had returned to his place in the forest and had slept until morning to recover his strength. Then he had kept watch for two hours, until he was convinced that the flow of ghouls had indeed dried up. Yesterday’s pack and the few stragglers that had joined it were likely the last beasts on this road. 
 
      
 
    By straining his miniscule mental faculties, he concluded something interesting: All of the infecteds he ever encountered in this place had been moving in the same direction. Unless the pack had been a rare coincidence, it had been moving with purpose until its plans were interrupted by Cheater. 
 
      
 
    Cheater needed more ghouls. And all of the ghouls on this road were moving west, without fail. So that’s where he would go. It wouldn’t hurt to see what was attracting them so strongly, at least. And to find some place where he didn’t have to watch for infecteds for hours before finding any. 
 
      
 
    He had to pump quickly, not at the speed of a kid’s broken tricycle pump. 
 
      
 
    The thicket had thinned significantly by this point. Cheater slowed down and began to move carefully from bush to bush until he reached the very edge of the forest. There sat a water-filled foundation pit with an excavator parked next to it. The excavator’s cab looked like an anti-tank grenade, or several, had assaulted it, and along the vehicle’s caterpillar tracks, he saw a series of whitish objects closely resembling gnawed bones. 
 
      
 
    But Cheater was looking beyond the excavator. He realized at last where the infecteds were heading. 
 
      
 
    In this distance, the outskirts of a city began. Some things indicated that the metropolis had been brought in quite recently: The ghouls were moving towards it, attracted by the exciting reset. They always rushed into new clusters from all directions. A fresh city was always filled with unappetizing adventures. The ghouls would be present by the hundred. Exactly what Cheater wanted. 
 
      
 
    He began weighing his options. Should he risk it? After the gas station slaughter, his base stats equalled 48 in total. He had enough points to boost his Willpower, taking him to 49. His Strength was 12, plus 116 progress points. Fourteen more, and his Strength would hit 13. 
 
      
 
    Then he would at last reach fifty base stat points, meaning he would hit level ten. 
 
      
 
    Cheater had wanted this so badly from the moment he and Kitty had been separated. It was a fixation for him. He had to get to level ten. Soon. As soon as possible. And all he needed was 16 progress points to brute physical Strength to make his short-term dream come true. Six or seven ax kills of ghouls level six or up would do it. Then his intellect would improve dramatically, and he would think of something better. 
 
      
 
    What if he ran into major problems? 
 
      
 
    Well, he had half of his clip left in his pistol still, and he had recovered most of his arrows from the infecteds. Those he left had been irreparably broken. 
 
      
 
    So he could cope with unexpected problems, as long as they weren’t too serious. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two ghouls somewhere between levels nine and eleven leaped out of the alley and froze in the street, looking around. Cheater had just gutted the sporesac of his last kill and froze in surprise at their appearance. His position was bad. The infecteds could easily see this side of the car he was taking shelter against. If he moved, they would see him—when it came to movement, their eyesight was excellent. 
 
      
 
    Why are they so excited? They must have sensed their prey. 
 
      
 
    It couldn’t be that they had heard him. His ax was nearly silent. They must have heard not him but the grumbling of his latest victims. When the ghoul he had just gutted saw Cheater, it had intoned its usual song. Their songs sounded meaningless, but somehow the ears of infecteds could sense these tones from an unhappily large distance away. It was something like their own language. As soon as they saw new prey, they reported it to everyone in the area. All of those ghouls around, of course, were eager to join the feast. 
 
      
 
    They would be here soon. 
 
      
 
    Sitting still as a statue until the ghouls were done sunning themselves wasn’t Cheater’s style, and he quickly grew tired of waiting. Besides, although the infecteds’ eyes weren’t built for seeing immobile objects, eventually they would make out his silhouette against the car. 
 
      
 
    And grumble loudly as they charged. 
 
      
 
    He decisively pulled out the lump of black webbing, feeling a small hard sphere within as he did, and tossed it in the plastic bag held at the ready, seizing his bow with his other hand. 
 
