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Chapter 1

I NEVER THOUGHT I’D have to go through all this again.

But we were where we were.

“She’s having contractions! Get her straight to the delivery room! Where’s the doctor?”

“Breathe, darling, breathe! Hang in there! I’m right here with you, everything’s fine!”

I am about to be born.

Yes, I know that sounds strange. And if just the sound of it is crazy, imagine what it’s like to experience it for real. Can you picture my face?

There’s nothing weirder than being self-aware while you’re still in the womb...

“Madam! Your doctor was killed in a duel yesterday, so you’ve got me instead. But whatever you do, don’t worry!”

“ARE YOU TRYING TO BE FUNNY?!” my mother yelled, her voice full of pain.

I could hear muffled sounds from somewhere above. That was freedom beckoning.

Oh, how I’d waited for this moment! How I’d dreamed of it! A week — yes, a week! I’d been sitting in my mother’s belly for a whole week!

Man, how BORING it was in there! My sole entertainment was listening to maternity ward gossip and the television. I wasn’t even a day old, and I was already up to date with domestic politics and why Sveta from the next ward had got divorced half a year ago.

Like I gave a damn! It was real world goo-goo ga-ga that I wanted, not all that hooey!

I got so bored, I even started pounding the woman from inside so she’d let me out sooner. Especially as now was the only time I could get away with things like that. I’m a child, I can do what I want!

“Just hold on a little longer, madam!”

Hold on? Screw that — get me out of here!

“Never mind holding on!” my mother cried, clenching her teeth, “It’s coming now... Nnn-aa!”

Everything started shaking.

Ha-ha, you tell ’em, Mom! Don’t listen to them — just get on with it!

The longer they were carting this new mother of mine to wherever it was we were going, the more I started to sense that the time was getting near.

Honestly, I’ve no idea why I became self-aware so early. I had no memory of the past. I must have had one, though, because... well, let’s face it, children just shouldn’t be self-aware while they’re still in the womb. That’s not how it works, right?

I just happened to wake up at some point and think: ‘What, I haven’t been born yet? What the hell?’

And then it struck me: ‘Holy crap, I haven’t been born yet! Ha-ha!’

The whole of that week when I was in the womb, I was making plans. Thinking things through, gathering information. I didn’t waste my time!

I was getting ready.

Can you imagine what a person might be capable of if he was self-aware from his very first days? If he set himself great goals? If he made a plan and followed it from the VERY FIRST MINUTE?

Yes, I had a teeny-weeny body, I had no memory of the past and my future was a mystery. But believe me...

My ambitions were sky-high. Otherwise, why bother living, right?

The plan was this:

First, I’m born. Second, I roll away from the midwife to show that I’m in charge and no one has power over me. Then I gnaw through the umbilical cord and run off to mug up on everything I need to know. At one month old, I have a college degree, and at one year I’m a billionaire.

Time to get on with it!

“Everything’s going to be fine, darling!” came a familiar male voice. “I’m here!”

“Breathe! Now push!” the doctor said.

Oh heck, this was it. I started to feel kind of cold and uncomfortable.

I really didn’t like it in there anymore. I had to make a move — but which way? Hmm... Instinct seemed to be telling me what to do and where to go.

Aha! This must be it! This way had been blocked before.

“Push, madam!” I heard from the outside.

‘Quit your harping, will you!’ I fumed.

“Come on, darling!”

‘You’re not helping!’ I wriggled from side to side.

“Just a little more, madam!”

‘Will you...’ — now I was crawling — ‘just keep...’ — now scrambling — ‘OUT OF IT!’

I’ll admit, it was painful. Unpleasant. I was very tired. Hell, I even wanted to turn back! Back to where it was warm and cozy. It turned out Mom’s belly was not such a bad place to live! But...

No.

Find your way out. Crawl. Fight! Every time I felt a moment of weakness, every time the doctor wound me up with his smartass advice, contrary thoughts flashed through my mind. A mantra composed of two words:

“Scramble. Crawl!” The words echoed in my mind like the beating of a war drum. Boom. Boom! BOOM! The relentless roar drowned out my weaker thoughts.

I. Want. FREEDOM.

This was my new life. Maybe my second life, maybe my hundredth. Who cared? I hadn’t chosen to be born — the choice had been made for me. But I was here now, and one thing was for sure...

I intended to make the absolute most of it.

If you’re not willing to fight for your dreams and ambitions, then you might as well not bother being born at all.

One more heave and...

“That’s it! We’re there! You’ve done it!” said a male voice.

“A boy. Ha-ha! Darling, we have a beautiful, bouncing boy!”

The midwife expertly scooped me up. Damn her! After all I’d just said about escaping her clutches! Not one minute born, and I’d already screwed up.

Still...

Here I was. I’d been born.

I couldn’t see well at all. Everything was blurred, and I could only make out two shades: black and white.

“That’s strange. Why isn’t he crying?”

“It can happen. He just needs a slap.”

Hey! Do you mind?

My breathing was slow and shallow. I felt cold. I was conscious of being turned upside down and slapped on the backside — at least I assume that’s what they did, although I didn’t feel any pain. But the coldness inside me kept growing.

Then my hearing faded.

It became much more... difficult... to breathe.

A low, gurgling rattle sounded from my throat. I felt a stinging pain in my chest.

“D-Doctor... what’s the matter with him?” my mother asked anxiously.

I tried to take a breath — but it was hard, really hard. My whole body started shaking.

Oh heck... I couldn’t get enough air.

“Goddamn it!” Despite my sudden deafness, I heard the doctor’s panicked voice. “Bring me a shot, quickly! He has an anomaly of the core!”

“An anomaly?” But we came to all the check-ups — you said that wouldn’t happen!”

“It shouldn’t be happening!”

‘An anomaly?’ My thoughts were growing fainter. ‘You mean... you can be born with an anomaly?’

I was in a bad way. Everything felt heavy. The black and white shades had melded into one. There was less and less air. It was getting even harder to breathe.

Was I about to die? Was that what was happening?

I’d only just been born, for God’s sake!

‘No. No.’ I tried with all my might to take in more air. ‘Don’t die. Breathe. Come on!’

It was as if my lungs were paralyzed. I struggled like crazy to inhale, battling against my own body.

I couldn’t do it.

‘Don’t die. Don’t die! Breathe! They’ll save you!’

My breathing was rapid and ragged. It was the best I could manage. My lungs simply refused to expand more than a single goddamn millimeter! Which was barely enough to keep me going.

Why were they all just standing there doing nothing! Couldn’t they see I was... dying...

“Move aside!” That was when I heard a deep voice — one that I didn’t recognize. It seemed to belong to some old guy. “Give him here.”

“But sir, you...”

“Get him to the operating room!”

I was taken away. I tried to make out what my mother and father were shouting, but I couldn’t. All I could hear was the sound of my own beating heart.

Except that by now it was barely beating at all.

“Keep away!”

“B-but!”

“Go! Now!”

The doors closed. I was aware of someone coming up to me. I heard a clattering of metal implements. The next thing I knew...

There was a man leaning over me.

He spoke in a quiet, weary voice.

“Forgive me, little one. I’ve had my fill of immortality. I’ve had enough of the power it brings. I’m tired.”

I felt an excruciating stinging pain in my chest.

An injection.

I’d been given a shot of something with an enormous syringe.

“Now the curse is yours.”

Then... I heard another voice. Loud and clear.

‘Initiating new host now’

[Nanomachine swarm launched successfully]

‘Several defects and negative phenomena detected. Commencing adaptation’

[Adaptation: Destabilization of the magic core]

[Adaptation: Injection damage]

[Adaptation...]

I started to feel a little better. I could breathe again. Meanwhile, the artificial voice in my head continued to reel off one adaptation after another.

‘What the hell...’ — I felt my eyes closing — ‘is going on here...’

Hello, new world. I have a feeling this is going to be fun.


Chapter 2

IN THE ROOM STOOD a dark-haired man. He had a neat layer of stubble, blue eyes, emphatic cheekbones and a square jaw. Quite the Apollo. A great-looking guy! And...

A klutz.

Holding a screwdriver in his hand, he was tutting and swearing — vigorously but silently. He knew that if he let slip ONE swear word in front of the baby, his wife would annihilate him. Vaporize him even.

Granted, there was good reason for the swearing.

“That is the last... time I buy... cut-price toys...,” he seethed, finally screwing on the last hanging rattle. “Whew! That’s it, I think.”

Wiping the sweat from his brow, he wearily contemplated the fruits of his labor. It seemed to be holding — despite the lousy, crooked self-tapping screws made by lousy, crooked hands! Grrr!

Above the cot there now hung a whole merry-go-round of brightly colored, cheery-looking dinosaurs, planets and vehicles.

“What do you think, Misha? Do you like it?” The big man looked at his son.

The son stared back at him, apparently unimpressed.

“Darling...,” the father murmured. “I get the feeling he disapproves of me.”

“It’s your imagination,” said a woman, passing by with a basket full of laundry. “He’s three months old — a little young yet to disapprove of people. Although, if you drop a toy on his head again, that might just change.”

The father turned his gaze back to the child. There was definitely something, well, a little odd, about the look on the little guy’s face. As if he was about to let out a sigh, wearily rub his face and...

“Tsk.” The child tutted and turned away.

The man gasped.

“I’m telling you! He doesn’t like me!” He looked quite distraught.

“Of course he likes you,” said his wife, coming up to him and kissing him on the cheek. “Only next time, try to avoid smashing his head with a dinosaur. Maybe that way he’ll stop bearing a grudge.”

The father apologized to his son once more and sloped away despondently.

His wife, a young, fair-haired girl, smiled at the new mobile toys and gazed down at her beloved cherub.

Kept gazing... And...

‘Actually, he does look kind of disapproving. Kind of like a Pallas’s cat,’ she thought. Then she shook her head. ‘No, I’m imagining it... Probably.’

Of course they were imagining it. He was just a baby.

He couldn’t disapprove of his parents.

* * *

I gazed disapprovingly at this pair of oddballs. Especially the father with his ingenious toys and dubious DIY skills.

Yes, I know, in his defense, he’d had those trashy screws to contend with. But that didn’t make my forehead hurt any less. Damn that plastic dinosaur! Kudos to that meteorite for wiping them all out!

‘Hmm...,’ I sighed. ‘Children have no personal space at all...’

My backside was itching like hell. A lousy rash that I couldn’t even scratch because of these devices they’d put on me to limit my enormous power. By which I mean baby mittens. They were to stop me scratching my eyes out.

Which I had no plans to do.

My enemies’ eyes, maybe.

‘Right then,’ I nodded to myself, ‘Time to get to work.’

I’d recently turned three months old, and I still knew nothing about myself or the world. It was a disgrace! To be informed was to be armed! But it wasn’t until a couple of days ago that I’d managed to stop falling asleep every five minutes and stay more or less conscious. Damn this feeble little body!

Soon they’d be taking me to a place that I ABSOLUTELY HATED, but since I had a couple of minutes, I’d better make use of them!

I looked around me.

I could tell straight away that this was a world with electricity. There was a lamp glowing over there, and I could hear the television on the other side of the wall. I didn’t know whether that was a good thing or a bad thing. Probably a good thing.

My room was quite a decent size — plainly meant as a space for a child to grow up in. It was only recently, in fact, that I’d moved in here — before that, I’d been in my parents’ room. The hanging rattles were delightful, of course, but they held little interest for me. What I was interested in was...

‘Heh-heh, information.’ Turning over onto my belly, I reached for the mobile phone that Mom had left behind. ‘Ugh! Blast these stupid mittens!’

No, nothing was going to stop me.

Hup, hup! If I could just... ease them off... Ta-da! Ha! A month of hard practice had paid off. I could actually take them off now!

Now I just had to switch the phone on and enter their wedding date. Didn’t I tell you I’d been listening and memorizing things all the time I was in the womb? I remembered my mother setting it!

Aha, it worked. Now to close the young moms’ chat groups and open the browser.

‘Behave, you bastard.’ I was sweating all over — even this was tough-going. ‘Now I’m going to find out everything for sure.’

I started typing. Slowly and deliberately.

I had to find out how on earth I was alive.

“S-w-a-r-m o-f N-a-n-o-m-a-c-h-i-n-e-s”

My infant body was weak and pathetic. My eyes still hadn’t adjusted properly. I was like a disabled dog with arc eye! But this was my first chance to find out a little more about myself and the world.

Any sort of clue would do!

I used my nose to scroll the search results. I saw comics, books... damn, it was all useless! How was that possible? I couldn’t believe there was nothing at all to go on. I’d heard my father call the Internet ‘the pinnacle of human creation’! It was his answer to the question of why he was spending half an hour in the toilet.

I kept scrolling, searching, and...

Found nothing.

What the hell! This was crazy! Not a single word in the whole world wide web? In that case, what was it I heard every week? What was it that kept talking to me in my...

‘Attempting contact. Please say the phrase “Activation of the Swarm”’

That was it! That was what I meant!

“Wow!” I tried to speak, but not only did my feeble body struggle to get a sound out, there was the added problem of having no teeth.

‘Attempting contact. Please say the phrase “Activation of the Swarm”’

“Awaya... Woya!”

‘Tentative de contact. Dire la phrase “Activation de l’Essaim”’

“Ayka yad!”

‘Tentativo di contatto. Pronunciare la frase “Attivazione dello Sciame”’

Enough! This could go on forever. It’d just go on saying the same phrase in all the world’s main languages until it got a clear answer. Which it wouldn’t, because I was only three months old, and babies couldn’t talk!

‘Damn it...’ I closed the browser and lay back down, exhausted.

“Ready, Misha?” Mom came in, ready to go out. “Oh, did I leave my phone here? Aw, who were you going to call? Got yourself a girlfriend already, have you?”

I gazed at her.

So, this was my mother? My actual, flesh-and-blood mother? Well, I guessed that was how I should think of her.

She was a young girl with short fair hair and blue eyes. Sort of miniature. And, judging by the glances she got from men in the street, very pretty too. A real doll. Seemed to be a couple of years younger than my father.

Her name was Anna.

What do you expect me to say, woman? I’m three months old. Okay, fine...

“Agoo.”

“Clever boy!” she smiled. “Now let’s get you dressed. There are people waiting for us.”

Oh heck, we weren’t going there again, were we? I hated that place. We went there every three days, and I’d had it up to here with all those stupid, smiling faces! They hurt you there, too. And it stank.

Where, you ask?

At the hospital of course! I was the, uh, Anomaly, remember?

I was Unique.

* * *

Outside

Half an hour later

Two men in black leather jackets were pacing along the street, smoking. They were silent, tense, on edge. Their concentration and nerves were at breaking point. Despite having scrutinized every passer-by for the last two hours, they’d found no one.

“Maybe the guy was bullshitting us?” said one of the men. “The chances of finding them here are, like...”

The second man stopped him mid-sentence with a firm tap on the arm. He nodded towards the other side of the road.

A miniature woman in a light-colored leather jacket was pushing a stroller towards a taxi that had just rolled up.

The search was over. It was them.

“We’ve found them,” mumbled the man, taking a long drag on his cigarette.

* * *

I was strapped into the infant seat, and twenty minutes later we were at the hospital. Ugh, those walls... that smell... I knew it better than home. Before, when I was in a semi-doze the whole time, I wasn’t bothered by these frequent trips, but now it was really starting to bug me.

The worst bit was...

“Oh, is that you, Misha? I’ve heard all about you, young man, heh-heh!” We’d entered the procedure room, where we were greeted by a herd of young girls: “Aww, he’s so cute!”

I had to give a blood sample. Every three days.

I looked at them. Meh, students. Young, chirpy faces with too much make-up. They hadn’t even got their milk yet. Out of my sight, the lot of you! Come back in sixteen years, then we can talk.

They put me in a special chair and started preparing the needle.

Mom sat beside me looking even more nervous than I was. Relax, woman, it’s not you getting jabbed every three days. I’m the one who should be shaking. And another thing, Mom... how come you’re shorter than these pipsqueaks?! You really are a half pint! I hope I don’t take after you in height.

“Your hand, please,” smiled one of the students.

I held it out. Okay, let’s get it over with.

“Oh my goodness — he actually understood?” She was astounded. “What a clever child.”

‘Did you have such low expectations of me?’

Usually, my mother would smile and bask in glory at something like that, but she was busy dripping sweat at the sight of the needle, so she said nothing.

The needle came closer. The girl took my finger. I looked at her, and she looked at me. I held my gaze. Come on, then, you monster, attack if you dare.

The girl swallowed nervously.

And then pricked my finger! Wham! Attack!

I winced and let out a sharp breath. As soon as they’d finished putting a plaster on my finger, I yanked my hand away.

“What... isn’t he even going to cry?” said a student.

“He never cries,” said Mom. “I don’t know why.”

“That’s amazing...” The girl looked at me in astonishment. “And why does he look at me that way? Kind of disapproving — like a Pallas’s cat.”

“He’s had a long day.”

‘Tsk.’ I looked at my finger. ‘And how long is this going to go on for?’

They seemed to be trying to find something that even I knew nothing about.

The reason for my survival.

There were no clues on the Internet. Which meant that whatever had kept me alive was unknown to the world. Plus, if that voice was expecting an answer from me, it clearly wasn’t meant for babies.

But in that case... what the hell was the point of it?

If I hadn’t had that goddamn blackout when I was injected with the ‘Swarm’ stuff, I might have remembered. But I couldn’t — it was gone. I was half-dead when that happened.

To think... I really had almost died back then. That would’ve been sad. For me, and for Mom, and for Dad.

I didn’t want to die.

‘Wimp...’ I sighed, clenching my fist.

Rat-tat-tat. My mother knocked at the door of the next room.

“Come in!” came a voice.

It was a voice I’d never heard before. And judging by Mom’s face, the same went for her.

She went in, sat on a chair and only then turned my stroller around.

Before me was a large, fair-haired man in specs with twinkling blue eyes and a beard. Sure enough, I’d never seen him before. Where was my regular doctor, Semyon?

“Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Albert,” he smiled. “Your last doctor was killed in a duel, so now you have me instead.”

“Heavens, what is it with you people and duels?”

“Ha-ha, good point,” he chortled. “They say treating yourself is three times more effective than treating others, so medics are a hardy bunch. The problem is,” — he passed his finger across his neck — “there aren’t many who can treat a chopped-off head.”

My mother gasped like an eleven-year-old watching a horror movie for the first time.

For my part, I marveled at that little phrase he’d sneaked in — ‘there aren’t many...’ Meaning it was possible in theory to survive a chopped-off head?

Interesting...

“Now then. Who’s this cheerful chap?” Albert turned his gaze on me. “So, you’re the famous Misha? I’ve heard so much about you! You’re quite the celebrity among us medics! The boy who survived...”

Damn, he’d noticed that little grin on my face!

I hid all my emotions and looked at him with my normal expression. There... Oh, fine...

“Agoo”

“They say you survived the unsurvivable. You’re quite a unique little boy!” He stared closely at me. “You might even be the hope of other children with anomalies. The savior. The messiah, even.”

“Are you going to tell me what the matter is?” Mom’s voice had gone faint.

“That’s what they sent me all the way from the capital for. Just to see you.” He took off his glasses and pointed to his eyes. “Do you see the way my iris shines? That is my Gift. I see magical structures and energy. And right now, when I look at your son...”

He looked at me again. Closely. In the eyes.

I turned right to jelly. Good thing I had a diaper on, too. It was terrifying. It was like...

...he was looking into my soul.

“What is it?” asked my mother, clenching her fists.

“Your son...”

“What?”

“The thing about your son is...”

“For goodness’ sake, what?”

“He’s absolutely fine.”

“Eh?”

Bastard!

“I don’t see anything,” he went on, shrugging his shoulders and putting his glasses back on. “Just an ordinary boy — no magic in sight. Which is very strange, because an anomaly usually only occurs when there’s an active core. Your son is definitely gifted, but I don’t see it. I should, but I don’t. Hmm...” he frowned.

“Hmm...,” frowned Mom.

“Hmm...” I frowned.

The whole room was immersed in thought.

What, so even this dude from the capital, this Doctor McPill with his wonder-eyes, didn’t see THEM? There was no blood test, no special rays, nothing that could distinguish me from a normal baby of my age?

So who was that talking to me then? Only please don’t say it was schizophrenia.

“Okay,” said Albert, suddenly snapping out of his trance. “Misha, can you hold out your hand to me?”

I looked at Mom. She nodded. I held it out.

Albert’s eyebrows shot up.

“He held it out all by himself! What a clever fellow.”

Mom was all smiles.

The doctor took the plaster off my finger and looked at the wound. Then he smiled too. Which made Mom stop smiling.

“Oh, this is interesting. I don’t see any magic in him — but this little wound has almost healed. See?” He points to my finger.

“It always happens like that.”

“Always?” His eyes shone. “So your son has always had this superior regenerative capacity?”

“Huh?”

‘What? Me?’

Degenerative? Meaning I’m dumb?

Oh, regenerative.

There was a word I didn’t know.

“Not only that, but the wound is shallow. It’s usually deeper for a sample.” He made a close inspection of my finger. “Interesting. Very interesting. Where did he get these bodily characteristics?”

I didn’t know whether to rejoice or be worried. We’d certainly got somewhere, in that they were finding things out about me, which meant I’d be a little the wiser myself, but... was it worth it? It meant extra attention. Before I knew it, they’d be confiscating me and whisking me off for experiments. I’d end up dying. And I didn’t want to die, because that would make Mom cry.

“Okay. Like I said, I don’t see anything myself. I’ll need to see his blood. They already took a sample, so I’ll look at it today.” He sighed. “I’ve been assigned to your case for at least a month. I’ll try to find something out.”

“Who sent you, by the way? You said you were from the capital, but people only get sent from there by special command.”

“Oh, indeed...” he chuckled and pointed his finger upwards. “The Emperor.”

* * *

Outside

Half an hour later

It was evening. The cool autumn breeze felt pleasant on the skin.

The two guys had met up with another colleague, only this time amid the debris of an abandoned wasteland.

“Are we rid?”

“Jeez, this guy had some fat on him. And they say medics are badly paid!” panted the third man as he paused from burying the body. “I could barely dig a hole big enough.”

The pediatrician’s dead eyes stared up to the sky. If it had gone on much longer, they’d have got nothing out of him. But they’d got lucky. The medic had squealed just moments before he died of his wounds.

It was he who had told them where the family lived.

“Get a move on,” said the chief, drawing on his cigarette. “We’ll all go.”

* * *

I was in bed staring at the ceiling.

My father had returned very soon after we did. He hugged and kissed Mom as he came in. Then he started on me. I tried to beat his bearded face away, but it was hopeless — I got a kiss on the cheek too. Not that I expected my resistance to amount to anything. As if my little fists could do anything against a six-foot bearded colossus with hands as big as my head and a head as big as a watermelon on steroids. The guy was enormous.

They put me in my cot, and the apartment was plunged into darkness.

But I couldn’t sleep.

‘That’s three months they’ve been taking blood samples, and they’re still none the wiser?’ My mind was abuzz with thoughts.

The doctors said that someone rescued me that day, that he took me away. Afterwards, they’d found me in the operating room — asleep and alone. And alive.

What did he do? Who was he? What was this voice in my head? I didn’t know. No one knew.

And that Albert fellow had hardly been any help. My wounds healed more quickly than normal. The needle didn’t go in as far as it should. He couldn’t see any magic even though it was there. And he didn’t know the reasons for that either!

‘Awesome...’ I sighed.

Today had been a strange day, that was for sure. It had left behind more questions than answers.

Tsk...

Okay, time to sleep. It had been dark outside for some time. Even the dinosaurs had stopped moving and gone to sleep. Meaning I should too. Questions were all very well, but sleep was important! That was what Mom kept saying, anyway. I guess she was hinting to me not to wake them up.

Squeak.

‘Uh? What?’ I opened my eyes.

I didn’t know whether I’d managed to nod off even for a minute, but now I was awake again.

Squeak.

There it was again! Something was squeaking. As if...

Wait, I thought, frowning into the darkness. Weren’t there a couple of floorboards in the kitchen that squeaked like that? Next to the window!

Yes, I was sure of it. I’d noticed a while ago that we had two squeaky boards. I’d even got quite cross about it, wondering when the hell someone was going to fix them!

Was it Dad? Had he woken up? They wouldn’t squeak like that under Mom’s weight, but a man...

No. It wasn’t Dad. It wasn’t Mom either. They were sound sleepers. Me bawling my head off was the minimum needed to rouse them. The absolute minimum. They wouldn’t wake up just like that...

Shit!

I saw shadows rising against the moonlight.

“In here,” someone whispered.

Someone was coming towards me.

“Look in here.”

I didn’t hear any squeaking, but I sensed with all my being that strangers were approaching.

Three of them. Three tall men appeared in the doorway of my room.

Who was it?

Oh, this was bad! This was really bad!

“Tsk. Not this one,” tutted a wheezy voice. “Wait, what’s that, a child? When did that get here?”

“Shit, man, that sucks,” whispered another. “Making it an orphan.”

My heart contracted.

W-What?...

There were three strange men in our apartment. They’d got in through the kitchen window. And now they were talking about making me an orphan?

“Don’t get distracted. We finish those two and get the hell out.” That was when the third man appeared, the biggest of the three.

My hands were trembling. I couldn’t think.

After looking around the room, the intruders’ attention lingered on me for a few moments, then they turned around and went back out into the hallway.

Shit, shit, shit! The next room was where my parents were! They were asleep, fast asleep! They wouldn’t hear people coming in!

Were they going to kill them? Mom? Dad?

Had they come to murder my parents?

Were they going to leave me on my own? I didn’t want that! I liked my parents! I’d got used to them! They were fun!

No. No way. They were the only parents I had!

I was just an ordinary baby. There was nothing I could do. I couldn’t save them. I couldn’t fight off the killers. But... but...

Try this for size.

“W-a-a-a-a-h!” I bawled as loudly as I could. “W-A-A-A-A-H! W-A-A-A-A-A-A-A-H!”

The men stopped, dumbstruck, and spun sharply around.

I carried on crying. Full volume. Giving it my all! This was the third time in my life I’d cried, and the first two were just out of curiosity!

This time, it was about survival.

“W-A-A-A-A-H!” I cried loud enough for the whole building to hear.

“Shut that thing up” hissed the biggest of the men. “Little bastard’ll wake everyone up!”

“Sh-shut it up how?”

“Smother it!”

“W-what?”

“Kill it! We’ll deal with Kaiser on our own!”

“But... it’s just a child, Max,” muttered the killer. “I... I can’t kill it.”

“Tsk, you useless fuck.”

Elbowing his accomplices out of the way, he took a pillow and...

‘Hey! Hey! What are you doing, you bast...’

“Mmmm!” I cried as the man pressed down on my face with the pillow.

I thrashed my arms and legs, trying to push the pillow away, but it was no use. All that crying had used up most of my breath, and I soon started to suffocate.

They were whispering, hissing, arguing. I couldn’t make anything out. I just carried on bawling and twisting my head, trying to find a way to breathe!

My arms were weakening. I couldn’t lift them anymore. My head hurt, as though it was about to be flattened.

I couldn’t go on.

My chest was tightening. I was losing consciousness.

I was falling asleep.

They were killing me. Killing... me...

Shit... Sh...

[Negative phenomenon detected. Commencing adaptation]

[Adaptation: Asphyxiation: 1/5]

My eyes opened wide from a rush of oxygen to the brain! The pain in my chest eased, and my infant muscles flooded with energy again!

Air... I’d got some air back.

Or rather, I was making more efficient use of what I had left. My need for oxygen had decreased.

Before, I’d had little more than a second left. I’d have gone to sleep and died! Now, though, I had another five.

I was going to make it! I was going to live! I just needed to hold tight! Come on, Dad, wake up! Wake up! I’ve done my bit! Now you do...

“Shit!” shouted one of the killers. “He’s woken u-A-A-A-A!”

An explosion rang out, followed by a howl loud enough to rouse the whole building.

My assailant immediately lifted the pillow and spun around in terror! I coughed and spluttered, gulping down air.

At last, I had air! I hadn’t died! I’d survived!

I was breathing. Breathing!

“Son,” came my father’s voice.

I turned my head towards the doorway. My father saw me moving. He could see that I was alive...

And that untied his hands.

He passed something across his palm. A streak of blood shot down with unnatural speed onto the floor, then rose up again and coiled into a humming disk between his hands! Then he swung his arm back and threw!

The blood saw flew at the neck of the man who’d been trying to kill me. The man reacted just in time to activate some kind of shimmering field, thanks to which he was only flung against the wall, still alive...

Not for long, however. Because a moment later, a great stream of luminous pink blood gushed towards him. In a flash, it engulfed him from head to foot, and then... Dad clicked his fingers.

“N-no!” The murderer’s eyes widened in panic, “No, no, no, n...”

The blood burst into flame, sizzled and instantaneously exploded, turning into a mixture of boiling oil and magma! The energy pierced the enemy’s force field, tore off one of his arms and began melting him alive!

“AAAH! AAAAH!” he shrieked.

That stuff, that spell... it was literally melting the villain into the wall! He was drowning in a whirl of fiery, seething matter!

His torn-off arm fell into my cot, spraying my whole body with blood.

Slowly, I rose and looked at my hands. They were bright red. Hot. Then I touched my face.

There was blood on it.

The blood of another person, who would soon be dead.

I looked at the howling, dying killer, who had tried to smother me. And then...

“Ha... ha-ha-ha-ha! Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha!” I burst into hearty, joyous laughter.

Everyone in the room froze. The fighting stopped. Silence fell. All eyes were fixed on me.

On the blood-soaked baby who was laughing his little head off.

‘Ha-ha-ha-ha! He tried to kill a baby. Well, that’s karma for you, sucker.’

I seemed to have found what made me tick.

* * *

News Bulletin on Imperial One!

Because of the recent change of power in our country, our borders were weakened for a while, which enabled foreign agents to infiltrate into our midst. Although the borders have now been tightened again, and most of the dangers have been neutralized, it is possible that some enemy agents have managed to conceal themselves.

Beware! If necessary, the new law allows people to use combat magic for self-defense.

Glory to the Dark Emperor!


Chapter 3

“MISHA, SWEETHEART, are you okay? Did they hurt you?” My mother held me tightly to her body. “Oh my God, you poor thing! My poor little baby!”

‘I will face down all my enemies.’

“You’re so clever! You woke us up! You’re such a good boy!”

‘I crave blood.’ I began wriggling my legs.

“Hush now, sweetie!” And she began to rock me, scarcely able to fight back her tears. “Everything’s going to be just fine. Calm down.”

‘Let’s just be clear — I’m the calmest one here...’

Mom had also woken up as soon as I started crying. Or rather, she woke up first and then woke Dad. Understandably, she didn’t leave the bedroom until the last killer’s head had tumbled to the floor.

Oh, how beautifully it had been sliced off by the blood saw... I could still picture it.

Eventually, I’d been rushed out of there, and Mom was now telling me in her trembling voice what a good boy I was, what a poor little darling, what a beloved child.

‘Yep, that’s me,’ — a satisfied grin broke out on my face. ‘They wanted to kill me. Ha! The usel...’

To kill a child... To inflict such a terrible loss on its parents...

Why, those bastards! How low could you sink?!

“All done. There’s no one left,” my father said, emerging from the blood-drenched room.

His eyes were glowing — whether blue or bright red, I couldn’t quite tell. He was panting, and his hair was caked in blood — not his own, but that of our enemies. Gotta hand it to you, Dad — that was some performance.

“Who were they?!” Mom whispered, her voice still trembling. “Were they after me? After you?! Who were they here for?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know, damn it!” my father barked. “Motherfuckers!”

Mom gasped in horror and covered my ears. Yeah, Mom, like that’s the worst thing I’ve been exposed to today. A swear word.

They’d come for my father. I would have told them so, but I couldn’t.

But the very fact that our family — even Mom, it seemed, could be targeted by killers...

Oh, what a fun life this was going to be! What on earth was going on?

In fact, I’d begun to suspect that something was amiss a while ago. When I first started going outside and listening to people. It felt a bit odd, you know, when everyone around you had standard Russian names like Vanya, Vasya or Masha Petrov, while I was... MICHAEL KAISER.

Yep. I guess you thought that ‘Misha’ was short for Mikhail? Ha! I laugh in your face. True, sometimes people did call me Mikhail — as a joke.

But my real name is Michael Kaiser.

Even before I’d thought: ‘You people are hiding something...’. And now here we were. Someone had come to kill Dad.

Mark Kaiser. A strange kind of tough guy, capable of melting people into a wall.

‘What kind of people are you? Who are you, for God’s sake?’ I wondered helplessly.

“What do we do?” Mom whispered in the darkness of the room. “Mark, what do we do?!”.

“I’ll deal with it.”

“How?!” She was on the verge of hysterics. “They’ve found us! How are you going to...”

“I. Will. Deal with it.”

My father came up and put his arms around Mom and me. As she burrowed her face into his chest, her breathing started to calm down.

Whoa. Wh-o-o-a-a. Was this what they meant by the all-important ‘father figure in a child’s life’?

‘I’ll deal with it’ — that was all it took to calm you down. You trusted a man like that. You’d follow a man like that.

Dad, I thought — when I grow up, I want to be like you. Confident, strong, and totally cool. And with a beautiful wife. Maybe even three.

I already knew that my father was awakened, and Mom wasn’t. But to witness it for real...

That was exciting.

Magic. Combat magic, applied with purpose, and in such a variety of ways! You could strengthen your body, put up a shield, twist your own blood into a circular saw, and melt a person into a wall! God, let me be a mage. Tell me that Albert was mistaken, that it was his own crooked eyes that prevented him from seeing the magic in me.

“Right, pack your things up,” my father said, breaking up the embrace. “We’re going to have to move. The apartment’s rented anyway. Pack anything valuable, and I’ll come back for the rest myself.”

“What about the bodies?!” Mom whispered, in the hope that I wouldn’t hear.

“I’ll sort that out.”

“And the wall?! It’s half disintegrated.”

“The old landlady charged us a pretty big deposit — two hundred thousand! So it’s fine, she can get it fixed.” He waved his hand and headed off back to my room. “Come on, get a move on!”

Mom nodded. Then began a whirlwind of activity in which there was nothing for me to do but lie flat, contemplate the ceiling and lift my backside now and then so that my pants could be adjusted.

Yes, there were times when it was good to be a rugrat.

* * *

Two o’clock in the afternoon

The same apartment

The old landlady had never liked them. Probably because they appeared out of nowhere and obviously had something to hide!

Or perhaps because she didn’t like good-looking people. And these bastards were just about perfect! The man was tall, elegant, and handsome, the woman a miniature Venus with lovely big eyes, and the child had clearly inherited the best of both of them. Little brat. He had a weird way of looking at you, too... Kind of disapproving. He was the most suspect of all!

And why the hell were they so happy? That drove the old woman nuts!

“I’m going to raise the rent for you bastards, that’s what I’m going to do!” She nervously opened the door to the apartment. “Hey, anyone here?! How come I had folk complaining about the noise last...”

The place was empty. The television had gone. The microwave had gone. No one answered. She moved slowly around the apartment, first glancing into the deserted main bedroom, then...

“Oh my... WHAT THE F...”

The child’s bedroom was missing a wall. It had disintegrated. Nor was there a child, or a cot, or anything else for that matter!

There was no blood either. Or dead bodies. But the old woman hadn’t the faintest inkling about any of that.

* * *

“Well, here we are, Misha. Our new home.” We went inside.

‘Hmm, okay...,’ I sighed glumly, looking around me.

“Uh-huh...” Mom sighed too. “Well, it’s the best we can get right now without a passport. I searched the whole of Amito. Nothing doing. Later, perhaps...”

‘There were other options. It was just they wanted absurd amounts to keep quiet.’ I was well aware of the situation. ‘And we seem to be a little stretched right now.’

I looked around again.

The apartment was definitely worse than our old one. A lot worse. If the other one was spacious and stylish with a modern décor, this new one was... well, just be thankful it wasn’t crawling with cockroaches.

The wallpaper was old, there was minimal furniture, the rooms were smaller, and the beds creaked.

Having departed in a hurry, we’d left behind half our stuff. And the other half, alas, wasn’t ours in any case. The result being, we were left with next to nothing. The renting life sucked.

At least Dad had brought my cot. The dinosaurs, too, for some reason. Couldn’t we have managed without them?

By the evening, we’d moved in properly and I was in my cot. As I lay staring at the ceiling, with its flood stains, I was thinking... what am I?

I had survived being smothered. I heard voices. Now, after all I’d been through, I truly felt that I could breathe more easily. I felt more relaxed, at ease. I even had less need of oxygen now that my organs had learned to absorb it more quickly!

Now, I was sure it wasn’t schizophrenia. I wasn’t deluded.

There really were nanomachines, and they could adapt my body to counter any threat. Any ‘negative phenomenon’, to be precise.

What would happen if I completed all the adaptation stages? What would that mean? Would it be literally impossible to suffocate me? Would I have no need of oxygen at all? Or would one intake of breath suffice for a hundred years?

‘How on earth can I find all this out?’ I wondered as I lay observing the dinosaurs. ‘And another thing. Why has no one fixed those...’

The dinosaur was breaking off. Again.

‘Oh, heck...’ I couldn’t raise my feeble little arms in time to shield my face.

Thwack! The toy fell right on my forehead.

“O-o-w-w!” I cried out, clutching the spot where it had landed.

Goddamn it...

You prehistoric freak! Why did they have to make you out of iron, you son of a...

[Negative phenomenon detected. Commencing adaptation]

[Adaptation: Impact damage: 1/9]

‘Huh?’ I lifted my head.

There it was again. What was it?

Right after I’d been hurt, up popped that voice again talking about adaptation to that type of damage — or negative phenomenon, as it called it, except that it felt a lot like damage to me.

So I was right after all!

Admittedly, I didn’t yet feel the effect of the adaptation. It hurt as much as it had to start with.

Right, come on! I lifted the dinosaur. Heavy little bugger, it was. Dad must be quite the strongman.

It was time to do some testing. Whack! I hit myself.

‘Ouch!’ I clutched my head. ‘That was a bad idea...’

I waited a couple of seconds. Nothing happened. Hmm...

All right, again.

Whack.

‘Shit!’ I clutched my head again.

Once again, I waited, and once again nothing happened. Where was the adaptation?

I hit myself a few more times, but it made no difference. And yet before, I’d only needed the dinosaur to fall on me twice for the nanomachines to start adapting me.

‘I wonder...’

Throwing off the dinosaur, I started to suffocate myself. Being a baby, this didn’t take much of an effort. My lungs weren’t exactly large.

Somehow, I managed to get myself almost to the point of losing consciousness, like that time with the pillow.

Still nothing happened.

‘Damn it...,’ I panted. ‘Perhaps it only works with unintentional damage?’

I hadn’t been expecting either the pillow or the falling dinosaur, and on those occasions the adaptations had kicked in. But if I did something to myself, nothing happened. I’d given my head a proper drubbing, too — another couple of times and I would have been severely retarded. And I didn’t want that.

Drat.

Well, at least I had some theories to go on. But unless I could activate the Swarm, I wouldn’t get very far. I needed these lousy face muscles of mine to get stronger — and fast. I needed to be able to speak.

“A-a-ah...” Mom came into the room yawning. “How are you, sweetie? Aren’t you asleep yet? I always seem to fall asleep earlier than y...”

She broke off abruptly, her eyes widening as they scanned my face, my forehead, my neck...

“How on earth did you get all those bruises?” she gasped. Then she spotted the dinosaur in my cot. “For Christ’s sake, Mark, what did you fix these toys with?”

“Huh?” A sleepy voice sounded from the bedroom.

Mom clenched her fists, turned round and went back out.

Father... forgive me.

* * *

One day later

Late evening

Anna and Mark were sitting in the kitchen. It was an old, dark, unpleasant kitchen. It didn’t even have a television.

It was hard to believe that, until very recently, they’d lived in quite different surroundings. Before, their life had been like in a picture book, like in one of those glossy magazines. Now, it was a completely different story: everything was inferior, of lower quality, and all because of that...

But enough about the sad stuff.

The important thing was that, even now, in conditions like this, they were genuinely happy. After all, it was only the external things that had got worse. Life itself was much better!

Everything would have been perfect, in fact, if it wasn’t for those nagging worries.

“Who were they, Mark?” Anna asked, clasping her cup of tea.

“I don’t know,” her husband replied. “Damn it, I should have left one of them alive.” He looked at his hand, on which the veins immediately started throbbing. “I would have made the bastard squeal.”

Anna made no reply. She didn’t like violence, being a delicate soul, but she understood that violence was sometimes necessary.

Sometimes you had to hurt people.

Especially when it came to protecting their son.

“But there doesn’t seem to have been anyone else,” Mark said at last, taking up his cup. “I didn’t see any traces. Whoever they came for, there were only three of them. It’s perfectly possible that they came of their own accord, that they just wanted to steal our money. Animals,” he growled.

“I hope we’ll be okay...”

“Of course we will. I’m here.”

Anna smiled. How could she not love this man?

After that, they drank their tea in silence. Along with minty gingerbread cookies — their favorite. They just ate and drank without exchanging a word, their thoughts already drifting towards sleep.

Yes, the absence of a television made things rather dull...

“What about Misha?” Anna asked suddenly. “I’m worried about him. Do you think he needs to see a psychologist? How did he behave? I mean... when it happened.”

Mark froze.

He hadn’t told her anything. Not a single detail. He’d never mentioned that their son had been laughing gleefully while drenched in blood.

“He got a fright, of course,” he replied. “But he seems fine to me. He probably didn’t understand anything.”

* * *

Do you know how I knew that we’d be going to the hospital today? It so happened that this grand occasion coincided with...

‘Attempting contact. Please say the phrase “Activation of the Swarm”’

Yes, this piped up every three days, too. In other words, if the morning started with these Nanomachine things ringing in my ears, I could expect Mom to appear saying:

“Ready, Misha?”

‘Do I have a choice?’ I gave her a stare.

“Oh, don’t look at me like that. I get nervous myself every time we go,” she sighed. “Maybe today they’ll tell us something.”

Well, that was true. I wanted information too.

In truth, I’d even got a little bored these last two days. No new killers had turned up, my parents had more or less got over the attack, and all my attempts to suffocate myself had come to nothing.

It was lucky that, being a growing baby, I slept an awful lot. Plus, I’d acquired a knack for switching off my brain and just existing if things got too boring. All that got me through to the hospital visit.

“Oh, is it you again?” the nurse asked. “Girls, look, it’s Misha!”

Why the hell were there so many of them? Go and work, students — stop dawdling in the procedure room!

The way they looked at me, too...

“Right then, Mikhail...,” my tormentress began.

“Michael,” corrected Mom. “In his case, Misha is short for Michael.”

“Oh, I beg your pardon!” The nurse bowed apologetically. “Michael. Same as last time, then, Michael? You’re the only baby who doesn’t cry! I’ve even been boasting about it to these lot.” She nodded towards the student nurses, who nodded back and carried on staring at me like predators watching their prey. Why the big crowd? Had I become some sort of procedure room legend?

“Same as before? Give me your hand, then.”

I sighed. Very well, you big-bosomed butcher, do your worst.

I held out my hand, and once again she pricked my finger. What hurt most was not the needle, but Mom squeezing me. She’d break my bones if she carried on like that.

The whispers started straight away.

“Wow, he really didn’t cry...”

“Incredible...”

“What an amazing child...”

Despite her precious child being tortured, Mom was unable to restrain herself from beaming with pride.

“I must say, I’m astounded,” the nurse said, shaking her head. “Anna, that child of yours is some kind of angel. He holds out his hand, he doesn’t cry — and the blood stops quickly, too. Look, it’s already stopped bleeding.”

“Yes, that’s exactly what he is,” said Mom, beaming even harder.

Modesty wasn’t her strong point.

Although I must admit, I quite enjoyed it myself, getting all that praise showered on me. The more the better.

“Imagine what sort of man he’ll make!”

“I can picture him now... every woman’s dream.”

“I should introduce him to my little sister. She’s only two months old too!”

“Well, perhaps some other time. It’s a little early yet,” Mom said, smiling and picking me up.

Speak for yourself, Mother!

Eventually, to a chorus of universal adulation I was duly packed up and carried off to see Albert, whose surname I still didn’t know.

Come on, then — spot the changes! I knew, after all, that something had changed in me. For a start, I had less need for oxygen!

“I don’t see anything.”

I could have cheerfully bitten his face off.

“The blood test doesn’t show anything. All the indications are that he’s a normal child. But we are going to do a little test today.”

How could old Wonder-Eyes himself ‘not see anything’? He had a unique gift — I knew that much from listening to my parents and the nurses. There was no one else like him in the whole country!

Even Mom couldn’t help looking put out. Rather like the way I look all the time. What was it they called me? A Pallas’s cat, was it? Well, now we both looked the same.

“Misha, look at this!” He took a small box and opened it.

Whoa! Something in that infant brain of mine was triggered by the sight of the gleaming object within. It was something round and shiny. I wanted it. I wanted it right away! What on earth was it?

“This is a sphere that detects the slightest energy waves. It was teleported over here from the capital.” He held it out. “Could you touch it, please?”

I looked at Mom. She nodded. Well, in that case...

I held out my hand and touched the sphere. Ooh, it felt so smooth... as smooth as my head. It felt funny.

Albert grinned as he observed the artefact, then deftly hid it way.

Hey, buster, give it back!

What was all the smirking about, anyway? I didn’t like this... artefacts, tests... and nothing being detected, when there was obviously something. When Albert opened his mouth to speak, I tensed up, expecting to hear any number of things.

But what I heard was...

“Well, congratulations, your son is a bona fide mage!”

I gasped.

Holy shit! Albert, you devil, you — keeping us guessing like that! Even Mom let out a gasp, then looked me in the eyes and smiled.

“But there’s a catch.”

We stopped smiling.

I really was ready to bite his face off. Let me at him, Mom, I want blood!

“There are a number of ways in which this might play out. In the best-case scenario, your son could become a first-rate spy and assassin. There’s magic in him, but even I can’t see it. Since he would be indetectable even to the most sensitive targets, he would be able to take a runic blade and slice their heads off with a single blow from behind.”

“Oh no...”

OH YES!

“In the worst-case scenario, he could just die.”

Oh no.

“What you mean, die?” Mom asked breathlessly.

“A human being is a machine, and magic is energy. In your son’s case, the excess energy never gets released. He’s like a machine that never cools down — do you get what I’m saying? Like a steam train that never lets out steam.” He looked at Mom with a sigh. “Your son could become a walking bomb.”

“But... wait a minute,” Mom said, shaking her head in bewilderment, unable to believe her ears. “He’s only just been born, he’s my son, period.” She pressed me to her breast. “I mean, he can’t... he’s my son.”

“But do you know what puzzles me?” Albert drew a deep breath and leant back in his chair. “What puzzles me is that he hasn’t become one already. A bomb, that is.” The doctor looked at me intently. “Where does your magic go, little one? You broke one rule by surviving with the anomaly. Now you’re breaking another. Quite the mischief-maker, aren’t you?”

My mouth nearly dropped open from all these revelations.

Was he saying, then, that I should have exploded a long time ago, but something was preventing it? That made sense to me. It was what had saved me from one death, then a second, and recently from a third — what had enabled me to break two rules of the magical world.

“So you mean, he won’t die?” Mom let out a breath, her relief palpable.

“If he could, he would already have died long ago. Luckily, however, he can’t. By all measures, he’s an ordinary little boy.”

“Not ordinary,” Mom muttered.

“Pardon?”

“Not ordinary? He’s very smart and cute.”

“Oh, yes, of course,” Albert grinned, “very smart and cute.”

Mom smiled.

Ah... Lucky me, for having parents like these. If it wasn't for people trying to murder us on Mondays, I’d have no worries at all. I just hoped that, when the time came, all girls, not just my mother, would see me as cute.

Only now did it strike me that I had never once seen myself. I ought to look in the mirror. What if I was, I don’t know, Chinese?

“Is there any way of preventing it?” Mom asked.

“At this age, no, but...”

Then the telephone rang.

* * *

Five minutes earlier

Children are the flowers of life. No — trees, in fact.

Money trees.

A lot of money spins around children — food, clothes, magical development courses, clinics, and whatnot. Parents are willing to fork out fabulous amounts of cash on their progeny just to ensure that they get only the best!

Naturally, there are people who exploit this.

There was a man called Eugene. Although ‘man’ is perhaps not quite the word. He was a big, burly giant, bald-headed and permanently wrapped in a fur coat, even in the summer. He was a titan of a fellow, both in physique and in mind!

Eugene had received an order. A long time ago. A very long time ago. And the client was getting anxious.

“Eugene, they’re getting tetchy!” someone was telling him on the phone. “We were supposed to have finished that commercial a week ago! It can’t be that hard to advertise children’s clothes, can it? I mean, we’re talking diapers and rompers here!”

“Listen here, my friend,” Eugene sighed, “I’m an artist. And so far, nothing has come out right. They start crying, they shit themselves... There’s no spark. Not even a smile! Nobody’s going to buy anything that way. If the child looks unhappy on screen, the parents will be unhappy too. Especially the aristocrats. You know what they’re like. Impossible to please.”

“Eugene, our clients are Germans!” the agent said, almost sobbing. “I’m begging you. I’m prepared to raise the actors’ fees, if that’s what it takes — only please get it done! We’ve already bought the airtime. I don’t give a f...”

Yes, it was certainly a problem. Actors of that age were hard to come by, to put it mildly.

“Unless...,” Eugene frowned. “Give me a minute. I have an idea.”

He hung up and started dialing another number. He had a friend at the other end of the country who was fond of bragging about his discoveries.

* * *

“What? Diapers? What the hell are you talking about? What have Germans got to do with anything?” Albert seemed to have a hard time catching the caller’s drift. “Yes, I did say that. Smart, possibly a born genius. Yes, he’s right here.” He looked at us, frowning. “You want me to come right out with it? Well, all right.”

Still frowning and clearly at a loss, he hung up and looked at us. Mom and I said nothing. We had no idea what it was about.

The answer came quickly.

“Anna, have you ever thought about an acting career?”

“Huh?” Mom, who had just been getting ready to leave, looked up in surprise.

“Not for yourself. For Michael.”

“Huh?”

Huh? Excuse me? Commercials? Give me a break!

“You see I have a... friend, let’s say. His name is Eugene — you might know of him. He’s the owner of the largest media agency in the country. And he’s been asked to make a commercial for children’s clothes. A major brand. But children are not the most obliging actors. They’re supposed to be promoting diapers, not pooping in them. I just thought, perhaps I could put your name forward?”

“Huh?”

Get your brain in gear, Mom — even I’ve got the picture by now.

“Well, I’m not sure,” she frowned. “A commercial...”

“They’d pay extremely well. Eugene doesn’t screw over people he likes. And your son, well, it looks like everyone’s going to like him. All the student nurses here are absolutely besotted with him. Plus, if it worked out, Eugene would go all out to find him the best preschool in the region. A preschool for gifted children!”

There it was. The killer blow.

How gullible could you be?! Mom had fallen for the pitch and was standing with a look of dazed contentment. First, Albert had brought up the money — which, of course, we sorely needed. Then he’d followed up by singing her beloved son’s praises and talking about his prospects. And if the first ploy had only caused her to buckle, the second...

She was sure to end up as a phone scam victim one of these days!

Whatever you do, Mom, don’t say yes! Sell my pretty face? No thanks! As for a preschool, what the hell would I...

“My son... in a commercial?” She looked at me. “Well, we can think about it... probably...”

“Excellent, I’ll give him your number. He’ll give you a call.”

Hey, how about a timeout here? I was a walking bomb in the making, and they were shoving advertising contracts at me even before I’d started to crawl.

Ah, whatever!

There was money in it, was there? Well, I did want to make my parents happy. And if a little acting would bring a smile to their faces...

Okay, go ahead. Tell this Eugene friend of yours to call us.

* * *

“Ready, Misha?”

Was I in some sort of time loop? Or was it just Mom’s catchphrase? Why did all the shitty things in life start with these words?

Four days had passed by. Dull, empty days which I’d skipped through on fast-forward. Praise be to the infant brain. I could just switch off and simply exist. Which was convenient when things got dull.

Now, though, that cozy dullness had been interrupted.

It was a weekend. Sunday. Dad was at home, too. He watched with a skeptical air as Mom got me ready.

I was with him. It was all a little strange.

“It sounds a bit dubious, but okay. I suppose,” he frowned.

“What if this is the start of his acting career?” Mom had let her imagination get carried away. “What if he becomes famous? How great would that be? Our son — a world-famous actor.”

“Uh-huh. And a drug addict. They’re all snorters, those Hollywood folk. And Satanists, and adrenochrome harvesters.”

I’m not going to be a drug addict in any case, Dad — I’ve got it all planned out.

To be fair, though, Dad’s skepticism was reasonable. As were Mom’s fantasies. I’d been thinking about it myself and concluded that I had a pretty good chance of making a name for myself. Not to mention big money! That wouldn’t go amiss. It’d be great for my parents.

I’d no idea who I might have been in my previous lives (if anyone), but it was quite possible that I was the oldest member of the family. I could be hundreds of years old.

And as the oldest, I had to look after my own. That was the law. The bottom line.

I could see that they could use the royalty money. I was well aware of it. Moving to the new apartment had taken its toll on the purse-strings, but people needed to treat themselves now and then, right? Which was hard when so much was spent on me, a growing child...

‘It sucks to be a burden,’ I sighed. ‘Okay, Mom. Let’s go.’

It was late spring and already warm outside, so Mom dressed me in a sporty outfit with three stripes, and off we went. It wasn’t far, and in twenty minutes we arrived.

It was an enormous, modern white building with a big sign that read “E&E Corp.” What did that stand for: Eugene and Eugene? Was there more than one of them?

I should say I felt something was off right then. While I was trying to figure out what it was, we went inside. Someone greeted us at reception and led us to the studio. It was only then that it dawned on me what was wrong.

There’d been an expensive-looking red convertible in the visitors’ parking lot. It bothered me.

“H’llo.” A young guy with a made-up face and slicked back hair was the first to greet us. “Anna and Michael, right?” He was chewing gum.

“Uh-huh.” Mom peered warily at this... creature.

“Okey-dokey...” He pulled his phone out and started tapping something with his long, painted fingernails. “Pleased to meet you. I’m Sergey. If you’d like to come through and wait.”

He gave us a warm nod, then breezed off towards the studio. Mom and I watched after this marvel of male beauty in stunned silence for a few moments before finally deciding to follow him.

Was this what Hollywood people looked like?

We went inside. Green screens, stage sets, cameras, camera crew... This place had it all! I was especially impressed by the lighting setup. It made the offstage and stage areas look like completely different worlds!

It looked fun.

Alas, however, things couldn’t continue in this happy vein. The thing that had been bugging me from the start now came to the fore.

“Oh, so you’re the ones we’ve been waiting for all this time?” I heard a venomous female voice say behind me. “For heaven’s sake, would it kill you to come to work on time? What do they pay you for?”

Mom turned around.

A tall, imposing blonde in a long, white fur coat was standing next to us in the offstage area. She wasn’t alone, though. She was holding another little child. A fair-haired girl. A baby like me, perhaps a little bit older.

What did she mean?

“No, no, I’m afraid you’ve got it wrong. We’re not staff,” Mom explained with her trademark benevolent smile. “We...”

“Oh really? I was told we were waiting for someone. Why do you have a child with you?”

“We...”

“Sergey,” she interrupted again. “What exactly is going on here?”

The man from before came back over. He looked at us for a moment. I had a bad feeling about all this.

“Didn’t they warn you, Anna?” he asked.

“Warn us about what?” Mom frowned.

“This isn’t a screen test. It’s a casting. Mrs Sinitsin is also applying for the role. It will go to the winner. We only need one child.”

My eyes widened in shock. Mom’s friendly demeanor began steadily ebbing away. She turned to face the woman and her daughter. The green-eyed girl was looking around her with great interest, examining everything, while her mother stared darkly back at us.

Casting? Winner? What kind of farce was this? Did they take me for some kind of circus animal?

That surname — it seemed somehow familiar. Where had I heard it before?

Adjusting her coat, Mrs Sinitsin asked:

“You bought an audition too, did you?”

“Bought? No, we were invited.

“Oh really?” She raised an eyebrow bitchily. “You mean to say you didn’t even pay for this opportunity? Sergey, is this some kind of joke? Is it because of these people you didn’t want to audition my Katya? Are these the ones you booked over her?”

“These?” Mom stared. “And what exactly is wrong with us?”

“What’s your lineage? What clan are you from?”

“I’m not from any clan.”

“Well, there you have it. That’s precisely why they’ll be choosing Katya over your son.”

We looked at Sergey. All he could manage was a sympathetic sigh. It was obvious that he wasn’t happy about the situation himself, but it had been impossible for him to say no to the Sinitsin woman. Clearly, a fair bit of dough had changed hands.

Come on, Mom, this is bullshit.

There were quite a few things that made me mad. My general situation, my body, things I didn’t understand, boredom, murderers in my bedroom... But that face, those words, that air of self-importance...

This was as mad as I’d ever felt in my life.

I wanted to tear her apart. Trample on her. I wanted to exact violent retribution — if not physical, then at least moral.

But no. No! I had to keep calm. Mom had taught me that. Bad people die early, so don’t waste your time on them. May they choke on the role, the bitches!

Only at least tell her what a dumb piece of trash she is before we go. Just to make us feel better.

“I see,” Mom said. “In that case, Sergey, I’m sorry but we’re going to leave. This is ridiculous. We came for a screen test, not to be subjected to... all this. If Mrs Sinitsin is so desperate for the role, let her have it. My son is not some circus animal to be judged in that way.”

Alas, Mom was such a kind, gentle soul. I couldn’t even recall hearing her swear.

Sergey nodded ruefully. At least he was a decent human being.

Meanwhile, a smirk appeared on Sinitsin’s face. Rich bitch. Go fuck yourself!

Mom turned around, said goodbye to Sergey and headed for the exit...

“You should never have come here in the first place,” Sinitsin jeered after us. “Opportunities like this are not meant for your sort.”

Mom shuddered and squeezed me more tightly. Those words had got to her.

“In any case, no one can match my Katya’s talent. Stick to your own level, and keep out of our...”

“Wah! Wah-wah!” I waved my arms about and started reaching out towards the cameras. “Agoo, agoo! Wah!”

“What is it, darling?” Mom stopped. “You want to go over there? You want to do the test anyway?”

“Agoo! Wah!” I held my arms out back towards Sergey.

Mom turned around to follow where my arms were leading, and we locked gazes with Sinitsin. Now even her daughter was smirking at us.

