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Prologue
[image: image]


Ywerr Cane Valley 

And as she walked, flowers withered beneath her feet, and leaves fell from the trees.

She arrived just in time. Like always.

Down below, the war was just about to end. The groans of the dying could be heard in the distance. The smell of blood and trampled grass hit her nostrils.

The battle is over. The angels won. The people lost.

As she walked down, she could tell that everyone already knew about her.

Some soldier was lying in the mud, at the edge of the field. He probably wanted to run, but was unable to do so in time.

“Have mercy, my lady,” he gasped, and his face became covered in blood.

They always saw her before she died.

She stabbed him with a spear she found sunk in a centaur. She knew that today she would show no mercy to anyone, because her daughter was killed. Her daughter, her beloved daughter... She lay there, alone, surrounded by the Seraphim, who walked between her body and the other dead. Her blond hair mixed with blood and mud, and her dress unfolded like a morning flower. Even from afar, the blood on her breast could be seen, seeping out like a rapid stream. When she came closer, the Seraphim drew their swords from their shining sheaths. Even before the attack, she knew they had no chance.

Death – Seraphim, score 1:0.

The angels knew that she was only after the Seraphim, so when she fought them, the lower-order angels only stood on the ground and watched with nearly devotional admiration. The fight was short – Death drew her swords from the gallead, and then everything happened faster than most creatures could register with their eyes. Fortunately, she found an audience worthy of herself. After everything, their bodies looked very beautiful: they shone with light which came out of them, and they arranged themselves like flower petals around her daughter’s body. Finally, she did the last thing – she cut off their wings.

“What have you done?!”

Unexpectedly, Archangel Michael appeared in front of her. He was wearing silver armor that shone similarly to his face. An engraved snake pierced with a sword was engraved on it. The man himself was tall, about 185 cm. Like most archangels. His eyes were pale blue like the pale sky and his hair was golden as fleece in Greek mythology. His face, which usually expressed neither sadness nor happiness, was now full of rage. And the Archangel’s wrath was stronger than many curses or rages of the elements.

“I did what I had to do.”

What she did didn’t make her feel any emotions. There weren’t many things which did. Only two people mattered, one she had just lost, and the other... she didn’t want to remember.

“There was another way,” the archangel said.

“You’re the only one who thinks so.”

Death was indifferent to whether she would enter a conflict or not. She was not afraid of anything or anyone. Apparently, God gives life, while she takes it away. This is the greatest fear of most beings – the fear of death. Only that many didn’t know the fact that death was not just a concept, but also a living character.

“God will be angry.”

He walked angrily in front of her like a peacock rubbing his feathers. He knew that God ruled the worlds, but Death was in second. And after her the Lord of Time. Although he hasn’t been seen in a long time. Apparently, he hid in his fortress and never left it. The same as his servants, whom he imprisoned in a bubble of time. They couldn’t leave. They couldn’t kill him. They could do nothing but what he commanded them to. He had the ability to rewind and stop time. Or make it go faster. Ultimately, he could change the course of events. Although this last thing is allegedly just a rumor...

“You don’t even know if he exists.”
She decided to get on the offensive, as she enjoyed the whole situation. Sometimes it happens, that when we feel immense sadness, everything makes us laugh. And then we wonder: when will the tears come? But the tears are nowhere to be found. We think that they are under our ownership, like our body. But the truth is, it’s an incomplete part of us. One which decides whether to react or not without our input. That’s why, when we try to cry, we can’t do it.

“Are you questioning the existence of God?!” now he was boiling like a volcano which was about to explode, but was prevented from doing so by something.

“Oh, Michael. We both know he never talked to you,” Death said, as if nothing had happened.

“The Seraphim talked with him,” Michael said.

“They’re the only ones who claim that. And since the Seraphim are already dead, we can’t ask them,” Death answered him cheerfully. It sounded like the laugh of someone who’s mad. But maybe that’s what it was.

“You should know that God exists. If not you, then who would?!” the angel spread his arms as if carrying out some ceremony.

The wind blew in their faces, sending the smell of dead bodies and rotten leaves to their nostrils. Then it made loops and turned back towards the dead, as if to check if they were still alive and whether to cheer them up or not. As if shouting: Get up!

“I’ve lived for so many years and, somehow, I’ve still never met him. And since I’ve never seen him, it means that he doesn’t exist.”

She was one hundred percent sure of what she thought, and so was he. Only that her confidence was based on the lack of evidence, while his on something that could be specified as fate, life, climate change and everything else. She traveled almost the entire universe and found no one anywhere who could be called God. In fact, she might as well call herself an agnostic, but she felt that her views were more in line with atheism.

“I haven’t come across some species. But does that mean they don’t exist?”

He tried to keep defending himself, but the opponent was too experienced. Like a captain going against the general. Although the former could win, he knew the odds were low.

“I’ve seen most of the existing and now extinct creatures. And I found nothing divine in them. Only battles and death. Only destruction and the screams of dying children. Brother against brother. Sister against mother. Where was God then? Did he fall asleep?”

Her eyes narrowed for a moment as she remembered past events. Some events were closer and others further, some of them were blurred, she saw them through a fog. And others seemed to be in focus, as if looking through night vision goggles.

“This applies to creatures from the lower strata of evolution. And these, as you know, do nothing with the established peace.”

“The ones at higher levels of evolution aren’t any better. They have their own battles. One on one. Or perhaps one on five. A verbal outburst of rage.”

“People are only pitiful fractions of God. That’s why it’s so difficult for you to see the Almighty in them,” Michael tried explaining to her.

Tried explaining it as if to a star, trying to keep it from going supernova. There was, of course, the possibility that the star would collapse into a black hole. But which of the two was better? Supernova or a black hole. Some would claim the former, others the latter.

“How am I supposed to see him? Through the magnifying glass? Or through holy books written by liars?”

The irony was palpable and had a sweet aftertaste, which was typical for those who abuse it. Perhaps it was just like a drug? The more of the drug used, the greater the madness. The more irony, the faster our sensitivity escapes us.

“Through science. The more you know, the more convinced you become that someone must have created it all.”