      
 
    The ghouls rushed him, frantically waving their arms and grumbling perpetually. Would anything else hear them? The larger creatures were likely near the downtown area right now. He could see skyscrapers there, and in some places the smoke of massive conflagrations rising to the heavens. That was where the real prey was. But even in these mostly industrial outskirts, he might encounter a monster of the size that even a tank couldn’t stop it. 
 
      
 
    Hopefully his luck was better than that today. And if it wasn’t... 
 
      
 
    Well, hopefully this particular monster was deaf. 
 
      
 
    The ghouls took two arrows straight to the head. He only had time for a minimal draw of the string, sadly, which wouldn’t always pierce a runner’s skull, so he needed to aim at their weakest spots: the eyes, the mouth, the temples, or the ever-vulnerable sporesac. Thankfully his Accuracy worked even when he was wielding a weapon as difficult to use as this one. 
 
      
 
    That moment, a ghoul a few levels higher leaped over a fence. It was a young raffler, level fifteen or so. Its jaw had not yet transformed, but its claws and its muscles were scary enough. The creature had rushed to the grumble of it colleagues, so it landed slightly to Cheater’s side and directed its eyes to the place where the summons had only just been heard. 
 
      
 
    There was no way the man could miss this opportunity, or everything might go to hell in less than a second. The eyesight of the ghouls improved as they developed. No way a raffler would miss a human a dozen paces away. 
 
      
 
    With lightning speed, Cheater nocked an arrow, raised the bow, and didn’t even bother aiming for the creature’s temple—just dreamed of hitting it. The skin over a raffler’s temple was rough and hairless, but without even the beginnings of armor plating. 
 
      
 
    The tip pierced the creature’s skull, and the raffler turned towards him, but then its legs buckled like they had been taken off by an ax. Another one down. 
 
      
 
    Cheater was turning the other way now, to face the grumbling of three runners racing down the street. Their levels were low, five at most, but they were numerous enough for him to need to address them. He only had to wait a few seconds as they ran around the overturned fruit truck that served as the reason everything was decorated with oranges and bunches of spotted bananas. 
 
      
 
    His bow fired twice, without missing, of course. Cheater took that last ghoul down with an ax to the head and a foot to the sporesac. 
 
      
 
    Bow at the ready once more, he cursed himself. Why the hell was he in this city? Looking for fast leveling. Yeah. The creatures were at max density here, but he was working, so there was no place for fear, right? Was he counting on his luck to hold out? Why not? It was pumped up well enough. There must have been at least some good coming from it. 
 
      
 
    But he was getting out of town now, as long as he didn’t encounter something truly fearsome or numerous. Yes, he needed level ten. Badly. But risking himself this much was stupid. If he died, Cheater would lose not just his life and his expensive bow but also some of his progress. 
 
      
 
    And progress was torturously difficult to obtain. 
 
      
 
    Infected destroyed. Level 11. Chance of valuable loot: 96%. Infected destroyed. Level 9. Chance of valuable loot: 91%. Infected destroyed. Level 13. Chance of valuable loot: 100%. Infected destroyed. Level 6. Chance of valuable loot: 71%. Infected destroyed. Level 5. Chance of valuable loot: 54%. Infected destroyed. Level 4. Chance of valuable loot: 43%. +10 progress points to Strength. +29 progress points to Agility. +3 progress points to Endurance. +3 progress points to Stealth. +46 progress points to Accuracy. +4 progress points to Reaction. +22 Humanity points. 
 
      
 
    Level up! Congratulations, you are now level 10. 
 
      
 
    You have reached an important milestone in your development. Your reward is fifty distributable base stat progress points. 
 
      
 
    Alert: Please find a safe place and sit still on a comfortable seat. Partial release of intellectual restrictions commencing soon. Time until unlock begins: five seconds. Four. Three. Two... 
 
      
 
    Five seconds wasn’t even enough time for Cheater to get past his foolish glee and realize the timer existed. Yes! The System had given him a lot of Agility, and the bow’s modifications had sent a large portion of that to his base stats. Strength had pumped on its own thanks to his ax handling, too, and that had bumped the stat up, finally pushing him to level ten. 
 
      
 
    At last his main stats had reached 50 total. He had not even needed to spend his precious distributable points. 
 
