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Chapter 1

BACK AT THE APARTMENT, silence reigned.

So awkward, so unpleasant was the atmosphere that I found it hard just to be there.

My great-grandmother — ‘Gran’, as Mom called her — was sitting on the couch, casting long, silent looks now at my parents, now at me. Mom was standing. Dad was sitting at the kitchen table, glancing around, saying nothing. He’d hardly said a word the whole time…

Dear me…

“Pretty shitty place you have,” was the first thing Gran said.

“It is what it is,” Mom said in a whisper.

Gran made no reply. She seemed uncertain how to begin.

I was sitting on the couch opposite her. I didn’t want to let on how much pain I was in, but I couldn’t help it. I grimaced, almost letting out a groan. My shoulder hurt. Really hurt. It ached and stung like crazy. I could barely move it.

Gran noticed my suffering. Getting up from the couch, she came and crouched in front of me, her bike leathers squeaking.

“Dislocated, is it?” Somehow, she could tell just by looking. She touched my shoulder.

“Ouch!” I winced with pain.

“Stop griping! It’s just a dislocation — don’t be such a sissy!”

She touched my shoulder, then my forehead. Then my face. She felt the pulse on my neck.

“Hyper-regeneration, huh? In that case, you can handle it.”

She grabbed my arm and yanked it violently back and down! Crunch!

“Aaah!” I clutched my shoulder, grimacing. “Owww!”

‘Dislocation corrected’

“Gran!” Mom shouted, leaping up. “What are you…”

“Quiet!” Gran rose sharply, turned around and pointed a finger at her granddaughter. “Shut it — now!”

“But you can’t do that, he needs to go to…”

“You don’t get to tell me what I can and can’t do! You run away without a word, and now, after I save his life, you’re going to start giving me lectures?”

Mom fell silent and lowered her eyes sheepishly.

Puffing out a breath, Gran rubbed the bridge of her nose and shook her head. Glancing around again, she spotted the bald cat.

“Good God, what a monstrosity,” she frowned, looking at the wailing kitten. “And where’s my tea? Anna, you were taught etiquette by the best stiffs from the Victorian age, and you still haven’t offered your guest a cup of tea? Come on, chop-chop.”

“All right…”

The tea was soon made and everyone sat down at the table. I had to sit there too. The pain in my shoulder was gradually easing after the relocation and I was starting to feel quite a lot better.

Around me, however, things were getting tenser by the minute.

Gran took a sip from her cup. The tea was still steaming hot, but she seemed not to notice this at all.

“Shitty tea as well. Nothing but chemicals.”

No one answered her.

Those vertical pupils of hers bored into everything. She had a long, penetrating gaze. She might have the appearance of a twenty-year-old girl, but her eyes betrayed a deep well of life experience.

After all, she must be over a hundred years old.

“Hey, kid. What’s with the hair?”

“He’s got…,” Mom began.

“Let him answer himself!” she barked. “It was him I asked. Are you going to be hovering around him wiping his nose his whole life? He can shoot a man, but he wants his mommy to answer questions for him?” Then she turned to me again. “Well? What’s with the hair?”

“It’s magical,” I answered.

“Hmm. I see.” She took a sip of tea. “Black, like your great-grandfather’s. Not a bad color.”

She didn’t know, of course, the truth about my hair color.

She took another sip, let out a sigh and, faced with silence from her relatives, decided to cut to the chase.

“So — you had a child, then,” she began with a wry smile, holding her cup with two hands. “And there was me wondering why you’d stolen three amulets. Who could the third one be for, I asked myself. You could have told me that you were expecting, that there was going to be an addition to the family. But you chose otherwise…”

Mom pursed her lips. “You wouldn’t have approved,” she said.

“Of what? The child? Why not? It was already inside you by then — nothing was going to change that. We’d have brought it up together.”

“Yeah, without a father,” Mom muttered.

Right now, my mother resembled not so much a young woman with a husband and a child as a little girl in an adult body. She sat hunched up, her voice quiet, her eyes dim.

Until now, my father had been observing this exchange in silence, but now he felt obliged to speak.

“That’s why we didn’t say anything. That’s why she ran away. Don’t you see? You literally dictate to her who she can and can’t live with!”

“Shut. Your. Mouth!” Gran growled.

“Your hatred for me won’t alter the fact that Anna loves both me and her son. As you very well know! Can’t you just accept that for the sake of your granddaughter’s happiness?”

“Accept it?” she snarled. “Accept it?! YOU KILLED MY HUSBAND!”

My eyes opened wide. My heart skipped a beat. I wanted to tuck my head in and sink through the floor.

‘Ohh…’ I put my hand over my mouth.

Things were turning out to be a lot more complicated than I thought.

“I was defending my country!” Dad snarled back.

“Yes, you were. And I would have accepted that. My husband went to war, and you were protecting your countrymen. BUT THEN YOU FLED YOUR COUNTRY! You hypocritical bastard! You killed my husband for the sake of people whom you later betrayed!”

“I betrayed them because of my wife and son,” he yelled in reply. “Because of you, who refused to let them go! I gave up everything I had because it was my only chance of living with Anna and Michael! Get it? Because of you!”

Gran glared at him.

“Watch your tone,” she growled, her eyes turning bright and fierce.

Were they about to start fighting? This was my family! They mustn’t! Hey, knock it off!

“Oh, I’d do a lot more than that for my family’s sake,” my father said.

“You’d be dead before you got off your ch…”

“ARE YOU OUT OF YOUR MINDS?!” Mom yelled. “DO YOU EVEN HEAR YOUSEL…”

CRACK!

‘User, something is happening to you’

Everyone suddenly fell silent and… turned towards me.

“Ah… oops.” Blinking myself out of my trance, I stopped squeezing the table.

Some kind of rage had taken hold of me.

This was my great-grandmother, after all. She’d saved my life. And that was my dad. Did they really want to kill each other? That was crazy! I didn’t want to lose either of them!”

I was getting angry… very angry!

AND YOU WON’T LIKE ME WHEN I’M ANGRY.

‘User…’

“Anyway, think what you like,” Gran said. “Whether you love your husband or not is all by the by if he can’t protect his family.” She paused, then added: “We’re leaving. Pack what you need. I’ll give you an hour.”

“What?” Dad cried. “I was there twenty seconds after I got the call!”

“What good is twenty seconds when Michael would have been dead in ten? You still haven’t learned to do your own teleporting. It’s a disgrace.”

Dad started grinding his teeth, his hands gripping the table, tense with anger. But he made no reply. It was true, I would have died if Gran hadn’t appeared.

“Gran, I…” Mom tried to speak.

“This is not a request or an offer. It’s a statement of fact. I’ve seen enough in this hour to realize that you can’t be left on your own. Mark can’t look after the two of you. I can. And not in this shithole, but at my place. Get packing.”

I looked from one parent to the other. Neither of them was protesting. They weren’t saying a word!

Was this woman about to destroy my family? Right now, in front of my eyes? Would I never see Dad again? Was I going to be taken God knows where, away from my father? Was Mom going to be separated from her beloved husband?

She was going to destroy everything I loved. Everything I was willing to die for!

I… I…

‘User, something is happening to you…’

‘Shut it’

I got up, my chair scraping. Everyone turned to look at me.

“Gwan… can I talk to you?” I said quietly. “Alone. In my woom.” I turned to go. “Follow me. Please.”

“Whatever it is, you can say it...”

“No.”

Without listening further, I went to my room. A couple of minutes later I was joined there by my so-called great-grandmother.

A little taller than Mom, she had golden hair and red eyes with demonic vertical pupils. She clearly wasn’t human.

But who cared about that?

“You want to take us away?”

“It’s not that I want to, Michael. But I have…”

“I won’t let you destwoy our family. Don’t do it.”

“Oh,” she grinned. “Or else?”

“Or else I’ll rip open your chest and eat your heart, Witch!” I rasped.

She went still and silent for a moment. Then…

“Oh really, and how do you propose to do that?” she rasped back, staring fiercely into my eyes as if peering into my very soul.

‘User, something has taken hold of your bones and your flesh! Something is preparing to tear up every piece of your body! Insufficient data for adaptation!’

“You won’t kill me because of your granddaughter. And that will be your undoing. After all, I’ve never laid eyes on you before in my life, and I won’t blink before pulling off your head.” Baring my teeth, I added: “This is not a request or an offer. It’s a statement of fact. If you destroy our family, I will destroy your life. Literally.”

A wide, mad grin crept across her face. Bending down, she brought her face very close to mine in a very non-human way, like a beast staring at its cornered prey.

No, she definitely wasn’t human. Humans didn’t behave like that. And yet…

The smile was genuine. Mad, yes. But mad with delight.

“Unruly little squirt,” she said, straightening up. “But I like him. We’ll keep him.”

She picked me up by the collar and carried me out into the hallway. Hey! Let me go, right now! I’ll get you for this!

When Mom saw us, especially me with my feet dangling in the air, her eyes opened wide with confusion.

“Say thanks to your offspring here. He showed me his teeth. Very sharp they are, too. Quite the little brute, ha-ha!” she laughed, holding me like a puppy by the scruff of the neck. “Change of plan. I’ll just be taking the little one.”

I went rigid.

What was that? Hey!

“Not forever — don’t worry. Long enough for him to smarten up a bit. Fancy not being able to kill an ordinary mage at his age. It’s a disgrace! What are you turning him into — some kind of loser?!”

“He’s one year old, Gran!”

“I was ten at his age!”

“That doesn’t make any sense!” Mom cried, throwing up her arms.

“He’ll come and live with me for a while. He’ll learn some common sense, and how to talk to his elders. You can have him back… later. I’m going to spend some time with my great-grandson. That’s my condition. As for you!” — she jabbed a finger at my father — “You should be thankful to your son! I trust you can manage to protect ONE person?”

Before my parents could open their mouths, she clicked her fingers, and…

In a flash, everything vanished.

There was a sudden smell of burning and ash, which then gave way to the icy aroma of a snowstorm, followed by the vivid scent of woodland and grass after the rain. That was what remained when the space around me re-appeared.

The teleport opened, and we stepped out into the middle of a forest.

Raising my head, I was stupefied by what I saw around me. Immense trees with huge leaves! Actually, they were probably just normal-sized, but it was all so new to me. This was the first time I’d been in a forest!

A squirrel darted past not far from where we were standing. A butterfly fluttered in front of my eyes. And look there — a bee flying to its hive! Over there! Lots of bees! Ha-ha, real little bees just buzzing away!

Real, untouched nature in all its glory. Green. Alive.

And how wonderful it smelled!

“Like it?” Gran smiled.

“Uh-huh.” I made no attempt to hide it.

Such beauty…

“I’m glad to hear it.” Her smile widening, she set me down on the ground. “So anyway, the house is that way.” She pointed somewhere into the forest. “You’ll have to find it yourself. Good luck. If you don’t make it… well, that would be a shame.”

I blinked.

“Huh?” What did she mean?

I turned around. There was no one there. I was all alone.

Hello?!


Chapter 2

I LOOKED AROUND ME, open-mouthed.

Suddenly, there was something scary about the quietness of the forest, something suspicious about the rustling of leaves, something warrior-like about the bee, as if it was just returning from an apian war.

The scene that had filled me with rapture just moments ago had now become a place full of dangers. An immense, wild forest.

‘This isn’t fun anymore,’ I gulped.

“Hoo-hoo!” — something hooted.

Jumping in fright, I saw an owl sitting on a branch, watching me. A huge creature, as big as me! There was a kind of malevolence in its stare. Something untoward. Kind of…

“Hoo-hoo!” It swooped down right at me!

“Hey, what’s your game?!” I shouted, clenching my fist.

“Hoo-hoo!”

It spread its wings, and feathers shot out of them, flying towards me with their pointy tips aimed right at my head! What the hell!

“Shit!” I turned around and fled as fast as my legs would carry me.

I kept running for a while, then hid behind a tree. I didn’t know what kind of trees they were, but they were tall, slender, and there were an awful lot of them! The feather projectiles, flying in a curve, couldn’t dip sharply enough to reach me, so half of them slammed into the ground, the other half into the tree. At approximately the point where my head was.

Scouring my surroundings with my enhanced field of vision, I noticed a stone and picked it up. I came out from my hiding place.

Breathe in.

Breathe out!

“Yaaah!”

I went into a state of energy-psychosis. A wave rolled through my body, surging into my arm, and with the strength of a fifteen-year-old I hurled the stone right at the enormous bird’s head!

Bump.

The feathered schmuck fell. It dropped noiselessly into the grass, lay there for a second, then tried to get up onto its feet. Its actions were slow and unsteady, its head twisting this way and that.

“Hoo-hoo?”

With my assailant concussed, it was time to skedaddle while I was still in one piece! Finishing the beast off wasn’t on the agenda. I was no bird killer, and in any case this bird was magical — there was no knowing what it might be capable of.

‘Swarm, where shall I go?’

‘Nine o’clock’

‘WHAT?’

‘Head leftwards…’

‘Well, why didn’t you say so? Idiot’

I breathed out. Looked around.

Time to move.

* * *

The forest seemed even more dangerous now. Even the sun’s rays, piercing through the foliage, seemed to exude some unnatural quality.

The more I went on, the more keenly I felt that every dainty red flower, every innocent-looking leaf was some dastardly magical foe in disguise. The fairy-tale feeling had quickly evaporated after I… well, after I found myself here all alone. At one year old. Without having eaten. I was STARVING!

‘Deranged woman!’ I cursed as I advanced through the dense woodland. ‘Ahh, shit!’

A fir branch hit me right in the eye.

“Grrr,” I growled, holding my face. “Stupid fowest! Argh!”

I grabbed the offending branch and yanked it with all my might, trying to break it off in revenge for its attack. But the branch fought back, and I ended up slipping on some moss and falling slap bang on my back.

“Hoo-hoo!” The owl was sitting on a branch watching me. It even seemed to be laughing.

“Beat it!” I jabbed my finger at it, getting up. “Come back for more, have you? Get down here and I’ll eat your bwains out!”

Luckily, it was summer, plus I was in my preschool uniform, which was thick and strong. So at least I wasn’t cold… not yet at least. It would be a different story at night-time.

I had to make it to the house before nightfall.

The woman was out of her mind! She must be drinking some strange brews to get as kooky as that. But then, she was over a hundred years old. Probably getting senile.

Gathering my strength, I carried on through the forest.

It was a strange forest. I had no experience of them, of course, except for the little thicket in my local park, but even a tyke like me could tell that there was something unusual about it. That stupid old owl, for instance. It kept flying about and laughing at me. It didn’t attack me, now that I’d zonked it on the head with a stone, but it did persist in making a nuisance of itself!

And that path — where did it lead? I couldn’t tell. Why did it sometimes appear on the left, sometimes on the right? I hadn’t a clue. But I was disinclined to follow it.

The plants were strange, too. And there were some tracks here. What made these, I wondered.

Hmm…

“What the hell has been here?” I was getting seriously nervous.

Deep paw prints, obviously made by something heavy. Whatever it was, it was going the same way as me.

“Hoo-hoo-hoo!” the owl jeered again.

I glanced up at it. The evening was starting to draw in. In little more than an hour, the sun would start going down. The air had already grown cooler. And the owl was no longer looking at me, but at something up ahead. I followed its gaze.

There was a rustling in some bushes.

I gulped.

‘Swarm, are we going the right way?’

‘Yes’

‘Towards the rustling bushes?’

‘Yes’

My hands went cold. I felt the blood pounding in my temples. My heart was racing.

Footprints… nightfall… a noise in the bushes…

I wasn’t alone.

“Hey, who’s dair?”

No reply came from the stranger in the bushes.

Swallowing, I picked up a random stick in case of attack and slowly began to go around the suspicious bushes, giving them a wide berth.

In the end, I got around, and no one appeared to be following me. Even so, as I moved away, I couldn’t get it out of my mind for a second.

There had been something there. I was sure of it. Right there inside the dense bushes. Right in front of me. Not moving, but waiting for me to get closer. And that something was still there, still behind me.

I looked up. Shit. It was starting to get dark. There was even the familiar scent of an evening chill.

The owl had vanished, by the way. After following me for several hours, it had finally decided to leave me alone.

I looked around. There was that stupid path again. Wherever I went, it always seemed to show up close by. Now, with night falling, the damn thing seemed more alluring than ever. But something told me it was best to stay off it…

Hang on. Why was it so quiet?

All sounds had ceased. Literally all of them.

‘Swarm… I think I’m going to crap myself…’ I whispered in my mind.

‘Not a good idea. The smell would attract predators’

Night fell swiftly in the forest as the trees blocked out the last remnants of daylight. Darkness descended almost without warning. And with darkness came silence. There was no rustle of beetles, no hum of bees, not even the hoot of an owl. All I could hear was my own breathing.

There was something here. Something that everyone had fled from…

Except me.

“Grrr!” I heard a growl behind me.

I slowly turned around.

There was something crawling towards me on all fours. Was it human? It didn’t look it. A wolf? No, not that either. More like some kind of cross between a deer, a human and a wolf.

What the…

“Oh, cwap…”

“GR-R-R!”

“OH SHIT!”

Without hanging around, I sped off at full tilt. The creature raced after me. It was quicker. Of course it was! What kind of creature was it anyway? It was growling and roaring, and its feet were pounding the ground right behind me!

Its antlers prevented it from dashing through the narrow spaces between the trees, but even so, it was gaining on me fast!

It was growling, whining and roaring all at the same time. It was right behind me. AAAH! IT’S GOING TO SINK ITS TEETH INTO ME ANY MOMENT NOW!

‘Energy-psychosis activated’

“STO-O-O-P!” I bellowed in an inhuman voice.

Struck by the wave that burst from within me, the animal stopped and shrank back, whimpering. Then it shook its head as it started to regain its senses.

The psychosis! The waves affected children and animals! There was a chance I could make it! I’d keep running until my legs could run no more!

Yes, with the psychosis I could get through this!

Now, where was that freaking house?

* * *

A little while later

“Dum-dum, doo-doo-doo.” The Witch hummed a little tune to herself as she prepared a delicious cup of tea.

It was always so relaxing to be at home…

Ah, now this was a proper brew!

She didn’t like city tea — nothing but grit and chemicals! It wasn’t so bad in the Asian Empire, but that was a little far to travel, so she had to make her own. The herbs in her forest were special — unique even! Sometimes she added mushrooms, too.

She was going to make herself a nice brew, sit by the fireplace and immerse herself in her thoughts. After so many years, there was no shortage of memories!

Hot tea, a blanket and a bit of reminiscing — what could be better than that? Or maybe it was time for a good snooze? Ah — choices, choices. She’d already washed and changed into her cozy fleece night-gown!

“Perhaps I should make some ginger cookies?” she wondered, tapping her chin. “Yes, I need something to go with the tea.”

Just then — wham!

The door flew open. Turning into the hallway, the Witch saw a battered, dirty, sweaty little boy with a pale, scratched face and a black eye… It was Michael.

He was standing with clenched fists, fixing her with a malevolent stare. His clothes were torn, his hair disheveled, and his skin caked in dirt. A real little ragamuffin.

“Oh, you made it!” The Witch raised her brows.

He made no reply but just looked around. His gaze falling upon the fireplace, he ran towards it, grabbed a hot poker and began beating it against the carpet!

“Okay, squirt, that’s enough of that!” The Witch lifted him up by the collar.

“I’LL KILL EVEWYONE HERE! YA-A-AH! I’LL BURN EVEWYDING!” Brandishing the poker and wriggling his legs, the incensed infant called for death and reckoning.

He really would have burned the whole place down! True, the wood was enchanted and wouldn’t have burned anyway, but if he could, he wouldn’t have thought twice about it! The little terror!

The Witch grinned.

Of course, she would have come to his aid if something had attacked him. It had all been part of the plan — to show him that life could be hard! That it wasn’t all pretty flowers and cuddles with Mommy!

But he’d made it by himself. Without any help at all.

The Witch of the Apocalypse, a potential threat to all humanity, smiled warmly. ‘I like this kid’

* * *

It took the whole village to bring me under control. Well, one woman, actually. With the words, ‘That’s enough of you’, she flicked her finger against my forehead, and I was plunged into a deep sleep.

I woke up in the morning to the twittering of birds.

Slowly, I opened my eyes, yawned, then rubbed my sleepy face and looked out of the window.

The sun’s rays seeped through the shutters, filling the spacious, wood-paneled room with morning light and illuminating swirling motes of dust.

Ah, how pleasant it was to wake up in your…

“Hold on.” Only now did it hit me.

This wasn’t my home!

Jumping down from the bed, I went out of the room into a small hallway, from which a staircase led down to the ground floor. I could see the witch standing there in casual shorts and a T-shirt. Her golden hair hung in a braid, and her red eyes gleamed, as always, from every angle.

“Morning,” she said, as if nothing had happened.

Morning?

MORNING?

I walked around the huge, wooden table on which she was busy concocting something, and picked up a knife.

“What a naughty, resentful, ill-mannered boy you are!” she tutted. “Got it in for me, have you?”

“I’ll take only your heart and liver! Yaaah!” I charged towards her with the knife. “What did you tink you were doing?”

“I’m making a man out of you.”

“Doze cweatures nearly ate me alive! Dair’d be no one to make a man of! I’ll cut you into pieces. Yaaah!”

Putting out her hand, she held me by the forehead so that I couldn’t reach her. I stood there, slashing the air with the knife.

“Oh, the wendigo, you mean? They’re quite harmless, as long as you give them food and remind them that they’d do better not to fight you.”

“How can I wemind dem of dat?”

“Figure it out for yourself. I’m not your mommy. With me, you wipe your own ass,” she smiled tauntingly.

Realizing that I was just wasting my strength, I stopped trying to attack her. What was all that smirking about? She was mocking me!

I was too little for such immense rage. I might explode!

To calm myself down, I took a deep breath and looked around me, scowling.

It was a wooden house. A big one. I wouldn’t call it a manor house, exactly, but it had that sort of feel to it. It was clearly meant for more than one person. Perhaps even a large family. You could tell, too, that it had been built by hand, rather than by some soulless company.

But my great-grandmother was the only one left here. Even her own granddaughter had run away, leaving her all alone in this great big house.

It was even rather sad.

We were in the kitchen. There was a large stove, a large table, herbs hanging on the wall, jars of something or other, and a sink.

My stomach started growling. I hadn’t eaten anything since preschool lunchtime the day before. And after that nightmare in the forest…

“I’m hungwy,” I muttered.

“Oh, you poor boy.” Gran crouched in front of me and looked into my eyes. “You’re hungry, are you?”

“Yes.”

“Mm, poor mite.” She pulled a sad face. “In that case, go and chop some firewood and I’ll show you how to cook potatoes.”

I looked at her, blinking hard.

Gran laughed out loud, got up and carried on fiddling with her mushrooms and herbs.

Wait. So it wasn’t a joke?

“What do you mean firewood? What potatoes?”

“The firewood’s out the back. So is the ax.”

“I can’t do dat!”

“Time you learned, then,” she shrugged.

“I’m one year old,” I protested, stamping my foot. “I’m too little to chop wood!”

“What, do you think food will always be put out on a plate for you? That Mommy will always be there to feed you? Do you know what I did to survive at one year old? I lived with wolves! Do you know how I fed myself?”

“You dwank dair milk?”

“No, I gnawed the remains of whatever they caught. Look how sharp my teeth are. Aaah!” She opened her mouth to show me her fangs, then snapped them together in front of my face.

“Ugh!” I jumped away in alarm.

She laughed again.

This woman was making fun of me!

“Come on, Misha. You’ve seen it for yourself. This is a cruel world, and you’re small and defenseless. Do you want to let people hurt your mom? Do you want your dad to have to watch over you both?”

“N-no…,” I stammered.

“Well then — off you go and learn to live!” she said, raising her voice. “End of conversation. No firewood, no food.”

I looked down at my little hands. They were still shaking with pain after the previous day’s series of psychoses. The trees might have slowed the wendigo down because of its antlers, but I’d still had to use psychosis to fend it off and put on speed.

My ligaments hurt. My muscles ached. Yes, the internal bleeding had stopped, but I’d need at least a week to recover fully.

But…

“What’s your name, Gran?”

“Vasilisa.”

“I’m gonna chop you wid dat ax in your sleep, Vasilisa,” I said as I headed outside. “After I’ve eaten.”

“Ha-ha-ha!” she laughed again.

You think that just because I’m a cute little thing, my rage is cute and little too? You think you can underestimate me because I’m a one-year-old kid?

We’ll see about that. Now, where’s that wood?

Today, we shall eat!

* * *

At the same time

The City of N. The Kaisers’ apartment

“She’ll crush the life out of him!” Mark stamped his foot on the floor. “He’ll go crazy! We have to get him back!”

“Mark, darling, calm down,” Anna said, stroking his back. “My grandmother always treated me like a little angel! She never even raised her voice to me! It’s other people she doesn’t like, but when it comes to her family, her flesh and blood…”

Mark looked at her.

“Really?” he asked.

“Of course! She always told me I was her little princess!” she nodded. “So Misha is in safe hands. In a way, this is a good thing. She’s lonely in that big house of hers. And he’s her great-grandson. If her plan is to take him to live with her for a while, but without breaking up our family, then everyone wins. She’ll probably spoil him rotten!”

“Really?”

“Of course!”

* * *

“Yaaah… oh, shiiit!” I raised the ax ready to strike, but the weight of it unbalanced me, and I toppled backwards after it.

Gran laughed again.

I got up and shook myself down. My head was covered in sawdust and my backside ached from constant falls. I won’t even get started on my muscles!

“Having fun, are you?” I shouted at Vasilisa.

“Ha-ha, I certainly am! Such a serious young man!”

‘Swarm. I need to lift the ax’

‘I don’t advise it. The psychosis caused you major impairments. One more activation, and you wouldn’t be able to move properly for a long time’

“Shit!”

The ax was enormous. I was desperate to eat. With every minute that passed, especially out here in the fresh air, especially doing physical work, I sensed more and more that my hunger was literally EATING ME ALIVE.

It was something I’d never experienced before. I’d always taken being fed for granted. I’d never wanted for a meal.

So this situation had become a real test for me.

It was a challenge. An obstacle. And only by overcoming it would I get my reward.

‘Hey, this is actually interesting!’ I felt as though a fire had been lit inside me. ‘I can’t lift the ax — and psychosis won’t help. The firewood is in the form of great big logs that need chopping into pieces. There’s no way around that: somehow, I’ve GOT to cut them up!’

I pondered for a moment. All I had to do was break them up. It didn’t matter how. Using the ax wasn’t a condition. Any method would do!

I had to think of another way. What else did I have in my arsenal?

Think, Michael! There’s got to be some other solution.

I clicked my fingers. “There is!”

Turning around, I walked across the lawn back to the house.

“Where are you going?” Gran asked.

“To poop on your bed.”

“Well, you’re the one who’ll have to clean it up,” she shrugged.

I went into the kitchen and took a lump of coal from the stove. Then I came back to where both Gran and the firewood were still waiting.

Now I’ll show you!

Picking up a log, I turned it bottom upwards. Then I sat down and began to draw.

Draw what, you ask?

I drew the seal that I’d used to break the stone floor in the mansion.

Working slowly and neatly, I drew eight black, charcoal circles on the log. I was done in a couple of minutes. There. Perfect!

I placed my hand in the middle.

‘Swarm!’

Boom! As magic flowed into the seals, they lit up and the log shattered into pieces. There was a loud explosion, and bits of wood flew in all directions!

Mua-ha-ha!

“Ha-ha!” I cried, throwing up my arms triumphantly. “Well? How do you like dat?”

Gran raised her brows. Slowly approaching, she looked first at the woodchips strewn around on the ground, then at the coal in my hands.

“You used magic?” she murmured.

“Yes!” I replied, smiling broadly.

“At your age?”

“Uh-huh!” My smile stretched even wider as I awaited her congratulations.

“Misha, are you…”

“Yes?” I went on beaming, braced for the inevitable shower of praise.

“Are you stupid, or something? You’ve turned them into woodchips! How am I going to burn that? How am I going to heat the stove?”

Still with the same smile etched on my face, I opened my eyes and looked at her. She was staring at me as if I was the local village idiot.

I didn’t get it.

Where was the praise? Mom and Dad would have lavished me with compliments… but she…

“Start again,” she said, and turned around. “The wood needs cutting. You’ve tried one way. Now think how to do it right.”

I watched after her as she walked away.

Now the full truth hit me. Yes — now I got it.

If you want good things, don’t expect handouts. If you want praise, do things well. Otherwise, you’ll get neither praise nor reward.

And with that realization, the fire in my soul started to burn even stronger.

“Jeez,” I sighed, picking up a second log.

I was going to cut it perfectly. Using the tools I had at my disposal. Just you wait, old woman.

* * *

In the evening

He kept at it all afternoon and into the evening. He had nothing to eat — just popped in for a glass of water a couple of times.

His mind never wandered, and he no longer complained or exchanged heated words with Vasilisa. The boy was completely focused on his task.

First one log. Then a second. A fifth. A tenth. He went through one after another. Vasilisa’s store of wood was going down the drain, but she, of course, said nothing.

The boy was experimenting. He was learning. Her great-grandson was developing independence and ingenuity in leaps and bounds, and she would have given him all the logs in the world to see that continue.

Just then — bang! — another explosion rang out. The witch was in the house reading her grimoire when she suddenly heard footsteps behind her.

She turned around. At the entrance stood Michael holding an armful of chopped firewood.

“How did you do that?” she asked in a toneless voice. “It’s an excavation spell. It doesn’t work for precision tasks.”

“It does now,” he said. “It’s dwawn in a circle, but weally it covers a hemisphere and digs in de middle of it. A hemisphere has volume. So does a log. I just we-awwanged the positions of the eight seals.” He looked her directly in the eye. “I applied it in a diffewent way. Now it bweaks it up from de inside.”

The witch couldn’t help but raise her brows.

Standing before her was what looked like an ordinary five-year-old boy. Fierce-eyed, charcoal-stained, tired and gaunt — but a child, nonetheless.

Yes, he was clearly a reborn. But ingenuity like that didn’t come from reincarnation. The boy was just naturally smart!

“Let’s eat!” Michael growled.

“Okay, okay,” the witch said, getting up. “I’ll show you how to prepare jacket potatoes. And we’ll fry some meat.”

“Do I have to do dat too?”

“That part’s easy — you’ll manage.” She smiled and couldn’t resist the impulse to ruffle his hair.

So, this was her great-grandson?

It was amazing how a bit of unexpected news could turn a grey, dreary life into one full of joy and meaning.

Hang on, where had he got to? He’d been walking right behind her just a moment ago, but his footsteps had stopped.

“Where are you?” she called out, turning around.

The boy was standing at the back of the room and examining the open grimoire. The witch clicked her fingers, and the book immediately closed to stop the boy memorizing any seals.

“That’s not for you. You’re too little yet.”

Michael turned around.

For some reason, he seemed to have cheered right up. What was that all about?

* * *

News Bulletin on Imperial One!

Strange things are going on in the City of N! Recently, for instance, witnesses reported seeing a fluffy black cat… on a motorcycle! Seriously — that’s what they said they saw. A loud, snazzy motorcycle being ridden by a cat!

When asked where he was headed, the rider purred: “Mm, to the parking lot. Otherwise, it’ll be, mm, taken away, and that would be, mm, bad.”

He had no passport. His only ID was whiskers and a tail. He may be a hardened criminal. Any further sighting should be reported to the law enforcement authorities.


Chapter 3

“IS IT GOOD?” Vasilisa asked.

“Weally good!” I nodded.

“Don’t spit. Eat nicely.”

Jacket potatoes with a smoky taste. Eaten hot. First you peel off the charred skin, burning your fingers in the process, then you nibble at the natural delicacy within!

Then… then it was meat from the fire, nice and succulent. A kebab!

“Well?” the witch smiled. “Food tastes nicer when you’ve earned it, don’t you think?”

“Mmm!” I nodded.

I was so happy, I had tears in my eyes. I held a potato in one hand and a skewer of meat in the other. In front of me there was a little brook, and behind me a forest. And Gran was beside me.

I loved life at this moment…

“Why are your eyes watering?”

“Ith juth tho tathty,” I mumbled with my mouth full.

“What’s your mother been feeding you?!”

“Powwidge, mainly.”

Her eyes opened wide. Black claws sprang from her fingers, her eyes glistened, and she gripped the table with a furious look on her face.

“I don’t believe that girl!” she growled. “Her son’s one year old and he’s never tasted meat! What did she want to turn you into? A tapeworm? She needs her brains seeing to, the little fool!”

I was a little startled by the deep claw marks left in the wood, but I carried on stuffing the meat into my mouth regardless. If I was about to die, at least it would be on a full stomach! I was going to polish off the lot!

‘User, after the meal you’ve just had, I can inform you that there are three days left until the next colony’

‘SERIOUSLY?!’

‘Yes. From now on I advise you to keep to this diet’

I was a monster! A beast! From that moment on, porridge was off the menu. I would eat flesh, and only flesh. Raaargh!

After finishing the meal, I heaved a long sigh and lay down flat on the bench. My belly was about the same size as the rest of me! If you poked it, I’d burst!

Oof… I’d never felt so full before.

“How did you get so much in?” Gran asked in surprise. “You ate more than your own body weight.”

“It’s just so good,” I replied. I was so stuffed I could hardly breathe. “What now?”

“You can get washing the dishes.”

“Dat’s my job too?”

“Yes, dat’s your job too,” she said, mimicking me.

“But — are we gonna learn magic?” My eyes lit up once more. “Like, like doze chains… and teleportation!”

“Do you know how to wash dishes?”

“No.”

“Can you chop firewood?”

“No.”

“Have you lived a single day independently without others helping you?”

“No.”

“In that case, squirt, how can you talk about magic?”

“… It’s just so cool…”

She sighed, shaking her head, and began contemplating the brook that ran immediately behind the house. She sat staring at it for a long time, as if remembering something. And against the setting sun, I got the chance to take another good look at my great-grandmother.

Yes, there was definitely a resemblance to Mom. The same neat, oval face, the same big, expressive eyes, the same golden hair. She even had the same miniature figure, like a doll’s. But her look was sharper. She had crimson eyes with vertical pupils. She was slightly taller, too.

She looked not so much like my mom’s grandmother as like her worldly-wise, experience-hardened elder sister.

“There’s a saying: ‘If you chase after magic, you’re sure to trip over’”, she said quietly. “And another one: ‘Don’t go chasing after butterflies. Build a garden and wait for them to come of their own accord.’ A bit corny, I know, but it’s the best way to describe the path you need to follow. Do you understand?”

“I guess…”

“People who’ve gone chasing after magic have always met a bad end. I advise against it. From experience. You’re a smart kid — forge your own path. One that leads to wherever you want to go.”

I sighed. Shucks — if she was right, I had a lot of rethinking to do.

For me, magic was an end in itself. I wanted to practice it for the sake of it! Because it was cool! It was my dream!