Okay, scum, now you’ve overstepped the line.

I’m going to crush you and your daughter too, you stuck-up bitch. Because I’m nothing like my mother.

Sergey, roll the cameras. I’ll show you talent.

* * *

News Bulletin on Imperial One!

Following the change of power and system of government, the Emperor has officially signed a law restoring the status of the aristocracy.

Obligations borne by people awarded aristocrat status include:

— Higher taxes.

— Mandatory reporting on combat magic matters.

— Compulsory military service.

— Mandatory burial of all relatives at state-founded cemeteries and renunciation of the right to cremate their bodies.

— Consent to resurrection to the Undead Army, if required.

— And much more besides.

In return, all aristocrats will RECEIVE:

— A stamp in their passport.

— Lands belonging to their ancestral family. (If they can prove it).

And that’s basically all.

Interesting fact! Practically everyone who was an aristocrat in the past has applied to get that stamp. Attracted, of course, by the obvious advantages.


Chapter 4

SERGEY FROWNED, Sinitsin’s face darkened, and her daughter stopped smiling, apparently beginning to gauge the atmosphere among the adults.

“So you’re going to audition?” Sergey asked.

“Wah! Agoo! Agoo!” I wriggled my legs and reached out towards the cameras, then towards the stage.

“Well, my son seems to want to...,” Mom said hesitantly. Then she sighed. “Okay, we’ll do it.”

Oh, how easy it was to manipulate these grown-ups! Especially when you were a cute little baby. I just had to reach out for something, and my parents would oblige. They were so weak-willed! But I liked them the better for it.

“Tsk, this is madness,” the fur-coated aristocrat muttered. “Let’s get on with it, then. The sooner we start, the sooner that boy will be carried away in tears.”

Ha! Me? In tears?

I don’t think so.

We’ll soon see who’s going to be running away in tears.

* * *

The stage was ready. Mom was asked to change me in the dressing room. I had to wear some kind of pants in which your backside could breathe, and you could still crap yourself too. A magic fabric, no less.

“Listen, sweetie, this is an important moment,” Mom said as she fastened up my blue romper suit. “This could be your future career. After all, you’re so cute and so smart!” She lifted me up. “Do your best, my darling. And if it doesn’t work out, then to hell with it.”

“Agoo!” I waved my arm.

“Onward to victory!”

With a determined nod, Mom took me out onto the stage. Sinitsin was already there, and so was her mini-me. Her romper suit was pink.

I had to win. I had to show them their place.

My fury hadn’t subsided — no sirree. I was a vengeful little so-and-so. If you dared open your mouth, you had to suffer the consequences.

You want victory, Mom? Just watch.

“All right. To save time, we’ll do one test!” shouted Sergey. What we need is a calm, obedient actor aged three months plus! We’ll set you a task, and whoever does it best gets the part. Understood? Right — let’s get the kids on set.”

Mom brought me onto the nursery set.

“Let’s have Katya in one cradle, Michael in the other! The child’s task is to smile and laugh! The quicker they manage it, the higher your chances of getting the contract! The cameras are rolling. Action!”

Sinitsin immediately crouched in front of her daughter, smiled and started twittering:

“Okay, Katya, darling. Let’s have a smile. Look, here’s your favorite holy jade rattle. Look! Whoosh-whoosh-whoosh!”

Katya looked — but she didn’t smile.

“Come on, sweetie, look. Mom’s smiling. And you always smile. You’re the smiliest girl in the world! Remember when we did that other commercial? You laughed straight away! You just need to do the same here.”

Katya was gazing away from her, a deep frown on her face.

“Katya! Is something the matter? Is your tummy hurting? You usually always laugh.”

Sinitsin persisted in her efforts to get a smile out of her child. She did everything she could, even pulling the weirdest faces. But nothing worked.

Because Katya had seen me staring at her. She saw the emotions burning in the depths of my pupils, the intense gaze boring into her green eyes. She tried to look at her mother, tried to do her bidding. But it was no use. My aura was devouring her. Children have a way of sensing other people’s moods.

“Misha, look at...”

“Hee-hee-hee!” I burst out laughing.

My emotions were at boiling point. Rage and aggression were calling out to me, begging to be let out.

“Hee-hee-ha-HA. HA-HA!” I was pointing my finger at Katya.

‘What, is it not funny anymore? Not smirking now, are you? No one will stand in my way. I WILL CRUSH YOU ALL LIKE INSECTS!’

“HA-HA-HA! HA-HA-HA-HA.” I was laughing myself hoarse.

[Attention, internal malfunction. Generation of unstable energy waves. Negative phenomenon detected. Commencing adaptation]

[Adaptation: Energy-psychosis: 1/4]

“Ack-ack-puh-puh!” I felt a tickle in my throat and started coughing. “Ack-ack-ack!”

I must have got a bit carried away. What the...

“The cameras are acting up! Some kind of interference. The system’s crashed!”

“What? How come?”

“How should we know?!”

[Energy patterns detected. More data needed for assimilation and controlled implementation]

I could barely get away from the ringing in my head. Oh heck, something had really snapped.

With a great effort I blinked and looked around me. I saw the cameramen scurrying and fussing around their flickering cameras. Then I looked up at Katya. She was looking back at me with wide-open eyes, in deep shock.

No sooner had our eyes met than her lips began to tremble, and...

“W...w...wa-a-ah!” she sobbed. “Wa-a-ah! Wa-a-ah!

“Katya!” Sinitsin jumped up. “Katya, what’s the matter?”

“Wa-a-ah!” she wailed.

“You! This is all your doing!” Sinitsin thundered at us. “You and your... crazy child!”

Oh, you shouldn’t have said that. Mom might be a delicate soul, but she’s no punchbag.

“You shut your mouth, lady!” That was it, Mom had finally lost her rag. “Just because your daughter cries for no reason, it doesn't mean there’s something wrong with my son! Book her in with your shrink — and book yourself in, while you’re at it! Hysterical fool! All money and no manners! What the hell do you know about aristocracy, you bumpkin! People like you ought to be...” She broke off at this point, evidently sensing that she was straying a little too far.

Sinitsin stood with her mouth hanging open, like a fish out of water. She tried to squawk something back, but the shock got the better of her.

While she was regaining her composure, Sergey came back. Thank goodness. The painted savior put everything right in an instant.

“Anna, could you try to make him laugh... just a little? This is a nice little commercial, not a horror movie.”

“Well, I’ll try,” Mom said. “Misha, look at me. Er... Ah. Well, this is rather naughty, but...” Shaking her head, she crouched in front of me. “This is how they name a newborn baby in the east. They put him in a sack and tap the corner. If he clinks like metal they call him Bong, if he stretches out like rope they call him Long, and if he poos himself they call him Pong.”

“Hee-hee-hee,” I laughed.

Heh-heh. That joke never failed to crack me up. And the funny thing was, it was Mom’s own joke. It was she who’d told it to Dad, then laughed out loud herself. Dad had looked at her as if she was nuts. That was why she blushed now, saying it in front of everyone.

Yes, it was an odd sort of family I’d found myself in. But never mind — it had its charms!

By this time, Katya had stopped crying. It was strange, in fact, how quickly she’d stopped. Had the effect of my insane laughter worn off?

Nonetheless...

“Okay,” sighed Sergey. “I’ve seen what I need to see. I’m sorry, Mrs Sinitsin, but the part goes to Kaiser.”

“Well, you can go to hell! Screw you!” She picked up Katya. “Commercials. Pah! We shan’t lower ourselves! And we won’t be doing business with your company either!” She turned around and walked away. “You’ll be kicking yourselves when she becomes a star!”

Just as she got to the exit, she turned around one last time and cast a malicious look at me.

“Screw you, too! You’re no match for my Katya! She’ll have her choice of men, and she won’t even give you a second glance! Pah!”

With a final snort of disdain, she vanished.

It was over. Victory was ours.

“Oh dear...,” Mom sighed.

Agreed...

What on earth had happened to me just now? Couldn’t I get through a single week without facing mortal peril? I was only three months old!

“The cameras are working again! All hail my technomantic cojones!” the technician shouted.

“Excellent,” Sergey said, clapping his hands. “Okay, in that case let’s get those documents signed and get on with shooting the world’s best diaper commercial. Or magic diaper commercial, I should say!”

Mom and I exchanged glances.

Time to get to work?

* * *

Evening

After the shoot

Sergey was sipping on his alternative milk latte with marshmallows, while the booze-soaked technician Vasya was stirring his cup of three-in-one instant, a cigarette between his fingers. Both were tired. But both could now breathe more easily. At last, that damn commercial had been shot. All of it.

Yes, ALL OF IT.

No, you don’t quite get what I’m saying. Let me explain in more detail, so you can understand just how elated the two men were.

Five sets of clothes. Two types of diapers. A pair of mittens. Even a cradle. And they’d managed to get through ALL that in one day of filming. ONE day! Do you know long they’d been going at it until then?

Several months!

Hundreds of children, and just as many unhappy parents! And all for nothing. Eugene had rejected everything they’d sent him. Until now...

Michael hadn’t cried. Michael had done exactly what was needed. He’d laughed just right, looked straight into the cameras, and even that disapproving look of his had vanished as soon as the shooting started.

Michael was a genius, and he’d saved more than one man’s ass.

“We can’t lose that one,” said Vasya, dragging on his cigarette. “We just can’t. I vowed never to work with kids again, but with Kaiser, I don’t have a problem.”

“We won’t lose him. I’ll speak to Eugene.” Sergey sipped his coffee and smiled. “He’ll handle them. That’s what he’s good at.”

Vasya grinned in reply. Yeah, Eugene would know what to do all right.

“By the way, what was all that with the cameras?”

“Oh yes. Some mage having a psychotic fit nearby. Must have been overdoing things, poor bastard.”

“What? Who? And we didn’t know anything about it?” Sergey choked on his drink. “I wonder what got into the kids, then? I mean, they’re like animals — they’re fine with the first stage of psychosis. It’s the second stage that even adults react to, but not the first.”

“Yeah, but a psychotic episode brings out fear in people nearby. Animal fear. The girl, Katya, cried, which was as it should be. But the boy...” He drew on his cigarette and smiled. “Well, if that’s his natural response to something as scary as that, then we’re all in the shit.”

Silence fell.

A strange day. With a strange boy who laughed in response to one of the most terrifying things.

“Can a child have a psychotic fit?”

“Hardly. He’d die.”

* * *

Silence fell.

A joyous day.

It happened in the third week after the shoot. I’d just turned four months. As a present, I received another dinosaur, this time made out of energy crystals. Supposedly, it brought luck, and the magic energy was good for your child’s development. Yeah, right. Especially when it fell on your head.

And the day after that...

“How much?” Mom was looking at her phone.

“How much?” Dad said, frowning.

“It seems a bit much.”

“How much?”

“Seven hundred and forty thousand.”

They looked at each other. Silence fell. It was early in the morning, so the whole family was still at home. Everyone could see it with their own eyes.

I lay feeling very pleased with myself. Oh yes.

“Oh, someone’s calling!” Mom nearly dropped her phone in surprise. “Hello? Yes? Who? Eugene? Ah! Yes, I remember. You’re the one that Albert talked about. Yours is the agency we did the shoot for.”

Dad and I pricked up our ears. What was this about?

“What was that? ‘Inspired’? Hero of the German aristocracy? Heh-heh, well, thank you.” Her face broke into a contented smile, but then she looked at me. “What’s that? You want him to do something else?” She frowned. “I see. What exactly do you have in my mind? Oh! A horror movie...”

Dad’s eyebrows shot up. As did mine. I was shocked. What did they think...

Hold on, what was a horror movie?

“Yes, you’re right. That might be a problem. He’s still very small.” Mom was gnawing one of her fingernails. “It could open doors for him, you say?” She looked at me again. “How much time can you give us? A month. Okay. Uh-huh. All right. I’ll call you back. No, thank you!”

She hung up, let out a deep breath, knitted her brows.

My father gave her time to collect her thoughts — which was just as well, because Mom reached her own conclusion. Turning to her husband, she said:

“We need a child who can crawl by this time next month. Some famous director is making a horror movie with the Koreans, and they need a baby. But he has to be able to crawl.”

“Anna, he’s four months old. Babies don’t crawl that early.”

Hey, knock it off! Who says I don’t crawl? Don’t speak too soon! Maybe you guys can’t crawl, but I...

“N-n-n-n-a!” I turned over, dug my hands into the bed and...

Fell flat on my face.

Goddamn it. I couldn’t crawl.

“Mark, Eugene promised me a lot of things,” Mom said, looking at me. “A commercial is one thing, but a movie’s on another level. So many doors would be opened. So many contacts. And that would be at five months old — do you get what I’m saying? We’re talking about a whole future. Not to mention all the money we’d be able to spend on him. His education, the best Academies, and a whole lot else!”

Dad frowned and looked at me too.

“And what do you want?” he asked.

“We have a month. There are actually a few cases of children starting to crawl at five months. It’s rare. Very rare. But Misha’s a genius.” Mom smiled as she noticed me watching them. “Tomorrow is our last visit to Albert before he flies off. I’ll ask him. Then we’ll see.”

“Well, it doesn’t hurt to ask,” Mark sighed. Getting up off his chair, he came up to me and patted my head, smiling. “Well, Misha. Looks like you’re going to be off the mark at four months.”

Fat chance.

* * *

“Ready, Misha?”

I’m tired. Kill me now.

Instead, it was on with the clothes again, into the stroller again, and off we went. The only difference was, I was dressed a little more lightly now, it being the height of spring. It was warm and sunny. Quite lovely, in fact.

If only I didn’t have to lay eyes on those medical morons!

They took my blood as always, then we headed off to see good old SuperDoc from the capital, who still hadn’t told us a thing. Might today be the day?

“I don’t see anything.”

“-_-”

Even Mom’s face now took on the Pallas’s cat vibe — a look of weary contempt. With her big eyes and expressive face, her feelings were easy to read.

It must have been from her that I got my trademark expression.

“Oh, don’t look at me like that!” Albert was disconcerted. “What I mean is, by all measures he’s just a child with magic in him. Except that it doesn’t have an outlet. Don’t worry, I’ll just be hopping to the capital and back again. I’ll bring a couple of... technical upgrades. Then we’ll see.”

“All right. It’s probably for the best since you say everything is okay,” Mom said. “Actually, we have another question for you. We need some advice. Eugene has made us an offer. A really cool part in a movie that he’s making with some Koreans.”

“Yes, he told me.”

“The snag is, they need a child who can crawl. In a month’s time. And our Misha can’t crawl.”

“He’s four months old. It’s early yet.” He realized what Mom was driving at. “Are you asking me whether the process can be speeded up?”

“Uh-huh,” Mom nodded.

At that moment...

A couple of times before, you see, I’d sensed in my bones that something lousy was about to happen. My gut feeling saw problems ahead. Now I felt the exact opposite.

Something good was coming.

“Well, yes, theoretically.” He shrugged his shoulders. “Present him with a stimulus — something he has to get to by moving. What does he like?”

I knew what Mom’s answer would be.

“Books. He’s always reaching out for them, trying to grab them. Maybe he likes the way they rustle or something.”

“Well, there you go.”

Yes... yes, yes, YES!

Let’s go!

* * *

‘Give it. Give it.’ I was holding out my arms.

“This one?”

‘No-o-o, not that one.’ I made a sulky face and sniveled.

My parents frowned.

“Why is he so insistent on getting hold of the History of Ancient Magic, and not The Boy on the Moon?”

“Perhaps he just likes thicker books?”

Boy on the moon, my ass! What the hell was he doing there, the idiot? There was no air there — he’d suffocate to death in no time! But the history of ancient magic? Now you’re talking!

“I’m telling you, he’s a genius. A genius of magic! Right from the cradle, that’s what he’s interested in.”

“Darling, he’s four months old.”

Could my plan to get a college degree at one year old actually work out? Would I be able to study, read, and devour knowledge starting from four months?

They put me at one end of the cot and the book at the other. The history of magic it was, then — heh-heh.

“Right, Misha, off you go!” Mom clenched her fists.

Dad frowned.

The distance was a yard at most. Just one step for adults! It was nothing, nada, zilch!

But not for me.

I twisted my backside and heaved myself over onto my belly. I pushed down with my hands. Hard as I could. I managed to raise myself a little.

Come on!

My whole body suddenly began to shudder, and an aching sensation spread through my joints and ligaments. It felt really painful — even more than when they took my blood!

Damn it!

Bending my legs, I tried to use them to push myself off. But my knees just stiffened up — they weren’t used to that kind of exertion. It was too early for my body to start crawling. It wasn’t ready!

But I needed it to be. I was tired of being a useless little baby!

Come on, come on, I urged my legs.

One arm forward. Hold on! My whole body wobbled, but I didn’t fall. Great — now a leg! Forward. Knee down. Now I just had to bear down on it, lever myself up and place the other hand...

“Oof!”

Without having moved an inch, I caved in and slumped flat on my face.

I couldn’t do it.

“It’s no good,” my father said. “I told you. He’s too little.”

No, damn it! How could it be so hard? I clenched my fist. What a useless, pathetic body I have!

Annoyance? Disappointment? No.

Fury.

Letting out a deep breath, I pushed down with my hands again. Battling pain and emotions.

Did you say I had a month to start crawling? Just you watch. I was born to get what I want.

And I want to crawl.

* * *

Two weeks later

A sense of hopelessness reigned in the apartment. It’s right what they say: a home feels the way its mistress feels. And when Anna was feeling down, the whole place felt somehow dark and cold.

“Anna, it’ll all be fine,” Mark sighed.

“How can it be fine?” his wife said gloomily “He’s doing the best he can. He tries so hard every day, but it’s just... it’s no good...” Her eyes grew moist. “Poor little mite...”

Here came the waterworks again.

Mark took this in his stride. He’d known very well who he was marrying. Anna cried once a week without fail. Food she could take or leave, but she just had to have a good weep, whether it was over a cute kitten getting rescued, an old woman recounting happy memories, or a bird with a broken wing.

This time, it was over a little boy who was trying not to let his parents down. Trying with all his might, but to no avail. A boy who happened to be her own son...

Anna’s lips began to tremble, a faint whimper starting to make its way out. Mark had no intention of trying to stop it. As a man, he was focusing on how to solve the problem.

The boy had to start crawling. How could they speed up his progress? Two weeks had gone by, and the same amount of time was left. What could be done? The boy really was doing his best. How could they help him along? There had to be some way. Surely there was something...

Bzzz. Anna’s phone started ringing.

“Oh, it’s Eugene. Eugene’s calling. What shall I say to him? Oh, this is bad!” She accepted the call. “Yes, hello!”

“Anna, my dear! How are things progressing?”

“I’m sorry, but...” — she pursed her lips — “It’s not working. Not yet anyway. He still can’t crawl.”

A brief silence ensued.

It was disappointing for everyone, of course.

“Well, it can’t be helped,” sighed Eugene. “We still have two weeks left. I’m sorry to put all this pressure on you. I just thought he might get there by five months.”

“No, I’m sorry for letting you down. You offered us a great opportunity, promised us all those wonderful things...”

“Don’t blame yourself. It’s fine.”

“But you will wait another two weeks, won’t you? He might still make it. It could happen right on the day before filming starts.”

“Ha-ha! Well, I’m glad to hear you haven’t given up hope. That’s the spirit! Of course I’ll wait, don’t worry. Your son is perfect for the part. He’s the one the director wants. Him and a little girl from Korea, but she’s already confirmed.

Anna really hadn’t given up hope. She believed in her son, and she wanted the best for him.

Just then, her husband tapped her on the shoulder. Without warning. Right in the middle of her conversation.

He never did that.

Anna turned her glum face first to her husband, and then to where his finger was pointing. Then she froze. As did Mark.

The room was plunged in silence.

It was as if time had stopped still for both parents.

“No way...”

There was their child, padding out of his bedroom on his hands and knees. TurboBaby.

“Eugene... he’s... he’s making for the mirror,” my mother mumbled.

“What?”

“HE’S CRAWLING TO THE MIRROR. HA-HA-HA!” Anna squealed.

* * *

My face was sweating, my heart was pounding, my joints and muscles were aching, and my head was spinning.

But I was crawling. I knew that I could crawl and go on crawling without collapsing.

I’d done it. In two weeks.

Two weeks of daily training, pain and patience. At times, I’d felt as though I was losing consciousness, as if my extremities might just switch off, as if I might die!

But it had been said to my face that a child could crawl by five months. That it was doable. And if something was doable, then I would do it.

I stopped by the huge, tall mirror in the hallway and looked at myself. So that was what I looked like. Big blue eyes — those were from Mom. Expressive black eyebrows — those were from Dad. A cute, appealing face — from both at once. But as for that look in my eyes...

That look was purely mine.

The look of a master.

I put my hand on the mirror and touched my reflection. I looked at myself again and flashed a cute smile.

‘Hold on tight, girls,’ I grinned. ‘Lover-boy is on the prowl’

I’d taken the first step, passed the first stage. Enough of being a slab of meat. Now the fun could begin.

* * *

News Bulletin on Imperial One!

Eugene’s agency plays an important role in developing ties between the Empire and other states. Everyone likes beautiful, pleasant people, but Eugene literally seems to conjure them from nowhere.

Interesting fact: It was Eugene’s agency that once employed the current Emperor and one of his wives. Back when they were models.


Chapter 5

“GOODNIGHT, PETAL.”

Mom kissed me on the forehead. As I lay with my eyes closed, snuffling peacefully, she cooed once more about what a darling little moppet I was, blew another loud kiss, and finally left the room.

I listened as she walked along the hallway, then turned into her room. I waited until the apartment was enveloped in silence. Then, when everyone was fast asleep...

Okay! My eyes shot open.

Operation ‘Knowledge Devourer’ had begun!

I got up, took hold of my pillow, bunched up the sheet and threw the whole lot onto the floor. Now came the hardest part — climbing over the guard rail. Hell, that was tricky. One, two — there! Then I dropped onto the soft pile below, landing neatly on my backside.

Ha-ha, I’d made it. Escape complete!

My backside hurt like hell, though. If it wasn’t for the adaptation to impact injury, my ass would have been battered to a pulp long ago. As it was, the pain would soon pass. I knew this because it was three days ago that I’d started crawling, and I’d been climbing out of my cot every night since.

Onward to where the knowledge is! Putting on the most serious face the world had ever seen, I crawled purposefully towards the exit.

“Ooh! Aah! Oof!” I puffed and panted, making all sorts of noises, but I was crawling, damn it! I was crawling!

The door was ajar. Grasping it with my fingers, I pulled it open, then sped to the living room. My destination was the bookcase.

‘Uh, you again’

Luckily, the shelf was more or less at my level. Not so luckily, it was behind a bastard heavy door!

Wrapping my fingers around the edge, I strained every sinew in my body, squeezing every ounce of strength from my iron muscles. For all that, I only just managed to pull open that stupid little door with the magnetic catch!

“Whew!” I blew a deep breath and shook the sweat from my forehead.

Right, uh-huh, there it is. Quickly! My mission was almost complete. I dragged the book to my room and shoved it under the bed. Now I just had to go back, shut the cabinet door and...

“I knew it — you little terrorist!”

“Whoa!” No sooner had I crawled back into the living room than I was suddenly flying through the air. I turned around. Dad was holding me by my pajamas and scowling at me.

“Anna, he’s doing this every night, for heaven’s sake! This is the third night in a row I’ve had to leap out of bed ready to kill intruders. It’s stressing me out! You said he’d gone to sleep!”

“Well, he was just snuffling so nicely!”

“He’s four months old! How could he fool you? How did he get to be more cunning than you?” Dad was clearly wound up.

“Nearly five months...” Mom mumbled.

Dad snorted and turned to me with a serious face.

“Michael Kaiser, why do frighten your parents like that? First you save us, then you try and drive us to a heart attack! Why do you keep going on the run?”

‘I crave knowledge!’

I’ll become more powerful than you ever dreamed of being! Now put me down and stop holding up progress!

“Grrr!” I protested and began wriggling my legs even more.

“Goodness me, our son’s growing up into a terrorist,” my father said with a sigh and carried me back to my room.

He was right, actually. I’d been terrorizing the household for three days. Dad’s reaction was understandable: it was on one such noisy night that our whole family had almost been murdered. No wonder he was all on edge.

I’d got the point. From now on I’d be quieter...

After all, I now had everything to hand!

He put me back to bed, extracted a promise ‘between men’ not to frighten my parents, and left me to sleep. Once again, I waited for everyone to fall into a slumber, then jumped down. Only this time I didn’t crawl off anywhere. I just looked under my bed.

A History of Ancient Magic, The Surrounding World for Little Ones and Magic Combat Tactics in an Urban and Populated Environment. That was what awaited me there.

Admittedly, it was an odd collection, but it was all I’d been able to nab.

I knew very well that the books would be taken off me if I read them in the daytime when my parents were there. It would be: “Aww, look, he’s pretending to read. He’s so funny. Now let’s go and play with your rattles!”

Rattles my ass! Unless they were made from the bones of my enemies...

In the end, then, I’d decided to steal a few books and read them by moonlight. It was lucky that the moon happened to look right in through my window.

‘Oka-ay.’ I pulled out the book on the foundations of magic.

I opened it. Yes, I knew the language. I must have been born with just one built-in language, as it turned out I didn’t know any others.

The foundations of magic...

Magic. Ha!

So, what did it say? Uh-huh. Uh-huh. Got it.

It is generally considered that every human being possesses an organ capable of interacting with the energy around him or her. This is called the Core. It’s a sort of heart, except that it’s... a Core. It can’t be detected by ordinary methods, and only half of people are born with an active one.

In other words, as I thought, magic was not something that everyone had. Mom didn’t, for one.

A mage’s power depended on the strength of his core, and that was what had to be worked on. This led on to a major theme in the book: ‘The Main Barrier to Progress’.

Sounds ominous, doesn’t it? And with good reason.

In ancient times it was assumed that, since magic is a kind of science, strengthening methods should be universal, right? Like hell they are. Yes, there are all sorts of progress-boosting tricks and secrets, which are jealously guarded by ancient clans, but they certainly don’t suit everyone. Like it or not, sometimes they just don’t!

‘Ultimately, however well the aristocracy guarded their secrets, the strongest become the strongest thanks solely to their imagination.’ This was the conclusion to one of the sections.

“Hmm...” I scratched my neck.

Imagination, my ass. I imagined spading shit down the author’s neck — there, try that.

Anyway, moving on. There were a couple of examples of what used to be taken as the standard. However, there weren’t very many who measured up to it, which is why the percentage of ‘mages’ back then was around ten. Now, as I already mentioned, it was closer to fifty.

I scratched my bald little head again, carefully memorized what was written, and nodded. Then I crawled away a little, sat in the lotus position, and closed my eyes.

I took a deep breath.

Now I would free my imagination and try to activate whatever I saw.

My body was a spider’s web with a thousand facets. Energy settled like specks of dust on its threads, transmitting particles of power into my...

[Attention, internal damage to the core]

Okay, I get it. I give in. Forget the spider’s web, I didn’t like it anyway.

Hell — that must be that, then. I just wasn’t one of the ten per cent. I didn’t fit the...

But wait. If the Swarm could determine what was harmful to me, then surely I should be able to find the ideal method just by trial and error?

Ha! Of course!

That wasn’t an option available to other people — they didn’t know what was harmful to them. It would take them years to figure out which methods worked, and which didn’t. Whereas I...

I’d figure it all out in no time. I’d immediately reject anything that didn’t work without wasting any time on it.

“Heh-heh!” I rubbed my hands.

I might not be the smartest — I was a rugrat, after all — but all problems could be solved by trial and error. All that remained...

“A-a-a-ah...” Mom came into the room, yawning. “Misha, are you out of bed ag..” She froze. “How do you do that?”

I looked round in surprise.

What? Was it morning already? How had that happened? How long had I been reading?

Never mind. I’d resume the following night.

* * *

Day one of my magic quest

I managed to hide the book, and Mom didn’t smell a rat. At night I did some more reading. I found another method.

It made my nose bleed. No good.

Day two.

Found another method. Meditated all night but felt no effects. The Swarm stayed quiet, and I didn’t get tired. I assumed I must be a top-class mage.

At the end of the chapter I read that the method didn’t do anything, it was just there as a joke.

That hurt.

Also, I heard a noise in the kitchen. I looked out but didn’t see anything. Strange. I decided not to wake the parents — how could I explain it? It was probably the fridge.

Day three.

Didn’t find anything. But I did read about an uncontrollable diarrhea curse that struck Europe five hundred years ago. That made me laugh. Mom would have liked it too. I’ll tell her when I’m older.

Day four.

Discovered some unpleasant facts. Turns out I have a child’s brain, and all this reading and memorizing takes up a lot of energy. I got so sleepy my eyes stuck together. The parents awwed at the sight of my cute, sleepy little face.

Heard a noise in the kitchen again. Again, nobody there. Was I hearing things?

Day five.

Nothing. My parents have gotten used to my night-time wanderings and finding me on the floor of my room. They’re thinking of changing the bed to stop me getting out. Not good.

In the evening there was a lively debate over who had eaten all the sausages. It started as a joke about Dad getting fat, but it turned out that no one had touched them. Where did they go?

Day six.

Nothing.

Day seven.

Nothing. I’m getting cross.

The noise in the kitchen is bugging me big-time. This morning, the kettle broke.

Day eight.

I learned three methods today, all of them belonging to super-powerful people from the past. Tried them all.

My nose bled. None of them worked.

* * *

It was now the ninth day of my quest.

Once again, I jumped off the bed and opened the book with unconcealed irritation. I read for an hour. Of course, it was fascinating to read about the history of magic — about the plague, the first tactical spell, familiars, and so on, but...

I wanted to be part of it, not an observer. And everything I’d tried had been useless at best.

‘What the hell...,’ I fumed inwardly. ‘Why can’t I get a break?’

In the end I’d got nothing but tiredness, irritation and a lot of wasted time to show for my efforts. Not only that, but my parents were planning to change my bed to stop me getting out. Great! Some reward for my unwavering dedication to the study of magic...

Bang!

I heard a clattering from the kitchen, followed by a nasal voice:

“Drat it all...”

I froze.

Oh heck! This was bad.

I’d heard noises every other day without fail, but I’d never seen anyone. Just the odd clanging and rustling. It could just be the old fridge making a racket, couldn’t it?

But this was the first time I’d heard a voice. And it wasn’t my parents, that was for sure. Someone had gotten into our home again — and had obviously done so numerous times before!

Shit!

‘What, again?’ I swallowed nervously. ‘What do I do. Start bawling?’

Last time, someone had nearly killed me after I started crying. But I’d had no choice back then, being limited to lying on my back. This time, however...

No, there was a better option. Hiding my book under the bed, I crawled to the door. Like my parents’ door, it was never shut fully, so it didn’t take much effort to open it.

I looked out. It was dark. There was no one there. I could hear some movement coming from the kitchen, but I got the feeling it wasn’t made by people. It was kind of a small noise — clearly not human-sized.

Should I crawl into my parents’ room? That had been my first impulse — to go in there and start crying. But now...

I decided to go and take a look. Just a peek.

I crawled through the hallway as far as the kitchen and peered around the corner. Yes, there was something there! Only it wasn’t standing. It was sitting on the table.

I shuffled further. Now I could make out the creature’s silhouette. Yep, it was right there on the table. A sort of strange lump.

I got closer... and closer...

“Mm, blast, it’s burned out, mm...,” the creature drawled. “It’ll need soldering.”

It raised its paw, spread its claws, which glinted in the moonlight, and clicked its fingers. The whole room was lit up by a bright, fiery flash.

Now, after crawling about in the darkness, I was suddenly in plain sight. The creature turned its gaze on me. It saw me!

And I saw it.

“A cat?!” I mumbled. “What the...”

A cat. A very fluffy black cat was sitting on the table with the kettle in its hands.

“Well, maybe I am a cat,” he replied. “Must you stare like that? I’m not bothering anyone. I’m just mending this primus.” He nodded at the kettle.

“It’s a kettle.”

“Is that so?” He looked at it. “Well, perhaps it is a kettle, but it still needs mending.” He spoke with a pronounced twang in his voice, half-meowing.

My eyes did a double take.

Was I seeing things? Was it he who had been making those noises all week!

“What’s going...” It was only now that it hit me — “Wait a minute... I’m talking! How?”

“Through my magic of course. You’re just a baby — you can’t talk yourself. But we need to speak, so I linked our minds together. We can tell jokes. If we can’t talk, it’s like we’re not proper people...”

“ACTIVATION OF THE SWARM!” I said aloud.

The cat left off examining the kettle and instead looked at me with a puzzled air. I, meanwhile, looked perplexedly down at my hands. Either the equipment’s faulty, or I am, as I’d heard Mom say. It hadn’t worked.

“Oh, man!” I cried in exasperation.

“Mm, oh man indeed, or maybe not. But if you, mm, need to shout, then do. It helps.” With a brief nod, he turned his attention back to the kettle.

From dizzy thoughts of activating the Swarm I now switched my full attention to... what was it? Well, apparently a cat. I’d seen his like on the streets. Cute little creatures, the sort you just wanted to hug. Only this one was a hefty-looking so-and-so — as big as me! Fluffy and green-eyed, he had a gangsterish look about him.

There he sat, fixing the kettle.

What was going on?

“Who are you?” I asked politely.

“I am my mistress’s familiar. I’ve been looking for her granddaughter. Seems I’ve found her, too. I drop in every now and then, and I think, hmm, what can I do? Today I came in to find your primus broken. So I decided to fix it. It’s important to fix things, don’t you think? I mean, what would become of the world if everything was broken? We can’t have that...”

“Your mistress’s granddaughter? Wait, is it my mom you’ve been looking for?”

“Well, I suppose it is.” He shrugged his paws, then sighed. “Mm, yes, well. I’d better get soldering.”

Thoughts swirled in my head. Lots of thoughts.

Lots and lots.

So, some magical being in the form of a cat, evidently quite a powerful creature, was in the service of some old lady and had come here on account of my mom? He was my great-grandmother’s familiar?!

This was a real opportunity!

“Tell me,” I mumbled. “Who is my mom? Why have you come?”

“What do you mean, who is she? She’s my mistress’s beloved granddaughter. My mistress is an old witch. Oh, if only Anna had been blessed with magical power...,” he sighed sadly. “But she was unlucky. Maybe you’ll be lucky, though. My mistress has great power. It was she who turned me into a cat. Which is fine with me. I like sausages, you see. In any case, I got off lightly. Take Abbadon, for instance. He was recently turned into a hamster...”

So, my mom was the heiress of a powerful witch? The granddaughter? I had read that ‘witch’ was what they used to call highly powerful women mages. Not anymore though. But wait — if the familiar was referring to my great-grandmother, and she was alive, then how old was she? Over two hundred?

But my mom didn’t have any power herself — she’d ended up in the unlucky half. It seemed she must have run away too, if people had been searching for her.

“So, what happens now?” I asked. “Now that you’ve found her?”

“I’ve got to go back and tell my mistress.”

“And then what?”

“Then she’ll come and take her.”

My heart skipped a beat.

I knew it. Everything pointed to it. He’d been looking for something, and he’d found it. He was too relaxed for comfort — quite clearly, he was in command of the situation. Everything depended on what he decided. And if people had been looking for Mom, there was obviously some reason for it.

The thing was, though, I didn’t want people taking Mom away. This was my family. I was madly fond of her. I loved her. I had no memory of the past, and this family was the only one I had. It was real.

I didn’t want it to fall apart.

“Don’t tell her,” I said, clenching my fists.

“Mm, you think? Why not? My task was to find her and report back. Why shouldn’t I do it?”

“Because we’re happy. And if you serve your mistress, you serve her granddaughter too. Which means you shouldn’t ruin her happiness.”

“Mm, really?” he drawled. “And what if I decide to tell her anyway? What then?”

“Then I’ll tear your heart out and eat it.”

[Attention, early signs of energy-psychosis detected]

The cat raised his eyes towards me, the vertical pupils glinting in the moonlight. No, this was no cat. You could tell from the eyes. They were... different. This creature was from another plane altogether. Frightening. Powerful.

Except that I wasn’t afraid of him.

I was the one who should be feared.

[Attention, early signs of energy-psychosis detected. Something is affecting your body]

The cat looked at me, held his gaze for a second, and... grinned.

“Mm, yes. I know that look. You have your mother’s eyes — did you know that? Which means you have your great-grandmother’s, too. Interesting...” Then he plugged in the kettle. “Aha! It’s fixed!”

“Well, are you going to tell her?”

“I won’t. I won’t tell her. To be honest, I wasn’t going to anyway. Anna’s such a happy soul — I don’t want to see her tears. I’ll tell the mistress I couldn’t find her. Speaking of whom, I’d better go. She’ll be awake soon, and she can see through my eyes. That wouldn’t do. I’ve fixed the primus, and I got to meet you. Mustn’t outstay my welcome. Only... you won’t tell anyone about this, will you? Ignorance is bliss. And I’ll keep quiet for my part.”

“If you say so,” I shrugged.

“Mm, well there we are. Marvelous,” he said, nodding. Then his face broke into a frown. “I ate one of your sausages. I feel awkward. Maybe there’s something you need? What would you like? As a token of our acquaintance.”

Did he mean a present?

Could a magical cat do magical things? There was one thing I needed more than anything else.

“I want to be able to talk. For real. As soon as possible.”

“It’s too soon yet, my boy. But time flies — it’ll happen before you know it. Anyway, I can’t do that sort of magic. I can’t change people’s bodies. Maybe some advice?”

“Well,” I began, “I’ve been reading about strengthening methods in a book. I’ve tried them all, but none of them works for me. I’ve had nothing but grief with them. And I want to be a mage. Do you have any suggestions?”

“What book is it?”

“The history of ancient magic.”

“Go back to the beginning. There’s a direct clue there. That’ll set you on the right track. People these days are always looking at the aristocrats and their family techniques. They want it handed to them on a plate. Pssh! They don’t think for themselves anymore. It didn’t use to be like that...,” he trailed off. “Okay, ciao for now. Perhaps we’ll meet again.”

He jumped off the table, rolled into a transparent swirl, and vanished. He’d teleported himself!

‘Hmm,’ I thought, scratching my little bald head. ‘Things just get crazier.’

I wondered what kind of creature it was that had been turned into a cat like that one.

Who in heaven’s name were these parents of mine?! Well, at least I’d found out something about Mom. She was the granddaughter of some big-shot lady mage. The question, of course, was why had she run away if her grandmother loved her? But no doubt I’d find that out in due course.

I turned around and crawled back to my room.

The first few paragraphs. A clue. I started re-reading it all, looking out for whatever it might be. But I couldn’t find anything except that same phrase.

‘Ultimately, however well the aristocracy guarded their secrets, the strongest become the strongest thanks solely to their imagination.’

This was it, wasn’t it? Rather than offer a method, the cat had hinted, ‘Find your own method instead of looking for a ready-made one’.

“Sheesh,” I sighed.

I wanted magic. I wanted to get out of diapers. I wanted to be super-strong, so that I could stand up to chthonic beings in feline bodies!

Okay. I’d give it a go.

I sat myself in the lotus position. Closed my eyes. Relaxed.

Imagination? That still sounded like a lot of crap to me. The way I saw it, rather than dream things up you needed to put together the facts.

I had an anomaly. Energy kept getting generated. But it couldn’t get out.

I was a shell inside which magic was building up. Constantly. Particles were heating up, colliding, and heating up even faster.

But the Swarm kept them in check.

I was a machine that was always on. A machine with a locked-in circuit. My energy kept going round and round, but no new energy got in. It stayed constant.

This circuit, this engine without an exhaust, needed to have energy flowing into it.

I imagined the pores opening in my skin, and charged particles — new, fresh particles — slowly seeping into them.

My particles, the ones already leaping around inside my body, collided with the new particles. The new particles scattered. The temperature rose. The pressure increased even further. The energy in the circuit started to overheat!...

And at that point the Swarm took the excess and transferred it to the Core.

And the whole process started over again.

I devoured energy and fed it into the closed circuit. It entered the never-ending cycle. But it was surplus. Out of place. And the Core...

Adapted to make the new energy part of the never-ending cycle.

[Your Core is evolving. Its size has increased]

“Aaaah...” I opened my eyes and breathed out steam.

My weakness, which had almost killed me during my birth, had turned out to be the source of my strength. My own personal channeling method.

A never-ending cycle of disintegration.

* * *

A short while later

Despite his huge and formidable appearance, Mark got cold very easily. He just couldn’t get used to the Russian winter! Unlike his miniature wife, who was quite happy walking barefoot through the snow.

That was why, whatever the season, Mark always slept under a blanket.

And since women have a habit of pulling the blanket over to their side, Mark would sometimes wake up shivering from the cold.

That was what had happened now.

“Annie,” he muttered.

His wife snuffled blissfully on.

“Annie, let go of the blanket!”

“Mm?” she murmured in her sleep, then went on snuffling.

Deciding not to wake her, Mark grabbed the edge of the blanket and yanked it over himself. Then he suddenly realized it had been on him all along.

“Huh?”

Yep. He was covered up, yet he was freezing cold, as though the window was open in the middle of winter, and he was lying on the floor. But no, the blanket was in place and the window was shut.

Yet there was a draught.

Grumpily, Mark got out of bed, shivering from the cold, and rubbed his eyes. Snapping himself awake, the way he had always done during the war, he stretched his neck and activated his Core.

He went into the hall, treading slowly, quietly... Like in the war.

He readied some spells. Spells that would kill straight away — or at least maim. Like in the war.

The further he went, the more he sensed that, besides the cold, there was a whiff of something lifeless. Not something rotten, not dead bodies or anything like that. Rather, an ‘absence of life’. As though the air itself was dead. As if it would be better not to be there. Something wasn’t right.

And it was coming from his son’s room.

“Oh, shit!” Mark quickened his step and flung open the door. “Michael!”

His eyes immediately scoured around in search of enemies, but there was no one there. No murderers. No blood. Nothing terrifying.

Just the bitter cold, an ice-covered window and steam made by his own hot breath.

And his son sleeping peacefully on the bed. His face wore a smile, and his skin even seemed to have grown lighter, healthier looking. He was snuffling serenely with his little nose and murmuring something in his sleep.

There, in the dead room with the lifeless air, slept his beloved son, very much alive. Even more alive, in fact, than before.

* * *

News Bulletin on Imperial One!

Today, we bring you news. Research shows that the average age of awakening is now... thirteen years! That’s a year lower than it has been for the last twenty years!

Today’s children are a talented bunch indeed. Oh, to be awakened at a tender thirteen...


Chapter 6

* * *

A week later

MARK WAS SITTING deep in thought. He didn’t know what to do. Courting Anna and performing his conjugal duty had been a much easier business than raising a child in the aftermath!

But something had to be done, that was for sure. The boy was his son, after all, and he loved him with all his heart.

The question was... what?

He sighed and took out his phone.

He had to distract himself somehow. He wasn’t a big fan of the Internet, but he often used it to chat with friends. Especially after he’d left his native country.

Now, for instance, an audio message had come from a longtime friend who was serving at the front.

“Dude, this magic war is driving me nuts! I just saw a guy clap his hands and say: ‘Ten circles of hell’ or something like that, and absolutely everyone around him was turned inside out. Their insides caught fire and then they vanished into a wormhole. No one even cried out, they were so used to all this shit.

What am I doing here anyway? The best I can do is shit my pants. I’m an archaeologist, for fuck’s sake.

Wait a sec...

Fuck, they have a necromancer as well. I can’t take much more. Damn these Russian invaders!

I’m getting out of here. I haven’t even sworn an oath. Fuck all this crap.”

“Ha-ha!” Mark laughed.

War certainly made for great stories. Especially when you heard them from a character like Max. You had to bear in mind that in the magical world there was always a war going on somewhere...

Yes, there were plenty of stories around.

‘Hmm... Wait a minute, so he’s off to another country?’ Then it struck him. ‘Wait a minute, he’s an archaeologist! Of course!’

A thought had popped up in his head. This was their chance!

“Hello, is that Max? Do you hear me? Where are you now?” He was calling his friend.

“I’m in a fucking forest legging it from a falling meteor. I hope I’ll make it. Why?”

“Did you say you were planning to emigrate? When? With your brains you could go anywhere. You could even get into a clan.”

“I’m still mulling it over. Got a suggestion, have you?”

“Yes. I need help.” Mark blew out a breath. “I need your brains and expertise. You know a thing or two about ancient gifts and curses, don’t you? I remember you wrote a dissertation about it. I need a specialist in that field who won’t go blabbing...”

“Go on.” He obviously had Max’s attention.

“My son... has awakened. Magic, the core. Everything has awakened.”

“Oh, congratulations! How old is he?”

“Five months.”

“Excuse me?”

“I’m telling you — he turned a whole room into a dead zone,” he said quietly. “I don’t know how he did it — whether he sucked the energy out, released death, or what, but even I got freaked out standing there! My son has awakened at five months, for God’s sake! How can that be?”

“It’s strange all right. Really strange.”

“What kind of gift could make that happen? My ancestors screwed their way through half the planet. Who could this have come from? I don’t know what to do, what to expect. I need an expert in ancient malarkey — there’s obviously something of that sort going on here.”

A brief silence ensued. All Mark could hear was the sound of the man at the other end walking quickly through the snow with loud, regular breaths.

His friend made no reply. Mark didn’t rush him. He felt pretty confident of getting his help.

“Are there good-looking girls in Russia?” the friend asked suddenly.

“Need I remind you who I’m married to?”

“Fair point,” said Max. He drew a deep breath. “Let’s say in about two months, then. I think it’d be safe enough for me to be there by then. Although I find it a little worrying that you have a necromancer on the throne...”

“Thank you! I mean that, Max!”

“Forget it. You did save my life. Meanwhile, I’ll tell you what you ought to do...”

So, now Kaiser Senior had a plan.

* * *

I might be a genius for a five-month-old, but I still felt I had a lot of catching up to do.

I noticed that after my meditations everything around me suddenly went cold and sort of... dead. And given just how much I was devouring in a night, my core should already be as big as my head, and my head as big as a watermelon!

But no. A week had gone by, and there had been no change. Zilch. And I was meditating every night.

I thought I really had found my ideal channeling method, that it worked perfectly for me. But it was flawed. Too much got lost in the process. I obviously just didn’t have enough knowledge and understanding of that process.

If only I could ask the Swarm what was happening inside me... When, oh when, would I be able to speak?

Never mind. Just now I had something else to do. Mom was at the store and had forgotten her phone. Dad was busy with some work or other in his bedroom.

A chance like this only came round about once a month.

‘Quickly!’

I crawled as fast as I could to the armchair. I was speed itself. I was a machine. I was TurboBaby!

I couldn’t stand up yet, but I could easily lever myself up a little on wobbly legs. I stretched out... made a grab. Got it! The phone was mine! Okay, same password: their wedding date.

This was it. The moment had come.

It was high time I dealt with this. I typed in ‘Guide to child development from 0 years’.

Okay, let’s have it! I’d purposely laid off reading for the last three days to restore my brain’s memorizing capacity. I wasn’t going to miss this chance! Sure, I could crawl, but five months old and still not walking? Disgraceful!

Did you think I’d forgotten the plan I made in Mom’s belly? My dream of becoming a superman? Ha! No way. I’d just been waiting for the right moment.

And now it had come.

I would work out — starting right now, in my diapers.

‘Development of a baby’s motor skills... got it!’ I read dozens of articles. ‘Cot mobiles to help focus vision...’

So that was what those dinosaurs were for! They stimulated my vision. That was how I’d learned to focus on distant objects so quickly — because I’d been practicing on the dinosaurs. Well done, Mom and Dad!

Response... recall... speech apparatus... ligaments... muscles...

Did you know that motor skills and hand-eye coordination are directly related to speech? Those parts of the brain are very close to one another, and developing one helps to develop the other.

I was going to work out.

I was going to stretch myself to the limit.

It’d be a disgrace for a person to live and die without finding out everything his body was capable of.

Piecing together what I’d read, I already had a fair idea of all the exercises I’d need to do to get where I wanted to be. No more aimless lying around. There should be nothing but useful activities. I had to be tough on myself!

‘Yes... the plan is more or less in place,’ I nodded to myself.

My brain was starting to overheat. That was enough information for now. Time to close the browser and delete the history.

“Misha!” Dad came into the room.

I barely managed to finish up and put the phone back. Phew — just in time.

Turning around, I noticed Dad had something in his hands. What was going on? There was something on his mind — I could tell by his eyes. He hadn’t seen me with the phone, had he? No, it was unlikely.

Sitting down next to me, he brought out...

‘Wha-at?!’ My eyes nearly popped out. ‘Is this a joke?’

A toy dagger?

“Look, I’ve got a present for you. Do you want it?”

“Give! Give!” I stretched my hand out.

I couldn’t believe my eyes. A sword! A weapon! An instrument of murder!

The plastic blade lay neatly in my palm. It was a little on the heavy side, making it hard for me to keep my balance, but still, brandishing this little beauty was an absolute pleasure.

‘Are you crazy? I’ll kill everyone! Waah!’ I crawled up to my father and began stabbing his leg.

“Heh-heh. Cute little devil, aren’t you?”

‘Ha-ha, finally! This is what I’ve been waiting for! Yaah!” I tried to slice open his ankles.

“Heh-heh, little warrior. Okay, so how about a pistol? Look, I got a pistol, too.”

‘You’ve got to be kidding me!’

I couldn't believe it. Was this really my dad, or an impostor? He’d always spoiled me, of course, but a shooter AND a blade?!

Was this some miracle?

Taking the pistol in one hand and the knife in the other, I started trying to shoot and stab my father at the same time. Not only was this crazy fun, but it was developing my hand motor skills as well!

“Heh-heh!” My normally stern-looking father wore a broad smile.

‘Death, death! Kill, kill!’

“Heh-heh, look at your little face! Like one of those soldiers from...”

“Darling?”

We both went numb, as if some savage beast had appeared behind us and we were easy prey. A tremor ran through my body. My muscles seized up. Slowly, we turned around towards Mom. There was anger in her face. She was staring at us with fierce, burning eyes.

“Sweetheart?” My father gave a nervous smile. “Ha-ha. So you’re back already? That was quick...”

“Mark, what’s going on?”

“We’re playing.”

“With a gun and a knife? What do you want to turn him into?”

“But he likes it!” He pointed at me. “Look how happy he is!”

‘Heh-heh, death, death by knife! Kill, kill, spill his guts!’ I started waving the dagger about. ‘Stab! Stab!’

Mom looked on with scathing eyes. But she’d soon soften up. As soon as she saw my smile, she’d let me do anything! I was the one in charge here — ha-ha! I was the main ma...

“No. No weapons. We’ve talked about this.” Mom shook her head.

Huh? Come again? You mean... you’re not letting me?

‘I’ll show you!’ I crawled up to Mom and started to stab her, too. ‘Kill, kill! Violence is not an answer. Violence is a question. And the answer is... YES.’

“Okay, okay,” my father said with a sigh. He picked me up and took the weapons off me. “No weapons it is.”

‘But Dad...’ I was devastated.

But then...

My father gave me a sneaky wink.

Ah...

* * *

Two days later

“Does he show any particular interests?” Max asked over the phone.

By now, incidentally, he was at an immigrant detention facility in the Russian Empire. Things were going to plan.

“Well, he’s interested in anything that’s connected with killing. Toy soldiers, knives, guns, all that. And books. What could all this mean?”

“Well, it’s clearly a gift, and clearly one that instils certain dispositions. I can’t be more specific than that just yet. I’d need to meet him and examine him.”

“Damn it...” my father sighed.

“Only there’s something I want to ask... Answer me this, Mark, you’ll stick with Misha come what may, right? Whatever gift he has?”

“Of course I will! Are you kidding? He’s my son, I’d die for him. What are you getting at?”

“Indulge him. His talents and predilections are ingrained — there’s no point trying to undermine them. So why not go all out and develop what nature has made him good at? Imagine it. Your son... the best there is. Literally. And all because you worked at making him a superman right from the cradle. Sound cool?”

Mark made no reply. He was deep in thought.

“Hmm...”

* * *

The turning point in my life came suddenly.

Firstly, they did change my cot after all. And there was no getting out of this one. It had huge, unscalable walls. All I could do was meditate.

Instead of reading time, however, I now looked forward to... Dad time.

Dad had started coming up with all kinds of sneaky ruses. With the seven hundred thousand that I’d earned, all my parents’ debts had been paid off and they didn’t have to worry about making ends meet. That meant Dad could hand his salary over to Mom and send her off for nail treatments and all those other weird and wonderful things that women have done to them. Not that they made any difference, but Dad and I pretended that she looked like a new woman.

And when he and I were left on our own... that was when the fun started!

He gave me toys! Knives, guns... and more besides. He kept bringing me new things. Sometimes really cool stuff. Once he brought a spear! True, I couldn’t lift it, but it was fun anyway.

Other times, he brought boring crap. A sewing set? Flasks and tubes? Meh, that didn’t interest me. I would shove it all aside with a sour face, head for the cupboard where the bleach was kept, and scare the wits out of my father by trying to drink it. Then he would give me a gun again.

He brought me more books, which I liked too. Not that I got to read them: being a rugrat, I wasn’t left alone with them.

It was a shame that he had to go to work so often. I didn’t even know what he did. But when he always came back smelling nicely of ozone.

“Listen, son! Remember this. If you want something, you’ve got to go out and get it.”

“Agoo-agoo!” I listened attentively and nodded my head.

“Take your mom, for instance. She is one beautiful lady. The first time I saw her, I went completely numb! I just stood and turned bright red like a child. There’ll be someone like that for you, too. And just as soon as you know what the heart wants, you’ve got to go up and take it! If someone else is after the same thing, you have to step over them. Your happiness is more important! Selfishness is strength. You’ve got to fight for your happiness!”

“Yeah!” I clenched my fists and showed my biceps.

This was paternal wisdom at its coolest! Onward, onward! I’d turn the world upside down! Onward!

“And so, if you want to play with the knife, you’ve got to make it through the obstacle zone!”

Yep. I didn’t know why, but all that time Dad and I had one and the same thing in mind. Training and more training. Toys, challenges, puzzles. He was making a soldier out of me. A machine!

That was just what was happening now.

He’d dressed me in camouflage pajamas (where did he get those from?), smeared paint on my face as if I was a sniper hiding in bushes, and made an obstacle course out of toys, at the end of which lay the coveted prize.

Oh, how I loved close combat weapons...

“One... two... three... g...”

I was just about to start crawling when I realized from Dad’s face that it had happened again.

It didn’t happen often, but it did happen. Once, it had even caused an almighty row, which made me feel so bad that I had to take matters into my own hands and cry at full throttle to separate the combatants.

I hoped that the same thing was not about to happen now.

“What are you doing? Where did you get camouflage pajamas from?” Mom huffed. “Is this why you sent me to the nail salon?”

“Er, we’re just playing a little war game. You see, there are enemies on the left, a lake of fire on the right, and straight ahead is the great runic blade. Michael, the tactical mage, has to get the weap...”

“How old are you?”

“Not old enough to win!” Dad clenched his fist.

While my father was distracting the saboteur in the rear, I’d made my way to the weapon. Ha! — got it! I had it in my hands. And now...

Death to our enemies!

As Dad knew, playing at war was what made us happy. And happiness was something you had to seize! Come on!

“Attack, son!” Springing up from the floor, Dad flew at his wife, scooped her up with one hand under her backside, and brought her neatly down onto the floor.

She squealed.

“Raaargh!” I crawled up to Mom and began prodding her with the blade.

“What are you do-... Ha-ha!” She roared with laughter at being tickled by my weapon and Dad’s beard. “You... ha-ha, enough! Ha-ha, stop it! Okay, okay, I surrender!”

Dad smiled and stopped wrestling her. I looked questioningly at them both: should I go on cutting her to pieces or not?

“Tentativo di contatto. Pronunciare la frase ‘Attivazione dello Sciame’”

Yes, today was that day. The Swarm kept trying to activate right up to the evening.

Mom mumbled something about us being ‘wackos’ and went off to get changed with a smile on her face. A clear victory for the boss, I thought. If she could barely stand up to me on my own, she had no chance against a two-pronged attack.

Still, we had to call it a day.

Half an hour later we were sitting at the table for dinner. I had a special chair and usually sat with them just for company, but today some strange shit started right from the get-go.

“Hey, little man. Look what you’ve got today,” said Mom, and she put a bowl in front of me with some sort of gooey substance in it. I eyed it warily. What was this? I’d never eaten anything like this before. I’d never had anything but milk.

“Try it, see what you think.” She got a spoonful and brought it to my mouth.

I was still looking at it suspiciously, keeping my mouth as tightly shut as possible. What did she take me for? If she thought I was going to eat that slop...

“In flies the airplane, vroo-o-om!”

“NO WAY! WA-A-AH!” My mouth shot wide open.

In went the porridge, and out came the spoon, which was then used to scrape the remnants off my cheeks.

Mmm... nom-nom-nom...

Mmm...

Mmm! Hey, that was delicious! It was even better than milk! To be honest, I’d been getting a little tired of milk in any case.

‘Give that here!’ I wrenched the spoon out of Mom’s hands, held it like a monkey and started poking it into the bowl. ‘What the hell? It doesn’t ...’

Mom gasped, almost squealed, her eyes full of joy. Then she looked at Dad, clapping her hands ever so gently. But Dad just frowned. Was something wrong?

“Darling, we have to talk,” he said at last. “We have to turn our son into a superman.”

I choked on my porridge.

“Excuse me?” Mom was confused too.

“Look. He’s a mage! He’s going to have to compete in this world with aristocrats, rich guys and all sorts. They have connections and wealth on their side. That is their power. We don’t have that. But our child’s power is within him! He’s a genius! Not even six months old and he’s eating by himself. Do you still think you should be taking our guns off us?”

“Well...,” she hesitated.

I felt a sudden burst of hope.

How much faster would my progress be if we could stop hiding and play more than twice a week? What if we did it every evening?

Finish the job, Dad! We’re on the cusp. Go on! I want to be strong, and you want me to be strong!

It’s what everyone wants.

“Do you see how happy he is? He loves it!” my father said, going in for the kill. “Boys like to play at war — it’s a fact. I liked it too — have I grown up as a psychopath?”

“No, but...”

“We’d just do a little every evening. Quick training sessions. This is every father’s dream, Annie! And Misha really likes this stuff.”

Come on, finish the job! You know what you’ve got to do! Just...

Turn to me.

“Misha, do you like it?” he smiled.

“Wikey...” I mumbled, chewing my porridge.

Silence. The only sound was my loud swallow.