      
 
    One second after that, Cheater’s legs went heavy, and his body felt alien, misbehaving, ignoring him. His head exploded with light, flooding his vision. He could not explain it. Could not believe it. He had never felt anything close to this before. 
 
      
 
    Cheater suddenly felt like he was another System meter. One of his own meters, but this was a new one, an eighth one. It had been hidden, but now it manifested itself, in all its glory. And filled to the top. Filled with something impossible to touch, impossible even to feel. Something immaterial and inexplicable. It filled with what makes a human a human. 
 
      
 
    Intellect. Knowledge. Memories. 
 
      
 
    That last part wasn’t clear yet. They came only in fragments, not as a whole picture. But somehow he knew that this was temporary. He only needed to wait, and his memories would organize themselves and make sense. They would become a core part of his personality. 
 
      
 
    Cheater would finally know what happened before he came to this place. He wouldn’t remember everything, to be sure, but his memories would change him. He would recall his forgotten passions and habits. The affections he had considered important. The people who had been close to him. The skills he had possessed before that might be useful here. 
 
      
 
    Perhaps this alone would make every other gift he had received on the Continent seem like cheap trash, and he would consider those things the vain interests of a man devoid of his own personality. The yearnings of a man who failed to see his own stupidity. 
 
      
 
    Maybe March was even right. And Cheater would give up everything he had considered important in this world. Maybe he would try to forget Kitty, or even laugh at his naive devotion to some strange girl he had randomly bumped into. 
 
      
 
    She didn’t even line up with his tastes in women; he knew that much. Everything about her was wrong. 
 
      
 
    That’s probably what would happen. Now, even his thoughts to that effect didn’t feel as repulsive as they would have before. Although the cause may just as well have been his emotions shutting off to protect his brain from complete overload. 
 
      
 
    In any case, Cheater was becoming a different person. An exquisitely different person. From less than one minute ago. Even now, as the waterfall of incoherent images poured in and returned his memory of the past, he remembered to criticize himself for sluggishness. When he had reached level ten, he could have at least had the presence of mind to roll under a car. 
 
      
 
    Every veteran of this world called it something different, but they all agreed that reaching level ten was the most unforgettable event in an immune’s life. No one who had not experienced it could fathom it, or indeed make any remarks on it. Cheater clearly understood now. 
 
      
 
    It would be easier to explain to an untouched Brazilian tribe what ice skating and dog sledding were like. 
 
      
 
    Incredible. Unspeakably bright. What was it that March had said after consuming his ninth can of beer, or whatever number that had been? It “felt like a dung beetle ascending to divinity.” 
 
      
 
    Cheater had assumed he was exaggerating. Perhaps he was. Underexaggerating. “Divinity” was the only word he could think of that came close to suitability. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Alert: Primary intellectual restrictions removed. Unlocked removal of secondary intellectual restrictions. 
 
      
 
    Current progress unlocking secondary intellectual restrictions: 0%. Your full intellectual capacities will return to you over the next 24 hours. During this time, be careful not to surrender to feelings of euphoria. This results in poor evaluation of risk and commonly leads to the loss of a life. Enjoy the game. 
 
      
 
    Cheater opened his eyes, and for a few seconds, he could make no sense of the world. All sorts of images and feelings flashed in his mind. It was not as intense now, but it still took every ounce of his focus. It refused to let him be distracted. 
 
      
 
    But he needed to be distracted. This world was a cruel place. There was no time for navel-gazing in the middle of a recently reset city. Infecteds summoned by the grumblings of their murdered kin could be approaching his limp body right now. 
 
      
 
    He was lying flat on the filthy pavement. His nose ached—he must have skinned it when he fell and was only beginning to feel it now. 
 
      
 
    Level ten was narcotic and psychedelic and stimulant, all at once. 
 
      
 
    He raised his head and shook it, trying to lose the ripples clouding his vision and preventing him from focusing on anything. 
 
      
 
    Behind him, a deeply pleased and dimly familiar voice congratulated him in a tone that was loud, confident, and a little derisive. “Congrats, Cheater. You’re not a fool anymore!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29
Life Six: All You Need is Luck 
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Cheater shook his head again. There was really no need: His vision had returned to normal, although the colors of the world were brighter and richer now, as if thousands of shades had kept themselves invisible for the past nine levels. 
 