“And where should I start?”
She folded her arms across her chest to indicate that she didn’t like what he said. Not to mention that this conversation was starting to bore her. And she didn’t like the superiority of her interlocutor, which he continued to show despite his hurt pride.

“With the queen of all science – Math. The Fibonacci sequence can be seen everywhere. In flower petals, hurricanes or galaxies.”

He fought for his own like a lion, only, he forgot that she was not a meere meerkat... it was more like a fight between a blind dragon and a basilisk. Both species have recently been going extinct. But there were far fewer archangels. One by one they died in battles. In other realities. For what they believed. And Death? There was always only one. And there will always be only one.

“And? Is that supposed to convince me? Does the mother influence the development of her fetus? No, how it grows is related to hormones,” Death noted.

“What do you mean she doesn’t affect it, when she clearly does? What she eats affects it. And it is she who decides whether she wants to keep the child or get rid of it.”

Michael flew a few steps toward her, but she backed away. He invaded her personal space, which was much larger than for humans. He noticed this, and that her fingers were reaching for her sword. Slowly, at a snail’s pace, tensions began to build.

“She doesn’t always have a choice. There may also be people who order the removal of the fetus.”

“Are you saying that there are beings in God’s vicinity which possess him?”

“Who knows what the Seraphim do all day. Ah, no, forgive me, I should say, what the Seraphim used to do.”

She refrained from laughing at the angel’s furious face. Nevertheless, a soft smile appeared in the corner of her mouth. Like a flower bud about to grow. And that flower was a rose. It had thorns, so this smile annoyed the archangel. More than if it spread fully across the face.

“Do you think that’s funny?” Michael growled.

He slowly began to move his fingers toward the sword. Millimeter by millimeter. He knew that Death had quick reflexes. Before one could touch their weapon – they were already dead.

“And why shouldn’t I? Revenge is as sweet as raspberries. Besides... think about it: maybe you’ll be promoted?”

“What?”

His hand momentarily stopped moving in the direction of the weapon. As if intuition told him to stop. And as we know, intuition is nothing but quick thinking. So fast we can’t register it. Or maybe he simply knew that she was quicker, wiser, and stronger. He didn’t want to lose. Only those who have long since lost their way in life wish for annihilation...

“Funny, isn’t it. I was just joking. Just because a human didn’t kill an ant does not mean that it has risen to his rank.”

“That’s how you see us? As insignificant ants? We are the ones leading humanity in the right direction. We give advice when they deviate from the path.”

Now he continued reaching for his sword... he knew that in this fight, it wasn’t seconds that mattered, but milliseconds.

“Since when are ants insignificant insects?” Death said. “They’re the ones that clean up all the mess left by other animals.”

Death was pleased to see, as if in slow motions, what Michael wanted to do, and she knew that she would not allow him. She played with him like a cat with a mouse. She could slow down time. Slightly. Not like the Lord of Time, but still.

“Oh, so cleaners. Remarkable. Simply amazing. And who are you? A mantis?”

He touched his weapon with his fingers. Carefully. As if petting a wild animal. But as quickly as when wanting to shoot a cheetah. And he wanted to unsheathe it, he thought he could. But that didn’t happen. After all, he experiences failures every day, doesn’t he?”

Death suddenly held a sword to his throat.
“Stop! Stop it already! Hasn’t enough blood been shed today?” a familiar voice approach from an unknown direction.

The bushes moved, but it did not resemble wind moving through the leaves at all. More like a hurricane, throwing everything around. And then a man appeared from behind the bushes. He looked like an old Indian: his gray hair was tied in a braid and his face was of darker tone. But the eyes were different. Gray. And it was in them that strength and wisdom resided. He always wore suits, even though he used illusions on people. They saw what he wanted. So usually an old man, not rich, not poor. Not standing out in any way. His clothes were the same as anyone else’s. Or at least that’s what the illusion showed.

His name was Cassius.

One of the three surviving archangels.

“He was the first to draw his sword at me.”

Death pondered for a moment, which for her never lasted long. Then she pushed Michael lightly. Like one would swat away an annoying fly. Her strength forced him to stumble towards the second archangel and he fell to the wet ground.

“That’s not true! She was aiming for me from the very beginning. She’s already done with the Seraphim. Now she probably wants to kill the other angels,” the angel said.

He stood up elegantly like a ballerina. Although he was stripped of his pride again. As if pride was stuck to some part of his body and was pulled out of it.

“Nonsense! I do not want to kill you. I just wish someone would suffer on my behalf. And you, angels, will,” Death said.

“Us angels? Are you kidding?” Michael was indignant, but at the same time swallowed his saliva.

“The Seraphim were like surrogate parents to you,” the woman told him.

She figured that she could keep repeating it until he finally realizes it.

“More like bosses,” the man remarked.

It seems their perception of the world was different. Like the color of a polar bear’s fur, we see it as white, but in reality, it is transparent.

“Either way, you will suffer for the sins of your fathers.”

“Or maybe someone else will repent?” Cassius asked her.

“And who else is left?” she thought for a moment. “Although... maybe there is some advanced civilization that believes in the Seraphim?” Death said sarcastically.

Because she knew all too well that something like that couldn’t be.

Or so she thought.

“Yes, I’m sure we could find something,” Michael added.

“No. You’re the ones who conspired with the Seraphim,” she said through her teeth. And the poison in her words was worse than the manticore’s.

She said in a way to make them understand what that means to them. And that the power hidden in her words is equal to the power of muscle. Her words were a warning. But she never really needed them. When she was really angry, she could kill with a single thought. But she had the opinion that everyone should have their honor. That’s why she usually stood to the side, watching everything. Or she wandered invisibly among the people who could feel her breath on their face as she watched them. And if she fought, she did so with both weapons and words.

“So, the friend of my enemy is my enemy?” Cassius asked.

“Why don’t you kill us? That should be easy for you,” Michael interrupted.

“For the same reasons you spare future slaves.”

Death aimed her sword at them, but did not attack. She waited for the slightest gesture that showed signs of aggression.
“Stop with the violence. We are your friends, not your enemies,” Cassius clearly marked each sentence. She didn’t know at this time what the future would hold...
“That’s what the Seraphim said, and look how they ended up,” Death waved her hand disparagingly in their direction.