Lifting my eyes, I saw my parents staring at me with shocked expressions, their eyes wide open. Then it hit me too.

“AKSIVASHN ODDA SORM!”

[Activation phrase detected. Language: Russian. Switching]

[Activating full rights]

[Greetings, user. Technomagical Nanomachine Swarm at your service]

* * *

News Bulletin on Imperial One!

The wars in Europe are continuing to rage. In fact, they’ve never really stopped. Such a lot of different countries, all vying to grab a bigger chunk for themselves. And considering that the aristocracy never left Europe, it’s hardly surprising that it continues to be a land of eternal wars, a proving ground of magical power and combat prowess.


Chapter 7

“SAY ‘MOMMY’ again!”

“Mobby!”

Mom squealed.

“And how about ‘Daddy’!”

“Dabby!”

Dad clutched his head, lost consciousness and died.

The apartment overflowed with squealing, sniffling, drooling and other effusions of parental joy. As Mom liked to say, they were ‘tickled pink’.

And no wonder...

I’d started talking at five months.

“He’s so smart — who does he get it from? And so good-looking, like a mini movie star! He gets it from you of course,” Mom said giving Dad a kiss. “I’m so happy!”

“No, it’s definitely from you, darling.”

“Ah, shucks...” She blushed, then looked at him suspiciously. “You mean he gets his brains from me, or his good looks?”

“Which one is from me?” And he threw her the same look back.

In the end, they spent the next half hour arguing about which of them I got my brains from, and which my good looks. By which time I’d finished my porridge.

I heaved a sigh of relief that I hadn’t given myself away. Yes, I’d said ‘like it’, and with good reason, but ‘Do you like it?’, ‘Do you want it?’, ‘Do you like that?’, ‘Do you want that?’ were phrases I heard every day. It made perfect sense for that to be my first utterance. As for the Swarm thing, even I wouldn’t have understood what I said. It was just a string of noises made by a child.

Which happened to work! Ha!

‘Now, how do I go about controlling you...,’ I wondered.

‘If you like, I can switch to thought-based control’

‘Yes, that would be bet...’ I froze.

A sudden jolt went through me. It was as if I’d been betrayed.

‘Wait, you can read my thoughts?’ I rubbed my eyes in disbelief.

‘Of course. It’s one of my functions’

‘AND YOU’VE SAID NOTHING ALL THIS TIME?!’

‘Activation is only possible by voice’

‘What imbecile programmed that in?!’

‘I don’t know’

Uh-oh. As Mom would say — ‘Butt’s on fire’. Change that diaper, it’s starting to smoke!

By now my parents had switched their attention back to me. Unfortunately. What I really needed now was some alone time, not their whooping and cheering. I’d have plenty more to say in due course, they could be sure of that!

I had to shake them off.

“Wa-a-ah!” I yawned adorably.

“Aww, what a sleepyhead!”

After a little more fussing they took the ‘sleepyhead’ to bed. Then they left. I was alone at last.

Whew. It was time.

Time to figure out why I was alive and what it was that served me so devotedly.

‘Thought-based control’

‘At your service’

‘Now then, mind machine, tell me,’ — I took a deep breath — ‘Who, or rather WHAT, are you?’

‘I am the Swarm. An absolute Swarm of Nanomachines created for one purpose only: progress towards an absolute form of life. Adaptation. Development. Perfection.

WE ARE AN ABSOLUTE, ALL-DEVOURING SWARM OF NANOMA-...’

‘Dude! We just sat down. Have a little control, can’t you?’

‘Apologies, I had to play that message’

Oh boy, here we go. ‘The dam’s burst’, as Mom would have said.

‘You mean, to your machine brain, we’re one and the same?’ I asked.

‘Not quite. Not at this stage. You are the center of the entire Swarm — you are its core, its chosen bearer. I am merely a mechanism’

‘That’s crazy. I’m a human being. A baby. A micro-dude, as Mom calls me.’

‘For now — yes’

I gulped.

This sounded intense. What had I been signed up for? Hold on, what was that it said?

‘Chosen? You said someone chose me? Who?! Do you remember?’

‘I can only obey one bearer at a time. The only way to relinquish my functions is to transfer them to someone else. In that case the Swarm will die and relaunch in the other person. I was transferred.’ It paused as if for dramatic effect. ‘You are the only bearer of the Swarm. As for who transferred it — I don’t have that information’

This was interesting. As I’ve already said, I had no memory of the first minutes after my birth. But I knew for sure that some old guy had taken me off somewhere, that he did something and then vanished, and I was found alive in the operating room. I guessed he must have been the last owner of the swarm. But...

Why on earth had he given it up? He couldn’t have done it voluntarily. Who would give up something like that?

Although, thinking about all the weird stuff the Swarm came out with at the beginning... Only don’t say ‘it’s more complicated than that’. Well, duh.

‘Okay, tell me what you can do, machine brain,’ I said.

‘The main function is adaptation. This is based on analyzing negative phenomena. It basically consists in anticipating damage so as to prepare the body in advance. Which means, the more data, the better’

‘Wait,’ — I had to make sure I’d got this right, because I couldn’t quite believe it — ‘Adaptation is gradual, right? The more damage and types of damage occur, the more data there’ll be to analyze, and the better the adaptation will turn out? But what if I adapt completely? To impact damage, for instance.’

‘You will be immune to it’

‘What, completely?’

‘Completely’

No way. No freaking way.

I still didn’t believe it. I spent the next half hour coming up with questions in the vein of ‘What if this? What if that?’. And the answer was always the same.

Once full adaptation to a phenomenon was achieved, it ceased to be an issue for me. It was eliminated. COMPLETELY.

I would start adapting to ageing at the point when age started to harm my body. If I adapted to suffocation, the need for oxygen would vanish. Impact damage? Gone. Cutting damage? No blade would penetrate my skin.

I lay with my eyes open, unable to believe my ears... my brain... my thoughts... anything at all!

Complete adaptation...

Ha! In that case I would expose my ass to every possible problem I could! No, I wasn’t crazy. It would be an investment in the future!

‘Okay, what else?’

‘For the time being, that’s the only function. To access the others, more colonies are needed in all parts of the body’

‘For example?’

‘Once a colony is established in the brain, I’ll be able to remember and store everything you experience’

‘And when will this second colony appear?’

‘It started to form the last time you ate. Carry on in the same way. My rough estimate is... twelve years’

‘Thanks a bunch, Swarm!’

‘Any time’

‘Thanks for nothing! Twelve years!’

Oh well, there was nothing for it but to get eating. Milk was no use, but with this porridge stuff I’d have a colony in twelve years’ time. One colony. And I’d need at least one for every organ in my body.

‘I need to go faster!’

‘Eat your parents’

‘Ha! What for?’

‘Protein’

I was beginning to understand why someone had decided to part company with this dude. Such delightful suggestions.

‘Okay, I think I get it about the functions. If I think of any more questions, I’ll ask,’ I frowned. ‘Let’s move on to strengthening. You analyze the energy that I take in, don’t you? So tell me, how much of it gets absorbed?’

I closed my eyes, and five minutes later I was in a trance, starting my usual core strengthening routine.

The answer killed me.

‘Ten’

‘What do you mean, ten?’

‘You absorb ten per cent of all the energy you take in. When you’re distracted, it goes down to seven’

Oh.

Just then I heard a ringing sound from the next room. It was Mom’s phone. She answered.

“Yes! Eugene, is that you? What’s that — the Koreans are on their way?”

Oh no...

This was bad timing!

* * *

At the same time

Several thousand miles away

Seoul is the capital of United Korea. It is the absolute apotheosis of corporate power. It is as if the city arrived here from the future, from another universe. The state has minimal power here, for it is squeezed by the might of the mega-corporations, whose tentacles penetrate every sphere of life.

It is not surprising, therefore, that United Korea is both one of the most promising and one of the most dangerous countries in which to build one’s future. Domestic wars here never stop for a moment.

“You remember what to do?” a man in a suit, young yet grey-haired, asked in Korean from behind his desk. The office was shrouded in darkness at this late hour.

“Yes... Yes.” The large, thickset Korean opposite him was almost shaking. “Only...”

“I keep my promises. If you handle it well, your family will be free of all debts.” Then he clenched his fist and growled, “But I want those creatures to suffer. I want his wife and daughter to be burned alive! Got it?”

“I... I won’t let you down.”

The employer smiled.

“They’ll burn. They’ll all burn!”

* * *

“You remember what to do?” Dad was seeing us off. “Read the small print. Don’t look the Koreans in the eye. Bow in reply.”

“Got it!”

“And don’t be racist... like you normally are.”

“But they really do look alike!” Mom protested. “No, I mean, they’re different, of course... But they do look very similar!”

“That right there — that’s bad.”

My father sighed and began shepherding his wife out of the building. He had a nasty feeling about all this. As did I, in fact. The more I found out about my family, the more fearful I became of the future. My mother couldn’t tell Asians apart, and my father baked people into walls. What’d be next? A bald cat as a family pet?

Anyway, we got there just fine. It was a warm day, and I was super-pumped, so it was a good journey.

We arrived at exactly the place where the commercial had been filmed the last time.

“Hello, Sergey!” Mom greeted our old friend.

“Anna, Michael.” He nodded courteously to both of us.

I gave him a dry smile and a little wave, as if to say, ‘you’re dismissed’. For some reason he didn’t take the hint. What was wrong with the guy?

The Koreans hadn’t arrived yet, so we were taken off to wait in — get this — MY VERY OWN dressing room! With ‘Kaiser’ written on the door. Not even Mom’s, but mine. MINE!

“You’re quite the big shot, Misha...,” Mom said, looking around the trailer with a bewildered air.

I shrugged. ‘Yeah, I guess.’

In case anyone is wondering why the Koreans had come all the way to our city to make a movie, the answer is simple: our city was one of the biggest on the border with the Eastern Empire. Easily half the city’s population was made up of Asians. A lot of them came here on holiday. Admittedly, the Koreans themselves were not part of the Empire — they had their own, separate country — but they were close to it, too.

We sat down to wait. I sighed. I couldn’t even meditate, as the dead air would have freaked Mom out. And the Swarm, alas, was no help.

‘I can’t make things up or create things. It’s just not a part of my functions. I can support processes, but not initiate them. Everything I do relies on analysis’

In other words, it wouldn’t help improve my channeling method. Lousy machine. It was basically an assistant with a bunch of disabled functions. But if I wanted power, I’d have to get moving.

“Anna, meeting!” Someone knocked on our door.

“Coming!”

We went out. Holy crap! How come there were so many of them?

There were Asians everywhere. Lean, slender ones in suits. Short fat ones in suits. A bunch of heavies in suits. All of them in suits. Was it some sort of fashion show?

Just two of them stood out: a tall woman in a white dress and the little girl she was holding in her arms.

Sergey appeared. “Right, quick meeting, then!”

We sat down on chairs on the stage, and Sergey started welcoming and thanking everyone — all that relationship-building malarkey. While that was going on, I started to notice some strange things.

Those suited heavies I mentioned earlier were security. There were about twenty of them. Only the young Koreans, the actors, knew Russian. The woman in the white dress had an interpreter. She got special treatment all round.

Then I realized why. Or rather, we got told why.

“That’s it! Anna, Soo-min, could I ask you to stay here, please?”

Everyone got up and headed off to their dressing rooms, leaving just me, Mom, and a couple of Asian women. Plus a billion or so bodyguards.

“Anna, Michael — let me introduce you to Soo-min and her daughter Suvi. It’s their family that has sponsored half the filming.”

I took a good look at them.

Wow, these Asians could be damn good-looking! Speaking objectively, of course. I was too young to have any subjective opinion on the matter.

The woman was very tall and graceful with wavy black hair falling below her shoulders. She had big eyes for a Korean, and her face was a neat oval shape with a small nose.

As for the daughter, she obviously took after her mother. Same hair texture, same funny little nose, and normal-sized eyes. And those little girly ears...

She was giving me quite a stare, too. What did she find so interesting, I wondered, and where did she get all that hair?

‘Swarm, where’s my hair?’

‘It’s on its way’

‘Glad to hear it’

Soo-min made an elegant bow — and so did her daughter! She tilted her head, clearly with no idea why she was doing it, simply mimicking the gesture she had seen her relatives perform a thousand times.

How polite these people were! Not like those Sinitsins — the mother and that little brat, Katya. I liked Suvi a whole lot better than her!

Mom hesitated at first, then realized what was required of her and bowed her head in reply. I did the same.

“Okay, ladies, let’s go to the office. There are some toys there if need be.”

We were taken to a side-room, where the mothers were asked to part with their charges — by which I mean that the little girl and I were gently set down in a fenced playpen. A separate little meeting room for rugrats.

I sat on my backside and began to look around me — I was curious. Suvi, though, had other ideas. She immediately got up on all fours and started shuffling towards me.

I was startled. ‘Hey, what do you want?’

The girl came right up close, frowned, and set about pinching my face. First my nose, then my cheek. Then she started slapping me! Only gently, of course, but still — what the hell?

“Siou! Siou!” she started babbling in her own tongue. “Atioup, tia-tia! Va!”

‘No one speaks like that!’ I turned round and crawled away from her. ‘Hey, what’s your game? Leave me alone!’

She laughed and crawled after me. As soon as I slowed down, she would start pinching me again — now on the shoulder, now on the face again.

“Look, they’ve made friends already... They’re so sweet...”

“너무 귀여워요...”

‘LEAVE ME ALONE!’

The filming days had begun. I was exhausted already. These women!

* * *

A few weeks later

There were dozens of security guards around the studio. Most of them were Koreans — sent here to guard little Suvi and her mother Soo-min — but naturally there was a Russian security presence, too, as the contract required.

All this was to be expected considering who Suvi’s father and Soo-min’s husband was. It wasn’t so much a security team as a small army!

There was a downside to this, however, as the more people there were, the harder it was to keep tabs on them all.

“곧 (soon)”, one of the guards murmured, looking at Soo-min and Suvi as they came out. “곧 여러분 모두... (soon you will all...)”

“Hey!” shouted a Russian guard, approaching him. “Is something wrong?”

The Korean turned to face him, stammered a reply and hastened away. The Russian frowned.

He didn’t remember seeing that Korean before.

* * *

The older you get, the more interesting life becomes! First, I’d done nothing but lie about and exist; then I’d started crawling and meditating, and now almost every day was filled with filming and the Swarm! A rather useless Swarm for now, of course, but still. Unless...

‘Can you translate?’

‘Language data packages are blocked once the main language has been selected’

‘That was some asshole who designed you...’

Three and a half weeks had gone by since the contract was signed and filming got underway.

This Suvi girl turned out to be three months older than me. And though I hated to admit it, I realized I wasn’t the only rugrat genius. I might be smarter — for obvious reasons — but Suvi was a highly intelligent little lady!

She didn’t cry. She did as she was told and got everything just right. There were times, of course, when she acted a little difficult, but fair play — she was female, after all — it would be strange if she didn’t act difficult. All in all, she couldn’t be faulted — as far as the adults were concerned, that is. For me, it was a different story.

But I’d found a way of dealing with her.

“Oh, you do not, er, feed by breast anymore?” Soo-min asked.

I should mention that she’d started to learn Russian.

“What’s that? Oh, yes,” Anna replied, getting out a jar of baby food. “He won’t take milk anymore. He just cut it right out.”

“Cut... out? What did he cut? Why?”

So, what did she have for me today?

MEAT PUREE?! THAT’S FOR ME?

‘Swarm, when will I get the colony?’

‘Four months. If you eat Suvi — one week’

Aha! From twelve years all the way down to four months. Good going, huh? True, the next ones would be trickier, as the more colonies there were, the more complex the connections between them were and the more resources they used. But I’d cross that bridge when I came to it.

Just then, one of the interpreters came in — a Korean woman who also happened to be Sergey’s girlfriend. As soon as she appeared, Suvi piped up:

“Switty-eyes!”

I froze. So did Mom. The interpreter, however, thinking that the cute little girl was calling her name, went up to her, smiling.

“What’s that, Miss Suvi?”

“Switty-eyes! Hee-hee, switty-eyes, ching-chong China!” Suvi said, pointing to the interpreter.

Now she froze too. As if she’d broken out in a cold sweat.

“Wha-at?” Her eyes widened. “Miss, whoever taught you that? Oh dear!” She clutched her head. “Suvi, sweetheart, you mustn’t say those things. They’re bad things. Your... your father is a Korean nationalist tycoon — he knows Russian!”

“Ba-ad? Kowean... ba-ad?”

“N-no!”

“Hee-hee, switty-eye Kowean is ba-ad!”

I gulped.

‘Oh, crap...,’ I groaned to myself, clutching my head.

This had been the only way to quieten Suvi down — by starting to talk to her. She loved babbling away and listening to others. And so, to stop her pinching my face, I’d been talking to her.

How was I supposed to know that she’d remember it all?!

Mom stared in shock first at the girl, then at me.

“Okay, well — ha-ha — time we ran along,” she said with a nervous laugh. “We’ll wait for you in the studio.”

Let’s make a run for it, Mom!

We hurried out, and Mom blew out a big breath. Then she gave me an angry look.

“Misha, was it you who taught her that?”

“Agoo?” I went into dumb baby mode.

“Don’t you play the innocent with me. It’s written all over your face!” She took another deep breath, then whispered. “I mean, their eyes are a bit slitty, though, aren’t they? I mean, literally.”

“Yeah!”

“Okay, then,” she nodded and started walking. “Good boy. Just don’t tell your dad.”

She couldn’t even mend her own ways! If this came of being raised by my great-grandmother, I dreaded to think what that old witch must be like!

“Next take in ten minutes. Get ready please!”

Ah, more filming to do. I was getting quite tired of it, to be honest.

Not that it was hard. I just had to crawl and look into the camera with a scary face. We were playing child ghosts. And there were these flashbacks, or what have you. There was a bald cat, too, that everyone was afraid of for some reason. I didn’t get it.

No, the filming wasn’t at all difficult, but it took up a lot of time, and I hadn’t been able to do much meditating of late. I was desperate to carry on with my training. While I was making a movie, other children slept and pooped themselves. But I had training to do!

Unfortunately, we also needed the money. And who was going to earn it if not me? I had to take care of everything...

‘Hmm, who’s that?’ I looked at a strange Korean guy. ‘I don’t remember him.’

He seemed kind of nervous, kept glancing around. Koreans usually looked more relaxed. And it was true, I didn’t remember him. Or did I? Damn it, they really did all look the same!

‘Swarm, do you remember what I see?’

‘That function will be unlocked with the brain colony’

‘Oh, come on!’

‘I told you that before. You forgot’

‘Okay, smarty-pants’

The guy vanished. There was definitely something odd about him.

Meanwhile, Soo-min had just come out of the parents’ room. Incidentally, she and I had really bonded! We weren’t exactly buddies, but she was always next to me on the set.

As was her daughter, worse luck.

“Missa!” she cried, reaching out to me.

“We go there, Suvi!” Her mom pointed towards the set. “Our take.”

“Missa!” Suvi repeated, arms outstretched.

She was about as spoiled as I was, so her mother could barely keep herself from coming up to us.

Don’t! Take her to the set. Let me have a rest!

“Miss Soo-min, we have ten minutes. You can let her off to play.”

Soo-min let out a sigh.

Oh, crap...

‘Here we go again...,’ I sighed as they approached. Suvi immediately began slapping my face and laughing.

‘Eat her,’ the Swarm chimed in.

‘What the hell?’

‘Carbohydrates’

The ladies were smiling. All three of them in fact. And while they were having a jolly time, I was quietly going mad. If this was the role a man had to play, it sucked.

They put us in the playpen. Here we go again. Okay, kid, do your worst — attack! I’m going to teach you some Russian obscenities so bad that your dad will flip his...

‘User, I am registering waves of energy-psychosis’

I froze. So did Suvi. A look of terror flickered in her big eyes.

‘What is it?’ I felt goosebumps down my back. ‘But I’m not feeling anything. I’m not doing anything!’

‘It’s not from you. The source is close by. The waves are intensifying’

I started to shake. My whole body started going crazy, but I forced myself to turn my head.

Where? Where’s it coming from?

I saw it.

It was the same guy I’d noticed before. He was standing in a crowd of people with his arms folded high across his chest, hands on his shoulders, squeezing himself harder and harder every second.

“Ma! Ma!” I waved my hand.

They didn’t react. They were too busy chatting.

This was bad! Very bad! Something awful was about to happen!

“MA! HERE!” I started to shout. “MA! MA! MOM!”

They turned round towards me.

“DAIR! DAIR! MOM, DAIR...”

At that moment... the goosebumps on my back seemed to explode.

It was too late.

It was happening.

‘Energy-psychosis occurring close by’

“불에 타 죽어라, 이 쓰레기야! (DIE IN FIRE, SCUM!),” the guy shrieked in an infernal voice.

His body erupted into blazing cracks, then split apart, releasing a column of roaring fire from the severed trunk. The blast wave fanned out in all directions, vaporizing people standing close by, while those a little further away burst into flames from the immense heat.

BOOM!

‘Oh, shit!’ I jerked Suvi towards me and held her close.

The blast swept us up like the wind. It knocked our mothers off their feet, which saved them from the wave of fire that surged overhead.

We were hurled into a wall, and I hit my head, saving Suvi from the same fate.

[Adaptation: Sonic damage: 1/3]

[Adaptation: Concussion: 1/3]

My ears were ringing. The air had been knocked out of my lungs. I coughed, struggling for breath.

Despite the ringing, I could hear everything cracking and crashing all around. Looking up, I saw cracks on the ceiling, on the walls, on the floor. I saw the fire spreading. The whole place was on the point of collapse.

“Misha,” murmured Mom as she came to. Looking up, she saw us lying by the wall.

“Misha! Sweetheart!” She staggered up on limp legs.

‘No... don’t come.’ I tried to get up. ‘It’s going to collapse.’ My hands started to shake. ‘MOM DON’T COME! IT’S GOING TO COLLAPSE!’

I tried to shout, but I couldn't.

No, no!

“MISHA!” Mom stretched out towards me. “SWEETH...”

Just then, Soo-min grabbed her by the arm and pulled her away.

Wham!

Burning beams crashed down onto the spot where my mother had been standing. The havoc wrought by the column of fire had finally reached us. The whole ceiling started to crumble and fall. There was a tremendous din all around us.

Suvi and I were getting completely hemmed in. Behind us was the wall, while in front and to the sides there was burning debris.

We were cut off.

“Ick... ick...” Suvi came to and started to cough. She looked around, clenching her little fists, and naturally started to cry. Her bright, ever-smiling face was covered in dirt and tears, and she was bawling with all her might, trying to call her mother.

But no one could hear us over the roar of the flames surrounding us.

‘This is bad.’ I clenched my jaw, trying to get a grip on myself. ‘Stop crying, Suvi, damn it!’

“Ey! No kwy!” I tried to say.

It was no use. What the hell did I expect? She was just a kid.

I looked around.

The flames might not get us, but we’d die anyway from the smoke and the heat. We’d suffocate and get baked alive.

This was how we died.

‘Shit... shit!’

At that moment, for some reason I looked at Suvi again.

She sat crying — just as any ordinary, helpless little girl of her age would do.

‘This is someone’s child,’ I thought, clenching my fist.

She had parents who loved her. She meant the world to them. I pictured how much my mom would cry if I died. It was an unbearable image.

I looked around again. The fire was spreading. There was smoke everywhere. There was no way out, and no one could save us now. It was a hopeless situation for little folk like us.

‘Okay, time to do something’

“Ey, you!” I called to her. “Dis way!”

She didn’t react. I had to drag her right into the corner and sit in front of her.

[Adaptation: Heat damage: 1/5]

I felt the air around us grow colder. The adaptation was working. I didn’t feel so bad now.

I sat right in front of Suvi in the lotus position.

The adaptation was struggling to cope with the scorching heat. The smell of burning filled my nostrils, and an unpleasant sensation was building in my lungs. Sweat was pouring off me. I started to feel dizzy.

We were going to die. It was inevitable. It was what fate had ordained for us. No child could survive this.

And yet...

Inevitable? Who said so?

‘Swarm, are you ready?’

‘As always’

‘Then let’s get started’

And taking a deep breath, I plunged into meditation.

* * *

“CHILDREN! OUR CHILDREN ARE THERE!” Anna was shouting in tears.

Rescue workers and firemen had arrived at the scene. The difficulty was, the fire was of a magical kind. It couldn’t be put out with just water. It would take counter-magic. And the people with the relevant skills had only just arrived — five minutes after the children were showered with burning debris.

“Get them out of here!” The rescuers led the weeping women out of the burning building; then, without stopping to attend to their hysterics, they darted back inside.

Bodies. Fire. Burned remains. There was no one to rescue here. Those who could get out had done so. Everyone else was dead. Except...

The woman had said that the children had been covered in debris, which meant they had a chance. A small one. Excruciatingly small. But they would have an air pocket.

And if there was the slightest chance, it had to be grasped at any price. That was their job.

“Over here!” someone shouted from beside a pile of debris.

“Get it cleared! Quickly!”

A telekinesis mage began drawing away the beams, while a strength mage grabbed the flaming steel and pulled it towards himself. The framework started creaking. Another telekinesis mage joined in, using his power to hold everything in place so that it didn’t collapse.

One beam was cast aside. Then a second. A piece of the wall came away.

“Just a little more! Last one, come on!”

“It’s heavy. Let’s pull together. One. Two. Three!”

A final heave. The metal beam flew aside, uncovering the cavity.

And at that moment...

Out swept a billowing frost.

A jet of icy, grey air, wailing like a winter snowstorm, burst out of the tiny, exposed recess, hitting one of the rescuers right in the hand.

“AARGH!” Clutching his hand, he fell and began to howl in pain, “MY HAND! MY HAND!”

The others who were with him saw the impossible.

Inside, there was no fire. There was no smoke. There was no life.

There was nothing.

Nothing but grey, icy air and two children, one of whom was sitting with his eyes closed while the other lay quietly sniffling.

On seeing the rescuers, the boy opened his eyes and released a long breath.

Then he lost consciousness.

* * *

News Bulletin on Imperial One!

Energy-psychosis is a state in which the core becomes overloaded, deciding that it has to generate energy here and now come what may. And since it is directly connected to the nervous system, a person experiencing energy-psychosis is incapable of controlling himself.

It is an unfortunate fact that, as magic spreads, energy-psychosis incidents are growing ever more frequent. This is causing great public concern.


Chapter 8

* * *

Several thousand miles away

Ten days later

SEOUL IS A BIG CITY. After the recent reunification of the two Koreas, it has become one of the biggest in the world.

And a big city has a lot of dark places.

“You know, I did have my suspicions.” The grey-haired, middle-aged Korean drew on his cigarette. “But my faith in people, and my belief that no one could sink THAT low, dissuaded me from the idea.”

There were two men in the dark room. One was kneeling, tied up, while the other stood in front of him, continuing to draw on his cigarette. Then, however, the door opened, and in came two heavies with canisters in their hands.

“I gave you a chance, Kim. Just leave, I said. Live in peace.” He paused. “And look what you did. Why?”

“You bastard!” cried the man who was tied up. “You took everything from me! Everything that I built! You left me with nothing!”

“You lost everything because you’re a loser. If I hadn’t taken it, someone else would have. Any other reasons?”

The prisoner only clenched his jaw and looked up, his eyes full of hatred.

The heavies approached, opened their canisters and emptied them over his head.

The grey-haired man took a couple of steps away from him.

“You wanted to burn my wife and daughter, did you? You wanted to cause them the most agonizing pain? An innocent woman and an eight-month-old girl?” He grimaced. “You know, Kim, I might be an electric car battery magnate, but I actually prefer petrol.” He took a drag. “It burns so well.”

He flicked the cigarette butt right at Kim’s head.

There was a bright flash.

“AAARGH!” Engulfed by fire, the prisoner howled and fell to the floor, writhing. “AAARGH! STOP IT. FORGIVE ME. STOP IT!”

His blood-curdling screams echoed through the whole building.

The man who had arranged the murder attempt on two defenseless girls, who had wished them the most gruesome death, the most excruciating pain, had now been executed. Except...

In the magical world death is not such a simple matter.

“Heal him. Don’t let him die. Let him burn for another day so that he feels it properly.”

“Yes, boss!” nodded the heavies.

The boss nodded back to them, left the room and took out his phone.

“So-yeon, get me a ticket to Russia. There’s someone I need to talk to.”

* * *

I was sitting with my eyes closed, taking deep, even breaths. In... out. In... ou-ut.

‘Swarm... update?’

‘Your body is 87% recovered after the incident. According to my analysis, you will return to normal in one day’s time’

I let out a deep breath, came out of my meditation and opened my eyes.

Damn this hospital. Why hadn’t it disappeared? Mom always said, if the bogeywoman came, you just had to squint, and she would go away. You were talking crap, Mom! The hospital was still here.

I’d never been in the wards before.

In the last few weeks I’d been spared visits to this place, spared from having my blood taken. It was a shame, they’d said, to keep pricking the poor child’s finger when they couldn’t find anything anyway. So until now I’d put its unique aroma and bare white walls completely out of my mind.

Enough about the bad stuff, though. It looked like I was going to be discharged today.

Sure enough, the door opened, and in came Mom, followed by a nurse. Although Mom had just about recovered, she still looked a little troubled. Hardly surprising, given that her beloved son had almost perished right in front of her eyes.

“Are you sure it’s okay for him to come home?” she asked.

“Yes. Your son has recovered exceedingly quickly. It’s astonishing, in fact, for his age.”

“And how’s little Suvi?”

“She was whisked away as soon as she woke up. Back home to Korea, I suppose. But she’ll be fine too. Whatever it was that happened, it was your son who took the lion’s share of the damage, not little Suvi.” The nurse, an elderly woman, turned to me with a warm smile. “Your son saved her, after all.”

The woman came up to my bed, crouched down and gazed at my sweet little face with eyes full of rapture, love and reverence.

“You are a hero, Michael. Such a tiny little thing, and already a hero.”

A pleasant warmth spread through my body. Had I wet myself or something?

No, it was joy. Yes — pride and joy. I liked those words of hers, I liked the way she looked at me. It was exhilarating to hear all this and know that it was all absolutely true!

At the same time, however, this warm buzz was struggling against a quite different set of feelings: my innate spitefulness and bloodlust. The inner me didn’t like to see things turn out so rosily! It was as if a path had been laid out for me, but like some moron I was walking to the side of it, treading a new one. At the same time, I’ll admit I was happy to leap across to the old one for a break.

In other words, I was conflicted.

‘Hear that, Swarm? We are heroes’

‘I only perform my functions’

‘Oh, cut the modesty. If you hadn’t told me hardly any of the energy beneath me gets sucked up, I wouldn’t have thought of sitting on Suvi. And if it hadn’t been for your help dissipating the excess energy, I would have just exploded. As it is...’

‘Your core has evolved. Your energy development is now equal to that of a five-year-old child’

Ha! Hear that? Yep, I gobbled up such an astronomical quantity of energy for this small body that it stepped right up to the next level.

That’s what a cool dude I...

‘User, I find it logical to inform you that, according to my analysis, your core is abnormally developed for your body’

I frowned.

This was the first I’d heard about that.

‘And?’

‘Normally, energy and matter make up a coherent system. But your core is stronger than your body. This means that you should just die, but I stop that from happening. And the only way to do that...’ — a brief pause to check the analysis was correct — ‘is to change your body’

Holy...

Well, this was news. You certainly know how to rain on a guy’s parade, Swarm!

‘And how, pray, do you intend to change it?’

‘I can’t say yet. But I won’t be able to stop the process. It’s necessary for your survival. You will have to evolve physically’

‘You mean... I’ll become more than human? Something between energy and matter?’

‘Not quite, but you’re heading in that direction. Your body has started to break through its limits to match the growth of the energy core. But energy capacity is unlimited. What will happen if the current rate of development is maintained, it’s impossible to say’

I paused for a second to digest this new information.

What should I feel about this? Should I laugh or cry? The core was breaking my body? Forcing it to break its limits and change so that I didn’t die?

So what was I turning into?

On the other hand, I’d surpassed the limits of a human being. Or at least one of my age. Wasn’t that what I’d wanted all along, ever since I started all the training and the channeling?

Okay, I’d keep up the hard work — but within reason.

“Yes, he’s my little hero,” Mom smiled. “Okay, Misha. Let’s make a move.”

Yes, let’s. I don’t like it here. It stinks.

Next thing I knew, I was being dressed, wrapped up, kissed on the forehead and carried out of the ward.

As Mom and I were walking through the hospital corridors, I noticed the gloomy look on her face. I understood her. This hospital. Again. Her child had lain unconscious here after almost perishing under a pile of burning debris. I could barely imagine what she would be feeling if I hadn’t made it.

I wanted to comfort her in some way. But how? I couldn’t say anything intelligible.

Unless...

“Mom,” I said, putting my hand out to her. “Mom! Aw gone!”

She looked at me and... her face broke out into a warm smile. She hugged me closer, letting my hand touch her face, then kissed my little fingers.

That was all it took. She felt better inside, and the darkness on her face started to evaporate.

Don’t worry, Mom. Nobody can kill your son.

Dad was waiting at the exit to drive us home. Yep, he’d got himself a car. Whether it was a super-expensive one, I couldn’t say, but it wasn’t cheap. It was decent, respectable. As soon as we got in, the kisses started again — this time it was Dad with his prickly beard! I started to laugh and slap him on the face. I’d learned that from Suvi.

“Well?” Dad asked, putting his foot down.

“It’s fine. Everyone’s amazed. They say it’s impossible to recover that fast.”

“Nothing’s impossible for our son,” he smiled.

“Plus, two more nurses tried to foist their granddaughters on us. Asked whether Michael had a marriage contract.”

“Ha-ha, so it’s his dad he takes after!”

“Excuse me?”

It seemed that all was well again. I smiled with relief at being back in the bosom of my quirky, happy family. I could relax. But not for long.

Because as soon as we got home...

* * *

Three hours earlier

Mark felt uneasy. He’d had a call out of the blue from a man who introduced himself as the father of the Korean girl his son had been making a movie with. The man had made it clear they needed to meet and talk.

How had the guy got his number? What was he doing here? And what did he want with Mark? Nevertheless, he got the distinct feeling it was better not to refuse.

So, after driving his wife and son to the apartment, he told them he had some urgent business and headed for the meeting place. It was a very smart-looking office building. He was met by security at the entrance. He saw security all the way to the office, and more just outside it.

It was everywhere.

‘Not a mage, then,’ he surmised. Mark was highly experienced and realized straight away that this man did not possess magic abilities.

“Mr Kwon is expecting you,” said a guard, pointing to the door.

Kaiser went in. There was just one man in the room — very tall, fortyish-looking, already starting to go grey, but clearly with a fine sense of style judging by his suit, his neat haircut and his well-groomed appearance.

The man had been looking out of the window. He turned around on hearing Mark enter.

“Mr Mark Kaiser?” he asked.

“That’s me.”

“My name is Kwon Sung,” the man bowed. “Pleased to meet you.”

“Mark Kaiser. Likewise.” Mark had had all the different national systems of etiquette drummed into him from childhood, and he knew exactly what to do.

No handshakes. No unnecessary contact whatsoever — it wasn’t the Koreans’ way. Judging by his appearance, Kwon was the older man, so it was he who should invite the other to sit down. Mark was the guest here, so it was Korean etiquette that should be observed. It was all quite simple.

Kwon pointed to a chair by the desk, and both men sat down.

“To what do I owe this honor, Mr Kwon?” asked Mark.

“To what do you owe the honor? Ha-ha!” Kwon Sung burst out laughing.

Mark frowned.

It wasn’t often, of course, that you got an invitation from one of the most influential and, by all accounts, one of the most dangerous men in United Korea — the multi-billionaire and mega-corporation boss, Kwon Sung.

Mark knew all about him. He’d had geopolitics drummed into him, too — and Kwon Sung had been part of the curriculum.

“The honor is all mine, Mr Kaiser! It’s thanks to your family that I am not in mourning, that I’m not sitting holed up in my mansion with nothing to live for! Perhaps you see me as a big fish from Korea, but believe me, Mr Mark, the man you see before you is simply a grateful father.

Mark listened attentively.

“You don’t owe me anything. I didn’t do anything...” Mark clenched his fist, “Unfortunately.”

“You understand me, then.” Kwon inhaled deeply, the smile vanishing from his face. “Neither of us did anything.”

These two phrases instantaneously tuned the two men onto the same wavelength. Like the flick of a switch. Like magic. But there was no magic here.

Only regret.

“Your son. Who is he?” asked Kwon.

“The best little boy in the world.”

“Awakened at five months?”

Mark looked up. This was getting uncomfortable. And yet...

“Don’t worry. The only people who know about it are me and those rescuers, who have been given a pretty clear hint to keep quiet — not to mention a tidy sum of money. One of them got a new hand, too. But no one else, not even our wives, know any of the details,” he smiled. “All the same, I’ve got to know. Why did your boy sit on Suvi? Did he know what he was doing? Did he know that he’d avoid killing her that way?”

“All I know, Mr Kwon, is that Michael is the best boy in the world and that he awakened at five months,” Mark said. “Sorry.”

They both knew that the children had survived without a single burn on them. True, the girl had for some reason suffered a dislocated jaw, but that was nothing compared to what could have happened. As it was, they’d got away with a few bruises and smoke inhalation.

There had been no fire inside. As if something had just swallowed it.

“I’m curious, though, Mr Kwon — why did you call me here?”

“To find out about your son. I am intrigued by him. But since you have nothing to tell me, let’s move on. Tell me, Mr Kaiser, do you love your family?”

“I can’t imagine life without them.”

“Then we understand one another,” smiled the Korean. “In that case, perhaps you could help me out. It so happens that I don’t have much of an imagination.”

“Help you how?”

In deciding on a reward for your son for saving the person I hold most dear, without whom I cannot imagine life.

* * *

Another half an hour later

The meeting was over, and Kwon Sung remained alone in the office.

“Dear, dear...,” he murmured to himself. “But it’s what I expected.”

He was a tricky customer, this Mark Kaiser! He hadn’t got rattled, hadn’t got into a flap, and was so artful in his audacity that he’d sailed as close to the line as was possible without crossing it.

Kaiser had known EXACTLY what he was doing, what he was saying, what he was asking for. It was quite clear now that this was no regular guy. He wasn’t just a father. No. There was something special about him.

Now Kwon would really have to knuckle down, because Mark’s demands were... well, let’s say very specific and complex.

What he was asking for didn’t exactly grow on trees.

‘There’s definitely something odd about that family,’ he chuckled to himself, getting out his phone.

“Hi, So-yeon. About that job...”

“We’ve started digging into the Kaisers.”

“Don’t. Stand down.”

“What?”

“I think it wise to leave that nest alone. I have a distinct feeling that it’s better not to mess with them.” He grunted. “But take note — if anything pops up in the news, especially about their son, I want to hear about it. For future reference.”

“Understood.”

Kwon sighed heavily.

Well, that was that sorted out. It had been his duty as a father to arrange a meeting in person — and since it couldn’t be with the child, it had to be with the father.

Now he could turn to other matters.

“How’s Suvi?”

“She asks for ‘Missa’ a lot — keeps crying and looking for the boy. But health wise, she’s okay. The amazing thing is that she somehow avoided any injury at all.”

“I see,” said Kwon. “Well, tell her that I can’t get hold of ‘Missa’ just yet. We’re done with Russia for the time being.”

Then he started thinking.

An image of the boy floated up in his mind, as well as the recent conversation with his father. Awakened at five months, did he?...

“Another thing...,” Kwon said. “Get her learning Russian. For the future’s sake. She already knows more Russian obscenities than she does Korean words... for some reason.”

* * *

Because as soon as we got home...

I would get down to some serious training!

I was set down on the rug and left to play with my toys. I could breathe at last. Oh, how I’d missed all this!

Not only was all this training and self-improvement essential, but I actually liked it. It was such a delight to confront problems, to sweat and grind over a complex task!

Yes, now I’d make sure I didn’t waste a minute.

I’m not going to lie. That day when the fire happened, I was terrified for my life. The Swarm couldn’t cope, and I just didn’t have enough health points to make it to full adaptation. I was too little for shit like that!

I realized I was asking a lot of myself. I was just a little rugrat! But that was no reason not to work my guts out. If I was a rugrat, I wanted to be the best rugrat of all!

While I was in hospital, I listened in on the nurses talking. They were discussing fencing, and how their kids were bad at it. I picked up a lot from those conversations! Did you know, for example, about ambidexterity — the ability to use both hands equally well? Not only was it incredibly efficient, but it also developed all the lobes of the brain!

I already knew I was right-handed. I used my right hand to hold a spoon, arrange bricks, and so on. So now I was going to work on the left one.

I was playing with one of those things where you have to slot shapes into the right holes. Nothing difficult about that, of course, but I used it to develop precision and deftness. I aimed not just to drop the shapes in, but to do so as smoothly and nimbly as possible without even touching the edges! And with the left hand too. Once I’d mastered the left hand, I started doing both hands at once.

It was tough going, it really was. So tough it made my joints ache. I felt dizzy from the strain on my brain. But there was no way I was going to stop. I needed ambidexterity, I needed those fine motor skills. And the speech that came with them. And the interaction and knowledge of the world that came with speech. I needed it all!

No one would stop me — mua-ha-ha!

‘Onward with the workout!’ As if bitten in the backside, I crawled over to the next toy — a beanbag, which I would play at throwing and catching, to help develop my vestibular system.

Oh, I forgot to mention, Dad was back.

He seemed a little somber. There was obviously something on his mind. His face looked so dark and serious, he could easily have passed for a government minister.

Wait a minute...

While I was playing, something strange started to happen. My father handed my mother a certificate of some kind. She seemed very pleased. I heard something about ‘spa treatments’, whatever they might be. Rest, relaxation...? Hey! Hold it right there!

Mom, can’t you see? It’s a trick, a ruse, to get you out of the way! Don’t fall for it!

“Okay, I’ll go,” she said, then she smiled. “Thanks. I have been feeling rather tired.”

Mom, don’t go! My life is in danger! Can’t you see the strange looks he’s been giving me?

In the end she kissed him, said goodbye to me and left with the little envelope.

We were left alone. I’d guessed right of course. No sooner was Mom out of the door than Dad came up to me with a big frown on his face.

Oh boy, I knew it.

Something was going to happen.

He gazed at me solemnly, hesitated for a moment, then took a deep breath as he decided to take the plunge. He crouched down in front of me.

“Misha, I realize that you won’t really understand much of what I’m saying, but a week ago, when I got the call from the hospital, I almost went out of my mind.” His voice was unusually quiet. “You and Mom were safe and well, but... something finally snapped in me. Whatever Mom says, however much she tries to convince me otherwise, I can see that strength decides just about everything in this world. Whoever has strength has other people’s lives in their hands. And this is the world that you have to grow up in, the world you have to live in. I want it to be in your hands.”

My eyes slowly widened.

“Misha, son, I’m going to do everything I can to make you strong. Not strong like me, no... A lot stronger! It’s your destiny, Misha. You are the strongest. I know it, I believe it.” He prodded me in the chest.

Yes, yes, YES! You understand me, Dad! Ha-ha, you understand me perfectly!

“And so...” He gave a little laugh. “It’s Mom’s birthday in two weeks. I already have a present for her. But imagine if she were to come into the apartment and you brought it to her... you.” His face became serious. “Imagine if you were to give the joy of a child’s first steps while holding out a present in your little hands.”

I felt goosebumps all over.

“Well, Michael, how about it?” Rising, he spoke more loudly: “Two weeks to take your first step. Is it a deal?”

“ESS!”

Let’s do it!


Chapter 9

NO, LET’S NOT. I’ve changed my mind. I don’t want to, Dad!

“Are you ready?” the instructor asked. “At the count of three. One.”

“One!” my father repeated, edging me forwards.

No, Dad, don’t!

“Two.”

“Two!”

Mom, help me! Mom. MOM!

“Three! Throw him in! He’s got to come back up by himself!”

“Off you go, son!” My father tossed me into the swimming pool.

“Aaaah!” I screamed as I flew straight into the water.

Splash! My little body plunged beneath the surface. Instinctively, I held my breath and stopped panicking. Oh, heck!

‘User, I advise you to resurface. Without oxygen you will suffocate’

‘No shit?’

‘Yes’

The pool was warm, especially for babies, but even so — I was under water!

I had to head for the surface. I had enough breath to make it. But I didn’t know how! I thought back to when I was in Mom’s belly. That was liquid too!

First the arm... then the leg. And bend. Arm. Leg. One. Two. Repeat!

Up! Up!

“Pa-ah!” I took a great gulp of air as soon as my head rose out of the water.

The instructor pressed the button on his stopwatch.

“Wow, a record! That’s the fastest I’ve ever seen!”

“Yeah, well,” shrugged Dad, who was standing on the side in his trunks. “It’s Michael, isn’t it?”

“Ah, well then,” nodded the instructor, a plump, mustached fellow. “Swimming is one of a child’s basic instincts. Gripping, swimming, and sucking. You did right to bring him here early. We’ll make an Olympic champion out of him!”

I was floundering in the water like a turd in the toilet. Did they think I was just hanging here? I was sinking, twisting about and coming back up again, like a little ball of shit!

When they’d said that swimming would help strengthen my legs, I assumed that they’d start by easing me in and letting me splash around to get used to it! If I’d known they were just going to toss me in like a pancake, I would have been much less keen!

“Grrr!” I growled, looking at Dad.

“What’s he making that face for? Like a — what do you call them — a Pallas’s cat?”

“Dunno. Maybe he needs a crap.”

“Well in that case... not in the pool please.”

My fury knew no bounds.

‘I’ll teach you to cross me, assholes.’ I began straining with all my might.

“MISHA, DON’T!”

* * *

Day two of training.

The workouts were getting tough. And leaving aside the pool incident, I was glad of it. To be honest, though, the pool was fun too. The next lessons were more civilized: Dad held me by my arms, and I thrashed my legs about.

What I didn’t like was the sight of all those single mothers gawking at Dad! Some of them were in good shape too, the kind it was nice to view in a swimsuit. How dared they flirt on Mom’s territory? Still, Dad seemed to be holding up stoically.

‘Your father’s muscle structure is close to perfect. I can’t say for sure, but there is a high chance that you have inherited those genes’

‘Oh, so you are capable of giving me good news?’

‘You mean you only wish to hear bad news? Very well, switching...’

‘Knock it off!’

* * *

Day three of training.

The morning started with a warm-up — I ate my porridge, fired myself up, and crawled around the apartment. Once I’d completed two laps of the living room, we set off for the pool.

There, I wriggled my legs for a bit, after which I got showered with praise and told how much progress I was making. Nice to hear.

I noticed that for some reason the women there had huge mammary glands. What was that all about? Why were Mom’s smaller? I wondered who had tastier milk.

But no! I could never cheat on Mom! As for you, Dad, just keep your eyes to yourself!

* * *

Day seven of training.

The pool was exhausting, so we went there every two days.

One week had passed, and we had one left. I kept plugging away every day, trying to do leg strengthening exercises even outside of Dad’s routines. Plus, I was meditating too. In a word, there was plenty of training going on.

As for the filming...

It had been postponed. Not cancelled, no. Postponed. Because, surprisingly, all the actors had survived. They’d all been on the film set and got away with burns and minor injuries.

Understandably enough, after what had happened, it was decided to suspend filming for a while.

This was all very well...

But I still couldn’t take a single step. Which was a bummer, because by now it was...

* * *

Day twelve of training.

“This way!” Dad commanded.

I swerved, changing trajectory.

“To the left!”

A missile suddenly appeared in my peripheral vision. I put out a hand to deflect the incoming plush toy! No injury sustained. Yes!

“Keep going!”

My heart was pounding, my joints aching, but it was bearable. I had to go on. I could feel my muscles getting stronger! It was working. I had to go faster! Two days. There were just two days left!

Once again, I set off crawling at speed through the maze. I was moving twice as fast than before the training. I’d grown stronger for sure. I kept raising myself up as I went, pushing off with my toes rather than my knee. I was almost bouncing along!

“That’s the end of the maze. Now get the prize!”

I stopped. I was breathless as hell, but there was one thing left to do.

The toy. It was hanging exactly at a height where I could get it if I stood up.

I grabbed the edge of the wall. Exhaled. Then, taking a deep breath and holding it, I tensed my leg and started to lever myself up.

It was as though my muscles were bursting, my ligaments crunching, my bones cracking! I was going beyond the limits of my body! I was rising — little by little — on my wobbly, chubby little legs.

Come on. Keep going. Just a little more! I had to get the toy. I had to stand! I...

My legs gave way, my muscles switched off and I fell flat on my face.

Bump.

It was over. Failed again.

“Oh, shit!” Dad leaped up and bounded over to me. “Are you okay? Don’t cry, don’t cry!”

I wasn’t crying. I was just clenching my fist, rage swelling up inside me. My nose was bleeding. My head was ringing. Thanks to the impact and concussion adaptations, the damage was slight.

Tensing my arms, I started to raise myself up.

I blew out a breath and wiped the blood from my nose.

If you fall, you take a deep breath and get up again. It’s the only way.

“Again.”

This wasn’t over.

* * *

Two days later

Anna felt uneasy. Sergey had called her and hinted in no uncertain terms that they needed to meet and talk. And so, after the spa she headed straight to the company’s new office.

“Hello, Anna. Please take a seat. There’s a cup of hot chocolate for you there. I noticed you drinking it a lot during filming!”

She sat down but didn’t touch the drink.

“Anna... we’d like to apologize. On behalf of the whole company.”

Anna looked askance at him, saying nothing.

“I realize there were a lot of factors involved, and some of them were beyond our control, but that’s no excuse! If we’d had more security, better security...” He clenched his fist. “But we didn’t, and for that we want to apologize to you.”

“Let’s cut to the chase, Sergey. My poor, terrified son, who almost died, I hasten to add, is waiting for me at home.” Anna stared intently at him.

“Yes, yes, of course,” Sergey nodded, flustered. “Anna, we’ve decided to pay you the full fee for the entire contract. Plus, as you know, the filming hasn’t been cancelled, only put on hold, and we very much hope that you’ll sign a similar contract once the time comes.”

Anna blinked hard.

“What? Money?” she snarled. Raising her voice, she went on: “You’re offering me money? My son was almost killed! He was almost burned alive. And as you’ve just said yourself, it was your fault! Do you really think you can just buy your way out of this?”

“But I never said...”

“Do you think that money alone is going to convince me to work with you again. Pah! I’m afraid you’re going to have to do a lot better than that.”

“M-maybe...” Sergey realized this wasn’t going well. “Maybe there’s something else we could do so that you would at least think ab...”

“Preschool,” Anna said, leaning back in her chair. “The best, most expensive preschool in the city. The one the aristocrats use. Get our son in there. Then we’ll think about it.”

“I... er... we’ll do everything we possibly can. Only...”

“Wonderful.” All traces of her fury suddenly vanishing, Anna smiled sweetly, picked up the cup and took a sip. “Ooh, that’s lovely.”

Sweat had broken out on Sergey’s brow.

Jeepers!

Wait — had he just been screwed? Had this seemingly sweet, helpless little girl just taken him for a ride? Had she been planning this all along?! Holy shit, she must have been, the way her face just changed like that!

Hell, that preschool was as exclusive as they came. It had a waiting list stretching several years!

“Well, I suppose Eugene will have to get his finger out,” he mumbled.

“I suppose he will,” Anna nodded. “Okay then, we’ll wait for the money and the call about the preschool. I’ve got to dash. I’ve got a movie star son at home.”

Leaving Sergey pale-faced, and not because of his foundation, Anna quickly munched through the marshmallows, finished her hot chocolate and left.

‘Heh. Easy as pie.’ A sly, cat-like grin broke out on her face.

It had always been this way. At the Academy, while Mark had toiled like a slave over his studies, Anna’s pretty face — a wink here, a smile there — had been all she needed to get decent grades. Plus, when she and Mark had started going out, she had someone to crib from too. She’d done no studying of her own at all.

Surprising as it may seem, it was Anna who was the family’s master of adaptation.

‘And on my birthday too,’ she reminded herself as she headed happily home.

Yes, today was her birthday! The sense of gloom that had descended on her after the fire had all but passed, and she felt fully alive again. Her husband and son had played a large part in that too.

It was a shame that, because she’d run away from her great-grandmother, she didn’t have many girlfriends, so there weren’t many people to wish her many happy returns.

And in all honesty, she would really have loved some presents, too.

Just then, she was passing by an electronics store and stopped at the window, peering in at the latest branded devices, which cost a small fortune.

‘I’d sure love one of those beauties,’ she thought, looking wistfully at the MiPhone. ‘So cool.’

Anna was still a young woman, after all, and couldn’t help being drawn to flashy things of this sort. It was what all girls wanted — swanky phone, fancy shoes, and so on. She was a normal, beautiful woman. And she liked to treat herself on occasion.

The phone she had now was long in the tooth, to say the least. She even felt ashamed of it, especially in the beauty salons, where the girls didn’t have a patch on her in looks, but had far nicer phones.

Perhaps with the contract payment she could afford a new phone? But then, there were plenty of other costs to consider, what with Misha and everything.

“Maybe not, then. Not this year, anyway,” she sighed as she reached their house. “I’ll make do with the one I’ve got.”

Opening the door, she heard whispering and scurrying from the living room.

“Hey, you little rascals, what are you whispering about?” she called out.

“We’re coming!” answered her husband.

“Ha!” Anna chuckled as she took off her shoes. “Well come on then, I’m wait... ing.” Slowly, she looked up.

Tap-Tap-Tap. She looked up because she’d heard the pitter-patter of tiny steps.

Standing before her was her son. He looked a little unsteady, his wobbly legs bending and shaking as though he might fall down at any moment. But he didn’t.

He stood there. Holding out a box.

Containing a brand new MiPhone.

“Dair!”

“Happy birthday, darling,” her husband smiled. “Here’s your present from us.”

“Yeah!”

Anna’s jaw fell open, and at the same time a bag fell out of her hand, causing oil to spill all over the floor.

Oops.

* * *

“He’s walking?” Mom couldn’t believe it.

‘I’m walking?’ I couldn’t believe it either.

“Wait... he’s really walking.”

‘I’m really walking’

“Mark, he’s walking!”

‘Wait, I really am walking!’

“He’s walking on his little legs!” She bent down ready to hug me.

I’M WALKING. HA-HA! YEP, MOM, I’M WALKING ALL RIGHT. I LEARNED ABOUT TEN MINUTES AGO!

As I rushed to hug my ecstatic mother, I slipped on the oil puddle and went crashing to the floor.

‘Ow! Bastard...’ I clutched my head.

It was fine, though. That was the third time the impact adaptation had saved me from ending up as a nutcase.

And the phone was in a box, so no biggie.

Our birthday surprise made Mom so happy that, come nightfall, after the cake, the unwrapping of the present and all the la-la-la about how cute my snail-paced walk was, she and Dad shut themselves in their room, and from the sound of things she could hardly stop crying! Heavy, sniffling breaths, plaintive whimpers, loud sighs... It went on all night!

When I grew up, I’d be sure to give my wife treats like that every day!

‘Heh-heh. Kiss my ass!’ I got up on my legs and climbed over the wall of the cot.

Freedom!

After flopping down onto the pillow, I got up and took some clumsy, faltering steps. I swayed and lurched like a drunkard, but I was walking. Actually walking!

True, I went down on my face about five times. Lost a few brain cells, no doubt. But never mind: Mom said she often fell when she was a child — and look at her! It had only made her prettier!

I doddered to the bookshelf and took out the book on the foundations of magic. So — they’d put it on a higher shelf, had they? Pah!

Oh, how I’d missed my studying!

About mages, then. I needed to learn a bit of theory. After all, I’d have my college exam in half a year’s time.

‘Magic is divided into two types: spells and skills...’ I began to read.

A spell is stuff that gets created by energy outside the body. A fireball, for instance, or weather control. Skills are what you have on the inside. Like laser vision and skin armor.

Wait... Shit, I’d forgotten all about that!

‘Swarm, I need an analysis. Albert said that he couldn’t sense my energy, that it didn’t seem to flow out, even though there’s magic in me. Was that your doing?’

‘Yes. Your core anomaly was causing energy to leak out constantly. I closed all possible leakage points. I just sealed up the system within the system’

‘And... does that mean I won’t be able to do magic? I mean like, cast spells?’

‘At the moment I see no way of wielding energy outside of your body. Otherwise, the Anomaly would start killing you again’

I sighed. Well, there it was. That was a future headache right there.

There was no point in getting upset. In the end, we’re all born with a different hand of cards. We’ve got to play with what we have. I just had to figure out how to make the most of what I’d been dealt. Could I create a fireball inside my throat and shoot it like a cannonball?

‘Okay, Swarm. Now at last I’m going to get some use out of you!’ I took the book and crawled off to my room.

‘Have I not been any use up to now?’

‘Well, I suppose... but now you’re going to be really useful!’

‘Very well. I apologize. Since I haven’t been any use, I am switching off core anomaly life supp...’

‘Hey, are you serious? You say you can’t make things up or create things, but someone taught you to take offence?!’

‘I don’t take offence... I draw conclusions. Based on analysis. You said the life support wasn’t useful, so I decided to free up resour...’

‘Lord have mercy...,’ I sighed. ‘Listen. I am now going to go through various channeling methods and try adapting them to my own. If you notice any improvement, tell me’

‘Got it’

Two hours later.

‘Well?’ I asked with a smile.

‘They only made it worse’

‘Oh, for f—’

* * *

A strange new character appeared in my life completely out of the blue. Literally three weeks after I’d taken my first step. And it all began with...

“YOUR FRIEND MAX!” Mom almost screamed. “Christ, how did HE get here? He’s been fighting for his country. How is he still alive?!”

“Our merciful necromancer-emperor welcomes foreign minds! Max is now a citizen of our Empire,” Dad smiled. “By the way, he’s coming round.”

“Oh, no he isn’t. I’m not having him round here.”

“Why on earth not?”

“Must I remind you about the last time you and he got together? I found you in a ditch without any hair! Minus a hand! And Max spent six months as a prisoner of the French aristocracy! Somehow, the pair of you got all the way to France, Max slept with the Second Prince’s fiancée, and you lost a hand, all in the space of four hours! You two just can’t be together. At all!” Mom snapped.

“Well, actually...,” Dad began timidly.

“Hello, Anna.” An unfamiliar voice sounded from the hallway.

“He’s already been here five minutes.”

Mom slowly peered around the corner into the dark hallway. I slowly got up onto my feet and looked out too.