      
 
    The inexplicable euphoria remained, but had subsided a little. He wanted to stay immobile, unbreathing, unthinking. To freeze and let the echoes of the storm now receding continue to wash over him. One minute ago, Cheater might have done this. But too much had changed inside him. He was completely different now. 
 
      
 
    The new Cheater was unable to live without thinking. More thoughts now rushed into his head in a single second than he had entertained every hour before. 
 
      
 
    And most of these were alarming. He had taken a fall. And he was in it deep. He didn’t know what exactly he was in, but here he was. 
 
      
 
    Slowly, he turned his head, unsurprised to see three familiar faces standing there. Mofe, fidgety and shifty-eyed as ever, with his pair of friends, Fanatic and Brute. They were dressed up in camouflage and loaded out with weapons and other gear, here to loot the recently reset cluster. Their guns didn’t look especially powerful, but they were decent. Outside of safe stable areas, weapon strength was the only mark of status that mattered. 
 
      
 
    These guns were a solid C+. In comparison with Cheater, these guys were gods. He could beat them as far as Accuracy was concerned, but it was unlikely that stat alone would save him. 
 
      
 
    Their party had a fourth member this time. He was surprised, and tensed up, expecting more than your usual congratulations. 
 
      
 
    It was Glock. The degenerate who had stupidly tricked Cheater into a duel, and shamefully lost to a random newcomer in front of a whole town. Ordinary people would never show themselves again in a place where they had suffered such humiliation, but Glock was hardly ordinary. 
 
      
 
    The villain bared his teeth. “Well, look at that! This idiot hit level ten and is enjoying the fireworks. Let me have him for a minute and I’ll clean those happy thoughts out of his head.” 
 
      
 
    Brute kept his gaze on Cheater. He held his rifle with its handmade silencer at the ready—not aiming at Cheater, but demonstrating that he could be at less than a moment’s notice. 
 
      
 
    Fanatic feigned a dejected tone. “You see, Cheater, Glock is still mad at you. But don’t worry. He won’t do anything to hurt you, unless you give him reason to. So, where were we last time? Ah yes. We had politely asked you to accept our invitation to join our squad. I remember you seeming to be very much against that suggestion. Have you changed your mind since then? We’re in a more dangerous place now, you know. Anything could happen. See how many infecteds were jumping out at you? You should thank us for happening by and helping you out.” 
 
      
 
    Fanatic was grinning as he spoke, and no idiot in the world would think he had “happened” by. “We’ve made it so no infecteds will come near this place for a while. But that while is short. We have just enough time to get away without being pursued, and it would be best if we could all be in one party when we did so. So enough stalling. Accept our invite.” 
 
      
 
    It took all of Cheater’s might to sound indifferent. “Come on, guys, I’m already in a party. Don’t you remember that?” 
 
      
 
    “So you can let us into your party. We just want a look at your stats, that’s all.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s there to see?” Brute growled. “You saw what this monster just pulled off. There were half a hundred carcasses by that gas station, and here, he never missed, not once. Look, he took out that raffler with a single shot, like he was a newly-minted runner. Take him and let’s get out of here.” 
 
      
 
    Fanatic nodded. 
 
      
 
    “See that, Cheater? Some here are of the opinion you’re just the one we’re looking for. The man who sent us is willing to pay a lot for this certain someone. If you really think you’re not the one he’s looking for, all you have to do is let us into your party and show us your stats. Otherwise you’ll have to take this up with the man himself. Which means coming with us.” 
 
      
 
    Glock drew his pistol. “And you don’t need hands in order to walk.” He spit. “Fanny, let me shoot his right arm up, at least. His left is good enough for wiping his ass and the snot off his face when he needs.” 
 
      
 
    “If it turns out he needs shooting, I’ll let you shoot him. But only when I say. Cheater’s no fool, right, Cheater? He’s not about to make any moves. He’s going to add us to his party now, we’ll take a look at his stats, and we’ll part peacefully as friends. Good friends. I do wonder what’s wrong with him, though. We should have beaten him up a hundred times by now, but he seems to not even notice. Something is clearly amiss. Some interesting part of his personality. So, how about it, Cheater? Shall we part as friends?” 
 