But if a powerful lady like this said I should seek not magic itself, but ways of harnessing it so that it flowed into your hands of its own accord… well, no doubt these grown-ups had a damn sight more experience than my one-year-old ass. What was I capable of? Crying when I didn’t get something? Pooping on schedule? Terrorizing preschoolers?

Maybe Gran was my chance to better myself. To lay the foundation for magic to appear by itself. My parents had always given me an easy ride, but with Gran, I knew I’d get nowhere by whining. I knew not to expect any candy from her.

“And are we going to do twaining?” I asked hopefully

“Of course, my dear, ha-ha!”

“Oh! Like what?”

“Well, for a start,” she said with a sly smile, “GO AND WASH THE DISHES!”

I rolled my eyes, grumbled something and went to gather up the forks, plates and skewers. I didn’t even know how to wash all this damn stuff.

* * *

I was fast changing my mind about living independently. Mom, take me back!

“You haven’t swept here.” Just a glance was enough for Vasilisa. “Hang on, you haven’t cleaned up — you’ve just brushed the dust under the cupboard! Sly little devil!” And she cuffed me on the back of the head.

“Ow! Gran!”

“If you can’t even sweep up properly, how will you be with magic? Will you leave that half undone as well? What about with a woman?”

“What do you mean, a woman?”

“If you’ve started something, put your heart into it. Otherwise, don’t bother with it in the first place!”

“Well, in that case I won’t swee…”

I got another cuff over the head.

Huh? I don’t get it. She said herself not to do something if you don’t want to! Where was the logic? What was wrong with women?!

Heaving a sigh, I grabbed the broom and started all over again.

Another two days had passed. Washing up turned out to be quite straightforward — you just dabbed it all with a soapy sponge, and it was done. The main thing was not to put a spoon under the running faucet. I learned that from experience. Gran had a good old laugh at my soaking face.

Then I cut the firewood again. It looked like that would be my job every evening.

Gran certainly seemed to enjoy tormenting her great-grandson!

“Stop pulling faces and get on with it,” she said, sensing the look on my face without turning around. “Didn’t they teach you to do anything at home? I’ll be giving Anna a piece of my mind.”

On the plus side, there was indoor sanitation. I had thought, since we were living in the forest, I’d have to go in the bushes. But no. It was all very civilized!

“When are you going to teach me to wide a motorcycle?” I asked in passing.

“You’re hardly out of your diapers — what’s the rush?! Why can't you learn a little patience? You’ve got ants in your pants.”

“And fighting with chains?”

“You wouldn’t be able to lift them.”

“And when’s your cat familiar going to come here?”

“I don’t know…”

“And…”

“If you ask me ANY more questions today...” she growled, prodding me with a finger.

I shrank back, sucking in my lips. When Gran saw that I’d calmed down, she sighed and went back to what she was doing.

Heh-heh.

You know something, Gran? I think my path will be all about driving people nuts. It’s such great fun!

* * *

“Gwan, where does dat paff lead?” I asked when we were outside together.

“The path…” She glanced at the one and only little path. “Wherever your guide leads you, that’s where you’ll end up. Various places. Those who need to know, know. You don’t need to.”

I looked at her suspiciously.

Just like I used to be curious about drinking bleach, now I had a persistent desire to follow the magical path. In books, they led to treasure. What if this one did? What if it led to magic?

But who would guide me? Not the old woman — she’d be more likely to make me wash the trees and paint the grass green.

“Would de wendigo guide me?”

For just a moment, a second, she hesitated, even shuddered, as if she hadn’t expected me to hit on the right answer.

But she made no reply.

Aha, so it would! Well, it figured. The brute was constantly roaming about here, so it’d know the paths all right! I’d just need to find some way of befriending it.

How could I establish a good rapport with that…

Boom! A loud bang suddenly rang out.

It really made me jump! It was usually so peaceful and quiet here. All you heard were the birds twittering, the brook babbling, and the warrior bees buzzing as they circled around the cheese. Well, in the daytime anyway.

At night, I always heard howls from the forest. Gran said it was the wendigo calling me because I was ‘sweet and soft’. But it wouldn’t come anywhere near the house, so I needn’t worry. Thanks for the reassurance, Gran — where do I change my underwear?

I was surprised, therefore, at this sudden intrusion of noise into the afternoon peace.

I turned around. Huh? What kind of a creature was that? A small, red-skinned, pot-bellied homunculus with stunted horns and a face like an inveterate drunkard. He had an envelope in his hands.

What the…

“Hey, Witch,” he wheezed. Then, seeing me, he nodded a greeting.

Surprised, I nodded back.

“What is it, imp?” Gran had been standing nearby, so she got to him fast.

“A missive from the Emperor! And it’s Stitch, not ‘imp’. I do have a name.”

She opened the envelope and began to read. A missive from the Emperor? Was my great-grandmother really such an important lady? Who on earth was she? Maybe she was a reborn, like me? I must find out.

As I observed this strange, red-butted creature, I made up my mind to ask a question. I was just interested. I was a curious guy.

“Why ‘Stitch’?’”

“Because I was stabbed in the butt, and I had to have stitches. So now I’m Stitch,” he rasped. “It’s my name.”

“I see.”

“And you, I believe, are Michael,” the imp grunted, looking at me. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

“Such as what?”

“That you didn’t die when you should have done. Three times in one year. It’s something we have in common. Maybe you have a scar on your butt, too?”

“No, I’ve never been twashed…”

“What?”

“What?”

We looked at each other in confusion.

He was about the same size as me. The size of a small child, that is. Only he wasn’t a small child, but a miniature drunkard in underpants. He gave off quite a smell, too… was it sulfur?

Hmm… I wonder…

Would I be able to beat him in a fight? If I struck him in the throat, then…

“You have a strange aura, young fellow,” he frowned. “Scary, in fact. What are you thinking about? Whatever it is, it gives me the creeps.”

“Can you wead people’s foughts?”

“No. But demons feel negative vibes.”

My mouth fell open.

“You’re a demon? Can you teach me to summon you? I want an army of demons! Wid your help I’d take over de pweschool, and all candy would be mine. Yeah!”

He shrank back.

At that point Gran came up and cuffed me on the back of the head. Cut that out, woman! You’ll give me brain damage!

“There’ll be no army for you, butthead,” she said. “Right, Misha. I’ve got a bit of business to attend to. You’ll have a day without me. You’ll have to cook for yourself.”

“Okay,” I sighed.

“Wow, you’re not even sulking! You must be growing!” Gran said.

“You’re not Mom — sulking doesn’t work wid you… You wequire a diffwent appwoach.”

“You manipulative little so-and-so! Who taught you that?”

“Mom.”

So, I’d have the place to myself, would I? Fine with me. Especially — heh-heh — as I had things to do!

‘Swarm. How long until the colony?’

‘Two hours’

‘What excellent timing!’ I rubbed my hands. ‘And now, if you don’t mind…’ — a grin broke out across my face — ‘Display the pages that we managed to memorize. We’ll see what the old woman is hiding’

* * *

The Emperor’s office

A woman with fair hair and red eyes, dressed in bike leathers as usual, was standing in the vast room. A sumptuous red rug lay in the center of the room, and feast tables stood along the walls. In the middle of it all was the Emperor’s throne.

Despite having fitted out the throne room in this rather extravagant fashion, the Emperor hadn’t once used it as intended. Only once had be sat on the throne, and that was during his coronation. It was only by pure chance that he could ever be caught in here.

Which was how Vasilisa had happened upon him now. She was free to wander around the palace as much as she liked. She was a special guest.

Exceedingly special, in fact, and of great value to the country. Unfortunately, she was also very headstrong.

“Let’s cut to the chase, Victor,” Vasilisa said grumpily. “You’ve dragged me away from something important. What do you want?”

“Ah, Vasilisa. My dear old friend!” he smiled.

“I’m not a friend, and I’m not old. I’m only a hundred and thirty,” she scoffed. “Well? Spit it out. We both know you didn’t call me here just for a chat.”

“Your great-grandson is important to the future of all the world’s children. He’s survived things that he shouldn’t have. I sent my best doctor, possessed of a unique gift, to find out why. And what do I hear?” — he raised his brows — “‘Someone fucked off with him’. That’s precisely what he said! Quoting Michael’s father, I might add.”

The witch tutted and rolled her eyes. “I wouldn’t know anything about that. Send out a search team,” she muttered.

“Oh, no, I’m not bothering with all that,” he grinned. “Vasilisa, I realize he’s your grandson, he’s a cute kid. But for God’s sake — give him back at least once every two weeks. He hasn’t even received his award yet. Plus, the Koreans have been on the phone. They want to resume filming.”

“I’ll think about it.”

“No, Vasilisa, you won’t think about it. You’ll do it. We had an arrangement — you get a copy of the Key of Solomon, and I get your help and support within reasonable boundaries. I’m sure you can spare your grandson for a couple of days, can’t you?”

Vasilisa pulled an angry face. It seemed to run in the family. First Vasilisa, then Anna, and now Michael: if you haven’t got an answer, pull a face like an angry cat. It won’t scare anyone, but they’ll think it’s cute.

“You know, if you like…,” the Emperor smiled, “I could resurrect your husband. I wouldn’t even need the grimoire. In return, you’d do me a small favor. Sometime.”

“Do a deal with the devil? Hah, like that’s going to happen,” the Witch snorted.

Then she turned around and left.

Drat — she had to take the boy back? Well… if it was just for a couple of days.

* * *

I hurried upstairs to Gran’s study.

‘Swarm — display the page that we memorized,’ I asked again.

A picture appeared before me. There were seals, inscriptions, and a few scribbled notes. All in a language I didn’t recognize.

“Tsk. Shit!”

I couldn’t make head nor tail of it. Why the hell wasn’t all magical documentation written in Russian? Or at worst English! It was highly inconvenient! Come on, guys, agree on a standard!

Never mind. I’d get my way. I’d read those pages somehow!

There was no problem getting into Gran’s office. Okay, so where’s the book? Twisting my head, I spotted a glass-doored bookcase. Yep — that was where the books were, all right. I couldn’t believe how many there were.

But which one was mine?

‘Swarm, display the cover I saw when the book closed’

The title was also in an unknown language. The whole book was gold-colored. The binding was half-leather, half-wood.

Aha, there it was on the top shelf. Now then…

Tss!

“Ouch!” I cried as an energy charge zapped my fingers. I jerked my hand away. It felt just like an electric shock — only this electricity was red.

‘The door is bewitched’

‘You don’t say?’

‘Yes’

I tried touching it again. Knowing that the shock was coming… made it no easier at all. I winced hard as it shot through my whole arm.

Oof! That hurt even more!

‘Swarm, what kind of damage is this?’

‘It’s energy damage, but of a particular kind. I’d need more data to analyze it’

‘I wouldn’t survive more data. When will the adaptation kick in?’

‘I don’t perceive this as a threat. You are free to stop the damage at any time, so it’s the same as with the jogging and the breathlessness’

‘Tsk — you and your rules!’

The pain subsided, and I stood gazing at the bookcase from the fullness of my munchkin height.

There it was. A treasure-trove of knowledge. Just open it, and a whole field of potatoes would obey your will… meat would cook right in your hands…

Including the flesh of your enemies.

I had to open it. I knew for sure that Gran would never let me.

I touched it again. Scarlet lightning shot through my skin, and I was driven backwards by an energy field. I stumbled and fell on my backside, my whole arm feeling sore and hot.

“Ouch! Shit!”

Yes, the enchantment got stronger every time. Or maybe it depended on how much you wanted to open the door? Damn it — if adults went to the trouble of hiding something, you could be sure it was worth finding! That was a golden rule that all kids knew! Now I wanted that book more than ever!

And I’d get it, too.

You’re right, Gran — magic isn’t an end in itself. It isn’t something to be sought for its own sake. It’s just a tool for achieving a goal.

And my goals are going to be pretty damn big.

I will open it. For the future’s sake. For my own sake.

Closing my eyes, I let out a long breath.

My mind was plunged into darkness, allowing my body to enter a state of meditation. My skin began to soak up energy particles in the air.

The air grew colder. The light grew dim. The smell of wood gave way to dead air, and my body began heating up from the force raging within. It felt different this time, as if sand had got into my body as well as dust.

Slowly, I held out my hand. I felt the space beneath my palm vibrating. I knew what was going to happen.

But I went ahead anyway.

I clutched my hand. The energy bolt went right through my skin to the very nerves! It felt as if something was trying to wrench out my bones, stretch my muscles until they snapped! I grimaced, almost letting out a cry.

But rather than jerking my hand away, I slowly lowered it. Unlike in my previous attempts, this time I managed to tough it out.

I breathed out again, opening my eyes.

It hurt all right. Even more than before, in fact. But the pain was sort of… unfocused. Uniform. Less like stinging, more like a burning sensation over the whole hand.

I only had to glance at my palm to realize why.

There were lots of tiny glowing red worms darting about under the skin.

‘Swarm?’

‘What you see are energy channels with highly distinctive energy from another source. It is the same energy that is emitted by your great-grandmother’

‘In other words…’

‘You are absorbing the Witch’s energy, user’

‘So, you… or rather we… are capable of assimilating someone else's energy into our own body?’

‘Correct’

Lines of little red worms crawled slowly along my arm and gradually settled somewhere inside my chest.

“Hee-hee!” A smile broke over my face.

Books? Grimoires? All under the protection of my mighty great-grandmother?

No matter.

There was no hurry.

‘The colony is ready, user’

‘Oh! Were you waiting for this moment to tell me?’

‘Actually, yes. I didn’t want to distract you’

‘How long will I be out when we launch the colony?’

‘That depends on where it is’

‘What do you advise?’

‘The digestive system. Your diet currently includes salads, potatoes, rice and meat. If Vasilisa keeps her promise about milk and bread rolls, that would be even better. Improving the digestive system would enable me to increase the nutritional effect of any food’

‘Could I eat grass?’

‘In theory’

‘Hang on… seriously? I was joking’

‘At the very least I would be able to make optimal use of any food. That opens up a wide range of benefits, from accelerated recovery to the filtering out of toxins’

‘In that case, let’s go for it,’ I sighed.

Well, why hang about? It was now time for the second most important organ for my development to evolve.

I went to my room, lay down, and…

‘Create a colony in my digestive system’

‘Right away’

‘AAH!’ I cried out as an incredible, searing pain tore through my stomach.

It was like being butted with a horn. Impaled. Ripped to pieces from within! The agony rolled through me, and with it came coldness and darkness. I lost consciousness.

The reconstruction of my digestive system had begun.

* * *

The next day

Vasilisa returned in a grim mood. And for good reason! She’d been ordered to return her great-grandson, who had only just arrived and was obviously having a whale of a time. There was always something for him to do!

Vasilisa enjoyed tidying up. And washing dishes. All those humdrum little routines. But she wasn’t getting any younger! It was time she rested a little. Misha liked doing it. And now they wanted to take him off her. Bah!

It was true, though — she did have an agreement with the Emperor. He’d give her the Key of Solomon, and she’d help silence a few troublemakers. It was a fair deal, really.

“Right, where is he?” she sighed after teleporting home.

She concentrated. It was a strange thing. She’d noticed it before, but now it was even more obvious that Michael… didn’t exist.

Not literally, of course! It wasn’t that the whole family had collective schizophrenia.

It was in the magical field that he didn’t exist.

Right now, for example. This house was her domain — literally an extension of her power, quite tangibly in places. And Michael wasn’t here. There was a little sparrow, there were grasshoppers, there were bees. But no Michael.

‘Is he… invisible?’

The weird thing was, he wasn’t visible AT ALL. It wasn’t that he hid his magic, or that he was an ordinary human being…

It was as if he didn’t register as an object whatsoever. He just wasn’t there.

‘This is strange,’ Vasilisa frowned. ‘I don’t remember anything like it’

“Where is he?” She went into the house.

The little one was nowhere to be seen. Maybe he was in his room? Ah yes, there was a noise coming from there. What was the little squirt up to now?

She opened the door and saw…

“What are you doing?”

Michael was eating a table. Literally. He was biting it at the edge.

“I’m eating dis table,” he replied.

“What for?”

“Well… er…”

* * *

I’d been caught doing something inappropriate. Again. When would people learn to knock? I might only be one year and four months old, but surely I had a right to some personal space?

Damn it, I couldn’t even eat tables without people walking in on me.

‘Swarm?’

‘Wood has extremely low nutritional value. I don’t recommend it’

‘But you can cope with it?’

‘Yes’

‘So I can eat wood without feeling bad?’

‘Yes’

Was this for real?!

I was flabbergasted. Dumbfounded. I could eat wood? Eat paper? Eat grass? And in some cases even get nutrients from them?!

‘What if I had a second colony there?!’

‘Then I’d be able to extract nutrients even from wood’

“Holy shit, it’s a beaver!” Gran exclaimed.

Oh, I’d forgotten about her. She’d seen me biting the table. Well, she’d certainly picked her moment to come back, hadn’t she?

“Right! Come with me — now!”

She grabbed me by the arm and dragged me downstairs. Yikes! What had I done? Whatever it was, it wasn’t my fault! I didn’t want a beating. I didn’t want her belt on my butt!

Gran led me outside, turned around and crouched on one knee. She roughly opened my mouth and inspected my teeth. Then she lifted my shirt and looked at my stomach. Finally, she pulled up my eyelids and stared into my eyes.

I hadn’t a clue what was going on.

“What?” I mumbled.

“What made you want to eat the table?”

“I was bored.”

“Are you sure that’s it? You’re not lying?” she frowned. “Have… have you ever wanted to eat people? Do you have an appetite for raw human flesh?”

I thought about it. Not especially. But I was annoyed by her insistent tone — and the fact that she wouldn’t tell me a damn thing.

What a question, you silly old woman!

“No!” I cried, shaking my head. Then I started blinking and working up a sense of hurt, making my eyes go moist. “What is it?” I sniveled. “Gwan, have I done somefing bad…”

“Stop all that fakery!” she said, cuffing me about the head. “Little phony. People usually buy that crap, do they?”

I tutted.

“Yeah,” I mumbled.

“Dearie me,” she said, shaking her head. Then she got up. “You want to know what I was looking for? Well, I’ve been wondering for a long time who exactly has been reborn as my great-grandson.”

I froze.

Had I heard right?

I suddenly felt a little queasy. I didn’t like having one of my biggest secrets mentioned so casually in conversation.

‘S-Swarm, did she do something to us? How did she find out?’

‘She didn’t do anything’

Then how?! I’d lied to my parents to preserve this secret, but my great-grandmother had figured it out in four days?! Was it written on my forehead or something?

“There was an idea going around that you were the Duke of Gluttony. But no. You’re a good boy, despite also being a little terror. The duke, on the other hand, was an unearthly monster. He had a second mouth in his stomach, would you believe? He ate people, burned women, raped houses — well, you get what I mean. He died about two hundred years ago.”

“But… how did you know I’m weborn?”

“Misha… you’re one year old,” she began, looking me as if I was insane. “One-year-old children don’t shoot guns and use magic. Your mother obviously loves you too much to pay attention to these little abnormalities, but I’ve only just met you.”

Damn it, she was too clever for this world!

“And what if I had been, you know, de Duke? What den? Would you…” — I was now starting to get seriously freaked out — “…get wid of me?”

The world was starting to reveal its secrets.

So there were several reborn people? I wasn’t the only one? I couldn’t be certain that anyone had become self-aware as early as I had, but now I knew for sure that I wasn’t the only one to have baggage from a previous life.

It was a phenomenon people knew about, too. And clearly there were certain individuals whom the world would prefer… not to have back.

I was filled with dismay at the thought that people might want to get rid of me. I hadn’t even done anything wrong. The mere idea that people would stop loving me made me sad.

“No, Misha. Don’t worry. I wouldn’t get rid of you.”

“Weally?” I clutched my shirt.

“Reincarnation is not a sentence. It doesn’t dictate your fate. Take me, for instance. I’m a reincarnation of the Witch of the Apocalypse. Her heir. As you can see, I’m not planning to bring about an apocalypse. Well, I did go through a little phase,” — she smiled pensively — “But love changes things. Whoever you might have been, to me you’re just my great-grandson. As for whose heir you are, it hardly even matters.”

“But… do you know who I am?” I asked, my eyes burning as I gazed anew at my seemingly all-powerful great-grandmother.

She looked at me.

Since she’d found me out in any case, this could be my big chance to discover who I used to be and what lay in store for me! I would literally know the future, know the path that I was headed along and be able to change course if something bad lay ahead!

Come on, Gran, let’s have it!

“Alas, I don’t know yet. I could, of course, throw you into the Inferno. I have a book that would help me do that. The stress would reveal your essence. But… I think that would be going a bit far, even for me. We’ll find out somehow or other.”

“Are dair many of dem? We-incarnated people, I mean?”

“One in about five hundred million. Not counting Archons. It’s rare. Having two reincarnated beings in one family, like we do, is practically unheard-of.”

“We’re de stwongest family!” I clenched my fists. “Who-o-oa!”

Gran smiled. There’s something special, I think, in the smile of people who don’t usually smile much. Was it I who affected her that way? Was that the kind of magic that only a beloved great-grandson could wield?

Anyway, the very fact that I had a one-hundred-year-old walking encyclopedia by my side, and one who was ‘up to speed’ on reincarnation, opened up vast possibilities.

It was just a shame that the encyclopedia told me precisely nothing.

“Anyway, that’s not what I came to talk about.” She took me by the hand. “Come on. You’re going home.”

I looked up in shock.

Huh?

Had she got tired of me? I didn’t want to go! There were so many secrets to discover here. I was studying her magic. I was eating grass. Besides, here I got kebabs and potatoes!

“I don’t want to! I want to stay here!”

Gran arched her brows. It was the first time I’d seen her look like that. Was she pleasantly surprised?

Boom!

We teleported.

A couple of seconds later, I sprang out into a familiar hallway. Grrr! She’d brought me back! I was home!

“Sweetheart!” I heard a familiar voice.

It might only have been four days since Mom and I last saw each other, but I felt a burst of warmth in my chest.

“Misha!” She rushed over to kiss me. “I’ve missed you so much! How are you? Is everything all right? Are you getting fed? Ooh, why are you so smelly?” She looked me over. “Gran, how come he’s so filthy?”

Yes, about that…

“I told him — if you want to get a wash, carry water over to the bathhouse. He said he didn’t want to.” Gran shrugged.

Mom went wide-eyed.

Well yes, that was all true.

“I’m sowwy, I’ll get better at cawwying heavy tings… I didn’t deserve water,” I babbled. “Take me back… I’ll do all de housework and work for my meals again.”

Gran blinked several times really fast.

“He’s exaggerating.”

“Gran…,” Mom growled.

“He’s exaggerating!” Even Vasilisa was in a panic now. “You little brat! You said all that on purpose! Well, mark my words, you’ll get what’s coming to you when…”

“HE’LL GET WHAT’S COMING TO HIM?”

‘Heh-heh-heh’ — I rubbed my hands and ran to find the egg under my pillow. On the way, I bumped into Dad.

“Dad!” I cried, throwing up my arms.

“Hey! You got away already!” He lifted me and kissed my cheek. “Come on, time to get you washed. Today is an important day.”

“Why?”

“Oh, it’ll be a nice surprise for you,” he smiled. Then he winked.

Huh?


Chapter 4

I WAS SO FILTHY, it took a family effort to get me clean. In my defense, my muscles had hurt too much after the psychosis to lumber pails of water about. So they had Gran to blame for their son looking like a savage!

After being duly soaked, scrubbed and dried, I emerged as a shiny new little boy. In the hallway I found Mom and Gran, who had been having words. Mom had kept berating Gran until she promised at least not to give me the belt. Well, thank you! Much obliged!

“Come on, son, get a move on!” Dad was rushing about the apartment.

“Do I need a haircut?” I asked.

“You look fine! There’s no time, anyway — we’re late!”

“Late for what?”

“You’ll see!” he winked. Then he crouched down and whispered. “Today we’re going to visit a library with grimoires. Among other things.”

Had I heard right?

SERIOUSLY?! Well, for that I’d happily shave all my hair off!

Mom was already dressed. Gran was still in her leather gear, holding her helmet under her arm. Everyone was in a rush. Even the cat kept scurrying around the apartment like something possessed, jumping everywhere and climbing up the walls! Had it crapped in a corner somewhere?

Something was afoot. And everyone was waiting for me! In fact, I was so important here that I’d even been taken out of Gran’s care for the occasion.

What was going on?

I put on my embroidered bear T-shirt, shorts and sandals. When Gran asked why I hadn’t put any socks on, Mom sighed, shaking her head.

We went out, got into the car and drove off all together.

The place we arrived at was…

‘The State Teleportation Service’ I read.

“Gran, are you coming with us or something?” Mom asked. She looked very elegant in her white summer dress and shoes.

“Of course I am. This muttonhead won’t be able to protect you,” she said, nodding at Dad, who just shook his head and rolled his eyes.

Where were they taking me — an abattoir? Were they going to make sausage meat out of me?! I’ll never surrender, Fascists!

We went through some kind of reception and entered a hall where there was a huge stone monument. There was a man in a jacket already standing there.

“So, I’m your personal teleportation network guide, assigned by the Emperor. Now for a few brief guidelines,” he said.

He started giving us teleportation instructions. The same as the ones Dad had given me before our flight to Egypt.

“Is everyone ready?”

No. But who’s asking me?

Whoosh!

Everyone who had been standing around the monument was sucked into it like slime, and I could actually feel myself being launched into the air in the same semi-liquid state, as if by catapult. I flew on and on, over fields and mountains!

Whoa!

Whoosh!

It all ended as quickly as it had begun. I’ll admit, I messed up by forgetting to hold my breath, as a result of which I felt dizzy when we came out. I was confused about where we were and who we were until we got outside into the fresh air. I took a deep breath and…

“Wo-o-ow!” I gasped excitedly.

We were standing opposite some gigantic glass skyscrapers — so tall they made your head spin! Running alongside them was a huge main road with lots of flashy cars on it, and there were more people around than I’d ever seen in my life!

“Well, here we are in the capital, son,” Dad smiled, giving me a pat on the shoulder. “New Moscow. The very center.”

“The capital?” I almost yelled as I continued to look all around me.

The capital? This was the city I kept hearing about in the news? But it was… it was so far away! To me, it had always been kind of up in the heavens, or something. But here I was.

Hang on… what the hell was that?

“Dad… Dad! DAD!” Tugging at his arm, I pointed to what I’d seen. “Dad, WHAT IS DAT?”

He turned around and gave a little smile.

“That is the symbol of our ruler’s power.”

“A dwagon? A bone dwagon?!”

Standing atop the four towers surrounding the Kremlin was a bone dragon of TITANIC proportions. Its shadow hung over the entire central square, its gleaming eyes watching the insect-like people bustling below and its body slowly heaving, as if it was breathing.

I kid you not — it was an actual freaking dragon! Dead, but risen again!

“Uh-huh. As if people didn’t know the Emperor was a necromancer, he had to go and raise up a dragon.”

“Do dwagons weally exist?”

“They used to. A long time ago. There used to be all kinds of creatures. Now, they’ve all gone. We’ve killed them all. Entire species.”

“Necromancers are so hypey!” Mom said.

“Dat’s not a word, Mom.”

“Huh?”

Hang on, was it just me or…

It had turned around. It had turned towards me. It was looking straight at me! Although it couldn’t be. It didn’t have any eyes.

‘User, there is energy trying to reach you. An attempt is being made to connect with you! But the distance is too great’

‘Wait… so that creature recognized me too?’

“Can we go dat way?” I asked, pointing to the red-brick walls on which the dragon was sitting.

“No, we’re late.” I was taken by the hand as we made towards a car.

“I want to go dair!” I said, trying to pull away.

“We’ll have time for that later, sweetheart! We’ve got to get a move on. You can’t be late in high society!”

Before us was a big black car with a man in a black suit. The door was open, and we were clearly the only ones expected. Cripes — it must be the abattoir after all…

I looked back at the dragon. ‘Wait for me, won’t you? I’ll come back. Don’t fly away!’ I got into the car. ‘Although, how would you fly? You’re made of bones’

But then, it was alive despite being dead, so by the same token it could fly despite being a skeleton. I was such a genius.

But the very fact that a dragon was trying to reach out to me…

The world’s most dangerous creatures knew and remembered me. The Serpent coiled around the Earth. The resurrected dragon. The naked woman. They all remembered me! What had I meant to them in the past? Did they fear me or respect me? Love me or hate me? Lust had been frightened of me. The Serpent had talked to me as to an old friend. What about the dragon? What reaction might I expect from that majestic creature whose kind had been destroyed long ago?

And why was being born self-aware the only thing I’d gotten from my former greatness?

I must remember to ask Gran what she inherited from her past self. Why did some people get fire chains, while I got the ability not to crap myself? Although it’s fair to question which of these skills is more impressive!

After waiting for us all to get seated in the car, Gran donned her helmet, flipped down the vizor and mounted the motorcycle which our fluffy old friend Cat had turned up with.

“Where are we going, Mom?” I asked.

“First, to get photographed for the news. You and Dad caught a cannibal cell in our city. There’s going to be a feature on you!”

“Meh.” I rolled my eyes.

I didn’t want to remember that stuff. Even now I kept thinking I saw that beautiful lady in white out of the corner of my eye. I hoped we’d never meet again.

We arrived exactly forty minutes later.

‘Eugene’s Modeling Agency,’ the sign read.

It was a large office building fronted by smart lawns along with a coffee house and a few shopping booths. There were a lot of nondescript people milling around.

When we went inside, I was immediately hit by a sweet, strawberry aroma. We were met at the reception desk by… Sergey. The very same makeup-wearing guy who had hired me as a model and an actor.

Hang on… don’t tell me this is…

“We’ve brought him!” Mom said triumphantly.

I started glancing around in panic, searching for the exit.

“No, I don’t want to work!” I shouted, making a dash for the door.

“Now, son, don’t be like your mother,” said Dad, catching me. Ignoring the indignant protests from his pint-sized spouse, he went on: “We’re just here to get photographed. It’s important.” Then he added, in a whisper: “And in the evening it’s the library, remember?”

I sighed. Well, for the sake of grimoires from the Great Library I guessed I could grin and bear it. But I was curious to know what exactly was going on right now. What sort of occasion was this? Just a photo shoot? Pull the other one.

No. Something else was going on here.

Sergey greeted everyone and led us down a corridor, complaining that there were a lot of photo shoots going on right now and there was no free studio. Sure enough, the studio we entered was crowded with people.

There’s no rest for the beautiful folk, right?

By this time, Gran had caught up with us, though she hadn’t removed her helmet. She looked damn cool…

“Okay, we just need a couple of photos, real quick, for the news!” Sergey clapped his hands. “Photographer, make it look good!”

“It’s the only way I know, boss. Trust me, we’re gonna knock’em dead!” he nodded.

Dad and I were briskly pushed against a white screen. Some girl models had started to voice indignant protests about our jumping the queue, but as soon as they saw us, all was forgiven.

“Ooh! What a handsome pair! The little one’s so cute!”

“Yeah, and the big one’s not half bad either…”

“All we’ve got to do is smile and wave, son,” Dad mumbled with a plastered-on smile. “Just smile and wave.”

My face didn’t change at all. Click. Flash. A few extra takes were needed on account of my dour expression, but eventually they seemed to get what was required. Dad and I could breathe at last. Mom was the one who enjoyed flaunting her beauty. I’d be happier sucking on a Caramel Crunch… or a piece of wood. Fresh wood with resin was surprisingly delicious!

We hadn’t taken a step before we were pounced upon by a crowd of girls.

“Ooh, have we seen you before? Are you new? What are you advertising? Is that your son? Aw, he’s so cute!” they twittered, smiling mainly at Dad. “If you’re leaving, could we swap numbers? Would you mind?”

“No, he wouldn’t mind,” Gran said, appearing from nowhere. “He’s single. Shall I give you his number? Leave the little one alone, but help yourself to that one.”

“Gran!” Mom shouted from the other side of the room. “That’s enough! What are you playing at?”

Mom swooped in. The pretty models raised their neat little eyebrows.

“Oh, you have two kids?” a young model in a dress asked. “Are you his daughter? What amazing genes! You’re really prett…”

“I’M HIS WIFE!” she shouted, grabbing Dad by the hand. “Right, let’s get out of here. Misha, don’t let them destroy our family!”

Order received. Commencing execution.

“Okay.” I turned around and kicked the model in the shin. “Take dat, bitch!”

“Ow!” she cried, clutching her shin. “You little…!”

It wasn’t as if I was naughty by nature. I didn’t like doing bad stuff to people. I’d just done what Mom asked, that was all. It wasn’t like I enjoyed it. No, sirree. But since I’d been asked…

Having managed to escape from the angry girl, I caught up with my angry mother and my poor dad, who was getting an earful even though he’d never actually opened his mouth. Despite that, he was guilty. Classic! Still, Mom was smart enough not to stay offended for long. She’d aired her gripes, and that was the end of it.

We went into an office.

“Okay, let’s get down to business. I mean, we didn’t bring you here just to take your picture, did we?” Sergey said, rubbing his hands.

‘Finally!’ I sighed. ‘Oh! Candy!’

‘User, I can reduce the quantity of sugar that’s absorbed so as to lower your insulin level’

‘Huh?’

‘Basically, I think it would be useful’

‘Well, do it then…’

Imagine — I could eat a ton of sweet stuff with no adverse effects! I’d still have a perfect figure and skin. Be jealous, ladies!

“Ah, they’re just arriving now. In that case let’s wait for them.”

Everyone knew what he meant. Except me. I was eating candy. It would have paid to have shown a little more curiosity, however, as a couple of minutes later the door opened, and in came a black-haired little girl with a familiar small nose and little girly ears.

Scanning the room, she located her target, which had its face stuffed with candy, and…

“Missa!” she cried.

She made straight for me as fast as her little legs would carry her. Flinging out her arms, she wrapped me in a full-body hug, pressing her chubby cheek against my face.

Suvi. It was Suvi. The little rich Korean girl who was my co-star in the movie!

“Like that, is it?” said Gran, raising her brows. “When can I expect my great-great-grandchildren?”

“Gran… they’re two at most.”

AAAH! There’s a woman hugging me! What do I do? WHAT DO I DO?

‘Ugh, she’s sniffling in my ear. It tickles!’

Grimacing, I tried to push the girl away. But the little pest clung to me like a leech and kept it going on and on!

“Why’s he all hunched up like that?”

“Must be pleased to see her.”

Screwing up her eyes, Suvi went on squeezing me as if she was straining every sinew to break my ribs. But she was only a half a year older than me, and I was five times stronger than her, so that didn’t happen.

She was followed in by her mom and a man who I guessed was her father. Unlike his wife, he looked Korean through and through. Like some Asian mafia boss. He had a stern demeanor.

“Good to see you again,” he smiled, speaking in broken Russian. “Pleased to meet you, Anna.”

Mama nodded.

While I was doing battle with Suvi for some personal space, the adults sat down. Eventually, thank heavens, they managed to prise us apart, though not, I feared, for long — our chairs were next to each other.