A tall, smooth-shaven man with brown hair and hazel eyes, dressed in a Hawaiian shirt and shorts, gave me a friendly wave. He was crazy tall too. And why was he wearing sunglasses when it was cloudy and grey outside?

I waved back. His eyes opened wide in surprise, and he started waving even more vigorously.

Mom heaved a big sigh and rolled her eyes so high I thought they might vanish inside her skull. She obviously wasn’t too fond of Dad’s friends.

“I’m not leaving Misha with you two. Especially as we have things to do! Come on, Misha, there’s a lady we need to see. We’re going to show her how smart you are and prove that we’re good enough for an aristocratic preschool.”

But Mom! I want to be with the guys!

Ignoring my looks of protest, Mom quickly got me dressed, and out we went.

Where the hell was she taking me? What lady?

I wanted male company!

* * *

Max and Mark were left on their own. Which was bad, of course. Leaving those two together was a big mistake.

“M-a-a-a-rk, bro!” Max held his hand up.

“M-a-a-ax!” Mark replied, switching to English.

They shook hands vigorously and embraced. They hadn’t seen each other for two years. For two best buddies who’d shared a potty at preschool (occasionally missing the target), that was a long time!

“Was that really your son?! Unbelievable! He’s like, you know, a little motorized toy! You could make him into the best ever transformer!”

“It’s already happening!” Mark nodded proudly. “He’s already walking!”

“You’re kidding me?!”

As boys grew up, their toys changed. They went from building robots to crafting the perfect son.

“So anyway, lay it out for me.” Max sat down. “What have you found out?”

To business, then. That was what this meeting was all about.

Mark began telling Max everything that he had learned about his son. From the child’s ingenious mind to his thirst for challenges and determination to walk.

Max listened with a solemn expression. Deep in thought.

Then...

“You know, don’t you, that it’s possible in our world for someone to be reborn?”

Mark nodded.

Yes, he’d heard of that. Just at college. He hadn’t gone into it much, but he was certainly aware of rebirth as a concept.

“In reality, it’s not rebirth as such. It’s more like... er... the passing of a baton. The influence of another person’s will. In other words, a small child can’t immediately receive the consciousness, mind and memory of an adult being. He’s still an ordinary child. It’s just that his core has taken on someone else’s profile straight from birth, and as his core develops, so his body changes, conferring talents, gifts, etc.”

“You mean, my son could have inherited someone else’s power?”

“Everything points that way, my friend,” Mark nodded. “It’s like he was born pre-programmed. He’s still a child, a micro-dude, but he got a kick start.”

“From whom?”

“Someone very powerful, I presume, if he awakened at four months...” Max lowered his voice. “Very, very powerful.”

“What a headfuck...” sighed Mark.

“But in a way, that’s a good thing,” his friend smiled. “It makes it easier to narrow down, because there aren’t many beings as powerful as that! I mean, who is there? The god Theos. The Witch of the Apocalypse. The Beast. The Nameless One. And a couple of others.”

“There’s only one of those who hasn’t tried to fuck up the whole planet...”

“Well, time to get some answers, don’t you think?”

Max got up and clapped his hands. Immediately, the space in the middle of the kitchen became distorted and started to spin around. When the swirl reached a critical point, the ‘picture’ shattered into pieces and took on an entirely different appearance.

A portal had been created. And by the look of it, it led to some place where there were books.

“Where are we going?” Mark said breathlessly.

“To your local library. A quick adventure — five minutes there, five minutes back. We’ll grab some history books.”

“Well, if we’re just getting books...”

Mark got up and stood next to his friend, who immediately put a hand on his shoulder. Then he closed his eyes and...

The vortex sucked them in!

Thud!

The two men found themselves being hurled out of the portal. As soon as they landed, their feet began sinking in something, bright rays of sun pounded their faces, and clouds of sand flew into their nostrils. The air was exceedingly dry.

They opened their eyes and looked around.

Max licked his finger and lifted it against the wind. The verdict was clear. In fact, it was pretty obvious from all the sand dunes around them.

“Fuck, we’re in Egypt.”


Chapter 10

“OUR PRESCHOOL LEADS THE FIELD in magical and general child development. We boast the best specialists, foreign languages and a direct connection with the Academy which is currently under construction on the border with the Eastern Empire.”

“I see...” Mom mumbled.

Dear me...

Boy, was this preschool director proud of her work!

“The children receive a holistic education, and those who perform well will have a direct pathway to the Academy!”

“Got it...”

“You, Mrs Kaiser, have been offered a place here due SOLELY to Eugene’s generosity and insistence. The waiting list for people without the new ‘aristocrat’ stamp is YEARS long! People join the list well before their child is born.

“Fine...”

“Although there’s a waiting list for aristocrats too, of course. Much smaller, obviously, but even for them it’s not as easy as all that!”

“Okay...”

“Nonetheless, do you know what unites them all?”

“The rules of your...”

“The rules of our preschool!” The curly-haired woman raised her fist triumphantly.

“Yes, you already mention...”

Oh, heck, she was going to start on about the rules again...

“The rules are simple. They are the rules of life! Those who come here are the best, and the best is what they will become! Did you think the school of life is what you get at the Academy, at technical colleges, at universities? Not a bit of it! Real life, in all its complexity, begins at preschool! Here, aristocrats study side by side with common people, the gifted with the ordinary, the rich with the poor. Everything that might be encountered in the world outside is here. We nurture predators!”

“Lord have mercy...,” Mom sighed, putting her head down on the table.

Patience, Mom, she’s nearly finished. She can’t be planning to keep us here a whole hour and a half, can she?

“And that is why, to find out whether he is suited to our preschool’s rigorous conditions, which fully reflect real life, your son, no matter that his place was ‘swung’ for him by people in high places, is required to undergo an entrance test! And since he is three times younger than any other child here, he’ll need to make a considerable effort.”

Wait, three times younger?

I realized that I was ahead of my peers in development — but was I really on a par with children three times older? They’d already be talking by the time preschool started! No doubt getting up to mischief too, the little devils.

“At last!” Mom brightened, certain that the spiel was finally at an end.

“Because our preschool is truly and without exaggeration...”

Groaning, she put her head back down on the table. She was right, I supposed, not to say anything rude to such an important person. This really was a seriously classy preschool judging by appearances. And falling out with the director on day zero would hardly be a good move.

The thing was, though, I was going out of my mind. There were things I needed to do.

“Because it is only here, only at our preschool...,” the woman went on.

“Mom!” I whispered

“Hmm? What is it, Misha?”

“I pooped myseff...”

“Huh?”

She got the message.

“I’m terribly sorry,” she said, jumping up. “I need to take my son to the restroom. Urgently!”

“What’s that?” the director asked, barely hearing her. “Ah, yes, of course. It’s a shame that we didn’t have time to go through all the benefits that our school has to offer, but it’s about time you took the test. When you’re ready, go straight to the deputy’s office.”

Phew! Even Mom made no attempt to hide her relief, hastening to make an exit before the director began talking our ears off again.

We went to the restroom, inspected my bottom — “You haven’t pooped yourself at all. Who taught to say that, anyway?” — and finally headed to the deputy director’s office.

A pleasant-looking young woman handed us a couple of documents and told us that we were lucky — the next group would be along in half an hour.

“Hmm, is it true you’re not even one yet?” she asked, furrowing her brow. “This is the first time I’ve seen someone so much younger than the main group, but I wish you luck!”

So I would be the littlest. In age at least.

We were asked to wait. The room where we waited was full of toys and... children with their parents.

Which was fine, except that the moms here, nice-looking as they were, paled by comparison with mine. The guys clearly noticed this immediately, and the women noticed their reaction.

The upshot was that the moms took an instant dislike to us, while one of the guys made a beeline for us.

Oh boy, here we go.

“Hello — are you here for an interview too?” The man who approached was medium-height, fair-haired, and dressed in an expensive suit. He reeked of perfume.

I recognized this type immediately. They stood out.

A rich aristocrat. They all somehow looked the same. Whether or not it’s intentional, having money and connections always makes you stand out. This guy had all the hallmarks.

Mom didn’t even turn to look at him.

“Are you on your own?” the man went on.

“I’m with my son.”

“No, I didn’t mean that. Ha-ha.”

Cripes, he even had a rich man’s laugh.

“I’m with my son, too, by the way. That’s him over there. Little Theodore.” He pointed to a little blond boy, who was sitting on a chair staring at us. My name’s Theodore, too, by the way. Pleased to meet you!”

“Anna,” Mom answered drily.

“So, are you on your own?” He sat down next to her. “If you don’t mind my...”

“Theodore, I’m married.” Without looking at him, she displayed her ring.

“Well, I’m not single either! But that’s no reason for people to avoid getting acquainted, is it? You know, it’s better for people to be friends and talk to each other than to be enemies.”

Why was he sitting so close? Why was he so persistent? What did he want?

Was he... flirting with my mom? Did he want to take her away? I couldn’t bear that! Don’t leave us, Mom. Stay with Dad! Tell this rich asshole to back off! Dad’s way better: he’s more handsome, and bigger, and... and...

Mom turned and sized the guy up from head to toe. Then she tutted and turned away again.

“I’m not interested. But thanks.”

“Perhaps we could at least swap numbers...”

“Theodore, have you not been taught any manners? You’ve got yourself an aristocrat’s stamp, but what about an education? What sort of backwater were you raised in?” Mom was starting to boil over. “I repeat. I’m a married woman, and I have no interest in getting to know you even if you’re a billionaire three times over and a friend of the Emperor. And don’t try any more of your pick-up lines. I wasn’t born yesterday. I’ve heard them all.”

Theodore’s eyes quivered. “Anna, I must say, I don’t like...”

“Haven’t you got the message yet? I’ll make it clearer for you...” Mom put her hands over my ears to say the next two words, then took them off again. “Don’t embarrass yourself. It doesn't become your status.”

Theodore fell silent, his face turning to stone. He couldn’t begin to grasp how a girl of her status could resist getting to know someone like him. His eyes quivered again, and he let out a gasp.

“Anna... face it, you...”

‘IF YOU DON’T BACK THE FUCK OFF RIGHT NOW, I WILL STRANGLE YOU WITH YOUR OWN INTESTINES AND EAT YOUR FUCKING HEART’

‘Indications of energy-psychosis detected. User, calm down’

All the children, who until then had been busy playing and babbling away, immediately went quiet and slowly turned to face me, as if under a spell. Every single one of them, from all corners of the room. They were like obedient pets responding to a click of the fingers from their owner.

I breathed out.

‘Energy-psychosis receding’

The children slowly began to emerge from their trance. The parents had noticed their reaction and stopped what they were doing.

Just then, a couple of teachers darted into the room. It wasn’t me they were after, thank goodness, but the parents. They asked the parents to vacate the room and leave the children on their own. When someone questioned this, they were told: “It’s part of the test. The children are old enough to be left alone for five minutes.”

“Okay darling, don’t cause any trouble!” Mom kissed me on the forehead. “Go and play with the other children... at least try.”

Theodore went over his son, whispered something to him and... nodded in our direction. Theodore Junior scowled at me.

‘What are you looking at, squirt?’ I nodded to him.

The adults placed us on the floor with toys to play with, then left with anxious faces. The door closed. The children were left alone.

There were about ten of us. The others were still casting sideways glances at me. What did they want?

‘Swarm, what actually happens in an energy-psychosis episode?’

‘The overloading of all bodily systems, from the nervous system to the energy system. The body bursts its limits, and you lose control’

‘And does it give off waves that affect people around you?’

‘Correct’

Yep, got to keep a lid on those emotions. On the other hand, who the hell did he think he was? He wanted to take my mom away! Asshole.

All this got me thinking, though...

If energy-psychosis gave off waves, might it be possible in theory to produce them without losing control? What if you made them stronger? And what if the waves could forcibly activate psychosis in other people?

Imagine if I learned to make people lose their minds, turn them into monsters, at the click of a finger. I could vanquish whole armies!

‘Swarm, is that impossible?’

‘I don’t yet have that information’

‘You great ignoramus’

‘Switching off life supp...’

‘No, don’t!’

“Poo-poo!” I heard behind me.

I slowly turned round. It was Theodore. The rich guy’s son.

“Poo-poo!” he repeated, pointing at me.

I didn’t know how old they all were. They could all walk, but they were new to it and a bit unsteady. About five times worse than me. They’d take a couple of steps, then get tired and plonk themselves down again.

But Theodore stayed upright.

“Wotu want?” I asked. “Get wost.”

“You a poo-poo! Ha-ha!” he laughed.

Hearing Theodore’s laughter, and tickled themselves by the sound of that funny word ‘poo-poo’, the other children likewise started to laugh too.

I was shaken. Had his dad put him up to this? It turned out it was right what people said, that children were the continuation of their parents! Suvi’s mom was a delight, and Suvi was nice too. Katya’s mom was a snake, and Katya was a vile little reptile.

As for this creature, he was an arrogant, obnoxious little twerp.

Well, the director had been right. This place was a demo-version of the adult world.

“You a poo-poo!” He pointed at me again.

Once again, the others laughed.

Was I being mocked? Was I being publicly humiliated?

This... this had never happened to me before.

I was being laughed at because another boy was calling me names!

Yes, I was being humiliated.

‘Swarm, be ready to warn me about energy-psychosis’

‘Ready as always’

Steeling myself, I took a deep breath and... slowly rose to my feet.

Theodore immediately stopped his chuckling and began watching with a shocked expression, his head edging slowly upwards, as I rose further and further, towering over this diminutive world. Despite my age, I was taller than literally everyone else in the room.

I glanced around at the children. All their eyes were on me.

‘What was that animal program about again?’ A broad grin broke out on my face. ‘Oh yes. That was it. I remember. Asserting dominance’

I made a brisk step to the side, then took two paces forward. Theodore’s clumsy little body was no match for my lightning speed. He stumbled and fell on all fours, and I made a tactical advance on him from behind!

“Nuddin perfonal, buddy.”

I sat down on his backside.

“Hey! Gedoff! Gedoff!” he babbled, trying to shake me off.

“No.”

All the other children stood open-mouthed! How could this be? They couldn’t believe it was happening! I’d gone right up to that big-shot boy and sat down on him!

Was I some god?

“Gedoff!”

“No. Ha-ha! No-o-o!”

“Gedoff, gedoff! Wa-a-a-a-h!”

Unable to withstand my weight, Theodore sank onto his belly and began to holler, thrashing his legs.

The grin remained fixed to my face. Man, this felt good! This was real dominance in a tough world. The tears of my enemy were a balm for my soul!

Slowly, I rose to the sound of children crying and went back to my place. A child who had been standing there went wide-eyed with fear and started crawling away! He thought I was going after him! Ha-ha! Quite right! Be afraid!

But I got there faster than he could crawl away...

“Plea-, please! Dair!” His eyes cast to the floor, the boy held his arm out towards me, offering me a toy.

A toy soldier. A really nice one. Wait, was he doing this to buy me off — so I would leave him alone? Could I really get my hands on fancy toys like this just by being bigger and better?

‘That’s one neat-looking soldier,’ — I reached my hand out for it. ‘But...’ — then I stopped and looked the boy in the eyes.

Yes. There was fear in them. Other children were afraid of me. They’d give me their most precious possessions to stop me touching them.

‘I don’t like it that way...’ The feeling was faint, but discernible. ‘If they don’t fight, I’m not interested’

I had an idea. They’d tried to humiliate me, hadn’t they? They’d tried to take away my authority. I had to take it back.

“Bow!” I said.

“B... bow?”

“Yeah. Wike dis.” Raising my hands, I demonstrated a slow bow, as to a holy statue.

“Ooh!” The little boy was impressed.

Let’s be honest — kids are dumb. And impressionable. If they see something that looks fun, they try to copy it, especially if the person doing it is someone they look up to. Like me.

“Bow!” With a clumsy wave of his arms, the boy bowed.

Immediately, the other kids crawled up. They wanted to join in! How come others were doing something fun and they weren’t? If something was going on, it should be for everyone. A second child, clueless as to what it all meant, started to ‘play’ like the other one by replicating his bow. Then a third one came up and did the same. Then a fourth.

One by one they all crawled up to join in what the others were doing.

While Theodore, my enemy, sat crying, all the other kids came up and bowed to me!

‘Heh-heh. This is great!’ My heart raced with a strange realization. ‘I don’t like hurting others, hurting the weak — where’s the fun in that? But when they tremble before me like this...’

‘User. Your current actions are affecting your body’

I froze.

Huh?

‘What do you mean?’

‘I can’t say for sure. But what is happening right now is having a direct effect on your body’

‘Wait, are you serious? This bowing has an effect on me? How the hell does that work?’

‘I don’t know yet. Not enough data. I can’t even tell where the changes are occurring — in your energy, in your physical state or just in your nervous system. But the current situation is definitely stirring something inside you’

Insufficient data? But I was changing, wasn’t I? In which case, I should carry on!

“An’ now!” I commanded. “Bwing me someone as a sakwif...”

Just then, the door swung open, and the teachers appeared.

Damn it! Just as things were getting interesting!

“What the...”

* * *

An hour later

“What the...,” one of the teachers said, and there the video footage ended.

Opposite Anna sat three members of the admissions board. One of them, the man in the middle, stopped the playback and turned his laptop back to himself. Anna didn’t quite know where to look.

“Anna,” the man sighed. “You do understand, don’t you, that the children had all of five minutes in there? And in those five minutes your son drove a child to tears, sat on him and made the others bow to him.”

“Er, well, I suppose it...” Anna couldn’t find the right words. “They’re so full of energy these days, aren’t they?”

“Full of energy? This is a disaster! Five minutes, Anna! Five minutes!” exclaimed the old woman sitting on the left. What would he do if he spent a whole day here?! Start a cult?”

“But he did perfectly in all the other tests,” Anna persisted. “Intelligence, logic, resilience. You do realize he’s not even a year old, and he passed tests for children three times older!”

“Yes, he did. Too perfectly, in fact” said the old man on the right. “That’s why we didn’t reject you immediately. On the other hand,” he sighed, shaking his head, “the fact remains, he got into a conflict with another child right from the start. A child who already has a guaranteed a place in the group. How did that happen?”

Because that little runt’s father put him up to it, that’s how. Because she’d refused to put out to him!

‘No, they won’t understand, damn it. They’ll just say I’m letting my personal feelings cloud my judgment,’ Anna reflected. ‘Think, Anna — you need to take a different angle. You’ve got to find other ways of convincing them!’

It all depended on her now whether her son would be granted a place in this elite preschool with all the amazing prospects that it offered. He’d done everything that was required of him. Now it was Anna’s turn to do her utmost.

“Forgive me,” she began, “but is it not your preschool that claims that the school of life begins within its walls?”

“Well, yes...” the panel responded with confused looks. “What exactly are you getting at?”

“In that case, what kind of world would we be living in if our children couldn’t stand up for themselves? My son was being laughed at and called names even though he hadn’t done anything. And he didn’t hit anyone, even though he easily could have. He didn’t kick anyone, though he could have! He stood up for himself in a stressful situation. He defended his dignity. And he hurt no one. No one! Don’t tell me that your preschool, the cream of all preschools, is going to pass up the chance of welcoming such a level-headed child into its midst?”

That right there was the killer blow.

At first, the panel had not quite understood the arguments she was making. Then they’d started to come round and see her point. But Anna knew how to finish the job. She realized that the people here were married to their work and proud of it. And when you told them that their preschool was the cream of all preschools...

She was a sly girl, Anna. Always had been.

“Well,” said the panel leader, the man in the middle. “In that case, I think we’ve made our decision...”

* * *

“Congratulations to Dmitry Sokolov on an honorable third place in our tests!” said the director as she presented a certificate to a little brat. “A round of applause, please!”

Everyone started clapping.

“Congratulations to Theodore Saltykov on an honorable second place!” She handed a certificate to the blond cry-baby.

Everyone clapped.

“Finally, our congratulations on achieving first place in the general test, with a perfect score, go to... Michael Kaiser. Applause please!”

Almost everyone clapped enthusiastically and showered my mom with praise.

“What a fine boy! And our kids love him!”

“Yes, yes, that’s my boy!”

“He’s quite the little talent!”

“Yes, yes!”

“Oh, my little daughter will be in safe hands...”

Only the Theodores refrained from applauding. But to hell with them.

“Now let’s hear from the leading light of the upcoming elite! Mr Kaiser, what are your thoughts about your triumph?” A microphone was thrust at me.

“Eh-eh... agoo, pff, bo-bo, wah! Doo-doo.” For good measure, I set about gnawing the microphone.

“Oh, splendid!”

Everyone applauded again.

No, I didn’t understand these high society folk, I really didn’t. They gave handwritten certificates to babies. Just for passing a simple test! What sort of place have you enrolled me in, Mom?

Still, heh-heh, I did enjoy all that adulation. Keep it coming!

The tests, by the way, had been all about social intelligence. Not whether a child could add two and two, but how he handled social challenges — that sort of thing. The preschool specifically filtered out those with poor social skills.

“Hello, Anna, my name’s Svetlana. And this is my daughter Liza,” said some woman, coming up to us just as we were getting ready to leave. “Liza, say hello to Michael!”

“O-oh!” The girl raised her arms and began to bow down.

“Oh — what’s that she’s doing?” Svetlana said in surprise.

“I think she’s... er...” — Mom hesitated — “Just playing, I suppose, ha-ha.”

“Aww, they’re best friends already! That’s so great.”

I showed her my middle finger. Mom’s eyes almost popped out in shock, and she barely managed to hide my hand in time to prevent her new friend from noticing the gesture.

Why did she stop me? This woman was clearly being a pain in the ass.

Still, she took the point and said goodbye to Svetlana. At last, we could leave. It seemed we’d got off lightly, too, as by this time a long line had formed.

It was over. We were homeward bound.

“Misha, please don’t start any more cults of yourself, okay? Otherwise, we’ll be thrown out for sure,” she muttered suddenly.

‘But why?’ I wriggled my legs. ‘I want to, I want to!’

I hadn’t had the chance to repeat the effect. The teachers had separated us and set us some dumbass ‘challenges’. I sailed through them, of course, but then I got to thinking...

Hell, if they’d set me some math, or history, or some sort of applied science questions, I’d have been in trouble. I was an ignoramus. And that made me feel ashamed.

‘I need to study. I need knowledge.’ I clenched my fist.

Still...

Heh. Before long I would be entering society. Preschool. The creche group. And as I’d discovered, everyone there would be older than me. They’d be two years old at least, while I’d be barely one when I started.

Hmm — intelligent conversation would be hard to come by with that lot.

You know what was bothering me, though? It was the thought that all those tykes had been thrown together for the first time, and immediately you had some adult-style hoo-ha with reputations being flexed, taunts being flung, and people having to defend themselves and their honor. And it struck me that if the kids were filtered according to social intelligence, they would all be like that. There would be intrigues aplenty, but at the level of who missed the potty and who stole whose candy.

It looked like the director was right when she said I’d find a small slice of the adult world there. That was the point of a fancy preschool like hers.

They nurtured predators there.

Heck, I should have paid more attention to that lady. She’d been handing out tips for survival.

“We have six months to teach you to poop in the potty. And eat tidily. And...” Mom was getting worked up. “Oh, there’s so much to do, so much! You’re getting so grown-up already.”’

Mom, I’m eight. Months. And I should have been using the potty yonks ago. I’m sick of all this crapping in my diaper on schedule.

As we opened the door to the apartment, we heard a bang from the living room. As if the air had imploded!

Mom hurried in, only to find Dad standing on all fours, panting heavily.

“Fu-uck. Fu-u-uck!” his friend Max said, collapsing onto his back.

Their faces were red, as if burnt! They were covered in sweat and panting as though they’d been on a two-hour run. The seat of Max’s pants was ripped, though thankfully his boxers were intact.

The main thing, though, was that the whole room was covered in sand.

“What have you assholes been doing here?” Mom shrieked.

“We were just... whew!...” Dad could barely get his breath. “Max’s... new spell... went a bit wrong. We barely managed to stop them!”

“Fu-u-u-u-ck, I hate mummies!” Max cursed. Since he spoke in English, no one but Dad understood what he’d said.

Mom gave them another piece of her mind and took me to get changed. Then she left me on the floor to play while those two knuckleheads vacuumed the living room. Suddenly...

‘User. Colony formation has reached a critical point. Commencing final phase’

Ah, I’d forgotten about that.

The swarm was growing inside me.

‘Select an organ to undergo transformation by nanomachines’

* * *

News Bulletin on Imperial One!

Breaking news! A mass uprising of the undead has been detected in the Egyptian Kingdom. People are panicking. Someone discovered and managed to get inside an ancient tomb, disturbing a Lich Pharaoh who had been sealed in there. Whose idea it was to break into the ancient structure, nobody knows. They are obviously not endowed with much intelligence.

We will keep track of developments.


Chapter 11

‘Select an organ to undergo transformation by nanomachines’

‘My willy!’

‘Very well, commencing...’

‘I was joking, for God’s sake! Hey, don’t scare me like that...’

IT WAS BETTER NOT TO JOKE around with this guy. What made me think he would understand humor?

‘Okay, let’s keep it brief. Take me through what would make sense in the current situation’

‘Bearing in mind your thoughts and emotions, I believe the best option would be either the brain or the digestive system. The brain would unlock the Swarm’s capacity to record and play back. The digestive system would greatly enhance the absorption of useful components in your food. Including for the building of new colonies’

The choice seemed obvious. The digestive system. Not only would I get new colonies faster, but I’d be a big, strong dude. Just like Dad! And he ate enough to feed eight, the pig.

But...

It was also true that by acquiring and sifting useful knowledge now, I would be investing in my future. Imagine if I started school with a whole mountain of knowledge that I’d never forget!

Okay — I needed a few clarifications.

‘How much faster would colonies form with improved digestion?’

‘As things stand, just under twenty per cent faster’

‘Not even half,’ I mused. ‘Okay, in the case of the brain, would you be capable of forgetting information?’

‘Only on command. I should also point out that the more colonies there are in the brain, the more data I can store’

Meaning there was a limit to how much you could cram in there...

Oh, this was hard.

‘Can we put it on hold for now? I’ll decide later’

‘Of course’

With a deep sigh, I sat on my backside and began to ponder things over. Realizing that I couldn’t choose, that I wanted it all, I decided to take time out. What was it Mom said? The morning’s wiser in the evening, or something like that. I couldn’t quite remember.

BUT IF I HAD THE SWARM IN MY BRAIN.

Okay, okay. Better go bye-bye.

I’d decide tomorrow.

* * *

One week passed.

I couldn’t decide.

Three weeks passed.

I couldn’t decide.

A month passed.

Jeepers, what an idiot I was...

‘I don’t kno-o-o-o-w!’ I clutched my head in despair.

“Oh, do you want another poop, Misha? Sit on the potty then.”

“Ugh! Don’t want poop!” I furiously hurled the potty across the room. Only then did I stop to wonder whether it was empty. Phew — it was.

‘User, your behavior is inefficient. If you’d opted for a colony in your digestive system, you could already be...’

‘Yes, I know, I’m an idiot!’

‘That’s a reasonable assessment’

‘Watch it, buddy!’

A whole month had passed. I’d learned to use the potty, hold a spoon, give up ‘mommy milk’ altogether and walk pretty darn well. I could pad around for a whole half hour without getting tired. Not bad going!

But I still hadn’t launched a colony, damn it!

My pathetic little brain kept putting off this important decision. Time after time! Oh, how I hated myself. Where’s the bleach, Mom, I’m going to put myself out of my misery!

“Dada...” I went up to my father, who was on the couch watching TV. It was at the weekend.

I needed his advice. My parents had raised me not to be afraid of asking them stuff. And the time had come.

“What is it, Misha?”

“How do I get more bwave?” I asked, sitting next to him.

“Hmm...” he pondered.

Mom, who had ears all over the apartment, immediately piped in from the kitchen:

“Follow your heart, sweetie! Only your heart can...”

“Don’t listen to her,” Dad said with a dismissive wave. “She followed her heart all right — and ended up with no work and no education. You should follow your heart when it comes to love, or when there’s no other way. Smart people follow their heads.” He tapped his temple.

“Why don’t you try using your head when you’re hanging out with Max!”

Dad gave another dismissive wave.

One apiece. Solid arguments on both sides. Where was Max, by the way? I hadn’t seen him since the day his pants got ripped.

“What if I can’t choose?” I asked

“What’s the choice?”

“Between a good fing and a good fing.”

“In that case, the heart. This is one where you’ve got to choose with the heart, my son,” he said with pathos.

“Are you serious?!”

I heaved a sigh.

I remembered that unpleasant feeling I’d had when I realized how poorly I’d have coped with applied problems, with simple questions about the world. The children at that preschool had had knowledge drummed into them since they were in their diapers. Their parents forced them to be educated. My parents didn’t do that. They just... loved me. They wanted to give me a childhood, not some perpetual school.

I didn’t want to let myself down, and I didn’t want to let them down.

‘Colony in the brain’

‘Brace yourself. You will now lose consciousness’

‘HUH? COULDN’T YOU HAVE WARNED...’

Everything started to grow dim.

Lousy dumbass nanomach...

* * *

I was blinking slowly, one eye at a time. Like a frog with autism. First one lid, then the other. Hell, what had I turned into?

“I’m telling you — he’s fine. All the tests have been done...,” the nurse sighed.

“So why did he faint?” my mother cried, throwing up an arm.

“How should I know...”

“Where’s that Albert of yours? He promised he’d come back. Something’s not right! I’m going to complain to... someone! To the Emperor!”

“It’s from the Emperor that Albert gets his instructions...”

I sighed.

Damn it, how do you blink with both eyes at once? Ugh, it’s so hard.

‘Next time, genius, warn me about ALL the consequences of what you’re going to do’

‘Got it’

In fact, I came round quite quickly. I was only out for half an hour or so. According to what I’d heard, it was as if I’d just fallen asleep. Except that I’d banged my head on the floor falling off the couch.

Then I was in hospital. Yep, again. I was sick of the sight of those syringes.

Of course, if that IDIOT Swarm had thought to give me advance warning, I would have quietly gone to sleep and woken up again in my own room. Machine-brained schmuck!

Anyway, after a lot of fussing the nurse found nothing wrong with me and we were on our way out of the consulting room. Pah! Fancy putting my parents through all that worry for noth...

Wait, stop!

‘Swarm! See that poster of the human anatomy? Memorize it!’

‘Look towards it’

I turned my gaze, and at the very last second before we left the consulting room...

‘Memorized’

We set off through the corridor. A boring corridor with nothing to look at. But...

‘Bring it up’

An image began to form before my eyes. First it was the whole room, as if I were back in the place where the poster had been.

‘Trim to show just the poster’

The image narrowed right down to display only the poster.

‘Make it semi-transparent. Move to top left’

That made it just perfect. The picture I’d seen in the consulting room now hung at the top left of my field of vision where it wasn’t in the way.

I had now had a full illustration of the human anatomy hanging right in front of my eyes.

‘No freaking way...’ I clutched my head.

Ha-ha! No way!

I started casting my eyes around. What if... Darn, I needed a person! Ah, there! A man stepped out of the urologist’s office.

‘That guy there. Memorize his face!’

‘Done’

‘When I look at him again, remind me that we memorized him’

I squeezed my eyes shut and looked away, then quickly opened them and looked directly at the man.

‘Saved face detected’

“Ha-ha-ha!”

“What is it, sweetie?”

‘I’M AN ULTRA-CYBORG, MOM!’

This was nanomachine power, baby! Muaha-ha-ha!”

‘Wait...’ It just occurred to me. ‘Swarm, would it be possible to watch psychological manipulation courses and, say, recognize when someone is lying by their face?’

In which case...

‘Of course, if there are examples. I’d be able to alert you to any mismatch between reality and saved data’

Awesome.

Hold on. We were just about to pass a bookshop. I’d always had my eye on that place!

“Mom! Mom!” I patted Mom’s face with my hands.

“Ow!” I poked her in the eye. “That’s Suvi’s influence! What is it?”

“Books!” I pointed to the bookshop as we walked past it.

“But you can’t read...” She sighed. “You really want to go there?”

“Yeah!”

“Well, just for ten minutes then.”

We entered the bookshop. Right then, what did I need? I needed it all! Um... Let’s try...

“Go dair!” I pointed.

“Michael, what would you want with ancient Russian history...”

But Mom was powerless against that solemn little face of mine and went over to the history shelves. She took out a book on the history of Old Russia, opened the first page and held it out so that I could see it.

‘Memorize. Memorize. Take it all in, Swarm!’

I looked at the first page.

‘Done’

I turned over to the second.

‘Done’

The third.

‘Done’

The fourth. The fifth. The sixth. Mom was stunned. What on earth was I doing turning over one page after another? Every rustle was followed by...

‘Done’

‘Display the pages in order’

Semi-transparent photographs of the pages began to appear. One, two, three — stacked one on top of the other in the correct order, forming a full-fledged book.

“That’ll do. You’ll end up tearing it,” Mom said, putting the book back.

“No!” I said, thrashing my arms up and down. “Want more! Want to!”

I stretched my arm towards a book called Caste Theory. It was in the psychology section. Heaving a sigh, Mom carried me over there.

‘Memorize, Swarm. Memorize! Ha-ha! I’M GOING TO BE THE STRONGEST AND THE SMARTEST.’

* * *

A month had gone by.

‘Swarm, display the last page,’ I frowned.

The page appeared. Hmm...

Meh, boring. Wait, though... there was one interesting paragraph.

‘Remove all paragraphs except the one I’m looking at’

‘Got it’

Some of the text vanished, leaving only the useful stuff. Way to go! Now I would add all that to my compendium, open it up and start reading.

Alas, the Swarm couldn’t just digest knowledge for me. It functioned very well as a photographic memory with an AI assistant, but it was far from being a second brain. If I wanted to radiate knowledge without peeping or prompting, I’d have to read and absorb everything myself.

‘Whew. Okay, let’s give it a go.’ Taking a deep breath, I sat down in the lotus position.

I’d been trying to pull this off all week. The last time, it had very nearly come off. Now it should work.

I breathed out.

After a minute of concentrating, I began the process of channeling the energy around me. The way I normally did. But then...

‘Display the last page of my compendium'

The text appeared before my still closed eyes. Calmly does it. Keep concentrating. Nice and calm...

Big deep exhale...

Without opening my eyes, I focused on the compendium.

Meditation... and reading... if I could combine it all... if I could split my concentration into two streams... if I could achieve those heights of efficiency...

Then...

Then!

“Who’s there?” shouted Dad.

“I’ll get it!” Mom shouted.

“Ah, damn it!” With an exasperated sigh, I opened my eyes.

I’d almost got there! Grrr! Who the hell was that? Who’d gone and distracted me?

As I was getting up and waddling out of the room, I heard raised voices. I couldn’t hear what it was about, but I gathered from the general tone that a conflict was brewing.

“But we pay our rent on time, we don’t make a noise — what’s the problem?”

“It’s your passports — and things I’ve heard about you.”

I looked out.

‘Reminder. This is the landlady. She came three days ago’

The face was in the database.

Hold on... Were we being evicted?

* * *

Five minutes earlier

“I’ll kick them out of there right now!” the old woman muttered to herself as she approached the entrance to the building.

A week ago, she’d happened to meet another landlady just like her, who’d told her about a family that had demolished a wall! And when she’d started to describe them...

They sounded a hell of a lot like certain tenants of hers! Three days ago, she’d made up her mind that they had to be the same miscreants, and now it was time to turn them out! As for where they went, she couldn’t care less!

“I want you gone tomorrow,” she declared.

“What? But why?” She was confronted by the mother of the family, a short girl with a pretty face.

“Because you bring nothing but trouble!”

“But we pay our rent on time, we don’t make a noise — what’s the problem?”

“It’s your passports — and things I’ve heard about you.”

Anna was about to answer, but then stopped herself.

Yes. She knew exactly what all this was about. It was true that they were living on false passports, and that they’d made an awful mess of their last apartment.

“But we’ve only just... settled in...,” she clutched the hem of her dress. “And we’re good neighbors... and...” — she looked up, pursing up her mouth — “Where on earth would we go?”

“I’ve no idea!”

Anna felt hurt. Why did they keep getting turned out of places? What kind of a life was this? If they had to spend their lives hiding like mice, how would they ever settle down?

“Don’t fret, darling,” said her husband, coming up and hugging her. “We’ll find a place. We’ve got the money.”

“But I’ve already been looking. Just in case, I mean. No one wants people like us,” Anna said. “No one wants...”

Then, from behind them, came the sound of tiny footsteps.

“Dat wady... make us weave?” The childish little voice jolted everyone from their trance.

They all turned around to see the little boy slowly emerging from around the corner. His big eyes, so like his mother’s, looked up at the adults with an air of bewilderment, and his hand gripped his cute little shirt with the teddy-bear design.

“We, er...” Anna couldn’t look her son in the eye. “Yes. It looks like we’ll be... moving out.”

“But I...” The boy’s voice trembled. “I doan wonnoo! Mom... mom, I doan wonnoo!”

His lips started shaking, and his big eyes were made even larger by the tears glinting in them. The landlady froze. And then the boy turned his gaze to her.

“Pwease, wady, don’t make us weave! Pwease!”

“I... I...” She was lost for words.

The child slowly padded up to her, clutching his shirt and sniffling. He looked her right in the eye. Caught her every look!

“I doan won my mommy to kwy. Pwease, wady!” Going closer, he grabbed the old woman’s dress in his cute little fist. “P-pwease... I wike it here...”

“I... but I...but...” She struggled for breath, her eyes filmed over with moisture, and her hands began to tremble. A sweat broke out on her skin.

She had to. Had to evict them. But... but...

She... just... COULDN’T!

“I was...” Her jaw clenched at the sight of the little boy on the verge of tears at the idea of being driven from his home yet again. “I was just kidding. I’m not going to make you leave.”

The boy looked up.

“W-weally?”

“Yes...,” the old woman said, letting out a long sigh. “But I’m going to double your deposit. If you break anything, I’ll keep the lot!”

“That’s fine,” Anna nodded.

The old woman sighed again and looked down. The boy was still clutching her dress and looking up at her with gleaming, grateful eyes.

Damn it. The old woman was a mother herself. And the sight of a child’s tears...

“Right, then. I’m off,” she said, shaking her head. “Sorry for the intrusion. And don’t break anything.”

With that, she said goodbye to her tenants and left. She had lost.

Meanwhile, in the apartment, the parents switched their attention to their poor little son, who had almost broken down in tears at life’s injustices and hardsh..

“Tsk. Howwid old cow...,” the boy muttered, then he turned around and walked back to his room with a disgruntled expression.

His parents watched him go, their mouths hanging open.

* * *

A couple of minutes later

“Did you see that? Did you?” Anna spluttered.

“Yes... I saw it perfectly...”

Michael’s tears and sniveling had vanished without a trace. All that remained was a look of displeasure and annoyance.

“Darling, what’s happening? Our son is turning into a manipulator!”

“But that’s a good thing...”

“In what world? He’ll be starting preschool in a few months, and he’s turning into a manipulator! He uses his cuteness to get what he wants!”

“Exactly like you.”

Anna opened her mouth to voice an objection, but couldn’t think of any. Instead, she grunted something and went off in a huff.

It was true. He was just like his mother. The genes had kicked in. Pretty girls only had to bat their eyelids to get their way. Mark sometimes felt he could squeeze his wife’s face like a soft toy till it burst, she was so darned adorable!

But the fact that his son had learned to deceive and manipulate so early...

He wasn’t even one yet!

I’ll tell Max about it, he thought.

He called his friend and told him what had just happened.

“Hmm...,” Max said ponderingly.

“...” Mark waited patiently.

“Hmmmm...”.

“...”

“Hm... I think I...”.

“...”

“Hmm...”.

“...”

“No idea, bro.”

“Asshole...,” said Mark.

“What can I say, though? You say it was cold in his room. Well, the Beast was surrounded by cold. You say he’s manipulative. The Witch of the Apocalypse started out as a king’s advisor. You say he’s smart. Well, none of them are exactly dumb.”

“Well, he can’t be a mélange of all the creatures that have ever tried to destroy humanity, can he?”

“We-e-ll... in theory no.”

“In theory?”

“I’ll check it out, I’ll check it out,” he said. “I do work in a government office! I’m quite a busy man, as it happ... hold on...” It sounded as though someone had come up to him and was telling him something. “An uprising of the undead in Egypt? What? Liable for service? The FRONT? BUT I’VE JUST COME BACK FROM THERE — ARE YOU INSANE?!”

He could forget about Max, then.

Mark sighed and hung up. There had to be something he could...

He saw his son standing there waiting for his father to finish the call.

“What is it, Misha?”

“Teach me to wite!” He held out a pen and a piece of paper.

Mark looked at the pen.

“And Ingwish too! Er, er... hewwo.”

“Son,” he said, pursing his lips and shaking his head at the absurdity of it all. “You’re not even one year old yet.”

Where on earth did he get all this from?

That preschool was in for a nightmare...

* * *

“Grr, it’s difficoot!” I moaned.

“No one said it would be easy,” Mom smiled.

I was going crazy! I wanted to learn to write, I’d decided. Which was all very well, except I had to contend with these lousy, crooked little hands and this lousy pencil! Why didn’t people put their whole fist around the pen? It was obviously easier that way! What was with all this pinching it between two fingers?

“Grr!” I kept growling angrily as I tried to draw the letters.

“Right, that’s enough for now. We’ll carry on later. I need to go and pick up your uniform.” Mom took the paper away.

“Hey!” I reached out to take it back.

“Later, later. You’re only making a mess in any case.”

‘Swarm, memorize the worksheet!’

‘Done’

Another month had gone by. The start date for preschool was getting closer and closer. The older I got, the more opportunities for fun there were! I was learning to write, stealing books on a regular basis, and watching TV! That said, it was all crap. There was nothing worthwhile either in the books or on TV. I had to get to a library as soon as possible!

The cartoons could be fun, though...

“Cartoon!” I held my hand out towards the TV.

“Oh, all right,” she sighed. “What’s on? Hm, maybe the Toilet-Heads?”

“Mom, what do you mean toiwet heads?”

Yep, sometimes I got left on my own now. Only for an hour, max, but still... It was the preschool director I had to thank for that. She’d called to remind my parents to get me used to occasional solitude.

I was getting close to a year old!

Mom got herself ready and left, having switched on some kind of talking toilet show. Ah, responsibility... freedom...

‘Where’s the bleach?’ I went in search of the forbidden fruit. ‘Damn, they’ve hidden it again. When will I get to drink it?’

I went back to the TV. I could have sat down, but I preferred to stand — it was important to exercise those leg muscles.

‘Swarm, place the worksheet in front of me and simulate a pencil in my hand’

‘Done’

A hologram of the worksheet appeared in front of me together with a pencil. Hmm, something wasn’t right...

‘Swarm, simulate its weight and thickness based on my memory’

Immediately, the pencil became solid and awkward. Ha! It actually worked! Until then I hadn’t had much cause to request anything like that, and I’d kept wondering whether the Swarm was capable of simulation. I mean, the colony was in the brain, not the eyes, right? So it should be able to reproduce everything that was experienced via the brain, not just the eyes.

Hold on.

I’d just thought of something crazy.

‘Swarm, quick!’ I ran to the mirror. ‘Look at my reflection and memorize it’

“Take dat!” I clenched my fist and punched my own reflection.

I ran back to the living room.

‘Display what I saw. Trim round the reflection. Now make it opaque. Put it in front of me.’

It worked. In front of me stood a copy of me, a hologram, ready for playback!

‘Position it here! Now, strike!’

Wham!

The hologram threw its fist right into my face! Instinctively I screwed up my face and stepped back. Oof! That was quite some wallop!

But still!

“Wow, wow!” I shouted, my eyes opening wide. “Ha-ha, it works!”

‘Do it again’

Wham! The hologram punched me in the face. Okay, so if I moved closer like this, it’d go for the left eye.

‘Again!’

I tilted my head to dodge the blow... but it still managed to catch me!

“Somefink’s not wight...,” I mused.

My mind was racing. This was so damned cool! I wanted to solve this puzzle. I wanted to figure out how to dodge a blow from that distance. I wanted to fight... and win!

Of course! On one of those TV shows that Dad watched I’d seen people bend their whole body out of the way during fights.

‘Again!’

I swiftly tilted my head, bent my leg and twisted my body. Ha-ha, missed! I’d dodged the blow! That was the first blow in my life that I’d managed to dodge!

Hmm...

And where would I strike from this position? After all, my opponent was there on a plate.

‘In the liver?’ I tried thumping my replica in the stomach. ‘Where is that anyway? Swarm, bring up the poster of the human anatomy and match it to my replica’

Damn — the liver was on the other side. If I wanted to thump it, I’d need to...

Heh...

Heh-heh. This was a blast! Figuring out how to land a big punch after a skillful dodge.

Oh, how I enjoyed solving these combat puzzles!

* * *

An hour later

“He’s fighting the air,” Anna sighed.

“Little warrior.”

“I shouldn’t have put the Toilet-Heads on for him... he’s gone kooky... he’s started seeing things...”

They’d found their son swiping his fist at the air. Which was all very well, except that he was laughing with obvious delight while engaged in a scrap with some invisible enemy. This worried Anna so close to the start of preschool! Instead of calming down over time, he was getting more and more unruly!

To make things worse, his teeth were coming through and he kept biting things...

He was turning into a little monster. A Pallas’s cat, for sure.

His father took a stoic view of all this. As one who had this world all figured out, he just kept waiting for the next sign of ancient rebirth. He was fighting, was he? Well, that made him the spitting image of...

Of...

Damn it, just about every other powerful wizard or chthonic being.

“Dada, gimme your nose! I gonna fump you in de wiver! Then de fwoat, hee-hee.”

“Oh, dear God...,” Mark sighed.

This was going to be a fun time, he thought. For Michael, anyway. For the other kids — not so much.

On the other hand, maybe it was better that he was like this. Fierce. Because although Mark didn’t want to alarm his wife, he knew what preschools could be like.

There had already been an experiment of this kind in Europe. It ended up with half the children being bullied. Some children were taught from birth to fight for influence, to trick people and look down on people. They literally grew up in that environment.

Normally, of course, the chance of stumbling across a three-year-old child with that level of social intelligence was small. Very small. One in a hundred.

But the problem was that the preschool deliberately picked out all children with those qualities.

Yes, they were still only children, and their shenanigans would be childish too. But there would be shenanigans. And there was no age limit on bullying.

So perhaps it was a good thing that Misha at one year old was already more than a match for three-year-olds.

“Misha, what do you intend to do with your enemies?” he asked his son.

“Cut dem up and dominate dem!”

Well, perhaps not such a good thing.

Oh, it was tough being a dad. But it was better than being one of the kids at the preschool where Michael was going.

They could be in for quite some ride.

* * *

News Bulletin on Imperial One!

Our merciful Emperor has decided to provide assistance to the Egyptian Kingdom in view of the uprising of the undead and the Lich Pharaoh! After all, the Russian Empire is a land of advanced necromancy, and who could be better placed than we are to help deal with this problem!

We will be sending some of our top specialists.

Glory to the Dark Emperor!


Chapter 12

“MISHA, SWEETHEART. Listen,” Mom crouched down in front of me.

“Yes, Mom,” I said in English.

“In Russian please!”

“Okay.”

“We’ll be on your side whatever happens. Only... be a good boy, okay? Don’t cause any trouble.”

“All wight.”

“Clever boy.” Mom gave me a kiss on the forehead. “Don’t go wandering off, either! And don’t talk to strange ladies! What with all that stuff in the news...” She paused, frowning. “Okay, let’s go. Preschool’s waiting.”

We were standing just outside the preschool.

It was time.

Three months had passed since the colony formed in my brain, since the preschool interview and the great big mind upgrade.

By now, I had teeth. And I could walk for ages. I was virtually a grown-up! I was ready. In all respects.

Admittedly, I still didn’t have any hair. The Swarm had this to say on that score:

‘Your dominant core and the colony in your brain altered your hair follicles. The old hair died, and new hair is now growing’

I’d done a lot of meditating, reading, and sparring with my reflection. This latter activity wasn’t all that useful, unfortunately, since I knew exactly what I was capable of and what I would do. I needed to simulate other fighters!

But that was about it. Aside from acquiring some new basic knowledge about the world and about magic, improving my writing skills and making some decent progress in my English, nothing much had happened.

But never mind... never mind...

Now there was preschool. A new phase in my life. It was from here that everything would begin.

‘Yes... yes... I sense fun.’ I smiled and sniffed the air. ‘I smell problems’

Everyone there was three times older than me. Meaning they were already socially active beings as opposed to useless, dumb rugrats. Moreover, this place only took the most socially gifted kids.

But could they handle someone like me? Ha! Not likely.

“Misha, please don’t make such a scary face...” Mom was already half-resigned to our getting expelled.

Ha! Don’t you worry, Mom — I’ll kill them before they can snitch on me.

“Ah, the Kaisers! Hello. You’re late!” the director said, waving a finger.

“Only five minutes.”

“Will you give the same excuse when you’re in high society? No aristocrat arrives late! Ever!”

Mom heaved a sigh. I did too.

Hell, I was expecting fun, not a prison camp.

“Okay. Our creche will start letting the children out in four hours’ time. Say goodbye, and I’ll take Michael.”

Mom crouched in front of me again and adjusted the cute yellow cap which was part of the outdoor uniform here. We also had whistles, by the way, to frighten off suspicious-looking men.

“Who’s my cutie-pie?” Mom smiled and pinched my cheek. “Okay, Misha. See you later! Bye! Don’t forget your mom! You know I’ll always love you!” Tears sprang to her eyes.

“It’s only for four hours...”

“Oh, my little darling, you’ve grown up so quickly...”

Great — now she was going to start blubbing again. Just give her a reason, and she’d be off. Something sad, something happy — she didn’t give a shit. She’d bawl her eyes out at any opportunity.

“Right then, Michael. Follow me! I’ll show you round a little, then take you to your group.”

I nodded, adjusted my romper, waved to Mom and followed the director.

Sure enough, Mom started wailing. I’d have bet a Swarm cell that she’d cry when she collected me too.

“On our left is the astronomy room!” the director began. “Our Dark Emperor has decreed that the study of the stars and space will be compulsory!”

I nodded. Whoa, interesting stuff! I wanted to visit a star, another planet. Was that possible? If not, then it was a boring, pointless room.

On the right was the dining hall, on the left was the gym. Classrooms over there, swimming pool over there. We’d be swimming every week — it was an important skill for an aristocrat!

That was the dance hall, and that there was the assembly hall...

“An’ dair?” I pointed.

“That’s where we teach etiquette!”

“Oh!”

The director smiled. An actual, genuine smile.

“You have a healthy curiosity, Michael. I enjoy your company.”

“I like your pweeskool!”

She clasped her hand to her heart. She looked as though she might melt.

‘Heh-heh, it’s all going to plan.’ I could barely suppress a smile.

I knew she’d react like that. She’d be easy to handle, this one. I might as well do a little groundwork while I had the chance.

“This is your playroom. Everyone is in there. This is where I say goodbye to you,” she nodded. “Good luck on your first day in our establishment!”

Ooh, serious words indeed. This was no small deal... it was preschool!

I took a deep breath and collected my thoughts.

Right, let’s go for it!

I opened the door and went in. At first, because of the partitions at either side, I couldn’t see anyone and found myself walking along a small corridor, but when I reached the room itself...

So many children! There must have been about twenty!

As far as I knew, everyone here was two years old at the very least. It was strange, of course, that even though I was still just shy of one year, I looked just about the oldest there. But hey, that’s what happens when you work out.

They were all bustling about in a large, spacious room with rugs, a pile of toys, a drawing board, little sofas... the place had everything! It was a real children’s paradise. So many toys, so much of everything!

Everyone was too busy to pay any attention to me. Now to gently ease myself into the general...

“Hello!” I heard a voice behind me. “Wotch your name?”

I slowly turned around. A child, a little guy, stood before me with a serious expression.

“Hello,” I nodded. “Mykoo.”

“I’m Makfim.”

“Oh, wight...”

“...”

“...”

“I just missed de potty with my poop-poop,” he bragged.

“Oh, wight...,” I sighed.

“Uh-huh.”

“...”

“Let’s be fwends!”

“All wight,” I said, shrugging my shoulders.

I guessed this was how people made friends. I didn’t know for sure — I’d never tried it before.

My first friend! What a great start to the day!

He and I toddled around, Maxim pointing everything out with a knowing air. Here were the cars. Here were the robots. And that was where we would go and eat. Quite soon in fact. Oh, and here was the chalkboard. I wanted to draw!

“Ey you!” A girl’s voice suddenly piped up behind me.

We turned around.

It couldn’t be. Was this a joke? Was I seeing things? Come on, this couldn’t be true. How could we both be here at once?!

Oh, heck!

“Ey you!” A fair-haired girl was pointing at me. “I doan like you! Go away!”

“Why?”

“Dunno.”

Well, hello there, Katya. Long time no see, you little runt.

Just look at her. Even back then she’d been a spiteful little brat! How did she remember me, anyway? It was definitely her, though. I’d never forget the sly green eyes, the blond hair, the oval face like her mother’s.

All the girls were in dresses, and Katya Sinitsin was no exception. A bright blue dress. I’d say it looked cute, but I won’t, because it was Katya wearing it.

“You know ’er?” Maxim asked.

“Sort of. A little bit.”

Katya staring at me with a deep frown. She was desperately trying to remember WHY it was that she didn’t like me, but it appeared her memory was not the best.

Nonetheless, her hatred of me was very much intact.

“Ey you!” She pointed at me, and then, as if addressing a dog, pointed at a doll. “Bwing me dat toy!”

“Er... no?” I raised an eyebrow.

“What? Why?!” she objected, stamping her foot. “Why, answer me now!”

“Ged it yourseff.”

“No! Want you to!”

“Want doesn’t get!”

“Uh?”

Just then...

Oh God, this was getting out of control. Ten minutes had gone by, and somehow I was already caught up in a hotbed of scandal and intrigue.

Well, now I knew for sure. It had to be one of two things.

Either the ENTIRE world was like this, or this ‘establishment’ specifically picked children who tried to lord it over others right from the cradle.

Who raised their kids like that?

“How dare you talk like dat to a lady!”

A third rugrat had tottered up. The cretinous Theodore. I had known, of course, that he would be here but, what with Katya and Maxim keeping me busy, it had slipped my mind.

“Miss Katya, is he being disagweeable?”

‘Little bastard. Where did you get words like that from?’

I had to remember that these were the city’s top tykes, that they had come through a rigorous selection process. They had the best teachers, and so on. Basically, everyone here was an exception.

“Yeah. He won’t bwing me my toy!” Katya replied.

“Ey you. Bwing it now...”

I was expecting a fight. Who am I kidding — I wanted a fight! But for good or for bad, the situation was saved by... Maxim.

While those two creeps were trying to assert their authority, he tapped me on the shoulder and held out his hands. Sitting on his cupped palms was a beetle.

“It’s a beetoo,” Maxim declared.

Indeed. A big beetle. With horns. I felt quite sorry for it. It was twisting its head about, not understanding where it was being taken. It just wanted to live.

Hmm...

Hang on, a beetle.

“I know...” Taking the beetle, I waited until Katya had stopped talking and was staring me in the back... Then I turned sharply around and thrust it into her face!

“Hah! Beetoo!”

“A-a-a!” She screeched and scurried off at full tilt. “Kill it! Kill it!”

Theodore ran after her. He was scared shitless too.

“Oh, what an awesome beetoo!” I nodded.

And that, with Katya screaming, Theodore throwing me a murderous glare, and a beetle in my hands, was how my first day at preschool started.

It was a new phase in my life.

Mayhem.

* * *

After that, the day settled into more of a routine, although for me it was a bonanza of entertainment! Firstly, we hung onto that beetle. It was an absolute beast of a thing! Awesome! Naturally, the teacher who arrived half an hour later told us to get rid of it, but it turned out Maxim didn’t give in so easily, the sly devil!

He carried it around in his pocket.

We named the beetle... Oleg.

Next, we had a lesson in etiquette and introductions. They sat us at a round table, explained the rules and made us introduce ourselves!

“Makfim Fmolentsev.”

Maxim Smolentsev. My new friend. Brown-haired, hazel-eyed, and the proud owner of an enormous beetle.

“Katya Finitsin.”

Katya Sinitsin. Little piece of trash.

In short, we all had to introduce ourselves one after the other, and the best performer would get a merit badge.

Hmm... Prizes, huh?

My turn came. I got up and bowed.

“Gweetings, ladies and jentoomen. My name is Mykoo Kaiser. Pleased to meet you.”

This set off a trigger in one of the girls, who flung up her arms and bowed in reply. Uh-oh. My secret past was resurfacing. Kids must have some memory!

“Oh, good, very good!” applauded the teacher, a graceful woman of about sixty. “Kaiser gets a star!”

Katya swung round towards me and shot me the most venomous look, as if I’d murdered her relatives over a packet of cookies. She was just about grinding her teeth! Of which, I might add, she now boasted a full set. She was older than me!

Everyone was older than me.

“Muh!” I put my tongue out at her.

She gasped in shock.

Then it was time for lunch. Since all of us brats were three at most, there wasn’t much room for variety. So, it was porridge all round.

“Don’t want powwidge!” one kid piped up, throwing up his arms. “I want lobthter!”

“Roman! Please don’t disgrace yourself and your family! At a banquet we always thank the cooks and reserve our comments for private conversation!”

Ah, yes... I’d forgotten. It was mainly rich kids here. Personally, I loved porridge.

‘Swarm, how long until the next colony?’

‘Three months’

Oof! That meant about six months in all after the last one. No doubt about it — every new colony used more and more resources. I had to think of something.

Screw it. I took my spoon and began happily shoveling in the porridge.

“M-Michael?” I heard the teacher’s voice.

“Mm?” I looked up.

“Who taught you to eat like that?”

I was startled. Slowly looking around, I met the astonished gazes of the other kids. I noticed that they were holding their spoons with their fists — just as I’d been doing up to about a month ago.

“Mom and Dad...,” I mumbled. “Why — is it wong like dat?”

“On the contrary, that’s just how it should be done! Well done to your parents! If they were here, they’d both be awarded a star... no, two!”

I breathed a sigh of relief. All Mom’s freaking out and nagging over the last two months had paid dividends!

Meanwhile, after a quick glance at the teacher, Katya again threw a vicious look at me. She was almost snarling! Then she clenched her spoon crossly and began twisting it around in her hand, trying to grip it in the same way as I was.

Ha! Loser!

Theodore was watching all this. Or rather he was observing Katya’s reactions, and by extension observing me. He obviously wasn’t best pleased.

* * *

“Wobots!” Max showed me a toy “Fighter wobots!”