      
 
    Based on the vile expressions on the faces of Brute and Glock, “good friends” was, well, bending the truth. As was “peacefully.” But though Cheater had been a fool, he wasn’t anymore. His thinking was much faster now and did not require a piece of paper stocked with tips of the day. 
 
      
 
    So, someone was searching for a newcomer. One with a particular set of unusual stats. Who else could it be? Cheater doubted that there could be anyone else. As Kitty had feared, Romeo—may he die as many deaths as he has left—had taken up residence in this region. And he had already managed to launch a full-scale search operation. 
 
      
 
    Sadly, he had managed to inform his searchers of the possibility of a nickname change. But Romeo had known there was something different about Cheater. No ordinary newcomer could finish off a pair the most leveled, experienced immunes in less than a second, under such circumstances: surrounded by enemies and with no real weapons at hand. This newcomer’s stats must be extraordinary. As soon as this freakish quartet got a look at him, they would know. 
 
      
 
    They knew already. In each of their eyes, he saw no doubt that Cheater was the one they were looking for. Like cats, they were playing with him before the kill. So sure they were of their superiority that they had failed to apprehend their prey as he lay helpless in the dust, experiencing the tenth level of heaven. 
 
      
 
    Arrogant. Cruel. They enjoyed every moment of this. And they were in no hurry. Their quarry was here, their pursuit ended. Even the proximity of hordes of infecteds was no worry for them. Somehow they had made this location temporarily uninteresting to the beasts. 
 
      
 
    Glock grimaced at the delay, stepped over yet another bunch of rotting bananas, and took aim at Cheater. “Don’t you dare touch that bow. Get up slowly, hands in the air, and come with us.” 
 
      
 
    Cheater answered calmly, coldly. “Sure, we’ll go. But first let me claim what belongs to me.” He slowly, non-threateningly drew a short knife, turned away, and explained. “I’ll loot this raffler. They’re never empty, and it’s a crime to leave them ungutted.” 
 
      
 
    “Hands up and on your feet, I said!” Glock snapped, then implored his comrade: “Fan, come on, let me shoot him in the elbow. The pain is incredible!” 
 
      
 
    Fanatic was no longer smiling. “Get up and put the knife away before I let Glock at you.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll just take my spores, and then put the knife away. I’m not rich, you know. I have to take what I can get.” 
 
      
 
    None of the four had guessed yet what was going on in Cheater’s head. The scales on his mind’s eye had fallen away, and the wheels behind were turning with frenetic force, trying to determine the best way out of the situation. 
 
      
 
    But only one option presented itself. Cheater hated it, but the alternatives were worse. He would have to die. Otherwise these freaks, chuckling all the way, would take his weapons, tie up his hands, and deliver him to Romeo, and Cheater would spend eternity regretting he was ever born. According to Kitty, the villain was an unsurpassed specialist in making people miserable. A notorious sadist, an immoral monster. 
 
      
 
    Nor would these four let him escape with his life. They were so confident in themselves that they had not even disarmed Cheater while he lay in his puddle of euphoric drool. Instead, they had patiently waited for him to return to his senses. 
 
      
 
    That told him a lot. First, to them, he was little more than amusement. A chance at entertainment without the risks or costs. They expected no dirty trick, since no newcomer of his level could seriously hope to oppose even one of them. 
 
      
 
    In principle, anyway. He was just a level ten. In almost every aspect, he could not compare with them. 
 
      
 
    Yet the System was fair in its own way. It always gave you a chance. A miserable level zero could kill an experienced immune, since a bullet in the head took virtually anyone out. 
 
      
 
    But facing four opponents at the ready, and one of them itching to shoot Cheater’s arm up at the first opportunity? Not much of a chance there. 
 
      
 
    Nor would they let him die easily. Only incredible luck could help him out of this one. The four needed Cheater alive. At the slightest hint of a sudden motion, they would shoot off both his hands. It was for this reason that he held his weapon with a relaxed, almost lazy grip, though he knew that it was ready to throw at any moment. 
 
      
 
    He had one chance. If he failed, they would understand his objective, and he would have no more opportunities. And if they had any doubt he was the person Romeo was looking for, a suicide attempt would only kill the last of that doubt. 
 