Suvi started jumping about and edging closer to me.

“I…,” she began in her cute, velvety little voice, “no like… Tinese”

“What?”

Without replying, the little girl put on a solemn face and took me by the hand. Huh? What’s that all about?

‘She has such a tiny little hand,’ I mused, looking down at it. ‘I could crush it with one squeeze. A girly hand. With tiny fingers. Soft… and warm. Are all girls as fragile as this? Probably not, if Gran’s anything to go by — she’s capable of knocking anyone’s block off’

Her father, the Korean nationalist, darted a look at her. His name, by the way, was Kwon Sung. First, he reacted to her comment about the Chinese, then to her taking my hand.

Er, can I go home?

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Sergey began. “Now that we’re all gathered here in our company’s head office, I can tell you straight that we’re extremely keen to resume filming. Not only has the script been rewritten to allow for the kids being older, but” — he gave Suvi and me an earnest look — “it also features two new main characters.”

I rolled my eyes so hard you could hear them squeak. The cornea did a full rotation. Suvi gaped in astonishment.

Gran gave a similar reaction — at least judging by the sound from beneath her helmet.

Yes. We’d both underestimated this one.

“It didn’t work out too well last time,” Dad said.

Kwon Sung nodded agreement.

“And we’ve drawn lessons from that,” Sergey countered.

“It’d take more than promises after what we went through!” Mom put in.

Kwon Soo-min nodded.

Why were our families getting so cozy? I didn’t like this trend — or, for that matter, the idea of filming again. I wanted to go back to Gran’s house in the country, where there were grimoires and magic. And potatoes. And… mmm… wood.

‘Get off me!’ I shoved Suvi away as she reached for my face.

“We’re willing to consider any requests you might have,” Sergei countered again. “I should say straight away that the movie won’t even break even, not after so much reworking and reshooting. You’re aware of the reasons for that. It’s solely down to your two families that Eugene wants to resume things.”

“And what’s so special about our families?”

“The beauty and intelligence of your children.”

The two mothers’ faces lit up almost like lanterns. Quit exploiting those female soft spots, Sergey! The way he was going, he’d actually talk them round. It was time the guys stepped in.

“The future prospects are still rather vague,” Dad said solemnly.

“And the risks are high,” Sung added, frowning.

There, that’s told him! Woohoo! Screw work, I’m gonna be munching spuds at Gran’s!

“I assure you that if filming were to be completed, your children would have access to the prospects and privileges enjoyed by all full-fledged actors within our agency — which, I’ll remind you, is directly connected with the Emperor. At just eighteen months old, your children would be at the very top of the tree. Contacts, money, influence, popularity, opportunities. Eighteen months, and the future would be theirs for the taking. Not bad, huh?”

Now it was the turn of the two fathers’ faces to light up like lanterns. Holy shit! What had gotten into everybody?

The silence went on for a suspiciously long time. The cogs in the parents’ brains were creaking as noisily as the chair on which Suvi was squirming, but they couldn’t think of anything to say. They’d heard all they needed — the details could be nailed down some other time.

They wanted to carry on with the filming. Everyone.

Hang on, though… not EVERYONE.

“I don’t agwee to it,” I shrugged, examining Suvi’s fingers.

Everyone swiveled in my direction, their eyes open wide. Gran gave a snicker, which I pretended not to notice.

“What do you mean?” Sergey hadn’t seen this coming.

“Just what I said. I don’t wanna do de movie. I won’t do it. What use is it to me? Why don’t you ask our opinion?”

“But sweetheart. It would open up so many opportunities!” Mom said, throwing up her arms. “And you’re so good at it, you’re so smart. And cute! The whole world should know what an amazing little boy you are!”

“Meh.” I rolled my eyes.

I needed help here.

Come on, Gran… we understand each other, right? Neither of us wants things to go on like this, do we? You and I are alike. We think about the same things. Come on, help me out!

“Well, if the kid doesn’t want to, what’re you gonna do?” she said through her helmet. “Time to put up the shutters and call it a day. He didn’t buy it.”

Yes… YES!

NOW they’re panicking, ha-ha! I’m going to squeeze every last drop out of you! Watch this! I’m the little manipulator supreme here! Me!

“Perhaps there’s something you’d like?” Poor Sergey was close to having a fit. “What do you want, Michael? Tell me, and we’ll arrange it.”

“Well, I’m not suuuure…,” I said with deliberate slowness. “You don’t care about what we want. Suvi, what do you want?” I asked the girl.

“Cakey…”

“Well, we at least want cake,” I nodded.

“You got it! Any kind you like! You can have cake during the breaks!”

“And wemote contwol cars. To take home. I want to play wid my fwend.”

“You got that too!”

“And…” — I could barely suppress a grin — “a city tour. I want to see de dwagon!”

“No problem! We’ll give you your own guide and a two-week hotel stay!”

“And a phone. Wid Internet.”

At this point, silence fell. Damn, had I taken it too far? It was a strange request from a child. I had to back it up somehow.

Think, think!

Aha!

“It’s so I can watch de Toilet-Heads. Yeah,” I nodded. “When I get bored.”

“The thing is, son, phones can hurt your eyes…” Dad began. Sergey put up a hand to stop him going any further.

“Of course, Michael, we’ll do everything you say,” he smiled nervously. “In that case, do you agree to do the filming?”

“Hmm…”

By this time Gran was rocking with barely concealed laughter at the whole scene. Heh-heh — pretty good fun, huh? I was enjoying it too.

How great it was to be a cute child with a smart brain!

“I’ll fink of udder fings later. If you agwee to evewyding, den yeah, I agwee to do it,” I nodded, and started swinging my legs nonchalantly.

The Koreans looked at me open-mouthed.

Mom and Dad were about to say something to counter my brazen cheek, but once again Sergey got in before them.

“Then we have a deal! Ha-ha! I’ll, er, let Eugene know about your, er, requests.” His voice was trembling, his eyes twitching. “In that case, ladies and gentlemen, for avoidance of any further demands, I propose we end the meeting on that note. I assume everyone will still be in Moscow tomorrow? Splendid. In that case we’ll sign tomorrow! Now, if you don’t mind, I’m going to love you and leave you. I need a stiff drink.”

Rising abruptly from his chair, Sergey rushed out of his own office.

I watched after him with a satisfied smirk. He must have assumed I couldn’t think beyond candy. That would be true of Maxim, but not of me. I’d come into this world with an agenda.

“Ha-ha!” Gran let rip at last. “He takes right after you, Annie! He’s got all your little con tricks.” She prodded Mom in the forehead.

“Is that so bad?” Mom mumbled.

“It’s very good! In fact, I forbid you to scold him for it. Knowing how to bully people is one of the finest traits a man can have! Not that you’d know about that — with this one.” She gestured towards Dad.

Meanwhile, both fathers had turned to face each other.

“Any woman would be in good hands with your son!”

“You can say that again! He can take his pick!”

“Such shrewdness in a boy of his age is remarkable!”

“Yes, yes, you’re right!”

While Gran was cracking up at the naivete of the young generation, the parents were discussing how bold and awesome I was, and Suvi was quietly awaiting the promised cake, I jumped down and went to look behind Sergey’s chair. There was something interesting there.

‘Mm, minty!’

“Misha, stop biting the toothpicks!”

So that was how I forced a mega-rich company to indulge my every whim.

It was right what they said — Moscow was a city of prospects! What a start to the evening!

So far, so good — heh-heh.

Okay, Dad, now for the interesting stuff…

* * *

An hour earlier

The dragon was watching the people of the city. That was his role. His job. Some would call it a curse, but the dragon would say it was a blessing.

Now he could live and enjoy the world. He could feel the wind and watch the years go by! And all that was requested of him in return was to serve a man capable of resurrecting the dead.

Now, the dragon, whose name had been forgotten and erased, guarded the Empire’s capital city as he had once guarded his own treasures. How could that be a curse?

He was willing to wait decades before receiving the order to spread his wings and unleash his power against enemies. Dragons were patient creatures.

The days slowly merged into one continuous stream. He was no longer irritated by the camera flashes, and he found the nest behind the red-brick walls comfortable. The dragon had entered a sort of hibernation — a half-way state between waking and sleep. Like a time lapse video, like fast playback. Anyone who has lived a long life is familiar with this state of being. A steady dullness from which...

He was suddenly jolted.

‘What’s… that?’ His thoughts began to stir. ‘What’s that?’ The feeling intensified. ‘WHAT IS THAT?!’

A long-forgotten feeling, impossible for one in his situation, struck him as if he were alive — and alive in ancient times, when everything was different.

The best way to describe it would be…

Goosebumps went down his spine.

He slowly turned his gaze upon the object whose appearance had provoked this feeling.

A little boy with golden-colored hair. Still just a child, though his core suggested otherwise. Blue eyes with an adult-like look in them. And… did he detect a hint of the Scarlet Witch’s energy? Yes. But it wasn’t her. Because the Witch was standing right next to him, in the flesh!

‘It’s him… it’s him…’ The dragon recognized the boy straight away.

No matter what his appearance, no matter what his current power, there was no mistaking the feeling that arose at the sight of this being. Once experienced, it was never forgotten.

‘What’s that in his pocket? Is that…’ — the dragon peered closely into the energy fields — ‘Jörmungandr’s offspring? Where did it come from? How can the Serpent have put his trust in him? And if he has done so, that means…’ — the dragon was eager to believe in his own conjectures — ‘I must ask. I have to find out. I have to…’

He tried to reach out to the boy, but in his present state, alas, his magic was very limited. He couldn’t do it. The distance was too great. Nor indeed was it certain that he’d be able to establish a proper thought connection.

‘Very well. I’ll wait.’ The dragon exhaled loudly, startling a bunch of tourists standing below.

There was no doubt about it. The dragon had recognized the boy.

It was HIM.

HE had returned.

* * *

We were standing by a fairly small-looking tower. It was evening. Beside me were Mom and Gran. No Koreans, thank goodness. They’d left, despite Suvi’s protests.

In front of the cast-iron gates stood a grey-haired old woman in a hat. She was leaning on a cane and examining us carefully.

“Are you here as tourists or on business?” she asked.

“On business,” said Dad, coming up beside us.

“Do you have a pass?”

Dad held out a card. The old woman scrutinized it.

“I can confirm the pass is valid,” she said, “but only for two visitors — Mark and Michael. I can’t admit anyone else.”

Mom was about to protest, reluctant to trust the two knuckleheads who had once accidentally flown to Egypt. But Gran stopped her.

“Don’t fret, Annie. They won’t let anything happen in there.”

I looked up at the cast-iron gates and gulped. And how exactly did they stop things from happening? What kind of a place was it? I started to feel a little nervous.

“Right, gentlemen. The tower is a gateway,” the old woman began, stepping towards the entrance. “There are lots of them around the world, and they lead to one place. Where it is, no one knows. So now there’ll be a teleport. When you get inside, just keep going forward and don’t turn off anywhere. Don’t lose your card — you’ll need it to open the door coming back. Have you got all that?”

We nodded. The old woman nodded back and touched the handle. The door turned blue! Then she held our card against it, and I felt a prick in my finger!

‘User, the Archive has interfered in your body. Blood tracing has been activated. Blood access has also been activated. Activation was triggered by the card. It must be a key’

‘Can you turn it off?’

‘I don’t perceive it as a danger. But if the tracing remains after we leave the Archive, I’ll commence adaptation’

I frowned. Might this mean that the Archive was… alive? That it was a living entity capable of watching over the books inside and preventing any ‘leakage’? Or was there some powerful guard in charge of that?

Well, I had no plans to steal anything in any case.

Or at least not in the way anyone would expect, heh-heh.

We went through the open door, waved to the ladies and promised to be back soon. Dad took me by the hand, and off we went.

The dark, dusty corridor quickly began to turn light, suggesting there were more torches and lamps up ahead. So it turned out. By continuing forward we came to the next door, behind which there was life.

Another old woman. Hang on, it’s the same one! Two identical old women!

“You made it,” she smiled from behind the stone reception desk.

Up came another old woman, just the same as the others. That made three! What was going on? They were sprouting up everywhere!

“I will be your guide,” the third one smiled. “Let’s go.”

“Do you need our card?” Dad asked.

“No. I’ve already read it.”

Oh, so their minds were connected, too! How weird was that?!

I wanted clones, too!

The old woman took a lit torch, waited for us to take our own, then moved forward. The first thing I did was look up. I couldn’t see any ceiling — only dark, endless walls. Then I looked to the sides. Nothing yet. Beneath my feet was stone paving.

The air here was fresh, as if we were outside, and judging by the lamps up ahead there were people about. It was a place of contrasts. Strange and surreal.

The bareness soon ended, however. The further we carried on, the more distinctly I could make out… shelves. Unable to restrain myself, I quickened my step and overtook the limping old woman. The shelves were just a little further ahead.

Running up to them, I raised my torch. The first book that caught my eye — the very first one — was ‘The Foundations of Spatial Magic. Written by: The Blue Tower Collegium. Translation by: Emperor Theos’.

“WHOA!”

Spatial magic? And that was literally the first thing I’d happened to lay eyes on. What else lay on these shelves?


Chapter 5

STILL IN A STATE OF SHOCK, I managed to find the strength to break free from my trance and return to reality. And from the very first moments, reality hit me like a punch in the gut.

I hadn’t noticed it in the darkness, but on closer inspection I could see that the shelves were like honeycomb cells fronted by glass. In other words, you couldn’t just pick up a book. Furthermore, every book was bound in chains and couldn’t be opened without a key.

Not only could I not get my hands on them. I wouldn’t be able to open them either. Which meant…

“So… can’t I bwowse fru dem before taking one?” I asked quietly.

“Of course not,” the old woman smiled. “Otherwise, people would use blood magic and thought acceleration to memorize them, and everything would have been taken out long ago.”

My hands dropped to my sides. My heart skipped a beat.

That was exactly what my plan had been. Was it dead in the water already? Darn it! That sucked! I couldn’t open or leaf through a single book! My whole plan was screwed!

Why had I assumed that everyone else was so much dumber than me?!

Well, that was that.

“Shit,” I sighed.

Grrr! I just wanted to grab those damn books and gobble them up! So that no one could have them! Stupid idiots! Stupid rules! Stupid smart people!

What could I do?

“Do we have a limited amount of time to think it over?” my father asked.

“Of course. One hour. Usually, people come here already knowing what they need. But you don’t, I take it?”

“Not the faintest idea.”

“Well, you can ask me. I’ll help if I can,” the old woman smiled. “I can’t remember all the titles, of course — I’m getting a little old — but I know a fair bit.”

I tutted.

Oh, great! We had limited time, too! This stank! It was one problem after another! What had I done to deserve this? It had been my childhood dream to take the whole archive away in my head! I’d been thinking about it every day!

Once again, life was teaching me not to wear rose-tinted glasses, not to assume everything was as simple as I’d like it to be.

But… but…

Surely there had to be some way of fooling the system! It must be possible!

“Dad,” I whispered. “Why don’t you learn spatial magic, and when we bwing de book back, we’ll bwing down de whole Archive, foundation and all! Den we’ll steal all de books!”

“Son!” he cried, his breath catching. “That’s very bad! You can’t do that!” he said loudly. Then he leaned closer to me and whispered very quietly — “It wouldn’t work. People have already tried, and they’re behind bars.”

“Damn! In that case… we use spatial magic, set up a beacon and come at night, quietly.”

“How did you get so smart? And such a serious face!” He pinched my cheeks. “Where would you get the keys to open the books?”

Unable to think of an answer, I pulled my angry cat face.

Why did there have to be smart, prudent people in the world? It wasn’t fair!

So, leafing through the books was out of the question, and there was no chance of pinching them, either — not with all this protection. I was sure that they were somehow protected against copying and distribution, too, which was why books from the Archive couldn’t be found anywhere but at the Archive. Unless they were passed on orally, of course, but who was going to tell all that stuff to a curious toddler?

Meanwhile, time was ticking on!

“Can we go back out and ask advice? My gwan’s dair — she might tell me.”

“The key would deactivate and you wouldn’t be able to get back in. Sorry.”

“Oh, man!” I groaned. “Dad, let’s fink.”

“Yes, son. We need to think.”

Okay, so we accepted the rules of the game. I was allowed just one book.

I had to choose.

What did I need? Of course, I’d be all for learning about spatial magic, or all that atomic doodah, whatever it was. I’d like to read about regeneration, too, and lots of other things! But the truth was, with my core and body, I wasn’t going to be wielding a lot of magic any time soon. As a one-year-old kid, what I most needed was ways to guide and boost my development.

I needed something that would be useful from beginning to end, but that would give me an advantage right now. That was what my mother’s genes were telling me!

Something practical? Probably. But not a history book on the lives and deaths of reborn beings. I could find out about them on the Internet. It was just history.

“Are the books awwanged by subject?” I asked.

“No.”

“In alphabetical order?”

“No.”

“What kind of idiot designed it?”

“You make a fair point there,” the old woman sighed.

The choice could certainly be narrowed down. Hardcore spells were out. So was anything too banal. Strengthening methods that might not suit me could also be rejected as too much of a risk.

We had fifty minutes left, and my dad and I decided to wander around and browse.

My gaze fell on a random book: ‘Summoning Meteorite Rain’.

“I want dat! I want it!” I shouted, clutching the shelf. “Give it to me!”

“Son, really! Calm down! That’s a tactical spell. You can’t use it on people. It would be a war crime!”

“It’s not a war cwime if you had fun doing it!”

I looked at the next book: ‘Acid Rain’.

“Yaaah!” Once again, I clutched the shelf and tried to take the book.

Our search was complicated by my outbursts of impulsive aggression. And while ‘How to Brew an All-Purpose Potion to Treat All Bowel Problems’ didn’t cause me to react that way, ‘Ten Circles of Hell’ was a different matter altogether.

There was so much cool stuff all around me. So many appetizing possibilities! I didn’t know quite why we didn’t see more meteorites zooming around or tsunamis raging, but the Archive could teach me all those things! If only I could take the whole lot…

‘This looks interesting’

Despite my anger and frustration, I had to get down to business. For example, there was a book here called ‘Forty-Three Methods of Absorption’. And another one called ‘The Energy Eater’. Not about food, I guessed.

In fact, that was just the sort of thing I’d had in mind. Eating energy — imagine that! Did it taste nice?

But then… I noticed a book whose title I couldn’t read.

I just happened to stop at one of the countless shelves. Nothing set this place apart — it was just another dark row of dusty books. But something in the periphery of my mutated vision made me stop, and only after closer inspection did I see what it was.

The book had a red binding made of leather, wood, or something in between. The title seemed to be a hotchpotch of squiggles, circles and mysterious lettering. There was no way I could read it. And yet…

‘Swarm,’ I frowned, ‘analyze the similarities between this language and what we saw in Gran’s grimoire’

‘I can’t give an exact percentage, but I can say for certain that it’s the same language group, if not the same language’

I smiled. Ha-ha! There was no fooling me! I’d started to think that the Swarm was doing all my thinking for me — but no, my brains were still in place!

“What’s dis language?” I asked, pointing to the book.

“It’s the demonic dialect, young man,” the old woman smiled.

“De…monic?” I cocked my head quizzically.

“Uh-huh. Demons, devils and other creatures use it to talk to each other. Whenever people managed to barter their grimoires off them, they found they had a problem — the books weren’t written in human language! So they’d bring them to the Archive and swap them for something else. And here they remain.”

“Is it possible to learn the dialect?”

“In theory. Our Emperor knows it. Of course, demons themselves could teach it. But they won’t. Why should they bother?”

“But in that case, how do demonologists do magic?”

“Demonologists don’t need to know the dialect. Demons talk to their victims in the victim’s language. They only use the dialect with each other.”

“If you don’t mind my asking,” I began politely, as if wary of frightening the old lady, “Do you have a textbook on the dialect in the Archive?”

At this, a broad, wry smile spread over the old woman’s face.

Could it be true?

“We do,” she said, obviously pleased at the turn things had taken. “I even know where it is. I had an interest in it myself.”

“Please take us.”

Dad eyed me suspiciously, but didn’t say a word. Chuckling to herself, the old woman turned around and strode off in a particular direction. Now, instead of floundering about amid endless rows of books, we were homing in on a target.

Just then, however, something unexpected happened.

“M-Mark?!” some girl said in a foreign-sounding voice.

I mentioned before that we’d seen other people’s lamps shining ahead of us. This was a place that could be reached through a number of portals dotted around the world. It was possible to bump into anyone here.

Into an old acquaintance.

‘Swarm, translation please!’

‘But what of your desire to be self-…’

‘Scratch that for now!’

“Is it you?” the girl asked.

“Oh, shit.” Dad muttered to himself, then he slowly turned around. “Diana! What on earth are you doing here?”

“I won a ticket at the Academy. For one book,” she said in a quiet, hesitant voice.

She was a tall, big-bosomed redhead, elegantly attired in a dress, a corset and fancy shoes. A good-looking girl. But not as good-looking as my mom.

“You said… I mean I was told…,” she went on in English. “I was told you’d died! You told me yourself that they were sending you on a suicide mission!” Then she looked at me. “And who’s this?”

My father made no reply.

“How come he looks so much like…” The girl’s eyes opened wide. “Is this… your son?”

“No.”

“Don’t lie! He’s got the same hair as you! The same face! Do you think I don’t see it? I’ve known you since we were kids. I know what you looked like when you were little!” She was prodding him in the chest, almost hissing at him. “You faked your own death and ran off like a coward, leaving me in the dark!”

He just sighed helplessly. The girl was almost yelling, her voice shaking, her eyes blazing with fury. They had been speaking for less than half a minute, and she was already on the verge of hysterics.

“So, you ran off to your Russian whore, did you?! The one who came to the Academy from God knows where?! Is the child from her?”

The tone of confusion and even delight with which she had first greeted him had given way to frenzied rage. She was unhinged! Deranged!

“I’m going to tell them. I’m going to tell your family everything!” she declared, her hand shaking. “You lying bastard!”

Then she quickly turned around and walked the other way.

At this point I saw blood appear on my father’s hand.

‘Uh-oh!’

Dad was a blood mage. Blood was what he used as a weapon. Was he thinking of taking out Diana to stop her going off and telling all?

“I wouldn’t advise it, unless you’re prepared to face the consequences,” the old woman smiled.

Dad let out a breath. The blood vanished back into his palm.

“Yes, I’m sorry,” he said murmured.

Diana’s lantern disappeared somewhere amid the shelves. She’d gone.

Pretending that nothing had happened, the old woman led us onwards. I drew level with Dad.

“Who was that, Dad?”

“She was once my fiancée,” he replied quietly and directly.

“You had a fiancée? Someone besides Mom?”

“Yes, she was betrothed to me when we were still children. But when your mom came into my life, I realized what true feelings were. No one came into Diana’s life, though. It was driven into her that I was the only option.”

“So what now?”

“Nothing. Her relatives are well aware that I’m alive. Forget it,” he said with a nervous smile and ruffled my hair.

Forget it? I remembered almost being smothered to death by intruders in the third month of my life. Should I forget that too? And perhaps I shouldn’t read anything into the fact that he’d been on the point of killing her?

What secrets are you hiding, Dad?

‘Swarm, remember Diana. Report’

‘Got it’

About ten minutes later we were standing in front of another shelf with another book. Its title was likewise in demonic.

“Here we are,” the old woman said, “The demonic dialect. Bolt it onto any language, and demons will understand you. Pure magic.”

“But why does no one learn it? Even demonologists?” I persisted.

“Because it’s so difficult. Virtually impossible,” she sighed. “It’s not hard to grasp the theory. But when it comes to applying it in real life… there’s too much information to remember and process,” she smiled. “That’s why only a very few people can speak it. The study guide teaches the reader to talk like a demon, with all that that implies. There’s a good reason why people talk about the devil whispering in your ear.”

I gulped. This last phrase both excited and unnerved me. With all that that implies? What did that mean?

I looked again at the book. So it was a language guide that would teach me magical speech?

Why was I even hesitating?

Gran had a grimoire which I would definitely be able to pinch and read. It was only a matter of time. In other words, learning the dialect would give me access to AT LEAST one other amazing book, ultimately giving me TWO grimoires for the price of one! Do you see what I mean?

“Er, one… two…,” I counted on my fingers.

Moreover, knowing the demonic language would also give me access to other similar books. Plus, I was intrigued by the language’s magical properties.

It was a no-brainer, really, wasn’t it?

Of course, there was the question of why Gran wouldn’t teach me it, but if she really knew the Dialect, there wouldn’t have been a ton of papers full of scribblings on the table where I found the grimoire.

She had been translating it herself, and evidently didn’t have access to a study guide.

“I want dat,” I said, pointing to the book. “I want to learn demonic. To talk in dair language. Googoo-gaga.”

Everyone looked at me.

“Are you sure, son?” my father asked. “I don’t think the librarian was kidding when she said it was difficult. I’m not going to stop you — you should take whatever your heart tells you to — but have another think. Are you absolutely sure?”

That’s enough pressuring me!

“You’re wight,” I sighed. “in dat case I’ll take ‘How to Bwew an All-Purpose Potion to Tweat All Bowel Pwoblems’”

“Really?”

“Of course not! I want de language book!”

Dad sighed, then nodded to the old woman, who shrugged her shoulders and took two keys out of her pocket. With the first, she unlocked the glass shelf. With the second, she removed the chains from the book. Blowing a layer of dust off it, she slowly handed it to me.

I stretched out my hand. When I felt the ancient binding, my muscles tensed from the weight of forbidden knowledge. The book was mine! Slowly I opened it, sensing the power and antiquity of the demonic texts!

I started to read. I was reading! I…

I…

“I don’t understand a word,” I muttered.

“What, nothing at all?” Dad said, glancing over my shoulder.

“Nothing at all.”

There were little drawings, squiggles, and inscriptions. Half the book was made up of pictures. What was I supposed to make of it?

Never mind — I’d figure it out later. The Swarm would help.

“Well, there you are! Congratulations on receiving your book!” the old woman smiled. “You have three months, after which you must return it. If the book is destroyed, or if its contents are copied or distributed, the consequences will be immediate.”

“And what are the consequences?” I asked.

“It’s best you don’t know, son,” Dad sighed.

This made me feel a little uneasy. It sounded like a fine basis for an extortion racket. Find out who’s borrowed a book, take it and demand a ransom in exchange for not framing you for distribution.

My, what a tough world this was! Nothing was simple. I was only one year old, and already I was world-weary…

But hey.

I was going to learn magical demonic speech, wasn’t I? Cool or what?

* * *

A few hours later

Vasilisa was standing in her hotel room holding the book in her hands. As the strongest amongst them, she had been entrusted to look after it, having made a promise not to open or read it. Otherwise, summary punishment might swoop down from anywhere.

But one glance was enough for her to know what the book was about.

“And he chose it himself, did he?” she asked Mark, who was standing beside her.

“Yes,” he replied sullenly.

“What did he say?”

“Nothing. He saw a book in that language, asked how he could learn it and went to collect the textbook. Is it a bad thing?”

“Neither good nor bad,” the Witch answered drily. “But either Michael knows more than he’s letting on, or his past life is dictating his path. Why Demonic, though? He could have gone for Angelic, or Draconic. I don’t get it. It’s all so confusing.”

“No ideas at all?”

“None.”

The answer as to why Michael had chosen Demonic, and not some other language, was literally right under Vasilisa’s nose. But she failed to spot the obvious.

Nonetheless, his choice had planted a ton of thoughts in the adults’ heads.

“Well, anyway,” the Witch frowned, “It’s time for us all to take his upbringing in hand. Because the way things are going, there’s a risk of him developing into something not so good.”

* * *

We were so tired from our library adventure that we fell asleep as soon as we got back to the hotel. I didn’t even read the book!

I felt bright and cheerful in the morning, though.

“Misha, hurry up in there!”

“Okay, okay!” I was sitting on the toilet leafing through the book.

‘Swarm, are you getting all this?’

‘Yes’

‘Yay, let’s go faster!’

I’d decided I didn’t want to take any chances. Normal human instinct, really.

What guarantee was there that the book wouldn’t be pinched right this very day? Yes, it was in Gran’s safekeeping, since she was the strongest amongst us, but still. There was no harm in my just flipping through it, was there? And it was so much safer in my head than… anywhere else.

It was the smart thing to do, wasn’t it?

“Mm, what an interesting book you have there,” came the familiar drawl of a huge cat, appearing in the sink out of nowhere. “Learning the dialect, are you? Mm, very good, very good. It’s handy to know languages these days. Especially if you’re travelling somewhere. Mm, yes…”

“Do you know the dialect?” I asked without looking at him.

“Of course. I am after all a demon.”

“Will you help me learn it?”

“No.”

“Flea-ridden squirt,” I tutted.

“Now, now! I don’t have fleas. And I’m not a squirt. I’m a cat. I’m not going to teach you because that’s the way it is. And the mistress wouldn’t allow it. More the second thing than the first, in fact. And that’s probably because I don’t teach her either, heh-heh. That’s one thing she’s never been able to make me do. I’m not going to teach anyone! Period.”

I rolled my eyes. It was Gran, in fact, who’d taught me the word ‘squirt’ — yet she refused to teach me magic, and she wouldn’t let Cat teach me either!

Never mind, never mind. Soon I’d break into her home library. That’d teach her.

“Done!” I said, banging the book shut.

All the pages had been scanned and were in my head.

‘Swarm, analysis’

‘Too much data. I need time’

‘Well, as it happens, you’ve got plenty. You do that while I’m busy with other things.’ Leaping up, I shooed the cat from the sink and started washing.

Yes — from now on I got washed all by myself. Mom used to brush my teeth for me, but when Gran heard her getting ready to help me earlier…

Ugh. It was best not to remember.

“Gran, he’s only one!” Mom had protested.

“But he’s meant to be seven!” Gran countered. “Quit making a wimp out of him. Is he a man, or what?”

“He’s a child!”

Anyway, preferring not to listen to all that racket, I said I’d go and get washed by myself. Gran had a point: was I a man, or what? I was nearly grown-up!

Before I forget, by the way.

“Hey, Cat. Do you know me?” I asked while brushing my teeth.

“Mm, yes. You’re Michael, the mistress’s great-grandson.”

“What about the past me?”

“I don’t remember.”

“How old are you?”

“Mm, four hundred. Or more. I’ve lost count.”

Meaning I was older. If only I had a phone, I could work out exactly what period I lived in by reference to the world serpent and the dragon. And from there it wouldn’t be too much of a leap to figure out the rest!

Lust had recognized me. So had the dragon and the Serpent. So why did my great-grandmother not see my essence? She’d figured out that I was a reborn just by logical deduction.

If I thought about it, though, the answer was obvious. Those three hadn’t been reborn. They still had their own minds, their own identities. For Gran and me, it was different — we were new people with baggage from the past.

I emerged from the bathroom, handed the book over to Gran, and off we went back to the movie studio.

“Missa!”

Once again, Suvi was on me like a leech. Jeepers.

“Aww!” the two women cooed, gazing fondly at their children.

The men exchanged glances, sighed, and shrugged.

“Well, there you go,” said one.

“There you go,” said the other.

‘Get off me. Get off!’ I barely managed to wriggle free, and we began scurrying around the room like cockroaches, me running away from the girl, the girl running after me.

The big-eyed brat wouldn’t leave me alone for a second. She must be wearing special sneakers or something to help her chase me!

Grrr, if only I could eat her!

Anyway, the adults sat there discussing everything. I listened in as best I could, but I didn’t hear anything untoward. The filming would take place in my home city again. There was a problem with Gran, who was categorically against letting me out of her sight for long periods, so a schedule had to be worked out. One week with her, the next in the city. And guess what…

They agreed!

I kept wondering what made me so important. Why did all these arrangements have to be made around one little child? Yeah, I was cute, and I was smart, and I pooped when I was supposed to, but surely there had to be something else.

It turned out there wasn’t. Those really were the only reasons.

“Eugene has a singular gift for finding amazing talent. Why do we make these sacrifices? Simple — so that you don’t go off to someone else,” Sergey explained in answer to a question from Mom. “It’s easier to win you over from the beginning than to have to fight for you later on.”

Well, there you go.

This was what it had come to. Before, I’d been a great being, feared by naked women and well known to Great Serpents! Whereas now my resumé read: ‘Cute, toilet-trained, eats wood. Possibly a recidivist. Weird hair’.

“Michael, are you happy with that?” Sergey asked at last. “No problems on your side?”

“I don’t see any cake yet!” I said with a haughty, impish look.

“There’ll be cake during the filming. Every day!”

“And… and… and ice cream too.”

“And ice cream,” he sighed.

Damn — I wanted to squeeze something else out of them, but I couldn’t think what. Another book from the archive? No, best not take the piss. Hardly realistic.

Ah, screw it. Just sign the stupid contract!

“Bye-bye, Missa!” Suvi waved to me when it was time to leave.

“Yeah, bye,” I said with a sigh of relief.

Mom’s face lit up with a mischievous smile as she watched all this. Then she came up to me, crouched down and looked me in the eye.

“Misha, do you like that girl?”

I gave her an incredulous look. Was she insane? I liked Transformers. And Caramel Crunches. What was Suvi to me? I couldn’t even eat her! Although…

“Well,” I sighed, looking at their expensive car. “She’s better dan Katya. I don’t like Katya.”

“Suvi’s a nice girl! And her parents are lovely!” she whispered. “She really likes you.”

“So what?”

“She’s nice. Don’t push her away. You’ll thank me one day.”

Mom, if I pushed her away, she’d go flying against the wall and split her head open. What are you talking about?

I looked again as the car drove away. The little Korean girl was still waving at me through the window.

I sighed and shook my head.

‘Swarm, how’re you getting on with the Demonic?’

‘Still analyzing’

‘Still?’

‘It’s a huge amount of data. It’s not complicated in itself, but applying it requires colossal optimization’

‘What the hell is this stuff?’ I frowned. ‘And how are ordinary people meant to use it?’

“The teleport’s in five hours,” Mom said. “Where next?”

“To de dwagon!” I shouted, throwing up my arms.

“That’s not on the way at all, sweetheart! But they did promise us a separate two-week holiday.”

“No, I want to go to de dwagon now!”

“Misha,” she sighed. “We can’t always do what you want. Sometimes we have to be patient.”

On the one hand, I agreed with her — she was right. But on the other… damn it all! I’d had all that disappointment with the Archive, I’d been signed up as the star of a stupid movie, and now I had to wait God knows how long to see the dragon! It sucked! So many plans, so many expectations, and it had all gone to…

“It wouldn’t take long, darling,” Dad said, approaching. “He’ll have a quick look at the dragon, and then we’ll shoot straight off. If worst comes to worst, your grandmother can teleport him straight to her place.”

My breath caught, and I turned to him.

Seriously, Dad?

Mom began to argue with him, but he gave all sorts of logical reasons why visiting the dragon wouldn’t cause any problems… and off we went.