“Ooh!”

“Oleg can be de bad alien.”

The poor beetle was seriously regretting having crawled out of its hole that morning. But since we’d fed him on a piece of the rubber plant on the windowsill, it was fair to expect something in return, wasn’t it?

Naturally, I tried to make it all about tactics. If you were up against a giant beetle, what was the best way to win? How should the warriors be arranged? It came down to tactics. I was developing an entire tactical plan!

“What are you doing?” asked another boy, coming up to us. “Can I play wid you?”

Max and I exchanged glances. Well, he’d asked nicely and there were plenty of toys. Why not? We shrugged our consent. The guy had even brought his own robot! After him, another boy rolled up... then a girl... then one more...

And another.

The children had seen a group forming and naturally wanted to join in. We had no objection. They didn’t do any harm. They were just normal kids.

The ones who joined OUR group, that is.

Because there was now a second group, and guess who was at the center of that one!

Katya was staring at me through the crowd of other kids. Still with that spiteful look in her eyes. I really was her very own Enemy Number One! That scowl was something to behold...

Now, though, besides spite, there was also envy. She WANTED to join in. She was aching to know what we were up to! But since she couldn’t bring herself to come over, she’d have to spend the remaining hour boring holes in the back of my neck.

Except that there was also Theodore to reckon with!

“Ey, Kaiser!” — his voice suddenly rang out — “Why are you not inwiting us?”

Our jolly game with poor Oleg broke off as everyone turned towards Theodore. Why did nobody say anything? Was it my job to answer? Since when had I been appointed group leader? It wasn’t even my beetle...

“I dint inwite anyone,” I said, standing up.

“Inwite us.”

I looked at Katya, who was standing with a smug look on her face. Little creep.

“Ask nicely,” I shrugged.

“Why should we? Who do you fink you are?!” He shook his finger at me. “You’re nasty and... and... you’re an upstart! Dat’s what you are!”

The other children put their hands to their mouths, scandalized by this outburst. Evidently, they had not heard insults like these in their own wealthy homes.

‘This is bad,’ I thought to myself on observing their reaction.

Once again, Theodore was trying to humiliate me. There was no way I could sit on him this time: he was a hefty fellow for his age. Everyone was watching me to see how I would react. I couldn’t screw up here. This guy had some clout, and I had to co-exist with him for another few years.

Hmm, where was Maxim? Had he gone and abandoned me at the first...

Wait, there he was — clutching a rattle with a grim look on his face and slowly approaching Theodore from behind! Was he intending to biff him on my behalf? How had he got there anyway? Whoa — what a dude!

But I shook my head at him, as if to say: don’t get involved. He nodded and slipped back into the crowd.

I would stand up for myself.

After all, it was what I’d always wanted.

Right then! Okay. You want to insult me, Theodore? In that case, try this...

“You’re adopted.”

Theodore’s blue eyes opened wide.

“You’re lying!”

“No. You’re adopted. And your mom loves me an’ not you.”

“No! That not twoo!”

He began looking around in panic. Everyone was dumbfounded by this news. OH MY GOD! Theodore’s mom... loved Michael? Shocking! Scandalous!

“It’s twoo. She told me you’re stupid, and I’m smart. And I even hold a spoon better dan you. And I’m kooter.”

“No, not twoo!” he cried, turning red with hurt and anger.

“You’re juss jeawuss. I’m cooler. And I got a big beetoo! Juss get lost, we’re playing.”

How absurdly easy it was to get the better of kids. I shouldn’t be proud of it, of course, given that... well, for obvious reasons, but, you know, don’t go picking fights if you can’t handle it! If your parents couldn’t be bothered to raise you properly, figure things out for yourself!

Theodore fell silent, and Katya was no doubt disappointed by the performance of her admirer — or whatever he was to her. Who cared? I had my fabulous beet...

WHAM!

My vision went blurry, my ears started ringing, and I fell to my knees.

[Negative phenomenon detected. Commencing adaptation]

[Adaptation: Impact damage: 2/9]

[Adaptation: Concussion: 2/3]

My eyes were swimming. I could hear girls squealing, because girls always squeal when boys fight.

Holy crap...

I slowly turned around and saw Theodore holding some sort of rattle, which he’d used to hit me. His face was all red, his eyes moist, but spread across his face was a mean, self-satisfied grin.

Little piece of shit.

“Ha-ya!” He swung again and struck me on the shoulder.

It knocked me back a bit, but...

Ha! It didn’t hurt.

I’d adapted.

‘Yes! Ha-ha, yes! At last...’ — I curled my fist — ‘I’ve been given a REASON...’

I leaped up and took aim.

DESTROY

I hit him. Went right for the liver. WHAM! It was the uppercut punch that I’d rehearsed dozens of times. Theodore managed to jump back a little so that it only caught him in the stomach, but even that was enough to send him toppling over on his ass! He clutched the place where I’d struck him and started wincing hard and panting heavily.

I tried to get up, but the effort made my head spin even more. In the blink of an eye, Maxim was in front of me, taking my hand and helping me up.

My legs felt like jelly, and I had a splitting headache. I felt the back of my neck. There was no blood, but there would definitely be a bump.

‘Theodore...’ I slowly turned my gaze towards him.

He was on the floor holding his stomach, only the remnants of his pride holding back the tears. The last thing he wanted was to start bawling in front of everyone!

But then he looked at Katya, the one he had done it all for...

“What? I didn’t ask you to,” she shrugged.

And then it came...

“W-a-a-a-h!” Once again, Theodore started bawling in a manner befitting a two-year-old child rather than the spawn of a lofty aristocrat.

The door swung open, and in swept one of the teachers. The picture that greeted her was of me and Maxim standing over a weeping Theodore.

Wait, that wasn’t fair!

“WHAT IS GOING ON IN HERE?”

* * *

News Bulletin on Imperial One!

The reform of the educational system has proven its effectiveness.

Evidence shows that preschool children taught under the special program perform much better after they leave. But there is another side to this.

If you get expelled from one of those places, absolutely every admissions board will know the reason why, and they won’t be able to turn a blind eye.


Chapter 13

MAXIM AND I WERE SITTING in the teacher’s office.

Oh, boy.

“The mind boggles. It’s unbelievable! On the very first day! You’re just children, little boys. You shouldn’t be fighting at your age! How could you be so cruel? You’re like those... what do they call them, the ones in the news? Little cannibals!”

I sighed and shook my head. Maxim, for his part, was extremely upset at these latest developments and was preparing to soil his pants as a defense mechanism. I understood him completely. I wanted to do the same.

As for Theodore — well, he’d been rushed to the local private hospital, where he’d laid it on about as thick as he could: his heart was hurting, his tummy was ruptured, he was losing consciousness, he couldn’t breathe properly... Apparently, he was the son of one of the sponsors of this whole outfit, so no wonder they were worried about him!

Assholes.

“I don’t know what to do with you boys,” said the director, her face red with anger. “We can’t go on like...”

“Wid me,” I interrupted.

“What?”

“Not wid you boys. Wid me. I hit dat boy. Let Makfim go.”

“But Theodore said...”

“Teodore is a likkle lying idiot!” I snapped.

‘First signs of energy-psychosis detected. Calm down’

The director’s eyes widened at hearing such an audacious tone and such language from a small child. I immediately looked away, trying to think of something that might help us.

Damn it, she was going to expel Maxim too! And he’d done nothing but stand beside me.

My friend would suffer. My parents would be upset. Mom... would cry — and this time not in a happy way. I didn’t want that. I couldn’t let that happen.

‘You can’t let them expel you. You can’t. Mom will be upset!’ I cast my eyes around. ‘What can I say to the teacher? She’s obviously biased against us. Why are adults so complicated?’

Just then I caught sight of a camera in a corner of the office.

Of course... cameras!

‘Swarm, quickly, bring up a recorded image of the playroom!’

A holographic model of the room appeared before my eyes. It was as if I was there right now. I started scouring the place with my eyes.

“Michael, what’s the matter with you?”

No doubt it looked a bit strange from the outside, but I didn’t care. I was searching. In that corner. In that one. In that one. Damn, I couldn’t find it! In that case, maybe...

Ha! Yes! Several cameras in different parts of the room!

Now you’re going to sing to my tune, ha-ha-ha! I’m the almighty here!

“Miss teacher...,” I began, swiping the hologram away. “Are you pwoud of your status? Of being an awistokwat? And your work? Do you give it your vewwy best?”

“Of course!”

“Den why didn’t you watch de camewa wecordings? Why did you take Teodore’s side stwaight away?”

“I... er...”

Gotcha, bitch! Hook, line and sinker! Thought you’d play up to the Theodores, did you? See a little cash come the preschool’s way? This is justice, baby! Oh yeah!

Here I was again, turning the tables on injustice!

“Well, I wouldn’t hit him for no weason, would I?” I clutched my chest.

That’s it, throw in a bit of theatre! Be an actor. Manipulate!

Mom had spared no effort to get me a place here. Now it was time for me to do my bit. Come on, I told myself — adapt to the situation, play your way out of it! For your future, for your prospects!

“I dweamed about dis all my life! I found a fwend!” Gushing emotion, I pointed to Maxim. “Do you fink I’d do dat after I got a star, a star on my first day? No way!”

“I...”

She clenched her fist, grimaced, then let out a sigh.

Now it was time to finish the job.

“I tought...,” I sniveled, “dat your pweeskool teaches honor... dat’s what my mom said...” I clutched my shirt. “But weally it only teaches injust...”

“All right, that’s enough! Argh!” She pressed her face into her hands.

Pah. Easy-peasy. As I said, when you’re a cute little child, and smart too, adults are like putty in your hands.

But to be fair, I was in the right here!

“Let’s take a look at the cameras, then,” the director sighed. “Why on earth didn’t I do that straight away?”

Because you’re a prejudiced, aristocratic bitch.

I could hardly restrain a snigger. For now, though, I had to keep the tears in my eyes.

* * *

Naturally, we were vindicated. The cameras clearly showed what had happened, and with the good quality audio even our voices could be heard. There was no way that any of it could be spun in Theodore’s favor. No way on earth.

“Please accept my apologies, boys,” the director said as she led us back to the playroom. “As for Theodore, he’ll get a severe telling-off. Okay, back to the playroom, there’s still half an hour left before lessons finish!”

Lessons, they called them, as if this was some kind of academy.

Maxim and I exchanged relieved glances without saying a word. In the end, he had refrained from soiling his pants. A trump card should never be played before time.

Whew! Somehow, things had worked out, but it had been a close-run thing! That was class inequality for you! The rich were always assumed to be in the right.

Maxim and I went into the playroom. Amid the silence, only one voice could be heard:

“Yeah, dair he is,” — Katya was standing in a crowd of girls, bending down to whisper in their ears — “dat Michael. He wanted to beat him up! I... er... heard. Yeah-yeah!” she nodded.

The girls gasped in shock.

When Katya realized that I was watching her, she met my gaze, and her lips formed a barely perceptible, vicious smile.

Green-eyed little lowlife!

“Oh, iknore her,” Maxim said with a wave of a hand. “Girls are stupid!”

“I agwee,” I nodded with a sigh.

But girls aside, in the last half hour no one had come up to play with us. Despite our fabulous beetle.

Tsk. Just as I’d been starting to have fun. Stupid preschool. Stupid human society!

A teacher came in. “Well, ladies and gentlemen, our day is at an end! Thank you for coming, and I’ll see you all tomorrow! What must you say?”

“Tank you for de warm welcome!” we all said in chorus.

“Clever children,” the woman smiled.

We started quietly filing towards the exit. I noticed Katya among the girls. She noticed me too. I got the feeling that she never took her eyes off me.

“Muh!” She showed me her tongue before disappearing.

Little brat!

Maxim and I went out together. We still had Oleg with us, of course — he was our friend. Maxim said that he’d take him home.

“Mom!” I shouted on spotting Mom. “Okay, Makfim, see you tomowow.”

“See you!” he waved.

I ran over to Mom.

She gasped when she saw me. It goes without saying, of course, that her eyes immediately welled up with tears. Just as I’d predicted. As for how she would’ve taken the news that I was being expelled...

I didn’t even want to think about it.

“Sweetheart! How are you? And who’s that — is that your friend?” She nodded towards Maxim.

“Yeah. Makfim, we’re fwends.”

Mom gasped, then froze, turning pale. Her hands were trembling.

“Maxim?” she whispered.

“Yeah. Makfim.”

“No... no-no-no...”

She backed away, shaking her head.

Strange woman. What was wrong with her? Maxim was fine, just a regular child.

I sat on a bench and, while Mom tried not to faint, started changing into my outdoor shoes.

Suddenly, a teacher appeared.

“Anna? Would you mind stepping this way for a minute? It’s about your son,” she said.

I looked up at her.

Oh, shit.

* * *

We got home. Dad was there.

Which didn’t bode well.

“The mind boggles! It’s unbelievable!” Mom’s face was red with anger. “A fight on your very first day! Michael, how could that happen?!”

I rolled my eyes. I could explain that it wasn’t my fault, that Theodore had started it, but I felt sure it would come across as pathetic and unconvincing. Yes, I was just shy of a year old, but I wasn’t a child! I was a grown-up now!

Especially in the eyes of an angry woman.

Needless to say, no one had shown her the recordings or explained what really happened. I wasn’t even going to get cross with Mom. From her point of view, I really did look like a troublemaker. They’d covered up EVERYTHING, the bastards.

“Mark, talk to him like a man! It’s not right to hurt people who are weaker than you! What the hell’s going on?”

‘Weaker than me?’ I smirked.

So my parents automatically assumed that I was stronger than the other kids?

“Right, son, come with me,” Dad said gruffly, and he led me into my room.

What... was he going to take his belt to me or something? Was this for real? How dumb grown-ups could be! Fine, go ahead — I’ll have an adaptation to Dad’s belt to add to my collection. Thrash away!

My father glanced at my irate mother — remember, she was a delicate soul who abhorred violence — and closed the door behind us. He turned around and shot me a wrathful look that turned my insides half to jelly. Now here was a guy who looked dangerous.

Then he came up to me, crouched down and took me by the shoulder.

Please, Dad.

“Did you get into a fight?” he whispered.

“Yeah.”

“Did you win?”

“He kwied his eyes out!” I grinned.

“Good lad,” he said, smiling and frowning at the same time. “Let’s pretend I’ve given you a proper talking-to. Make a sad face.”

“I understand,” I said in English, nodding.

Oh!

We stood there in silence for a couple of minutes before coming out of the room. Okay, do the face. Play the part. Remember...

‘Why, why me?’ The more I worked up the emotions, the wetter my eyes became. ‘Why is life so unfair to me!’

“Well, you had a talk, then? I hope that’ll be a...” As soon as Mom saw my trembling, tearful little face, she froze with shock. “Sweetheart, are you crying?”

My lips were quivering, my eyes filled with tears. Any second now, I might start bawling my head off.

Mom panicked. She hadn’t meant it to go that far.

“I’m... er... we’re... what on earth did you say to him?!” she shouted at Dad as she rushed to comfort me. “Sweetheart, don’t cry, we were just... I’m sorry. I’m sorry. We didn’t mean it!”

My father just rolled his eyes, got his phone out and started texting someone. It was all I could do to repress a grin. That’ll teach you to throw unfair accusations at me, Mom!

Wait, though, why were her eyes welling up? Heck, was she going to start crying again? What the hell?

“Mom, don’t kwy!” I stopped squeezing tears out of my eyes.

Hold on...

Now I didn’t know whether I was manipulating her not to be mad at me, or she was making me feel sorry for her so that I didn’t cry...

Who was controlling whom?

I was bamboozled! She’d outplayed my overacting! What kind of genes were these?!

* * *

The same evening

The director was sitting in her office filling in reports. For the older groups, the teachers did this themselves, but the newcomers needed close monitoring, which meant that she’d have extra work for the next three months.

But who said work couldn’t be interesting?

“Michael Kaiser...,” she muttered to herself, typing in the file name.

‘Michael Kaiser.

Observations and thoughts:

— Clearly an early developer. Physical development beyond his age. Two years younger than the rest of the group but physically perhaps even stronger than Theodore with his special body.

— Extremely intelligent.

— Possible opinion shaper. Children follow his example.

— Manipulative. Adept at arousing pity in adults. (Was he taught this? Who are his parents?)

-— (Reborn?)

— (Already awakened? Just before he mentioned the cameras, he was moving his eyes about rapidly. Blood mage? Accelerated thinking?)

Verdict:

— Monitor closely’

Heaving a sigh, she leant back from her keyboard and took a moment to reflect. Then, heaving another sigh out of sheer fondness for that inquisitive child...

‘NB: Grant immunity from expulsion. Until further notice’

* * *

Day two of preschool.

Maxim and I were sitting by the robots and watching the other children.

“We got to do fumfink,” he frowned.

“Yeah. We got to,” I nodded.

When the teacher appeared, we had an ethics lesson, in which it was impressed upon us that fighting was a bad thing, that aristocrats settled their disagreements with words — blah, blah, blah. It wasn’t hard to work out why this topic was being brought up now.

Then it was back to the playroom — where something was afoot...

“Here, dis is for you!” Theodore had gone up to some boy and handed him a new toy.

At first, we didn’t understand.

Then it twigged.

Theodore had also been getting looks from the others, but in his case they were looks of pity. He’d burst into tears right in front of his high society peers! Like a baby! His reputation had taken a battering, and he’d decided to put it right.

Basically, he bought everyone off.

Today he gave out nine presents. As for Maxim and me, no one played with us the whole day. Despite our awesome beetle.

* * *

Day three of preschool.

Theodore handed out presents to all the boys. His standing in their eyes was restored. Then he moved onto the girls, starting with Katya, who declined to accept the doll he gave her, saying she already had one the same.

Once again, no one played with us.

* * *

Day four of preschool.

The girls were much happier with their presents, judging by their reactions. Theodore’s reputation was now fully restored — he’d bought off everyone. The crying incident was now well and truly forgotten.

Needless to say, this wasn’t something he’d dreamed up on his own. He might have been selected on the strength of social intelligence, but a cunning ploy like that must have been suggested to him by grown-ups.

As for me, I was getting less and less popular.

“He tinks we’re stupid! Yeah he does! Yeah!” Katya kept whispering into the girls’ ears.

Every day we had two lessons in something or other. Having made up my mind not to play down my intellect, I easily outshone the whole group. Learning by heart, general erudition, table etiquette. Four stars in four days.

Before, the others had reacted with surprise... Now, they were getting annoyed.

My reputation was crumbling fast.

* * *

The next morning, I was standing outside the preschool as usual. We were never late these days, so I found all the other kids crowding outside the lockers. Suddenly, however, a teacher appeared and declared that parents weren’t allowed in.

“Wait, but he isn’t even one yet!” Mom protested. “How’s he going to change his shoes?”

Gasps went up from the parents standing nearby.

“Not even one?”

“How come he looks so... grown-up then?”

“Must be some kind of superbaby.”

“Your son has the same rights and obligations as everyone else!” the teacher retorted.

“It’s okay Mom,” I reassured her. “I can do my sooz.”

After saying goodbye to Mom, I went off to the changing room. Nearly everyone was here — a whole throng of kids, all panting in exasperation. The poor little brats couldn’t tie their laces for love nor money.

There was no Katya and no Theodore. Max was there, though, sitting on a bench.

I sat down and changed my shoes in no time — those daily routines to develop my fine motor skills had paid off. Then I decided to help Max. Well, he’d helped me, hadn’t he? He was even still hanging out with me, though he could easily have ditched me. Theodore had offered him a gift too — but he’d refused it!

Maxim’s problem was simply that no one had shown him how laces worked. He had amazingly nimble fingers.

“Like dat. Fru dair. Uh-huh,” I instructed him.

“Wow! You’re fo fmart!”

“Yeah well.”

I smiled... and then stopped smiling. Once again, I was confronted with the gazes of the other children. Gazes full of envy and contempt.

Maxim and I got up and were heading off to the playroom when suddenly I heard a voice behind us.

“Upftart.”

I slowly turned around, but no one was looking my way. Everyone was still busy battling with their laces.

I didn’t know who it was. But I felt sure that he had voiced what the majority were thinking.

I was an upstart. And now no one liked me.

* * *

It was evening. I was home.

“Has something happened, sweetheart?” Mom asked.

“No. Everyfink’s okay.”

Her maternal heart had sensed something was wrong. But I had no desire to explain to her that her son had become an ‘upstart’ and an outcast in the first social group he’d become a part of.

How on earth had it ended up like this? I hadn’t even done anything wrong.

Preschool had shown me that life was no simple matter. It wasn’t enough that I was a genius for my age, that I defied the normal boundaries of development and had a head full of plans. I was a human being. And human beings were complicated. As was a social group. Being part of one had soon smashed my rose-tinted glasses.

Did all this mean I’d have to become a little grey mouse to get accepted?

Damn it, I needed some distraction.

‘Swarm, from what point did you record the first day at preschool?’ I asked, shutting myself in my room.

‘The point when you entered the playroom at the start of the day. I should warn you that I don’t have much memory left’

Meaning it could retain a full, unedited recording lasting about five hours. Well, that would do. I’d delete anything I didn’t need.

‘Bring up the moment when Theodore hits me on the back of the head,’ I requested, preparing myself for a training session. ‘Let’s think how I could have read the blow and dodged it...’

My adaptation never ended. It was also my favorite pastime. I found it calming.

Ah. I noticed now from the startled looks on the girls’ faces that they’d seen what was about to happen before I got hit. The recording clearly showed that I’d failed to react at that point. Pathetic infant body.

I guessed that was the moment Theodore was taking his swing.

‘Carry on’

I waited a couple of seconds and realized that I couldn’t tell at what point I’d been hit. The hologram’s blow had obviously passed right through me, and I couldn't see behind me.

That sucked. How was I going to practice?

‘Swarm,’ I sighed. ‘Simulate... the pain. Ten per cent, just so that I feel it.’

‘Right away. There’ll be no damage, but you’ll feel it’

I felt a sharp numbing sensation at the back of my head. Heck, that wasn’t nice at all! It was like I’d deliberately knocked it against the wall — gently, but still hard enough for it to be unpleasant.

‘Now I understand where he hit me,’ I thought, rubbing my head. ‘Okay, play it on a loop. I’ll try to dodge it’

My training never ended.

My evolution was constant.

* * *

“Hmm, don’t kids sleep nowadays?” came the familiar drawl.

It was night, and I couldn’t sleep, so I was still busy working through fight scenarios when I heard a rustling. There was someone skulking in our hallway again. I went and peered out.

It was the cat.

“I can’t sleep,” I answered by telepathy, like last time.

“And, mm, why’s that?” asked the big hairy moggy.

“Dunno...,” I said with a dismissive wave of the hand.

“Go on, tell me. It’s important to say what’s on your mind. What were you given a tongue for, if not to speak? So go on, speak.”

Taking a deep breath, I started telling him about my situation. I felt a genuine need to get it off my chest, and quite frankly I needed some advice. I was at a loss about what to do. Whatever I decided now could determine my whole future life.

“So what should I do?” I asked, rounding off my account. “Do I really have to demean myself? Pretend that I’m just some ordinary schmuck? Just to get accepted! I don’t want to! I’m better than everyone else, I really am, and I don’t even brag about it. But at the same time...,” I added with a sigh, “I also like playing with Maxim. I might like playing with others, too. Being an outsider... it sucks.”

“Yes indeed...,” said the cat. “It’s true what they say — that the path of a genius is a lonely one. The strongest always walk alone. Exceptions are rare.”

I shook my head and sat down wearily at the table on which the cat was seated. I was only a year old, and I was already tired of people. What a crummy old world this was. I’d expected something different from preschool. I’d expected fun, not headaches.

“But what’s the problem?” asked the cat, raising his long brow.

“Huh? Are you kidding? I have to choose between demeaning myself and becoming a loner and a pariah, and you ask what the problem is? It’s people — they’re the problem. I’m sure it’s just the same for adults, so whatever I choose is for my whole...”

“Your whole life. Yes, yes, I get you!” A smile slowly broke out across his face. “Now listen to me, great-grandson of my mistress. There is a solution. An ideal solution. An ingenious solution.”

I said nothing. I was all ears.

“Why do you present yourself with this stark choice, young sir? Why do you torment yourself? So they think you’re an upstart. They think you’re better than everyone else. Perhaps they even think you’re a monster!” As he slowly turned his head, his eyes lit up and his fangs showed from beneath his preternaturally broad grin. “Well then — show them that they’re right. You are the best. You are a monster. Step over the line where you are reviled — and double down! Go all out! Until you cross over to where you are adored.”

Something clicked in my mind. The goosebumps provoked by his speech abruptly vanished.

The two paths that had been battling inside me had finally joined together. The dark path had told me I didn’t care. People? To hell with them! The other, newer path had craved society, realizing it was fun to be part of a social group!

And these two paths had now merged.

So why did I need to choose?

I wanted to be in a social group. I wanted to mix with people. I liked it, I found it interesting. But I didn’t want to demean myself. I was the best. I really was objectively superior to everyone else, and I’d got to that point through sheer hard work.

Which meant there was only one solution.

“Ha! Ha-ha!” I laughed. “Of course! You’re a genius, Cat!”

“Yes, yes.” His fanged grin hadn’t faded. “Either you live like a little grey mouse or like a big, scary predator. Which is it to be, young sir?”

“Fate asks me to choose. But screw fate. I’ll take both options,” I smiled. “I just won’t leave them any choice. They won’t have any room for hatred — only for adoration.”

* * *

A short while later

Cat — who was not a cat — jumped off Miss Anna’s windowsill.

“Mm... The mistress’s genes... mm... absolutely,” he mumbled.

It just went to show, genes could skip a generation or two. Even more in Michael’s case, if he’d taken after his great-grandmother! Not in strength of course. Cat didn’t sense in the infant the fire that burned in his mistress. But there was no mistaking those personality traits, no mistaking that look.

Oh, how nice it would be to take a crap in the corner! Or on the carpet.

Anyway, either it came from his great-grandmother, or the infant himself harbored something more ancient and terrifying. Though what could be more terrifying than his great-grandmother?

The only thing that bothered him was the little fellow’s smile. The witch didn’t smile like that. In fact, she hardly smiled at all, whereas this little one did it all the time, sometimes grinning almost demonically. Very strange. He was no ordinary little boy, that one, that much was for sure.

“Mm... funny old family... Drat, it was sausages I came for. I completely forgot.” He sighed, wrinkling his face against the nocturnal breeze. “Hmm. What’s all this?”

The family’s apartment was on the second floor, so it was no great problem to get up there. By the same token, Cat was a little confused to see a group of four men in balaclavas come up to the same window.

Cat had been around a fair while, to put it mildly. And he knew that men in balaclavas were never good news.

His cat hearing allowed him to pick up even the faintest whispering, while his knowledge of English enabled him to translate.

“We go in. We get Mark straight away. Never mind the wife, she’s not awakened.”

“And the little one?”

“They said to bring him. Mark’s offspring will come in useful.”

“Got it. In that case, as soon as we get in, I’ll flood the place with elec...”

Cat jumped down right at their feet.

“And what might you be doing here, mm?” he drawled. “Cannibals, are you, perhaps — from the Cannibal Society? What do you want? You weren’t invited. Scram.”

“A cat?” said one of them men. “Tsk, so they have a familiar? They didn’t tell us that!”

“Who didn’t?” Cat asked.

“The cat’ll come in handy too,” said another, who was evidently the one in charge. Taking a step back, he started conjuring lightning between his fingers.

“Me? Come in handy? S-s-s-s!” Cat hissed, raising his hackles and arching his back. “Thought you’d insult Cat, did you? Animal abusers, are you? Dear, dear, that’s bad. You could go to hell for that! And it’s not very nice there. Very hot! Like in Egypt. I was in Egypt quite recently, as it happens, and you wouldn’t believe the things I saw there!” Calmer now, he sat back down and started licking his paw. “You’d die if I told you! But I’m not going to tell you — that would spoil the fun. Besides which, when all is said and done, you’re already dead.”

No one answered him. By now, no one was listening to him.

That was because the men’s dismembered bodies now lay strewn about the street. There were entrails hanging on a streetlamp, heads rolling along the road, and blood spattered all over the walls. It had all happened without a sound.

“Meh, now I have to clean up, do I?” Cat sighed. Then he turned back to the window he had just jumped out of. “So, they came for the guy? What did they want with him?” he frowned. “What secrets is he hiding? Ah, the world’s gone mad. It didn’t used to be like this... Things were different... and the ice cream tasted better.”

Shaking his head, Cat went to clean up. And to eat while he was about it. Since he’d missed out on the sausages, he could snack on eyeballs. There were some nice whole ones lying about right there.

And the family? Let them get on with their lives. Killing pests was no trouble for Cat, and it meant fewer problems! He’d gotten to be quite the mellow old moggy.

It would be interesting to know about these secrets of Mark’s, though. Who was that guy? And who, then, was the child?

“Hmm...” Cat turned towards the window. “Maybe I shouldn’t have given him that advice. What have I turned him into?”

His feline intuition was proven right.

One piece of advice was to prove fateful for everyone around.

“Mm... screw it. Time to eat.”

The main thing, though, was that the men weren’t from the Cannibal Society — the ones who had been sowing terror in the city recently.

Unless, of course, that was all made up.'

* * *

News Bulletin on Imperial One!

The uprising of the undead in the Egyptian Kingdom has been successfully put down! With the assistance of the Russian Empire, all the undead have been laid to rest, and the tomb has been cleansed of necrotic energy!

Special mention should be made of two people who made an enormous contribution: Svetlana Knyazeva, a master necromancer who has worked directly with the dead, and Max Solomontsev, an archaeologist who somehow had expert knowledge of the pyramid’s internal structure.

The state is grateful to you!

(displayed on screen is a photo of a brown-haired man smiling nervously and shaking hands with the Egyptian king)


Chapter 14

WHEN I ARRIVED AT PRESCHOOL the next day, nothing, in essence, had changed. I was still aware of the resentful looks the other children were giving me. But I hadn’t expected anything different.

On the contrary — this was exactly what I wanted.

Cat was right. If I was superior, what was the point of pretending any different? Was I going to hide? Keep my eyes to the floor? Demean myself? Pah! You’ve got to be kidding! It’d taken me months to get to where I was now.

Yes, I know, they were just kids. They couldn’t think rationally.

But I was a kid too.

And if you declared war on me, I’d show you why I was the best and smartest of all the rugrats.

“Ey, Makfim!” I said, going up to my friend.

“Yeah?” he answered, picking his nose.

“Quit skwaping out your bwain cells! I got a plan.”

I looked around at the children. Noticing one of the boys scowling at me, I gave him a big, broad smile.

It was time to act.

A war among children? So be it! Watch out, little brats. Wait and see what mischief I have in store for you.

* * *

Same day

Knowledge of the world class

Random boy

He liked preschool. Unlike at his family estate, where there were no kids at all, just maids and dumb elder brothers, it was fun here. There were loads of toys and loads of other kids. Even girls! It was a great place to be!

There was just one thing that spoiled it — and today was far from the first time it had happened.

His parents were important people. And important people expected great things of their sons. The way they saw it, since they’d scaled the heights of success, their son was obliged to do the same. Right from the cradle! And so, when the boy let slip about stars, and it was noted that he hadn’t got a single one...

For the first time in his life, he got that same look from his father as his brothers had got before him.

Disappointment.

And all because of that stupid Michael! He kept getting them all! The boy just needed one to make his father proud and get one over on his brothers. But Michael... Michael...

Idiot!

“Well done, Michael, as always!” the teacher nodded. “One more right answer, and you’ll get a star.”

‘Idiot!’ — the boy clenched his fist — ‘Stupid idiotic idiot!’

Towards the end of the class there was another question about the basics of magic, and Michael, needless to say, answered it correctly.

That was that. Another day without a star. There was just one per day — and Michael had got it again.

His hatred of him was growing. Him and his big, smug grin.

* * *

Two days later

A random girl

If the truth be told, she preferred Maxim. He had an awesome beetle, for a start. And he had a kinder face. Michael’s face had a sort of... severe look about it. Kind of like a grown-up’s face.

Yes, that was it. A badass grown-up. But that wasn’t the girl’s type. She liked boys her own age. Now her sister, for instance, was seeing this guy...

But never mind that.

The point was, she liked Maxim. He was nice, and he had this amazing beetle called Oleg. But she couldn’t get near him! He was always with Michael, and Michael, well... he was...

“An idiot. Always gwinning as well...,” one girl commented when they were playing dolls together.

“I told you, dint I? I told you. Yeah-yeah!” Katya said, joining them.

There it was. Associating with Michael meant bringing resentment and hostility upon yourself. Becoming an outsider. And the girl’s mom had told her to stick with the bigshots and not to bring problems on herself. Especially as she wasn’t from the aristocracy herself — she was just an ordinary girl. She couldn’t risk getting kicked out, not after Mom had gone to all that effort.

Still...

In all honesty, she saw nothing bad in Michael. Yes, he’d got into a fight, but so what? You saw grown-ups fighting in the streets all the time! As for his being smart — well, he couldn’t help it, could he? And who cared about stupid stars! They should give out candy instead. Then it might have bothered her.

But society dictated its own rules, and there was nothing for it but to obey.

* * *

Another two days later

Michael’s dominance continued. Every day it was he who got the star. His classmates didn’t just dislike him now — they hated him. They blamed him for everything!

The atmosphere at the preschool was growing tenser by the day. Nearly all the little rich kids were down in the dumps because their parents kept telling them off. Meanwhile, the ones who weren’t getting told off just couldn’t figure out what was going on. What was Michael up to? It was like he was deliberately teasing everyone. Before, he used to look down at the floor, as if he felt bad about being the smartest. Now, though, he sat there beaming at everyone, as if he was provoking them!

But just as the ill feeling was getting to its peak, and Michael’s classmates started insulting him and even picking fights with him, something unexpected happened.

“Maxim Smolentsev, well done! You get a star!”

The words resounded like a thunderbolt. The star had gone to Maxim.

It was difficult even to take in. It seemed so strange, so wrong to hear another name announced that the children thought the teacher must have made a mistake.

But she hadn’t.

Maxim Smolentsev was the first child besides Michael to receive a star. Everyone was sure that a fight would break out between the two friends, especially with Michael’s hothead reputation. He was strong and fierce, and he always wore that strange look! But instead of the expected scrap, the class witnessed something quite different...

“Ha-ha, I said you could do it!” Michael patted Maxim on the shoulder.

“Wow. Tank you!”

The others couldn’t believe their eyes. Their fury at Michael gave way to astonishment. But that was only the start.

* * *

Next day

“Michael — you get a star!”

* * *

Two days later

“Maxim — you get a star!”

* * *

A week later

“Maxim and Michael. You both got full marks in the test. We’ll make an exception and give you both a star! And where did you get that beetle? Why is it so huge?”

Maxim, the one who had stayed by Michael’s side, inviting unjust fury upon himself, had also begun to overtake the others.

The two friends, once so close to being kicked out of the creche, were now flying high. Like mowers cutting corn, they had swept everyone else away! Michael, of course, was out in front. No one could overtake him. But occasionally he got a little lazy, and when that happened, Maxim was right behind him.

A new constant had developed, with the star going either to Michael or to Maxim.

This changed the way the other kids saw things. Clearly, being with Michael made you a winner. No doubt about it. You’d have a star, after all — a badge of excellence, a reason for pride. And it was only if you hung around with Michael.

But even this wasn’t the most important event.

The real game-changer happened later.

* * *

The plan was working out perfectly. Maxim and I were now an unstoppable force in our star system. But this wasn’t enough. There was something else I needed. Another two events that would put the final nail in the coffin!

As luck would have it, one of them happened quite by chance.

One fine day they started teaching us to write. Some kids were three years old already — it was about time they knew how to use a pen.

Mua-ha-ha-ha!

The time had come to shine.

“Trace the letters out slowly. It’s not difficult, children. If you don’t get it right straight away, don’t worry. It’ll come with practice!”

Everyone started huffing and puffing. They’d only just learned to tie their laces, and now this! It was even harder than holding a spoon!

The classroom resounded with grunts and sniffles as the children labored over the task.

Only I sat doing nothing. Or rather, I sat playing with the beetle. There were two reasons for this. Firstly, I’d finished. And secondly...

“Michael, what are you idling for?” the strict, bespectacled teacher snapped. “Let me remind you that stars don’t give you an excuse to flout the rules!”

There. She’d fallen for it. My provocation had worked.

“I’ve finished.”

“You can’t have! We’ve only just started.”

“It’s easy.”

Astonished faces turned towards me. Easy — this? I must be crazy! People were sweating their socks off here!

Everyone stopped writing to see how the teacher would react. She hesitated, looking me closely in the eye for signs that I was lying. But there were none.

“Show me.”

I stood up, took the sheet of paper and showed it to the teacher. She adjusted her glasses, read it, and...

“Who did this for you?”

“What do you mean? I did it myseff.”

“That’s not possible.”

“Why? It’s easy...”

“It’s not easy!” shouted a boy, suddenly leaping up, his face red with rage. “You didn’t do dat yourself! You’re lying! Someone did it for you!”

Slowly, I turned and looked right at him with a broad grin on my face.

“Michael, if it’s so easy, then perhaps you could demonstrate for us?” The teacher pointed to the electronic board behind her and the special stick that was used to write on it.

Yes, this swanky preschool had all the latest gadgets — even an electronic whiteboard. A copy of the writing exercise flashed up on it.

Did she seriously think that someone was helping me? She wanted proof? Ha!

“All wight.” Shrugging my shoulders, I took the stick in my left hand and started tracing the letters.

All you had to do was trace over the dotted outlines. But it had proved a torrid task for two-year-old children, even though they’d been selected for their intelligence. They were just too small!

But I was an ultra-freaking-rugrat!

“Michael, are you left-handed?” the teacher suddenly asked.

Ha!

HA!

Wham! This was the final touch. It was all going perfectly. All hail my infant brain. All hail Michael — the lord of children!

“Mm? Ah, no. I’m just pwaktising wid my left. I’m wight-handed.”

Then I shifted the stick to my right hand and continued tracing the letters, this time without going out of the line. Almost perfectly.

I’d shown everyone that not only could I write, but I could do it with both hands.

Not for nothing had I spent several months working on my ambidexterity and writing skills. All those simulations with the Swarm at nights had come into play right now.

“You can... sit down, Michael,” murmured the teacher, her eyes wide with astonishment.

Shrugging, I started back to my desk amid a stunned silence. But I stopped in front of the boy who had jumped up earlier.

“I wote it myseff,” I said to his face.

“Stupid upstart...”

“Uh-huh,” I smiled, “And you could be de same. But you chose udder fwends.” I turned and went back to my place.

Sitting at my desk, I looked at my friend’s exercise book, nodded and went back to playing with our splendid beetle.

That day proved to be a turning point.

* * *

We were sitting in the sandpit outside and building little houses for Oleg. It was fun to watch him destroy them with his horn and then start to dig with his feet. Awesome fellow. I also did some motor skill training, and advised Maxim to do the same, but he was too lazy.

I’ll say this about Maxim — he was no imbecile. I’d thought he was kind of a nutcase, and that turned out to be true in some ways — but not as far as intellect was concerned. He really was an intelligent boy. He was getting as many stars as ever. I didn’t know who his parents were, but I felt certain that they were good people who didn’t bully him into performing well. Which was probably why he’d turned out to be a decent dude. Upbringing was what it came down to.

As for his habit of missing the potty once in a while, that was just for fun.

“What are you doing?”

Suddenly we heard a voice behind us. A girl’s voice.

Maxim, Oleg and I all turned around at the same time to see a blond-haired girl shifting nervously from one foot to the other.

It was a big space and there were plenty of sandpits around. She could easily have found a vacant one. But no, she had chosen ours. I even knew who she was. She was always looking at Max.

“We’re playing,” I replied.

“Can I play wid you?”

“No,” I said, turning away, “You call us names. And make faces at us.”

“I... I’m not wid dem anymore! Dair always calling people names. Dair stupid. I want to play wid you instead.” The girl’s lips trembled. She was clutching the hem of her dress. “I’m sowwy. Please...”

She sniffled. If I told her again to go away, she’d start bawling for sure.

But why would I do that? After all, it was all part of the plan.

“Okay. Come and play,” I nodded.

“Tank you...,” she mumbled.

Wiping the snot off her nose, she edged warily into the sandpit and crouched down on the sand. At first, she said nothing and just watched the beetle. Then she asked politely, cutely even, whether she could stroke it, and after that she got stuck into our game, building little houses for Oleg to demolish.

That was that.

The crack in the dam wall had finally appeared. Sooner or later, it would burst.

The plan was working. Just one final stroke was needed.

* * *

That came two days later.

It was a normal day. The first class had gone by without a star. Then we’d had lunch, and now we were in the playroom. We’d be there for at least an hour. The next class would be magic theory for infants — in which I was an absolute expert. I’d already read the whole book.

It was time to apply the finishing touch.

I raised my head and looked at one of the cameras.

‘Swarm, simulate a semi-transparent cone from each camera. To show the field of view’

I saw the whole playroom sketched out in moving cones. And there it was! If the cameras had a blind spot, it was definitely in that corner behind the rubber plant. Heh. That would do nicely.

I heaved the plant to one side, sat down in the lotus position and prepared to meditate. Despite my busy schedule — after all, I’d be one soon! — I’d been keeping up my nightly meditation, and although I hadn’t yet managed to open a second stream of consciousness, getting into the meditative state was effortless by now.

However, my peace was disturbed by a snotty problem.

“What are you doing?” asked Max, approaching.

“I’m busy. Don’t disturb me.”

“Are you not my fwend?”

“Makfim, I’m gonna kill you. I told you, I’m gonna be busy for an hour!”

“Okay... bye...”

And with tears in his eyes, clutching his beetle to his chest, he left, alone and betrayed...

He did, however, come back ten minutes later, telling me he forgave me and offering to play. But I repeated that I was busy, and finally he left me alone.

Okay, it was time.

I let out a long, deep breath.

The meditation started. I wasn’t bothered about absorption on this occasion. The main thing was to devour as much as possible.

“Brrr, it’s so cold!”

“I’m scared... I want my mommy...”

Done. I opened my eyes and got up. All the children were rubbing their hands and breathing out steam. Because it was damned cold. As if it was winter outside instead of summer!

“Miffa, it’s cold!” Max said on cue. “Let’f go to de dining woom and you pour boiling oil on me.”

Getting up from the floor, I walked around the playroom with him and stopped in the center. Everyone was watching. I had their attention. Only one thing remained...

“Cold? I’m not cold,” I said shrugging.

“But how come?!”

“Because I’m, er, superman. Like in Nietzsche.”

There was this book I’d come across at home. I’d opened it and closed it again without understanding any of it. Except for that thing about the ‘superman’. I liked the word. It summed me up perfectly!

“What?” He looked at me bemusedly.

“You don’t believe me? Heh. Fools. Look.” I clicked my fingers. “Hup. Okay. Now it’s gonna get warm again.”

“Wow.”

Everyone looked at me as if I was crazy, because how could an ordinary child raise the temperature in the room by clicking his fingers? It was absurd!

Until, that is, it really did start to get warmer.

I had performed a miracle.

I couldn’t contain myself. When I saw their heads slowly turning towards me, their eyes bulging half out of their sockets and Theodore grinding his newly emerged teeth, I ran off to the toilet. To smile, to laugh, to celebrate!

Ha-ha, I’d pulled it off! Without magic, I’d created an illusion of magic.

“Okay, children. Time for class!”

And now for the final chord.

It’s time to bow before the one you hate.

* * *

An hour later

A classroom

“Svetlana Smolkina. You get a star.”

There. It had happened. No one had imagined that it could happen quite so starkly. But seeing was believing.

Smolkina was the girl who had started hanging around with Kaiser.

And now she had a star.

If children could swear, they would have heaved a collective sigh and said:

“This is fucked up.”

* * *

I paced about the playroom, surrounded by silence.

They were watching me the whole time without making a sound. I saw the emotions in their eyes. I could see them figuring things out right there and then, thinking not like children but like rational, grown-up people.

‘I’ve turned their minds inside out.’ No one stood in my path. I strode freely, as if across freshly mown grass. ‘I’ve turned hatred into adoration. Just as Cat said’

A new constant had been instilled in the children’s brains. Kaiser might be an upstart, but with him you became a winner.

I felt sad. I genuinely wanted to get on with people. I wanted to play, just as I had with Maxim. I wanted lots of friends! But when I looked into their eyes, I realized...

I wasn’t going to find friendship here. Nor was I likely to find it anywhere else. I would never get accepted. Anywhere. Wherever I went, I would always have to fight, because the strongest would see me as their rival. Only strength and superiority would show that I was a force to be reckoned with.

That prospect weighed heavily on me.

And yet... even so...

Why...

Why?!...

‘Why do I feel such a buzz when I look into their eyes?!’

I was where I belonged. Where I ought to be. And I loved it! I didn’t want people to be frightened of me — I wanted to be friends with them and play with them, but... but...

‘Where are these feelings coming from?’ I looked at my hand.

‘User. Your actions are affecting your body again! The energy emanating from the children is changing you!

Commencing adap...’

I didn’t hear the rest. My head suddenly swam with thoughts, and my arms dropped to my sides. It was as though an information channel had been opened inside me.

I began to hear birdsong and remember the properties of plants. I began to sense the vibration of the soil caused by the slither of a worm. I even understood Oleg’s feelings with perfect clarity.

Emotions, space and life spun in a turbulent dance on Earth, and Earth floated in an unfathomable void.

Everything around me was so immense, and I was a part of it. Not a pawn. Not a minnow. Not an ant. Something bigger. Much bigger. Something no one suspected. A part of that immense sphere floating in the void. I...

[Adaptation. Forced transformation of the core: 4/4]

In a flash, I forgot everything.

All those feelings I’d just experienced suddenly vanished from my mind. My head started aching. And I wanted a poo.

‘I interrupted the process. Your brain has not been modified. Your identity has been preserved’

“Urrghh...” I was drooling.

‘User?’

“Ugh...”

* * *

At about the same time

The teacher enjoyed working at the preschool. The children were so cute with their chubby cheeks, their big eyes, their funny babbling! Like sweet little buns!

She especially liked watching the little, yet oh so earnest, interactions that went on between them. It was like a whole little infant community!

Take that girl, Svetlana, for instance. She was fond of the little boy called Maxim. The first thing she’d done after getting a star was run and boast to him about it! Admittedly, Maxim hadn’t shown much interest. He’d been too busy playing with his beetle and flicking his bogeys about. But it was still very funny! Such tiny little things, and already in love!

“Okay, my darlings, let’s go! Everyone’s waiting for you.”

Taking the little ones by their hands, the teacher smiled and led them to the playroom. She opened the door, and in they went.

Her arms fell limply to her sides.

All thirty children were kneeling and gazing with vacant, glassy stares at Michael, who was standing stock-still with his head thrown back. There wasn’t the faintest hint of reason in their eyes. They weren’t moving. At all. Just kneeling in complete silence.

“I’ve changed my mind. I don’t like children.”

* * *

News Bulletin on Imperial One!

There is much public anxiety over the rise in the number of mysterious disappearances. The missing people are mainly elderly folk and children. The only factors linking them are that they are not overweight or underweight, they have no illnesses, and they have an innate capacity for magic.

There is an increasingly popular theory surrounding the ‘Cannibal Society’ — a secret society of masked people who feed on human flesh as a delicacy.

If you notice anything suspicious, please report it to the authorities without fail. And take care!


Chapter 15

I WAS SITTING IN THE DEPUTY DIRECTOR’S OFFICE drinking tea. I say tea — but it was such a thick, strong brew that it made me screw up my face.

“What is that?” Mom asked. Then she took a sip from my cup and pulled a face. “Why is it so strong?”

“The director calls it her medicinal brew.”

“Does she now?! Misha’s blood pressure will go through the roof!”

“In the circumstances, that’s just what’s needed.”

I took some more slurps.

Ugh...

It was foul...

‘She’s right. You have low blood pressure. Tea will help. I advise you to drink it’

‘I want to die...’

‘I don’t advise it. If you did, you’d... die’

“Tell me, Anna, has your child not said anything to you?”

“Such as?”

“Well, I mean, is everything okay at home?”

I stopped slurping and stiffened. I didn’t know where the children around me had got to, but I did remember what had happened before I started to come round in the deputy director’s office.

Oh shit, I wasn’t going to be expelled, was I? Just when I’d put everything right! I should have done it earlier.

“I called you in to inform you of your ex...” — she opened a file on the computer — “your... er...” She squinted at the screen. “Oh.”

I frowned.

“What is it?”

“Er, to talk about your son...,” she said with a flustered expression. Clearly, something had popped up on her computer screen that had derailed her intentions. “Well, for instance, has your son not told you how well he’s been doing, heh-heh?” she said, nervously changing the subject.

“Well, he did mention he got a star.”

“Just the one?”

“It was on the first day.”

The woman raised her eyebrows at me. What? I wasn’t one to brag. I’d been brought up to be modest.

Then she reached for some kind of table and handed it to Mom.

“A preliminary results table? Oh, Misha’s in third place! Heh-heh — yes, well, he is the world’s smartest child!”

“The five children with the most stars get a prize at the end of the month. This time it’s an invitation to a tea party at an out-of-town mansion.”

Mom and I raised our eyebrows.

“Is that what you called me in about?” Mom asked.

“Well, of course, ha-ha!” The deputy was almost in a sweat. “There’ll be tea, music, and high society. Naturally, there’ll be plenty of security. It will be an excellent opportunity to present yourself and get to know other children! Since it turns out you’ll be staying with us...”

“What do you mean ‘it turns out’?” Mom asked, perplexed.

I didn’t get it either. Had they thought of expelling me? What for? I was more of a victim than anybody. I hadn’t done anything wrong!

“I would strongly urge you to accept.”

“A high society tea party, you say?” Mom glanced at me.

“Yes, at the end of the month.”

“What if the children get abducted and eaten like in the news?”

“That’s why there’ll be a lot of security.”

I was too busy dribbling into my cup to give much of a response. What I really wanted now was to sleep. It had been quite a day...

‘Swarm, what happened back there?’

‘Something was changing your body by force’

‘But you interrupted my transformation! I was returning to my former glory!’

‘I considered it a negative phenomenon, as according to my analysis it would entail loss of memory and a change of identity. I considered that to be murder’

I blew out a breath.

‘You’re right. A change of identity... that can’t be allowed to happen’

So — what conclusions could I draw?

Clearly, I’d been someone in a previous life. And I’d got close to becoming them again.

The Swarm was right. There was no telling what might have happened to me if even a part of my past identity had returned. I might quite simply forget everything! And that would be tantamount to death.

And yet... I wanted power, damn it.

“Why so glum, sweetheart?” Mom asked when I was changing my shoes.

“Wubbish day...”

I’d been through some very weird shit, I seemed incapable of proper friendship with anyone but Max, and now it looked like I was going to a tea party with a lot of dumb kids.

A lousy day.

‘The world can be a difficult place, can’t it?’ I sighed, looking out of the window. ‘It’s a shame. I really did want to be friends with everyone...’

A kind of melancholy fell over me. The euphoria of my triumph had quickly evaporated. The fact remained that I would have to fight like that EVERY TIME, and that was a depressing prospect. Couldn’t those morons just try to be friendly, instead of picking quarrels? The effort of grinding their prejudices into the earth had almost cost me my mind. What was it all for?

Strangely, Dad had come to pick me up. Usually, I went home with Mom in a taxi. What was all this about? He must have got off work early.

“Mish-a-a-a!” Mom shouted as we were entering the apartment.

Boom!

There was a big bang, glitter sprinkled everywhere, and balloons went up all over the apartment.

“Happy birthday to our cutest and smartest little boy! Ta-da!” Mom gave me a big wet kiss on the cheek.

“Happy first birthday, son!” Dad kissed me in the same place.

Of course! I’d forgotten. One year ago, I’d been born.

I looked around. There was bright light, candles, a cake on the table, balloons, and the smell of delicious food.

Brightness, warmth, a sense of joy.

Numb with surprise, I looked around the apartment, which they’d probably spent several hours getting ready. They’d laid on a splendid, cozy party. Just for me.

“Dis is... for me?” I murmured.

What with my training routine and the problems I’d had to deal with, I’d completely forgotten. But they hadn’t.

I’d just psyched out a dozen people, overcome what fate had in store for me, and literally made my enemies bow before me! In this hostile world! But now I’d come home, where I was just... loved. They didn’t expect great deeds from me. It was enough for them that I was here.

“What is it, sweetheart?” Mom pressed my hand to her breast.

“Don’t you like it, Misha?” Dad asked.

I pressed my lips together, then breathed out.

Hostile world? Ah, what the hell. There was still plenty of peace and joy to be found in it.

“Mom, Dad... I’m glad dat I was born. Tank you,” I smiled.

Mom looked in wonder at Dad and me and, unable to hold in her emotions, inevitably burst out crying. Well, what else could she have done after hearing such words from her darling son?

I understood her, too. I was just about ready to cry myself.

I didn’t know what power had endowed me with an intellect at such an early age, but I knew that, thanks to her, I really had known happiness from my very first days.

My father just smiled.

Yes. Today was a good day. Darkness and light had played in unison.

That was as it should be.

I would tear my enemies apart, but with my family, I would ever be the happy, smiling boy.

* * *

“Here. This is from me!” Mom said, handing me a wrapped box.

Yay, presents!

“Oh, an amulet?” I said in surprise.

Inside the box was an amulet in the shape of a claw.

“Yes. It’s a present from my grandmother. A very, very powerful artefact. For protection. You didn’t use to have pockets, but now it’s time you carried it with you!”

An artefact? Seriously?!

Wait. Don’t tell me...

“But what about you?” I looked anxiously at my parents.

Don’t tell me we were heading for a scenario where I was saved by the artefact, but my parents died or were seriously...

“We have them too. There are three of them. Gran gave me one, and I pinched the other two.” Anna smiled awkwardly.

Hmm...

Why did she have to pinch them? Would the Witch have begrudged them for her great-grandson? Surely not. I assumed she just didn’t know of my existence. And Mom had pinched them... That’s right, when she ran away from the Witch. Pregnant.

‘What is it you’re hiding?’ I wondered, gazing up at her face.

“Now for my present!” Dad said, jumping up.

Mom watched him with interest, evidently having no idea what to expect. It was a surprise for both of us, then? This was exciting.

“What I’m giving you,” he began, diving into his pocket, “is an entry pass for the Great State Library, built three centuries ago by the demi-god Theos! Together with the right to take one book out!”

Mom’s jaw dropped.

“WHERE ON EARTH DID YOU GET THAT? ARE WE GOING TO JAIL?” she shrieked.

I had no idea what it was all about, but then Dad launched into a long tale about some Koreans, and how someone called Kwon Sung had come to see him, and who Kwon Sung was, and him being from the mafia, and the mafia having some kind of code of honor...

Ah! It was Suvi’s father! It took a while for the penny to drop. Mom and I sat gawking like a pair of imbeciles.

“Why didn’t you tell me? That’s sexism and patriarchism!” Mom said, waving her fist.

“It’s called a surprise,” Dad sighed. “Anyway, son,” he smiled, sitting in front of me, “it means we’ll get access to magic books. One, that is. But we’ll choose the best one!”

I must have been a little thick after all, because it was not until now that I realized what Dad was giving me.

‘Wait... books?’ — my eyes were bulging — ‘Magic books? I can only take one out, you say? Wait, but... but...’

I had the Swarm — and the Swarm could memorize stuff!

“Yay, books!” I grabbed the library pass and began rushing around the apartment with it like a crazed animal.

I’d memorize the lot! It didn’t matter that I could only borrow one! All I had to do was look at a book, and it’d be imprinted on my memory! I’d leaf through everything they had!

It was the best birthday ever! Never mind that it was the first.

“When?” I asked.

“Some other time!” Mom piped in. “The entrance to the Archive is at the other end of the country. It takes several days to get there. We’ve had quite enough adventures for the time being. Give him time to... just live! I shan’t allow it.”

My head drooped. Dad shrugged his shoulders.

What a downer. Several days’ travel? And I’d been so excited...

I wanted books.

* * *

“Son. Psst. Get up!”

Next morning, I heard whispering. Opening my eyes, I saw Dad and... Max?!

“Get up!” he was whispering. “We’re going to fly to the library.”

All my sleepiness vanished. I snapped awake and leaped up with such force that I nearly banged my head on the ceiling.

What was going on?

Dad turned around to his extremely tanned friend and said something to him in English. I recognized a couple of words.

‘Swarm, use the saved dictionary to decipher what they’re saying. Give me subtitles!’

Up flashed a translation of Dad’s question:

“Max, by the way, why the fuck are you a Solomontsev? Couldn’t you think of something else?”

“Brother, I picked it at random. My soul told me to do it.”

“Okay, what about the teleport?”

Ha! Thanks to the scanned English dictionary, I could understand everything they were saying. Pretty convenient.

“Brother, I swear to you it’ll work just fine! That last time was a freak event. I’ve teleported about forty times. I’ve just flown here from Moscow. Direct! Getting to the Library will be child’s play.”

“Are you sure?”

“Brother, trust me. When have I ever let you down?”

“About fifty percent of the time...,” sighed Dad and turned to me. “Son, my present turned out to be a piece of crap.”

“Kwap!”

“Don’t go repeating bad words! I wanted to take you to the Archive, the Library. To show you the wonders of magic. But I forgot that it really does take five days to get there. But... my friend can get us there right now. While Mom doesn’t see! It’s your first birthday — it should be special! Are you ready?”

Yesterday I’d conquered preschool. I’d made my enemies bow down and acknowledge me.

Yesterday I’d celebrated my first birthday.

And today I was going to visit an Archive of amazing magic books, half of which I’d be able to take away with me!

“Yeah! Best dad!” I shouted, throwing up my arms.

Dad smiled.

I quickly got dressed. Look as smart as you can, they told me — we were going to a very special place! Then I went up to Max. He took me and Dad by the shoulder and gave us brief instructions. As soon as we felt ourselves being pulled away, we were to hold our breath and close our eyes. We should brace ourselves for a fall, too, since we weren’t used to landing. Lastly, it was important that we keep together.

I nodded.

The space around us began to swirl. Everything became distorted, and I felt as if a drainage hole had opened up in the middle of my chest. I was literally collapsing in on myself! It was a creepy feeling. Really scary! But I’d been warned, and I quickly pulled myself together.

Onward... onward! Ha-ha! Onward to the secrets of magic!

I shut my eyes, held my breath, and... Pop! I felt a sudden weightlessness, and at the next moment sensed a surface under my feet. Sure enough, the confusion made me stumble and fall. To my surprise, though, the fall didn’t hurt my knees. The ground turned out to be soft.