Michael nodded at the pile of dead bodies.

Each Seraph was in a different position.

Unnatural position.

“I’m not planning to end up like that,” he nodded, as if Atlas’s weight now rested on her.

“And who decides that? You or me?”

“You, but...”

“She’s not going to change,” Cassius said. “No death will ever affect her.”

“My daughter...”

“Are you sure you’re doing this out of love?” Michael interrupted her, more brutal than Cassius. “Maybe it’s just an obligation?”

“How dare you talk to me like that? You lousy...”

Death leaned toward the archangel.

Cassius entered the scene, standing in between them, just in case.

“Calm down, just calm down.”

Death took a deep breath and then exhaled slowly. It was as if bitter parts of her soul were pouring out. Quickly, as usual, she began to calm down, her emotions leaving her. Like steam from boiling water, fast and efficient. Here, however, they escaped, invisible like air.

She looked at them with murderous eyes. Then she teleported to a nearby planet.

***
[image: image]

As punishment, she was banished to this miserable planet.

Earth. That’s what they call it.

Days stretched like months and months stretched like years.

At first, there was nothing here but her, land and water. She had to wait many, many years for some form of life to begin. Then she watched as the Earth is slowly populated with creatures: first the little ones that came out of the water, and then the bigger ones, ones which made the earth shake in its foundations. And she remembered all too well when the time came for them: meteors began to fall from the sky, volcanoes erupted, and the poisoned air rose, embracing living beings, pushing itself into every corner of their bodies.

These days, she sang for Gerd, as she called her tyrannosaurus rex. He had brown skin, in some spots randomly lighter or darker. A small series of sharp cones, usually stained with blood. A black spot which moved on the oval, looking for prey. The smell was as if he was surrounded by a thousand dead.

He was her favorite.

Just as imperious and powerful as her

She should feel sadness, bitterness, or other similar emotions.

But as Death – she felt nothing.

Nevertheless, she sang for him.

––––––––
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Sleep now, my dear.
Dream of the dream of winners.

Those largely undefeated.

You ruled this land.

All feared your steps.

Where you were, there was blood.

You took it as a trophy.

And now you’ve lost everything.

First your female.

Then your children.

And yourself at last.

Close your beautiful eyes.

One last time.

Dream the dream of winners.

Sleep now, my dear.
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Chapter 1. Round I & II Battles
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A spaceship had arrived on Earth. The Council of Elders decided it was time for Earthlings to learn about the existence of other civilizations. With the use of a translator, the messengers informed them that it was time for one person from Earth to take part in an intergalactic tournament. They explained the rules. People had to come voluntarily to arqtus – a machine that took samples of DNA tissue. The device then saved the information to the drive. And once everyone applied, the individual with the best DNA was then selected. The strongest and most intelligent were chosen. People were skeptical at first. But the messengers began to reassure them of eternal glory and immeasurable wealth. Many people signed up, probably because the aspect of death was left out...

And what about Death herself?

Death decided to seize the opportunity. After all, these few million years have been stretching out endlessly. It was obvious that no better candidate existed. No wonder then, that she was eventually selected for the Intergalactic Tournament.

Death had a plan – she decided to pretend to be human. She wrote Lirva Hocqswein in the section she was to fill in. In truth, she made up lies across the entire survey. For example, the names of her parents. What else was she to write? She never had any. As for pretending to be human... the machine only looked for those with the best DNA. It didn’t check what species they belonged to. No other evolved species were expected to be on Earth, much less Death herself... she has survived in literature, but at present hardly anyone believed that she was a living being. Even if some creature wandered to Earth, she pretended to be a helpless witch.

When she arrived at Yunnalis 2, she was accommodated in a hotel. The hotel was one of those on the 50-star scale. In space, there were different categories under which hotels were rated. For this one, it was the size. It stretched out for 12 kilometers. When she entered, she saw that there was food on the table. Fuka meat with greens. Next to it was a glass, bottles of water and wine. She knew that if she wanted to pretend to be human, she had to eat it. She herself needed neither food nor drink. A crystal chandelier hung from the ceiling. The bed, on the other hand, was framed with golden railing and lined with the finest satin in space.

On this bed she found a sheet of expensive paper, smelling of perfume. She opened it and began to read.

Invitation
We are inviting Mrs. Lirva Hocqswein to formal dinner, which will be attended by representatives of all species participating in the Intergalactic Tournament. The dinner will take place tomorrow at 17:00.
Food and drink served during the opening of the Intergalactic Games:

- qmuracs served in vertebrate sauce,

- bagels with cooked vegetables, sprinkled with chlonic sugar,

- quack meat,

- baked common landra,

- Laudin, Qmoric and Velesian ham,

- grounded jeggs,

- grilled dide

- fish: gohrit catfish, small sarkos, large yanta and vukre, caught from free-range okles, pokles and vokles,

- cakes: covered in blue icing, with Brochev chocolate and Domric cream, decorated with characters of the tournament winners,

- sweet fruit: a clust of pelezune a handful of loro-gwins, dried olrens and moh, gwoms filled with chocolate, udens on sticks,

- vegetables: sliced ​​ambs, salads in six varieties,

- fifteen types of tea,

- five types of water,

- seven types of wine,

- three types of beer,

- one type of multi-fruit juice.

––––––––
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On the first day, all tournament participants were to reach Yunallis 2 and acclimatize themselves there, or as others said, “Prepare for certain death.” Then, on the next day, the participants were to be introduced to the audience.

“Welcome, all Yunnalis 2 citizens and travelers who have arrived for the occasion, to the opening of another Intergalactic Tournament. As is the tradition, the participants will now be introduced. Then we will attend formal dinner.”

She heard the voice of the president of Yunnalis 2, coming from the television in the hallway where she stood with the other participants. After calling out a participant’s number, they walked through the door into the arena. She was number 187, so she waited a while before she was called. Then, with obvious superiority, she walked to the podium.

In front of her was something like a stone, but she knew very well that it was a rylak. Nevertheless, she decided to feign ignorance.

“Who put this stone here”

Then she kicked it. The rylus made a sound resembling sucking, and from its body emerged legs and a tail. If it could, it would look at her with hatred, but it didn’t have eyes.