“Ha-ha, best dad ever!” I cried, raising my fists.

He smiled warmly. Man, what a cool family I had! I didn’t even feel like killing anyone anymore. The day had grown brighter, and life felt good again. Dad was always on my side, always with me. They were all on my side!

Yippee! Yes! The dragon! He’d tell me who I was. He’d give me information!

We arrived back at the central square. Without hesitating, I climbed out of the car and ran straight towards the enormous bone dragon whose shadow lay over the whole square.

“Mind you don’t trip over, sweetheart!”

‘Pausing work on the Dialect. Redirecting all resources for possible adaptation,’ the Swarm suddenly cut in.

‘Has the dragon woken up?’

‘Yes. It’s starting to reach out to us’

Its shadow was now over me, too. I stopped just a few yards away from the red walls. The enormous bone creature lowered its head towards me, the little child, and…

I felt as though my spine was being pulled out of my body. The space around me seemed to pull away in all directions, stretching like elastic, until there was nothing but me and the monster.

How old was this creature? Thousands of years? What did it know? What could it tell me?

It was the moment of truth. Another ancient creature was calling out to me…

“Crhiz da leku da?”

The monster’s voice rumbled like thunder. The earth trembled, and my ears popped. I imagined this was what the highest mountains must sound like!

“Soraz da drkha.”

I looked at it. It looked at me.

…

“Ern da khrakara?”

“Huh?”

‘I don’t understand!’ I wanted to clutch my head and let out a loud, protracted meow like a cat I’d seen in a video.

What the hell? What was that language? What was he saying? What was all that cracker-acker shit? How come I’d understood the Serpent, I’d understood Lust, but when it came to a cool creature like the dragon, an enormous winged lizard, I couldn’t understand a thing?

Was it because its energy was controlled by a necromancer?

“I don’t understand. Do you speak Russian?” I shouted.

“Ern ka.”

“What language are you speaking? Are you from Poland or something?” Now I did clutch my head. “Wait, do YOU understand ME? Nod if you do!”

It didn’t move, but just went on staring at me.

I was speechless. I was distraught. I had a strong suspicion that some fault had occurred in our connection because it was a skeleton and lived at the will of a necromancer. The Serpent, by contrast, had its own energy, preserved in the egg. And Lust was a living being through and through.

Of course! Otherwise, the dragon would have reached out to me properly the first time.

It had fallen silent now, realizing that we’d hit an impasse. We both stood looking at each other, not knowing what to do next.

I couldn’t ask the Swarm, because the connection drowned it out. And it was pointless to say anything myself.

“Sol du hur.”

Then the connection started to break up. The space around me returned to normal, colors re-appeared, and the sounds of people around me came back into focus. I heard Mom’s and Dad’s voices. I heard passers-by.

I was back in the real world. And in the real world, pandemonium was breaking out. The ground was shaking, and people were screaming.

I looked up.

The dragon was on the move.

The red brick was crumbling under its weight. Its shadow had shifted, invading new areas, and people were scattering in panic from the once dead, now awakened monster.

I froze. My parents were shouting something at me, but I paid no attention.

The dragon was reaching a claw out towards me. Slowly, carefully. For some reason, I felt no fear. For some reason, I felt certain…

That I was the one who was feared.

Putting my hand out to meet it, I touched the point of the dragon claw. Nothing happened. No transfer of force or knowledge. It felt as though the dragon just wanted to touch me. As an old acquaintance… as a once untouchable idol.

But then…

The dragon touched my pocket.

‘User! Your egg has cracked!’

Huh?

‘The World Serpent is being born!’

Oh, that.

Hang on, what?!

* * *

At around the same time

The monster had moved. This was rare, extremely rare. It usually happened only when it wanted to shift to a more comfortable position, but now something out of the ordinary was happening.

Beneath the walls stood a boy. A little boy, probably about five years old. He was looking at the creature, and the creature was looking at him. Then…

“Get a picture,” a random tourist said to his girlfriend. “Take a photo!”

The flash went off. The photograph appeared.

The boy who touched the Dragon.

* * *

At around the same time

In a European country

Archduke Karl Johann was sitting in his office, where he had been spending hour after hour painstakingly dealing with family matters that had piled up while he was busy waging war. The war was now over — won by a falling meteorite, and the time had come to share the spoils, confiscate lands, and allocate debts.

Someone knocked.

“Come in,” the ruler said.

It was his son. It was he who had summoned the meteorite. A tactical mage.

“Dad…”

“Language!”

“Father,” his son corrected himself. “I have information about Mark.”

“Well, there’s a turn-up,” he said, raising his brows. “All the teams we’ve sent so far have vanished without a trace. Not even any bodies. And now you’re suddenly bringing me news. Where does it come from?”

“Diana. She saw them at the Archive. Him and his son.”

Karl Johann lent back in his chair, locked his fingers together and looked out of the window while his son told him everything he had found out.

“That degenerate has to be put down once and for all,” he seethed. “Whatever it takes.”

“Shall I deal with it?”

“Yes, if you wouldn’t mind. Any problems — you have my permission not to report them.”

“What about the son?”

“If he’s really his heir, the same goes for him. We don’t need his blood. I don’t care about the wife.”

Franche-Comté Johann, the tactical mage who had won the war, bowed, turned around and left.

Mark had to be destroyed. He had to pay for what he had done. For his treachery and his desertion.


Chapter 6

HAVING DONE what it wanted to do, the dragon slowly lifted its paw back onto one of the towers, once again making a din that could be heard for miles around. The sight of its huge claw made me conscious of an obvious fact: namely, how small and feeble I was next to the real monsters of the world.

It could have squashed me like a beetle. Like a berry, a grape, splattering my guts everywhere! I was no bigger than the edge of its claw, and if it had wanted to, it could easily have turned me into a mere stain on the ground!

But it hadn’t. It had just gently touched me, as if in greeting. Then it had left the only gift it was capable of giving.

It had cracked my egg.

‘The egg!’ I clutched my pocket. ‘Swarm, what shall I do? Is the birth happening right now?’

‘Not yet. The egg has cracked. The serpent is preparing for birth. It will happen very soon. But not right away. The shell has only just started to split’

I heaved a sigh of relief. Phew! Having a baby now in front of my parents would have been awkward. And what was I going to do with the snake?

“Misha!” Mom was the first to race over to me.

It was amazing, considering the difference in strength between Dad and Mom, how much more quickly she reacted when I was in danger. Moms really can be superbeings when it comes to their little ones, can’t they?

“I’m fine,” I mumbled.

Everyone had rushed right up to me. Dad picked me up and started carrying me away, Mom kept checking that I wasn’t dead, and Gran walked slowly towards the dragon, eyeing it through her helmet. She was evidently conveying her readiness to reduce the whole place to ash if need be. As for the dragon… was that a chuckle I heard, or was it my imagination? I could have sworn I heard a little snort of dragon-like laughter erupt from its nostrils. What was so funny?! Okay, so I was a little boy with people who worried about me, and my dad was rushing me away in his arms. Times had changed!

My folks asked me why the dragon had done what it did. I said I hadn’t a clue and they more or less left me alone, except for a few suspicious glances from Dad and Gran. Hmm… it seemed more and more people knew about my rebirth.

Mom was too busy having a fit.

“Damn this city!” she cried angrily. “You were right, Gran. Nothing good ever comes from this place!”

“Of course I’m right,” Gran nodded. “You came here and what happened? You hooked up with that one,” she said, gesturing at Dad.

“That’s got nothing to do with anything!”

Anyway, that’s how my trip to New Moscow ended. With a cracked egg, a grimoire and an acting career.

It was time to go home. At last.

* * *

“You’ve got him for another five days, then he’s coming to mine for a week. And just you dare make a mommy’s boy out of him!” Gran showed Mom her fist. “With me, he’ll become a man! I’ll make him…”

“Yes, we’ve got the message, Gran.”

I was sitting eating cookies while I had the chance. Gran didn’t have anything like that — all she had was honey and jam. Which was also quite nice, actu…

‘The egg has cracked’

I almost choked. Uh-oh, it was starting. I was about to have a baby!

Clutching the pocket where the egg lay, I dashed to my room. Luckily, no one paid any attention to me or asked any questions. I was just a kid running around the way kids do. It was healthy.

I shut the door and took the egg out of my pocket. It was cracking all right! Something was wriggling about inside!

Crack. Crack.

The crack was growing. The creature was head-butting the shell from inside!

Crack. Crack!

In the dimness of the room, I peered inside and saw something squirming, twisting, pushing apart its prison walls. Then it stopped, and I saw…

A gleaming blue eye with a vertical pupil.

Crack! With a great effort the snake broke through the shell, splashing a viscous fluid all around, and poked out its head! Then it twisted and turned and finally crawled out, dropping onto my waiting palm.

I felt the warmth and dampness of the newly born creature, and at the same time… a connection. As if the threads of our bodies were interwoven, as if our cores beat in unison.

I gently turned on the light.

“Wow!” I exclaimed.

Now I saw it. The snake.

It was white. Not just white, though, but multi-colored at the same time. Like — I don’t know — gasoline in water! It shimmered with a multitude of soft, beautiful colors, which changed shade depending on the angle of view.

The eyes, though, were blue. Bright blue. And it had little nose holes like a python.

About the size of my palm, it lay across it like a newborn bogey. But then it suddenly came to life, found its strength and started slowly rising!

Ooh! It was standing up just like a cobra! Raising its head, then its body, it stood up like it was already grown-up and self-sufficient! Amazing, considering it had only just been born!

Turning towards me with a quizzical air, it started peering at me, swaying as if half-asleep.

“Heh-heh. Hi, little fellow,” I smiled. “I’m your dad. And you’re my little…”

Its head shot forward and slammed into my eye!

“Yeow, holy shit!”

Damn, that hurt! I clutched my eye and started rolling on the floor. The snake, meanwhile, having felled a creature hundreds of times its size, plopped down onto the carpet, raised itself up again, and once again glared at me malevolently. As if I were to blame… for everything.

‘Swarm, what’s all that about?’

‘It’s a snake. They’re not the smartest creatures’

‘So what now? It’s attacking its own father!’

‘I have an idea,’ it answered suddenly. ‘I hasten to report that the dragon didn’t influence the Snake’s development, it only accelerated its birth. The Snake has been fed purely on your energy and has taken on some of your characteristics’

‘Is that why it’s that color?’

‘Exactly. It fed on you from the very beginning, from before it was born, which attuned it to your core’s frequency, creating a sort of connection’

‘In other words…’

‘The World Serpent’s hatchling is your familiar. You are literally its second parent’

‘I beg your…’

‘Congratulations on becoming a dad!’

I opened my eyes and looked at this mean-tempered little noodle. It was standing tall like a cobra and giving me the evil eye. It was tiny enough that even a one-and-a-half-year-old rugrat like me could have crushed it with my hand. Yet there was more rage in this little shrimp than in ten bald cats.

It reminded me of someone.

‘What’s your idea, then?’

‘Because of the anomaly in your core you’re unable to wield magic outside the body. That includes feeding and maintaining contact with a familiar. You only feed it when you keep it close. And since the Snake has only just been born, and it’s small and frightened, it should start to notice that it feels at ease when you’re around, and a lot less so when you’re not’

I slowly got up and began to move away. The snake lifted its head higher, following my eyes, until it buckled under its own weight and slumped backwards. It turned around, then rose again.

The little guy was swaying and trembling, barely able to keep its head up! It was watching me. It probably couldn’t even see me properly. From its perspective, I was just an enormous blob, while it was a newborn in a dangerous world.

“I understand what you’re feeling. I was scared too,” — I crouched down and held out my hand — “I’m not your enemy, little fella. Come on.”

It looked at my hand, then at my head again. I drew closer. Then closer. And closer. My palm was just an inch or so away from the snake when it opened its mouth and sank its teeth into my finger! Expecting pain, I clenched my jaw so as not to jerk my hand away. But there was no pain. Either it didn’t have any teeth yet, or they were very soft. All I felt was a lot of dribble on my finger.

From that point on, its head butts and attempts to tear off pieces of my flesh became ever weaker and slower. Less and less vicious.

“Dat’s it. Everyting’s just fine,” I smiled.

The snake stopped biting me and raised its head again, staring quizzically at my face. Then it prodded my finger with its nose, straightened up, and looked me in the eye again.

Finally, it gently laid its head on my fingers and slithered slowly onto my palm.

“Dair you are,” — I lifted it up — “It’s not so scarewy when you have a family, wight?”

Finally feeling calm and safe, the white, blue-eyed serpent coiled itself up and fell asleep.

‘The snake has gone to sleep’

In my palm lay a creature resembling a little maggot. Thin, frail, helpless.

But I knew what it would grow into.

What WE would grow into.

“Get some rest,” I sighed, carefully putting it into my pocket. “You and I have got to grow up big and strong.”

* * *

I pretended that I had nothing to hide. That nothing had happened. Kudos to my acting skills and Mom’s genes — I pulled it off. My friend Maxim, for instance, always had a guilty look on his face if he pinched a candy or something, but I gave nothing away!

I’d fully expected to get found out, but neither Gran nor Dad seemed to suspect anything. Nor did the security people at the preschool or the director who met me at the door. No one seemed to have the faintest inkling that I had a magical serpent in my pocket.

‘Swarm — is it possible that the snake has adopted my invisible qualities and can’t be detected?’

‘It’s not just possible — it’s highly likely’

Holding my pocket open, I peered down at the little freak. It raised its head and looked back at me.

I closed my pocket up again. Sit there and behave.

‘What do I feed it with? And is it a boy or a girl?’

‘User… I can’t pluck information out of the air. What you don’t know, I don’t know. At the moment, the snake is feeding on your energy’

Hmm, if only the filming would start so I could get my phone. There were a lot of questions I needed answering! I had an angry, unfed child in my possession, and its mom was somewhere in Egypt — dead. I was a single father! Help me out here!

I went into the preschool.

“Mishaaa!” my friend said on seeing me.

“Max!”

We ran up to each other and embraced. In a manly way, though. Nothing weird.

“Where’ve you been? It’s so boring here”

I smiled. Heh-heh, my friend had missed me. That felt nice.

Yeah, my parents had it right. It was better to make friends than fight. Sure, by fighting I could show everyone what a badass dude I was, but what was the point of that if no one needed me? Yep, positive vibes were way more important.

And if anyone disagreed, I’d smash their face in.

“I was at my gweat-gwandma’s. Out in the countwy.”

“Oh!” He raised his brows. “Did you wun after countwy girls?”

“What do you mean?” I asked, picking my nose.

“I don’t know. I heard it fwom Mom when I went to my gwandpa’s,” he shrugged. “Let’s go and play. Look how big Oleg has gwown!”

He showed me the beetle with the horn. Holy shit, he wasn’t kidding either. The bug used to be half the size of my palm. Now it covered it completely! What the hell was he feeding it? Aloe?

I heard footsteps behind me.

“Look what the cat dwagged in!” came Katya’s voice. “Go away!”

I turned around. Ah, good old preschool. All that was missing was Theodore with his…

“Yeah. Go away!” he said, appearing behind Katya.

Well, there it was. The last piece of the picture.

The green-eyed blonde was striking a haughty ‘hands on hips’ pose, evidently waiting for me to slink off.

“Looking at you makes me appweciate Suvi,” I murmured. “Idiot.”

“What? What’s a Suvi? And you’re an idiot yourself!”

Sighing, I took the beetle from Maxim’s hands and chased Katya with it. She shrieked and ran off as fast as she could, shuffling across the carpet in her stockinged feet. Theodore watched with a livid look on his face as we charged around after each other. He seemed to want to intervene, but…

Maxim was a real hero! He stood between us and shook his head, making it clear that this time he had my back more than ever.

He looked pretty formidable, too. He’d somehow got bigger and stronger since I last saw him. What on earth were they feeding him and Oleg?

I decided to ask.

“How come you’ve got bigger?” I asked, after finishing my pursuit of the idiot Katya.

“Push-ups!” he said proudly. “Mom said girls like stwong boys. And you kept pushing me to twain, so I was used to it. I started doing push-ups.”

“Sewiously? How many can you do?”

“Five!”

“YOU’RE KIDDING!”

I looked at my own hands. I’d been able to do two at most. Yes, my muscles were all torn after the psychosis. Yes, I was only one and a half. But was he really doing TWICE more than me?!

I got up and clenched my fist.

“I’m going to work out!” I declared.

It was I who had urged Maxim to start training — and now, in my absence, he had gotten stronger than me. On the one hand, it was kind of annoying, but on the other…

I was grateful to him. Thanks, Maxim. You’ve rekindled the fire in me.

I wasn’t going to be second to anyone!

Preschool ended without incident. I hadn’t shown the snake to anyone, deciding to wait until it was more settled.

At home, remembering the conversation with Maxim, I decided to do some push-ups and fell to wondering. It was more efficient to do push-ups and absorb energy at the same time, right? But it was also a killer. Literally. It made the air dead.

What would happen to the snake?

“What would happen to you?” I said, peering at it.

It lifted its head — but couldn’t hold it up for long and flopped down hard on the floor. Oh dear… it wasn’t the smartest creature as it was, and there it went knocking out its last brain cells.

It reminded me of someone…

‘Swarm’

‘It’s worth a try’

‘You’re not very chatty’

‘I’m busy analyzing the Dialect. Certain… difficulties have arisen. I’ll tell you more later, when the analysis is ready’

I sighed. Okay, then. Time to test it out. I sat down in the lotus position, put the snake in my hand and began meditating. Breathe in… breathe out…

The pores in my skin opened and energy particles started to seep in. I felt the air around me grow cold, while inside, on the contrary, I grew warmer and warmer. The usual smell of death and emptiness appeared.

Opening my eyes, I looked anxiously at my child, the snake.

It seemed to be having a wonderful time.

‘Analysis’

‘The snake followed your example. It entered the same state and started absorbing energy in exactly the same way’

I raised my brows.

“So you’re not so dumb after all?” I said, looking into its eyes.

It raised its head, lost balance and flopped down on the floor again.

Well, maybe a little bit dumb.

Hmm…

Could it be assuming my characteristics? In Gran’s case, she had forced the cat to become her familiar. He was just a gopher that she could use as needed. But my case was completely different. I was literally responsible for the snake’s very existence. Might that mean that the connection between us was a lot more acute?

The snake was ALREADY invisible to magic. Its white skin changed color just the way my white hair did. So what if it could also strengthen itself by devouring energy in the same the way as I did? Just how synchronized were we?

Hmm…

This was interesting. Damn it — I needed more info on familiars! How would it get along without my influence? How did I give it commands? How could I develop it?

I needed knowledge. I couldn’t get very far on that one textbook I’d read about a year ago!

“Mom!” I shouted. “When does the filming start?”

* * *

The filming started the very next day. Not straight away, though.

In the morning, Mom took me to the preschool and explained the situation. At first, they weren’t at all happy about it. What was all this about an elderly relative taking me away every other week? It was unthinkable to miss so many days! They couldn’t possibly agree to it!

But then Mom said that I was an actor with the starring role in a major movie, and the teacher kind of softened, her face lighting up.

“Your son… is going to be in a blockbuster movie?” she said, her eyes widening. “And the starring role, too? At his age? Is he going to be on posters?”

Mom gave a triumphant smile. She was proud of her son! Meanwhile, I pretended to be oblivious to it all, although I was just dying to leap up and flash my biceps like the cool dude I so obviously was!

“Ah, well in that case, heh-heh,” the teacher smiled, “Michael is the pride of our preschool. If this is the price of talent, so be it! I give my official permission for him to miss the whole week!”

Mom had outwitted and outplayed everyone again, waiting till the last moment to play the movie card.

I was at the studio the same evening. Once again, there were introductions, explanations — in short, been there, done that. No difference from the first time.

There was more security this time. About twenty times more. And the interesting thing was…

“Dad?!”

My father was here. In a guard’s jacket.

“I got an order at work saying that instead of guarding the mines I had to come and guard you,” he shrugged. “I was surprised myself. The order came from the Emperor!”

Holy shit…

Well, this was better, wasn’t it? I felt safer having my dad around.

Then there was cake. As promised. An enormous white cake covered in icing. Not only was my mouth watering, but I could see Mom licking her lips, too. Was she going to scoff what was mine again, like with the Caramel Crunches?

“Missa!” cried a childish voice.

Suvi was hurrying towards us holding two little cups. As she ran, her black hair swung from side to side, but her face was a picture of concentration.

That, however, was her undoing. She tripped over and fell flat on her face.

I don’t know why, but I instinctively rushed up to her — as if I wanted to help her up. What had come over me?

Anyway, I needn’t have bothered. She picked herself up, red-faced, sniffling, struggling to keep back the tears, then turned around and ran to fetch some more cups.

Which she duly brought.

“Cups”, she said. “Cakey.”

“Oh… thanks?” I said, raising my brows.

She nodded in reply, and only then did she allow herself to plunge her spoon into the cake. I sat there, astonished.

I mean, she’d gone to the trouble of seeing to our needs first, bringing us teacups, before starting on the cake herself. And she didn’t even cry when she fell. Besides, just the fact of bringing me a cup, just because she wanted to…

It just showed, there were nice girls in the world! Unlike Katya. Take note, you green-eyed brat! Suvi’s barely more than two years old, but she’s five times smarter than you. And prettier!

“Well, there you go,” my father said with a sigh as he watched all this.

“Yes… there you go,” my mother sighed. “How lovely.”

And so, the three of us together — what are you doing here, Mom? — sat down to eat the delicious cake.

As for the phone, I was told I wouldn’t get it until tomorrow. Which was bad, because the day after tomorrow I would be going to Gran’s, and something told me there wasn’t a snowball’s chance in hell of getting onto the Internet there.

Which meant I had just one day before I left. I had to make good use of it.

* * *

“There you are, Mr. Kaiser. A MiPhone. As you requested.” Someone handed me a box.

I must say, it was a nice feeling. And kind of unexpected. I knew I’d be getting it that day during filming, but still, when you get given an expensive phone like that, you can’t help feeling all warm inside, and at first you can’t quite believe it.

Taking the gift, I looked hesitantly at my parents. Dad sighed. He wasn’t a fan of gadgets in general, especially in the hands of small children. Mom, on the other hand, was pleased for me. She spent virtually her whole life on the Internet.

Did I really have my own phone?

“Is it all wight?” I asked for some reason.

“Of course, sweetheart. You’ve earned it!” Mom smiled, her blue eyes gleaming with pride. “It’s all down to your efforts!”

“She’s right,” my father sighed again. “It’s not like it dropped from the sky. You deserve it. So use it. In moderation, though! Otherwise you’ll end up like your mother!”

“ExcUse me?”

I smiled. I’d earned it, had I? Such a treasure-trove of possibilities, such a snazzy gadget… and I’d earned it? With my own hands?

Boy, it felt good to win trophies.

I opened the box and gently took out the phone. Eh? Why didn’t it work? I must have got a dud…

“You need to press the button, Misha.” Mom sat down next to me and put me on her knees. She helped me turn the thing on and set it up. I was completely bewildered by all those accounts, passwords, IDs, and whatnot. It even made me turn my face this way and that! Imagine! You look at the screen and it unlocks it by recognizing your face. What the hell? What kind of magic was that?!

I would have had no chance of setting it up by myself.

“What about de Internet?” I asked, tilting my head to look up at Mom.

“You need to get onto Wifi.”

“Get onto who? Is he far? How do we get in touch wid him?”

Mom laughed at me, then pressed a few things, and it started working. Huh? So did we need to contact this Wifi fellow or not? I didn’t understand these grown-ups!

At first, I had to pretend that I was struggling to make sense of the interface. As if I hadn’t secretly used Mom’s phone a few times before this. Then I actually had to watch the Toilet-Heads.

Jeepers. Did children my age really watch this crap?

If so, I needn’t worry about having any rivals. The Toilet-Heads had finished them off.

I had to be patient. I might be a strange child who was ahead of his age, and yes, my father and great-grandmother already knew that I was a reborn, but I still didn’t want to let on that I was SUCH a highly developed superchild. I had to keep some secrets.

So, I had to wait until everyone got completely sick of watching the Toilet-Heads and Mom went off to pester Dad.

Whew. Finally!

‘User, I have completed the analysis and processing of the Demonic Dialect’

‘Well, thank God for that!’ I rolled my eyes. ‘Very good timing, in fact! Come on then, let’s have it. How do I use it?’

‘I’m forced to conclude that I can’t be of assistance to you there. I can’t make it easier for you to use this skill’

I went still for a moment. Stopped breathing even. Suvi, who was sitting next to me, waved her hand in front of my face to check that I hadn’t snuffed it.

‘Are you serious?’ was the first thing that came to mind. ‘What do you mean?’

‘I’ll help you study it. But after analyzing the Dialect from all angles I’m forced to acknowledge my own limitations in the application of knowledge of this kind. User… this is something that requires human creativity. Something that I don’t have’

‘Oh…’

‘It will be up to you to learn how to apply the Dialect. I apologize. My capabilities are inadequate to be of assistance. Only once you have learned it and harnessed it will I be able to help process data based on your knowledge. For now, however, I am powerless’

I sighed. Oh boy.

What kind of stuff was I dealing with here that even a nanomachine swarm couldn’t handle? It obviously wasn’t just a language. In the case of English, after all, the Swarm had helped me instantaneously.

Goddamn it!

And if this knowledge was so rare and complex, didn’t that mean it was also very powerful?

What was the demonic language capable of?

‘Oh well, I’ll leave it till I get to Gran’s.’ I shook my head. ‘Swarm, get ready to absorb some information’

‘Sure thing’

Putting the business with the dialect out of my mind, I opened the browser. I must say, my hands were trembling a little — not out of fear, but out of excitement.

So much knowledge, so much information — and it was all there. All mine! Right there in front of me! Ha-ha! Yes! I’d been waiting for this for one and a half years. And here it was. My very own INTERNET!

Right then, shall we begin?

I typed in:

‘Rebirth phenomenon’

‘History of monsters. From ancient times to the present’

And of course:

‘Snake care for dummies’

At last, I had access to knowledge. A new era was dawning.

* * *

At about the same time

Somewhere far from the City of N

The border guard looked into the black-haired man’s eyes as he questioned him.

More a boy than a man in fact. He had a young face, but there was a maturity in his eyes. He seemed to be a soldier, yet for some reason there wasn’t a single scar on him. And if his core was developed at all, either it wasn’t to warrior level, or it had been muted.

“What’s your reason for coming?” the border guard asked.

“I’m fleeing the war.”

“Across our border? Travelling illegally?”

“Yes… It’s my last hope.”

“You understand, I presume, that even if we grant you asylum, you’ll have to prove your worth and go through a lot of checks? And it won’t be a speedy process either. It’ll take a few months. Do you genuinely believe that fleeing your home country is worth several months of daily tests?”

There was no emotion on the young man’s face. His look was as steely as it was empty. It was more like talking to a fighter robot than to a human being. If it was up to the border guard, he wouldn’t let in someone like this!

But the instructions on this score were clear. Refugees from Europe were to be admitted — but rigorously tested.

The young man was well aware of this. He knew that it was the only way of getting into the country and obtaining some kind of freedom of movement. A couple of months? He could wait.

It was all for a purpose.

After thorough preparation and a change of appearance and blood, Franche-Comté Johann entered the territory of the Russian Empire.


Chapter 7

NATURALLY, AFTER MESSING ABOUT on the phone until night-time, I didn’t do any reading. There was only so much information I could take in! I’d have plenty of time to read at the cottage, as there was nothing else to do there.

So I was quite looking forward to going. At last, I’d have time to start learning stuff.

“Sweetheart, if Gran isn’t nice to you, you tell me straight away. All right?” Mom said, stroking my shoulders.

Gran rolled her eyes. “This is why men today are so feeble. Wrapping him in cotton wool at his age!”

“He’s one and a half, Gran!”

“When I was two, I killed a bear with my bare hands,” Gran shrugged. “And yet there are people as old as twenty-seven who can’t get the hang of teleporting. Isn’t that right, Mark?” she said with a loaded look at Dad.

As always, he just sighed in response. I guessed grinning and bearing it was his best option — a small price for have killed Gran’s husband.

I checked my backpack again. A hundred pairs of underpants, a hundred pairs of socks, soap, toothpaste… heh-heh, and a stash of candy. Mom had packed enough to last me for a month-long trek!

It was time to say goodbye. I was off to the country to conquer magic and improve myself as a mage, a human being and a man. Onward!

“Bye, Mom. Bye, Dad,” I said embracing them.

“Right. I’ll bring him back in a week,” Gran said. “Don’t fret!”

Pouf! Again, there was that strange smell of fire and brimstone as we teleported to the forest. My nose was assailed by aromas of morning foliage, recent rain and wet earth.

Oh no!

“You’re kidding? Again?” I threw up my arms.

“Yep.” Gran said. “Make your own way, and I’ll give you a prize.”

Pouf! She vanished.

Damn you, woman! The crazy old bat hadn’t even said which way to go! What exactly did she expect of a one-and-a-half-year-old child? Was she off her rocker? Well, yes, she was off her rocker. And I wasn’t just a child, but a reborn.

‘Okay, Swarm, let’s break the mold,’ I sighed. ‘I reckon we’re in the same place. Bring up the recording from the first teleportation and show me where to go’

‘Done,’ the mechanical voice replied.

‘And bring up some book to read while we’re walking. It’s going to take at least four hours’

‘Which one?’

‘Let’s have the one about snakes’

I thrust my hand into my pocket and took out the coiled-up snake. Goodness, how tiny it was! No bigger than my finger.

“Look. De fowest,” I said, placing it on my shoulder. “Bweathe dis nice fwesh air. It’s good for you.”

The snake wound itself around my neck and started peering with interest at its surroundings.

Well, now we could get going.

Yep, it was a hard life being a munchkin.

Uh-oh — bees!

* * *

Somewhere not far away

A little girl was wandering about the forest singing a song.

She wandered during the day. She wandered during the night. Among beasts, among monsters. And no one touched her — either because they didn’t want to, or because they couldn’t catch her. After all, rabbits are swift-footed.

“Tell me, owl, where did you see the boy passing through?” she asked the birds.

“Tell me, bear, where was that little brother of yours scampering off to?” she asked the beasts.

“Tell me, little bee, who are you buzzing after?” she asked the insects.

And the latter answered her.

The girl who could talk to the animals smiled and slowly turned in the direction she needed to go.

Heh-heh. I’ve found you…

* * *

Gran was drinking tea. How nice for her. I’d just been running away from a swarm of bees.

“You actually made it, then?” she murmured, looking at me. “How was it?”

“Memowable!” I growled, taking off my backpack. “Why didn’t you warn me not to go collecting honey by myself? How did you get it, anyway? Dey sting! Grrr!” I was fuming.

“Heavens above,” she said, shaking her head. “Who on earth did you use to be?”

“Never mind who I used to be. Wight now I’m an angwy little boy! Where’s my pwize?”

Shaking her head again, Gran, who had already changed into a T-shirt and shorts, went off to her room. Had she really thought I wouldn’t make it?

A minute later she came back down. I smelled the aroma of forest herbs wafting from her hair as she came up to me.

Looking at her, it was easy to see why my mom was so pretty. And short.

“Here,” she said, crouching in front of me.

“What is it?”

“Quit twisting your big head about!”

She wrapped something around my neck and fastened it. I looked down at it. It was an amulet, but this time, instead of a claw, it was some kind of red stone.

“Version two. This time the amulet understands whether the evil is directed at you or not. So as not to trouble you over nothing.”

“Ooh! How? I want to be able to do dat!”

“The Witch of the Apocalypse was an evil character in the past,” she smiled sadly. “So I know evil when I see it.”

I looked into her red, cat-like eyes. “And am I evil?”

Getting up, she shot a glance at me. Then, turning away…

“I’ll say this,” she said quietly. “Evil is something you could easily become.”

I let out a long breath. That was sad… I supposed.

Not that sad though. Who cared?

Another part of my reward was a week’s supply of various kinds of meat, which we would be cooking every day! Ooh! That made it all worthwhile! And we could make soup, too, heh-heh.

After my afternoon fight with the bees over the honey, there followed a peaceful evening of unpacking and… country life.

In reality, it wasn’t to put me through some ultra rigorous training regime that Gran had taken me to her place, but just to spend time with her great-grandson. That much became clear when the real routine started. Every day I would chop wood and do chores, while she sipped tea, read MY language book and watched me work.

And, heh, she thought I didn’t notice, but thanks to my special vision I clearly saw her smile every so often while she watched me. As soon as I turned towards her, however, the old inscrutability would return to her face.

Lo! The Witch’s heart was melting.

No one could resist the cuteness of this little munchkin!

* * *

“One… whew!... two!” I was doing push-ups.

“Keep going!” Gran barked.

“F-fwee…” Clenching my jaw, I raised myself up.

“Keep going!”

“I… I can’t…”

“Enough whining. Come on. Last one!”

“Aargh!” I pushed up a third time, feeling my eyes popping out.

“Keep going. Last one! This time for sure!”

“I…”

“Come on!”

“Aaaargh!” Through sweat and tears, battling pain, shaky limbs and a desperate need for the toilet, and grinding my milk teeth half to bits, I somehow managed to do that damned fourth push-up!

“Hu-u-uh!” I exhaled and fell down on my face.

“There! That’s what I call a man! That’s the way we reborn folk do things!” Vasilisa nodded.

‘That’s a record, user’

Still panting heavily, I managed to smile.

“Well, you’ll be glad to know you’ve earned a bath today. I’ll collect the water myself. Just this once, mind,” she warned. “Now go eat while your metabolic window is open.”

Struggling to my feet, I brushed the dust from my face and went to eat the delicious meat that had long been awaiting me.

Four days had gone by in which I’d been chopping wood, reading books and doing rigorous workouts. It was a dream life.

I couldn’t help feeling that Gran was a bit too obsessed with my training. As if it was her destiny rather than mine that depended on it. As if it was her main purpose in life. Yes, fair enough, I was her great-grandson and all, but still, her devotion to my development struck me as kind of excessive.

And half an hour later I found out why.

After polishing off a double portion of meat, I looked out of the window. The evening was drawing in. It’d be just perfect now to go and steam myself in the bathhouse — for the very first time — get clean and then carry on reading in bed. But Gran still hadn’t called me. Strange. I decided to go and see where she’d got to.

The house was right next to a brook, which was where we got water for the bathhouse from. There was a small gazebo there in which I glimpsed my great-grandmother’s golden hair.

I went up to find her leaning on a little fence and gazing with her crimson eyes at the babbling brook. I looked at it too. It was just a brook. Nothing much to see.

Yet there was a misty, pensive look in Gran’s eyes.

“Is somefing wong, Gwan?”

“Not really. Just memories.”

I’d noticed this about her on a couple of occasions. She would seem to drift off into her thoughts, plunging into times long past.

It made her look sad. As if the past was eating her up.

I felt I ought to pull her out of it.

“Gwan, what did you get from your past life? Were you stwong stwaight away?”