      
 
    He had to succeed. He had to die. For now, his hands were free, and he was covered in sharp objects ready to deploy. No time for preparation. I only hope my luck holds. Three... two... 
 
      
 
    Wait. Luck. Perhaps the stat was worth something, after all. 
 
      
 
     Cheater had believed everyone else who said it was a worthless stat, a cruel joke. 
 
      
 
    But it must have some function. March had once mentioned a loser whose Luck had shot through the roof. And despite his worthlessness in every other aspect, people liked to add him to their parties. They believed that campaigns with that man on the team significantly increased their loot. 
 
      
 
    He had heard something else along those lines, too. Just a rumor that was floating around the stable. A rumor that high Luck values made you the Han Solo of this world. A player for whom odds were irrelevant. 
 
      
 
    If there was a time to test the limits of possibility, this was it. 
 
      
 
    Without hesitation and without speaking, Cheater scooped up the contents of the sporesac into his palm and moved them towards his vest. But instead of just placing the webs and spores into an available pocket, he dropped the loot and grabbed his still-unsold grenade. The four of them thankfully had not had the presence of mind to surround him and couldn’t see his scheme from their angle. He clenched his teeth and pulled the ring with such force that he felt none of the resistance it provided to prevent accidental detonation. Preparing himself to feel a shower of bullets in his shoulders and elbows, he gently fell on his back as he threw up his hand and simultaneously mentally activated his only ability. 
 
      
 
    Smile of Fortune. It gave him a 20x boost of the useless Luck stat, for only a few seconds. 
 
      
 
    With a click, the steel bracket from the grenade bounced on his face, and the voices behind him shouted. Two muffled gunshots. All the noises melded into one. Something struck Cheater in the arm, but the grenade flew on, with the speed of a tennis ball at Wimbledon. Pain pulsed through his body, through his ears. Then, a deafening explosion. 
 
      
 
    It all happened so quickly. The only fact he was aware of was that his hands still obeyed his commands. If they were wounded, it was not a disabling wound. Yet he had no time to wonder about the situation. Rolling onto his stomach, Cheater whipped out his pistol, managing to bang his own lip with it on the way, and pointed it at where his four enemies had stood. 
 
      
 
    Much had changed since he last saw them. One lay motionless. The second was also horizontal, but writhing with a muffled scream that was a poor imitation of Glock’s irritating timbre. His body gushed blood onto the pavement. To the left, another body showed no signs of life. Fanatic stood above it. He was a mess, face covered in red, swaying back and forth like a level zero ghoul. Yet his weapon was coming up so confidently, so quickly, that Cheater knew he wouldn’t make it in time. 
 
      
 
    He had to try. 
 
      
 
    There was a clap from behind, and in an instant, Fanatic’s face acquired a built-in Halloween look. His chin had disappeared, and blood splattered from his neck in both directions. Cheater fired twice into his already-falling body, then rolled onto his back and spun the gun around. 
 
      
 
    He froze. There was March, ten paces away. His head was still wrapped up, but with camouflage cloth. And with those ridiculous sunglasses. In his hands, he held a short rifle aimed directly at Cheater’s forehead. If a flashlight had been taped onto said forehead, standing erect, Cheater would have seen the tip of the bullet ready to end him. 
 
      
 
    He made no attempt to aim the gun at March. The blind man was ready to fire, and there was no sense provoking him. Perhaps he should take aim, but just because he had been ready to die didn’t mean he wanted to. He had to try to figure out what was happening, and whether he had hopes of surviving the day. 
 
      
 
    March aimed away from him and fired again, ending Glock’s obscene screaming. For now. Without paying the slightest attention to Cheater, this strange comrade of his walked by, his gait relaxed and confident as a person with perfect vision. He stopped over Brute’s body, tapped his head with the barrel of his gun, and announced the conclusion of his inspection. “This one will die on his own.” 
 
      
 
    Cheater was now firmly convinced that any movement of his pistol was clearly ill-advised at this juncture, despite March’s seeming carelessness. His newly-acquired intellect was sure of that, at least. But neither was remaining a silent spectator in the cards. 
 
      
 
    He licked his cracked lips. “You shoot pretty good for a blind guy.” 
 