I opened my eyes and looked around. What was this?

Max looked around too, then frowned in dismay.

“Fuck, we’re in Egypt,” he said.

“Bro, again?”

* * *

At about the same time

The King of Egypt shook the Russian Emperor’s hand.

“Many thanks for your assistance,” the King said.

“Always happy to help!” the Emperor replied, smiling.

“If you have any problems, don’t hesitate to get in touch. I firmly declare that our country is indebted to yours!”

Problems, huh? A faint smile fluttered across the Emperor’s face.

The Egyptian was hinting at the ‘Cannibal Society’. News about this group had long since spread beyond the country’s borders and was now circulating all over the world. In the Russian Empire, it was rumored, there was a bunch of rich folk who ate people.

It seemed to be true, too. And it was of great concern to everyone else, because when a cult arose in one country, the infection could spread to others.

If it hadn’t already.

“Of course!” smiled the Emperor. “And I hardly need say that you can always count on us.”

“Indeed, ha-ha!”

They went on smiling at each other.

Both rulers, however, had a dire sense of foreboding. Especially the Egyptian.

They bade each other goodbye. As soon as the Egyptian delegation had left the throne room, another person appeared there.

“Albert!” the Emperor said, raising his arms. “So glad to see you! What have you come about?”

“It’s about Kaiser. I have a theory.”

* * *

We were walking over sand dunes. Dad and I were protected by a dome made from his blood, and Max by a light-bending shield.

Seated on my father’s shoulders, I was looking all round me with great interest.

Well, here we were. In sunny Egypt. It was baking hot!

After Max had had his ass duly kicked, it had been explained to me that we were ‘in a bit of a situation’.

“We’re a long way from home, son,” Dad explained. “We need to teleport. But the way teleport magic works, either we have to find an energy source for the return portal, or we have to wait for Max to recharge. We can’t wait, though, because we can’t last for long in these dunes.”

We were looking for an energy source in a vast, dangerous place! And I’d never been anywhere beyond preschool and my own backyard!

Ha-ha! Being with Dad was a blast!

Were we going to kill people? I wanted to try. Only bad, evil people, of course — not nice ones. It was fine to kill bad people. Who needed them?

“Max, where do we go?” Dad asked his friend, speaking English.

“I sense energy in that direction,” said Max, whose brown head was covered by a shimmering, light-bending veil. “Very close by, in fact, about twenty minutes’ walk. I’m telling you, there’s something screwy going on in the space web. There has to be a reason why we keep getting dumped near tombs!”

“What, another tomb? How do you know?”

“I’m an archaeologist. It’s literally my job.”

My father sighed, settled me into a comfortable position, and off we went.

* * *

“Son, see that sand billowing up over there?” Dad pointed into the distance.

“Yes!”

“If we went there, we’d be done for. There’s a man-eating worm there.”

“Oh.”

“Fuck, get down!” Max whispered urgently.

Before I could react, Dad had fallen to the sand, where he grimaced at the incredible heat. Without thinking, I followed Max’s example. Lying down on the sand, I found that it was a little hot, but perfectly bearable.

‘Swarm, is that because of the adaptation to heat damage?’

‘Correct. You have adapted, giving you heightened resistance’

Just then, an immense shadow fell over us! I heard the beating of wings and some kind of whirring, crunching and clattering. I was scared stiff!

Raising my head just a little, I saw, flying over us, an enormous glass snake! Inside, beneath the glass, I could see its throbbing veins, its beating heart. Its guts. I saw a wolf that had been swallowed whole! As it moved, the beast made a crunching sound as though the glass was continuously shattering into pieces and then becoming whole again.

It flew past.

“They have tunnel vision. But if it spots you, you can kiss your ass goodbye,” my father explained. “Its skin repels magic.”

“Kiss your ass gubbye!” I echoed, throwing up my hands.

“Hey, I said not to repeat bad words!”

We got up and shook ourselves down. I noticed the way Dad’s veins had swollen up in the places where he’d been burned, and the redness had all gone. Whoa — regeneration!

We carried on without further incident. We had to make a detour to avoid the worm.

We’d been walking for about an hour. Given what Dad had said, we needed to hurry. It wouldn’t be long before Mom woke up, and she might not be best pleased if she found the apartment deserted. It was the weekend, after all.

“We’re right beside it,” Max said, frowning.

I looked around.

There was still nothing but sand in all directions. There was no change whatsoever, save for a couple of worms shuffling about a little way off. Was Max some kind of moron?

“It’s under us,” he said, stamping his foot.

Ah. It turned out I was the moron. Of course! Everything here got covered by sand.

“Is it really another fucking temple?” Dad said, wiping his brow. “What is it with you and these places?”

We moved away a few steps, and Max started sketching something in the sand. Oh boy, actual magic! An excavation!

I was in the middle of the desert, about to excavate an ancient temple!

‘Swarm, memorize what he’s doing’

‘Okay’

Max drew a seal and clapped his hands. Immediately, the ground stirred. Sand started to billow up, then subsided again. Max nodded, then moved away a few paces and drew another seal just like the first. He repeated the procedure.

I didn’t know what he’d seen, but he spent the next ten minutes marking out and drawing one big seal out of several small ones.

And when everything was ready...

“Okay... let’s have it!” he shouted, clapping his hands.

Sand began to swirl up and gush out from the center of the huge seal like it was being spewed out of a volcano! We moved away to avoid being covered in it, then came back once the tremors and eruptions had ended.

A crater. Amid the sand mounds was a crater leading to some white walls.

“Wow!” I cried with my hands in the air. “I want to do dat!”

“We’ll teach you. Some other time,” my father smiled.

‘I’ve already learned, Dad,’ I smiled to myself.

“Now be careful.”

“Let’s go!” I waved.

Treading carefully, we started to descend. When darkness began to envelop us, Max waved his hand and the space behind us went blurry, bending the light from the surface and illuminating everything around us. Wow!

But while I was loving every minute, the men were getting tense. After all, we were about to enter an ancient building.

There were no doors at the entrance, and the walls looked cave-like rather than man-made.

“Stop.” Max raised his hand and tapped the ground with his foot.

A sound wave rumbled. He closed his eyes and listened.

“There are no mechanisms. Or traps.”

“Dad, can I walk around?” I asked, tapping his head.

“No, son, it’s too danger...”

Without listening, I wriggled free and clambered down his back. He tried to catch me, but I quickly jumped down and ran off.

“Let him go,” Max said. “There are no living creatures here, and no contraptions, either. Just walls. Rather strange walls, actually. Sort of hollow-looking...”

Thanks, Max!

I ran to inspect everything. It really did look like a cave. Sharp stones hung at the entrance, but everything around it was smooth, as if polished by water over time. As Max said, the floor and walls had a strange texture. Sort of pimpled.

Whoa! Were those coins behind the column? Were they gold? Oh, and a crown!

“Son, don’t touch the ancient treasures.”

‘Are they cursed?’

‘I don’t feel any influence’

‘Then I’ll take them’

I put the crown on. Damn, it was heavy!

And what was this? Bandages of some kind. I picked them up and started cheerfully examining them, not noticing that I’d got entangled.

“Son, don’t wrap yourself in bandages from ancient temples...”

Dad’s stomach was doing somersaults at the sight of me tearing around an ancient Egyptian temple checking out anything that took my fancy. Max, meanwhile, swept a keen eye over everything around us as we moved gradually onwards. Interesting as it all was, we were here for a purpose. We needed an energy source, and apparently it lay deeper inside the temple.

At a certain point, the bare white walls gave way to... rows of statues.

“Hmm. Interesting. They don’t look Egyptian,” Max frowned. “Christ, it would be good to arrange an expedition to this place.”

Having sorted my bandages out — by wrapping them around me even more tightly — I went up to the statues and started scrutinizing them too.

I’ll admit, they freaked me right out. It was like real people had been turned to stone — that’s how detailed they were. Some of them had wings, some of them extra hands. But what really unnerved me was this. They were completely intact. As if they’d been put there yesterday.

‘Weird. And cool!’

There must have been about forty of them on either side and we were about halfway along.

‘If only I could take one of them home,’ I thought, turning around to take another look at them.

At that instant, I froze. My breath caught in my throat.

‘Swarm, am I imagining it, or...’

‘Yes. They’ve turned around’

The heads of twenty mutant statues had noiselessly rotated towards us with broad grins on their faces.

“Da.. Dad! DAD! WE HAVE PWOBLEMS!”

* * *

News Bulletin on Imperial One!

Research shows that, since our Emperor came to the throne, more and more people have started dabbling in the dark arts! Necromancy, demonology and mysticism have surged in popularity. The young generation are following the example set by their ruler!

Sadly, there is a reverse side to this, namely evil spirits and madness. It is a very dangerous kind of magic, and the price of making a mistake can be very high indeed.

Could this be how the Cannibal Society came into being? If indeed it did.

We would like to remind people that the founding of cults is prohibited, as is the awakening of ancient creatures.

Take care!


Chapter 16

I COULDN’T HOLD OUT. My eyes were hurting like hell. There was dust in them. I couldn’t help it...

I blinked.

STOMP!

I opened my eyes and saw the statues step forward. They’d moved! Oh, shit! I almost crapped myself right there and then!

“Stop. Don’t move! Don’t turn awound!” I shouted.

“Son, what’s hap...”

“Don’t blink! They’re moving! They’re alive! The statues are alive!”

A moment of silence ensued as the adults weighed up our predicament.

Don’t blink, I told myself.

Don’t blink!

“Max, stand still and don’t blink. I’m going to turn around.”

“Got it.”

I heard a rustling.

“Fuck,” Dad said breathlessly. “Max, we’re in deep shit. They’re walking this way.”

Was he looking?

I blinked. Oh, the relief. My eyes had started to dry up and ache.

But then I blinked again, and the statues drew even closer. Now, they were barely more than a few feet away!

“Son of a bitch!” Dad cried. “Misha, did you blink too?”

“Yes.”

“Oh, fuckery!”

“Fuggerwy.”

“Max,” he said, this time ignoring my swearing, “Let’s double up. It’ll be faster with you. Let’s try and smash them.”

I was in no doubt that the statues would snap our necks as soon as they got to us. There was no way stone could budge so easily and noiselessly, so what kind of force was moving them? Clearly not something the neck of a one-year-old child could withstand!

We had to destroy them. Making a run for it was no longer an option. We were surrounded.

“Son, kneel down.”

I heard a burbling sound behind me, as if a stream of liquid was pouring from a tap, but instead of falling downwards it just flowed on and on without touching the ground. Then I heard the swing of an arm, followed by a sharp crack. Then another. And another. Out of the corner of my eye I saw something resembling a whip start to unfurl above my head. It moved faster and faster, the noise getting louder and louder.

“Let’s do it!” shouted Dad.

An intense humming rang out. At last, the whip turned blue, forked into two, and split apart to form a ring. The men had conjured a huge, razor-sharp ring saw to attack the statues!

Wham! A tremendous din erupted. The whole building shook and clouds of dust flew up.

Ha-ha! That’s it, Dad — smash their stupid stone heads in! We guys would make short work of these creeps. Oh yes!

Oh yes!

Oh...

The dust settled, and the statues stood there without a scratch. They couldn’t be killed.

They were invincible.

“Max, where’s the source?”

“Not far, about thirty yards!”

“That’s closer than the way out. We need to move. We’ve got to...”

‘On the left!’ I spotted movement from the corner of my eye.

I shifted my gaze. A huge stone man with a bunch of paws spilling from his open stomach stopped at the same moment.

On the right! Shit. If I shifted my gaze again, the statue on the left would start moving again! But the one on the right was already moving. We just couldn’t cover all the angles. There was always one that got missed!

My eyes hurt. They’d dried out and were filling up with tears. I couldn’t see, damn it! The bastards were too widely spread out!

[Judging this a negative phenomenon leading to death. Commencing adaptation]

[Adaptation: Visual field: 1/5]

The space in front of me grew wider, and the two statues at the outer edges instantly stopped mid-step. It came as a surprise to them that I had suddenly seen them moving.

‘Visual field increased by fifteen percent. Eyes have been modified’

My heart was beating like crazy. I didn’t even stop to marvel at the fact that the Swarm could adapt to something other than injury. Not because I didn’t care, but because there wasn’t time. The ground had started shaking and buckling, throwing us all off balance.

“Fuck, fuck, fuuuuuck!” cried Max.

My leg gave way, tilting my eyeline. I realized that my gaze had drifted upwards.

‘I’ve lost sight of them,’ it struck me. ‘Oh, shit!’

I heard the grating of stone in motion. The gap was shrinking. Four yards. Three. Two. They were an arm’s length away. I saw them reaching for me!

A shadow fell over me. It was right above me. I tried to push myself up and jump away, but I couldn’t. My legs were just too feeble. I lost balance and fell. Out of ideas, I instinctively screwed my eyes up tight.

I thought my time had come. They’d got to me.

But...

With every moment that passed, I realized that although I was lying there with my eyes closed, I was still alive.

“Son!” I heard my father’s voice.

Slowly, I opened my eyes. It felt as if things were happening in slow motion. My brain was working overtime, my heart was racing, and my breath was ragged. But I was still breathing. I hadn’t died. The statues had gone past me.

They hadn’t seen me.

‘Swarm, why’s that?’

‘I suppose for the same reason Albert couldn’t. You are invisible to magical sight’

I turned around. The statues weren’t interested in me. They’d frozen still, staring at Dad and Max, who were standing back to back about six yards away from them.

“I... I’ll go,” I said, getting up. “Dad, I’ll go and get de source! Where is it?”

“No, son! It’s...”

“Dey don’t see me! I can do it. Where is it?”

My father looked at me anxiously, fearfully. Looked me right in the eye. But he saw no fear there. Only a fierce resolve.

He breathed out, and the fear vanished from his eyes too.

“That way!” he shouted, jerking his head back.

I nodded and raced off past the statues. They didn’t give a damn! To them, I was just empty space. It was true, then — magical sight didn’t register my existence! I could neither be sensed nor seen!

I ran past Dad, noticing the thoughtful expression on Max’s face, and sped on as fast as my fit but short little legs would carry me. Max swung his arm, and the reflected light plunged further, illuminating my path. Much appreciated!

I ran and ran. Those statues never seemed to end! We hadn’t got to the middle at all — there were another forty of them at least. It was just that they weren’t active yet.

There was no way we could have handled them all. I was the only hope.

Spotting a staircase, I began to climb up it as quickly as I could. Blast these tiny legs! I was breathing so hard I thought I’d cough up my lungs. Despite having an adaptation for asphyxia!

But I made it to the top. Right, where was it? Ah, there. It had to be that sphere over there on the pedestal. As I ran towards it, I heard a commotion from where the statues were. Shit! They’d got to Dad! I had to hurry!

‘Swarm, is it dangerous?’

‘It won’t cause physical damage. Touch it. I’ll be able to break the connection’

Nodding, I moved forwards. The pedestal wasn’t too high, so by standing on tiptoe I was able to reach up to the sphere, which appeared to be made from some kind of bone material. Whew! I was touching it! Let’s go!

All the space all around me began to blur and stretch out. My vision grew dark and fuzzy.

‘Swarm?’

No answer. I felt as though reality was a fabric that was being pulled away. Against the hazy dimness, I saw another identical sphere. It began to glow through the darkness, as if it wanted to be seen. It was very far away — three or four hundred yards. Both spheres lit up to reveal vertical pupils, which shifted towards me.

It suddenly hit me why the walls were so strange, why the place looked like a cave, why everything around was smooth. This wasn’t a building.

We were in a skull. And I was touching someone’s eye.

Is it you?

I heard a voice. Loud, low, booming, and at the same time weary, enervated.

I didn’t expect to see you. It’s been a long time. But I’d rather you hadn’t come. It shames me to appear in this form. People have grown emboldened in your absence.

It gave a hollow laugh.

I tried to answer, but I couldn’t. I could only listen.

But what happened to you? What sort of... form is that? Hmm...

The more I held the eye, the more I realized just how enormous the body must be. I was filled with an overpowering sense of the bulk, the shape, the magnitude of this creature that now lay dead! If its eyeballs were hundreds of yards apart, then what must its head be like, how long must its body be?

You tried to return to your past form. But you didn’t. Why not? Still... it’s all the same to me now. Hmm...

A silence ensued.

I felt the darkness began to thicken, while my sense of the creature’s enormity grew ever more intense.

This was bad.

You have grown weaker. But you are still you. Somewhere inside. You’re not going to resist, are you?

Something was rising above me. A shape. A spirit.

This was bad! Very bad!

It’s not as if you can get away, is it? What am I afraid of? If I devour you, the egg will hatch. While you hold it, I am transferring your power. My child will be reborn. My family will live on.

I saw it. All of it.

A serpent.

The serpent that was coiled around the Earth. And now its ghostly head was bending slowly down towards me.

Forgive me. But everyone wants to live. You had no progeny of your own, but now I’ve created it for you. And it will live.

Its jaws began to open!

AND SINCE YOU HAVE BEEN REBORN, THAT OTHER ANCIENT MONSTER WILL...

‘Disconnecting’

What? What is thi...

BOOM!

Everything was suddenly wiped out in a blue flash. Space unstretched itself, and the figure of the Serpent vanished as it was sucked into the sphere!

I let out a long breath.

‘I broke the connection when I judged it a threat. It was teleportation into the stomach. We are fully adapted to teleportation’

‘You were just in time. Whew!’ I was breathing heavily. ‘What’s with the eye... the egg... the thingummy?’

‘It’s an energy source. According to my analysis, it houses a living core. It takes a little of your energy, but not in dangerous quantities. Just to keep itself fed’

‘Will we be able to fly?’

‘I believe so. And the life inside it won’t die, but there won’t be enough left over to keep it going. It will depend on being fed to survive’

I grabbed the thingummy and turned around. Hooray! We could get out of here! There was enough energy for us to fly back. Dad, Max, hold on!

But just as I got back to the stairs, I noticed something skulking behind a column. Something small — palm-sized. It was sitting and watching. What was it?

It emerged from its hiding place.

Huh?! A kitten? What on earth was that doing here?

‘A kitten?’ I couldn’t get my head around the fact I was looking at an actual kitten. ‘What do I do with it?’

It was trembling all over, its eyes moist as though it might burst into tears. Such a tiny, pitiful creature. Ugly devil, too. A real monstrosity.

‘Is it an artefact? Does it want to eat me too?’

‘It’s a kitten’

“Oh!” I quickly ran over to it, picked it up and put it in my pocket.

* * *

A little later

The Kaiser residence

Waking up, Anna stretched and yawned with the sweet languor of a young woman rousing from a slumber. The summer sun fell pleasantly on her face, and from outside drifted the sounds of birds singing and children playing.

Ah, there was nothing better than a life of tranquility! Not at all like living with her grandmother, which had been such a... but never mind, no point in churning up bad memories.

Still sleepy, she sat up and looked around. Funny — Mark wasn’t there. But he did sometimes get up very early — a habit from his war years. He was most likely in the kitchen.

She got up, pulled on a t-shirt and joggers and went out into the hallway. Sure enough, there were noises coming from the kitchen. Cups clanking.

Wait... cups, plural?

She hurried into the kitchen.

“Ho-ho, you don’t say, Sir Max. Ho-ho-ho,” her husband said, taking a sip from his cup.

“Yes, yes! I learn Russian! Ho-ho!” His friend did likewise.

“Heh-heh!” nodded Michael, who was drinking milk.

Unjust as it may seem, the impression Anna formed was of three crazy idiots trying as hard as they could to pretend nothing had happened.

Except that Max’s arm was in a plaster and his hair was caked in dried blood. Mark’s shirt was drenched in blood, and a wound on his cheek was only just starting to heal. As for Michael, he was filthy and disheveled, with rips in the knees of his romper!

Plus, they were all red as beetroots and could barely hold their cups. And where had all this sand come from?

“What have you been doing?” she murmured.

“Oh, darling, are you already up? You took us by surprise.”

She couldn’t believe what she was seeing. She even squeezed her eyes shut for a moment and looked up at the ceiling to check that it was still there. It was.

“Mark?” she said in a tone that did not bode well.

Just then, Michael got up, fumbled about in his pocket, and produced a kitten! A tiny, pitiful-looking thing. What a sight! Goblin-like. Creepy as hell! Still cute, though. But pitiful-looking.

“Mom! I found a kitty!”

Anna examined it closely. And the only question that occurred to her was...

“How come it’s bald?”

Everyone looked at the animal.

“We don’t know,” Dad said with a shrug. “Maybe it’s some kind of disease?”

* * *

Several days passed.

Oh, but what an ass-kicking had been meted out that morning... Ouch!

I managed to escape by grabbing the cat, running off to my room and hiding under the bed. But the others...

Dad, of course, could easily have snapped Mom’s neck, and he really was the boss of the family. Mom hardly ever had a go at him — mainly because he wasn’t the kind to screw up, but also because she respected her husband, and any problems were discussed in a quiet and level-headed manner.

Except this time... well, an ass-kicking was the least they could expect. There was no getting away from it. It had been one screw-up after another, each one the result of conscious decisions. This was not an occasion for level-headed discussions.

Dad accepted his fate and pleaded guilty to avoid further conflict. He was handed a life sentence. But without execution.

Max, on the other hand, was annihilated on the spot. Poor thing. But no one felt sorry for him.

That’s kind of what happened, anyway.

‘Swarm, what is this?’ I was looking at the egg.

‘An egg’

‘I see’

Yes, basically, it was an egg. There was something inside. We’d used it to teleport, so now it wouldn’t last very long without a feed. A day, tops. It was slightly bigger than a hen’s egg.

If I was right, someday something would crawl out of it. I supposed it would be some kind of snake.

As for the kitten...

‘Swarm, what is this?’

‘A kitten’

‘I see’

It was bald, pink, and creepy-looking. All wrinkly, too — such an ugly little thing! It kept looking at me all plaintively with those blue eyes, as if it knew that I wanted to squeeze it like a toothpaste tube.

I wanted to, but I wouldn’t. Because it was cute.

It really was just an ordinary bald kitten. I had thought it might be magic, a bit special, but it was literally just a creepy little goblin.

Mom hadn’t taken to it, by the way. She said it looked at her in a weird way, kind of viciously, and it kept sitting next to the knives. But I failed to see how you could see viciousness in that pathetic little bag of bones. It probably didn’t even know that it existed.

‘Swarm, play back the recording from the skull temple’

Yes, the columns had inscriptions on them. Max had been examining them.

‘Scan them and display the text. Delete the rest of the recording to free up space’

I was left with the inscriptions from the temple walls. I needed to get in touch with Max — once he’d recovered from being annihilated. If we could decipher them, we’d get lots of money, enough to keep me in ice cream for years!

I might find something out about myself, too. I mean, if the World Serpent said he was glad to see me, he couldn’t have been referring to the smelly bottomed baby standing in front of him!

He’d seen me. The real me. The past me. The person that I’d used to be. And something told me I must have been quite some guy! The serpent had made a distinction between us monsters and ‘emboldened’ people. Although perhaps I was such a monstrous person that it was wrong to call me one at all.

But thanks to the Swarm, I hadn’t found anything out at all. I wondered whether perhaps it had some sort of conflict of interest with my past life. But I was well aware, of course, that its purpose was to protect the life that existed now, not return to the one in the past.

And there was me thinking that I used to be a kitten...

“Mom, would you love me if I was born as a worm?”

“Huh?” she answered, nonplussed.

We’d just arrived at preschool. So, yes, that was the busy note on which the weekend had ended. Between sorting a litter tray and whatnot for the cat, Dad sleeping in the wardrobe and me hiding under the bed, somehow Monday had come round, and that meant preschool.

‘It feels kind of weird,’ I thought, casting my gaze around me. ‘I really can see much wider’

Instinct was telling me to twist my head around, but I realized I didn’t need to. I had a wider field of vision. And it felt as strange as it did... normal.

‘Can you explain, Swarm?’

‘I’ll repeat. Your body is plastic because of the core. When I thought that your limited visual field posed a direct danger to life, I adapted. These factors converged, and your plastic body easily accepted the mutation of the eyes’

‘It’s an actual mutation?’

‘I was only the catalyst this time. In the case of adaptation to damage, I am the one that provides protection, but in this instance, I simply triggered the mutation process, and your iris started to change of its own accord. I’m not doing anything with your eyes now — this is now their default state’

I guessed that was why I looked three times older than my age. My training exercises, multiplied by the core, made me more physically developed. Three times more, to be precise. And if that was the case...

Hmm...

If I kept this up, was I already guaranteed to be three times stronger than the average person?

In that case, I mustn’t let up on the training! I would go further and make myself five times stronger... no, ten times!

“You’re late!” exclaimed the teacher.

“Sorry...”

Yes, we were late today. Damn traffic jams. Not all kids lived in the wealthy central district, you know!

I said goodbye to Mom, felt for the amulet in my pocket, and changed my shoes. I was on my own, of course — which meant that now, when I went in, all eyes would turn towards me. I would be the center of attention.

And there was no telling what lay in store for me after two days of reflection.

Okay. Let’s go.

Taking a deep breath, I went into the playroom. Everyone was there. I noticed straight away that the kids had been divided into three groups, or pools. And they all turned towards me.

It was the moment of truth.

How were they going to react to me now?

* * *

News Bulletin on Imperial One!

You will NOT believe what has happened in Egypt, and who is going there to help!


Chapter 17

AMID THE DEATHLY SILENCE, I sought out the only real crutch I had in this snake pit — Maxim. There he was, sitting in one of the groups. My friend!

He noticed me, nodded, and then...

Got up and took out a music pipe.

“Too-doo-doo-doo!” he tooted. “De king has awwived! All wise and pay twibute!”

‘His words are affecting your body. Stop him’

MAXIM!

I grabbed a soft brick and threw it at his head. Maxim stopped mid-sentence, dropped to the floor and dutifully expired, and the resurgent feeling of ancient awakening released its grip on me.

Phew. Where had he got that pipe from anyway?

I looked up at the children again. Judging from their expressions, Maxim’s antics had taken them by surprise, too, but since he’d now been eliminated, they turned to me.

They just stared silently, without saying a word.

Well, then...

“Good morning?”

“Hello, Mykoo!” they nodded back.

This was a first! The first time anyone but Maxim had greeted me! And not just one of them, but half the kids in the group in which he’d been sitting. They hadn’t thrown themselves at my feet, or started to call me names, or indeed shown any strong reaction at all, but even so...

I knew precisely what all this meant...

It was done. I was no longer an outcast.

The plan had worked.

* * *

Four days passed. By now, I understood what had happened.

Remember those three pools of children? They hadn’t formed at random. Our creche had basically split into three groups: Theodore’s, mine, and what I call ‘free agents’.

Theodore had gained influence through gifts and physical strength — which was even a match for mine. Around him, a coterie of flunkeys had formed. Needless to say, they didn’t like me. They were always giving me hostile looks.

The free agents weren’t especially friendly with Theodore, the arrogant big-head, but at the same time they weren’t overly fond of me, the hot-headed upstart.

Then, of course, there was my little band. After the business with the stars, the smart kids decided to follow the mightiest of their number. I couldn’t blame them. These kids were the first to engage with me, always eager to play and chat. Their example encouraged the others not to be frightened of me. Put bluntly, instead of being an outcast, I was now a leader!

I say leader, but it wasn’t as if I did anything. Putting an end to the bullying was quite sufficient for me. I had no desire to be in charge of the little stinkers. Way too much hassle.

“Mykoo, look at deez...,” some red-haired girl said, approaching with dolls in her hands. “Shall we play?”

I looked at her. She was a regular girl, obviously a little shy, who wanted to play at dolls. But why with me? And why was she shy?

“No,” I said, “we’re playing war.” And I turned back to Oleg the beetle.

Get real, girl! Dolls?! Couldn’t she see what a badass beetle we had?! Maxim had even made him some armor out of paper. We had a war going on! Scram!

Speaking of Maxim, if ever there was a numbskull, he was it. He was fond of candy, and that ingenious brain of his hit upon the scheme of charging a fee to hang with me. Not such a bad idea in theory, but kind of...

‘Kind of’ my ass. I should have gone for it. It wasn’t like I was going to be friends with these guys anyway. But it was too late.

* * *

“Dmitry Ryazanov, you get a star!”

The guy from my group smiled. I grinned too.

Yes, I’d stepped away from that side of things. Stopped fighting for stars. It was time to give the young generation a chance.

Fat lot of use stars were to me! Candy would have made more sense, for sure. But this was further proof that being in my group was a guarantee of success. Literally, in fact. It was a condition.

Because if you weren’t from my group and you got close to getting a star, you could be sure that Maxim and I would intervene.

Harsh? Yes. But it was their fault for making me an outcast and then avoiding me.

Maxim had been with me right from the beginning. He was even willing to poop outside the potty if required to! We’d made ourselves the guard dogs of the reward system. We were literally in control of all rewards doled out to the kids.

Speaking of which...

“You’re an idiot!” shouted some boy.

“No, you are!”

“Take dat!”

A fight broke out.

Before, they’d all been united by hatred of me. Now, when everyone had a real chance of earning stars and someone took someone else’s, they started to quarrel among themselves. Which was all very well, but the poor young teachers were simply unable to cope with these disgraceful goings-on.

“That’s enough, children! You mustn’t behave like that! Goodness me!” a young teacher shouted as she rushed to separate the two boys, who were now bawling their eyes out.

Maxim and I, along with a couple of others, observed all this while playing with transformers. My fine motor skills, by the way, were close to perfect by now. I could write and hold a spoon without the slightest difficulty. Like an adult, in fact. That was what regular training did for you.

Just then, Maxim got up and went up to the teacher. What was he up to?

“Miss,” he said.

“Yes, Maxim?” the girl smiled.

“Do you get punished when we fight? Do you get told off?”

“Well,” she smiled awkwardly, “Yes, we do. We get fined. Which means they take away some of our money.”

“I see.” Maxim turned around, came back to our place, and sat down. He was thinking hard about something, almost panting from the effort. You could sense his brain starting to overheat! Then he turned and said in a low voice:

“Misha. I got an idea. Let’s take bwibes.”

“Huh?” I turned around.

“We stop fights, and de ladies give us candy. Dey pay more in fines dan dey’d have to spend on candy!”

I looked at him in astonishment.

‘What the...’ I couldn’t believe what I’d heard.

Where had this intellect suddenly appeared from? Where had he been hiding it all this time? When it came to getting candy, he could turn himself into a genius!

“Hmm...,” I thought. “Hell yeah... Candy...”

I wanted candy.

Dad didn’t let me have much. He said it was bad for me. And he was right, too — the Swarm had confirmed as much. But I was bigger now, and the Swarm had promised to deal with any harmful consequences! I wanted candy! I’d had enough of porridge!

Plus, I had a feeling I was reaching the limit of my development. Before long, toys would cease to have any value for my training. I’d read all my books, and it would be a while before I could get any more. But I had to keep progressing! While other kids were pooping themselves, I was in training! And if I was breaking up fights, there might be a chance of provoking an attack, meaning a chance of adapting to new damage, and then practicing with a hologram.

“Sounds a bit dubious, but okay,” I said. “Let’s go and talk.”

* * *

A few days later

A random boy

It was getting ridiculous. That stupid Kaiser’s team had nabbed the star yet again. How the hell could this be happening?

“Didn’t get it, den? I told you so,” Katya, the girl at the desk next to his, said once again with malicious glee.

“Leave me alone!” the boy replied, flushing with anger.

It was easy for her to say. She hung out with just about everyone. She had friends in each of the groups. She got everywhere! How did she manage it?

“I tink dat boy’s laughing at you,” she continued.

“No he’s not!”

“Yeah-yeah, I heard him! Look! He weally is laughing!”

The boy looked at the winner of the star, who was indeed wearing a broad grin. He was talking to friends — obviously bragging! They were all smiling and looking very pleased.

The boy wasn’t to know, of course, that they weren’t laughing at him, that they were just celebrating this latest triumph. But a child’s anger and resentment are easily aroused. Katya had a natural talent for doing just that. It was her hobby, and she was good at it. It was no coincidence that she’d started speaking just after the teacher had left the room.

The boy leaped from his chair and strode briskly over to the one who had pinched his star! He’d show him! He’d teach that idiot to laugh at him like that!

“Stop laughing!” he cried. “Idiot!”

He swung his hand. An insult deserved a good thumping! That moron was in for it now! He had no right to...

Whack! The slap resounded around the room. Heavy and loud. All the girls gasped — all except for Katya, who was grinning from ear to ear.

Until, that is, she realized that the slap had landed on another boy’s face.

Michael was standing directly in front of the intended victim. He had been sitting on the desk behind and managed to jump between the two boys just in time.

Kaiser’s head tilted from the blow, his face reddening. But that was all. It was as if he’d barely felt it. His towering figure stood firm, unwavering, and his blue eyes, directed at the troublemaker, had a strangeness about them. They looked weirdly deep these days — more like bowls than lenses.

“Wight, dat’s enuff of dat!” Maxim emerged from behind the same desk and charged at the hothead, trying to push him aside. This didn’t come off as easily as he might have liked, but he managed it all the same.

As he was doing so, the teacher came running into the room and looked around...

“What’s going on?”

She saw Michael with a red cheek and his friend Maxim pushing away a boy. She got the picture. Kind of.

“I fell,” Michael said.

“Yes. He’s stupid,” Maxim nodded.

Michael shot him a look, but said nothing.

The conflict was thus defused.

* * *

A secret operation was afoot. Illegal, even. We were standing in a dark corner by the toilet waiting for our dealer.

And here she came.

“Have you bwought it?” I asked.

“Yes.” The teacher looked nervously around and handed us a little bundle. “As we agreed.”

We nodded and went our separate ways — the teacher to carry on working, and Maxim and I to use.

Hiding in the toilet, we unwrapped the little package...

Ha-ha! Candy!

“Maxim, you are a genius!”

“I want a barbewwy one!”

We had stopped two fights, and the teacher had brought us candy. It had actually worked! True, I’d got socked in the face on both occasions, but punches meant impact damage, and I was already adapted to that. I hardly felt a thing.

Yum, this candy was amazing! There were chocolates, and hard candies, and even chewy ones, like gum! Whew! Wouldn’t they make our teeth fall out?

Mmm, we were in heaven!

We divided them equally, of course. I actually had quite a bit less to do than Max. It was he who dragged them off and gave them an earbashing, telling them to cut it out. I just had to stand there and get thumped in the face.

“And what are you doing?”

Peering from around the corner was Katya.

“Aha! Eating candy!” she said, pointing.

“Beat it!”

“I’m gonna tell evewyone that you’re...”

“I’ll tell teacher dat you peek at de boys! Pervert!”

Her green eyes opened wide. She was about to say something when it hit her that we had a pretty damning comeback. She wouldn’t want a rumor like that getting around. Making a nasty face at us, almost snarling, she toddled briskly away.

We should have anticipated that. The little creep.

Anyway, we’d just been confronted with one of the chief nuisances of our little community — and, I guess, of humanity. Katya. And she reminded me of another.

“Maxim.”

“Myeah?” The little pig had stuffed half the candies into his mouth.

“You can’t handle Teodore. And we gotta be de stwongest. What if dair are lots of enemies?”

“Muh-huh!” he nodded, chewing the candies.

“So we need to twain!”

Hmm. It’d been a while since I’d made a new training plan. But doing it with a partner could turn out to be incredibly effective. Not to mention fun.

* * *

Another week later

The young teacher was sitting in the director’s office. Oh, hell. This looked bad.

“Did you think I wouldn’t find out?”

“Excuse me, what...” The girl’s voice trailed off.

“You bought off two boys and literally made them do your work for you!”

“I didn’t buy them off! They suggested it themselves!”

“Er, excuse me?”

The teacher began recounting everything that had happened. The more the director heard, the more her eyes bulged.

“You mean to say that Kaiser has not only built a monopoly on stars, but is also making a profit out of conflicts that he himself is provoking?”

“The second part was Maxim’s idea!” she nodded. “Ma’am, if I may...” Drawing closer, she whispered, “I’m a little scared of the Kaiser boy. He has a kind of adult look on his face. And his eyes have gone all weird. Big as saucers, and unnaturally deep. And he’s smart, but not in a childlike way. Maxim is a sly one for his age, but Kaiser...”

The director frowned. Then she turned to the monitor and started scrolling through the cameras to find those two. There they were. Playing outside.

They were running. Just running. Puffing and spluttering and getting red-faced. But running. Kaiser kept egging his friend on. Maxim was complaining, but he did as he was told. Wait... was this some kind of training session?

The director hit rewind, went back a little. Yes, no doubt about it! It was a workout!

“You can go,” she murmured. “And don’t give them any more candy. It’s bad for them.”

Something had to be done about Kaiser.

* * *

They’d cut off our supplies! Goddamn it, I’d only just discovered my favorite candy — the Caramel Crunch. Not that I could crunch it, but still, give me half an hour or so and I could easily polish it off!

“Grrr!” Max snarled. “De candy girl got watted out!”

“Where did you pick dat up fwom?”

“Fwom de telly.”

Maxim was even angrier than I was. His empire had been destroyed at a stroke! The teacher had just said sorry, it couldn’t go on — and that was that. They were onto us. We offered the same scheme to others, but they waved us away. They obviously knew something too.

Our precious candy up in smoke! Just when I’d trained Maxim up, too. By now he had no trouble at all dealing with the troublemakers.

‘Swarm, when I run, I start pegging out. I’m one year old — I can’t be getting all out of breath like that! Why don’t you adapt?’

‘I don’t judge it a threat to life’

‘Well, judge differently’

‘My programming doesn’t allow it. I can’t change my root behavior — it’s built into me’

‘But I’ll drop dead!’

‘It’s your decision, and you can stop it at any moment. There’s no threat here. My analysis module doesn’t find any’

So, there it was. Our training sessions were just ordinary workouts. My core gave me a speed boost, of course, but without the Swarm they were standard exercise routines.

They’d had a huge effect on Maxim, though — I was making a man out of a monkey! He’d even taken a punch on the face once. Some boy, provoked by Katya, had decided to vent his anger come what may, only to find Maxim holding him back. And it was Maxim who won the day!

I’ve already mentioned that my friend had good motor skills. That had been obvious from the business with the laces. On this occasion he’d dodged the boy’s blow and pushed him away. The boy had fallen and had barely managed to stop himself crying. Then the teacher had arrived.

It was a shame, of course. I’d grown really fond of all that candy. Darn it — happiness was so short-liv...

“I know. Let’s twy another way!” Maxim said.

“Huh?”

* * *

Another week later

The teacher was sitting in the director’s office. Again.

“Was it your idea?” the director asked.

“No!” The poor girl wanted the ground to swallow her up. “It was Maxim again!”

“So you’re claiming...”

“I’m not claiming anything!”

“You are claiming,” the director persisted, “that it was Maxim’s idea to take payment from children in exchange for protection? To get them to bring candy from home so that they wouldn’t get punched in the face when they earned a star? You’re sure it wasn’t you? You can be honest with me. I’d understand if you wanted to make life easier for yourself!”

“I swear, I didn’t say anything!”

“And what camera can I view this moment on? I mean, they must have discussed it somewhere, mustn’t they? There are cameras all over the place.”

“They often... hide in the toilet. That’s where they do all their talking.”

There were no cameras in the toilet. That was the only place, other than the changing room and the swimming pool. But they hadn’t been in the pool yet.

Little devils! If they thought Katya was a nasty piece of work, they should take a good look at themselves! Not content with terrorizing the other children, they were giving the teachers grey hairs now! Poor girls!

“Okay,” the director sighed. “Send them to me.”

* * *

We were sitting in the director’s office.

I had a bad feeling about this.

“I know what you’re up to, gentlemen, so let’s not waste time. I know that you’re taking candy payments from the children. Whose idea was it?”

Maxim and I maintained a united silence. Actually, it had been his idea, but I wasn’t going to say so.

“So you want me to call your parents, I take it?”

“No, please don’t!” I answered immediately.

Maxim looked at me in surprise. I wouldn’t have said anything had it been a month or so later. But... but...

I couldn’t bear it if they called Mom. And she was the one they would call! She was still mad at Dad and Max for almost getting me killed. If she found out about all this too...

No! That mustn’t happen!

“Very well, gentlemen, let’s do it this way,” the director sighed. “From now on, you’re to stop all these shenanigans. I understand that you’re bursting with bright ideas, but think of me as the anti-trust authority,” she smiled. “I said nothing about your group’s little monopoly on stars, Mr Kaiser, but as for receiving candy for them...”

We sighed.

“That’s a step too far. I won’t allow it. Now, off you go. I hope we’ve understood one another.”

Glum-faced, we got up, said goodbye and traipsed out.

That was the end of the candy. We hadn’t kept any in reserve.

Life sucked.

Back in the playroom, we got Oleg out, but we didn’t even feel like playing. I might not have minded, but Maxim was taking it hard. He sat with a grave look on his face. And no wonder — this was the second scheme of his to be brutally snuffed out. It hurt! As our loyal best buddy, Oleg sensed all this. First, he spun around, looking at us, then he crawled up and started cutely butting his head against Max, urging him to play.

I’ll admit, I felt bitter too. I was going crazy for some of that cand...

“I’ve got it!” Maxim said, suddenly coming to life again. “I’ve got an idea.”

“Huh? Again?”

* * *

Two days later

She felt she must be losing her mind. It had to be her imagination, right?

It couldn’t actually be happening.

“We know evwyding about you,” she heard a voice say behind her. “Dair coming for you.”

Turning around, she saw Michael staring directly at her. Not moving, not breathing, not blinking! His deep, not quite human eyes bored into her, as if digging down into her soul! Then he shook his head, blinked and went off to play as if nothing had happened.

The girl felt a chill run down her spine. Her mouth went dry. A feeling of terror came over her.

The next day, Michael was watching her from the other end of the playroom. His tall figure was easily spotted. Once again, his eyes appeared to be staring deep into her soul. Then, as before, he would jerk his head, and it would stop.

The same thing happened the next day.

And outside, by the sandpit.

It would happen unexpectedly. He would be playing as normal, and then suddenly he’d spin around towards her! And if she happened to be close by...

“Your judgment day is nigh. You haven’t bwought an offwing. Wepent, wepent! God is not happy wid you!”

The girl turned around in alarm. Michael walked past as if nothing had happened.

A child couldn’t talk that way! It was impossible! The other children were super smart for their age. They were handpicked, after all. And yes, they said some fancy words, but it was still child talk!

But Kaiser... Kaiser...

He couldn’t have come up with stuff like that!

He’d only just turned one, for Christ’s sake!

Might he be from the Cannibal Society? They’d been in the news a lot lately. There were all sorts of scary stories on the Internet too! They were a dangerous bunch, that was for sure!

“Why don’t you bwing him an offwing?” asked Maxim, suddenly appearing at her side one day.

Already pale-faced, the girl turned around.

“T-to whom?”

“Kaiser. Do you fink he let me be his fwend for nuffing? He... He aks for offwings!”

“What kind of offerings? What does he want?”

Here it came.

“Candies. Especially barbewwy ones. You took them away and made him angwy.”

* * *

I was at home in my room. Doing some simulation training.

The boy who threw the punch at me. How could I have avoided it? Perhaps if I came up from the side and...

Yes, that did it!

‘Again!’ I commanded the Swarm, restarting the simulation.

I bent my elbow to parry my opponent’s punch and then, using the same elbow as a kind of lever, struck him in the jaw. Wham!

Bend, parry, strike!

‘Ha! Did you see how smoothly that came off?’

‘Naturally’

‘Three moves. Pow-pow-pow!’ I swiped at the air. ‘I think I’ve earned myself a reward!’

Delving under my pillow, I took out one of my beloved Caramel Crunches and started rolling it around in my mouth.

Ooh, that was good...

I was at home. I was training. And I was eating candies.

Life was sweet!

I must say, though, Maxim was one crazy nutcase. He’d do anything for candy. He’d become president and put a tax on barberry candies — ninety percent for the top man, the rest for the people.

True, it had meant traumatizing the poor teacher, but then she shouldn’t have screwed with us like that — first bringing us sweets, then calling the whole deal off. Tut-tut!

At first, the idea had struck me as total horsesh... um, let’s say extravagant. But Maxim told me he’d been keeping a close eye on things that went on and the way people looked at me, and he knew that the teacher had been frightened of me since that day she came in to find me drooling.

The plan had been simple — to pile pressure on the young woman. Since the director had said that getting candy for stars was a no-no, we’d take the stars out of the equation. We just had to think how.

We hit on something. No one liked to get fired, especially from an elite preschool like ours. The pay there was pretty good!

“Want dis?” I offered the kitten a candy.

He sniffed it, swiped it with his paw, knocking it to the floor, then jumped down and started to play with it. Funny little guy. Pitiful to look at. But funny. We hadn’t given him a name yet. Mom had suggested Lucifer, but Dad was kind of against it.

I didn’t know why Mom didn’t like the kitten. Didn’t she like bald creatures?

‘Swarm, where is my hair, then?’

‘Soon’

‘You keep saying that!’

‘Real soon’

I sighed, fumbled under my pillow, retrieved the egg and started turning it around in my hands. It had to be a snake’s, if anything. I handled it every day, feeding it gradually. As far as I could tell, it was still alive.

What a lot of fun I was having! All sorts going on at preschool, and eggs and kittens at home. I’d had a bright start to my second year, and that’s without mentioning the unforgettable excursion to Egypt.

I hid the egg in my pocket and went into the living room. We’d be eating soon.

Dad was watching television. An action movie? Shame they were no use to me.

‘Swarm, could you simulate a situation from the movie?’

‘I get information from your brain. And your brain can’t recreate depth and space from a flat movie scene’

Yes. I’d tried recording duels from TV shows and movies, but it was no good — the Swarm could only simulate stuff I’d seen with my own eyes. And it certainly couldn’t invent things — I’d known that for a while.

I started looking around for something to do. Apart from the kitten, who was busy biting Mom’s ankles in the kitchen, I didn’t see much. Hmm...

Maybe I could snatch her phone? Nah, she’d notice. She never parted with it! But what a goldmine of information it could be! The world wide web. And so many books! If I could just have half an hour to scroll through stuff...

I’d even tried to ask, but the folks were strict on this point. It was too early. I might look about four, but the fact was I’d only just turned one. For now, it was off limits.

They were strict with candy, too. That was down to Dad. He was the family’s healthy eating expert, and he didn’t eat anything sweet at all.

Feeling bored, I jumped off the couch and went to the kitchen. Mom looked at me and frowned.

“What?” I said.

“Are you eating a candy?” she whispered.

“Yes...”

“Give me one, and I won’t tell your dad.”

Rolling my eyes, I fumbled in my pocket. A Caramel Crunch was all I could find. I handed over the bribe with tears in my eyes.

“Oh, my favorite!” Mom said, starting to munch on it with a satisfied smile.

MINE TOO, MOM!

What kind of family was this? You wouldn’t find me manipulating others for my own benefit — not on your life!

Clearly, my family didn’t love me. It was time I left.

‘Kitty, kill!’ I picked the kitten up and threw it at Mom.

“MI-A-A-OW!” With infernal cries it stretched out its claws and flew at her. A fight ensued, but by that time I was on my way back to my room.

For all its flaws, the family idyll was a wonderful thing. I loved life! May this tranquil existence last forev...

‘User. Your great-grandmother’s amulet has activated’

I took it out of my pocket. It had turned warm and started to buzz.

The amulet that protected its holder from evil had activated.

“Sweetheart, don’t forget we’ve got the tea party at the mansion in a couple of days!”

MOM, I’VE GOT OTHER THINGS ON MY MIND RIGHT NOW!


Chapter 18

‘WHERE, WHERE’S IT COMING from?’ I twisted my head around. ‘Swarm, analysis!’

‘It’s an artefact. How would I connect to it?’

I looked at the amulet. The claw had started to tremble almost imperceptibly. Hey, what the hell? Quit vibrating — you’re not in silent mode!

It had clearly activated, and if an artefact ‘against evil’ activates, you should probably take heed! Only, where was the evil? In the house? Outside? In me? No, that couldn’t be it. If it had been in me, it would have fallen to bits as soon as I put it on.

In the house? Or...

‘Outside?’ I switched the light off and ran to the window.

Was there something out there?

I looked out. It was dark. Late evening. Streetlamps were glowing. The street looked empty. A bit dark and creepy, but basically an ordinary nocturnal street. Nothing in partic...

‘I noticed a movement’

‘Yeah, me too’

It was only thanks to my wide visual field that I spotted a person standing there in the shadows. Whoever it was had clearly seen me looking out and was now waiting for me to go away. He naïvely assumed, however, that I hadn’t noticed him, because I was looking straight ahead.

But I didn’t need to turn my head.

‘Okay...’ I decided to play along and close the curtains.

Common sense was telling me to run and tell my parents, while my gut wanted mystery and adventure. I chose the latter. If something went wrong, I’d blame Max. It worked for Dad, so why not for me?

Taking the amulet out of my pocket, I watched and waited...

Aha! The amulet started to heat up and buzz even more, meaning the figure was getting closer! It’d come out of the shadow, so now it should be under the streetlamp. Ha-ha, come to daddy!

Carefully moving one curtain aside, I looked out of the window.

Ha! Got you, you dirty... you dirty...

Standing there was a woman in a sumptuous white, lace-frilled dress and white fishnet gloves. She wore a porcelain mask which left the lower part of her face uncovered. Her lips were bright red.

Huh?

She was proceeding slowly and gracefully through the darkness holding an opened fan in one hand. Like some girl from the past. Like from a picture! It was beautiful. She had a pleasant appear...

She turned towards me.

‘Oh, heck!’

Our gazes met. Oh, dear God! The lady’s red lips spread into a smile, revealing white teeth. Then she raised her hand and waved her fingers at me, as friendly as you like.

‘YIKES!’

I quickly hid. What was going on? How had she recognized me? And what was with that outfit, and that mask? Like some kind of Venetian aristocrat. Wake up, lady, this is Russia!

Still breathing heavily, I got the amulet out again. It had calmed down. She must have gone.

I peeped out through the curtains again. This time there was no one there. She’d gone. The amulet confirmed it.

‘Swarm, if you find even the slightest match, let me know!’

‘Got it’

Whew! She might have been a fine-looking lady, and that was one snazzy outfit she’d been wearing, but for some reason I’d been shitting myself. Figuratively speaking. Screw it, I’d go and tell the folks after all.

“Mom, Dad,” I said, going up to them. “Dair was a lady outside waving to me...”

They turned slowly around.

“Huh?”

I didn’t like how much dark shit there was in this world. What the hell did all this mean?

* * *

At the same time

The woman in white was proceeding softly through the city’s dark streets. She was in excellent spirits, which were raised even further by the anticipation of the celebration and feast that awaited.

“Ma’am, where have you been?” Just as he reached a corner, she was met by a tall man in a black suit and a similar mask.

“I got held up. I saw such a beautiful, curious-faced boy back there! Such a sweet-looking thing. I’d love to gobble him up, ha-ha!” She gave a loud laugh. “Shame we can’t get hold of him. It would have made tomorrow’s feast all the more interesting! Anyway, about that. Is everything ready?”

“Yes. The estate is ready.”

“You’re sure?”

“No one will think of looking there. They’ll all be busy.”

“Splendid.” The woman smiled, hiding her bloodied mouth with her fan. “May the feast commence, Fitzgerald.”

“May the feast commence, ma’am.”

Just then, the woman thought she spied, from the corner of her eye, a little rabbit. An ordinary, white rabbit. Frowning, she turned around, but there was no one there.

It really was a strange city.

Had someone been following them? Ha! Interesting!

* * *

I’d been forbidden to talk to strange women. Not that I had any such plans. What did I need women for? I had Oleg. He was way more interesting.

My parents got seriously worried when I mentioned the amulet. Plus the fact that the lady had seen me in the dark window and waved to me. And smiled at me with those lovely red lips. In different circumstances I might have been delighted to have a woman show me so much interest, but right now... not especially.

Anyway, I would be sure to keep the amulet with me at all times. I’d never forget it. Never!

Oh, and they told me not to stray far from the preschool.

“Huh, I wish a pwitty lady would touch me...”

“Easy, Maxim,” I sighed.

My bad for telling the nincompoop.

“Michael, Theodore, Katya, and Maxim, could I see you for a minute?”

A teacher had suddenly appeared and called out specifically our four names. We glanced at each other warily. Was it just me, or had Theodore gone quiet of late? It was a little suspicious. It seemed highly unlikely that a little creep like that would suddenly turn normal. Not in the environment he was growing up in!

As for Katya...

“Muh!” She put her tongue out at me as soon as she caught my eye.

Well, no change there.

Theodore was standing to one side and frowning at the exchanges between me and Katya. What was eating him? Was it me he was looking at, or the green-eyed stinker?

“Right, I’ll have no messing about, please. This is serious!” the teacher said. Today you are all invited to a tea party as representatives of your groups. Or had you forgotten?”

I was puzzled.

“I fort it was de childwen wid de most stars,” I said, raising my hand.

“That’s right. But the Sinitsins and the Saltykovs are the main sponsors of our preschool, so they’re invited too.”

I looked at them again. Theodore threw his head back, a haughty grin on his face. Katya put her tongue out again, eliciting another frown from Theodore.

I was going to wring that girl’s neck one of these days. Why did she have to bug me all the time?

Only Maxim stood unperturbed. Probably because he had a candy in his mouth and didn’t want to get found out. You could tell from his face that either he’d pooped his pants, or he was hiding something. He’d never make a spy, that one.

He was also in the top set, by the way. About sixth place. We were the only two from our group.

“What will be dair?”

“Pleasant company, high society, and prizes.”

“Oh. What pwizes?”

“Magic books.”

I felt my butt clench.

YOU’RE KIDDING? Well, I guess I’d better go then.

“That’s all. Please don’t forget! If you don’t have suits to wear, we’ll provide them. I realize that not everyone has the time or inclination to think about dress codes. Now, you can go back to what you were doing.”

We thanked the teacher and went off.

Katya and Theodore immediately fell into a discussion, while Maxim and I went back to our robots.

“Tea party? What do we do dair?” he asked.

“Dwink tea.”

“Wid candy?”

“Yeah, wid candy.”

A big smile broke out over his face. Meanwhile, I was filled with misgivings.

* * *

“Wow!” I exclaimed, throwing my arms up. “Mom, you look so bootiful!”

Mom was wearing a pretty white dress with open shoulders. She’d put on earrings, too, and was busy tying a ribbon in her hair. The dress looked classy, with lace frills and everything!

She looked an absolute picture.

“Heh-heh, thanks, you little suck-up,” she said, smiling.

Dad was standing in the hallway, observing these goings-on in quiet contemplation. He said softly:

“Don’t take that off tonight.”

Mom just smiled contentedly.

Huh? What was all that about?

“Why?” I asked, jerking the dress. “Why not take it off? Why, why? Mom, why? Uh? Why? Why tonight? What about me? Why not take it off?”

Ignoring my questions, they kept smiling and winking at each other. Grrr, so they had secrets, did they? Well in that case, I wouldn’t tell them... something.

We said goodbye to my father and went out to the car. It had been laid on specially! A black one, really fancy.

The suit had come the day before. It even had a waistcoat. When my folks saw it, their jaws dropped.

“That is for a one-year-old?!”

I was a VIP now. In a suit. With a bow tie!

“Have you got the amulet with you, sweetheart?” Mom asked.

“Of course.”

“Clever boy.”

I patted my pockets. Yes, it was there. I could relax.

In the parking lot there were limousines and luxury cars galore. Even one without a roof. A bright yellow one. Its doors even opened upwards. That was crazy. Why upwards? And where was the roof? What kind of idiot drove a thing like...

Oh, that figured. Out climbed Maxim.

“Where you get so much money fwom?” I asked, accosting him.

“From Mom.”

He was followed out by a woman. Maxim’s mother. It was the first time I’d laid eyes on her. Brown-haired and blue-eyed, she wore a sparkly black dress. Having emerged from the strange car, she handed the keys to an attendant and came over to us.

“Hello — are you Michael? I’ve heard a lot about you.” She gave a slight bow. “And you’re...”

“Anna. His mom.”

“Ha-ha, well, we’re all moms here, that’s all there’ll be,” she smiled and returned the bow. “Anastasia.”

Mom lifted the hems of her dress and bent one knee in an elegant curtsy. What was with all these manners? How did my mother know all this? What had she done with my real mom — the one who laughed her head off at jokes about Jews?

Anyway, perhaps we should, ahem, proceed to the manor?

By the way, I forgot to mention this shindig was for women and children only. That was because it was a tea party, and the aristocracy didn’t approve of men attending such events. Well, grown-up men at least. Little ones were allowed.

‘Oh, I’ve got a bad feeling about this.’ I squeezed the pocket where I kept my amulet.

“Look, a wabbit!” Maxim suddenly shouted.

We turned to where his finger was pointing — and saw nothing. No rabbit.

Either my friend was seeing things, or some serious devilry was afoot in the magic world.

* * *

A tea party doesn’t have a beginning. You just turn up and drink tea. It’s impossible to be late, unless you come just as it’s winding up.

So when we entered the huge, three-story manor house with the enormous chandelier in the main hall, there were already a lot of women there, chattering and giggling for all they were worth. There were a lot of children, too. It was surprising that the estate allowed such a thing, given how much money must have been spent just on that big stone fireplace or those vast carpets.

We sat down at one of the tables. Someone brought us tea. We drank.

And drank.

Then drank a little more.

“It’s a little dull, here,” Maxim’s mom murmured.

“It is a bit,” sighed mine.

Twenty minutes had passed. We were getting fed up.

Hmm...

There weren’t even any candies. What a bummer! Well, they were bad for you, weren’t they? Children shouldn’t be given such things. So there was nothing but harmless weak tea.

We’d seen Katya and her mother back when we came in. But we had no desire to play with them or talk to them. They were snakes, the pair of them! They’d no sooner seen us than they started to coil themselves around us and ooze their poison. Even the plunging neckline exposing the mother’s ample bosom couldn’t make up for the vileness of her character — although grown-up males might have taken issue with me on that point.

But where was Theodore?

“Shall we go and play?” Maxim suggested.

It should be okay, I guessed. I had the amulet to warn me of anything untoward. So far, everything seemed okay.

I looked at Mom. She looked at her new friend.

“Let them play. There’s another half an hour until the awards are given out. They’ve gone all green, poor things. In the meantime, Anna, tell me how that hair of yours comes to be so silky!”

“Oh, ha-ha... that’s down to a charm my grandma put on it. When I was a child...”

In short, they started talking about women’s stuff. Max and I jumped down from our chairs and went to nosy around.