She stood there for a few minutes next to the rylak, until her number was called.

“Candidate number 187 – Lirva Hocqswein. Milky Way Galaxy. Citizen of Earth. Twenty-five years old,” Death bowed mockingly in front of them.

What she wrote in the survey was all lies. As the only representative of her kind, if she could even be called that, she did not belong to any galaxy or planet. As for her age... well, she looked about 25, and always will. Until the end of the universe.

A total of 1,029 creatures took part in the Intergalactic Tournament.

Then it was time for dinner.

She sat down next to a small ball, its head covered in fur, and something that resembled a large piece of paper, but was covered in fur, and at the sides of its body was something between arms and legs. For some time, everyone stared at each other, evaluating their chances of winning.

“Hey there, I’m Slakki, and you?”

“Pelagnusa from the third line of genetically modified,” the second creature introduced itself.

“What does that mean?”

“They improved us to be even better.”

“Can you elaborate?”

“There are a lot of creatures on my planet. It was cramped there, so adjustments were made. They began shrinking and flattening us, including our internal organs. As a result, we took up less space and more children could be born. In addition, the apartments were divided into even smaller spaces, because such thin creatures don’t need a large home.”

“And what did you look like before?”

“Similar to most humanoid creatures.”

“Didn’t you feel like you lost something?”

“Like what? Humans adjust their noses and lips to look better, while my race does the same with the whole body.”

“And how do you differentiate each other?”

“Just like that. Some have wider eyes, some have tattoos, some chose to have purple skin color.”
“So not everyone looks like you?”

“I just said that. We’re all thin like me, but everyone has some unique characteristics.”

“And what’s your specialty?”

“I can position my body so that others can’t see me. Also, thanks to my hands, I can move very fast. Or slowly, using only two, when the others are resting. This way I can run for twelve hours without getting tired.”

They were silent for a moment, processing it all, as if words were food in the stomach.

“And what is your specialty?” Pelagnusa finally asked.

“I can smell scents a few kilometers away and I can see through different ranges of vision, such as infrared.”

“All at once?” Pelagnusa asked in surprised.

“No, I can change my vision like TV channels.”

“What do you see now?”

“You don't want to know...”

“Not what I have under my skirt, I hope?”

Everyone listening started laughing. But in truth, they were all a little worried what Slakka could really see. Everyone except Death, that is, as she was not afraid of anyone or anything.

Then others joined the conversation, bragging about their abilities, while Death wrote it all down, devising a plan to defeat them.

The next day, a real fight for survival and the possibility of victory began.

The first round consisted of a duel with another participant in the Games. Death’s opponent was an ogre. Big, hairy, saliva dripping from its mouth. She chose an extremely sharp sword from among the weapons. The ogre, on the other hand, chose a flail.

She queued up to the arena, weighed her sword in her hand, then prepared. After a while, a signal sounded that the round was about to begin. Death stood in place, wondering what the ogre would do. And he swung the flail, trying to hit her. He didn’t succeed, as she jumped back. As a result, the ogre pulled the weapon back, swung it around above his head, and aimed at the woman again. The weapon missed her again by an inch. Then she quickly ran up to the ogre as he pulled the flail along the ground, and climbed onto his shoulder. Once she climbed on top, she quickly stabbed the sword into his back. He hissed in pain. He tried to knock her down with his hands, but his limbs were too short. He left his weapon on the ground and hurriedly ran towards the wall that surrounded the arena. He slammed his body into it, but Death held on tightly. Eventually, she fell off. He wanted to hit her, but she ran between his legs and stabbed him in the leg. The ogre staggered and kicked her, with a force that could crush many creatures. The woman slammed her back against the wall. She slipped down to the ground. She was breathless. The pain shot through her entire body. She thought that she would no longer get up. But she quickly changed her mind as the ogre slammed his fist towards her. She dodged and reached for her sword. When he came closer, she climbed on top of him again. This time, however, she shoved the blade in his eye. He screamed in pain. After a moment, she did the same with the other eye. While the ogre was busy with his eyes, she managed to get off of him. She aimed at his leg. He staggered and collapsed. He tried to get up, but that was difficult, as both of his legs were injured. In the end, he remained down and did not get up. When half a minute passed and he was still lying on the ground, there was a sound signaling the end of the round.

Death won.

In the second round, which took place the following day, the objective was to defeat some animals. When she entered the arena, she saw two creatures – a lion and a hydra. They were tied to chains in the middle of the runway. And where they were chained, were also the objects needed to fight them. In order from closest to farthest: crossbow, flail, ax, sword and some kind of bag. When the signal sounded, Death ran into this spectacle. She was barely able to reach the flail, and the animals were already a meter away from her. Therefore, she jumped to the left into the territory of the lion, if it were not for the chains, they would collide with each other, but instead, from a distance of a few centimeters away, they growled and hissed at each other. The lion turned around and ran towards her, while she ran onto the middle for the sword. Then she went to the left side of the arena again. She thought that it would be easier this way – first the lion, then the hydra. She stood in place, straight, her legs spread apart. She didn’t have much time, but she did it as smoothly as possible. The predator ran towards her, and when it was close, she shoved the sword under its throat, but it bounced off of it. Surprised Death dodged it at the last moment. She ran away a little and thought it would be better to attack it in the verry middle, so in the mouth, since the skin was hard to damage. But how could she make it open its mouth? Then she remembered about the bag, placed as far away as possible. What could it be hiding, for it to be placed in such a location? She avoided the lion, which was gnashing its teeth at her, and reached for the bag with her left hand. Then she quickly jumped away from the hydra, which was approaching her dangerously. Dodging the lion, and looking inside at the same time – she found tinder, flint and wood. Then she remembered – hydras must be killed by fire, otherwise in place of a severed head will appear several more. She rubbed the tinder against the flint, and when she saw fire, she carried it over onto the wood. She quickly ran onto the hydra’s territory, passing the lion on the way, which looked surprised. She jumped on the back of the hydra and climbed on top, reaching for one of the heads and cutting it with her sword, then burning it with the fire. She did so with all three heads. Then the body of the hydra fell to the ground with a loud sound, and she jumped back to the ground. She didn’t know how to kill the lion yet. One thing she knew for sure – it could only be done by hurting it from the inside. She immediately jumped on its back, thinking she would find access to its mouth that way. The cat kicked in all directions like a wild horse, which eventually made her fall and roll on the ground. She remembered the burning wood she had left next to the dead hydra, and quickly devised a new plan. She ran to the fire, grabbed it and threw it at the lion. It began to growl and open its mouth alternately. She approaches it and shoved the sword in its mouth. After a moment, blood began pouring from it.