“Yes, I was,” she replied in a quiet voice. “At ten I dealt with a group of murderers, and at seventeen I could wipe out a village with a single spell.”

“I see,” I sighed. “I can’t do any of dat. I can’t do magic pwoperwy either. I’m no mage. I’m just a joke…”

“You have more potential than I had.”

“Huh?” I looked up in surprise.

“I got off to a flying start, but your capacity for growth amazes even me. As long as you don’t come to grief, you’re going to turn into something out of this world. Maybe you’ll avoid making the same mistake as me. I mean, I was an old maid of thirty by the time I met your great-grandfather. An uptight old shrew,” she smiled.

I looked again at the river. Its constant murmur and flow really did carry you off far away, bringing thoughts and memories to the fore.

I understood how Gran came to be lost in contemplation.

“Gwan,” I began, plucking up the courage to ask a question that was perhaps impertinent, but which meant a lot to me. “Where are Mom’s pairwents?”

“They died when she was just one. In the war.”

“Could they have been saved?”

“Undoubtedly.”

“But you couldn’t save them?”

“No. I didn’t make it in time.”

She wasn’t at all cross or offended at my questions. She just gave me answers. Answers that I really needed.

Wars… battles. People were constantly fighting each other. Brainless people. Then they ended up suffering.

But in any battle, it was the strongest who always triumphed, wasn’t it? And if my grandfather, grandmother and great-grandfather could have been saved, that meant Vasilisa just hadn’t been strong enough, right?

Now I could see why she was so eager for me to build my strength.

“In dat case,” I said, clenching my fist, “I won’t let you down! I’ll get stwong so that nuffing like dat ever happens again. To anyone. I’ll twy weally hard!”

“Just mind you don’t turn evil,” she smiled, ruffling my hair. Then she picked up the bucket and headed towards the bathhouse. “Go and get the birch twigs, squirt — that’s enough philosophizing for one day!”

“Okay!”

Hooray, the bathhouse!

* * *

Lying on my bed, I was scratching my backside and reading a book.

It was the fifth day of my stay. Gran had gone off on business somewhere, so I was on my own. At last, I finished the book on snakes.

“So you’re a girl?!” I said to Snake in surprise.

If she’d had eyelids, she’d have batted them. She’d become completely independent, by the way. She was already catching and eating grasshoppers. It wouldn’t be long before she found herself a partner and moved out…

Wow, I had a daughter. What a weird thought.

But anyway. That was all very interesting, of course, but I’d now spent five days doing push-ups and reading about snakes. And what I really wanted was magic. Strength!

It was time I acquired some real power.

I opened the book on the Demonic Dialect.

‘Shit,’ I frowned. ‘On the one hand it seems simple, but on the other it’s impossible to get your head around it’

I was beginning to see why people didn’t learn Demonic. You’d think it was just a question of sitting down and learning it. But it wasn’t like that. A dialect is not a language. It’s a modification of your language, and it has NO clear rules.

For instance, here was a picture of a bird. I got that it was a bird. Anyone would get it. Next to it the word ‘bird’ was written in some language by way of example. Was it Latin, perhaps? It didn’t matter.

But THEN the same word was modified with squiggles, symbols and other junk for which descriptions were given as to how they should sound, again with examples in picture form.

Kind of like ‘Bird’ and ‘Bird’

But the problem was that it was just a lousy dictionary rather than a language textbook. I’d have to memorize the whole thing. Not only that, but the examples were in another language! That was why the Swarm couldn’t study it — it didn’t have the data to tell whether a word was correctly formed. You needed someone who spoke the language to help you.

Where was that damned cat?!

“Hmm,” I mused, fixing my gaze on the door. “What if… ahem…” I concentrated. “Door”

Energy rushed to my throat, my voice changed, and… I felt a sharp pain!

I started coughing and spluttering. “Ouch…”

I’d got it wrong. A magical language punished those who spoke it badly. I’d worked that much out.

Wow, I thought — could I really learn a whole magical language?

There was another side to that, too. The magical nature of the language meant that, as my strength grew and mutated, so would the power of the Dialect.

‘Swarm, once I start forming words correctly and building a vocabulary, will you be able to display subtitles and help me?’

‘Of course’

The Swarm would deal with memorizing stuff. All I had to do was learn to form the word correctly… and then do the same for a couple of hundred others. I needed that cat! Where had it got to?!

Hmm…

What if…

‘Swarm, analyze those pages from Gran’s grimoire and find matches with the Demonic Dialect’

The textbook contained a visual dictionary, so if we found identical squiggles, we’d be able to figure out what word they stood for!

‘Commencing analysis. Looking for matches between the textbook and the grimoire. Match found,’ the robotic voice said. ‘Drawing… arch… magic… open… portal…’

My eyes opened wide. You don’t mean…

‘It’s a portal, user. On the page that we memorized there is a spell that allows a portal arch to be opened’

“A portal… in a demonic book?”

I gulped. This was serious stuff.

Where on earth would a portal in a book written in demonic lead?

I licked my dried lips. ‘Swarm, display that p…’

BANG. Something hit the window.

“Whoa!” I leaped up, startled.

As I was turning my head to figure out what it was, I heard another loud bang. Something was battering the window of my room. On the second floor!

I immediately broke into a sweat, alarm bells ringing.

I glanced at the amulet. It was silent.

I felt a little scared… I was on my own here.

Slowly, I got up off the bed. I heard another bang — not too loud this time, but definitely on the window. Someone was knocking all right.

Yikes. Hey, I promise I’ll stop! I won’t use demonic power anymore! Just don’t hurt me! Please!

Bang!

The window was covered by a curtain, so I couldn’t see anything. And there was no signal from the amulet, damn it! What should I do?

I took some deep breaths to calm myself. Gran had told me the house had a spell on it to keep away unwanted guests. I needed to check it out.

Slowly, I approached the window and took hold of the curtain. Then, with bated breath, I nudged the curtain aside.

Nothing. There was no one sitting on the windowsill…

Bang!

“Ahh!” I jumped back, startled.

I saw it! It was a pebble! Someone had thrown a pebble at the window! Why, you little…

It was the girl in the rabbit mask.

“Bunny?” My eyes opened wide.

Just behind the fence bordering the grounds of the house stood a girl wearing a white mask with long ears. She was just getting ready to throw the next stone when she spotted me, froze still, and then started hopping up and down, waving her hand.

What the…

I opened the window.

“Is dat you?” I shouted.

“Who else would it be?” the girl shouted back.

“What on earth…”

I rubbed my eyes and looked again. No, she hadn’t vanished!

It was that little tart in the rabbit mask! Although I probably shouldn’t call girls that. I once said that about Katya, and Mom told me off: “Sweetheart, she may be a nasty, unbearable little tart just like her whore mother, but you mustn’t call girls names! In high society, men leave it to their ladies to do that.” So I would probably refrain.

But I knew for sure it was the same bunny as I’d seen on the day of the children’s party. She wore the same white, fluffy mask and the same hooded windcheater. Only instead of a dress, she was in jeans and sneakers.

“What are you doing here?”

“I came to see you. Do you want to come for a walk?”

Again, I rubbed my eyes in disbelief, and still she didn’t vanish. Then I glanced at the amulet. Not a peep. Nor did it crumble to pieces like the last time! It just didn’t react to her at all.

“How did you find me?” I cried.

“Oh, it took me a while!” she said, waving her arm. “I asked a little bird. I asked an owl. Where’s that boy? I asked them. He’s with his grandma eating kebabs, they said! You want to know how I got here? Using rabbit trails, of course, ha-ha. I know a lot of paths.”

I must confess, despite her sweet voice and cute little bunny face, I still wanted to let rip with a machine-gun at her. Which doesn’t sound too healthy, does it?

No, it was crazy. I wouldn’t go.

“No, I won’t go!” I shouted. “Especially in the fowest at night. I’m not stupid.”

“Oh — well you weren’t such a scaredy-cat when you were with those cannibals!” she said, rolling her eyes.

“I was too! I just had no choice. But dis time I do. And I won’t go.”

“What if I gave you a sweet?” She fished something tasty looking out of her pocket.

“No!”

“What about in the daytime? Shall I drop round in the daytime? It’s not so scary then, is it?”

Why was she so fixated on me?

Hmm. Gran had said that the forest was safe in the daytime. Apart from ordinary bears. If the amulet still didn’t react to the girl the next day…

I could at least talk to her across the fence.

“Come in de daytime, den,” I said, and closed the curtain.

She didn’t throw any more stones.

She wouldn’t come. It didn’t make sense. I had a feeling she was some kind of demon, and demons didn’t visit during the day.

I decided to go to bed. It had been a strange day.

* * *

“Ooh, that’s good.” I was washing my face in the stream.

The water was fresh and cool. It felt great!

Bunny-Girl hadn’t come. Just as I’d predicted. It was a smart decision I’d made not to go with her. She would have led me into the forest and eaten me for sure. What kind of crazy creature was she?

I quickly fried myself some eggs on an open fire. Yep — Gran had taught me how to make a fire and cook eggs!

‘User, I can report that there’s a little over one and a half months left until the next colony’

I nearly choked on my food. “How much?!”

‘Your change of diet and the colony in the stomach have accelerated the process. Soon you will be able to continue your evolution’

The last few days had been eventful indeed! Movie making, a dragon, language-learning and a record number of push-ups! And now I had a new colony to look forward to. If the last one enabled me to eat wood… Hell, I’d have to think where best to have it…

“What are you eating?” a voice said out of the blue.

“Ahh!” I was so startled I dropped my fork.

Turning around, I saw a big rabbit face watching me from the bushes. Jeepers!

“You!” I said, pointing my knife at her.

“Ha-ha, yes, it’s me!” Bunny laughed, emerging from the bushes. “Oh, please don’t cut me up, little boy! I might be of use to you yet!” she said, speaking in phrases from a fairy-tale.

Her voice echoed a little, but there was no doubt that it was the rabbit from the tea party and that it was the same little girl behind the mask.

I frowned, still pointing the knife. The first time we met, I’d found her intriguing with her cool mask and pleasant smell, but now I could easily slit her throat. It felt like she’d hunted me down.

“Why did you twack me down?”

“You still don’t trust me? Oh, Misha, you know how to upset a girl, don’t you! Sob, sob.” She sighed affectedly. “I want to be friends with you. I don’t have any friends. And you’re such an interesting boy,” she went on with a smile. “You and I are alike.”

“You were so keen that you walked all the way frough de fowest at night?”

“Exactly so! Sir, yes sir!” she said, making a military salute.

I frowned, although the salute made me want to laugh.

So, she wanted to be my friend, did she? Hang out with me? Impossible! Maxim and I were against girls! Especially those that turned up at night wearing bunny masks.

“Here,” she said, taking something from her pocket and neatly throwing it my way. “A present for you.”

I caught it. It was a candy.

A Caramel Crunch. My favorite.

Oh boy. This was crazy… Oh, screw it! I quickly unwrapped it and put it in my mouth. Now we’d see whether she was a cute bunny or a she-devil in a mask.

‘Swarm. Am I being poisoned?’

‘Well… there’s rather a lot of sugar, of course…’

‘But any poison?’

‘No. It’s just an ordinary candy’

“Well, are going to let me in?” She cocked her head flirtatiously. “I want to pay you a visit.”

“No, I won’t let you in. If I did, you’d be able to come to de house at night and slit my fwoat.”

“Meanie,” she said sulkily. “I give you candy, and you…”

She was hamming it up again. But in a deliberate way. She was toying with me. A girl. Using my tricks! Mom never warned me about this kind of equality!

I looked around. The sun was shining, the birds were singing, the butterflies were fluttering, and the amulet was silent. As fine a day as you could imagine.

I looked at the girl. She stood poking the ground with her foot, heaving sighs of boredom. And saying nothing. She had nothing more to say.

And the amulet remained silent.

Tsk… why did I feel guilty?

“Do you just want to be fwends?”

“That’s all.”

“And you don’t want to kill me?”

“Why would I want to do that?”

I frowned. “Okay, I’ll come out to you.”

Gathering myself together, I shoved my knife in my pocket and went out of the gate. Bunny literally hopped towards me, singing something under her breath. I glanced at her warily.

Well, now she could easily rip out my throat, if that was her plan.

But she didn’t.

“How did you find me?”

“I can talk to animals. I’m a Bunny, after all.”

“Will you teach me?”

“You’ll learn all by yourself,” she smiled under her mask. “Shall we go for a walk? I know — let’s go to the village! It’s not far. We can steal apples from the orchard. Mmm!”

Despite the echoing voice, she sounded like an ordinary, albeit rather mysterious little girl who really did just want to go and steal apples from an orchard.

“And how do we get dair?” I asked, still not trusting her and constantly checking the still silent amulet.

“Along the path. I know the way. If I show you, you’ll be able to go yourself in future. Only, you mustn’t show that cute little face of yours. Here. Take this!” she said, smiling. “You dropped it, Kitty.”

And from behind her back, she produced the scary, horned mask that I’d worn at the Cannibal Society’s underground feast.

That did it. I was screwed.

I must be hallucinating or something.

“Are you real?” I asked, pinching her arm.

She was real all right. And soft, too. Like a… well, like a girl.

“Two can play at that,” she grinned, and pinched my arm. “Ooh, muscles!”

I took the mask. Yes, it was the same one. Horned, goat-like, with cut-outs for the eyes. Seeing that we were going to be stealing apples, it probably would come in handy. And seeing that it hadn’t been found at the scene of the cannibal feast, it was now clear who had pinched it.

I looked at Bunny. She carried on looking at me. I couldn’t see what color her eyes were. I couldn't see her hair. Who was she?

“I’ll put it on later,” I said, hanging the mask about my neck.

The girl sighed, as if disappointed. Why was she so eager for me to put it on? The amulet was still quiet. The Swarm too. It was just a mask. And she was just a magical girl.

“Okay, let’s go! It’s that way,” she said pointing. “About fifteen minutes.” Then, taking me by the hand, she set off skipping along the path.

It took me quite by surprise, having my hand taken by another girl. Her hand was bigger than Suvi’s. She was probably older. Her fingers felt a little plumper, although she seemed quite slim. She smelt good, too — of pine trees and strawberries.

* * *

“From the woods, from yonder knolls ~ An ax comes flying at our skulls”

She was reciting little rhymes.

“A thud, a crack, a ting-a-ling ~ We keep dropping everything! ~ A bellyache, a dizzy fit ~ The naughty man ate too much sh…’

Before she could finish, we found ourselves coming out of the forest. It just suddenly ended! The path led us into a corn field in the middle of which stood a real, genuine village.

“Ah, we’re here! I told you!” She rubbed her nose. “And you were so worried. You’re not afraid of anyone, yet for some reason you’re afraid of me. Silly boy!”

Letting go of her hand, I started walking towards that beautiful scene with my mouth hanging half-open.

The boundless yellow fields swayed in the light summer breeze. The village lay in full view, smoke curling from the chimneys of the houses. Beyond it rose enormous mountains, snow glistening on their peaks.

It was so…

“Beautiful…” I whispered.

“You see? Wondrous things happen when you’re with me. And I certainly don’t wish you any harm, little boy.” She leaned towards me coquettishly, then gazed in the same direction as me, straight ahead. “It’s a beautiful world, isn’t it? Amazing even.”

“Uh-huh.”

“That’s why I like you. You’re a child, like me, but together we can enjoy nature. Talk about things. It’s not like that with other children,” she sighed. “Or with grown-ups for that matter. They’re dumb.”

She said that last part barely audibly. I turned to look at her. She clearly didn’t think much of grown-ups. The last time, too, she’d said that word with obvious distaste.

On the whole, though, she was right. There weren’t people of my age that I could talk to in a grown-up way. Even Maxim.

Maybe Bunny really was looking for a friend?

“Right then, let’s go steal some apples!” Taking me by the hand, she started running. “Mind you don’t get lost in the fields, ha-ha!”

“Hey! Hey! Wait… ick, ick!”

As soon as I opened my mouth, bits of corn flew inside, making me cough.

“Ha-ha-ha!” Bunny laughed.

“Why are you going so fast… puh, puh!”

She laughed even harder. And I suddenly felt so exhilarated by this whole experience — by the breathless running, the adrenaline, the corn tickling my face — that I couldn’t help but laugh too.

“Here!” As we arrived at someone’s fence, Bunny crouched down. “An apple tree.”

I looked. Yes indeed. A tree bearing the plumpest, reddest apples you ever saw. Boy, did they look sweet!

“But there’s a kennel there!” she said, pointing out the problem. “With a mean dog. It once nearly bit my ears off!”

“Talk to it, then. You know how,” I shrugged.

“I can talk to it, but I can’t convince it that stealing is good!” she said. “I tell you what. I’ll distract it, and you…”

Drawing a breath, I got up, let go of her hand and climbed over the fence.

“What are you doing?” she said. “Don’t, you fool, it’ll eat you alive!”

There was movement from the kennel and out came the dog. Small but muscular. A pit bull, no less. Foaming at the mouth, too. It wore a collar bearing its name — ‘Princess’.

Some princess.

Although it was chained up, it could easily reach me and gobble me up. Drool dripped from its mouth, and its fangs were bared. It was a fighting breed. Dangerous. But…

I was more dangerous.

“AAH!”

‘Energy-psychosis activated!’

A psychosis wave burst out of me and struck the dog. It immediately stopped, looked at me, and began to whimper and back away, pressing itself to the ground. As if cowering before a predator. Before a leader.

I breathed out.

‘Psychosis receding’

“Quickly!” I waved to Bunny.

She’d been watching all this without a word. As if not quite believing what she was seeing. I didn’t have to see her eyes to know that they were wide open from astonishment. And from the psychosis wave, of course.

She jumped over the fence and came up to me.

“Wow,” she muttered.

“Okay — I’ll crouch down, and you stand on my shoulders!” I said, running up to the tree. “Grab as many as you can.”

I crouched down, and the girl climbed onto my shoulders. She really was a thin creature. Then I raised myself and heard the first apple fall. Then a second. And a third. Ha-ha, yes! Get them all!

Once she could reach no more, she nimbly climbed down, and we ran to gather our booty. I filled all my pockets with apples and carried another five in my hands.

“Who’s that messing around in the orchard?” came some woman’s voice.

Time to run!

“Ha-ha!”

Once again, the adrenaline was pumping as we ran like the wind. This time with arms full of spoils! We could barely hold onto those stupid apples as we clambered back over the fence. We didn’t even need the damn things! Why had we bothered to steal them at all?

And yet… and yet!

“You little crooks!” we heard behind us.

“Ha-ha-ha!” I laughed heartily.

“Ha-ha-ha!” Bunny laughed too.

What a blast!

We sought cover in the corn fields and slumped down wearily somewhere in the middle. Now to count our pickings!

I had eleven. Bunny had thirteen. Ah, shucks!

“There!” she said, holding one of hers out to me. “Now we’re equal.”

I frowned. How could she give me one of her precious apples? I wouldn’t have.

But who was I to refuse?

“Okay… thanks,” I muttered, taking a bite. “Mm! So sweet!”

“Of course!” The girl proudly raised her nose. “I know where to get the tastiest fruit!”

Then I heard…

Someone shouting.

“Oww!”

I stopped chewing.

Was that a child? A girl? Had I imagined it. I could have sworn it was the cry of a young girl.

“Where the hell are you, you little piece of shit?!”

That, on the other hand, was the rasping voice of a grown man.

I got up, dropping all the apples, and looked around, trying to figure out where the voices were coming from.

‘Swarm?’

‘I can’t help you here’

Bunny got up too and started bending her ears in different directions. Huh? How did she…

“Over there!” she said. “The last house.”

I started marching towards the house. Bunny sighed and followed. The field soon ended, and we came out onto another property.

There was an old house there. We were a little far away, but we could easily see what was going on. There was a little girl, about five years old, with disheveled brown hair and wearing a white dress. She was trying with all her might to carry a bucket. But it was too heavy for her. She was too weak.

Why was she carrying it? She was obviously too small. Why wasn’t a grown-up doing it?

Just then, the door opened and out came a man. Unshaven with a moustache and receding hair, he was wearing nothing but shorts.

“You dumb little bitch! I told you to bring me some fucking water. I’m fucking PARCHED here!” he yelled.

“Uncle, I’m nearly…”

Before she could finish, the man grabbed the bucket off her. The girl lost balance and fell face down on a wooden plank.

While the man glugged water from the bucket, the child started to shake with sobs at his feet.

“Oh, stop your blubbing. You fell, that’s all. Anyway, it’s your parents you should blame. Why the fuck doesn’t the faucet work?”

The girl started wailing. She was hurt and distraught. Instead of sympathy she got reproaches, and it looked like no one was going to come to her defense.

“I don’t understand,” I mumbled. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“Lucky you,” Bunny sighed. “Welcome to the real world.”

“Why does he act like that? What did she ever do to him?”

“He’s a grown-up. A drunkard and a loser. While her parents are out working all day, he sits in his brother’s house, boozing and taking his anger out on his niece. He’ll be leaving town soon, but while he’s here, he torments the girl. And she’s too scared to tell anyone. I’ve been watching them for a couple of days. It’s a sad business.”

“But it’s cwazy! They’re family! And she shouldn’t be lugging that heavy bucket… and…”

“Misha,” Bunny said, gazing sadly at me, “You haven’t seen much of the world, have you?”

I felt as if I’d just been socked in the face. As if the world as I knew it had been turned upside down. Yes, I’d seen mean grown-ups before, but I’d never witnessed anyone mistreating children that way in a drunken stupor, driving them to tears. I’d never seen children having to live like this…

She was just a child, like me. Did this kind of thing go on a lot?

“Stop your whining!” the man repeated.

The girl started bawling even louder, sitting on the ground with her hands over her face.

“I said be quiet! You’re giving me a headache. Shut up! Shut up!”

My eyes opened wide.

“He’s going to…” My breath caught.

“Yes. Any moment…”

“He’s going to hit her,” I muttered. “He’s going to hit her! Hit a child! He’s going to hit her hard!”

It was going to happen. He was clenching his fist. There was rage in his eyes. I knew that expression. I’d seen it before!

He was going to strike his niece. A child. A little girl.

“It happens everywhere. And all too often,” Bunny sighed. “Grown-ups forget that they were children too once upon a time.”

“I’ve got to stop him.”

“How are you going to stop a grown-up? It looks like he’s a mage, too. What can we do? It’s just the way of the world, Misha. You can’t…”

“Change things,” I said, reaching up to my neck. “A little more strength is all I need to get rid of that piece of garbage.”

Taking hold of the papier-mâché horned mask that had been dangling down my back, I put it on.

“I wasn’t born to regret my decisions.”

‘User, your actions are affecting your body’

‘I don’t care’


Chapter 8

I COULDN’T LET HIM HIT HER. She’d be damaged for life!

“One… one… one… TWO!” I pumped up my heartbeat.

‘You have entered a state of energy-psychosis’

Grabbing a stone, I took aim and hurled it at the man just as he was raising his hand! Wham! The stone hit him on the shoulder.

“OW!” he yelled.

I’d done it. I’d distracted him. I’d stopped him hitting the girl! But the shoulder? That wasn’t enough. Bastards like that needed to feel more pain!

‘Swarm, advise on the trajectory. How do I hit his head?’

‘Use the same force but aim higher — aim towards the chimney’

I picked up a stone of the same size and weight and took aim. Focusing, I held my breath and… threw!

THWACK!

The stone struck him right on the head!

“AHHH! SON OF A BITCH!” he cried, clutching his temple.

Ha-ha-ha! Yes! Bullseye! I got the scumbag right in the noggin!

I got him so hard there was blood dripping down his face.

“Misha, that’ll do. You hurt him. Are you happy now?” Bunny asked in a quiet voice.

“No,” I said, taking a step forward. “I only made him angry. If I don’t finish the job, it’ll make things worse.”

* * *

A minute earlier

The girl knew her parents would be back soon, and they’d protect her.

She knew her uncle would soon go away, and the torments would come to an end.

She knew it would soon be over, and normal life would resume.

She just had to hang on.

But today, things had taken a bad turn. On the last day before he was due to leave, her uncle had got drunk again, then got into a fight. And it happened to be when the girl was all on her own.

“Why the hell doesn’t your faucet work?” he barked. “Bring me some water!”

“Y-yes, okay!” The girl shuddered with instinctive dread of her uncle.

Abandoning the homework that had to be done for the next day, she ran outside. The faucet had been broken for two days. Her father would fix it, but it couldn’t have happened at a worse time!

The girl poured water into a steel bucket. It was the only kind they used, because they were sturdy. But the thin steel handle dug painfully into her tender young hands, and it was just impossible to carry the bucket more than a couple of yards!

Her uncle emerged in a fierce temper. Much fiercer than before. He hadn’t got what he’d asked for. The girl was taking too long.

“You dumb little bitch! I told you to bring me some fucking water. I’m fucking PARCHED here!” he yelled.

“Uncle, I’m nearly…”

Before she could finish, the man grabbed the bucket off her. Losing balance, the girl fell face down on a wooden plank.

Overwhelmed by pain and fear, she burst into tears.

Her crying annoyed her uncle. It annoyed him that his niece had fallen because of him. And instead of apologizing, he began to blame the girl herself, which upset her even more and made her cry even harder.

He wouldn’t punch her, but he’d give her a slap. He raised his hand.

‘Don’t hit me! Please, don’t hit me!’

The girl instinctively recoiled, hunching herself up. She wouldn’t resist or run away. She wasn’t strong enough, wasn’t brave enough. There was no one to prot…

“AHHH!” the man shouted. “OW!”

The girl was startled by her uncle’s sudden cry. But when no blow followed, she lifted her head.

A stone. She was just in time to see a stone flying into the man’s head.

Thwack!

“AAAH!” Her uncle clutched his temple. “OWWW!”

‘Who threw that?’ the girl wondered, looking around.

First, she saw a child in a rabbit mask, just standing and watching. She’d seen that child before from her window. But it clearly wasn’t he — or she — who had thrown the stone.

The one who had thrown it was coming her way.

It was a boy with snow-white hair in a weird horned mask. He wasn’t very tall — he might have been about six years old — but he walked with the aura of a far larger being. The girl felt as though the earth should tremble beneath his feet, that he could block out the sun, plunging the whole yard into darkness.

The figure striding towards them was immense. Monstrous. This was no human being. Certainly not a child. That was merely an outer shell for whatever dwelt within.

* * *

Could I defeat a grown-up?

He might be drunk, and already somewhat battered, but still, he was a fully grown man, and I had the strength of a sixteen-year-old at best.

No. There was no question. I had to defeat him. It was my duty.

I wanted to make the planet cleaner. I wanted to do things my way! My father had taught me that if you didn’t like the way things were, you should do your best to fix them. Gran said it was important to take matters into your own hands. And Mom said that it was bad to live with regrets.

I was a child. I couldn’t stand by and watch while some drunken lowlife beat a little girl, ruining her whole childhood!

I had to do what I had to do.

‘User… your body has changed. There was a dormant gene in you! Stress and adrenaline have been gradually awakening it, and now the cumulative effect has reached a critical point. Commencing analysis’

Unexpected news. But I didn’t have time to think about that now.

“You little bastard!” the man snarled, clutching his bleeding temple. “TAKE THIS, YOU…”

‘Energy surge. He’s doing magic!’

I darted to the side, zigzagged around and flew at him from the side, thrusting my knuckles into his ribs at full pelt.

“Gah!” He started coughing.

‘User, you’re sustaining damage. Clench your fist more tightly. Strike with the knuckles of the index and middle fingers. Don’t let your wrist bend’

‘Got it,’ I frowned.

I was in a fight. A battle. And if I wanted to come out on top, I’d have to adapt as I went along.

The man clenched his fist and swung it at me. I dodged the blow and threw an uppercut into his liver. It was something I’d rehearsed hundreds of times!

He cried out in pain, clutching at his booze-drenched organ.

I straightened up. Our gazes met.

He was afraid.

Strange. Something was happening to him. Something was amiss. Yes, there was fear, but it wasn’t just fear. It was a reluctance to resist. A kind of apathy. I’d done something to him.

The man put out his hand.

‘Magic incoming!’

I grabbed his fingers. Are you actually planning to kill a child, you sick creep? You lost to a child, so you’re going to kill him? A little boy who came to the rescue?!

I tensed my muscles.

‘How can he be like that? Doesn’t he know that it’s WRONG TO HURT LITTLE CHILDREN?!’

I twisted his fingers with a sharp movement. CRUNCH!

“Ahh!” he cried. “AHHH!”

“Hitting children is wrong,” I growled. “Hitting members of your family is wrong. Have you any idea what you’re doing, you giant scumbag?”

“S-stop… stop… I… I won’t do it ag…”

I kicked him beneath the knee, causing him to slump to the ground. Then I grabbed his hair and kneed him hard in the nose. He cried out again and clutched his ugly, booze-swollen face.

“Stop… I’m begging you… I won’t do it again… I won’t…”

I struck him again.

I got the feeling that, every time I touched the man, something snapped inside him. Like a switch being flipped. As if something instantaneously lit up and went out again.

‘Analysis complete. User — your blows are opening an ancient scar on the body of humanity. Every touch drains the will to resist at the level of the core. This causes magical, physical and moral faculties to be gradually degraded’

‘W-what?’

‘Every person has a gene that is responsible solely for apathy towards you. And you have learned to activate it’

These words slammed into my brain like a bullet.

Every human being had a scar… that I could open up? But where did it come from? How did that gene arise? Did it go back to ancient times?

Hang on…

Could this mean that people used to be so afraid of me that the fear got passed on through generations?

“S-STOP!” came a girl’s cry from behind me.

I slowly turned around. The girl was standing watching me with frightened eyes.

“What?!” I roared.

“Don’t… don’t kill him… don’t kill him! Please! My dad would be sad!”

“Me? But I wasn’t…” I looked down at my hands.

I had a vice-like grip on the man’s throat. He was choking and wheezing. His eyes had rolled up into his head. Unable even to raise his hands, he was on the brink of losing consciousness.

What? Was I strangling him?

I abruptly let go of his throat, and he fell down, coughing.

“Hey, what’s all the noise?!” some neighbors shouted.

I turned sharply around. Shit, they were coming this way!

“You!” I pointed to the girl. “You’ve got to tell your parents what happened! Enough of being scared! Got it?”

“I… Yes!” she nodded.

I turned back to the man.

“As for you,” I said, grabbing him by the hair. “If you cross me one more time, I’ll make you eat your own eyeballs! Understood?”

He mumbled something. He must have heard me, but he couldn’t move his jaw.

I let go of him. Hearing footsteps coming our way, I dashed away, springing over the fence and running into the field. I had to get away from there. Fast!

“Bunny! Bunny!” I called out.

No one answered. Silence.

I kept running, beating my way through the corn, panting through the stupid mask. I looked around everywhere for my companion. She was meant to help me get back home! But I couldn’t find her.

She’d run away.

‘Damn it!’

A heard a cry behind me. People shouting, calling for help. But I kept running like a hunted animal.

‘Swarm, where do I go? Do you remember the way?’

‘Yes, I recorded it. Run along the path. Look out for specific markers. I’ll tell you which ones’

At last, after climbing up the path on the hill, I ran into the forest and took off the mask.

I bent down with my hands on my knees, gasping for breath. My hand hurt from all those punches. The skin on my knuckles was torn. My heart was pounding. My head swirled with all sorts of strange thoughts.

I had been in a fight. For the first time I had been in a serious fight and beat a grown man — albeit a pitiful specimen! He had mistreated a child, raised his hand against his own flesh and blood, and I had exacted righteous revenge!

So what did this mean… If you beat up the wicked, you’ll be rewarded, and things will only get better?

“Heh… heh-heh.” I looked at my hands. “Heh-heh-heh! Muahaha!”

I made my way slowly along the path. Alone. Without Bunny’s little rhymes, without her frivolous chatter and singsong voice. The breeze no longer seemed as warm, nor the day as sunny, nor the birds as cheerful.

It struck me that I didn’t like walking alone.

Despite my triumph, I felt somewhat melancholy. I’d been abandoned. There was no one to tell what had happened, no one to brag to. No one to talk about nasty grown-ups with.

I wanted to know what Bunny thought about it all. But she wasn’t there.

She’d just run off.

At last, the cottage came into view. Now I knew I could use that path to get to the village. Maybe that was a good thing… maybe not. I wasn’t sure. Just now, I didn’t want to dwell on it. I just wanted to sit by the window, sighing and brooding for reasons that even I didn’t…

Bump.

I heard some kind of dull thump underfoot.

“Huh?”

It was an apple. My foot had struck an apple.

Then, looking up, I saw a pile of juicy red apples arranged in the shape of a big heart.

There were exactly twelve. My share.

“Well, of course,” I smiled, breathing out a sigh. “When I fink about it, she wan away like dat de last time, too. Maybe she has her weasons?”

Well, in that case, maybe I wouldn’t feel so sad sitting at that window. Maybe I hadn’t really been abandoned.

Which meant that it hadn’t been such a bad day after all!

Pulling the mask off from around my neck, I ran to my room and hid it under the bed. Not a moment too soon, either, because I could already hear Gran teleporting.

Whew! I’d just made it.

Now I needed to figure out the implications of what had happened.

It seemed my past power had started to awaken. And alas, its awakening had brought violence.

I had a ton of questions.

* * *

One and a half months later

Europe

Archduke Karl Johann was returning from yet another dinner party where he’d had to spend the whole evening wearing a plastered-on smile and staring at the faces of his pathetic, worthless relatives.

God, how he hated the aristocracy. How he sometimes regretted having been born into a family like that! Forever carving up territories, waging war, settling disputes…

Stupid Europe. Lousy continent with its non-stop wars!

And all that could end if just one man snuffed it. The whole of Europe could be united under one flag, easily and legally, if Mark Kaiser was dead!

But never mind. Franche-Comté Johann would finish what his father had started.

It would be over soon.

* * *

I was lying in bed in our apartment.

“Okay — how about this… hmm…,” — concentrating, I tensed my throat — “Woman”

“What did you call my mother?” Cat said.

“Er… er…” I scratched my neck. “How about… woman?”

“I beg your pardon?!”

“Woman!”

“Now that’s a little better,” the furry familiar nodded. “Only you need to put more emphasis on the last syllable. Kind of go up on it.”

“Woman”

“Good, good!” he nodded harder. “And on that note, I’m going to have to leave you. Things to do. I’ll drop in again when I can. Don’t forget, mm, kefir and sausages. The usual.”

And with a flick of his tail, he was gone, thus bringing our language lesson to an end. Damn it — he always did that!

Heaving a sigh, I went to have a rummage in my closet. Mom kept leaving me tasty treats there without Dad or Gran knowing. They were opposed to sweet things, but Mom and I liked them, and she kept spoiling me. Heh-heh. Best mom in the world.

Okay, time to carry on.

‘Swarm, bring up the book we were reading’

Slowly exhaling, I sank into meditation and… began to read the book.