      
 
    March casually tossed his rifle around his shoulder, pulled a can of beer from a vest pocket, and opened it noisily, drained it more noisily, and tossed it aside even more noisily. He pulled off his sunglasses, and Cheater saw the slits in his bandage. “If I really need to, I can see. Right now, for example, I have a perfect view of an insane moron.” 
 
      
 
    Cheater nodded. “Ah, I see.” Bad pun. “I was led to believe that healing from an injury like yours took a couple of weeks, at the least.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, from the merchants looking to offload a bunch of those white canes.” March kicked Brute in the side. “This one’s gone. That was a good grenade, Cheater. Bot bomb, anti-infantry. Double plastic casing, with steel balls lining the space between. They’re tiny, but there’s a few hundred of them in there, and they wreck everything in the vicinity. Except for you, somehow.” 
 
      
 
    “Looks like it. I don’t think I got hit.” Cheater touched his ear to see. 
 
      
 
    “One of them get you?” 
 
      
 
    “Just a scratch.” 
 
      
 
    “Doesn’t look like shrapnel. Maybe a piece of asphalt sent flying by the explosion. They never get these city roads right.” 
 
      
 
    “That ’nade pothole fits though, doesn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    “You were really lucky here, Cheater. I still can’t believe it. Hundreds of little balls, and not a one of them hit you. I was watching, waiting, and piecing things together. And you’re too damn lucky. Especially recently. This whole episode. Despite the fact that you’re an unprecedented moron, the type that life tends to punish. Not that you need punishment; you go out looking for it yourself. These guys decided to help you do that, and look what happened to them. 
 
      
 
    “Remember what I told you about the stable? It’s shitty, through and through. And you managed to get the worst of the locals on your tail within less than a day. Even though I was blind and perpetually drunk, it took me a matter of seconds to figure out that you had marched in with a bag of goodies. When I mentioned that bow, I was partly yanking your chain. Newcomers don’t ever get that kind of money. Not even a dozen newcomers could come up with that. But you did. 
 
      
 
    “It doesn’t make sense, and it smells like easy profit. Catch my drift? This sort of thing attracts attention. Unwanted attention. If these fools hadn’t have come after you, you can bet your life there would have been others who grabbed you by the scruff of the neck and started interrogating you on how you do it, and how they can do it. Nomad put a mark on that bow. He’s got this ability. Nasty ability, perfect for a salesman. Then he sold your location to these pretties for a good price. The hell did you expect from a huckster like that? Corrupt as a mole pimp, I tell you.” 
 
      
 
    “So why are you here? Have you decided to sell me, too, and keep the money all for yourself?” 
 
      
 
    “Sad you think of me that way, Cheater. I drink beer, not drive slaves.” 
 
      
 
    “So why, then? What do you need from me?” 
 
      
 
    “Need? I don’t need a thing from you. Not yet, anyway. I was just, well, passing by and heard the noise. Thought to myself, ‘Why don’t I help this newcomer before the big bad wolves get him?’ Don’t believe me? Well that’s how it happened. And don’t you think I’m a good man or anything. I’m always number one in my mind. Surely you recall hearing that the System appreciates it when people help newcomers. So I helped a newcomer. And bear in mind that I might walk by in the future, too, so be less quick to aim at me with your pistol, alright? That’s not in your best interest. I’m not your enemy.” 
 
      
 
    “Why would you ‘walk by’? What do you care?” 
 
      
 
    “Right now, not at all. You’re one of the little guys, and hard as hell to figure out. I can’t get a good sense of what you’re about. But you have potential, Cheater. Absolutely. You know what happened here? I still can’t tell. Take a look at Mofe. When you were on your back, he had a shot at you, and he didn’t take it. He went to move away, to try and escape the reach of the shrapnel. He didn’t want to be the closest. So he backpedaled, but he got so very unlucky. The kind of misfortune you only hear about in the movies. This place is a mess. All this fruit scattered in the street. Mofe stepped, not on a banana skin or even a whole banana, but on a whole bunch of bananas, at full speed. He slipped and crashed his head directly into the pavement. 
 