Another round ending in success.

Those were just preparations, the next day they were to go out into the field...
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Chapter 2. The Past
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How to survive when others are dead? 

Battle of Solferino, 1859

The bodies lay scattered, as if a small tornado had just passed through. The air smelled of blood, sweat and decaying corpses. In addition, it was stuffy, commanded by the heat of this summer morning. Flies clung like resin to the living and the dead. Some horses fled the battlefield, others lay wounded on the ground. The flags blew in the wind towards every direction of the world. The rifles lay on the field, left behind by their owners, others were held in the men’s hands, as if they thought it’s what their lives depended on. The silence across the fields was extraordinarily eloquent, only here and there the moans of dying breaths could be heard. The soldiers lay in various positions, suffering not only from wounds but also from hunger and thirst. The dead, on the other hand, weren’t pleasing to the eye: their bodies were swollen, their eyes were bulging, their tongues protruding, and their skin cracked in some places.
“Why are you doing this?” she asked grimly.
“Why not?” Cassius replied. “People are like children to me.”

“I don’t have children.”

“But you had a daughter once.”

He reminded her, recalling the limbic memory. All of our feelings are preserved in it. Sometimes they float from the bottom to the surface. And sometimes they remain submerged all our lives. However, doesn’t mean that they do not bring anything to our existence. All the emotions in our lives constantly shape us.

“That was a long time ago, so long that I don’t remember...”

Cassius leaned over the man, who was bleeding from the chest. Blood flowed from it at great speed. He cut his shirt into pieces and then bandaged his chest. The man growled for a moment, then let out:

“Water?”

The angel reached for a canteen with water around his hip. Then put it to his mouth and tilted. The water began to flow down the man’s throat with a strong current. The soldier’s loud swallowing could be heard. Eventually, he pulled the canteen away, to leave some for the other parched ones.

“Where are we?”

“Hell,” Death replied.

“Exactly where we were before, so close to Solferino.”

Cassius calmed the man down and looked at her sternly. If a gaze could kill, she would already be dead. Or at least she would turn into a pillar of salt like Lot’s wife.

“My... my wife?”

“I’m sure she’s waiting for you.”

“Or not,” the woman said.

“What... what do you mean?”

It was clear that uttering these words consumed a lot of energy.

“Maybe she’s dead already?”

“Lirva!” Archangel shouted indignantly. “How can you say such things to a wounded man?”

The man didn’t seem to hear what they were saying. It was as if he was slowly being separated by a barrier between this and the world into which his soul had already strayed. If it can even be called a world. For even Death did not know what awaited all these creatures after death. Some, of course, ended up in Hades, Tartarus or Hell. So, in other realities. But others? She didn’t know that. They probably ceased to exist.

Forever.

Or the man simply didn’t want to her what she was saying.

“Who are you?”

“My name is Henri Dunant.”

The man tried to gather his thoughts for a moment. Like gathering sand in search of gold, and then throwing it away. That’s how he sifted his brain. Only this time the sand was also painful. As if killing him. And it hurt. Oh, how it hurt...

“And you?” he said in a low voice.

“I’m a nurse.”

Cassius sent her a look that said: You’re not fit to be a nurse.
“You’re right,” Death said.

The man, meanwhile, closed his eyes slowly. They fell like curtains after a show. And his chess moved less and less, as if someone was placing more and more stones no top of it. And this man was not Sisyphus, to be able to hold this much weight.

Finally, he fell into a deep sleep of winners. The last act of his life ended in the hands of Immortals.

“He died.”

“Really? I couldn’t tell,” the angel said sarcastically...

“But I still don’t understand – why are you doing this?”

She wanted to continue the conversation that the soldier interrupted. As if he was an insignificant molecule of the universe. No one important. No general. No king. No war hero. No writer surrounded by immortal glory. And that’s what he was to Death.

“So, what then? Are you just going to forget that a man just died in front of your eyes?”

“It’s already out of my head. It’s not worth bothering yourself with insignificant elements of life.”

Cassius let out a deep sigh, trying to calm down, and repeated in his head that Death was as she always had been. And nothing will change that.

“Thousands of people died in that battle,” he explained. “Others are on the ground and still dying. No one is helping them except for the medical services which are unprepared. They cannot handle it. And no one is collecting the bodies. There are an average of 1,000 people per surgeon.”

“Let people deal with their problems, and we’ll deal with ours.”

“This was cruel,” Cassius scratched his nose.

“What did you expect from me? I’ve been stuck here for millions of years. And I’ll probably spend here just as many years more. I’m sick of this damn planet and its inhabitants! I’ve been waiting for many years for them to build spaceships. And still nothing.”

“It’s closer than you think. Another two hundred or three hundred years.”

Now he was trying to calm her down. But it was like entering the middle of a storm and trying to pet it. Or like telling the mountains to move elsewhere. Or telling the oceans to dry out. A few seconds wasn’t enough. Maybe an eternity, or several thousands of years.

“That’s right. After all, three hundred years means nothing to us, but for humans it’s a lot.”

“It’ll pass quickly. You’ll see.”

He walked over to another man who was missing a leg. It must have been severed somewhere else because it was nowhere to be seen. There were traces of blood on the left side of the grass. As if some abstract artist sprayed it with paint. But that’s a few centuries away. The man was probably dragging himself along the ground for some reason. He lay as if dead, as if he had died in the embrace of nature. But when Cassius checked his pulse, he turned out to be alive.”

“We have to organize help,” he said unexpectedly, snatching Death from her thoughts.

“We have to? We? Oh, no, no. Don’t get me involved.”

“Tutti fratelli.”