Yes, folks, it had happened. I had learned to meditate and read at the same time. Which was, without doubt, hugely beneficial, but did not, alas, amount to a second stream of consciousness. It was just a skill. The main thing was to breathe evenly and read at a steady pace, without emotion.

‘Ancient times were as remarkable and momentous as they were terrible and dangerous.

A major part in the greatness of the ancient epoch was played by beings whose power was incomparable to that of beings of that or our own era.

For example:’

I was reading a book about ancient monsters. One of the most important books I had.

‘The Nameless One.

Everyone gives different descriptions of this being, but what is certain is that it was a mindless monster. With every killing it mutated, taking on some feature of its victim, from a transplanted human face to minotaur hooves. A tall, thin, shapeless creature that terrorized the planet for centuries.

Killed by the Beast’

Jeepers, what a creature. Sticking the faces of your victims to your body? I hoped that wasn’t me.

‘The Witch of the Apocalypse.

A person who harnessed especially dangerous, mythical techniques of destruction. Harbored a deep hatred of mankind.

Killed by an army of the world’s best mages’

Oh, Gran.

‘The Duke of Gluttony.

A once ordinary man who became a master of demonology and made a contract with the sin of Gluttony. Ten feet tall with a mouth in his belly. Nothing that he ate could reappear.

Killed by the Witch of the Apocalypse’

Yes, Gran had mentioned this one. Come to think of it, I’d gotten to be a voracious eater myself now I had the Swarm colony in my belly. Was that a sign of something? I hoped not.

‘The Dancer of the Midday Frost.

Known in folklore as Snow White. Originally an Ice Mage, then, after being resurrected by necromancy, a powerful vagrant spirit with two swords. Her appearance was presaged by a snowstorm and incredible frosts.

Killed by the Beast’

Never heard of her!

‘The Beast.

The King of All Monsters. With four arms and four eyes, standing thirteen feet tall, an enormous creature resembling both man and monster. With his strength and power, he made other monsters submit to him.

May have been sealed up’

There was something about the World Serpent, too. His name was Jörmungandr, and he really did encircle the whole planet! He mainly just slept. Pretty harmless, really.

He was killed out of pure avarice. When the Beast, the chief among monsters, disappeared, there was no one to protect the monsters themselves. And Jörmungandr had the misfortune to be valued for his component materials. His eyes, his skin, his meat, his core… everything. He was just carved up into pieces.

‘Yes, that was an unenviable fate your ancestor met with,’ I sighed, looking at Snake.

She was lying on my chest, soaking up the warmth from my skin, breathing peacefully and occasionally flicking out her tongue. It made me sad to imagine her cute little face being covered in blood, to think of her getting scared.

“I won’t let anything happen to you,” I said, kissing her on the nose.

Having no idea what I was muttering about, she just flicked out her tongue and crawled onto my neck, where it was even warmer.

I decided to call her Jör. From Jörmungandr. It sounded girly enough.

‘Well, at least we know who you are, Jör,’ I sighed, looking up at the ceiling. ‘But who am I?’

The Swarm and I had figured out, or rather we had seen for ourselves, what the power awakened in me could do.

Yes. I activated an ancient, dormant gene in human beings. Just as monkeys feared snakes, so people lost the will to fight at the sight of me. It was an ancient wound on the body of mankind…

Which I was now capable of reopening.

True, it wasn’t especially powerful. But the longer a fight went on, the more the cumulative effect wore down my opponent’s effectiveness.

Cripes. Had I really been such a monster? No one wanted anything to do with me. Lust was afraid of me. Jörmungandr had attacked me. And now, after the fight with that man, it felt as though I had started down the same path as my ancient self.

Did I have any friends, relations, and loved ones at all on that path?

“Is something the matter, sweetheart?” Mom asked anxiously when I came out to get a drink of water.

“No…,” I mumbled unconvincingly.

“Come on, tell me,” she said, throwing her towel over her shoulder. “What’s up?”

As always, she saw everything, sensed everything. Dad and Gran were sometimes blind to my feelings, but Mom… she always knew when there was something on my mind.

“I fink I’m evil and I won’t have any fwends. And no one will love me,” I mumbled. “I don’t want to end up all alone.”

She knelt down in front of me. I turned my eyes away, because there really was an age-old sadness in them. My past self had probably been prone to melancholy too.

“Sweetheart,” Mom began, giving me a hug and kissing me on the forehead. “Do you want to be an evil person?”

“No…”

“Well, then you won’t be one. You’ll have plenty of friends. And loved ones,” she smiled, fondling my hair. “We all get mad sometimes. That’s normal. But unless you genuinely wish harm on the world, you’ll be fine. You’re a kind, sweet person! You’re definitely not evil. You’re the best little boy in the world!”

Lowering my eyes again, I couldn’t help a little smile.

Her words made me feel better. I really didn’t wish harm on anyone. At least not unless it was deserved. I never had!

Honestly!

Even if I’d been something dreadful in a previous life, it didn’t mean I had to be the same in this life. It was as simple as that!

“Fanks, Mom,” I said, hugging her back. “I love you.”

“Oh!” she cried, giving me another big hug.

If it weren’t for having parents like these, I’d certainly have grown up a monster. Perhaps, indeed, that was the path that I’d been destined for.

But Mom and Dad had changed my destiny.

I wanted to make my own choices about the person I’d be and the things I’d get mad at. If my talent lay in adaptation, I’d adapt to my own unbridled rage and to human love.

* * *

“Ladies and gentlemen!” the director began. “Firstly, I want to thank you and say how wonderful it is that, in the time you’ve been with us, we haven’t had to expel a single child! Admirable discipline! Bravo!” She clapped her hands.

So did we. Especially Maxim and I. We were the only ones who’d come close to being expelled. Several times.

“And now to business. Some of you will soon turn four years old, and based on your performance in classes, I think it’s time to move you up from the creche to the main, senior group with the big children. This will depend on how you do in the tests that will take place in the coming month. That’s all. Thank you.”

One and a half months had passed since Bunny’s appearance and my fight with the drunkard. Time was moving on. I’d settled into a sort of routine.

Preschool — movie-making — Gran.

Playing with Maxim, work and training — that was what my days consisted of. And thinking. I did a lot of thinking.

“Oh, man! They’re gonna put us in with the big kids!” Maxim said, frowning. “I heard that they’re bullies. What are we gonna do?”

“Bully them first,” I shrugged.

Preschool life went on in its normal way. I was only there every other week, but I was still top dog where stars were concerned. One thing I couldn’t do anymore was terrorize the teachers. They were used to me by now.

“Ha!” Theodore was jabbing his finger at me by the lockers. “What, you still can’t pronounce your Rs, Michael? I can. Listen.” He produced several barrages of rolled Rs. “Now you try.”

I sighed and rolled my eyes. You again, Theodore. You’re such a little moron. For once, he didn’t have Katya beside him. The pair of them had been trying to wind me up every day with their rolled Rs. By now, around half the children in the group pronounced all their consonants correctly.

It was the first time I’d lagged behind in anything at the preschool. But if only they knew what I was spending my time on instead of correcting my Rs.

While the rest of them had been laboring over a single letter, I’d been learning stuff that their little brains couldn’t even imagine.

“Well, can you wepeat this: slimeball?”

He shuddered slightly, then started blinking hard and looking around. The demonic speech reverberated through his core, stirring up false sensations. He didn’t even understand what I’d said. I’d whispered the word, so no one else heard. But it had jangled his nerves, that was for sure.

Anyway, while that half-wit carried on looking around in confusion, I put my shoes on, said goodbye to Maxim and headed out.

If just one word could have that effect, I mused, what would happen when I learned to put whole sentences together?

“Hi, champ,” my father greeted me as I climbed into the car. “Shall we go? Mom said she’s already on her way. She’ll meet us at the studio.”

It was he who picked me up today.

“Yeah, let’s go,” I nodded.

I’d come a long way in the last one and a half months… on all fronts! Even leaving aside the crappy books I’d read in my spare time, the stunning progress in my acting career and the couple of words of Demonic Dialect I’d learned, I had a whole host of achievements behind me.

My push-up record was twelve. My Core age was six years.

And I could carry water! That was something I hadn’t expected to be able to do within a year. I could now heat the bathhouse and get washed all by myself!

‘Swarm?’

‘The push-ups have strengthened your muscle fibers, and the calluses on your hands prevent the iron handle from damaging your skin. Your abnormally developed core speeds up the development of everything else in your body. Thanks are also due to Vasilisa for giving you space to grow’

My body was getting stronger. My skin was hardening. Instead of the soft, tender skin of a child, it was gradually becoming tough and weathered.

Yes, the last one and a half months had been all about routine. But that routine had produced immense results. I was making progress with the Dialect. I was getting stronger. My career and position at the preschool were on an upward path, and by the same token so was my future social status!

I had no reason to feel sad! None! And yet…

My mind still swam with thoughts. Every day I remembered that morning in the village. Bunny. The apples. And most significantly…

My desire to kill.

One and a half months had passed, but I could still recall the scene as clearly as if it had been yesterday. Not only that, but with every passing day I felt I had a greater understanding of what had happened.

The aggression had come from my past, while the aversion to watching a child being beaten came from my present. The resulting cocktail had led to my almost killing a man.

If I was capable of punishing wickedness, why shouldn’t I do so?

The only difference between me at three months and me now was that there was more kindness in me now, more of an urge to do good. And that was thanks to the influences around me. But I happened to be surrounded by good people, and when I encountered bad people, my ancient nature, my true nature, came to the fore.

And I repeat…

The main problem was that I didn’t see anything bad in that.

Mom said that I wouldn’t become evil unless I wanted to. That might be so. But feeling rage was normal. It was right to feel it! That drunkard, for instance, deserved a good beating! And the killers who had tried to suffocate me with a pillow — they got what they deserved, too!

This last month and a half, I’d been thinking not about how to become a goody-goody, but how to reconcile goodness and rage. Where was the boundary that would give me the strength to act without losing everything I had?

“Dad,” I said suddenly, not knowing what to do with my thoughts. “Is it okay to kill people?”

He glanced at me in the rear-view mirror and frowned. Then he sighed and turned his gaze back to the road.

“No, son, it’s against the law,” he said.

“But what if I think I need to? I mean, weally need to. Urgently. And it would make things better.”

“Then it’s up to you.”

“You mean… it’s sometimes wight to kill?”

“No. Killing is always wrong. Believe me. It’s the destruction of a whole life, a whole story. A living mind with its thoughts and feelings. It’s just…” He paused, tightening his grip on the steering wheel. Then he sighed and relaxed. “It’s just that sometimes it has to be done. And in that case what’s wrong is everything that led up to that situation.”

“I see. Thanks.”

He glanced at me in the mirror again.

“Has something happened? These are strange questions for a little boy.”

“The more I live, the more bad things I see. And so I just thought…,” I added, looking out of the window, “Maybe there are some people the world would be better off without?”

Dad fell silent for a moment, looking solemnly at the road. Then…

“Maybe… maybe…”

Hell — where would I be without my parents? Imagine just for a second what might have happened if I’d ended up with bad people.

Can you imagine what would have been in store for humanity, me and the whole damned planet if I’d seen only bad stuff since I was born? Even now, I was struggling with the wildness within! Grrr — I was a savage at heart! And the fact that my bloody past hadn’t caught with me yet was purely down to my parents!

What would I do without Mom and Dad? God knows.

‘Swarm, can we make people immortal?’

‘I don’t know yet. It’s not within our current capabilities’

‘I need more capabilities, then,’ I sighed.

We arrived at the studio. As always, we had to go through a million checks and verifications to prove we were who we were, and not Korean hitmen.

We went in and sat down. There was a take soon. Thanks to the Swarm I remembered the whole script perfectly, and my natural talent meant that I took the acting in my stride, so I’d even begun to enjoy the process.

Dad collared one of Sergey’s assistants. “Could you tell me where Anna is?” he asked her. “She was meant to be here half an hour ago.”

“Your wife? No, she hasn’t arrived yet.”

My father frowned.

“Are you sure?” he persisted. “She was only five minutes away when she called me. She should be here.”

“I’m sure, Mr Kaiser! Anna hasn’t turned up.”

Letting the girl go, Dad looked at me. We looked at each other. If she’d been five minutes away, and it had taken us half an hour to drive here, she should have been here a long time ago. We walked around the whole studio, but she definitely wasn’t here. She hadn’t arrived.

Bzzz

It was Dad’s phone.

“Hello?”

“MARK!” I could hear a woman screaming loudly on the line. “MARK, I’VE BEEN… MMM!” Then there was a muffled cry. It seemed the phone had been snatched from the woman’s hands. “Hello, Mark. Long time no see.”

It was a male voice I’d never heard before. Speaking in English.

‘Translation! Quickly!’

“Who’s this?” Dad said quietly.

“Oh, you know me. Very well, in fact. You don’t recognize my voice, of course. I’ve been altered, you see, very much altered, to allow me to get into your country, but believe me, when you come to fight me, you’ll know exactly who I am.”

Again, I heard the woman’s muffled cries, as if there was a cloth over her mouth.

I was shaking all over. My heart skipped a beat. I felt cold. Unbearably cold.

“Listen,” my father said, squeezing the phone so tightly that it creaked. “Don’t do anything stupid. If you touch her, believe me, I won’t give you an easy death. You’ll suffer so much that you’ll beg me to end your life. So…”

“You haven’t changed a bit,” the man laughed. “Listen carefully, Mark. I’ll send you the address. You’re going to come alone, and I’m going to kill you. If I sense that the Witch of the Apocalypse is nearby, or you think of bringing your teleporter friend… if I sense that there’s anyone at all with you, I’ll kill your wife.”

Dad gripped the phone with a trembling hand.

“I don’t wish her any harm. As long as you comply with my conditions, nothing will happen to her. It’s time to end your story.”

The caller hung up.

Slowly, helplessly, Dad lowered his hand. He froze, staring ahead at some fixed point.

“Mom’s been kidnapped.”


Chapter 9

I’D HEARD EVERYTHING perfectly. Dad didn’t need to explain.

Someone had kidnapped my mom.

And they wanted to kill my father.

Dad kept staring ahead, his arms hanging at his sides, his face pale. He was barely breathing. I didn’t know what was going through his mind. Probably a whole hurricane of emotions, from rage to guilt. It was obviously something in his past that had caused this to happen.

The phone vibrated again. Dad looked at the screen. I assumed it was the address.

He closed his eyes again and squeezed the phone so hard that he almost turned it into a lump of plastic.

He was going to go right now. He was going to go and fight that scumbag! There was no time to lose! I had to say something.

“Dad,” I began, shaking my head to dispel the numbness and shock. “I’ll help.”

He slowly turned towards me.

“W-what?”

“I’ll help,” I repeated. “I’ll go with you.”

“What? Are you kidding? No, son! No way!” Crouching down on one knee, he put a hand on my shoulder. “Misha, I understand that you want to…”

“You don’t understand!” I said, shoving his hand away.

His eyes opened wide in surprise. I never answered him back, never shouted at him and certainly never shoved his hand away. But I needed to bring him to his senses.

“Dad, you know that I’m weborn! We both understand that I’m not some dumb pweschool baby. Yes, I’m a child who can’t pwonounce his ‘w’s pwoperly, but I’m much older than that in my head, we both know that!”

He said nothing.

“That scumbag said he’d kill Mom if he sensed someone was with you, wight? But no one can sense my pwesence! Switch your bwain on, Dad!”

His eyes opened wide again.

“Magic doesn’t detect me. I just don’t exist in the magical field. I’m litewally invisible, Dad! And I can help! Do you understand?”

“… Yes, I understand,” he frowned.

“I won’t get involved in the fight, of course. I’ll just find Mom and get her out. I can do that. I’m small and quick!”

“What if he’s not on his own?”

“I won’t take wisks, Dad, I pwomise. I’m even more sensible than you these days.”

Then it was my turn to take him by the shoulder and look into his eyes.

“I’ll help you,” I repeated firmly and clearly, without emotion. “I pwomise. Take me with you.”

After all, if he didn’t take me, and something happened to them without me being there…

That would spell the end for Michael Kaiser. My family and loved ones were the only reason why I didn’t live for violence, why I resisted the call from the past. Even now I understood that if I were to lose them, I’d have no reason to carry on being a good person.

I’d rather die than lose myself.

Dad clenched his fist and shut his eyes. His head was swirling with emotions, and I understood why. Once again, his past had put us in danger. His wife had been kidnapped and his son wanted to risk his life!

But wasn’t that what family was for? To support each other no matter what?

Dad, you even argued with Mom about how important it was to raise me to be strong. Isn’t it time to see how that turned out?

“Okay,” he said, letting out a long breath. “Okay, you’re right — you’re not just a child, and your capabilities fit the job perfectly. But there’s something we need to do first. Let’s get to the car, quickly!”

I nodded, and we turned to go. Just then, however…

“Missa!” a childish voice rang out behind me.

Oh, hell.

“Missa? Where you going?” Suvi stopped, the smile vanishing from her face as she looked at me with her brown eyes.

I clenched my fist. “I can’t do it today. You’ll have to go ahead without me. Sowwy.”

I might even die today, Suvi. Don’t take it personally.

I raced to catch up with my dad and jumped into the car, trying not to pay attention to the distraught little girl behind me.

My father turned the key, and we sped off.

We were on our way.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“Home first. We need to get something. For me and for you.”

We were at the apartment in no time. Dad headed straight into his and mom’s bedroom and opened the wardrobe. There was a safe inside. He quickly punched in a code and began taking things out.

The first thing I saw was a bunch of red PVC bags like the ones used for drip feeds.

“What are those?”

“Blood bags. It’s an essential item for us blood mages. It’ll help.” He hid four bags under his jacket. “And this is for you.”

He held out a bottle. Inside was a liquid of about the same color as Jör, with the consistency of gasoline. But instead of giving explanations, Dad quickly closed the safe and headed back out.

We rushed back down and got into the car.

“It’s an invisibility potion,” he said in answer to my unspoken question.

I raised my eyebrows.

“A camouflage, to be more exact. You don’t drink it! You pour it over yourself. Generally, it’s a useless thing, because any experienced mage can sense the presence of another mage. Invisibility is either useless, or it hides absolutely everything. But in your case…” — he smiled nervously — “In your case even a dirt-cheap item like this can become a game-changing weapon.”

Everything pointed to the fact that I’d been made for this moment.

Gran couldn’t sense me. Nor could Albert’s devices. However many times we tried, whatever tests were carried out, I simply didn’t register in the magical field. I wasn’t just ‘not a mage’ — I was a complete blind spot! Albert had said right at the beginning of my life that I’d make ‘a first-rate assassin’.

Perhaps I could prove to be the trump card in this situation. An invisible, quick and nimble child with aggression issues.

“Dad, do you know who’s done this?” I asked.

“Perhaps. I have my suspicions,” he said, concentrating on the road ahead. “He’s lured me out a long way, far from any civilians. Which means he’s a mass destroyer. And the only mass destroyer I might ‘know’ is Franche-Comté.”

“Is he dangerous?”

“He’s one of the most valuable specialists. A tactical mage. If they sent him, spending so much effort on disguising him, it means they don’t want anything left to chance!” he growled. “Those bastards want it both ways. They want to kill me and avoid sparking an international conflict. Son of a bitch!” He thumped the steering wheel, making the horn honk. “Scumbags!”

I started to worry. A tactical mage? I’d read in my magic theory book about the different kinds of warrior mages. A tactical mage was one who could destroy a whole city with a single spell. That was a lot of power.

Whoever this Franche-Comté was, he was a rare and dangerous enemy. Which meant my father was equally dangerous.

“But will you beat him?” I asked anxiously.

“As long as he doesn’t bring down a meteorite and you get your mother out — yes. One-to-one fighting is my forte. But I can’t unleash my full power while Annie’s in danger.”

“I’ll get her out.”

“In that case, I’ll beat him,” he nodded without looking at me.

We stopped talking, each of us immersed in our own thoughts. My father had a deadly battle ahead of him, while I was about to embark on a task more serious and dangerous than I’d ever faced in my life. More dangerous, even, than the cannibals, since on that occasion all I’d had to do was run away. This time I had to go into the enemy’s lair, get someone out and make a getaway. And I had to do it quickly.

But my father and I both knew that it could be done. The risk was immense, but the chances of success were high.

“We’re here,” Dad said.

We’d driven a long way out of town. It had taken us about forty minutes. The place we’d arrived at was a wasteland. An abandoned building site. There wasn’t a soul around.

“Now listen carefully,” Dad said, speaking quietly and quickly. “I’m going to hold back and lose on purpose until you get your mother to a safe distance, so that Franche-Comté doesn’t activate a tactical spell. When you’ve done it, press here.” He handed me a small device. “It’s a pager. It’ll send me a signal.”

“Got it!”

“Don’t interfere and don’t take risks. You’re smart, but you’re still a kid. Use your head, son! I have faith in you.” He patted me on the shoulder. “Now pour that liquid over you. Take your shoes off. That way it’ll be harder to hear you inside. Come out through my door.”

I opened the flask and poured the contents over myself. The liquid didn’t smell of anything, but it felt cold and sticky. Ugh, it was horrible! And there was more of it than there seemed. It was just a small bottle, but it gushed out as if I was emptying a bucket!

I poured it over my head, my face, my arms. I had to raise myself a little to let the potion run down my legs, covering me in what felt like a living slime.

“Holy cwap,” I whispered.

I really was camouflaged! If you looked hard, of course, you could see me — it wasn’t as if I’d vanished. But from a distance, or even close up, I was practically invisible. The important thing was not to move around too much.

Dad nodded, opened the door, and got out. I took off my shoes, to make my footsteps quieter, and got out after him.

It was a late summer afternoon. Clouds of sand drifted over the wasteland, and the burnt smell of approaching fall hung in the air. A sense of desolation, of being here all alone, enveloped us. But over there, a little further, lay either triumph or the death of an entire family.

“Okay. Let’s go,” Dad whispered.

I nodded. But he didn’t see that. His eyes were fixed firmly ahead on a crumbling, dilapidated building.

Here we come! I’ll save you, Mom!

I stepped carefully, trying to get used to walking barefoot. Because a stone foundation had already been laid here, I didn’t leave any footprints or flatten any grass, but the sensations felt by my feet were most unusual.

I kept looking at my hands, afraid that the camouflage might have come off. My heart was pounding like crazy, and my breathing was deep and shaky.

But the camouflage was in place. I couldn’t be seen or heard. We carried on.

With every step I grew in confidence and speed. Walking quietly wasn’t so difficult — the main thing was to avoid bits of junk and sharp stones. Gently does it. Step by step. The stone chippings made it painful and unpleasant on my soles, but they couldn’t be avoided. I just had to grin and bear it.

I was approaching the building.

‘Swarm?’

‘I don’t feel anything’

Damn! I should at least have brought a knife with me. We’d been in such a hurry that we’d both forgotten about it.

I was right outside the building. It took me a minute or two to locate the entrance — little more than a gap in a half-collapsed wall.

‘Damn it! I can’t get through!’

The way in was blocked by a pile of rubbish and debris. I might be able to jump over it, but it would make a hell of a noise. Perhaps, however, with a little effort and patience, I could avoid the sharp nails and make my way through.

There was no other way.

Okay… one… two… whew. Come on!

I was stepping on sharp pieces of stone and brick that dug painfully into my feet. It felt like the skin had been cut open. Damn it, why hadn’t I worked on toughening my feet? I’d had plenty of time!

Whew. Next step! Gently does it! This w…

BANG!

An explosion rang out from somewhere outside, causing the whole building to shake. I heard a woman cry out somewhere in the distance. Meanwhile, I lost my footing…

No… no, no, no…

“AAAAH!” I roared and immediately covered my mouth.

I’d stepped directly onto a nail.

Momentum had carried me onto it. It had gone right through my foot. All the way.

“AAH! AAAH!” I bellowed into my hands from the unbelievable pain.

Quiet! Quiet! Breathe! Breathe! Don’t shout! Don’t shout!

[Adaptation: Puncture damage: 1/9]

‘User, blood infection underway! I can’t adapt while the nail is inside!’

Clenching my jaw, I looked around. Then I quickly put one foot down on an area of floor beyond the mountain of rubbish. Now I just had to shift the other foot. Okay, breathe in… and out…

Ready.

One. Two!

“AAAH!” I yanked my foot off the nail.

Shit, shit! That hurt so fucking much!

Breathe, breathe! Don’t shout!

Blood started streaming out.

[Adaptation: Tetanus: 1/1]

[Adaptation: Bleeding: 2/4]

I sat down on the ground and clutched my bleeding foot.

‘The nail didn’t catch any major veins. You were lucky. Your wound will heal quickly. I advise you to wait for a bit’

‘I don’t have time to wait! My father is in the middle of a battle!’ I clenched my jaw and got up. ‘I can handle it. Show me where Mom’s cry came from’

The Swarm replayed the sound, and I understood exactly which way I needed to go.

Pain? To hell with pain! I could moan about that later. Right now, I had things to do!

Screwing my face up and clenching my lips together, I took a step on my injured foot. Aah! Good grief, it hurt! But I didn’t have time to feel sorry for myself. Pain be damned — especially as there was no danger of infection, and the bleeding would stop any moment. Pain didn’t matter a jot!

I took another step. And another. Every step was hard, but somehow, I was managing.

One. Whew. Two.

One… one… and two! Just keep breathing. No whining, Michael. Screw the pain!

Meanwhile, outside, the battle was thundering on. Literally thundering. Whoever this Franche-Comté was, he really must be a formidable foe if every attack made the ground and whole building shake.

The bleeding stopped after a minute or so, and I stopped leaving a red trail behind me.

The abandoned building was falling to pieces. Half the walls were missing, and there were cracks here and there. I was afraid that the whole thing would soon collapse on our heads if the battle outside carried on the way it was!

‘Hold on, Dad, I won’t be long!’

I heard a rustling. Sounds were coming from nearby.

I carefully peered around the corner. Mom! I could see Mom! She was tied to a post with a gag in her mouth.

I looked her over. I couldn’t see any wounds. Just scratch marks and torn clothing, which were probably down to the fight she must have put up and the perilous state of the building. But she hadn’t been seriously harmed, that was for sure. Franche-Comté hadn’t lied on that score.

Mom, I’m here! I’m coming! I’m going to…

“How long do we have to wait?!” someone growled. “We want to fight!”

“Our job is to keep guard, not fight! Shut your mouth!” a man barked. “You’ll get your reward whatever happens, so pipe down!”

I swiveled around.

Standing in the room where my mother was tied up was a man in a black cloak. Next to him were three creatures of the kind that the Lady in White had summoned when she was chasing me: crimson-skinned, stick-thin, hunchbacked goblins with forks in their hands.

‘Oh no!’

My mom was being guarded by a demonologist and a bunch of demons he had summoned.

Bang!

Another explosion from outside. The battle was raging on. My father was still holding back from going on the offensive.

He was waiting for my signal.

Shit!


Chapter 10

THE GROUND SHOOK AGAIN — but this time, instead of stopping after a second or two, the tremor grew more intense. And it was clearly heading our way.

‘Oh, shit.’ First I heard it, then I turned around and saw it… A HUGE CRACK was running through the whole building.

That bastard had shattered the ground beneath our feet. Literally! Franche-Comté was capable of splitting the earth open. And that did not bode well either for the building, or for Dad!

This was bad. This rickety shack would soon collapse like a house of cards. I felt certain it wouldn’t last more than another ten minutes. There wasn’t a moment to lose. I had to act.

My first instinct was to start devouring energy to weaken those I could and strengthen myself, but that idea had to be cast aside. There wasn’t time. I had to go on the offensive. But how?

I looked again.

Yes, it was the same creatures with heads like babies and bodies like red-skinned, hunchbacked old men. They held forks in their hands. And they were clearly under the command of the man in the black cloak. What a clichéd outfit! Were dark arts people banned from wearing jeans?

The guy was clearly Russian, too. He’d probably just been hired to keep guard.

I could kill him first, but the problem was, the demons wouldn’t disappear immediately. I knew from my reading of magic theory that, yes, the demons would be recalled, but they would have a window of time in which they wouldn’t be bound by any contract and could do whatever they pleased. And giving a demon a free hand on earth was an extremely bad idea!

Damn!

I could really have done with Jör and her venom right now! But I’d left her at home, of course. She was my daughter, and I wouldn’t expose her to danger.

I blew out a deep breath. Focused. My mind cleared itself of surplus thoughts, and the pain moved to the background. I was all concentration.

Come on… you can do it. One… Two…

Breathe in. Breathe out.

“Man… deceive.”

My altered voice, infused with power and magic, echoed in all directions.

Concealed behind a wall, I did not see the reaction it produced, but I heard it perfectly. Everyone stopped, and the rustling ceased. They were listening out.

“Hear that?” one of the demons said in the dialect. “There are… four of us?”

I understood… I understood them. Ha-ha, I understood demons speaking their own language. And they heard me!

“Man… deceive. Deceive. Woman — live — good.”

“What the fuck?! Who’s that speaking? Where are you speaking from?” the demonologist shouted.

Hmm. Did that mean human beings couldn’t tell where demonic speech was coming from? Very interesting!

“There’s another demon here!” one of the red-skinned creatures growled. “Did you summon another one?”

“No, I did not!”

I took some deep breaths. Speaking the dialect was a killer on the throat! So much energy bursting through the vocal cords all at once.

But I had to carry on.

“Deceive! He — deceive!” I said as well as I could. “He deceive you!”

“He says you’re going to deceive us!” the demon roared. “Does this mean you won’t be giving us children’s blood? Eh, human scum?!”

“Kill?” a second demon proposed.

The man was stunned to silence. I heard him backing away.

Yes! The plan was working! Who are you going to trust, my greedy little friends — a fellow demon or a little man who literally puts shackles on you and forces you to serve him?

“It’s not true. It’s another human! Kill the woman!”

“Woman… reward” I pitched in from around the corner.

He says she’ll give us a reward!

“Man. No.”

“And you won’t!”

The man was shuffling backwards ever faster. That’s right - be afraid! Panic! I could drive people to apathy even without striking the ancient scar!

All shall cower before my fearsome might!

“It’s an enemy! The client said that if anyone interfered, we were to kill the woman. So do it! Kill her! That’s an order!”

Mom gave a cry of terror.

Don’t worry, Mom. Don’t be afraid! I’ll protect you.

“An enemy? To whom? To you? He speaks in OUR language! He’s a demon! Whereas you…” — they brandished the forks — “You’re a lying, two-faced human — the same as all your kind!”

“Kill him!”

“Raargh!”

“I’m telling you, there’s no other dem… AARGH!”

I heard the stamping of feet, the whoosh of a spell and a searing cry. It all happened very quickly. The demons had attacked the summoner.

Ha!

It was clear from his agonized groans that he’d been stabbed in the stomach.

“You fuckwits… there’s no… demon… here…”

The demons stopped attacking him. They seemed to exchange glances.

Uh-oh.

“What do you mean there’s no demon?”

“You dumb pieces… of demonic… shit,” said the man, barely breathing. “How thick can you be… son of a…”

Though badly gored, he was clearly hanging on. Damn it! Why had their brains suddenly switched on?

“Huh? It wasn’t a demon? But he talks like a demon!”

“He doesn’t… have… energy,” the man grunted. “All demons… have… energy…”

Silence fell again. Damn it — they were thinking! They were coming to their senses!

“Check it out!” one of the demons said. “Over there!”

Oh, shit! Thanks a lot, mister demonologist! You couldn’t just quietly snuff it, could you, you bastard! You had to go and spoil things right at the end!

I looked around in search of a solution. There was no point in running away. There was just nowhere to go. The building only had one way out, and I’d be heard if I ran. Plus, any movement made my camouflage glimmer visibly.

I cast my eyes around for a steel rod and found one. Long and pointy. I grabbed it.

I waited, my heart pounding like crazy, all my former calmness gone. In fact, it had pretty much evaporated after I got the nail in my foot. Now, my head was swirling with adrenaline.

And as the Swarm had told me…

Adrenaline awakened my ancient self.

Clutching the steel rod, I heard footsteps approaching. I waited… waited…

Here it came. I got another good look at the creature as it came into view. It was taller than me, but not by much. Thin, red-skinned, with a head like a baby’s, it had a hunched back and bent legs. In terms of height and build it was a perfect opponent for me.

It started to look around. Its gaze fell upon the crack in the floor. I heard its breathing. It drew in breath from above, virtually through its crown! It turned slowly around, looking first to the right, then down. Directly at me.

Our gazes met. I had a feeling that it could see me perfectly. As if I wasn’t invisible at all, as if I’d just poured paint over myself like some lunatic and started hallucinating.

“I think…”

‘Activate energy-psychosis’

Using all my strength I thrust the steel rod right under the creature’s jaw, piercing all the way through. Then I yanked it out, waited for the demon to sink to its knees, and drove it into his nose. Its head smashed against the wall, and its demonic arms went limp. As it breathed its last, cracks appeared all over the creature’s body and it crumbled into ashes.

“And there we go… assholes,” the demonologist sighed.

“Kill!!” one of the remaining demons shouted.

I bent down to grab my adversary’s fork, but it immediately disintegrated into ashes. Damn! I’d been tricked! I had to leap aside quickly. I was still invisible. They didn’t know exactly where I was!

“??:8№%%!” The demon shouted something, evidently realizing that there was someone invisible in the room.

I winced from the pain in my foot as I landed. Then I froze, holding my breath.

‘Don’t move… don’t move! Whatever you do, don’t move!’ I told myself. ‘If he jabs his fork forward… it’ll go through my head… right through!’

Keep still…

The demon was peering about. It had obviously seen and heard someone leap away, but because I was keeping still, it couldn’t tell which way I’d gone.

It was pacing towards me. Slowly but surely. Looking right at me. Did it suspect something? Most likely. It tightened its grip on the fork.

Took aim.

Ha, too late!

‘Yaaah!’

Clenching my fist, I charged up and punched it right in the solar plexus!

‘You hit the Apathy Scar’

I immediately sensed something in the creature flare up and fade to nothing, eliminating a shred of its warmth.

I took aim and struck again. This time in the jaw. The brute might be taller than me, but not by much. I could reach its head all right. It was an equal fight!

Its head teetered from my psychosis-enhanced blows.

‘The enemy’s core is weakening with every blow!’

I could literally see its arms growing limper, its skin growing spongier. It wasn’t as if I was harming its body much — it would take more than fists, after all, to wound a creature like that. But I was inflicting damage through the skin. Much deeper.

‘Give that here!’ I made a grab for its fork.

It clung onto it, refusing to give it up.

Give it to me, you greedy swine!

I kneed it in the chest, causing it to cough and loosen its grip. And like a petulant child, I grabbed the weapon right out of its hand as if it were a toy.

Swinging my arm, I thrust the fork straight into its head! The spikes went clean through its eye sockets — exactly where I’d aimed for.

There. Another demon down.

But I didn’t get to celebrate for long.

‘User, magic incoming!’

‘I see it! Oh, shit!’

A humming sound rang out, and I smelled smoke. Then there was a flash, and the next thing I knew, a cloud of fire was hurtling towards me.