      
 
    “Next up: Fanatic. A well-known shooter. Quickest draw in the region, some say. His primary concern wasn’t to shoot you, but to get the grenade away from you so that he didn’t have to search for your respawned self across all the clusters of the world. So he shot at the grenade. 
 
      
 
    “But Fanatic was also unlucky. He missed by the slightest margin. See that fence? Wooden fence with wooden posts. But one of those posts is not made of wood. It’s a piece of steel. Solid metal, a repair job from some forgotten mishap. And Fanatic not only hit the fence, he hit the only metal post in the fence. The bullet ricocheted and flew back at him. Believe it or not, it struck the grenade on the way back, and knocked it back past Mofe. Brute, Fanatic, and Glock had gone in different directions, but in the end that didn’t help them. 
 
      
 
    “These grenades have two fuses. The first explodes after four and a half seconds, and an immune with pumped Reaction and Speed can get away in half that time. But that didn’t help these guys. The bullet shortened the fuse, and the grenade blew as soon as it hit the pavement. So, what do you think of that stack of coincidences? All in a day’s work?” 
 
      
 
    Cheater didn’t know what to say. “It’s not the craziest thing I’ve seen.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed. But it is odd. Tough guys tripping on bananas, bullets missing and then returning, grenades going where they need to and exploding early when they need to. By ‘when they need to,’ I mean ‘when you need them to.’ Ah, and one other important item. Very important. Not a single one of those little balls hit you, you lucky bastard. Do you know why? Because Mofe was kind enough to shield you with his sorry sack of flesh. Look at his back before it turns to dust. See that? Looks like sometime took a shotgun to him over and over for a week straight. All of that was flying straight towards you. Unfathomably lucky. What about that, Cheater?” 
 
      
 
    “So what? You never seen a lucky save before?” He got up. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve seen all kinds of things. Some things it’s best never to recall again. But what I just saw is not something luck alone can provide you, Cheater. The System gifted you rotten bananas, a bot grenade, a ricocheting bullet, and Mofe’s body, all for yourself. And your ear isn’t even torn. Just scratched. You really are a cheater. And you might just be the thing I need most in this world, Cheat. After beer, of course. Not your tricks, either. You. The man Cheater.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t really understand. Have you had a little too much to drink, March?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, come on, this is one of my sober days. I haven’t even hit fifteen cans yet. I was too busy looking after you and staying hidden from these idiots to indulge in my favorite pastime. By the way, it’s time for you to scram. Glock has this ability to direct ghouls away from a location, but it’s fading fast, and we’re quite a feast. You know what I mean.” 
 
      
 
    Cheater nodded and grabbed his backpack. 
 
      
 
    “Before you go: how was it?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “You just leveled up to ten. That is quite a big deal. You are a new man, with increased intellect and new desires. Everything has become new. So what will you do now?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to find Kitty.” 
 
      
 
    March’s voice took a shrinkish turn. 
 
      
 
    “My boy, you still haven’t kicked that strange little red hen out of your head yet?” 
 
      
 
    “Quit calling her names, March.” 
 
      
 
    “Look around, Cheater. The world is full of women! And all women like the lucky guys. You can have whomever you like. Girls for every taste! Forget about your girlfriend. She’s too far away, and there are a million others. No woman is worth that much.” 
 
      
 
    Picking up his bow, Cheater moved back towards the foundation pit. Just beyond it, the forest touched the suburbs. There, he could hop on the familiar trail and quietly escape the city before the infecteds swarmed them both. 
 
      
 
    March watched him leave. As he neared the pit, the man quietly announced, “I guess you really are the one I’m looking for.” 
 
      
 
    “And who are you looking for?” 
 
      
 
    “Some fool I can trust. Looks like I found him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Many thanks to my readers! 
 
    I would be very grateful if you leave your review about the book read 
 
    www.amazon.com/dp/B07J2RHCJF 
 
      
 
    I would like to heartily recommend the books Play to Live by D. Rus, my good friend and one of the founders of the LitRPG genre. The Play to Live series is one of the finest works in the genre, and a must-read for any fan. 
 
      
 
    I want to recommend my friend G. Akella's Realm of Arkon series. For the past few years it's been one of the top series in both LitRPG and epic fantasy genres, and deservedly so 
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