Meaning: “We’re all brothers”.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 3. Round III
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The City of Obstacles

––––––––
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Target: Borruqo
She was trying to remember something. If she remembered correctly, she was only there when some castaways landed on it. Lamenting for help, thirsty for water. And now, Borruqo was an abandoned planet with a thousand-year history. Once, it was inhabited by people who wanted to reach the stars – but they quickly forgot about their home planet.
When they landed, the sand shattered like confetti. They heard the roar of engines, which stopped after a few moments. They stepped out of the silver ship which resembled an insect. There were about fifty of them, the rest were on other planets. The city smelled of grandeur typical of old things. The clouds of dust fell back down slowly. Their boots sank into the sand, softly like a tongue in pudding.

She had a plan, but she didn’t know whether it would work. Now she began carrying it out. She deliberately did not zip her backpack earlier – now she spun with momentum, wanting her things to fall out. They rolled to the ground with a loud bang. The others began to laugh.

“How clumsy!” one of them said.

She watched as they walked forward, proud as peacocks, occasionally one of them looking behind towards her, and then there were bursts of laughter. Slowly they began to move away from her and walked towards the city. In the meantime, she packed her things and then deliberately untied the laces on her shoes and tied them again. Her plan was that, since the city was dangerous, she would go around it. They never mentioned that this wasn’t allowed. She also noticed that no one else came up with this idea. What she was doing had its own purpose – she didn’t want anyone to follow behind her. And they might have done so, if they noticed where she was going. When they were out of her line of sight, she headed left towards the desert surrounding the city.

Slowly, straining all her muscles, she climbed the dunes, then descended on a surfing board, which she picked yesterday while the others were busy picking up the things they needed for the expedition. She remembered that Borruqo was a sandy planet. She didn’t know the name of the city she passed on the right, but intuition told her it was once the capital.
She took about a dozen steps up and then about a dozen down. The wind slapped her in the face sharply, while the sand penetrated everywhere; it was the worst when it touched her eyes. She didn’t meet any living beings on the road, not even the smallest ones. The sun was heating her mercilessly, as if burning her alive. She knew that the average human being would die without water in seven or eight days. But she was immortal. The lack of water could not kill her, only weaken her. She walked for two hours in sweat and toil.

She looked into the distance – yes, there, where she saw the city ending. And before the finish line were things they were supposed to take. She suspected that if she went in from behind the finish line for these items, she might have been disqualified from this round. Therefore, she decided to enter from the left side of the city. She approached the street carefully, threw forth some sand, and then hid behind a building. Then the buildings on the left and right opened and released large axes that swept through the air. Then they swayed up and down. She threw some sand again – this time nozzles appeared, spewing fire with a loud hiss. She returned to the desert, unpacked the bottles and the rest of the food (she no longer needed them for anything), and began filling her backpack with sand. Then she sprinkled the streets with it, making her way towards the destination. The streets were deserted, no larger creatures could be seen. Only the weeds, coming out from even the smallest cracks, swayed gently in the breeze. Even so, she walked cautiously, knowing that the camera was watching her every step, not wanting to be brought to shame, let alone reveal that she was not human.

After a while, she saw the outlines of the objects, and when she came closer, she recognized that there were packages, weapons, food, and drink lying on the ground.

She noticed that no one was there.

She found it suspicious. That’s why she took out some sand, to sprinkle it on the items. That’s when something ran up next to her at high speed and reached the objects.

“No,” that was the only word she had time to think of.

A moment later there was an explosion...

***
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She woke up in the hospital. Her entire body burned, as if someone had peeled the skin off of her. Galactic medicine was so advanced that her wounds healed in a few minutes. Thankfully, otherwise she would have to explain why she healed so quickly.
“It was a speed hover,” someone said.

“A speed hover?”

“Yes, they reach almost the speed of light. A lot was bet on it.”

She opened her eyes slowly and blinked at the light. She noticed that there was a white ceiling above her. Slowly, feeling her aching muscles, she tilted her head, beside her was a bedside table with handkerchiefs and water in a plastic cup. Both things matched the color of the walls. The nurses continued talking, not noticing that the patient had woken up.

“He didn’t notice that it was a trap. And this girl?”

“She’s an Earthling.”

“An earthling? Really? I thought that they were...”

“Different?” The woman interrupted her.

“Yes... and she looks normal. No gills on her legs, green skin or three heads.”

Death wanted to get up, so she moved one leg slightly, then the other, then, with a swing, stretched her body and lifted it to stand. But instead, she staggered back into her pillows.

“Please don’t get up,” the nurse said.

“How long has it been?”

“Since when? The explosion?”

“Yes...”

“Five minutes.”

That would explain why she still feels pain.

“Can I get you something? Water, for instance?”

“I’m fine.”

Then she remembered that she decided to pretend to be human...

“I’ll take some water.”

Death seldom used the words “please” or “thank you.” After a while, the nurse handed her a cup.

“Do we know when the next round will be?”

“Tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow,” she digested the words slowly. As if she swallowed something indigestible.

“I’ll make it.”

“You’ll make it?! What are you talking about? Your body will take several weeks to heal. And either way... you have been removed from the list of participants.”

“Removed?! Why?!” Death said and then struggled out of bed.

“You simply cannot participate in the Intergalactic Tournament in this state.”

“We will see about that...”

The nurses tried to stop her, but they weren’t particularly strong and words were useless. She left the room as quickly as possible. She went through the sliding doors into a corridor through which a crowd of people was moving in a more precise direction known only to them. She went to the wall to check where the Main Base was. The options appeared on a blue screen. She pressed the appropriate selection, then realized that her destination was not far away. As she walked, people looked at her in amazement, some talking to themselves or others.

“Is that her?”

“I saw her on the teleternet.”

“Is that blood?”

Ten minutes later, when she reached the main base, she already managed to regenerate. When she got there, she noticed a black and white reception desk. It was in the center of the room. There were offers for trips to other planets on the desk. Currently the recommended option was the hot Luzia, with its ubiquitous jungles. She directed her steps towards the receptionist.

“Good morning. I want to talk to the main organizer of the Intergalactic Tournament.”

“Do you have an appointment?” the receptionist asked.

“No, but...”