Covering my face, I jumped aside to dodge the attack.

“Argh!” Pain surged through my whole body. My skin sizzled.

Shit! SHIT! That hurt!

The sizzling sound frightened me at first, but once I’d found the strength to open my eyes, I saw that it wasn’t my skin sizzling, but the invisibility potion. It was evaporating. I was becoming visible.

“Ow! Shit!” I gasped.

My throat burned from inhaling the fumes. My hair was scorched. My whole skin was burning and peeling in front of my eyes! But… it wasn’t fatal.

‘You’re already partially adapted to fire. You have enhanced resistance’

“Why haven’t you burned to death, human scum?” roared the demon, lowering its shimmering hand.

“Nanomachines, baby,” I said, straightening.

The demonologist, who had been watching, now saw me for the first time. His eyes opened wide with astonishment.

“A child?” he yelled. “You can’t defeat a CHILD?”

“M-m-m!” Mom cried.

She must have realized it was me.

It was agonizing to hear her frantic cries, her attempts to get free… to see her tied up in an abandoned ruin like this and know what horrors she’d been enduring…

BANG! Another explosion outside. Dad was still holding back.

It was time to put an end to all this.

“He’s… no child,” the demon muttered, looking towards a point behind and above me.

“Finish him off, for fuck’s sake!” the demonologist yelled hysterically. “What are you waiting for? He’s six years old, damn it!”

“But his strength is much greater.”

I took a step forward.

It made no sense to run. No crafty tricks would help me now. My skin was burned, my whole body hurt, and I was hobbling at every step on my damaged foot.

All I could do now was fight.

“Well. Come on. Finish me off,” I said, spreading my arms out to the sides.

The creature was just a little taller than me. I could reach his face with my fist. And my psychosis made our muscle strength about equal.

Skill and intelligence would decide the rest.

The last enemy.

Well, here goes!

“Raaargh!” the demon roared, rushing at me.

Rather than stand and wait, I launched myself forward. Reaching a hole in the wall, I confronted my adversary directly inside it.

It thrust its fork at me, and I only just managed to dodge out of the way. Shit! That was scary! It had nearly killed me!

“Bastard!” I shouted. Then I struck out and landed an uppercut.

‘You hit the Scar. The enemy is weakened’

Something in the demon lit up and went out. I didn’t know whether it felt this, but the blow maddened it. Clenching its fist, it tried to punch me in the head.

All those training sessions with the Swarm flashed in my head. ‘I’ve worked on this. I remember what to do!’

Raise the arm to shield the head. Parry the blow. Then immediately strike the opponent with the elbow of the same arm. It all worked perfectly, and I caught the demon square in the jaw. It was knocked off balance.

All that training and practicing, all those workouts, those push-ups — it was all bearing fruit right here and now! I was winning thanks to the effort I had put in!

It was all paying off. Ha-ha-ha! It had all been worth it!

‘One minute until death’

‘Oh. That’s ba…’

Before I could finish the thought, I was being grabbed by the collar and hurled through the air. I literally went flying!

I still only had the weight of a five-year-old!

“M-M-M!” came Mom’s muffled cry as she saw her son fly into the room where she was bound and gagged.

My back crashed against the wall. Just as I was coming to, I saw a fork flying towards me. I bent my body out of the way and narrowly avoided being impaled. But I didn’t dodge it completely. The fork ripped open my shoulder.

“M-M-M!” Mom cried again.

Blood spurted out, and my whole body erupted in pain.

You’ve got to bear it! Don’t give in!

This wasn’t an equal fight at all! These creeps turned out to be stronger than a sixteen-year-old human!

Running up to me, the demon tried to ram its foot into my stomach, pinning me to the wall, but I caught hold of its foot and launched myself again.

“Yaaah!” I roared, sweeping the demon off its feet.

As we both fell, I seized my chance and jabbed my elbow into its eye.

‘You hit the scar’

It was important to hit hard, but given my limited strength it was also vital to keep the blows coming. It wasn’t about waiting for the perfect moment to strike. I just had to hit the creature wherever I could, as often as I could.

The demon and I were on the ground. I was on top. Straightening, I clenched my fist.

Blow to the chest!

‘You hit the scar’

The demon’s face was exposed. Thwack! Blow to the forehead!

‘You hit the scar’

It grabbed my hands and started wrestling me. Its superior strength made it impossible for me to break free.

“Damn you!”

Straining my neck, I smashed my forehead into its nose!

‘You hit the scar’

I could literally feel its arms weakening more and more with every blow. And it was weakening faster than the psychosis was killing me.

‘Now!’

I butted the demon right in the larynx. It lurched back, relinquishing its grip. I jumped up, free at last! Ignoring the pain, I hurled myself over to the wall and yanked out the fork that had lodged in the brickwork. Taking a big swing, I brought it down into the demon’s chest, pinning it to the ground.

‘Twenty seconds until death’

The demon went still. Immediately, the fork began to crumble to pieces.

Ash rose from the demon’s corpse.

Victory was mine.

Struggling for breath, I staggered away and fell to my knees, switching off the psychosis.

My muscles ached, I was burned all over, and my head spun. This would cost me another damn week in hospital!

But I was alive. I’d won!

“Jeez,” I groaned, slowly getting up.

I looked around. There seemed to be no one but the man with the gored stomach and Mom. And if the man’s sole concern was not to die, I ought to…

BANG!

Outside, the battle was still raging on. I had to get to Mom quickly!

I ran over to the column where she was bound up and quickly untied the ropes. Once freed, she pulled the gag off her mouth and fell upon me.

“Sweetheart! Misha!” she cried, hugging me half to death. “My darling boy! My God, it’s you!”

“It’s me, Mom,” I smiled, hugging her back.

“What on earth are you doing here? Why did you come?”

“To help Dad! We’ve got to get out of here. I’ll explain later! Can you walk?”

Without even bursting into tears — which was astonishing for her — Mom struggled to her feet and nodded. Fantastic! I’d freed her, and we could make our escape. Only…

There was someone else here too.

Hearing the groans of the demonologist with the impaled stomach, I turned around to face him. He was still sitting by the wall. An ordinary-looking man of about thirty with a stubbled face.

He might be wounded, but it was still risky to leave him behind.

Did it fall to me to decide a man’s fate? His whole life?

“You must be… five at most…,” he groaned. “Fuck, look at the kids we have now… there’s the difference between geniuses… and the rest…”

“I’m one and a half,” I said, frowning. “I’m virtually a baby.”

“What the fuck?” he exclaimed in disbelief. “Ah, whatever. I’m past caring. Come on. Either finish me off or tell me what you want. It’s not like I can hurt you with half my guts hanging out.”

Did he want to bargain?

My brain told me, of course, that I should finish him off. He was an enemy who we didn’t want to have on our backs. He should be killed. It stood to reason! But was it the right thing to do?

My father had said that killing was always wrong. Yes, sometimes it was necessary, but it was never right. And now I had to decide this man’s fate. I had to decide whether to kill him or leave him alive.

The only question was, would killing him be the right choice? Was it worth it?

“What do you have?” I asked in case. “Quickly!”

Putting his hand inside his cloak, be pulled out some kind of case and tossed it at my feet. I picked it up. It turned out to be a capsule with a scroll inside it.

“Take it. It’s the advance I got from that freak. Now go, kid, get the hell out of here. I’ll find my own way. Or finish me off and be done with it.”

“Magic?” I frowned. “And you’re weally giving it to me?”

“It can go to hell!” he bellowed, so loudly that I almost jumped. “That’s the last time… mmm!” — his face contorted in pain — “That’s the last time I have anything to do with those cretins! I went and fell for the demonology hype, didn’t I? Filled my brain with all that crap.” He sighed, looking up at the ceiling. “Shit. I have a mortgage to pay, too… What kind of life is this?”

I peered at him.

“Did he touch you?” I asked Mom.

“No, he just stood there.”

So it wasn’t even him that had kidnapped my mother and tied her up?

Now I felt kind of sorry for him. Maybe we should help him or something?

No, he’d manage on his own. I wouldn’t kill him. I didn’t want to. I got the impression, or rather sensed from past experience, that he just wanted to go home and forget about this whole nightmare.

I’d made my decision. Killing him would not be justified.

I’d take the spell, of course. To be honest, I quite liked the look of his cloak too. It was cool. Maxim would be really jealous… hmm…

Maybe I should take it? Nah, that would be going too far. I already sensed a certain tension in Mom’s silence. If I now started stripping a half-dead man of his possessions, she’d be sure to lose her temper. And it scared me when Mom lost her temper! To hell with it.

“Come on, let’s go!” Taking Mom by the hand, I turned around and winced hard from the pain in my foot. “Ow!”

“Misha!”

“It’s okay,” I gasped. “We’ve got to go! Quickly!”

“Wait a second!”

Crouching down, Mom tore some strips off the edge of her dress. Then, lifting my little feet, she quickly bandaged first one, then the other.

“That’ll make it easier for you.”

I smiled, feeling a surge of warmth in my heart.

God, how I loved my family! Could it really be true that I never knew love or affection in my past life? That EVERYONE shunned me? What kind of lousy life was that? I didn’t want mine to be like that!

“Now, let’s run,” she nodded.

I led the way. It was agony to run. My muscles felt torn, my heart was pounding like crazy, and my foot hurt more than ever. Now that the adrenaline had died down, the pain hit me in all its ferocity. I tried not to show it, though. I had Mom beside me. And I was a man. Virtually grown-up. Almost two years old. I mustn’t cry!

After passing through about five rooms, we found a crack in the wall and leaped out. The sand-filled wind whipped up by the battle between two old acquaintances beat against our faces.

“Into the woods!” I shouted, pointing. “We have to get as far away as possible!”

We hurried off in the direction of the woods. It was a lot easier to run along the asphalt road than through the ruins, so we made it to the first trees in no time. I took the pager out of my pocket and found the button.

This was it.

I pressed the button.

And barely a moment later… BANG!

This time the explosion was so powerful that the blast wave ripped through the building and rocked the trees. The half-built house started to rumble and break up, and Mom and I almost fell over.

Turning around, I saw something fly up into the air. Was it a body? Yes. A man! He was being tossed up like a ragdoll. I didn’t recognize him. Which meant it must be Franche-Comté. Then I saw a jet of blood strike him with such force that it cut his arm right off.

‘That’s Dad! It’s Dad’s blood!’ I rejoiced.

The enemy came to, grabbed hold of the severed limb and held it to the wound site. He’d reattached his arm!

Franche-Comté rolled around in mid-flight, then fell to the earth at terrific speed. Smash! The landing set the whole ground shaking.

Everything was happening so fast that, before we could even take another step, I saw another jet of blood streak into the air. Dad was aiming for the enemy, but…

Uh-oh!

“Lie down!” I shouted to Mom and dropped to the ground, pulling her after me.

Dad swung the blood blade horizontally, chopping all the trees and slicing the building in two! What was it, a laser beam?! How did it do that?

The building started to collapse. If Mom had been there, she would have been killed.

Meanwhile, the battle didn’t seem to be ending.

* * *

At about the same time

The whole field was drenched in blood. That’s to be expected when you’re fighting a blood mage. But the blood here didn’t only come from him and his supply packs. It came from his enemy, too.

Mark Kaiser and Franche-Comté Johann were locked in battle. The blood duelist and the tactical mage.

Mark had had so many opportunities to attack, he could have won the battle a long time ago. One-to-one fights were his thing, his specialty!

But he had to hold back.

And that caused big problems.

By the time the pager vibrated, Mark had suffered four broken ribs, a dislocated foot and a cracked jaw. One of his eyes was filled with blood, and a piece of his back had been ripped out, flesh and all.

But the signal had come. His son had got Anna out.

‘Right, you piece of shit.’ A fire of rage blazed up in Mark’s eyes.

First, he delivered an enhanced blow right under Franche’s jaw. The bone cracked, the man was knocked unconscious, and his body soared high into the sky.

In the same instant he unleashed a charged attack with compressed blood. He sliced off his relative’s arm, but the pain brought Franche to his senses and he managed to reattach it!

‘If he flies down now,’ Mark thought.

No sooner had he thought it than Franche flew down.

‘Ha!’

Without hesitating, Mark hurled a blood pack at Franche’s feet and clicked his fingers. Hundreds of bloody tentacles began to wrap themselves around his foe.

‘Time to end this!’

He knew Franche. Knew how much he hated to lose. And unless he finished the job before Franche activated a tactical spell, he might well die. It would be impossible to run away with the wounds he had. And Max wouldn’t get here in time. He had to end it now.

“Aaaah!” he yelled, releasing a blood spear.

It grew in power and sharpness with every passing moment, with every cry from Mark. Franche-Comté managed to leap out of the way, but the tentacles kept grabbing at him, causing him to trip and fall. Mark aimed the stream directly at him, chopping trees and slicing the building in two!

The spell was so powerful that, had it been unleashed in the city, it could have sliced dozens of buildings clean through. It was hard to imagine how many people would have been dismembered had Mark not been on a waste ground at this moment.

‘Now! Just a little more! I just need to… need to…’

“AAARGH!” With a rage-filled howl, Franche-Comté got up and placed his hand right on the blood spear!

‘What’s he…’

His opponent was sacrificing his whole arm! He was allowing it to be hacked off again, this time without any hope of it being reattached. But the sacrifice allowed him to deflect the trajectory of the blood jet.

Franche-Comté aimed his remaining hand at his assailant. A rumbling was heard, and a wave of pure kinetic energy surged straight towards Mark.

WHAM!

Mark was swept up like a rag. Hitting his head against the concrete ground, he spun round, dislocating his arm, then came down again, breaking a leg, before being hurled backwards against a huge rock.

He coughed up blood from his punctured lung.

His heart wanted to stop, but a blood mage can control his heart, and that was the only reason Mark was still alive.

Slowly, he stretched out a trembling hand towards Franche-Comté. Got to… finish…

But looking up, he saw the man standing motionless, the fingers of his one remaining hand forming the shape of a magic seal.

At that moment, the cloudy sky cleared, and it became light. But then… darkness slowly began to descend.

“DIE UNDER THE MIGHT OF MY MAGIC, TRAITOR!” Franche-Comté roared.

Mark looked up to the sky. A huge portal had opened there, in which the tip of a meteorite could be seen.

The tactical spell had been activated.

The powerful energy blast had drastically weakened Mark’s blood magic, and it would take several seconds for him to recover enough to unleash it again.

It was over. He had lost.

Franche-Comté, a born genius, had activated one of the most complex spells of all — the summoning of a meteorite via an unstable portal. He had won whole wars this way.

“YOU ARE UNWORTHY OF ANY HONORS, MARK! I ALONE AM WORTHY. I WILL BRING HOME YET ANOTHER GREAT VICTORY!”

‘Shit,’ Mark grimaced.

He looked at the bone sticking out of his arm. At his dislocated leg. He blinked his blinded eye. He felt bones piercing his lung. It was only thanks to magic that he hadn’t choked on blood.

Then he looked at his enemy. Standing over him. Alive. And summoning a meteorite through a portal that disrupted the magical energy all around.

It was a defeat.

Mark had lost.

‘Shit… if only I’d attacked from the very start… if only I hadn’t held back,’ he thought, closing his eyes. ‘But then Annie would have died. And she’s alive,’ he smiled. ‘It’s probably for the b…’

“I WILL BRING VICTORY AND YOUR HEAD...”

“Oh, shut up, asshole.”

“Aargh!”

Mark heard a sudden, sharp cough. Opening his eyes, he saw a steel rod protruding from Franche-Comté’s chest. The blow had been struck from behind, piercing the man’s lung. And holding the rod was Michael, whose presence no one had sensed.

Franche-Comté turned around to face the child. He clenched his fist. He wanted to do something. But it was too late.

Mark stretched out a hand.

Out shot a jet of blood.

And the head of Franche-Comté, the tactical mage, fell to the ground.

“One-nil to us, assholes from Euwope! Yay!” the child yelled. “No one will defeat the Kaisers. NO ONE! HA-HA-HA!”

“Mark!” Anna came running up.

Mark smiled.

He’d won after all. And not alone, but shoulder to shoulder with his son.


Chapter 11

GREAT. THE HOSPITAL.

The white walls, the medical smells, the young trainee nurses…

“Oh, what a gorgeous child!” Little hearts flashed in their eyes at the sight of me. “Girls, look at this cutie! Where are you going, sweetie?”

“To see the psychiatrist.”

“Oh…”

Anyway, yes. I was in hospital again. Where else? But to be fair, there was good reason this time! I was covered in burns, all my muscles were damaged, and my foot had a great big hole in it.

Not only that, but all my hair had gone.

Yes, I was bald again. My hair hadn’t just got scorched. It had been completely burned off. All of it. Eyebrows too.

I was BALD.

Hope you enjoyed having hair, young man, but I’m afraid that’s your lot.

“Hello, Michael. I’ve been told all about what happened,” nodded the woman in the child psychologist’s office. “But maybe you’d like a drink of water first? Or some lemonade?”

I gave her my disapproving, Pallas’s cat look. I’m not a little child, woman.

Okay, yes, I was an eighteen-month-old toddler, but that was a technicality.

Mom had got seriously worried about whether I was okay mentally after all the stuff I’d been through. I understood her, of course, though I didn’t share her view. Anyway, the upshot was that I was sitting here with the psychiatrist.

“What do you see on this picture?”

Some kind of blob. Hmm… people burning in fire? Yeah, it was me burning my enemies.

“A butterfly,” I said.

“And on this one?”

Knives, blood, blood, knives, death.

“A unicorn.”

“Hmm…,” the psychiatrist frowned.

Knowing just what they wanted to find in me, I had no difficulty hiding it and pretending to be an ordinary little child with an angry face. That’s what they told Mom — he’s a normal child, except for that angry face of his. Give him something to chew on, or he might bite.

“Look, sweetheart! Someone’s sent you a present!” Mom said. She and I had just got back to my ward.

“Who’s it fwom?”

“It’s, er… oh, it’s from our Korean friends! Suvi and her parents.” While she was reading the note, I stuck my head in the bag. “They wish you a speedy recovery.”

“Cake!”

Well, being in hospital wasn’t so bad after all, heh-heh. I had a phone, I could meditate at night, and now people were sending me cakes!

I’d still rather be lazing about at home, though.

Then Maxim dropped in. Jeez, how old was he? Three? Four? And he was already visiting me in hospital!

Did I really have a friend? An actual friend? One I could have adventures with and solve-slash-create problems with?

“Maxim!” I embraced him. “Fwend!”

“Yeah, it’s me,” he nodded. “Got yourself smashed up again, did you? You big dummy! Mom said to, er, check in on you.”

This was nice.

A friend…

“By the way, I got a new push-up record!” he declared proudly.

“How many?”

“Twelve!”

“YOU’RE KIDDING!”

How was that possible? HOW? I fought demons, battled enemies, trained my ass off… in short, I did everything to develop my strength! How could this candy-obsessed squirt be ahead of me?

“Who are you? Who are you?” I began to throttle him.

To be fair, my training routine was more holistic. I devoured energy while doing push-ups. I read lots of books. But even so…

It was infuriating! I was sick of him outperforming me! Never mind that he was twice my age — no one in the world should be better than me! Especially little rugrats like him. I was the alpha-child here!

“Right, off you go, I’ve got training to do!” I kicked him out after about an hour of playing with Oleg. “And take some cake with you,” I added, handing him a piece of Suvi’s cake.

Maxim left with a satisfied smile.

That does it. Time to get training!

‘Okay, Swarm,’ — I rolled up the sleeves of my dressing gown — ‘The time has come to become an ultra-being’

‘Technically speaking you’re already more than human’

‘I want to go further. The aim is fifteen push-ups. Right, let’s do it’

Plank position. Inhale. And…

“Michael, time for procedures!”

Goddamn it!

* * *

It was now the second week of my hospital stay. I was to be discharged the next day. I had to admit my time there had done me a lot of good.

I might have hyper-regeneration, but my burns had been severe. Adrenaline and willpower had kept me from feeling them at the time, but the next day the effects hit me so hard, I cursed whoever it was that invented fire. And I won’t even get started on my foot.

I went through a whole bunch of procedures. Sometimes they rubbed me with various ointments. Other times the nurses conjured healing spells.

“When you grow up, Michael, you’ll be able to heal yourself in a day!” one of the nurses said during procedures.

“Weally?”

“Of course! You’ve got hyper-regeneration! All mages have it. You just need to learn the spell, and you’ll be fixed in no time!”

“Ooh!”

Usually, warrior mages healed themselves in a matter of days, but since I was just a warrior baby, they had to treat me with a little more care. Officially, I wasn’t even two years old yet.

That, by the way, caused certain problems.

When they’d finished with me, they left me to lie down covered in ointment for half an hour. The problem was that I wasn’t the only one — there was a whole group of us. Groups were organized by age, and since officially I was under two…

“Booboo! Gaga!” A slobbering child came up to me. “Wobots! Wooooh!”

I peered at him.

Yes. I was in a group of one-year-olds who went to procedures together.

One of them ate his bogeys. Another tried to climb up the wall, evidently convinced he was Spiderman. Another still… well, I’d rather not say. It was too harrowing.

“Zombie, woooh!”

Wow. I’d forgotten quite how exclusive the kids at my preschool were. Let alone myself. There was no denying that, generally speaking, kids were dumb little so-and-sos.

I started really appreciating Maxim’s company. He might pick his nose, but at least he didn’t eat whatever he scraped out.

“Nnnnh!” The boy screwed up his eyes, straining.

He was taking a crap.

‘Ugh.’ I waved the smell away. Without waiting for the nurse to come, I just walked straight out of the playroom. ‘I’ll go and see Dad’

I headed for the wards. When I got to the door and put my hand out towards the handle, I noticed that it was suspiciously easy to reach. Before, I could barely get my fingertips on it, whereas now I could grab it fully in my hand. Had this been done especially for me? It didn’t seem likely.

Had I grown or something?

‘User, in less than a day you’ll have a new colony’

“Time’s moving on,” I mused ruefully. “I’ll be two soon.”

In two months, it would be my birthday. How time flew!

I opened the door. Oh, Dad had a visitor!

“Mom!” I cried delightedly.

As soon as I opened the door, Mom jumped off Dad’s bed, pulling her T-shirt down. Dad immediately pulled the blanket over him to his waist. Both disheveled, they exchanged glances with each other, then looked in alarm at me.

All a bit strange.

“What are you doing?” I frowned.

“Didn’t you close the door?” Dad whispered to Mom. “Oh,” he said, turning to me, “We were just, er, ha-ha, you know, kissing…”

“Eww!” I said, screwing up my face.

While I was munching on jelly candies, swinging my legs and peering at my embarrassed parents, I thought about Dad.

He looked perfectly hale and hearty. Well, he was a blood mage, after all. The protruding bones had been knocked back in, his wounds had been sewn up, and his hyper-regeneration had made him shiny and new again. Imagine that! From broken bones to healthy bones in two weeks!

‘Who is this dude?’ I wondered, looking at him.

A quick search on the Internet had told me that a tactical mage is just a category of warrior mage. He is defined by specific criteria, such as the possession of a spell capable of destroying a town with an area of two hundred and seventy square kilometers. In other words, he doesn’t have to be able to do EVERYTHING. Just as long as he meets those criteria.

My dad, on the other hand, was a duelist. He wasn’t good at mass destruction, but he was skilled at destroying a single opponent in an honest fight. It wasn’t all that surprising, therefore, that some guy called Mark had defeated a TACTICAL mage.

Except that he clearly wasn’t just ‘some guy’.

This was someone who’d sent a man flying into the air with a single blow, sliced through buildings and trees, and survived a lacerated lung. Someone who could control his own heartbeat.

For a minute, he’d even been ready to take on my great-grandmother, a legendary figure in the past! That sort of confidence didn’t come from nowhere.

Who on earth was he? And by the same token, who was I?

The great-grandson of the Witch of the Apocalypse and the son of… whom?

“Who are you?” I growled at him.

“Er… your dad?”

Dissatisfied with his reply, I put on my angry cat face. He’s not going to tell me, the dark horse!

A foreigner, obviously. And a former soldier. He’d fled his own country to be with Mom and me. I was pleased, of course, that he hadn’t left us in the lurch, but now that I was growing up, I had questions that demanded answers.

Never mind. I’d work on him. Wanted to keep secrets, did he? Well, we’d see how he fared against my tears and sulky faces…

He’d soon be dancing to my tune.

Someone knocked at the door. We turned around to see…

“Mr. Tikhonov?” Dad said in surprise.

The city’s chief investigator. What was he doing here? We’d already given a full account of what happened.

After the attempt to activate the meteorite, a rapid response team had flown in almost immediately. We were questioned, of course, and Dad told them he’d acted in self-defense. Naturally, Tikhonov was the man in charge of the case. He’d huffed and puffed for a while, but eventually he’d backed off. Dad couldn’t be charged with anything. He’d been perfectly within his rights to kill the man. So said the new law. There were absolutely no problems or suspicions for us to worry about. The law had done its job and protected our rights. The meteorite had never got through the portal, and we’d even managed to hide the scroll taken from the demonologist at Gran’s place.

So, seeing Tikhonov now…

“Mr. Kaiser,” he said, addressing my father. “Are you able to walk? Are you in good health?”

“Seems so,” Dad frowned. “They’re discharging me tomorrow.”

“Excellent.” Tikhonov stepped back and pointed at my dad. “This one,” he said to someone outside the door. “Pack him up.”

In rushed a squad of uniformed officers, who immediately grabbed hold of my father, twisting his arms behind his back.

WHAT THE HELL?!

* * *

Half an hour later, he’d gone.

I was burning with rage.

“Let me go! I’ll take care of you assholes! One by one!” I wriggled my legs and kicked out.

“Keep the little one quiet! Or we’ll pack him up too.”

That got Mom leaping up.

“I’ll pack you up, you lousy cop!”

Tikhonov rolled his eyes.

“Explain yourself!” Mom yelled.

“I got an order to bring Mark Kaiser to the station. No reasons given. I don’t know what it’s about.” Tikhonov looked pretty peeved himself that his superiors were holding things back from him. “It was an order from above.”

Saying no more, he hurried out and left Mom and me alone, completely in the dark and anxious for my father, who had almost died saving us all. And had now been carted off to jail.

And what do frightened kids do? They call in the grown-ups, of course.

“Gran! Gran!” Mom shouted into her phone. “Come quickly! Something’s happened!”

I understood her perfectly. I did the same thing. It sometimes slipped my mind that Mom was only twenty-three and, as Gran put it, ‘a not much bigger squirt than Misha’.

Plus, Vasilisa was our most valuable asset. It would be stupid NOT to call her. During the kidnapping, we hadn’t had time or access to a phone, but now…

Minutes later, Gran appeared.

“WHO WAS IT? WHO’S UPSET YOU?” she thundered in her infernal voice.

She wasn’t speaking the dialect, of course, but nevertheless, it was all I could do not to poop myself. You should have heard the way she yelled when she found out about the kidnapping… especially when it emerged that the amulet hadn’t activated because it hadn’t read the situation as a threat meeting the ‘intention of harm’ condition.

In short, Gran’s yelling was enough to make you soil your pants. It was best not to provoke a woman like that. Who had her husband been?

Mom told her what had just happened.

“It’s crazy, Gran! He’s been arrested for self-defense. We’ve already been through it all. We’re innocent! The Emperor’s new decree gives us the right to protect ourselves!” Mom was waving her arms about and looked just like a child.

“It’s certainly strange,” Gran frowned. “All right, if he’s not back in an hour, I’ll ask the Emperor what they think they’re up to.”

We sat down to wait. An hour went by without anyone calling or coming to see us. Realizing that things weren’t looking good, Gran got up and disappeared through a portal in a blinding flash.

She didn’t come back either.

* * *

Half an hour earlier

New Moscow

As Mark was being led to the Imperial Palace, he wondered when they would take his handcuffs off. He understood that security was paramount, but he wasn’t some reborn deathslayer. Just a talented mage. What threat could he possibly pose to a semi-immortal man with a dragon on his roof?

He’d found out at the police station that he was being summoned by the Emperor himself. And they’d kept him in handcuffs the whole time!

The huge door to the throne room opened, and the escort led the man in the hospital gown inside. There was only one man in the room.

Black hair. Tall, upright figure. Not a trace remained of his grey skin, his limp, or his injuries. He had fully regenerated half of his body.

It was Victor Knyazyev, the Emperor.

The young ruler had a clipboard with some papers in his hands. Hearing people enter, he turned around. He peered intently at the prisoner and the people escorting him.

“Why’s he in handcuffs?” he asked, puzzled.

“We were told to bring him to you, Mr. Emperor, sir.”

“As a guest.”

“Oh…” The guards exchanged glances. “Right.”

The Emperor looked at Mark, a hint of awkwardness in his eyes.

“Okay, geniuses, I’ll have your superiors deal with you,” he sighed. “Release him and go. Good God… just like the old brigade.”

Pale-faced and trembling, the guards removed the handcuffs, nodded bows and slunk out of the room.

Mark heaved a sigh and shook his head.

“I do apologize,” the Emperor said, nodding. “A bit of a misunderstanding.”

“Well, it happens, I guess,” Mark said, looking around warily. Then he bowed his head. “Greetings, Emperor. It’s an honor to make your acquaintance.”

“Likewise, Mark Kaiser.” Victor raised his hand.

Such was the etiquette. Mark knew the etiquette, and his sense of honor didn’t permit him to ignore it. Nonetheless, he doubted that the Emperor had summoned him here just to exchange pleasantries.

“Why did you want to see me, Emperor? Seeing how…” — he rubbed his wrists — “abruptly I was taken, frightening my whole family, I assume it must be something very important.”

“Well, yes. You could say that.” The young and undeniably handsome ruler smiled, sat down on the throne and lifted the clipboard with the papers. “A man recently died in the City of N. He had an interesting background. Franche-Comté Johann, I believe. Son of Karl Johann, Archduke of Austria. A tactical mage and war hero. All very intriguing…”

Mark breathed a sigh. Not of relief, however. Quite the opposite.

He saw problems ahead.

“Your application to settle in our country was processed before I took the throne, wasn’t it? I suppose that’s why we haven’t been able to dig anything up on you,” Victor smiled. “There’s no finding anything out in a madhouse like…”

“What is it you want?” Mark asked impatiently.

“I could ask the same of you,” Victor looked up suddenly. “Why did you flee your own country and take cover in ours?”

“For the sake of my family and a quiet life.”

“A quiet life? How’s that working out?”

Mark’s cheekbones began to twitch. He wasn’t angry at the Emperor, but his tension was rising.

In fairness, he considered himself unbelievably fortunate. There had been so many times that his cover could have been blown, his identity traced, his secret discovered, that it was amazing he had lasted this long! It turned out, however, that it was mostly due to incompetent document-keeping under the last ruler.

The new ruler, by contrast, hadn’t needed documents to start piecing things together.

“Let’s cut to the chase, Mr. Kaiser,” Victor said with a sigh, putting the clipboard aside. “The corpse of the Austrian heir is in our country. He was killed by you. And if the Johanns went to all that trouble to change not only Franche-Comté’s appearance, but even his blood to enable him to get into the country and attack you personally, you can’t be just a security guard at the mines.”

“Why not?” Mark shrugged. “I’ve been working there several…”

“Do not. Play. With me.”

His voice reverberated with an inhuman growl, making Mark shudder all over. Everything screamed danger, from the goosebumps down his spine to the voice of his subconscious. The Emperor’s words and tone bore down on him like a crushing weight. As if the sky had fallen in. As if his muscles had switched off.

“Do not take my good will for granted. It lessens with every word spoken out of turn. I am not your friend, and this is not a friendly chat.”

“Very well, forgive me,” Mark said. “It won’t happen again.”

“Mr. Kaiser, it falls to me to deal with Austria and the corpse of its heir. And it now depends on you whether I decide to treat you as a potential problem or as a valuable asset.” Switching to a calmer tone, he added: “If it’s the first, you’ll be following Franche-Comté to Austria. If the second, you’ll be granted official immunity and my protection.”

Mark’s eyebrows shot up in surprise.

Official immunity? That would make it even harder for foreign agents to attack him. They would be putting their countries, their families and their clans under too much risk. He would be under a protective dome so secure that only complete lunatics would try anything!

“What do you want from me?” Mark asked politely.

“Tell me who you are. I don’t need details. You can leave them for judgment day — perhaps you’ll make it into heaven,” the Emperor smiled, leaning on the arm of his throne. “But the key points, if you please. Then we’ll see.”

Mark blew out a breath.

Well, this moment was bound to come sooner or later. And if it meant being able to protect his family, what better time to do it?

* * *

Half an hour later

The Emperor listened without interrupting. Young though he might be — outwardly, at least — his eyes exuded the wisdom of long experience. It was this that helped him fill the gaps in Mark’s story. Victor was quick to understand things.

“Fascinating,” he frowned.

A silence fell. The story was at an end. All that remained was the verdict. Mark had nothing more to say.

“Now I understand why people want to get rid of you. And not only Austria,” Victor smiled.

“Can I ask a question, Emperor?”

“You can now, yes.”

“Did you really not know any of this? It’s hard for me to believe that there’s no surveillance on us, given how valuable my son is.”

“You’ll be surprised, but there really isn’t,” Victor shrugged. “History is littered with cases of reborns realizing that they’re being tailed and turning into paranoid psychopaths. Whether you put people under surveillance or let them float freely, so to speak, the risk is basically the same. And since I’m no monster, and Michael has you and Vasilisa, I decided not to interfere in the child’s life. But the situation has changed.” He sighed, furrowing his brow. “Franche-Comté died in our country, which has multiple repercussions. I am willing to give you my protection.”

Mark raised his brows.

“But!” Victor went on, raising his finger. “For that to happen we would need to formalize your official immunity status. For both you and your family. Now, I’m going to make you an offer.”

‘Here we go’, Mark thought, bracing himself.

* * *

Gran brought Dad back late in the evening. He immediately told us to sit down. Vasilisa said goodbye and left, telling us to work things out for ourselves. Mom was on edge.

It felt like something big was coming.

“I’ve been asked to join the army.”

Silence.

I looked at Mom. She’d turned pale.

“The army? You’re going to be a soldier again?” Mom whispered.

“The Emperor would grant us military immunity,” my father declared.

“Military?!” my mother almost screamed.

I glanced at her in astonishment. It was rare to see her so angry.

“Mark, you fled your country to get away from war! You wanted Michael to have a father. A living father! And now you’re going back to that life?”

“Not quite,” he sighed, rubbing his hands. “I wouldn’t be fighting. I’d be training others.”

Then he explained.

Europe was a land of never-ending wars. It was there that all combat spells, battle techniques and methods of waging war were constantly being refined. The Europeans were the best fighters because they LIVED war.

Mark was a duelist. He specialized in defeating those kinds of fighters. He had the knowledge and skills you needed to do it.