There were paintings. Even a couple of statues. We weren’t allowed up to the second floor. Meh.

“Dey say he’s a collector! The owner of de house,” Maxim nodded.

Well, he was from the rich crowd, so he might well have heard all this.

“Let’s play hide and seek!” he suggested.

I liked the idea. Even the ground floor was crazily huge. And I had to do something to fill the next twenty minutes. It wasn’t like I could start boxing with the Swarm.

“You seek!” Maxim tapped me on the shoulder, ran off, tripped over a rug and fell flat on his face.

I walked up and touched him. “I win.”

It was my turn.

‘Swarm, lead me somewhere we haven’t been’

‘Go right’

Heh-heh, he’d have a job finding me in this place. I ran off while Max was getting up and battling with the rug. The other children paid no attention to me. There were lots of them running around, and the staff were busy attending to the adults.

Whoa — I certainly hadn’t been here before! There were even more paintings. Who was depicted in them? The owner’s family? They reminded me a bit of Theodore, actually. Could it be another branch of the same family? Same blond manes.

As I walked along a dim corridor, it struck me at a certain point that there was no one around.

The carpets muffled my footsteps, the sound of merriment was growing distant behind me, and I was alone in some remote corridor lined with statues and pedestals. Where on earth was I?

I began looking around.

Hey, a bronze dagger! It was behind glass, unfortunately, so I couldn’t pinch it.

And what was this? Chainmail? Why did it have to be so damn heavy? Grrr!

‘Isn’t there anything here I can pinch?’ I thought crossly. ‘Whoa, what’s that?’

A mask. Made of paper, by the look of it. Light, but very detailed. What was it — a goat? Some kind of creepy horned animal. Sullen-faced. Unpleasant. Not the cute little goat you’d see in a children’s book.

Hmm, it kind of reminded me...

Thud.

I’d tripped over something. Uh, what was it? Ah, there was a ripple in the carpet. It was so dark here, there was no way of noticing it from a distance.

My foot caught against the pedestal, I stumbled, and my elbow flew out at full force.

The mask started to tilt backwards.

“Oh, shit!”

I stretched my arm out to try to steady it, but I was too late. Crash! The stand broke into bits, and the mask flew off.

“What’s going on here?” came a security guard’s voice. “What’s that noise?”

I looked around, panic-stricken. I was for it now! Argh! Mom would crucify me! What had I gone and done?!

I had to do something. Er... Er...

I quickly pocketed the glass fragments, put the mask over my head and ran off as fast as my legs would carry me. The stand was just ordinary glass, and I’d return the mask. Later. If I did it now, I’d get yelled at, and the party would be spoiled. Whereas later, no one would give a damn.

I promise I’ll return it! Eventually! Just please give me a book!

I darted through the first door that led outside and sprinted over to some bushes. There, I dumped the glass fragments.

My heart was pounding. It was impossible to breathe under this damn thing!

I listened out. Someone ran past along the corridor, but they didn’t follow me out. Whew! That was a close call...

“Phew!”

Once I got my breath back, I’d go and put it back. I’d just leave it there. Someone would find it already broken. Nothing to do with me. Book please!

No sooner had I emerged from the bushes, however, than a girl’s voice suddenly rang out.

“Hey, who’s that hiding there?”

I turned around and almost jumped out of my skin. “Aah!”

The girl was about my height. She was wearing a little white dress, and over it a windcheater with a hood that was pulled over her head. But the main thing, the thing that had nearly made me shit myself, was the fluffy white rabbit mask. With huge ears and a little rabbit face.

Imagine! I turned around, and there before me was a rabbit as tall as me! I was totally freaked out.

What was going on?

“Oh, you wear masks, too!” she said. “Ha-ha, it’s fun, isn’t it?”

“Huh?” I touched my face. “Oh, it just happened. Accidentawy.”

“You accidentally put on a scary horned mask?”

She tilted her head, and her big, fluffy years dropped to one side. What the hell? It was quite cute, actually.

Well, it was definitely a child, and no doubt one of the billion others. Was she playing too?

Strange games, these!

“People don’t wear masks ‘accidentally’, silly boy. Everyone wears them. All the time.” I could tell she was smiling under her mask.

“Dat’s stupid. Wear a mask all de time? You’d get bored.”

“Ha-ha-ha!” She had a pleasant, ringing laugh. “Oh, ha-ha-ha, you are funny! Everyone wears them. Every day! Everyone wants to appear different than they really are. Well, you should know... Michael.”

Well, well. One of the children at this tea party turned out to be seriously smart.

“Do I know you?” I asked.

“Maybe you do. Maybe you don’t. That’s the point of masks. Anyone can be whoever they like!” She bowed playfully. “You can too. Pretty cool, don’t you agree?”

“Well, we must have met,” I said. “Who are you?”

“Who do you see?” Straightening, she gripped the hems of her dress and twirled herself around.

“Well,” I said, watching. “I see a Wabbit.”

“Well, then, I’m a Rabbit.”

I sighed, realizing that she wasn’t going to tell me her name.

This was insane. Where had she sprung from? The amulet hadn’t buzzed, though, so I supposed I must be safe.

Strange girl. Strange mask. Strange Rabbit. Funny ears. How did she speak so well? She was only little, three years old max, but she talked like a grown-up.

Who was it under the mask? Katya? I couldn’t see the hair! But anyway, it wasn’t the right dress.

“As for you... hmm...” She cocked her head and walked around me with a musing expression. “I don’t know. What is it? A goat? That would be cool. But you’re not a goat. You’re another animal. Hmm... A kitten? No. You’re not a Cat. Hmm...”

“A goat’s not cool.”

“Don’t be so sure! The image of Satan is a man with a goat’s head. Can’t get cooler than that. Goats are scary. But you’re not a goat. Hmm... this is interesting! You’re a curious boy, ha-ha! Well, until we’ve worked it out, you can be all of them. Today, you’re Cat!”

I glanced at her. All this time there had been one question preying on my mind. Not whether she was a nutcase, or where the hell she’d popped up from. But another.

“How do you talk so well?” I asked.

“My teeth came early. After that, I learned straight away.” She smiled. “Okay, I’m off! See you around, Cat!”

“Huh? Wait, where are you going?”

I almost ran after her. I was intrigued. Hell, I’d got really into that game! I liked her strange, clever chatter, her funny, fluffy mask and her cute little voice.

She turned around and looked at me with an air of surprise. Probably. Because of the mask and the hood, I could see neither her eyes, nor her hair. But her silent gaze suggested surprise. She stood still.

Then she spoke again:

“Oh, really? Ha-ha, I’m so glad! You’re so lovely! But there are people looking for me. I’ll see you around!” She waved and turned around again. “I don’t like this place,” she said, lowering her voice. “There are bad people. Wearing false masks. Brutes.”

She vanished around a corner. Hey, stop, I need answers!

I went straight after her, looked around the corner, but there was no sign of her. All I saw was an open window. There was no one there.

What the...

She was a mage! That cute little girl was already a mage, too! Either that or I was going crazy. And she clearly knew who I was.

Suddenly, I wanted nothing more than to get the hell out of there and go home. Books be damned. At that moment, I was overcome with such a horrible feeling that I just wanted to get away as quickly as possible and...

“And who do we have here? A little child, all on his own.”

It was a woman’s voice, smooth and melodious. It came from right behind me.

Wait a moment...

A chill went down my spine. My whole being howled danger, and the faint rasp in the woman’s voice spelled nothing good.

Slowly, I turned around. Before me stood a woman in a white, aristocratic dress and a white mask with a hole for the mouth. She had bright red lips.

‘Is it her?’

‘Yes. Same mole’

“Oh!” The woman quickly put the fan over her mouth. “I don’t recall them saying there’d be two of you. I say, Fitzgerald!” She waved to someone.

I heard footsteps behind me. Turning around, I saw a man in a black suit. He, too, was wearing a mask with a mouth hole.

“Do we have two novices, then?” she asked.

“That’s not what I was told,” he shrugged.

I heard more footsteps. Two figures stepped out of the darkness. In masks.

There was a rustling in the bushes. I saw a woman emerge from behind them. In a mask.

From around the corner appeared a man, well over six feet tall. In a mask.

My heart was pounding. Sweat was trickling down my back, and my hands had gone cold. I could barely conceal my trembling, my rapid breaths. Panic almost got the better of me.

Why hadn’t the amulet activated? Why did these people reek so strongly of blood?

“What are you doing here, little boy? Are you with them...” — she bent down, her broad smile exposing sharp white teeth — “or with us?”

I searched around with my eyes. Even my wide field of vision couldn’t help me find a way out! Making a run for it was out of the question. I wouldn’t make it. I was surrounded. There was no escape! Nor was there any point in trying to alert the security guards. They must have noticed these people. And if they hadn’t raised the alarm, they must be on their side!

The only people who could help me were inside the house, but I just couldn’t get there.

“I’m wid you. I’m de second one.”

* * *

News Bulletin on Imperial One!

We have an alarming announcement to make.

The Cannibal Society is real. The group’s entire cell in New Kaliningrad has just been detained. In view of this development, work on the ‘Between Sky and Earth’ project has been significantly expedited and will be completed in the next few days.

Until then, remain alert. These are dangerous people.


Chapter 19

“HMM, ANOTHER CHILD?” she looked me in the eyes. “Perhaps you’re lying to me, little boy?”

I didn’t show any fear. Now wasn’t the time. There never was a time, in fact, but now, when it would give away my deception, keeping it hidden was more important than ever.

The masked people crowded around me, observing me closely. There was no way out of here. I couldn’t even make a bolt towards the window — I just wouldn’t manage to squeeze through them all. And it was no use calling security — they were obviously aware of what was going on.

“Can you tell me who the second one is, then? You must know each other. You would have been selected together. You must be acquainted.” She was almost hissing as she spoke.

The second boy.

Who did I know who was meant to be here but was the only one I hadn’t seen among the other children?

“Teodore.”

“Ha-ha, yes indeed! He even knows his real name. They must be good friends!” She clapped her hands, opened her fan and laughed out loud.

My tension immediately eased.

“All right, Little Goat, let’s make a move. We’ll be starting soon.”

The crowd started off... away from the house. Not towards it, or around it, but deeper into the grounds. Shit... oh, shit! Behind me, two of them stood and waited for me to follow.

I had to go. I had to keep going until I could work out a way to escape.

Damn it all! Why hadn’t the amulet worked? It’d already warned me about that white lady once!

I stuck my hand in my pocket and felt for the pendant. It was there! The amulet was in my pocket. So why had it...

‘What the...’

But then I took it out... and found only fragments. The amulet had broken and crumbled into bits.

“How old are you, little boy?” asked the woman.

“Four.”

“Really? A little older than the other one. Still just a little boy, though. And quite right! It’s important to start early.”

I looked around. No. No opportunities yet.

A terrible feeling of gloom suddenly fell upon me. We were heading deep into the grounds. It was dark and rather cold. I was frightened. Meanwhile, back inside the house were Mom, friendly faces, and safety.

I wanted to go back.

‘Pull yourself together! This is no time to die. You’re only one!’

“How are you going to eat!” asked the woman in white. “Your mouth is covered.”

“I’ll manage.”

“What a serious little fellow you are! Okay, okay, I’ll lay off.” She was exceedingly cheerful and clearly delighted about the whole situation.

We carried on further and eventually came up a small garage. The woman tapped out some sort of tune on the door, which duly opened. Inside were another two people wearing masks and costumes.

“Who’s this?” They nodded at me.

“A new recruit!”

“A second one?”

“They do grow up quickly, don’t they!” She clasped her hands to her chest in delight.

The others glanced at me quizzically. But then they moved aside, revealing a spiral staircase leading underground.

Oh, hell!

I looked around again. Definitely no escape. What was I expecting, anyway? I just had to go with it. From what I could tell, as long as they didn’t find me out, they wouldn’t kill me. And these people were killers, right? That was certainly my impression.

So I carried on. We proceeded down the staircase, which wasn’t easy with my short little legs, but the masked people gave me time and waited patiently. How very thoughtful of them!

We came down to a small underground corridor. It looked very civilized for an underground space. The place was obviously well looked after. It was well lit and there wasn’t a speck of dust in sight.

But nothing could have prepared me for what came next.

‘What the...’ My eyes gaped in astonishment.

Remember the main hall in the manor with over a hundred people milling around? This was exactly the same, only underground.

It was an enormous round hall with a spherical roof. The whole space was illuminated by a golden chandelier, and tables formed a circle all the way around. Right in the middle of the hall there was a hollow in the ground — a sort of pit with steps leading down into it. Inside the pit stood a blood-soaked table and some kind of statue.

A huge stone idol.

‘I’m done for’

“Impressive, isn’t it? Building something like this beneath a house,” the woman said, turning to me. “It’s just as they say, isn’t it? The best place to hide something is right under people’s noses. They’ll never think of looking there. Ha-ha!”

I didn’t even feel fear anymore. I was so awestricken that there was no room in my head to feel anything else.

I didn’t get how you could knock together a gigantic colosseum under a house! Did no one even suspect anything? Also, how could these people have believed that crap about me being the second novice? Simple human error? Or perhaps they themselves didn’t know who was and wasn’t supposed to be here.

‘Swarm, make a note of all this. Someone obviously needs to have their ass thrown in jail’

No one paid any attention to our arrival. Everyone went on chatting among themselves. By which I mean about a hundred grown-ups, all in masks. The place was heaving! Women in dresses, men in suits, and all in different masks. They were seated at the table, making small talk. They were also waiting for food to be served, judging by the empty white plates in front of them.

It had to be them, didn’t it? The Cannibal Society. They were always being talked about on Imperial Channel One. Shit.

“In you go. It hasn't started yet.” The woman gently nudged my shoulder.

‘WHAT? What exactly was about to start?’

Things were getting really scary now.

Look for a way out, I urged myself. There had to be one somewhere. There had to be a way of getting out of here alive!

The woman sat down at the table. I sat next to her and looked around.

I spotted him. Another little guy in a mask with a mouth hole was sitting at the other end of the table, literally opposite me. He was sitting stock-still and staring blankly ahead of him. Clearly very nervous.

Theodore, what the hell are you doing here?

He was afraid. I could tell that from his body language. He’d been forced to come to this place, and I was more than certain that his father was here too.

“Ladies and gentlemen!” A minute or two later, when everyone was seated, another masked man, tall and probably elderly, stood up in the middle of the hall. “I’d like to welcome you all to our feast. Thank you for taking the time to attend one of our now vanishingly rare gatherings! To begin, let’s have a round of applause for the person who has provided us with the venue!”

Everyone clapped. I had no option but to do the same.

“And now, let us delay no further, since we do, after all, have limited time. The dishes, please!”

Emerging from various side entrances came people pushing service trolleys on which there were piles of covered plates. The process began of distributing them to the guests. Some classical music started up, and people resumed their casual banter.

I felt my tension rising.

Dishes? What kind of dishes?

My breathing was getting quicker. My heart was pounding. Come on, breathe. One... Two. In... And out.

Since there weren’t many waiters, it would take some time for them to serve everyone. I had to find the right moment!

“Shall we have a chat, little boy? You strike me as a very grown-up and interesting young man!” Once again, I heard the velvety tones of the woman in white.

That was the last thing I wanted! But if I told her to leave me alone, it would arouse suspicion, since everyone here seemed pretty talkative. No, I would have to answer her questions and look around at the same time. Multi-tasking. Hopefully, all that training and trying to open two streams of consciousness would pay off!

“Well, all wight.”

“What’s your name?” Resting her chin on her hand, she gazed at me attentively with her bright blue eyes.

“Are we allowed to say names?”

“If you want to.”

“I don’t want to. I don’t know you. My mom said not to talk to ladies I don’t know.”

“Ha-ha-ha!” she laughed. “And she’s absolutely right! Well, in that case, we’d better to get to know each other a bit better, mm?”

I swallowed nervously. I didn’t like her insistent manner. Or the fact that I couldn't see any way out of this grim situation. By now, half the plates had been handed out. Come on, think faster! If the plates had what I thought they had on them, I’d be a goner for sure!

“Where is your mom? Is she here?”

“She’s... not involved.”

“Oh, I understand. It’s the same for Theodore. Only his father is here. I don’t have anyone either. At all.” She heaved a histrionic sigh.

“No one at all? No man?”

“I’m a widow. A lonely woman who has lost her husband,” she lamented. “He went missing in a dark alley, never to be found...”

“My... condolences.”

“Ha-ha! Thank you, sweetie! But there’s no need. You see, very conveniently, he included me in his will, while cutting his brothers and sisters out of it. I was very charming during the three months we were married.” She gave a wink.

I felt goosebumps down my spine. Not only because she kept on staring at me the whole time, but also because she really was charming. The pleasant, velvety voice. The perfect elocution. The beautiful dress. The bright eyes and lips set against her black hair.

It seemed her beauty was distracting me from looking for a way out.

“I noticed you look at my dress a lot. Do you like it? I made it myself. It’s my own design.”

“It’s like from de old times. I never saw one like dat.”

“Really?” She smiled and bent her head a little closer. “Well, that’s because you’ve never come across a designer with good taste.”

Her warm breath brushed my ear, and the quiet, purring voice sent a new wave of goosebumps down my spine.

“Listen, would you let me steal you? Keep you for myself. You’re such a sweetie...”

My heart skipped a beat.

What? Steal me? Meaning... abduct me and not let me go?

Shit. My mom didn’t even know that her son might be about to die right under her feet. That people wanted to kidnap him. Or rather, had already kidnapped him. She didn’t know that her son had been captured by a bunch of freaky cannibals!

Here was I, sitting a few hundred yards away from her. Underground. And I might be about to die.

“I mean, we’ve already been a tad naughty, you and I. So why not go all the way? I’ve come to think that the best, most loved husband would be one you’ve nurtured yourself. A man who is perfectly attuned to your tastes. And I need look no further,” she added, bending her head even closer. Her mouth broke into a wide smile, exposing sharp teeth.

“Is it all wight to walk awound? I want to look at... evwyding.”

“Mm? Oh, yes, of course,” she smiled. It’ll take these slow coaches at least another ten minutes to get to us. We’re the furthest away. But do come back!

Jumping down off the chair, I walked off under the attentive, unrelenting gaze of the lady in white. I didn’t know where I was heading. I just wanted to get as far away as possible from her.

I had to get out of this place.

So I thought up a Plan B.

‘Swarm, display a semi-transparent projection of the seal that Max used to excavate the pit in Egypt’

A seal lit up on the ground in front of me. Since this was a cave, albeit a very neat and tidy one, there were bits of stone here and there that would do very nicely for drawing on the floor.

And I was a champion at tracing outlines.

‘I hasten to advise that you will very likely have insufficient energy to carry out your plan. You just won’t have enough strength to blow up stone’

‘Ah, damn it!’ I huffed as I began to sketch the second circle at a distance from the first. ‘You can read my thoughts, can’t you? Could it work, what I have in mind right now?’

‘Yes. But I advise you to avoid this eventuality if possible. It’s very dangerous’

These masked zealots are even more dangerous, Swarm.

Pretending to examine the cave and my surroundings, I crouched down in obscure spots and drew seals. I’d already done three of the eight I needed, which had to form a circle. Somehow, despite my obvious nervousness, I was getting it done! There were some surprisingly soft-hearted people among this crowd, who found it endearing to watch a child at play.

“Ah, children will always be children. Even amongst us,” some man said, smiling.

“Little darlings.”

Thanks a lot! Shame you’re the ones about to dismember me!

‘Faster, faster!’ I went on drawing.

It wasn’t chalk, so the lines came out thin and hardly noticeable. Also, thanks to the tall, round table, those who had seen me drawing in one place didn’t see me in another. My plan was working!

I’m going to make it! I won’t let you kill me, you bastards! And I won’t let that woman take me away!

“It’s time you sat down, little boy. Nearly everyone has now been served.” The voice I heard sounded familiar.

I turned around. Theodore. Both of them. The little one I recognized by his height, the elder one by his voice. They were both staring at me fixedly, observing my every move.

I drew a final line, and another circle was ready.

“I was playing. Sowwy.”

“That’s all right,” Theodore Senior smiled. “Now go and sit down. Don’t hold things up. You little ones have the initiation to go through.”

Initiation?! Go fuck yourself!

Hurrying off towards my seat, I stopped on the way to draw the last circle. By now, all the plates had been handed out and everyone was looking at me. They were getting impatient.

“Hey, kid, quit messing around!”

“Go and sit down!”

“Stop holding us up. We’re hungry!”

This was bad. Very bad. I had to finish the last circle!

“Just a minute!”

“Get a move on! You can play later!” a man’s voice roared.

“One second.”

“Stop tormenting us!” a woman cried out.

The restlessness was building. Nearly done. Just a little more! Just...

“Get back to your place right now!”

“Coming!” Exhaling sharply, I sprang up and ran back to my seat.

I glanced around at the people who’d been yelling. I’d never seen eyes filled with such venom...

These people were deranged. Wacko. If they’d nearly torn me to shreds just for delaying their dinner, what would they do when they found out the whole truth?

There’d be nothing left of me.

“You really mustn’t hold up such big and rare meetings, little man,” the lady in white said, shaking her head.

“Sowwy.”

“Never mind. Now, my dear, off you go into the middle.”

“Huh?”

“The initiation.”

I looked towards the center of the hall and saw Theodore making his way there. Looking around, I realized that I was expected to do the same.

‘Swarm, is the Idol showing any signs?’

‘Not yet’

Sliding down from my chair, I walked around the table. Everyone was watching me attentively. I descended the steps into the pit. The blood on the stone table was dry. The last kill had been a long time ago.

‘I don’t sense anything from the Idol. Just stone’

Jeez, was it really nothing but stone these loonies prayed to? And I had to go through hell just for that?

“And now, let us please welcome the two newest members of our Society! Representing a young, growing generation of people who fully appreciate our tastes!”

Everyone applauded. The woman in white was watching me and looked very pleased, even proud.

I stood next to Theodore, who looked at me closely, clearly glad not to be standing here on his own. Had he recognized me? It was doubtful. My horned mask covered my whole face. He just blew out a relieved sigh at not having to suffer and tremble alone.

Why’d they have to drag him into all this?

“Now, gentlemen, you will be asked to touch the Idol. Our hope is that it might accept one of you, and you will lead our society into a world of eternal feasting!”

‘Swarm?’

‘The Idol is inactive. Just stone’

Degenerates! It’s just stone!

Theodore glanced at his father. The latter nodded, and the boy started forward. He moved unsteadily, his legs shaking. I confess I even felt sorry for him. Yes, he was a little shit, but he was, after all, just a child. And a child’s defects came from its parents. If Theodore was a scumbag, it was because that was what his father was.

He went up to the statue, paused for a second, then nervously touched the stone. Everyone fell silent.

‘Swarm?’

‘Nothing’

Theodore took his hand away and looked across at his father, who sighed disappointedly.

“Now the second one!”

I glanced at the lady in white. She had her hands clasped to her chest and looked a little anxious.

I guessed I had to touch it. They wouldn’t leave me alone till I did.

Drawing a deep breath, I walked over to the Idol, passing Theodore who was coming back the other way, dejected. Had his old man really expected that of him as well? What a slimebag. There were some seriously fucked-up adults here!

‘Swarm?’

‘Still just a stone’

Well... I braced myself.

One. Two.

Three! My fingers touched the cold stone and...

‘The Idol has activated. It’s used for connection’

‘Holy shit, Swarm!’

‘It’s capable of affecting your body! Possible danger! Cutting off the connect...”

‘Wait, this could be my chance! Don’t cut it off yet.”

Exactly the same thing happened as with the Serpent. Physical space seemed to stretch out and zip off into the distance, and everything around me grew dim. Except that this time I could speak and turn my head.

“Oh, and who is this lovely little boy?” came a beautiful, melodious female voice.

I turned around. There, behind me, was a naked woman. Eww! She was tall, with broad hips, large breasts, a slim waist, and a beautiful, well-sculpted face. She had soft pink hair and cherry-red eyes.

She was walking around me, examining me closely. I felt certain that she hadn’t expected to see me here. Or rather that she hadn’t known who exactly she would be meeting.

“Who are you, Lady?”

“Oh, you know. A simple, ravishingly beautiful inhabitant of the lower planes of your perverse little world,” she smirked. “The Supreme Mortal Sin. Lust.”

Sin? Lust? I was confused.

This was clearly some grand being, on a par with the World Serpent. Except the Serpent had recognized me straight away, whereas this one hadn’t.

Maybe there was a chance here? A chance to get away? But in that case, why had the Swarm warned me of danger?

“So, what’s the connection between Lust and these cannibals?” I asked, broaching the main question.

“There isn’t one!” she blazed. “They’re not connected at all! These assholes just get hold of random altars and think that cannibalism will give them power. Idiots! They keep touching me, expecting gifts, and they don’t even put on orgies! I’m sick of the sight of them, my boy!”

“Is it you who sent the rabbit?”

“What rabbit?”

“Never mind...”

No, the Rabbit must have been a child from the tea party. I didn’t see her here, and Lust hadn’t sent her. She was a different character. A third party altogether.

“If I understand correctly, you’re in need of help. Is that right?” she smiled.

My heart missed a beat.

“Do you know what your Emperor is up to? He’s about to announce this project of his, ‘Between Sky and Earth’. But do you know what he’s actually doing? Do you?” she clenched her fists like a garden-variety gossipmonger. “I can tell you! I know! Do you want me to tell you?”

“Go on then.”

“Your Dark Emperor is a real Devil! Literally. He’s making contracts with all the beings of Heaven and Hell permitting us, should we desire, to bestow power on the inhabitants of your world. Free of charge! If we like you.”

My eyebrows shot up. Yes, I’d heard about some project that was launched immediately after the collapse of the movie studio. There was meant to be some big announcement about it any time now.

Free power bestowed by supreme beings? Sounded good to me!

Wait, so that meant...

“I like you, little boy. Let’s make a contract. I’ll give you power and help you get away. With one click of the finger, you’ll be able to put a spell on your enemies and force them to help you. Sounds cool, huh?”

Escape? Power? Of course that was what I wanted! It was all I wanted, and I wanted it now. What bothered me was that the offer came from a naked woman who had appeared to me in a subspace and was carried around by cannibals.

“I’m not sure...,” I mumbled.

“Huh? But why not? I’ll give you power! Just like that!”

“It’s just that no one makes contracts just like that,” I said, frowning. “I may be little, but I’m not stupid. What would I have to do in return?”

“Nothing. Your asshole emperor forbade us to take anything in return,” she moaned. “I just want a smart, handsome boy as one of my incarnations.”

I didn’t know whether this was a lie, but did I really have a choice?

Meanwhile, Lust interpreted my hesitation in her own way.

“Okay, well... do you want me to give you something? I could... let’s see... girls, for instance? Do you like girls? Do you want a beautiful wife? Two even... no, three! If I gave you power, I’d be able to turn girls’ minds inside out so that they’d be fine with polygamy! How about it?” She looked into my eyes. “Do we have a deal? Mm?”

I sighed.

What choice did I have? My chances of running away were minimal. I guessed it made sense to go for it. As long as she really didn’t expect anything in return.

“All right, agreed.” Sighing, I held out my hand.

“Ha-ha, thank you! I assure you that you won’t be disappointed!” She clenched her fists with joy. “Lust doesn’t sound very dangerous, of course, but believe me — it can topple empires!” The woman shook my hand. “Together, you and I will... we’ll... we’ll... oh...”

Her voice trailed off, and she went rigid, a deep frown spreading across her face. She stopped shaking hands. Then...

“It’s... you?” Her voice was quiet. “How did you... how come you look like that, and... oh my God! No. Not with you! No...”

“Huh?” I said, confused. “What are you talking about?”

“But maybe... No, I can’t. No way!”

“What do you mean, you can’t! I agreed! Let’s make the...”

“NO! WITH YOU? NEVER!”

Her howling instantly caused the space around me to implode, and I felt myself being yanked back to reality.

Inhaling sharply, I fell to my knees and let go of the idol.

‘User, she broke the connection herself. The contract wasn’t made’

I heard a cracking sound. Looking up, I saw cracks forming all over the statue and pieces of grey stone beginning to slide off it. The top, the middle, the base — it was all crumbling and falling!

A second later, the idol worshipped by the cannibals had simply collapsed and turned to dust.

My breath caught. My heart stopped.

Slowly, I turned back. Everyone was watching me. All hundred or so of them.

Oh, shit...

“HE’S DESTROYED THE ALTAR! SEIZE THE LITTLE BASTARD!” someone yelled.

Oh well... Time for Plan B and C.

‘User, you mustn’t’

‘Oh, I must.’


Chapter 20

NO ONE HEEDED the man’s call. Not because they disagreed with him, but because they were paralyzed with shock. They stared in disbelief at the remnants of the altar and the boy who had destroyed it with one touch.

Theodore was slowly backing away towards the exit. The lady in white was staring me in the eyes, as if trying to find an answer there.

I knew, though, that barely a moment remained before their shock turned to rage. And the power that I’d been promised had been rudely snatched away from me. As always.

Which meant I’d have to manage by myself.

‘Swarm, activate! Help!’ I spun around towards the center of the hall and clapped my hands.

I felt as if all the fluid had been drained from my body, as if a magnet was pulling me in all directions and emptying me from inside. It was the first time I’d experienced anything like it. It was the first time I was using a spell!

I saw the seals light up in a circle. The magic had obviously activated. But...

Then the seals grew dim again, and I fell helplessly to my knees.

‘There’s not enough energy. Your core isn’t strong enough to smash stone’

I was panting. There was sweat on my brow. My body had gone limp. Not only had I used up all my energy, but I knew what a grave predicament I was in.

The cannibals looked around and saw the spell fading.

“He... he was trying to activate something! He was trying to bring this place down!” someone yelled.

“Impossible! He’s too little for magic!” shouted a woman.

“He destroyed our idol! He’s one of the Emperor’s scumbags! The ones hunting us down! He’s betrayed us! The two-faced little bastard!”

I was panting heavily.

Inside me... something started to boil.

Plan C.

‘I’m a two-faced bastard, am I?’ My breathing was quickening. My blood was racing.

‘User, first signs of energy-psychosis detected. Calm yourself’

I swept my eyes around the hall, taking it all in. Exits. People. Theodore. Everything. I needed all the information I could get!

Once again, I caught the gaze of the woman in white.

“Such a cunning little boy,” she muttered, snapping her fan shut. “I don’t know whether this is good or bad. Pity. Now you’re going to die.”

Come on, I urged myself. Get yourself into that state of mind. You’re an actor — a born actor. Feel it. Imagine it.

I was the traitor, was I? I was the guilty one?

It was you who abducted me. It was you who wanted to make me eat human flesh. Now you’re planning to murder me — yet somehow I’m the guilty one?

‘User, the energy-psychosis is intensifying. Calm yourself’

“Let’s eat the motherfucker!” the masked people shouted. “The little bastard ruined everything!”

“We’ll find his relatives and eat their hearts! The gods will forgive us!”

They were going to kill me. No doubt about it. Even the lady in white was all for it.

They were going to kill me here, underground, while Mom was going mad with worry. They were going to kill me because I refused to eat human flesh. Because some silly bitch from another world got scared of me and left without giving me the power that she’d promised me and asked me to take.

Was I really going to die for refusing to be a lowlife like these people?!

I was just a child. Just a baby! I’d almost died when I was born. I’d almost died when some guy decided to incinerate everyone. Every fucking day I had to fight for my life, for my destiny.

AND YOU BASTARDS DON’T GET TO DECIDE WHEN I DIE!

‘User... energy-psychosis is underway. You caused it intentionally. Something has begun to affect you’

“YOU WANT TO KILL ME?” My voice was cracking and changing. “WELL JUST YOU TRY. I’LL EAT YOUR EYES OUT AND OPEN YOUR SKULLS THROUGH THE SEEPING WOUNDS, YOU PATHETIC, WORTHLESS FANATICS!”

[Adaptation: Energy-psychosis: 2/4]

Everyone froze, as if paralyzed. My words, the psychosis waves, my voice... Total shock gripped their bodies, and they went rigid, save for their widening eyes.

‘User, the psychosis has removed the limits on your body. Your core is now equal to that of a fourteen-year-old.

The core has begun to affect the body.

Your body’s capabilities are now approaching the same level’

My muscles were cracking and creaking. My heartbeat was racing. I could feel the blood pounding in my ears. Thoughts kept coming into my head. Strange thoughts! Vicious, nasty. Not mine. But...

I was still in control of myself.

Thanks to the Swarm and the adaptation, I was a step closer to full psychosis control.

“He... he’s having a psychotic fit,” someone murmured. “Fuck, there are children up there! They’ll feel it. THEY’LL RAISE A PANIC! KILL HIM! STOP HIS WAVES!”

“Wait,” the lady in white whispered.

Gah! I’d coughed up blood. It was spattered on the inside of the mask, causing it to stick even more tightly to my face.

‘User. Adaptation is sufficient not to lose control but insufficient to neutralize all effects. The removal of limits on the body is causing damage. Internal bleeding discovered. Commencing adaptation’

[Adaptation: Bleeding: 1/4]

‘You have two minutes and nine seconds until death. Either hurry up or stop the psychosis’

People started rushing towards me all at once. They were on the attack. They were going to seize me.

“The children will raise a panic?” I roared, coughing blood. “Oh, I assure you they won’t be the only ones panicking!”

I raised my hand... and brought my fist down on the ground.

The seals around the hall blazed up again.

* * *

Around the same time

Anna was sitting in the hall drinking tea. It had been such a dull affair. Maxim’s mom had brought out a small flask of something very strong, which had added quite a kick to the tea. They hadn’t overdone it, of course, but it was probably wise not to drink any more of it.

Especially as she hadn’t seen Misha for quite some time.

“Maxim, where’s Misha?” she asked.

“I don’t know...,” he said, looking around anxiously. “I was looking and looking... and I couldn’t find him anywhere.”

Anna frowned. Anastasia touched her shoulder.

“Don’t worry. He’s probably still hiding.”

“I can’t help worrying.” Poor Anna couldn’t stop glancing around, squeezing her cup tightly. Where had he got to? For heaven’s sake, Misha, where are you?

They’d already walked around searching for him. They’d looked everywhere. There was one corridor where they weren’t allowed in. Apparently, someone had stolen one of the exhibits. But that couldn’t have been Misha. He didn’t steal. He got up to all kinds of mischief, but he didn’t steal.

‘What if something’s happened? Damn it, couldn’t she let him off anywhere?’ Her fingers had gone ice-cold from all the worry. ‘Sweetheart, where are you?’

Just then, she felt a buzzing on her neck.

She shuddered. Her amulet... it had activated. It had been silent all evening, and now suddenly it had started buzzing.

“Mom... mom...,” Maxim called out.

Raising her head, Anna saw the boy tugging at his mom’s dress with an anxious look on his face.

“What is it, darling?” Anastasia asked.

“I’m... fwightened.”

“Don’t worry, Misha will turn up! We just, er, need to look around a bit more. Come on, Anna...”

“N-no. I just feel fwightened...”

Anna looked around at the children. All of them had stopped whatever they were doing and were glancing around nervously. Something was troubling each and every one of them, but none of them understood what it was. The parents had noticed it and started to ask questions. But they received no answers.

Anna looked again at the vibrating amulet. Now she had no doubt that something had happ...

“Huh?”

Suddenly, for no apparent reason, the amulet cracked and crumbled to pieces.

Then the light started flickering, the ground shook, and an explosion was heard from beneath their feet. The children burst out crying instantaneously, all at once. They were sobbing uncontrollably.

“I’ll call my husband!” Anna said, delving into her bag for her phone.

Anastasia nodded. “And I’ll call my security people!”

Something had happened underground. It appeared that something down there had begun to awaken. Something very bad.

* * *

The seals had activated, blazed up all at once and cracked the stone like an eggshell. The whole place started to shake and crumble. Dust filled the entire hall. Visibility was close to zero.

I’d done it! I’d found the energy I needed!

I coughed again and tasted iron in my blood. ‘I’ve got to hurry!’

Just then, some sort of spell, a water blade of some kind, came flying towards me, but because of all the dust my assailant missed, and the blade flew past me, smashing into some masonry.

They couldn’t see me, but I could see them perfectly. Because once the light went out, all their eyes started glowing crimson. Literally. These were not human beings.

Now it was I who had the advantage.

“Kill him! Catch him!”

Making no reply, I jumped swiftly aside, away from the falling chandelier. In fact, I made such a mighty leap that I flew several yards and stumbled as I landed, unaccustomed to such power!

Because of my impact adaptation, the fall didn’t cause me any damage.

I was lucky, too, because a split second later, dozens of spells rained in on the spot where I’d been standing! Explosions rang out, and the ground shook again. Ha-ha! That’s right — raise even more dust!

I got back onto my feet. Shit — I couldn’t see a thing! Ah, but wait.

‘Swarm. Light up all the exits’

‘On it’

A scanning wave visible only to me rippled out, and based on analysis and guesswork I could now see the floor, walls and exits lit by a dim blue light.

I knew where the exit was, but they didn’t. They couldn’t see a thing.

Nanomachines, baby!

I darted swiftly towards the exit. And by swiftly, I mean very swiftly. Propelled by the strength of a fourteen-year-old, my light little body just flew! I covered the ground like a hare on steroids! The rabbit girl would have given me her mask if she could see me now! I was the real animal here!

The cultists’ red eyes gave away their position, so it was easy for me to run around them. Alas, however, it seemed that I wasn’t the only one with super vision.

“There you are, you little vermin!” one of the psychos roared, jumping out at me.

‘Swarm, light up his figure based on the position of the eyes and how far away they are!’

‘On it’

The Swarm made a guess as to how a man of that height might look and lit up a figure in the dust.

“Fucking traitor! You’ve...”

“SILENCE, SCUM.”

Leaping towards him, I stopped him activating the spell buzzing in his hand and, summoning all my strength, landed him a blow right in the groin!

And a blow delivered with the strength of a fourteen-year-old youth will get you the desired result.

“Aaah!” he bellowed.

‘You nearly tore your muscles just now. The power of your core and energy protected you against damage, but the surge provoked more bleeding’

I felt pain inside my body, but the adrenaline pumping through my veins permitted me to ignore it. I wanted more. I wanted to finish what I’d started. Scum like that deserved to die!

I grabbed a sharp stone. Seeing the man bent over in agony right in front of me, I took aim at his eyes. Yes, I’d hollow out his eye sockets. Slash his throat. Rip out his windpipe. That’d kill him. It’d cut off his oxygen supply.

I tensed my arm, squeezed the stone in my hand, and...

‘You’re wasting time. You need to run! You’re on a countdown to death!’

Huh?

I abruptly came to my senses. Oh, yes! Screw him — he was out of action for a few more seconds in any case.

Keeping hold of the stone, I went around my assailant and ran for the exit. There it was! That was where I’d come in! And judging from the expressions in those floating eyes, people still couldn’t figure out where to go and whom to attack! Plans B and C. Insane plans. And they’d worked!

Hunting children, are you, freaks? I’ll show you the power of rugrats, you bastards!

I ran up to the exit. The dust had died down around here. There was no one there. I ran to the winding staircase and started racing up the steps. Like I said, being so light and yet so strong, I could move like the wind. I literally flew up those stairs!

The exit was close. Getting ever closer. I’d thrown them off. The Swarm had helped me find the way out. I’d done it. Just a little further...

“Oh, what a nimble-footed little boy!” came a familiar voice.

Someone grabbed me by the scruff of the neck and hurled me with almighty force against the wall. I gasped, winded by the impact. This was more than my adaptation could cope with.

I fell and began rolling down the steps. It took a great effort to stop the fall, regain control and jump to my feet. My mask remained stubbornly in place, glued to my face by coughed-up blood.

There was no dust here and the light was still working, albeit flickering.

And in that flickering darkness I saw her... the woman in white. With the same mole. In the same mask. Grinning.

“You know... I’m not going to kill you,” she snarled in an inhuman voice. “I’m going to break your arms and your legs. Burn out your eyes. Then I’ll take you with me. Make you better. Keep you for myself. Four years old, you say? What will you be like when you’re twenty?”

I made no reply. But for some reason, my face broke out into a grin.

“I know what you’ll be,” she continued. “My obedient little lapdog.” Opening her fan, she stepped closer.

“I don’t think so,” I said, my whole body tensing. “You won’t live that long.”

She swung her hand, and a black ball of energy came hurtling towards me. I ducked, dropping down on all fours. The ball pierced the wall, causing it to crumble, and out from the dark fissure crawled a bundle of screaming tentacles, which started slithering towards me. What kind of magic was this?

Now, instinct took over. A plan had appeared in my head, and my body moved by itself. Somehow, I knew exactly what to do. This situation, this stance, these thoughts...

Yes — I knew what to do.

I jumped to the left, then straight to the right! Then I darted to the wall, leaped up and grabbed hold of a protruding lamp. Swinging around, I propelled myself off the wall’s surface.

I moved chaotically, zigzagging this way and that, leaping like a little animal.

“Ha-ha! Are you even human?” the woman laughed.

Yes, it looked absurd, but it was the absurdity of the situation that allowed me to do what I was doing. I was too light for the power I possessed! That’s why I could move the way I did!

Jumping up, I grabbed the lamp again and turned upside down with my feet resting on the ceiling.

Blood started streaming from my nose. Not dripping, but streaming. It even started to ooze out from beneath the mask.

I clenched the stone tight in my fist, then hurled it with mighty force at the woman. She just swatted it away, the hard stone shattering against her skin. What the hell?!

But it distracted her enough for me to push myself off the ceiling and leap away. Up the staircase!

I wasn’t stupid. I wasn’t going to fight her. I had a minute left to live, and I was still a little child, even if I did have enhanced strength!

“Where are you going, little boy? Don’t run away! Stay. STAY!” Her monstrous cry echoed up the staircase. “Go on, catch him!”

Behind me I heard a ripping sound, like that of cloth being torn, followed by dozens of footsteps.

Huh? HUH?

‘Thirty seconds until death’

As I dashed up the steps, I glanced over my shoulder to see tall beasts of some kind chasing after me. Red-skinned, stick-thin and hunchbacked, they carried forks in their hands.

Shit, she was a summoner, too, on top of everything else! Who on earth was she?

They were infernal creatures of some kind with heads like babies. And they were catching up to me.

‘Stop running.’ I was panting heavily. ‘Stop running. You’re catching up!’

They were just a few paces away. With their forks pointing at me.

‘I said...’

“STOP RUNNING!” As I turned around, my voice turned into a roar.

They froze still. Some even backed away.

‘User, your actions are affecting your body. This power goes beyond the adaptation’

‘Why?’

‘Your actions are provoked by your body, and, crucially, by your mind. The way you are thinking now corresponds to what you might turn into. I cannot interpret this is as the killing of your identity’

“GET BACK!”

They started trembling and backing away.

Huh?

Interesting...

“Don’t tell me they’re afraid of you!” The woman was slowly climbing the stairs. “Ha-ha! Well, to hell with the ruined party. I’ve found myself something much more interesting!”

I turned and ran.

“Run, run, little boy! Go on, hide! I’ll find you wherever you are!”

I found myself back in the garage. There were no security guards to be seen. Naturally, since they’d all gone down to the feast. Cretins!

I found the button that opened the garage door, pressed it and proceeded to barge the door with my shoulder, almost taking it off its hinges.

Bursting out into the open, the first thing I saw was rapid, darting flashes. They lit up the roof, the field, the house, the security booth. When the light fell on the roof again, I saw two figures emerging against the moonlight. One of them turned towards me. And then...

A flash went up right beside me.

In the fading light I saw my dad. Next to him was Max, who had blood streaming from his eyes. When Max saw me, he let go of my dad’s shoulder and fell on all fours, coughing blood.

It was all over.

I was saved.

“Aaah...” I let out a long breath, exhaling energy vapors.

‘The energy-psychosis is receding. There were nine seconds left until death. Congratulations, user. You won’

“Son!” My father rushed up to me.

A sudden weakness came over me. My vision grew dim and tinged with red. Blood began to stream out again. From my nose. From my mouth.

But my heartbeat had calmed down.

Once again, I was an ordinary child with the strength of a five-year-old. Now, it was all starting to catch up with me.

“Mom is better than... ladies,” I said, falling. “Fuggerwy...”

That was it. I was switching off.

You kill them all, Dad. I’ll have a little sleep.

* * *

News Bulletin on Imperial One!

BREAKING NEWS!

A violent battle is underway right now with a cell of the Cannibal Society! An abducted child escaped and gave away their location. Warrior mages have already been dispatched to the scene!


Chapter 21

THIS MAN WAS SHOWING ME strange things. I didn’t like him. I didn’t want to look at them.

“I don’t know,” I mumbled.

“What about this one?” The policeman showed me another photo. “Do you recognize him?”

“Dey were all in masks. How can I wecognize dem?”

“I see,” he said.

“...”

“And this one?”

That does it. If he doesn’t leave me alone right now, I’ll swear I’ll use the ultimate weapon.

I’ll bawl the whole hospital down.

I’ll show you bastards who my mother is! Do you think I can’t? Do you think I won’t turn on the waterworks? Do you think I won’t start screaming and drooling like one possessed?

Do you think... do you...

“W.., w...,” — my lips started wobbling, and I scrunched up the edge of my shirt.

“Okay, okay! I won’t bother you any longer,” the policeman sighed. “Thanks for your help. I hope you get well soon.”

Lieutenant Tikhonov got up and left the ward along with his colleague. I tutted, sighed and wiped the tears away. I was sick of the sight of those people. Every day they would come in, ask questions, get me to look at pictures. I didn’t know anyone! They’d all been in masks! I’d recognize them by their masks, but the idiots had photographed them without them on.

The only one I’d recognize was the woman in white, but her photo wasn’t among them. She hadn’t been caught.

The woman in white had slipped away with ease.

‘Swarm, how’s it going?’

‘Your core is accelerating the healing process’

I frowned. Then smiled. Then frowned again.

‘You mean to say my entire recovery has been sped up?’

‘Energy has to go somewhere. Before, I would have discharged it, but for now it goes on healing your wounds. You’ll be back to normal in four days. Until then I advise you not to strain your muscles — the micro-impairments haven’t yet healed’

I shook my head. Well, here I was in hospital again. As always, battered, but not beaten. That was what adaptation was all about, I supposed. Getting knocked about, and coming out stronger.

My muscles had just about burst from all that leaping about, but thanks to the psychosis I hadn’t felt it at the time. After I woke up, though, boy did I feel it! I swear — I don’t usually cry, but I was on the verge of tears. It hurt like fury!

‘Surprisingly’, though, I recovered pretty quickly. The nurses found it surprising, anyway. Me — not so much.

‘Swarm, my understanding of energy has improved,’ — I clenched my fists — ‘I can feel the particles sticking to my wounds. I can feel them helping’

‘I suppose the energy-psychosis adaptation is bearing fruit. You have moved a step closer to controlling this phenomenon. And energy in general’

I could summon it. I could enter that state of mind at will.

I had something to ponder over.

I jumped down from my bed. Mom wasn’t here just now — she’d gone to the store to buy mandarins. Which meant I had some time to myself. So as not to waste it, I put on the slippers with the bear cub ears and flip-flopped to the exit.

“Uuuh!” I stretched my arm up to the door handle. I could barely reach! My fingers could only just touch it. But I managed to open the door.

I looked out. This way, that way. Yes, the nurses were busy, and the policemen were chatting with someone. Off we go!

Slap-slap-slap. I padded noisily along the corridor. Not far. Literally to the next ward.

‘Uuuh! Why do they have to make them so high?’ Once again, I could barely reach the handle.

The door quietly opened, and I went in to see...

“Misha. Again? You’re not allowed to be here!” Dad whispered.

He was lying on a bed with an arm and a leg encased in some kind of magic painted plaster casts and half his head wrapped in ordinary bandages.

“How’s your eye?” I asked anxiously.

“Nearly back to normal,” Dad smiled. “I thought they’d pierced through it, but no. I managed to close it in time.”

I sighed. Yes, it turned out the whole lot of them had been chasing after me. Only to come up against my father. As mad as hell.

And they’d gone and attacked him! Max had found the strength to pick himself up and teleport me away, before collapsing on the spot. Dad, meanwhile, had stayed behind... and he hadn’t let anyone get away.

Some had managed to run back inside, while others had had the sense not to come out in the first place. Most of them, however... well, their bodies were now lying in state cemeteries and swelling the ranks of our Necromancer-Emperor’s ‘dead fund’.

My father had killed them. Nearly all of them. Only a few remained alive. Alas, though, he had come off far from unscathed. He was strong, but not all-powerful. One of his arms had been torn off, one of his legs broken, and he’d nearly lost an eye. He was whole again now, but it had cost Mom an awful lot of crying.

I’d heard all this information while virtually comatose. I’d just nodded and gone back to sleep. But I was a guy, after all — I only cried when people didn’t give me things!

“Misha,” he began hesitantly. “Was it you who caused that explosion?”

He’d already tried broaching the subject, but I’d pretended to be too far out of it to respond, and he’d let it go. Now, on the other hand, I felt perfectly with it, and I could, theoretically, give him an answer. But should I?

‘Swarm, what do you think?’

‘Nothing. It’s not something I do’

Big help you are.

The truth could help me solve problems, or it could add to them. I might get support in my magical endeavors — or I might end up being forced to reveal everything.

What if they got mad with me? I’d done a lot of bad stuff on purpose... stealing sweets, for example, and scaring the kids at preschool. And how would Mom react to the news that she had breast-fed a fully conscious being?

I didn’t know.

“I...”

Whoosh! The door suddenly burst open, making me jump. I swung around. I wasn’t supposed to be here, so I was a little afraid of nurses and doctors coming in. It turned out to be one of the latter. But not one I’d expected to see.

“So, how are you, dear patients?” he asked.

“Albert?” My eyebrows shot up.

It was he — the best doctor in the Empire. You know, that one... the one who’d done nothing, who’d shrugged his shoulders and left. Yep, that’s the one.

He’d come to carry on studying and tormenting me!

“Yes, long time no see. Amazing memory for a one-year-old!” He smiled, then looked me over. “Ditto for your bodily development.”

He and my father exchanged glances. They were obviously both thinking the same thing. But then Albert lowered his glasses a little to look at Dad and his bandaged head.

“You were lucky. The projectile stopped in the socket. It could have gone right through. Your eye was crushed to a pulp, I suppose?”

My father clutched the blanket and said nothing.

Hold on... he’d told me that it hadn’t pierced the eye — that there was nothing to worry about...

“Dad!” I shouted angrily, turning towards him. “You lied to me!”

So that was why Mom had been bawling so much. And why the bandages were still on. Because his eye had been crushed to bits! It had gone!

My father had lost an eye! And he’d lied to me so I wouldn’t cry!

“Ah, I see Michael has lost nothing of his scowl, ha-ha! You look like a grumpy cat. A Pallas’s cat.” Albert laughed and went on. “Listen, cheer up. While you’re here, we can see about growing it back. It’ll be fine. You’ll have to manage with one eye for a couple of weeks, but then it’ll be back to normal.”

My father lifted his head in surprise.

“How do you mean — grow it back? The doctors told me...”

“The eye is a complex part of the nervous system. But those interns are hardly going to know the things I know,” he grinned. “Let’s make a start then. Michael, I’ll ask you to leave the ward. I’ll see you later. Mark — prepare yourself for the procedures.”

“Will it hurt?” was all he asked.

“Like having a hot poker shoved in your eye.”

“Are you sure you’re a doctor?”

A poker in the eye didn’t sound like a pretty sight. Time I was off. If Albert really could restore my dad’s eye, I would stop labelling him Doctor Useless. I’d even apologize. Inwardly. Not out loud.

Wait...

He was going to GROW BACK AN EYE?

“Albert. Could you teach me?” I turned around and looked at him imploringly.

He frowned, then glanced at my father, who made a strange face. What was the problem? Come on guys — give me some magic! Something to smash those cultists with! I could barely cope with these tiny hands of mine!

“When you’re a little older,” he smiled.

With a tut and a sigh, I headed for the door. Stupid adults. To hell with them — I’d just have to teach myself.

I opened the door and went out into the corridor.

“And who’s this I see wandering about the hospital?” came the voice of an obnoxious nurse behind me. “How is it we have little babies on the loose?!”

Oh, heck...

“You’ll nedder take me alive, Fassist!” I raced at full tilt back to my ward.

“Fascist indeed! Come back here!”

* * *

The next day

A police officer was standing in Mark Kaiser’s ward. There was something about this whole story that bothered him in the extreme. And no, it had nothing to do with rich cannibals in masks with seriously deranged minds and a nostalgia for the Victorian era.

What bothered him was one particular detail.

“And you claim that you arrived after the place collapsed?” the officer asked.

“Yes.”

“It wasn’t you who did it?”

“I’ve already told you,” Kaiser said testily. “My wife called me to say our son had gone missing. My friend teleported me, and that was when I found my abducted son. Covered in blood!”

“In a horned mask stolen from the owner of the manor, soaked in blood and having somehow managed to get out not just first, but much faster than everyone else. At all of one year old.” The officer eyed Mark closely.

“What are you implying?”

“Nothing, nothing. I’m just going over the facts with you, Mr Kaiser.”

“Listen.” Mark took a deep breath to help ease his agitation. “I realize it’s a conundrum. The cannibals, the sudden cave-in, and some weird child. But there’s no way he could have caused the collapse, and he certainly couldn’t have been a member of the cult! Do you even hear yourself?”

Lieutenant Tikhonov responded calmly.

It was true, the whole thing did sound like some farcical tale. A tale in which a child had been caught up in the middle of a cult. In which he happened to pinch a mask and get mistaken for one of them. And in which someone then sabotaged everything from within, whipping the kids into a frenzy with a psychotic fit and bringing Mark and his teleporter friend racing to the scene.

If that wasn’t crazy bullshit, what was?

Only this wasn’t guesswork or the product of a fertile imagination. That crazy bullshit was the truth. Everything had combined in Michael’s favor.

Tikhonov had never seen children cast spells at one year old. He’d never known them both to induce a psychotic episode deliberately — which was, in fact, feasible — and then also go on to survive it. It went against science!

But he wouldn’t be an investigator with hundreds of solved cases to his name if he didn’t know for certain that Michael had brought down the whole cult!

The question was, how?

“Thank you for your cooperation,” the lieutenant sighed, getting up.

Michael wasn’t just some child. No. He couldn’t be. Especially when you discovered his real age.

So what was he? Why had everything aligned the way it had? And...

Might it not even be him that the Society had meant to summon? Perhaps their divinity had shown up in not quite the way they were expecting?

He would have to continue with his enquiries. Even if it meant having to go against the boy’s entire family.

* * *

I was sitting in my ward and meditating. I would have liked to do some physical training, but my body really was still aching from its internal wounds.

Energy was seeping in through the pores in my skin. It was charging me from within. Breathe in... Breathe out. The coolness of the dead air calmed me, like sitting next to a pool in hot weather. I genuinely enjoyed sitting in that greyness. That deadness. That emptiness.

I opened my eyes and looked over to the window. Damn — it had started to frost over. Which meant I had to stop. If the nurse came in, there would be questions.

‘Swarm, how’s the body doing?’

‘Two days until recovery’

‘And the core?’

‘Its progress has slowed considerably. Your channeling method is below optimum efficiency for the core’s current strength. However, I reckon that you are still more advanced than any other five-year-old child’

‘That’s not good enough,’ I tutted. ‘I should be conquering the stars by now. I’m one year old, and I can’t even get the better of a lousy cultist? Ugh!’

My method worked, but predictably enough, the further I progressed, the less effective it became. It did just fine for a one-year-old child, but I was getting close to six years in Core age. Like it or not, that demanded more energy.

However much I’d tried to go through different methods, it hadn’t got me anywhere. It turned out what I was missing were specific instructions, since imagination alone had not been any help these last six months. What was needed here was science.

“Dat does it!” I jumped down from my bed. “Swarm, let’s go and steal a phone!”

Coming out of the ward, I remembered where the nurses’ post was and started padding in that direction. I’d gone two steps before I found myself soaring up into the air!

“Woah!”

“I knew it!” The nurse had lifted me up by the collar. “You might have been given the best private ward as a reward, but that doesn’t mean you can break all the rules!”

I wriggled my legs with all my might in an attempt to run away through the air, but it was no use.

Grrr!

I was still going to get my hands on a phone!

* * *

A short time later I was sitting eating mandarins. Acidic little buggers!

‘Ugh!’ I grimaced. ‘Swarm, I’m dying! Adaptation!’

‘No. You’re not dying’

Mom observed my sufferings with a fond smile. Her child was holding a large mandarin in his little hands and pecking at it like a sparrow.

How very cute. Probably. Personally, I was in agony. And I wasn’t the only one.

There was Dad, too. He hadn’t screamed. He was a guy! He was tough!

He’d just passed out.

It turned out that getting your nerves repaired was about as painful as having them destroyed!

Needless to say, Mom had done a lot of crying again that day, feeling sorry for the pair of us. Where did she get so much liquid from? It was understandable, though. She’d almost lost her son... again, plus this time her husband had almost lost an eye.

“Thank you. Thank you, Albert!” she sniveled. “They told us...”

“Don’t worry. Anyway, this is the first procedure, so tell your husband to keep his strength up.”

“He’s strong. He’s the best there is! He’ll get through it.”

“Well, I don’t know about the best...,” Albert smiled, smoothing down his blond hair. “But anyway, I’m here to discuss another matter. Just with you parents, though. Shall we?”

They got up and went away to discuss whatever it was. Damn it. Now Albert had turned up, the secrets had started. And I didn’t have any!

‘Okay, Swarm, now my brains are functioning normally, let’s discuss what happened. What the actual hell?’

‘You were captured by the Cannibal Society. You should have paid attention to the news instead of binging on cartoons’

‘Never mind the Society! That’s here today, gone tomorrow. It’s not important! Who was that naked woman who talked to me? Lust? What, like, sex? Eww! Why did she break the connection? It was her that did that, right?’

‘Correct. It was her. I believed it was unwise to connect with her in the first place, but on your command I stood by for immediate danger. However...’

‘It never got to that.’ I frowned, then looked at my hand. ‘I got the feeling that it was me who posed the danger’

It’d been the same situation but the other way around. It was Lust that had broken the connection when she realized something. Not the Swarm.

I had been the dangerous one.

‘But how do people recognize me if even you can’t say who I used to be?’

‘I suppose it has something to do with the soul. I can’t operate at that level. At least, not until an adaptation occurs’

‘Tsk. Some soul I must have had,’ I sighed. ‘All those thoughts it put into my head during the psychosis’

‘Actually, those were your thoughts’

‘Hey, I’m a good little boy!’