“You have to make an appointment first,” the woman abruptly cut her off.

“Let’s see...”

She took out a thick book made of leather. Then she flipped over the pages.

“The next due date is in two months.”

“But I don’t have time to wait. I have to talk to him now!”

Death forgot that currently she was not a powerful being before whom nations kneel. But an ordinary woman with added regenerative powers. She lost her powers centuries ago.

“And is there anyone that I can see?” a new thought occurred to her.

“It depends on for what purpose.”

“I was wrongly removed from the list of participants.”

“Oh, yes...” the woman touched her glasses and then became lost in thought.

“What about the deputy?”

“Even the deputy is busy.”

“What about the deputy’s deputy?”

“There is no such person.”

The receptionist didn’t notice that Death was mocking her.

“But wait... wait. We have a chief architect and a planetary decorator. Henry Fortivius. He’s currently picking flowers for the final ball of the Intergalactic Tournament. He will then attend a council meeting where the director of the Intergalactic Tournament is also present.”

“Where can I find him?”

“In room 243.”

***
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The whole room was filled with the sweet smell of flowers. She was also struck by the colors: the flowers were as if pushing themselves towards the people, in order to be admired. From the color of the setting sun to rotten green to black dark as night. They were everywhere: lounging on the walls, standing on the floor, and hanging from the ceiling, looking patronizingly below. On the road, if you could call those places without greenery – there were people walking around. Having lively conversations about something. Death approach this group with a quick step.

“Hello! Which one of you is Henry Fortivius?”

“Who are you to ask that?” one of them asked. Dressed in a yellow jacket.

“And in such a shameless way! You can’t come here without permission,” added another one, who wore a polka dot tie.

A participant of the games was of the same position of power as an architect of the planets. Because of this, she ignored her directness and spoke her words quickly.

“A participant in the Intergalactic Tournament. Or rather, I was,” she turned to the first man, her intuition telling her that she was standing before Henry Fortivius.

“Yes... and what brings you here?”

“But...” said the one speaking earlier.

“Hush, don’t speak when I’m talking.”

She knew that the way he spoke to the other man indicated his high status. But that didn’t make him Henry Fortivius for sure. It wasn’t impossible that she ran into two high-ranking people. But she decided to take the risk.

“I was removed due to sustained injuries.”

“Really? I can’t tell that you’re injured at all.”

“I’ve already recovered.”

She hoped the man knew nothing about earthlings. After all, who would remember all these planets? She herself didn’t remember some of them, even though her memory was rather good.

“I didn’t think earthlings could regenerate...” he looked at her with brown eyes as if wondering if she was lying.

“And I suspect that you’re looking to return?”

“Yes, that’s what I’m here for.”

“I see. I think that can be arranged.”

Death was surprised by how easy it was.

“Is there anything you would like from me?” she asked as meekly as she was capable of.

“I love decorations. All kinds of them. Flowers swallowing small predators. Three-meter jellyfish, ideal for a kitchen aquarium. Herbivore teeth good for a wife’s jewelry. I also collect things that were given to me by the participants of the Tournament. Many of them have long since descended from this vale of tears, but the objects have survived and will survive many years after my death. Or at least I hope so...”

This is how she lost a lock of hair.
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Chapter 4. The Past 
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Does empathy fail us sometimes? 

Blackwell Island, 19th century

There was dirt everywhere, clinging to everything it could like second skin. The walls were scuffed and scratched, or rather injured by some two-legged animals. The floor was sticky with some unknown substances, as if trying to trap some person in it, but forgetting that they are not flies. As for the flies themselves, they flew like stuntmen wherever they could. They hummed merrily, talking about familiar things in their own language. The lamps blinked for them, as if to let them know that their glory days were behind them and that they no longer had the strength to serve the people. The chairs and tables were set in random placement and arrangement, which was not important. People sat on them, looking like mummies due to malnutrition and their mental states. In one corner, some young girl was crying so hard one would think the world was coming to an end.

“Did you see the water? It’s disgusting! How are we supposed to bathe in it?”

As she walked from room to room, she saw this tub with several women lined up to it. Which was strange given the conditions surrounding it. She, on the other hand, felt disgust at tis sight, as if she was looking at a skunk and not an ordinary object.

“Are you surprised? So many people have already washed in it...” Cassius remarked.

“Not only washed.”

“What do you mean?”

He turned his head away from the crying girl. She was like one of the shadows cast on the ground. Seemingly insignificant, but occasionally useful. For those who wanted to use her. Like how people use shadows to calm down. But even here, in this gloomy place, he didn’t lose the remains of his humanity and wanted to help whoever he could. As if it was his pain, not theirs.

“Didn’t you hear? Someone masturbated in it, someone played with feces. Another one had lice which are now splashing in that mud.”

“In the water,” Cassius corrected her.

“No. No. Mud. That can only be called mud.”

Death rolled her eyes, letting him know that she was thinking too slowly for him today. And she respected him, most of all because he kept up with her step, unlike many others. People, even the older ones, rarely matched her intelligence.

“Someone was locked out again,” Cassius jumped to another topic.

“Where?”

“In that cage.”

“Oh, that cage. In the little cage with a lock and key. I didn’t notice that, because I was too focused on the screams while you slept soundly.”

“I wasn’t sleeping either,” he muttered, pretending to be tired.

He knew that he could reveal that both him and her did not need sleep. But they could sleep if they wanted to. Just like people smoked cigarettes even though they didn’t need them to survive. Death on the other hand listened to the sounds of the night with her eyes closed. A little because of boredom, a little out of curiosity. She watched it with narrowed eyes as if it was a spiritual session. But the tricks of spiritualists and men were completely different...”

“Really? Did you hear how two mentally ill men raped a woman?”

“What? And what did you do?” his pupils narrowed to tiny grains and showed the irises in all their glory.

“I didn’t do anything. I was just listening. Towards the end she was as quiet as a mouse. Only her cries could be heard, punctuated by male grunts. Anyway, I assume you were asleep? Had it not been so, the brave Cassius would have immediately rushed to the poor woman to save her.”

Death believed that Cassius was a living example of the fact that a prince on a white horse could exist.
“But why?! Why didn’t you do anything?!”
“That’s just how life is. Either way... today it was her. Tomorrow I could be the one raped. If I interrupted them.”

Cassius let out a long sigh, his voice resembling a deflating balloon. As if he was trying to get rid of not only carbon dioxide but also regret with his breath.

“You’re cruel,” he said, more so stating than accusing her.

“Let me remind you, I’m Death. That’s how I am. Could anyone be any different? Seeing as much death as I have?”

“But it wasn’t death. It was rape. How could a woman leave another woman to such a fate?”

“I didn’t do anything, it’s not my fault.”

The angel, usually calm, clenched his right hand into a fist. And his face started buzzing from an overflow of emotion. Death, seeing it all, did not care. Which was typical for her.

“Yes, it is! You were listening to it and...”

“She can’t be any sicker,” Death interrupted him unceremoniously.

She acted as if the negative addition to her personality was nothing. At most she will fall into pieces. First a small part, then a larger piece. Until finally there’s nothing. She will no longer be anybody. Empty as a shell. Self-destruction with a burning fuse, that’s how life in the psychiatric hospital looked like.

“She can be. She can die.”

“Uhm... Death is not a disease, but a deliverance from this valley of human tears. You’re forgetting about that, old man. It actually amazes me that so many of these people cling desperately to life. If it was me, with such conditions and such a mental state, I would have committed suicide a long time ago. Speaking of death... has anyone tried to break through the water?”

“Yes. A few people,” he spoke as if it was obvious. The raped girl was still lingering in his head. She projected herself like a hologram in his head. He could have helped her, but he fell asleep. He could have taken at least one burden from her life. But he didn’t do so, so one could say that it was his fault.

“And how many managed to get to land?”

“One,” Cassius looked to the side as if imagining it.

“From where?” Death seemed like a statue with one expression. Although sometimes one facial expression told more than a thousand words.

“From the Penitentiary.”

“Let me guess: the rest were from the mental asylum?”

“Yes.”

“What’s for breakfast today?” This time it was Death who changed the topic of conversation.

One might be surprised, but that’s how she was. She treated dead people as insignificant playthings which she could give some time to once in a while, but they weren’t really of any particular importance in her life. All she cared about was her destiny, and maybe Cassius’ destiny. They tried to figure out how to get her out of this place. Because the angel could teleport to any place at any time, just by the power of his mind. But he couldn’t do that for Death. Although she could have done the same as him once. If she held onto him during the teleportation, there was almost a 100% chance that she would be blown to pieces...

“The usual. Bread. Five prunes. And a cup of tea.”

“What about the nurses? Are they acting as usual?”

“More or less. Some resident wanted to file a complaint and they threatened to drown her. And the doctors claim they are delusional.”

Cassius cut her message short based on what he knew. It was the brutal truth of life in the 19th century. According to society, all mentally ill were madmen. After all, in this era the word idiot meant not only a fool, but also a mentally ill person. Because how could we not go crazy? In this world full of truth and goodness? Equal and resolute? Are we all like Lev Myshkin? Or maybe no one is? Or maybe this hero consists of two elements? One which belongs to half of humanity, and the other to the rest. And who would believe that an educated nurse could want to drown someone? After all, the higher the education, the higher the morality...

“They are not too far from the truth...”

“That the nurses are torturing them?”

“No, I’m talking about those delusions.”

“These are isolated cases. Most of them don’t experience such hallucinations. In fact, some of them are healthy. They came here by accident.”

“They know that this will end with a beating,” she said, even though they were both of the same opinion.

It was as simple as two plus two. Although maybe not for the poor.

“And how are the crybabies from the gutter?” Death said.

“They came in ships. Many of them. I suspect they will die soon.”

He knew Hippocrates himself who was of the opinion that saving people is more important than anything else. And this should be the case not only for doctors, but also for everyone else. But the truth is that few of us would jump into fire to save anyone else. Sometimes even family. And so, knowing that he would watch people die again, his face expressed some kind of sadness, one of many which he had to present to the world.

“Typical. There are too many children in that poorhouse.”

“They have it worse than us,” Cassius remarked.

The daily food allowance was seven cents. One journalist described it in a newspaper. Apparently, when he lifted the cloth covering the food, he saw something that could only be seen after battle. It was covered in mud, blue and smelled of decay.

“And those bathing conditions. As good as ours.”

There was a sarcastic tone to her speech, like a sound recognizable to some intelligent beings, others belonging to the kind of boors. Although perhaps that description is too simplistic. Some intelligent people don’t possess social intelligence. And boors will always recognize boorishness, for it is their prerogative.

“We have to go down to the basement to fetch water. Maybe we can take a bath there?”

Generally, they didn’t have water, same as a toilet. But sometimes they were able to find it. Like everything in the end. In one story by Janusz Zajdel, a man discovers that every little thing disappears in another universe. Maybe that’s how it was with water, too?

“They won’t let us in,” Death muttered.

“That’s what you need cunningness for,” he sighed slowly. “And then they die without relatives. In solitude.”

“What?”

“I was talking about those from the poorhouse.”

“Oh. Yes. I forgot.”

Death focused on the water. She was all sticky, not only from the dirt, but also from the foul smell which surrounded the whole building. The first day was the worst, almost unbearable. And then her nose got used to it. One can get used to almost anything. Well, maybe except burning alive. But she knew that the smell hovered around her like intrusive mosquitoes. And she didn’t like that.

“In solitude?” his words finally reached her consciousness. “Look at this mess. There are so many people here, a lot to choose from.”

“First, they go to the autopsy room. And then they end up in the graveyard of the dead on the Hart Island,” Cassius continued. Not paying attention to what she said before, knowing full well what he wanted to tell her.

“The one for the nameless?”

“Yes, you’re correct,” Cassius nodded as if he were at a funeral. He stood over the dead and bowed his head in his honor.

“Like life, like funeral,” her words resembled some Latin phrase. Maybe I’ll add it some book as a joke one day.

“Why are you drifting away on some nostalgic tones?”

Cassius understood that Death seldom looked back. She was happy to say goodbye to the last few million years. They were extremely boring. Nothing but plants and dinosaurs. Sometimes she didn’t
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