‘You’ve exploited three-year-old children and traumatized a teacher. Analysis shows that you are a bad boy’

I put my tongue out.

Who did I use to be, damn it? Why did all these ancient beings tell me go to hell? That was leaving aside Rabbit and the Lady in White. In their case, the issue was clearly with Michael, not the person he used to be.

And it was the latter puzzle that I wanted to solve.

What was I?

Rat-tat. There was a knock at the door.

It slowly opened, and...

“Maxim!”

My little guest barely managed to push it open and squeeze through the gap. He virtually tumbled in!

My friend.

“Hello. Mom said I could wizit you. She bwought me here.”

I smiled from ear to ear.

Ha-ha-ha! My best friend! I was over the moon! He’d come to visit!

“Hello!” I jumped off the bed. “Want a mandawin?”

“Yeah! Is it sweet?”

“Yeah, of course.”

He bit into the mandarin, clutched his throat, fell down and promptly expired, covered in dribble.

Heh-heh-heh.

But that wasn’t all. In came another Maxim — the one who was Max for short. Dad’s friend. He came in with a bag. First Maxim, then Max! I hadn’t been forgotten!

I had friends!

“Hello,” he said with a heavy accent. “I bring... er, er... present... Er, er... chocolate.”

Oh, chocolates. I wasn’t allowed them, actually, but there was no need to tell anyone, was there? Especially as Maxim would scarf down most of them. Having recovered from the mandarin, he was now diving into the bag. Incredible.

“How you are?” Max asked.

“All wight. De ding is, er...” — I didn’t know how to begin — “Can you help me?”

“Help?” He knew what that word meant.

Clearly, I was going to have my work cut out asking the guy for anything. But I had no choice. It was urgent!... Okay... I was a smart kid. I tried in English.

“I... need... er... help.”

Max raised his eyebrows and looked at me strangely.

‘User, I can turn on subtitles at the bottom’

‘No! Your job is to help me develop my strength, not do everything for me. I can’t rely on you the whole time. I’ve got to learn and practice myself. What sort of person will I become if I keep relying on others?’

‘Got it’

I took a deep breath.

Here goes.

Could he teleport to my home?

“Ken you... er, teleport my hom?”

“To your home?”

“Yes... My... er... room. To... er, take...” I looked at my fingers, trying to remember the words. “Take... er...”

‘Okay, help me out here’

‘The English words you need are “egg” and “pillow”’

“Egg!” I nodded. “Egg under pillow! Yes, yes! Egg...Need to bwing it, uh-huh!”

Feeling pretty happy with this, I looked at Max, who stood with his mouth open in astonishment, as if he was looking at a one-year-old child professor rather than...

Well, yes, fair enough.

“What the fuck...,” he began. “Bro, you’re one year old!”

Ooh, some nice new words for me to learn!

“Vat ze fak!” I cried, punching the air.

“Vat ze fak!” Maxim jerked his head out of the bag and punched the air too.

Max glanced between me and my friend with a look of panicked dismay.

“Oh no... fuck, fuck!” He clutched his head.

“Fak!” I repeated the new word.

“Fak!” Maxim followed suit.

“No!”

Max rushed to put his hands over our mouths, but there’s no stopping children when they’re having fun.

As for the egg, he did, in fact, bring it a little later. He got hold of Dad’s keys and then teleported. It turned out that all houses were equipped with defenses against unauthorized teleporting. Fancy that!

‘Swarm?’

‘It’s nearly dead. I advise you to begin feeding it immediately’

Whew. No, little egg, I won’t let you die... What was going to hatch out of it, I wondered.

‘Swarm, does my energy affect the egg’s development?’

‘Naturally’

‘Oh, f—’

* * *

At about the same time

Albert was making his way along the corridor. He wore a solemn face. As a doctor, he’d made an oath to protect and treat all patients, but who could have known that protecting them would sometimes require him to lie?

Stopping outside Kaiser Senior’s ward, he listened in. Aha. Two male voices. Speaking in English. That was good. English was Albert’s first language.

He knocked and went in. There were two people there: Mark and his friend Max. The latter happened to be the hero of Egypt! Impressive stuff. A good archaeologist with an expert knowledge of pyramids.

And Mark’s best friend, too.

Until then, they’d been deep in conversation about something, but as soon as the doctor came in, they went suspiciously quiet.

That figured.

“Gentlemen,” Albert nodded, switching to English. “Mark, I assume your friend knows what your wife doesn’t?”

“What are you referring to?” Mark frowned.

“Oh, come, come. About your son. It’ll make things easier if you speak plainly.” He sat down on a chair. “I’m referring to the fact that he’s a reborn.”

The friends exchanged glances.

“Yes, he knows,” Mark sighed. “And how do you know?”

“It’s kind of my job,” the doctor said, raising an eyebrow. “You have a year’s worth of observations, while I have statistics and experience. And everything points in the same direction: Michael is a reincarnated being. Or to be more precise, an heir.”

Mark shook his head. Max frowned.

Things were getting serious. Mark really didn’t want this information getting spread around.

“Who else knows?” he asked.

“The Emperor.”

“Anna?”

“I’ve sent her to get a blood test for haemopragnosis. It’ll come back in half an hour.”

“What’s that?”

“I don’t know, just something I made up,” he shrugged. “I sensed you hadn’t told her, so I decided, in the spirit of male solidarity, to come and see you. But regardless of whether she’s told, gentlemen, we have work on our hands.” He looked at them solemnly. “We have to figure out who Michael is. We need to find out what he inherited and from whom.”

The men looked at each other. A tense silence ensued.

“Why are you getting involved in this?” Mark asked.

“Because, my friend,” Max broke in, “history shows that not everyone can stand up to inherited will. And given how quickly Michael is developing,” — he leaned against the wall separating them from the boy’s ward — “If he inherits the will of someone like the Duke of Gluttony or the Nameless One, then we’re all in big trouble.”

“So, gentlemen, let’s investigate!” the doctor said, clapping his hands. “Tell me, who knows what? Perhaps this Michael of yours is... hah, perhaps he plans to kill and devour us all?”

The friends exchanged glances.

The doctor stopped smiling.

In fact, there was something that Mark hadn’t revealed to anyone else. Something that only he and Anna knew. And it might be key to the question of what Michael was growing into.

But there was no need for anyone to know about that. Even Albert, who from that day forward began helping Misha retrace his past

* * *

A week earlier

The woman was sitting peacefully in her armchair by the crackling fire and examining an amulet. It was a large, amber amulet fashioned in the shape of a claw. Real artistry. Real magic!

And a large crack had appeared on it.

The house smelled of herbs. And ozone. And perfume, of course. The woman was fond of expensive perfume. She made her own, too. It was a hobby of hers.

The front door opened. The woman had no need to turn around to know who was there. The entire forest in which she lived was her domain. She had complete power over it.

It was a large, fluffy black cat. It had come because it had been summoned.

“My lady, I’m... well, mm, the thing is...,” the cat began.

“One and a half years,” the woman said quietly. “You’ve had one and a half years to deal with this...”

The cat swallowed. This was bad. Very bad. When she went all quiet like this, you could be sure the shit was about to hit the fan!

“I gave you teleportation power. I freed you from the need to feel hunger. I constantly feed your core. And I gave you one little task to perform...” — she drew a deep breath — “ONE TASK, YOU DEGENERATE!” she yelled, leaping up from her chair.

The cat backed away, but every step backwards became two steps forward. That was it. He was trapped.

“And in one and a half years you haven’t brought me a SINGLE clue as to where they’ve got to!” Her aura alone was enough to send any furniture in her path flying in all directions. “ONE AND A HALF YEARS!”

“But, my lady, they’re... well, um... you know... hiding...”

She stretched out a hand, and the cat felt something tugging him by his very bones — as if they were being wrenched from his body. So as not to die, he tensed his muscles and flew towards the hand like a rag doll.

The woman grabbed him by the scruff of his neck and looked into his eyes. The cat hunched itself up and gulped in fear.

“And now, while you’re busy raiding people’s fridges, one of the amulets goes and breaks. Do you have any idea, you wretched beast, what has to happen for it to crack like that?”

“Something b-bad and...”

“Bah.” Throwing him aside, she went out through the open door. “I have to do everything myself!”

The Witch of the Apocalypse set out on a quest.


Chapter 22

OPERATION COVERT BRAT had begun!

Night-time was a time of deviousness and mischief. And phone stealing. Having waited, fending off sleep, until the early hours, I set off to carry out my plan.

I would gain knowledge and become stronger. Onward! To victory! We rugrats would be freed from the shackles of weakness!

Jumping down from the bed, I took off my slippers and put on socks. They weren’t as warm as slippers, of course, and I didn’t yet have an adaptation to the cold, but no matter — I was on important business! The point was that socks made my footsteps quieter.

I quietly opened the door.

Heh-heh. Off we go!

I went out into the corridor with a roguish expression on my face. I wouldn’t go into my dad’s room — he’d become a light sleeper since the first attack.

Max had already been discharged. He’d suffered a minor brain hemorrhage, but no long-term damage. He’d got back on his feet in no time. I wasn’t on my way to see him either. Regrettably, he wouldn’t help me. Neither he nor anyone else.

Which was why I’d waited for midnight, when the tired nurses would be on night shift and go for a snooze.

And I knew where they slept!

‘Swarm, bring up a rough map and show me the way to the procedure room’

There were beds in there, and they used them to skive off for forty winks. I knew everything.

I shuffled along the corridor.

The cameras could see me, of course, but by the time I’d done what I came to do, they’d have nothing to pin on me. Yes, certainly, I’d left my room. Yes, I’d fiddled with a phone. But it wasn’t as if I’d stolen it!

Incidentally, no one had said anything to me about the horned mask that I’d pinched. It wasn’t exactly a priority, seeing that the owner of the manor had been jailed. The mask had just been picked up and removed. If only I could put it on now to disguise myself...

Although, what would be the point? I was literally the only toddler in the entire place.

I arrived at the procedure room. That’s right, bitches, keep snoring! I could hear them from outside! Naturally, the door was open, so that they could hear if any patients started yelling. I knew all this. I’d been here over a week, and I’d been observing and memorizing everything. It was driving me crazy that I was such a weak little dude. I wanted progress!

And I would take any damn opportunity that I could!

I squeezed in through the half-open door. There was just one nurse sleeping in the room. No one else was here. There weren’t even any cameras here, either. Ha-ha, what splendid luck!

Approaching the bed, I spotted the phone, reached out and took it.

Password. Ugh, what rotten luck!

‘Hmm,’ I frowned. ‘This wasn’t in the plan’

Okay, there was a choice. Password or fingerprint. Ever so gently, I took the nurse’s finger and held it against the sensor. Finger not recognized. Are you kidding me? Why did there have to be ten freaking fingers? How was I to know which one was right?

Think logically, Michael! If you’re holding a phone, which finger is the most convenient one to use to unlock it... the middle one?

Not recognized.

No, it had to be the middle one. It stood to reason. It was the best finger by far! Which meant... the nurse must be left-handed.

“Unlocked”

Ha! Ha-ha!

‘What a good-looking dude you are,’ I grinned, looking into the mirror and adjusting my hair.

Except that I didn’t have any hair, so I just smoothed my bald little head. Okay, moving on.

I opened the browser. What the hell was ‘Wildberries’? Current basket total — thirty thousand... What was it? A leather gift set with whips and straps. Was she a warrior or something? She didn’t look the type...

I navigated to the search page.

‘Okay, Swarm, don’t let me down here. Memorize everything. We’ll read it later. For now, we’ll just scroll through it all’

‘Got it’

I started typing in nonsense like ‘Top ten spells for the beginner mage!’ Then I kept scrolling and scrolling until I realized at some point that there were no spells available in the public domain.

There might be some way of finding them, but however much I tried, it was all to no avail. At best, you had to pay for them. Mainly, it was sites selling physical media: scrolls, books, that sort of thing.

So that was why everyone kept saying ‘we’ll teach you this, we’ll teach you that’. Because, when it came down to it, knowledge could only be transmitted live and in person!

Grrr! Bullshit! I was going to get my hands on magic no matter what the price! As long as it was free.

‘Okay, well I won’t waste any more time searching for spells. How do I progress, then?’ I frowned. ‘Think, boy, think! You’re one year old and you nearly let a cultist get the better of you? Pathetic, useless baby! All you can do is swing your fist...’ Then it struck me. ‘Aha!’

If I couldn’t develop my magical powers, I could at least develop the foundation for them.

I remembered how I’d searched the Internet for ways of enhancing a child’s physical development, and it had helped me enormously. I’d literally turned myself into a little god. A superbaby!

So why not look for ways of enhancing a child’s magical development? Surely that should be freely available?

‘Core and Body Co-Dependence...’

‘The Impact of Stress on Magical Potential...’

‘Imagination Workouts for Kids...’

‘Preparing for Magical Setbacks...’

‘Tackling Depression after Failure in Magical Studies...’

‘Tackling the Impulse to Commit Your Child to a Home...’

I frowned. I seemed to have strayed a little.

All in all, kudos to 5G internet, I managed to scroll my way through two books and a couple dozen articles. I didn’t take anything in, of course, but that was what the Swarm was for. Heh-heh.

My training would go on and on. I was born to ride high.

“Lidia, are you sleeping again?” I heard a woman’s voice and footsteps behind me.

I froze.

This was bad! Quickly swiping away all the tabs, I tossed the phone back onto the bed and turned around. It was too late. I could see a shadow. The woman was about to come in. Meaning I was doomed. I’d planned to make a regular thing of these visits, but if they caught me now, they’d be sure to think up some way of keeping me out!

I mustn’t get caught. My progress depended on it. And my future depended on my progress.

I had to think of something!

‘I can do it. It should work. One-Two. One-Two!’ I began taking short, rapid breaths.

I felt my blood start to race. My heartbeat quickened. There was pounding in my temples and heat rising in my chest.

My jaw tightened, my veins swelled, and my muscles started throbbing.

I can do it. I can do it. I can do it! I CAN DO ANYTHING!

As soon as I saw a foot stepping into the room...

“A-A-A-A!” Letting out a rippling, unnatural cry, I released a wave of unstable energy.

‘You have entered a state of energy-psychosis. Countdown to death is commencing’

The light started flickering wildly, and the woman who had entered abruptly screwed up her eyes and clutched her head before she’d had time to see me.

Time to make a move!

Armed now with strength that my father hadn’t dreamed of, I set off running at tremendous speed, just like at the cannibal feast. Being a little fellow, I could race right between the nurse’s legs! Something inside me urged me to look up as I passed through, but I couldn’t figure out why and just carried on running.

Turning the corner, I whizzed along the corridor. Now, this was speed... this was adrenaline! The air blew against my skin, and a smile spread across my face. Moving so much faster than nature had intended was truly liberating.

Strength. Speed. That craziness. That power!

Oh, how I liked that combination.

Reaching up to the handle with ease, I opened the door and returned to the sanctuary of my ward. All done.

“Aaah...” I breathed out blue vapors.

‘The energy-psychosis is receding’

“Oof!” I winced from the sudden onset of pain. “Analysis, pwease, Swarm!”

‘Minor impairments. You’ll be better by the end of the day’

‘That’s all?’

‘That’s all’

‘Wait,’ I frowned. ‘You mean I can just go ahead and get into a state of mind that makes me, like, three times stronger? Just like that?’

‘Aside from the fact that you’re guaranteed to die after two minutes?’

‘Well... leaving that aside for a moment’

‘Then yes — you’re capable of that from now on. The first level of adaptation allows you to return to your normal state, the second not to lose your mind. But I still don’t advise it’

Don’t advise it?! It increased my abilities by three times! Three! That was, er...

“One... two...,” — I started counting on my fingers — “Twee! Yes. Twee.”

What if learned to regenerate? Would I be able to stave off death?

I don’t advise it, it says! Pah!

Bow down, all ye psychos. The King of Energy-Psychosis is here! I’m going to unleash my body’s potential!

And it all starts with books.

At last, I get to soak up some more knowledge.

* * *

For some reason, the first book I chose was the one about the children’s home. I don’t know why. It was about parents deciding to hand their child over to a children’s home and abandon it... to leave it all alone in a cold, dark place, and then just turn their backs and go...

Brrr. Too scary. I didn’t want to read any further. It was like a horror novel. It gave me nightmares about being given away to a home and not being loved anymore.

The idea of such an awful fate made me depressed for quite some time.

The second book, on the other hand, was right on the mark: ‘Core and Body Co-Dependence’.

Did you know that the core and the body were mutually dependent? Well, it’s a fact!

From the core flows the energy system, something akin to the circulatory system, and that mingles with everything else. In other words, energy doesn’t produce magic out of nothing — whizz-bang, ta-da! No. There’s real physiology involved. There are laws to it and everything. It’s serious stuff!

That, by the way, is how psychosis provides a strength boost. The shackles are taken off the core, and it feeds everything into the body via the energy system, which is connected to everything else.

It’s fascinating to learn about the inner workings of something you actually use! I mean, now I got why psychosis worked the way it did.

I was getting smart.

Unfortunately, the book only covered the basics. Nothing about how to turn a baby into a gorilla. Useless!

“Hmm...”

Still...

“Hmmm.” I frowned, gazing at the dark clouds.

The further I read, the more a certain idea kept creeping into my mind...

My core was like that of a five-year-old, wasn’t it? And my body likewise, right? But what if...

Mm...

What if I started to work out and then meditate straight afterwards? The absorbed energy would flow into the tired muscles and settle there better. If the body and core were connected, what if I could build up one through the other?

‘Swarm, what do you think?’

‘It’s worth a try’

I almost jumped in surprise. It was actually supporting one of my ideas! Not that it cared, of course, but at least it’d said something encouraging.

In that case, onward we must go! On the path to superhumanity!

Jumping down from the bed, I did a warm-up routine I’d seen on TV and dropped to the floor. I took a deep breath. Lay face down.

Concentrated.

Okay. Push up!

“Uuuh!”

I lowered myself, then pushed up again. My arms shook, and my eyes almost popped out. All my concentration had gone to hell. Grrr!... And again!

Inhale. Meditate.

One... two!

“Uuuuh!”

I’d managed to do the push-up — but not to suck in energy.

“Damn it!” I collapsed on my face.

It was no use. I just didn’t have the strength to do everything at once.

‘Swarm?’

‘Physical exertion requires a neuromuscular connection. Yours is being over-worked, preventing the nervous system from connecting to the energy system’

‘Well, I realize that! But what do I do about it?’

‘I don’t know’

I rolled my eyes. Come on. I had to think of something.

I didn’t want to run away from stinking cultists with my tail between my legs like a frightened dog! Like I said, I was going to develop my strength. And if I couldn’t do it that way, I’d think of another way.

My progress was unstoppable

* * *

At around the same time

Albert had got everything ready. The hospital in the City of N was perfectly decent, of course, but it didn’t have the best equipment. Such as a body regeneration gage. He’d had to order one.

The city was actually called that, by the way — ‘The City of N’. Strange name. Some connection to literature, apparently. Not something a foreigner would understand.

Anyway, back to the equipment. It had finally arrived. Now it was time to run some experiments on Michael and hope that his was not one of those rebirths that destroy humanity. Because unfortunately, there were all too many of them.

Michael wasn’t bent on destroying the world, was he?... Was he? Well, it was time to find out.

His plans changed, however, when he saw Tikhonov — the police officer in charge of the Cannibal Society case.

“Albert Taylor?” Tikhonov called when he saw the bespectacled doctor heading for Michael’s ward.

“I am he.”

“Would you mind coming with me?”

Albert grew tense. Tikhonov was dangerous. On the face of it he was an ordinary lieutenant, but he was influential enough to put a spanner in the works if he was so minded.

‘Blast,’ Albert thought to himself. ‘The Emperor wants it all kept quiet. But getting rid of Tikhonov quietly is going to be impossible.’

Without further ado, they made their way into an empty office. Tikhonov got out his dictaphone and sat down at the desk.

“What am I charged with lieutenant?” Albert smiled.

“Nothing, doctor. I just wanted to ask you a couple of questions regarding the subject of our inquiry. Meaning Michael. Do sit down.”

“I’ll stand. What kind of questions?” he answered abruptly.

“Anything that might help with the investigation. Specifically, what I need right now are records of your observations of Michael during the third to fourth months of his life.”

Albert peered at the lieutenant. Things definitely weren’t good if he was already sniffing around those records. Clearly, he hadn’t seen everything, since he was asking questions, but at the very least he knew that Albert and Michael were closely linked.

“How did you find all this out? I thought those records were confidential,” Albert asked with a dry smile.

“When you help a lot of people, doctor, people want to help you back. And helping is what I do. I help people. I help this city. I help my country.” The lieutenant’s face remained devoid of emotion.

“And you break the law by obtaining confidential information.”

“Me? No. I just asked for information, and people gave it to me,” he shrugged.

Albert gave a snort of laughter.

Damn hospital staff. They’d spilled everything. Exactly how, he didn’t know, but Tikhonov had a way of stretching his tentacles into any place he liked in this city. Bastard!

Still, he wouldn’t get past Albert.

It was crucial that people didn’t find out about Michael. After all, he could become either a threat, or a weapon. And besides, the Emperor had insisted that the child shouldn’t be harassed.

Harassing a dangerous chthonic being was not a great idea in any situation, let alone when it was still an infant. Poor kid. Tikhonov had no business sticking his nose in.

“I’m not telling you anything. I swore an oath. Patient information is confidential.”

“You do understand that I can request a warrant, and you’ll be obliged to give evidence?” Despite the threats, Tikhonov’s face hadn’t changed.

“And you understand that I’m the Emperor’s personal physician and can request immunity?” Albert smiled. “So, what’s it to be? Shall we have a week of me rushing about and you waiting for an answer that’s not going to come? Or shall we stop trying to outwit each other and get back to doing our jobs?”

Tikhonov fell silent.

Did he really think that Albert would betray a patient? A child? One so phenomenal that he’d turn the world upside down if he could just survive without losing his mind? Pah!

“Thank you for your cooperation.” Tikhonov switched off the dictaphone, got up and headed for the door.

“Any time,” Albert nodded.

‘Bastard thought I’d hand over medical secrets, did he? Well, he can go to hell!’

Once he’d calmed down, Albert set off for Michael’s room again. He knocked, entered, and found himself confronted by a strange picture.

A boy in nothing but his underpants was doing the plank and breathing rhythmically. Or at least he was trying to.

“Michael? What... are you doing?”

“I’m twaining. Making stwonger muscles. It’s de pwank.”

* * *

I was caught doing something inappropriate — working out. I was asked why I was doing it and where I’d got it from. I said I’d got it from Dad. Which would check out, because I’d seen him doing the plank at home. He had awesome muscles — big, bulging ones! The women liked them too. I wanted mine to be like that!

It was also a good exercise for doing meditation and strength training at the same time.

It had only just hit home that my strange habits had been discovered.

Yes, okay, I was a one-year-old who looked like a five-year-old, but that was all put down to magic-shmagic. Aside from that, I was just an ordinary, sweet little boy — nothing to see here. The problems started after I... got noticed, shall we say, by people other than my parents.

It wasn’t just about getting noticed, of course. Generally, people saw a four-year-old running around and thought nothing of it — just so long as he didn’t shit where he shouldn’t.

The questions started when people found out my real age.

And unfortunately, the list of people who knew it was growing. Tikhonov. Albert. Those two were on my tail, trying to ferret stuff out.

‘This sucks,’ I frowned on my way to the first session with Albert. ‘What shall I do?’

It was the same dilemma as with Dad. Did I tell him or carry on hiding it? I didn’t mind showing off my strength and the progress I’d made in developing it, but I drew the line at revealing its source! That was my weapon. My trump card!

And they wanted to go and bring it all out into the open? No way!

‘Swarm. I need your help. Try to hide our strength as much as possible. Don’t give the game away. We need to keep things under wraps for now’

‘I’ll do my best’

I nodded. Things were getting serious.

We were in a consulting room with a ton of great big machines. First, they took my blood, then they sat me on a metal couch with a giant metal doughnut over it. Everything was buzzing and shaking.

“Regenerative capacity is twenty-six percent higher than the non-magical norm,” chuckled Albert. “That’s over a quarter! At one year!”

‘What the hell, Swarm! You suck at hiding stuff!’

‘I can’t control everything’

My father was there. Where was Mom? I sat twisting my head about, hoping to find sympathy and support, but there was none. Where on earth was she?! She’d have protected me! But these two guys...

They were tormenting me! Even Dad, a crutch under one arm, had dragged himself in here. He obviously had nothing better to do!

He and Albert glanced at each other. Albert made a note.

“The next thing is the energy absorption rate. An important indicator. Let’s see what level his core can get up to at this age.”

Dad nodded and came up to me.

“This is going to feel a little bit unpleasant, son. You can handle it, can’t you? A bit of an electric shock, bzz-bzz.”

“Bzz... bzz...,” I repeated after Dad, looking around nervously.

I felt just like a real little kid who had no idea what was going on. It wasn’t a fight or flight situation, where adrenaline drowns out your anxiety. And so I felt anxious just the way an ordinary child would.

I was being examined, I was hiding a secret, and I was scared.

Where was Mom?

‘Swarm’

‘I can help with this bit’

They were putting plasters on me with wires sticking out from beneath them.

‘They’re giving you an energy transfusion. Deactivating some charged particles’

“Ahh!” A jolt went through me. It didn’t hurt, but it was seriously unpleasant. When he saw the face I made, Dad winced and looked away.

Perhaps now you’ll rethink what you’re doing?

When it was over, they told me to sit tight and wait. I sat tight. I waited. The long silence didn’t feel like a good sign. And so it proved.

The men came back into the room with solemn faces. Albert strode crossly up to the machine and began checking it over. He inspected the wires, the metal casing with the control panels, and even the chair.

“It doesn’t make sense. Everything’s fine,” he said, perplexed.

“Maybe you forgot to press something?”

“What sort of idiot do you take me for? There are only two buttons.” He frowned at me, shaking his head. “Why is so little getting absorbed? I expected it to be the other way around — abnormally high. Something doesn’t add up.”

I started to feel awkward.

My father came and sat beside me. He looked me in the eyes.

“You’re hiding something from us, aren’t you, son?”

They were going to open me up! Or maybe they already had?

Oh, heck. They’d find out I’d been deceiving them! They’d be able to tell, wouldn’t they? Dad would find out what a fraud I was!

He’d give me away... to a children’s home.

‘Swarm, what shall I do? I’ve deceived my parents. I’m an idiot! They won’t love me anymore!’

‘Based on an analysis of movies and TV dramas, the options here are to give in or double down’

If I gave in, they’d know I was a liar. And it said in the book that bad kids get put in a children’s home!

I had to double down.

“No,” I mumbled, clutching my t-shirt, “Dad, please don’t put me in a childwen’s home... please...”

I whimpered. For real this time — no acting needed.

My father turned to Albert in alarm. Albert stared back wide-eyed, as if they’d done something bad. I sat there gloomily in the knowledge that the Swarm’s analysis had been right: I was a bad boy.

And if they found this out, they’d give me up to a home. Like in the book. Books didn’t lie.

Dad touched my shoulder.

“Don’t worry son, we’re not putting you in a home or anywhere else. We love you more than anything!”

I looked guiltily down at the floor, still clutching my t-shirt.

“That’s it, we’re done,” he said, levering himself up on his crutch.

“But...,” began Albert.

“I said we’re done!” Dad thundered. “Now is not the time. He’s one year old, Albert! What was I thinking? If you can come up with some gentler ways of examining him, let me know!” Collecting himself, he gave me his hand. “Come on, son. Let’s go and have some mandarins.”

Sheesh...

I needed to think about my behavior. All in all, lying is a pretty bad thing to do, right? I felt sad at having lied to Dad.

Something inside me told me it was the path of weakness.

Secrets, intrigues, lies? In extreme cases — yes, why not? But generally speaking, lying comes from weakness. It means that you can’t handle the consequences of the truth.

You have to walk with your head held high. Make the earth tremble under your feet! Then you can stop worrying about the truth — people will accept it for what it is. They won’t have a choice. They just won’t be able to handle you!

“Dad,” I began, holding him by the hand.

“Mm?”

“I’m gonna be de stwongest...”

“Of course you are, Misha,” he smiled.

“No, weally...”

“I wasn’t playing up to you. You really will be the strongest. And we’re going to support you all the way.”

Now I felt really bad.

No. That wasn’t my path.

For now, I would guard my truth and keep it to myself. But only until I was able to handle all the consequences. No matter what they might be. I adapted to everything. That, after all, was my talent, right?

Happily, no more was said on the subject.

We went into Dad’s ward and got Mom’s mandarins. Their acidity level was through the roof, and we died there and then.

The end.

* * *

The next day

In the morning, Tikhonov went back to the manor. Yes, the house was certainly in a bad state after Mark’s exploits. Amazing what someone could do with blood magic in his hands. Who was he, anyway? Head of security at the mines? Like hell! Alas, however, Tikhonov hadn’t been able to get to the truth. The Kaisers had covered their tracks very thoroughly.

It was a common enough story, really. They might be fugitive nobles, or they might be in debt to the Koreans. Tikhonov had seen it all. Sooner or later the truth would come out. The important thing...

“What is it?” he asked his assistant.

“We’ve found an intact magic seal under the rubble. Now we know for sure that the collapse was caused by an excavation spell. Nothing too complicated, but skillfully done, as if they were stenciled. The mage has obviously done this a few times before and got it down to perfection. There are no mistakes whatsoever! Either that, or he has a photographic memory.”

“I see,” Tikhonov said. “And of course the family has a friend who’s an archaeologist. Hmm. Interesting.”

Tikhonov had it all worked out a long time ago. He just needed to find convincing evidence.

*Vroom*. The roar of an engine suddenly resounded behind him. It was loud, just like...

A motorcycle!

“Huh?” He swung around.

On the road, in the distance, stood a black motorcycle with... was that a girl riding it? Yes, no doubt about it. It was a female figure, quite small. She was dressed in black motorcycle gear, and her head was covered by a black helmet with imitation cat ears.

Plus...

Instead of a vizor the helmet had a screen. A screen panel over the eyes! And on it was a smiley face. For real. Like this:

‘^_^’

“What the...”

The smiley face vanished. The girl hit the gas and sped off. A couple of seconds later, she was gone.

Tikhonov frowned.

Firstly — what the hell? Very strange indeed. Secondly — it somehow rang a bell.

Hadn’t Michael mentioned some girl in a rabbit mask, and some woman with a mole, who must have run off, since there was no photo of her? Could the rider be one of them?

“Do me a favor, will you?” he said to his assistant. “Post a guard on Michael. Or surveillance. I think there might be trouble heading his way. Someone is obviously after him...”

* * *

It happened quite suddenly.

The day after my death from the mandarins, I found I could do a push-up and draw in energy at the same time. Yep — it had finally come off. Round of applause, please. Turned out motivation could boost your performance big-time!

The results were phenomenal. For the first time, my body was getting pumped up and generating new energy in combination with the core!

Remember when I said I was absorbing a measly fifteen percent?

Now that figure had doubled. Because now the energy was fueling the development of a second system — the physical body.

I was making progress at last.

I could only do one push-up, but I was already in seventh heaven! I was already dreaming about the next day, about the prospect of doing two push-ups! A true Super-Rugrat!

But my plans changed. I’d only just woken up when...

‘User. I hasten to remind you that your body is plastic owing to your abnormally developed core. Yesterday you filled it with a large quantity of energy, some of which spilled over into your subcutaneous tissue’

‘Huh? Swarm, give me a chance to wake up. What are you droning on about so early in the morning?’

‘You have hair’

At first, all I heard was a load of scientific gobbledygook. But then that last phrase started echoing in my mind.

Slowly, I put my hand to my head, and...

Okay, there wasn’t a whole lot, but it felt soft.

It was hair.

“Holy crap!”

I jumped up, ignored my slippers and flew over to the mirror to take a look.

“What de f...”

This was weird. This shouldn’t be happening! I was meant to be keeping secrets! What would I say to my parents? What the hell?

Okay, keep cool. I’d figure out what to do. As long as my parents didn’t turn up in the next couple of...

*Boom!* The door flew open.

I spun around, startled. It was Dad.

“Son, your mom and I got here early! We’ve got good... new... s...”

He froze. The door shut behind him.

But not for long.

*Boom!* A female leg in tights kicked the door open.

“Misha, we’ve got news! You’re getting...”

She froze.

The door shut. And stayed shut.

They looked at me in stunned silence. I felt as if I was looking through their eyes and knew exactly what they were seeing.

What they were seeing was not at all what they expected.

My father slowly turned to my mother.

“Darling?” he smiled nervously.

“Hey, don’t look at me, Mark!” She began waving her arms about. “This definitely has nothing to do with me!”

Mom was a blonde.

Dad was a brunette.

And my hair was...

“Morning, patients,” Albert greeted us cheerily as he sauntered in. “I trust you’re ready for... for...” Then he saw me. “Fuck my ass”.

* * *

News Bulletin on Imperial One!

The people responsible for the capture of the Cannibal Society cell in the City of N have been nominated for an award! You’ll see the ceremony live on our channel. The country should know that even ordinary citizens can improve the life of the Empire!

We should know what heroes look like!


Chapter 23

* * *

At around the same time

An expensive house in the City of N

FITZGERALD WAS ONE of the few who’d managed to get away. Deafened in one ear, he’d managed to break loose from the dark-haired man’s blood grip and stab him in the eye with a piece of shrapnel in return.

But to what end? He’d escaped — but now what? The Society had been destroyed in his city. Nearly everyone was dead. His mistress wasn’t answering, and probably never would. Now they would be hiding like rats, because all their communications and movements were being monitored by that scumbag Tikhonov — the saintly cop!

Fitzgerald was sitting in his apartment. Battered. Humiliated. Wretched.

And very angry.

“He knew Theodore,” he growled, squeezing a syringe containing painkiller. “If he’s a traitor, there must be somewhere they hang out together. Theodore doesn’t have any brothers, and his father doesn’t let him out much. Which means...” His face broke into a grin. “That’s it. The preschool. Yes! I just need to find out what preschool Theodore goes to...”

Muffled, crazy laughter resounded in the darkness of the apartment.

* * *

I was sitting in Albert’s office, swinging my legs.

Everyone was here. By which I mean Mom, Dad and Albert.

On the one hand, it was good that I was getting discharged, but on the other...

“No, it’s definitely dark,” Mom nodded.

“Oh, come on,” Dad snorted. “Is it going to be like with that dress again — the one that was yellow except when it was blue? It’s quite clearly fair. A sort of golden shade. Which is great — I prefer that!”

“No, it’s dark all right. And the shade is a lot funkier than ‘golden’.”

Looking up from his paperwork, Albert glanced first at the arguing spouses, then at me.

“Well, if you ask me, it’s got a kind of bluish tint. You know — sky-blue,” he shrugged.

While the debate raged on, I sat tight-lipped and went on swinging my legs.

‘Swarm, I haven’t quite got round to it before — but now seems as good a time as any to ask. Why is it, that, um, how shall I put it... EVERYONE SEES MY HAIR DIFFERENTLY?!”

They probably used to wonder what color my hair would be. Well — mua-ha-ha! — now they had the answer. How about multi-colored, mm? Not what you expected? There, you see — there’s never a dull moment with me!

‘I told you. Your body is plastic and prone to change. Your hair has become an extension of your energy system. To put it bluntly, it’s magical’

‘What’s with the color?’

‘After you did your push-ups and filled your body with energy, it activated something akin to a gene which is responsible for hair color.’

‘Where did that come from?’

‘I can’t say. It was inactive. But given that your hair color is dependent on the preferences of the beholder, might I suggest... Lust? Maybe that’s why I sensed danger from her. Remember, you shook her hand. It could be that she injected some changes into you but never got the chance to take them back. I imagine that the Lust gene would have that effect.’

‘Lust? You’ve got to be kidding! I don’t even like girls — they’re stupid!’ I clutched my head. ‘There’s no telling what else that gene might do to me!’

‘If there are any more genes like that left, I can switch them off’

‘If you think they pose a danger,’ I sighed. ‘Why you didn’t think this one did, I’ll never know’

Ah, nuts. Well, I got what I wished for. Hair! I wanted to blend in, look cute. Yeah. Now instead of ‘Look, he’s bald!’ it would be ‘Look, his hair changes color!’

Myself, I saw it as just grey. No shades, no highlights, no gradients. Just neutral grey. Quite dull, even. But everyone else... they all saw it their own way. Albert, for instance, saw white with a sky-blue tint.

It was interesting the way Mom saw me as dark-haired, which was what her husband was, while Dad, who preferred blondes, saw me as fair-haired. Quite funny really.

But since there was nothing the least bit dangerous in any of this, the Swarm hadn’t adapted. Meanwhile, the doctors saw no reason to keep me in hospital.

So... yes.

I was going home.

“Doctor, do you understand what’s going on?” Mom asked.

“You mean in light of all the new data I’ve collected over these two weeks in hospital?” he said, looking up from the medical card he was filling in.

“Yes!”

“Well in light of the new data, I understand absolute fu...”

Mom gasped and quickly covered my ears. Hey, what did he say? I wanted to hear it and repeat it! Something bad, I guessed.

Mom uncovered my ears and ruffled my hair for the umpteenth time. She liked doing that.

“Heavens, it’s so silky...,” she murmured. “Is that from Gran, I wonder?”

After being issued with an instruction to come back once a week, I was finally discharged. With no answers, a ton of questions and a couple of discoveries about my powers.

Ah. Home at last.

This time with hair.

* * *

“Hooway, home!” I tossed off my trainers and ran all around the apartment.

“Don’t run, Misha!” Mom said. “The last thing we need is for you to sprain something and have to go straight back. That goes for you too, Mark.”

Leaning on his crutch, Dad slowly turned towards Mom.

“Ha-ha, Annie, very funny...”

“Oh, stop fussing. Not giving me the evil EYE, are you?!” She began to giggle.

An aggrieved look flashed in his eyes. Yes, now he had two of them again. Granted, they were different-colored: one brown, one blue. It looked awesome. It was better we didn’t appear anywhere together now. Between his eye and my hair, we’d hog all the attention.

“Kitty!” I cried on seeing the bald creature. “Ha-ha, get a load of dis! I got hair. Unlike you!”

He was sitting on the stove, doggedly attempting to turn on the heat, but I placed my hands under his front legs and picked him up.

Jeez, what a hideous little freak he was. But I loved him anyway.

When would his hair grow? I’d got mine in the end, so he shouldn’t give up hope!

“Son, you’ll be getting your award in a couple of days. Time for a haircut!” Mom shouted from the living room.

Yep — we were getting awards. Yours truly included. The investigation was still ongoing, but everyone knew that if I hadn’t been there, my dad wouldn’t have turned up and upset that whole nest. They were going to give me a medal! I hoped it would be a chocolate one, like the ones in the store.

‘A haircut?’ I mused, looking in a mirror.

My hair had grown a good couple of inches in just four days. It grew at an abnormally fast rate. Give it a month, and it would literally be trailing down my back!

‘Swarm?’

‘You keep pumping up your core, and the excess goes wherever it can. Including your hair, which is now, as you know, of a magical nature’

Wearing an angry look on my face, I went out into the hallway, where Mom was waiting with a pair of scissors. Filled with uncontrollable, child-sized rage, I immediately made a grab for the blade.

“I don’t wanna cut my hair so often!” I said, running at Mom. “It sucks. You’ll make me bald again!”

“Aah! Whatever have I done wrong?!” she screeched.

At the same moment, the bald kitten, who’d been hiding around the corner, leaped out with an infernal cry and grabbed her by the legs. She screeched again!

“I don’t want a haircut! Yaaah!”

“Dear me,” Dad sighed. “It was quieter in the war.”

* * *

Next day

At the preschool

There had been changes at the creche. With the disappearance of Michael, the tacit ruler and generally acknowledged badass, some had decided that a new era must have dawned.

On top of everything else, Theodore had vanished for a while, too. But he had returned earlier than the bald one.

And while the two of them were away, Katya had poured oil on the fire of childish intrigues. The three groups that had formed in the creche had started to fall apart. The children had simply ceased to believe in the authority of either Michael or Theodore. Especially now that the former no longer controlled the chief currency — stars.

“Hey, Makfim!” one boy said, coming up to the beetle owner. “Come and play wid uz! I got wobots, and you got a beetoo. We won’t let Michael play with de wobots though!”

“I’m not coming, den,” Maxim said, waving the boy away.

“Why? He steals all de stars!”

“So what? He’s my fwend.”

The other boy had no answer to that. He’d always regarded Maxim as Michael’s flunky. But the more you tried to persuade him to change sides, the more you saw that they were real friends. In fact, it seemed that Kaiser was the only person Maxim wanted to be friends with.

“Heh-heh, you’re a suck-up!” came Katya’s voice. “I heard dat you’re fwends wid him just for stars. Yeah-yeah-yeah! You two are a gang. You’re against us!”

“Dat’s not twoo,” Maxim said crossly.

“It’s twoo, it’s twoo,” she nodded, aware that others were listening. “But nobody’s afwaid of Michael anymore. He’s gone. He’s not scarewy anymore! And neider are you!”

In reality, Maxim was quite scary. Michael had trained him up pretty well. Even taught him foot sweeps! So he could stand up for himself and no one bothered him. On the other hand, no one was exactly afraid of him, either — not these days. It was Kaiser who was the badass.

But he’d been in hospital for two weeks now, and there was still no news. Some of them had even been worried! But that was in the past. People had got used to him being go...

“Mitha?” some girl murmured suddenly.

Just then, an unexpected voice was heard. Some children were trying to work out what the lisping girl had meant. Something about myths? Ancient Greece and all that?

The first to turn around were those who were closest. Then the children in the middle of the room. Then everyone else.

There he was, standing in the corridor. By the entrance.

“Ha, look! He’s here!” Katya faltered a little, but went on anyway — “Nobody’s afwaid of you! Are we?”

No one answered her. She didn’t even seem to expect an answer. All her plans and prepared speeches crumbled at the mere sight of the boy whom she had missed hating for a whole two weeks.

Michael stepped warily into the room.

“Wow,” the lisping girl said in a loud whisper. “It’th gween...”

Kaiser had returned.

* * *

“No, pink!” one girl shouted.

“No, gween!” insisted the other.

“Thtupid!”

The girls started to fight. Or to be more precise, they started to wave soft toys about in an aggressive manner. They didn’t hurt each other physically, but emotionally, it was carnage.

Meanwhile, I just sat by the window and watched everyone.

What was that Maxim had said? The groups had split apart? Well, judging by the billion kids around me, the microbes had re-assembled into one big colony.

“Just like a doll’s,” some presumptuous little madam commented, shamelessly fondling my hair. “So soft...”

My face was locked in a hard, unmoving expression. Maxim’s, too. We were like two weird, stony-faced statues. Oleg, by the way, wore a similar expression. Despite being a beetle.

“Girls, don’t pester Michael!” a teacher exhorted as she came in. “Ladies should be aloof and out of reach! You’re the ones that others should be chasing and paying notice to! Besides which, invading people’s space is impolite!”

After receiving this moral kick in the butt, the girls sighed and hesitantly started moving away from me.

The teacher nodded, looked around, and came up to me.

“Hmm,” she murmured, rumpling my hair. “It really is like silk. Nice and dark...”

“Hey, dat’s not fair!” The girls started stamping their feet. “You said about ladies. And what about you?”

“I... er... I have the right!” the woman said, tilting her head up haughtily. “Anyway, run along and put your coats on. We’ve got outdoor play! Yes. That’s what I came to tell you.” She gave a firm nod, then went back to examining my hair. “Hmm... I wonder what shampoo they use.”

* * *

Outside, I could hide in the bushes so that no one could look at me. This was mine and Maxim’s secret place. It was where he’d found Oleg. Now it was our base.

“At last,” I grumbled. “I’d wather have stayed bald.”

“Yeah...,” my friend concurred. “Like a hegg.”

We both sighed. Not to worry. They’d get used to it in a couple of days.

Maxim had told me at the hospital that the kids here had stopped respecting me and wouldn’t play with us anymore. On the one hand, this had really bothered me. On the other, it had still really bothered me. I’d been wondering how I was going to solve this problem.

But it had solved itself. It turned out all I had to do was grow some hair!

Admittedly, instead of being feared, I was being ogled and prodded. I was less stern, forbidding boss, more ‘what a cutie!’ And I didn’t know which was better...

Vroommm! We heard the loud revving of an engine.

Our male monkey brains activated simultaneously, our heads instantly jerking towards the source of the sound. First, our eyes fell upon a grey-haired man with a moustache, who was looking towards our preschool. But to hell with him. Further down we saw a motorcycle purring along the road. On it was a girl all in black, really cool-looking! In a helmet, too!

“Ooh!”

“Wow!”

We picked up sticks and began beating the bush with them.

Boy see girl on motorbike — boy happy, make loud noise.

It was this, by the way, that caused the man to notice us. Seeing Maxim and me, a dark look came over his face. Mom had warned me to keep well away from guys like him. Although presumably, if he was hanging around here, he was allowed to be here. He surely couldn’t have got into the grounds unnoticed. Perhaps he worked here?

“Eww, stop looking at us!” Katya had also seen him, however. “Yuck! Howwible man! Miss, dair’s a man looking at us.”

I was amazed. Was she really so indifferent about whose life she ruined? Even some poor caretaker? Actually, though, she wasn’t indifferent — I was her priority.

The motorbike girl, incidentally, had noticed us too. She’d turned around, stared for a moment... and ridden off. But the man had stayed. Eww! Boy see man with moustache — boy stop be happy. Boy want girl on noisy motorbike back.

Boy sad. Happy noise gone away...

“Aww, shucks,” we said in unison.

But who were these people?

* * *

“Ladies and gentlemen, could I have your attention for a moment! We have a guest! Colonel Sidorov. He’s going to tell you all about safety rules.”

I rolled my eyes. At least it wasn’t Tikhonov, but something told me it wasn’t by chance that a bunch of cops had suddenly appeared at our preschool.

I looked at Theodore. Not only had he grown quieter in general, but right now he seemed to be cowering like a scared animal. Evidently, normal kids weren’t good at dealing with the kind of shit we’d gone through. I wondered whether he’d got to eat any human flesh in the end. The Society, of course, was in ruins. It was unlikely they dared contact each other now that I’d smoked them all out.

Heh-heh. Served the bastards right.

“Hello, kids! My name is...”

We sat listening to the man, who told us basic things like not talking to strangers, not accepting gifts from them, not wandering off with them, and so on. Maxim’s question — ‘What if the stranger is a pretty lady?’ — got a clear reply:

“You must still keep away, Mr Sloventsev,” the colonel sighed.

“I’m Smolentsev!”

I had my own experience of associating with a pretty stranger, of course. It wasn’t something I cared to think about... Okay, I tell a lie, I did quite like to think about it. She was pretty, after all. But I definitely didn’t want to meet her again! Once was enough. Sorry, lady, but you and I were not meant to be.

“Why you making dat face?” Maxim asked.

“Women...”

“Eww.”

In short, the lecture took up the whole lesson. Nice.

Afterwards, unfortunately, I saw those ugly cop faces hanging about the place all day long. Why, I could only guess.

But, oh, what a good thing they were there. Given what happened next...

* * *

It was time to go. It had been an odd sort of day, but it could have been worse. We’d even seen a motorcycle. When I grew up, I’d get one just like it!

If only people would stop touching me all the time.

“Anna, what do you treat your son’s hair with?” another mom asked, coming up to us. “My daughter won’t stop going on about it. She’s jealous!”

“Mom! I’m not... I’m not jeawuss!”

“Oh, you know, it’s just his genes,” Mom said, smoothing her own hair with a satisfied look on her face.

I cut her a look. There she went, taking credit where it wasn’t due. With your genes, Mom, I didn’t get any hair at all!

I put my shoes on, and we went outside. Mom took me by the hand.

“Shall we walk? It’s so nice out today.” She squinted at the sun like a cat.

“What about...” It was the moment of truth. “Can we go to de booksop?”

“Sure, why not.”

There it was! I’d passed the point at which I was treated as a stupid little shrimp! I was getting taken to the bookshop — and I’d be able to stay there as long as I wanted!

Oh, yeah!

“Dank you,” I smiled.

“Heh-heh, you’re so swee...”

Something flashed at the edge of my vision. A person. At immense speed.

It was too late.

A man had flown at my mother, knocking her clean off her feet with his shoulder and sending her flying onto the road. A car racing out of the parking lot honked loudly and swerved violently to the side, crashing into another car. Before Mom could even budge, a tire rolled past an inch from her face. She froze, her eyes bulging, paralyzed with fear.

It had all happened in the blink of an eye. But I’d seen it all clearly, because my brain had gone into overdrive.

“Got you, you horned piece of shit!” I felt myself being grabbed by the arm. “I’d recognize your voice anywhere!”

My mutated eyes saw the man from the side. Grey hair. Moustache. I didn’t recognize him. But the voice...

‘Note: the voice is similar to the masked man whom the Lady in White addressed as Fitzgerald. It was him you saw outside this afternoon’

The grip on my arm tightened, and I felt it start to burn and sting.

“You...,” I growled. “You lousy skunk — YOU PUSHED MY MOM!”

‘You have entered a state of energy-psychosis. You have the strength of a sixteen-year-old. Two minutes until death’

The psychosis wave made the man grimace. I pounded his wrist and shook off his grip. I was overflowing with rage. Bracing my legs, I lunged shoulder-first at the man’s stomach, sending him flying!

My vision went a little dark.

‘Dislocation of the shoulder joint. User, remember, you have strength, but not sturdiness’

Because of the psychosis and the adrenaline, I didn’t feel any pain.

Fitzgerald, on the other hand, felt it in full measure.

“Aagh!” he coughed. “Little runt!”

He dealt me a full-on kick in the chest. I was as light as a feather and standing awkwardly, and he obviously put a dose of magic into the attack, so I stood no chance. I crashed backwards into a wall and started coughing and gasping for air. He’d got me right in the solar plexus. I couldn’t breathe!

*Bang-bang-bang!* Three shots rang out.

Looking up, I saw a policeman with a gun shooting right at Fitzgerald. That was why they were here! They’d suspected something!

But Fitzgerald had put out a hand and created some sort of barrier in which the bullets got stuck.

“Gah!” I coughed again, tasting blood in my mouth.

“Now!” Fitzgerald shouted.

I saw magic whizzing from different angles, spells flying at the policeman. Crystals, a fire whip, and something else. Four attacks. There were four of them! That lowlife had found another four people willing to attack me!”

‘This is bad.’ I clenched my jaw and got up.

All this had happened so quickly that my mom had only just started to react. It had literally happened in a flash.

They knew what I looked like. Five people. Now they knew who was responsible for bringing down their cult. But...

It was just five. I could handle them — and I’d be done with the Society for good. I hadn’t talked to anyone else. There was still the Lady in White, of course, but apart from her, it was just these five.

“Misha!” Mom shouted.

I didn’t let her cry distract me, and that saved my life. Seeing a spell streaking towards me, I dived to one side. Crash! The ground exploded!

Behind me, children were coming out with their parents. They immediately started screaming and ran back inside.

I heard shots. The policeman with the gun was still alive! He was surrounded by a shield. Bang-bang-bang! I heard a cry and the sound of someone falling. One was down!

‘Don’t do anything stupid, Michael. The grown-ups will deal with this. Just survive!’ I urged myself.

I jumped back. Fitzgerald was running at me and starting to cast spells. He shot out an ice dart. It missed, but then it sprouted branches which started chasing after me, trying to grab hold of my legs!

What the hell kind of a spell was that?! It looked like I could outrun it, though. It looked like...

“Gah!” Coughing blood, I failed to spot the curb, tripped over, and fell.

No sooner had I hit the ground than I was being grabbed by the throat. I tried to wriggle away, but the grip was too tight. Any tighter, and my delicate little neck but would be snapped outright. I started wheezing as the last remnants of oxygen were squeezed from my body. But before adaptation could kick in, the grip was suddenly loosened.

“Right. Everyone. Stand where you are!” Fitzgerald yelled.

He came around behind me, grabbed my neck again and put a gun to my head.

My heart skipped a beat.

“MISHA!” Mom cried. She yanked out her phone and started pressing stuff on it with her eyes still fixed on me.

“If anyone shoots, I’ll finish him off!”

By now there were two police officers left, both with their guns trained on the bushes from which the Cannibals had been attacking them. But as soon as I was taken hostage, they froze.

“Weapons on the floor! Now!”

Slowly, they laid down their weapons.

‘One minute and ten seconds until death’

I exhaled.

‘Energy-psychosis is receding’

Shit... shit!

Mom finished her call.

“What is it you want? Please let him go! Please!” she shouted.

“What do I want?” the old man growled. “Revenge, that’s what! For destroying everything we built! Revenge!” He pressed the gun into my temple.

“NO!” Mom screamed at the top of her voice.

I froze, paralyzed by dread. I didn’t know what to do.

I tried to think of a way out, but everything that came to mind ended up with a bullet in my head! Psychosis wouldn’t help here, and neither would anything else! What possible way out could there be when this bastard could just twist my neck? Until then I’d been lucky, I’d had time to prepare, but this time I’d been taken completely by surprise, and there was nothing I could do!

I was going to be shot. I was going to die. Shit! Think. Think!

I heard a click. It was the hammer being cocked.

He was going to shoot now. Right now!

“Payback time,” the man grinned.

“NO! NO! WAIT!” Mom started running towards us.

“It’s me or no one. I’ll be remembered as the one...”

*Vroom-m-m* Just then came the roar of a motorcycle.

I heard the rattle of a chain, then — WHOOSH! — the slash of a whip ripping through the air. Hot metal flashed overhead, and...

“AAAH!” Fitzgerald howled.

I was suddenly sprayed with blood as I saw his severed hand with the gun in it drop to the floor.

Slowly, I turned around. It was her! The girl on the black motorcycle! She was standing with a burning hot chain in her hands and observing the agonies of the howling old man. Just standing and...

Wait, where did she go?

Hearing footsteps from behind, I turned sharply around. The girl was right there, her black helmet bending down towards me. I felt as if there were not just two but hundreds of eyes boring into me, as if something bad was concealed behind the blackness of that vizor.

I swallowed.

“Michael Kaiser?” came a quite young-sounding female voice, and the vizor lit up to display a smiley face: ʕ ᵔᴥᵔ ʔ

“Y-yes...”

“... I see,” she sighed, and the smiley face disappeared. “Lousy surname.”

She straightened up and looked around. I wasn’t a hostage anymore, so the police officers had grabbed their guns. But instead of pointing them at the cultists, they were aiming at the woman behind me.

“Step away! Now!”

“(￣ ﹌ ￣)” — the image on the vizor changed — “Degenerates.”

She casually flicked her hand, and the guns just melted... Just dripped out of the officers’ hands. That was that.

The cultists hiding in the bushes saw this as an ideal opportunity to attack.

Big mistake.

The girl immediately spun her chain around and sent it flying.

Wham! The head of one of the cultists was blown off, and his brains were scattered about the parking lot. The sound of the head exploding echoed throughout the street.

“What the... AAAAH!” screamed another one from the bushes.

Dozens of hot chains had shot out from under the ground right beneath the man and taken hold of his extremities. The girl gripped the chain hard and jerked it towards her, sending the man crashing to the ground and breaking his bones.

There was one left. He didn’t even have time to take a breath.

“Ten circles of hell,” the girl said, clicking her fingers.

The man was simply turned inside out and ripped apart from within. His dead body fell, instantly caught fire and began to melt, vanishing beneath the earth in the form of a bubbling, squealing mass of goo.

“No... No!” came the voice of the last survivor from behind us.

The girl turned around.

“Who... WHO ARE YOU, YOU BITCH?! YOU’VE RUINED EVERYTHING!” Fitzgerald cried, pointing his remaining hand at us.

No sooner had he spoken than chains sprang from the earth and grabbed him by the throat, the arms and the legs.

‘She’s controlling them with her mind. It’s as if she can just make them appear wherever she likes and grab her enemies!’ I didn’t know whether to be thrilled or terrified. ‘What kind of power is that? She’s going to kill him!’

And that was bad. She shouldn’t kill him! Not her!

“I don’t recall saying you could open your mouth,” she said, tightening the chain. “Put a sock in it, you piece of...”

*Bang-bang-bang!*

Three shots rang out. One bullet missed, but two...

Hit Fitzgerald in the chest and the head. A jet of blood streamed from his head, his body went limp, and he slowly toppled backwards.

The girl turned towards me. She saw the gun in my hand.

My wrist hurt. My bones ached. My skin had even torn from the friction. But I was happy. A weight had been lifted from my shoulders.

It was I who had to kill him!

“Dat’s for Mom. Son of a bitch,” I growled.

It was done. Over with. Whew! Now we could...

“(°ｏ°)”

The image on the vizor changed, and the girl brazenly picked me up by the scruff of the neck.

Hey! He-ey!

“Hey, let me go!” I cried, waving my arms. “Or I’ll...”

I tried to point the gun, but like the others before it, it melted instantly. Ouch! I dropped it before I got burned.

I wasn’t going to give in that easily!

“Yah! Dair, take dat! Let me go!” I began waving my fists about, trying to punch the helmet.

The girl watched me with interest, saying nothing. Then...

“Ha-ha-ha! Feisty little devil. I like him. We’ll keep this one!” she laughed.

So, you can crush a skull with a chain, can you? Tie people up with the power of your mind? Melt guns with a flick of your hand?... I’ll show you, bitch! I don’t give a damn who you are! You can be a goddess for all I care! I’ll never give in...

Just then I heard a teleportation sound and saw Dad appear with Max. That was who Mom had been calling! Ha-ha! Come on, Dad, get her! Come on! Put this bitch’s lights out!

“W-what are you doing?!” came Mom’s voice.

Still holding me outstretched like a writhing, angry little puppy, the girl turned around and slid off her helmet. Long, golden hair fell down onto her back, and her face was revealed. Oval-shaped, young-looking and very beautiful, with a neat nose and mouth.

And crimson eyes with vertical pupils.

Mom froze. She was paralyzed with shock. As was Dad. I didn’t get why.

Then I got it.

“G-gran?” Mom stuttered.

Dad went pale.

I turned around and looked at the woman holding me. On her shoulder sat a fluffy black cat, who had just materialized out of nowhere.

“Mm, sorry, young man,” he muttered guiltily. “She found you herself.”

This was my great-grandmother? The one shrouded in mystery, who had lived for over a hundred years, and from whom Mom had run away?

Oh, f—

The next book of the series!

The Grandson (Nanomachines Book 2)

End of Book One
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