If war broke out between our country and a united Europe, our soldiers just wouldn’t be able to cope. The gap in skills and experience was just too great. We had theory and training, whereas they had centuries of real-life practice.

“I wouldn’t be fighting. I’d be teaching others how to fight,” he said. “They need someone with experience of war in Europe. They don’t have enough instructors of their own. They need ME. And in return for us being granted immunity, I would be officially signed up as a serviceman.

Mom clenched her fist. She was angry. Furious. And afraid. I didn’t blame her. After all, her parents had been killed in a war. So had my great-grandfather. Vasilisa had told me so. And now Dad, who seemed to have said goodbye to his military past, was going back to it. Of course she was angry! Of course she was afraid!

But the more detailed the picture became, the more her tension eased.

“You wouldn’t be going off to fight, then?” she asked, glancing at him.

“I said if they tried sending me, I’d desert instantly and kill anyone who tried to stop me,” Dad shrugged. “The Emperor assured me that I wouldn’t get sent. Anyway, no one’s planning to go to war just yet. It’s a question of laying the foundation — just in case.”

“But you’d get immunity and status?”

“Yes.”

Mom didn’t know what else to ask. Strange as it all seemed, I had to admit — it made sense, didn’t it? It was all so logical that there was really nothing to argue about. It was as if everything had been leading up to this.

Hang on…

“Dad,” I said, furrowing my brow. “Don’t army people and their families get superwior status?”

“That, son, is one of the most interesting parts of it all,” he smiled.

I raised my brows.

That sounded…

‘User, you have a nanomachine colony ready. Where do you want it?’

Just wait, will you!

Hang on. A colony?

“The things is, if I get appointed, it would affect you first and foremost. You see…”

Hold on, Dad! I’ve got a colony here. Power and strength!

Okay, wait, how does it affect me?

Oh, for God’s sake, STOP. Everyone stop there! Why am I getting so much information all at once? Speak in turn! What the hell?!

* * *

News Bulletin on Imperial One!

Well, we’re back from our break, folks! Did you miss us? We missed you too! And now for the news!

You’re probably all aware of that much-circulated photo of the dragon and the boy — the one snapped by a tourist in Moscow? Well, we want to assure you that it’s all just fakery and provocation. Never would his excellency’s dragon attack a small child! It’s all photoshopping and AI!

There was no boy there, and the dragon never touched anyone.


Chapter 12

SITTING IN A WORLD AROUND US class at preschool, I cast a gloomy eye over material that I’d read long ago.

“Maxim?” I said to my friend.

“Mm?” he answered, picking his nose.

“Would you go into the army with me?”

“Uh?” he said, pulling his finger out. “Do we have to?”

“Well, you don’t. But it looks like I do…”

That was how it was. Army life was my destiny. Gran said so.

If Dad agreed to the Emperor’s proposal, he would be given a military rank and privileges, including immunity and massive problems for anyone who felt like attacking him. Not to mention the contacts, the salary and the free trips to holiday resorts!

On the other hand, his children were obliged to learn warcraft. For at least a year, with all the training, tactical studies, and so forth which that entailed. In other words, they had to serve in the army.

‘Such a long time to wait, though…,’ I sighed.

It would be at least two months before Dad’s documents were ready. Then he’d be on probation for a while before becoming a full-fledged instructor to our troops. So, as Mom always said: ‘Meh. The future me will work it all out. Meanwhile I’ll get some sleep’. Likewise, I had to put all that stuff out of my head. Let the ‘future me’ worry about it.

Especially as I didn’t have time to dream about the future right now. Gran would be picking me up in the afternoon, and a week later I’d have the entrance test for the senior preschool group!

Maxim was gazing out of the window into the distance. “Soon we’ll be starting our grown-up lives, Misha.”

“Uh-huh.”

We stood looking into the brightness… the hazy brightness… of our future grown-up lives in the senior preschool group.

Our lives would soon change. The time for children’s games was over.

“Rrrr!” Theodore approached from behind, rolling his Rs. “Rrrr! Come on Kaiser, can’t you say it? Rrrr!”

I turned around. Damn him! He’d completely ruined the mood, the idiot. I sometimes forgot that I was literally surrounded by children, even if they were on the intelligent side.

“You can jeer all you like,” I said, waving my hand at him. “You’re still worse than me on evewy score. You’ve always twailed behind me, and you always will. Eat dust, skunk.”

Theodore froze and looked ready to sink through the floor. He’d come to gloat over me, and instead of falling for it I’d hit him where it hurt. He seemed to take it badly. Good. He deserved it.

“Ooh, such a smartie, and you can’t even say your Rs!” came Katya’s voice. Little Miss Green-Eyes often went about with Theodore. The two stinkers were a kind of double-act.

“And you’ll twail behind me, too,” I said.

“Oh, I don’t care. Mom says that I’m so pretty I’ll get everything I want in any case!” She adjusted her blond hair. “And that it’s people like you who’ll give it to me! A girl doesn’t need to be smart!”

“You’re proof of that,” Maxim muttered.

“You be quiet!”

She was right, damn her. For a girl, being pretty was enough to get on in life. That was how society worked, like it or not. Take my mom, for instance…

Come to think of it, though, Mom was smart. Her slyness was second to none. It was just that she was lazy and had never bothered to study.

Just like Katya. Just as sly and just as idle.

Cripes, how alike they were.

“You’re still an idiot,” I said, flicking my hand at her.

“Idiot yourself!” she answered, sticking out a red tongue. “Rrrr! Rrrr!”

I sighed. I’d had enough of this. I couldn’t wait to get to the countryside, away from people. At least they hadn’t seen me bald. To my relief, my hair had grown back pretty quickly.

‘User, I remind you that you still haven’t allocated the new Nanomachine colony’

‘Yes, I know! But do you want me to collapse and get taken to hospital again? We’ll deal with it at Gran’s. There’ll be more free time there’

When preschool finished, I said goodbye to Maxim and went off to the movie studio. There, things were much the same. Suvi was as sweet as always, and reading out lines and pulling faces with the script in front of my eyes was as easy as pie. In the breaks I read books. And I mean actually read them, rather than scanning them for later use. I’d already saved so many in my brain that I didn’t know where to start!

There was a theory book on familiars, for instance. I was reading it now.

“Can you evolve?” I asked Jör, pulling her out of my pocket.

She looked at me with a shocked expression, as if it were the first time she’d heard of such things. Yes, daughter, you can change!

There are various kinds of familiars. There’s the kind you make a contract with, like Gran’s Cat. There’s the kind you create — like spirits or magical beings fashioned from energy. And there’s something in between — when the creature already exists, but you make a contract without there being an actual contract.

Mine was the last kind. We were bound together without any words or covenants. I was literally her second parent.

Come to think of it, wasn’t Jör essentially a chicken? Hens could lay eggs, but they would only hatch into chicks after ‘Dad’ had done his stuff. Well, there it was. The egg had already existed, and I’d done the rest. I’d helped make Jör.

“You’re a chicken,” I said, looking at the snake again.

Her mouth opened wide. That was not something her delicate female nature had expected to hear!

I went on reading.

‘Wow! I can grow her strength too! And do all sorts of stuff!’

Did you know that there’s a ‘Familiar Plane’ spell? I could send Jör into another dimension and summon her back whenever I wanted! With spirit familiars, this is built in, but with physical ones you have to unlock it yourself.

And if…

Wow! Just imagine if Jör grew to even a quarter of the size of the World Serpent. If I was heading into battle, and people started giving me a hard time, I’d just go ‘LOOK UP!’ and a snake a quarter of the size of the Earth would come swooping down on them. Poisonous, too!

Okay. I was intrigued. I just needed to check something out.

Here it was. Summoners were considered to be among the most versatile and powerful mages. They could do everything from building things to committing sabotage — unlike fire mages, for instance, who could only destroy.

That did it. I wanted to train Jör.

“Mom!” I went up to her with a solemn face.

“What is it, sweetheart?” She was drinking tea with Soo-min. The two mothers had grown to be good friends.

“I want half the money fwom the movie! I need magic books!”

“Er… well… sure,” she said, raising her brows. “Why are you glaring at me like that?” she added after a pause. “I said yes…”

I was surprised at how easily she agreed.

In principle, magic books were easy to buy in the store. They only existed in physical form. More often than not, they weren’t so much books as scrolls. The problem lay in their price and availability. The coolest ones were naturally hard to get hold of.

Did I want to turn Jör into a Fire Snake? Make her invisible? Shrink her? There were spells for all those things!

Admittedly, I wasn’t sure how it would work out for me given that I couldn’t wield magic outside of my body. But still, it was obvious to me now that training myself as a summoner with Jör as my familiar was the way to go!

Damn these copyright laws! I couldn’t even find fantasy fiction without having to pay!

On the other hand, did I really begrudge a hundred and fifty eurorubles for a book that would give me so much fun, given that the money would help the author carry on living and writing? If I read the book, the author deserved it, didn’t he? Especially as it was perfectly affordable.

Soon I’d have the money to buy what I wanted! I couldn’t wait!

“Bye, Missa!” Suvi waved.

I waved back.

Time to go to Gran’s. Once we were home, I started packing. By myself! Gran got cross when Mom packed my stuff for me, saying they were making a ‘kept man’ out of me. What on earth did that mean?

I packed socks and underwear. And T-shirts — one with a bear, the other with Spiderman. Basically, it was a spider who’d been bitten by a human, turning it into Spiderman. I’d watched the cartoons and liked the character.

I’d need my cap. Carrying buckets of water was hot work…

Only now did it strike me how many of my things had pictures of bears on them. Even my cap had a bear’s face on it. Was I some sort of ambassador for the bear community or something?

“Right, time’s up!” Gran didn’t like to wait, so she just picked me up with one hand and the backpack with the other. “We’ll be back in a week. Don’t fret. And DON’T get taken prisoner!” she added, looking at Dad.

“That’s not going to happen… not now,” he sighed.

Whoosh. Off we popped! It turned out that Gran could only teleport twice every twenty-four hours, which was why she didn’t pick me up from preschool every day and take me back to her place.

This time she took me straight to the cottage. Was she getting soft on me?

“Where’s that scwoll, Gran?” I asked, going inside.

“In your room.”

“I bet you opened it and had a look, didn’t you?”

“Of course.”

I frowned crossly. Although it was no more than I’d expected.

“And… what’s in it?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” was all she replied.

At first, I was perplexed. What did she mean, she didn’t know? She’d opened it after all. She must have read it and found something out.

But when I went up to my room, threw down my backpack and opened the scroll myself…

“Hmm… yeah… uh-huh. All very clear,” I nodded, reading the contents.

I didn’t understand A SINGLE THING.

“It’s in demonic,” I sighed. “Of course it is!”

What a swine that demonologist was! So that was why he’d been so willing to give up the scroll — he couldn’t read it in any case! Nor was he likely to have sold it, since there was bound to be one just the same at the Archive, and nobody else would want a scroll that they couldn’t read.

I’d been fooled like a child!

“Okay,” I said, lacing my fingers together.

Well… this was a cause for celebration, wasn’t it? No, seriously. It was true that I’d been tricked and given something unreadable. But the thing was, I would read it anyway. And if something was written in the demonic language and remained undeciphered, there was a huge chance that not only was it powerful, but it was also unique. After all, there was no translation. Besides me and one or two polyglots, who in the world would be able to read it?

“Hee-hee — power…,” I chuckled to myself, rubbing my hands.

‘Swarm, can you translate?’

I opened the scroll. It was written on two sides. There was some text and a few pentagrams. Obviously, I wouldn’t go drawing the symbols without knowing what was written. I might be little, but I wasn’t stupid. I was nearly two!

‘No. We don’t have a big enough vocabulary. But I can identify a couple of words’

‘Go on’

‘Take. Death’

I raised my brows.

Excuse me?

That sounded promising. What could be taken after someone’s death? It had to be something non-physical, because why the hell would I need a spell to take something I could grab with my hands? No, there was something powerful in this scroll. Hidden behind the dialect.

Pouf! — I heard a soft popping sound, like someone thumping a pillow.

I turned around. Sitting on my bed was Cat. That was the sound he made when he teleported.

“Mm, hello there. It’s me,” he drawled.

“Is there something you want, or did you just miss me?”

“The mistress ordered me to watch over you and your family. Mm, yes,” he nodded, adjusting his whiskers. “Yesterday, actually. But I was busy going from one apartment to the next mending primuses.”

“Why do you do that?”

“It’s a hobby.”

I sighed. Dear me, there was no figuring out what went on in that cat’s head. He fixed primuses, apparently. But since nobody had them, it was anyone’s guess what exactly he was fixing.

Hang on… it had only just dawned on me!

It was Cat! A demon! A demon in a cat!

“Cat!” I exclaimed, jumping up.

“Mm, yes?”

“Can you wead this?” I showed him the scroll. “You don’t have to twanslate — I know you won’t do that coz you’re an asshole. But can you at least tell me what it’s about?”

“Mmm…” Cat knitted his brows.

“Ple-e-a-a-se,” I begged, looking him in the eye. “Just what it’s about. I’ll twanslate it myself.”

“Mm, darn it,” he said. “The mistress told me not to teach you any of this stuff. To stay clear of it. I’m already disobeying her by helping you with the dialect…”

I raised my brows. Was that so? Meaning I should be all the more grateful to Cat? But why was Gran trying to stop me? Who did she think she was?!

He was a demon, and demons couldn’t be trusted, but he was also a cat, and cats could be trusted. What are you gonna do?

“Well, mm, all right then. Give me your scroll. Let’s take a look.”

Beaming, I handed him the scroll. I felt so impatient I started marching on the spot like a soldier. It was like waiting to find out what your birthday present was! Come on, what’s it all about? Mm? MM?

Cat unrolled the scroll and read. And the more he read, the sicklier his expression became.

This didn’t bode well.

“What’s in it?” I asked politely.

He looked up, a frown etched on his face. He looked me right in the eye, as if attempting to find something that would convince him to tell all.

What was in there, damn it?!

“Master Great-Grandson…,” he began, quietly but firmly. “Promise me that if I tell you, you won’t use it against me.”

I stiffened.

I was a tough cookie. I’d gone through an awful lot for someone who was two years old. I’d even fought demons, for heaven’s sake. But some phrases could stop me in my tracks with instant effect. Phrases like that one.

“U-use what?” I stuttered. “What is it?”

“Promise!” he insisted.

“Well, okay. I prom…”

“No! Not like that. That’s not how it’s done,” he said tensely, as if cross with himself rather than me. He lowered his head darkly, then thought of something and looked up at me again. “A contract. Let’s make a contract. I tell you what the scroll’s about, and you swear not to use it against me. It’s that or nothing!”

Now I was stunned less by his behavior than by the essence of what he was proposing.

A contract? The demonic kind?! I knew all about those. I’d read about them in books. In fact, I was getting to be extremely well-informed. My store of knowledge was increasing by the day.

After Victor Knyazyev, our emperor, came to power, demonology, necromancy and other occult practices soared in popularity. Those schools of magic were officially sanctioned, and the Emperor himself began gradually passing on his knowledge.

In demonology there are Contracts — a magical agreement between two parties, which cannot be broken. And if Cat was as desperate as all that to ensure that I didn’t use the scroll against him…

Then whatever it contained must be something big.

“In that case, you have to twanslate it,” I replied.

“Out of the question.”

“Cat,” I sighed, knowing that I couldn’t lose. “Sooner or later I’ll twanslate it anyway. If not today, then in a month. In a year. But I’ll learn the spell, and you won’t have pwotection.” It was all I could do not to grin. “Think about it, Cat. Think! You’re alweady bweaking your mistress’s command. You need pwotection for that, if nothing else!”

He gave me a very dark look. I was half-minded to do a little dance.

Ha-ha! I could feel Mom’s genes swirling around inside me. I could feel their power! Wow, Mom, it feels great to be this damn sly! And you’ve enjoyed this power your whole life? The power of the cute face and devious eyes?

“How old are you?” Cat asked.

“Nearly two!”

“Holy mackerel — what are you going to end up as?” he said, shaking his head. “Let’s do it this way, then. A contract. You agree not to use the spell on me, and I agree to tell you right now what it’s about, plus to teach you enough of the dialect so you can translate it yourself.”

I felt Mom’s spirit, genes and upbringing place a hand on my shoulder, guiding me through this complex world of wily negotiations.

Yes, Mom, I see it. Thanks for being with me.

“You sly kitty — I see what you’re twying to do!” I said, wagging my finger. “You’ll teach me all wight, but you’ll take ten years about it! In that case we’ll agwee on a timefwame. One month. I’ve got to be able to wead the scwoll myself in one month.”

He tutted.

“Ha!” I couldn’t help poking him in the face.

“Okay,” he said.

And so it was that Cat made the contract even more favorable to me! I’d only asked him to translate the text, but he himself insisted on teaching me. That was way cooler!

“Plus, I can use the spell on you if you thweaten me and my loved ones! Another condition.”

“Do you take me for a fool? I may be a cat, but I’m no idiot. You could just decide that every living being is a loved one — and where would that leave me?

I tutted.

“Relatives. You can use it on me if I threaten your blood relatives. But it would never come to that. I’m extremely fond of your family.”

I tried to think of something else, but I couldn't — save for a few very cheeky demands that Cat would obviously never agree to.

All that remained was to clinch the deal.

“Okay,” I said holding out my hand. “Agreed.”

Cat nodded and held out his paw. As soon as I squeezed it, I felt a whirlwind of energy binding my hand to his paw, as if nailing them together!

‘Swarm, adapt to the contract and cancel it!’

‘I can’t. I don’t see any threat’

‘Ugh! You useless dork’

The whirlwind stopped, and our hands became unfastened.

‘Something has made changes to your core. I assume it’s a part of the contract. It’s not harming you, but it’s perfectly capable of doing so’

Meaning now I couldn’t use that thing on Cat… whatever it was.

What was it, by the way?

“The scroll teaches a spell. More of a skill, in fact.” Cat sighed, shoving it aside with his paw. “An aspect of Envy — Theft of Essence.”

I froze. Blinked.

What?

“What?” I said, confused.

“Envy is a High Sin.” He paused, as if reluctant to say any more. “He’s known for stealing and imitating. And this scroll teaches one of his powers. It teaches you…” — he paused again, heaving a sigh — “It teaches you to extract the essence of a core once and for all.”

My brows shot up. Holy…

I hadn’t the foggiest idea what this actually meant, ignoramus that I was! But it sounded amazing. A High Sin? I happened to know that there were seven of them in all, and they were all big shots down there in hell! And I would be learning one of Envy’s spells? One of his powers? Wow!

Just wow!

It would be good to figure out what it actually did, though.

“Why can’t I use it on you?” I asked. “So what if I take some of your essence? You’ve got plenty. You’re weally powerful.”

“Because it takes the whole lot, Master,” he said, shaking his head. “Demons don’t die on Earth. They get thrown back down to the lower plane. But Envy… Envy can kill immortals for good.”

I sat down.

Now I understood.

“And what would I do with the essence?” I muttered.

“Whatever takes your fancy,” Cat shrugged. “It’s a power that the being you call ‘the Nameless One’ possessed. He was originally a human being, one of Envy’s apostles, but then the power swallowed him up. And you know very well what he became after that — a feeble-minded, deranged creature that stole body parts and power…” He broke off with a sigh.

“Wait… the NAMELESS ONE possessed this power before me? What?!” I felt my buttocks tighten. “The cweature that evewyone feared a thousand years ago? That stole faces and spoke in the voices of its victims? That pairwents used to scare their childwen with? And I’m going to be its successor?”

“Well, yes,” Cat nodded. “He’s still alive, by the way. In hell. Well, sort of alive…”

Was this exclusive information that I was getting? I hadn’t yet read the history of ancient monsters, but I knew for a fact that the Nameless One was known as a monster that tried to imitate people. Now I was being told that it had started out as a human being! Could power really do THAT to someone?

“I’m surprised at how it ended up in your hands. Either the previous owner was an idiot, or he didn’t know what it was.”

“The latter.”

Franche-Comté had just come across some scroll that he couldn’t understand and had given it to the demonologist. It was possible his family had a million scrolls like that one, but they just couldn't translate them. As for the demonologist, he didn’t understand it either, so it was no big deal to give it to me.

Even I hadn’t been able to make head nor tail of it. But now I understood.

It was one of Envy’s powers. The power to kill immortals. Not just to kill them, in fact, but to extract their core. And that opened up a world of possibilities.

‘Swarm, would we be able to assimilate other people’s energy as we do with the Scarlet Witch?’

‘I don’t see any problems with that’

‘Do you think the Nameless One might have lost himself and turned into a monster because he wasn’t able to assimilate energy?’

‘That’s definitely a possibility’

‘Which means I’m already superior to one of the most terrifying creatures the Earth has ever seen’

The ability to kill a demon, an angel, a demi-god. To kill the Duke of Gluttony, the Nameless One, the Beast — anyone that possessed great and unique power. And to absorb some of their extraordinary might.

That power would be in my hands.

Getting up, I looked out of the window and saw Gran pottering about outside. She was going about her normal business, oblivious to what was happening right now in my room.

I often remembered the sad, misty look in her eyes that day by the river when she told me about the death of her husband and my grandparents.

She hadn’t been able to save them because she had been too weak. She hadn’t had the strength to be everywhere at once and stop it from happening.

Don’t worry, Gran, I won’t repeat that mistake. You’ll all live for as long as you want.

I was going to harness this power.

And through harnessing Envy’s power, I’d take away everyone else’s.

“Right then, Cat,” I said, rolling my neck. “Let’s get studying.”

‘User, I remind you that you still haven’t allocated the new Nanomachine colony’

* * *

At about the same time

Archduke Karl Johann had received no news. None at all. Either from his son or from the Russian Empire. No reports of a great battle or the unmasking of an Austrian agent and tactical mage, and no indignant protests from Victor Knyazyev.

Nothing at all. Silence. And that could only mean one thing…

Franche-Comté was dead, and his body had joined the ranks of the Russian Empire’s unliving legion.

His son was now a walking corpse under the command of the Dark Emperor, Victor Knyazyev. And no one would give him back. If the Johann family were to seek the return of Franche-Comté’s body, it would be admitting that it had sent an assassin. And that would be even worse than losing their relative.

Mark had won.

“Son of a bitch,” Karl growled, rubbing the bridge of his nose.

The door quietly opened, and a child of about seven glanced into the room. The boy had the same dark hair and blue eyes. Bashfully gripping the edge of the door, he peered in from around the corner.

“Dad,” he began hesitantly. “When will my brother be back?”

“Never.”

The boy’s eyes widened. His heart sank.

“I don’t understand,” he muttered. “He said… he’d be back… soon.”

“No. He’s not coming back. Now get yourself ready. We’re going to start your training,” the archduke said, turning around. “You’re going to avenge your brother and take his place. You’re going to be even stronger. Even better.”


Chapter 13

TRAINING IN PROGRESS. My development mustn’t stop for a second.

I’d replayed my fight with the demons over and over again in the Swarm’s simulation mode. Yes, they were barely taller than a child, they had the strength of an adolescent, and they weren’t over-endowed with intelligence. Yes, I’d defeated them. But could I have done it better?

The answer was a resounding yes.

The demon hologram made a lunge forward. The last time, I’d just managed to dodge to the side, instead of which I could have done something mad, but super-effective.

I lifted my leg, waited for the moment when my foot touched the fork, and slammed it to the ground with all my might. Wham!

‘Congratulations. You did it’ The Swarm was generous with its praise today.

After that, all that was left to do was jump up and strike. Pow! End of simulation.

“Whew!” I panted. “Finally.”

I’d spent an age trying to pull that one off! Imagine it! Pinning my opponent’s weapon to the ground with my foot! Admittedly, I wasn’t sure exactly what the point of it was. It would have been easier to dodge to the side and grab it with my hands. But no matter. I was trying to work through all possible scenarios.

Since I had a fight simulator in my head, why not use it to get advance experience? What was it that employers said — at eighteen years old you need twenty years of experience?

“Misha, why are you fighting the air?” Gran’s voice suddenly sounded behind me.

“You wouldn’t understand,” I said, wiping the sweat from my brow. “I’m twaining.”

“What, by beating up the air? Has your brain overheated or something?” she said, looking at the sun. “Mind you wear your cap outside.”

“Gwan…”

“Do you have any friends? I mean, real ones. Or a girl? You should have at your age. It’s never too early to start building a harem.”

“Ugh, Gran! What would I want with girls? They’re stupid!”

“True enough, I guess,” she shrugged. “Okay, I’m off for a couple of days. Be good, don’t burn the house down and don’t sit around scratching your… ahem. Never mind,” she said ruffling my hair. “Anything you want me to bring back?”

“Something tasty!” I said excitedly.

“Eat honey! I’ll bring some lingonberries.”

“Ugh, lingonbewwies?”

An intense flash lit up around my leather-clad great-grandmother, and she vanished, leaving behind a smell of sulfur and fire. Well, here I was on my own again. It was usual for Gran to leave for a day or two to attend to business in the outside world. What was it she did, I wondered.

‘Right then, Swarm.’ I rolled my neck. ‘The time has come. We can afford to lose consciousness for a day or so. Go on, advise me.’ A smile spread over my face. ‘It’s time to do a little more evolving’

Finally. Now that Gran had gone, I wouldn’t have to make excuses for lolling in bed for a whole day. Oh, how I’d been waiting for this! A new colony… new capabilities!

Let’s go!

‘The obvious choice is the digestive system. A second colony would enable you to extract nutrients from grass and even from wood, to which you took such a liking. Another possibility is the brain. A second colony would increase memory space and unlock Acceleration’

‘What do you mean by that?’

‘Accelerated thinking. For a short period of time, you would be able to access a quarter of all my computing capacity. You would think so rapidly that time would slow down around you. That capability, by the way, like all the others, depends on the strength of the core, since that it is where I get energy from’

This got my attention.

The Swarm was unbelievably quick at analyzing stuff. And to get even a quarter of that speed for myself, my own brain, my own use…

That had to be a candidate for the new colony. Imagine being able to slow down time! I would easily win any battle, figuring out the perfect plan as I went along!

‘What else?’

‘The skin. I would establish a direct connection between the core and the hypodermis. That would increase energy absorption efficiency and general protective properties’

‘Damn it, I need that too!’

‘Then there’s the central nervous system. I’d link that to the core, too. The stronger your core, the more efficient processes related to the nervous system would be, from reaction speed to nerve thresholds. The neuromuscular connection, for example — your muscle boundaries would expand’

‘Hell, why does it all sound so great?’

‘I wasn’t created to be useless’

Was it just me, or did it sound proud of itself?

Argh! It wasn’t fair! I’d love to have the accelerated thinking, especially as I’d nearly maxed out the Swarm’s memory with all those downloaded books and languages. But I wanted the extra protection, too, and the rapid reaction speed, and the muscle expansion.

Accelerated thinking certainly sounded appealing, but… wasn’t it better at my age to focus on physical development? There was already a colony in my digestive system, which helped speed up the growth of new colonies. Now it was time to build up the core, which would also boost the capabilities of the Swarm itself.

And a colony in the hypodermis would speed up my energy channeling.

Sighing, I put on a T-shirt and went to my room. I lay on my bed and closed my eyes.

‘Swarm. Colony in the skin’

‘Right away’

“Ahh!” I howled. It felt like thousands of prickly ants had started racing around under my skin.

A defensive reaction was triggered. The Swarm flicked switches in my head, and I fell asleep.

Soon, I would wake up as a new person.

* * *

At around the same time

Theodore Junior came home dejected. His eyes were downcast, his arms hung limply by his side, and he was out of sorts. Yes, he was still a five-year-old child with scant knowledge of life, but his father went out of his way to help him fill the gaps in his experience.

Indeed, the boy had very nearly become a cannibal like his father.

It is hard to imagine what Theodore went through that day. What must have passed through his mind as he sat among all those terrible people, knowing what he would be expected to do.

But he’d been saved by sheer luck. By a simple coincidence.

He’d been saved by a child just like himself.

That child, who had appeared in an unsuitable horned mask together with the Queen of the Feast, had wrecked everything. He had destroyed the totem, ruined the feast, and fled, provoking Michael’s father to kill everyone at the entrance to the underground venue.

Since then, Theodore Senior had turned his back on such activities and quit the Society. It had done nothing to increase his power or prestige. Instead, he had now turned all his attention to his son’s social upbringing. An aristocrat must strive to be the best in all respects!

But this, too, weighed heavily on the child. The expectation upon him and the manner of his upbringing made it impossible to resign himself to the role of an underachiever.

“What’s up?” his father asked.

“Nothing,” the boy mumbled.

“Tell me. There’s only us here. You have my permission.”

“Michael’s an idiot!” he said, stamping his foot. “He laughs at me! And I have no way of getting back at him. He’s stronger. And his friend is strong too. No one wants to help me fight him, everyone’s scared of him! He… he says that I’m an idiot myself, and that he’ll leave me in the dust! And another thing…” — he clenched his fists and sniffed — “Katya is always trailing after him. Even when she talks to me, it’s always about that idiot!”

Theodore Senior tore his eyes away from his phone and looked at his son. The latter blushed, his eyes dropping to the floor. He was clearly very sad and upset. He was a child, after all, for all his smartness and high society upbringing. Children weren’t good at dealing with emotions.

And despite all his sins, Theodore Senior was very fond of his son and would do almost anything for him.

“You’ll be moving up to the senior group soon, yes?” he asked.

“Yes,” the boy mumbled. “There’ll be older children there, and we’ll have different classes and sports. They say that’s where they decide who gets to go to the best school… it’s very important…”

“Michael won’t get in,” Theodore Senior declared simply, and he went back to his phone.

The boy was perplexed. But hope lit up in his eyes.

“Huh?” he said, raising his head.

“There’ll be a test, right? Michael will fail it and stay in the junior group. He’ll be the underachiever.”

“But he’s smart. He’s the smartest and strongest in the group! He’ll pass it all right.”

“No. He. Will. Not,” his father said emphatically. “Consider it a birthday present.”

The boy smiled.

At last, the fall of Michael was in sight.

* * *

“MEEOOW!” Something howled in my ear. “MEEOOW!”

“Uh!” I cried, leaping up.

Suddenly, I was wide awake, my heart pounding, sweat rolling down my face, my eyes scouring the room for threats. Who?! Where?!

Oh, it was Cat. He’d frightened the life out of me, the fat brute!

“WAKEY-WAKEY,” he yelled, “WE’VE GOT STUDYING TO DO! MEEOOW!”

Boy, he was loud!

I looked around. Outside, it was early morning. The sun was shining, the birds were singing. I’d been laid up for less than a full day — otherwise I’d have woken up in the afternoon.

“MEEOOW! SSSSS!” Cat hissed and started slapping my face with his paw.

“Hey. Hey!” I tried to shoo him away. “Are you cwazy? What are you yelling for?”

“We’ve got two days every other week to learn the Dialect! I didn’t think of that when I made the contract! Do you realize we have four days to read the scroll, otherwise I’ll be in breach of contract? And you’ve slept through one of them! Time to get up!”

“Okay, okay, I’m getting up,” I croaked, swinging my legs off the bed and rubbing the sleep from my eyes.

That was some awakening…

I got Cat’s meaning, though. We had literally three days to finish learning the dialect, or he wouldn’t have kept his side of the bargain.

‘Oh, dear, dear.’ I rubbed my face again. ‘Huh? This feels kind of strange.’

It was as if my skin had gotten more… comfortable or something. Before, I’d never really been aware of it. Skin was just skin. But now it was like I was snugly encased in a perfectly fitting costume. I felt as though I’d become conscious of it for the first time.

I remembered watching a movie where there was something called an exosuit. That was what it was like. As if my skin had become armor — not ordinary armor, though, but an extension of my body. I could feel with my armor. I could control it. As if it was separate from me and a part of me at the same time.

I could now say for sure that my skin was… non-human.

I breathed out slowly and closed my eyes.

I could feel things happening. It was strange. Inside me was a sphere that had just let out a pulse. That pulse ran through the fibers connected to my skin, and my skin stirred in response. It started moving!

The pores opened, and particles of energy passed through.

Now, instead of flitting about my body, they went straight to the core.

I started coughing hard.

‘Your core has evolved’

I began to wheeze.

It felt as though my lungs had suddenly been cleared out. I was coughing not out of breathlessness, but because I was inhaling too much!

“Er, Master?” The Cat sounded worried.

I put my hand out and stopped him. Stay calm. Everything’s fine. Just breathe!

I closed my eyes again. My core… had changed. Man, it felt weird! It was no longer a sphere, no longer a pearl. Or rather, it was still the same, but now it had sprouted a web. Whereas before it had been hovering in a void, now it was supported by cords and ligaments joined up in all directions!

As if on command, my skin returned to its normal state, stopping the intake of energy. I could literally feel it moving. Like a machine!

My core calmed down. The pulsating stopped.

I started to feel more at ease.

I examined my hands. ‘Swarm, is everything all right?’

‘Of course. Apart from the increased heart rate, but that’s temporary’

I clenched my fist. ‘What’s changed?’

‘I’ve connected your hypodermis to the core. Now energy affects your body even more than before. Plus, the core has had to reconfigure itself. You felt that happening. The core has attached itself to the skin’

I didn’t feel any new strength or power. The core hadn’t got stronger. It had just changed.

The feeling of having new lungs, by the way, had now passed.

Hang on!

Closing my eyes again, I plunged into meditation. My skin stirred as the machine kicked into gear. My pores opened and…

Air seemed to flood in.

‘Swarm, what’s this? Am I breathing through my skin?’

‘While energy is being absorbed, yes. Don’t forget, the core affects the whole body. And now it is directly connected to the skin’

‘And since I invented a channeling method based around absorption through the skin’

‘Yes. The channeling method you invented at five months old is ideally suited to a colony in the hypodermis. You now breathe through your skin as well. I think you can learn to control that process’

Huh?

No way.

“Are you all right, Master? What is it?” Cat asked.

“Yeah,” I answered, swallowing, “I’m okay.”

“It’s just that you had a coughing fit and started to smell of sausages. I thought something must have happened.”

“No, really, I’m absolutely… I started to smell of what?”

“Sausages.”

“Huh?”

“Huh?”

We looked at each other. Without taking my eyes off Cat, I smelled my hand.

It smelled of Caramel Crunches.

‘Swaaarm?’

‘I assume it’s due to the Lust gene. I connected your hypodermis to the core, and your core was altered by Lust. The same principle applies as with your hair. My guess is that…’

‘I’ll smell of whatever the person smelling me likes?’

‘Most likely’

This was crazy.

What the hell?

I lifted my T-shirt and looked down at my body, expecting to see some awful monstrosity. A third arm or something. But all I saw was…

“A paunch?”

‘What’s this? You’ve fattened me up? Are you kidding?’

‘I’m not capable of kidding. And no, that wasn’t me’

‘Then who?’

‘It’s because of the abnormal quantity of food that your great-grandmother feeds you. I was surprised to find that even I couldn’t cope with such a massive intake of food. So yes, you’ve put on a bit of weight. If you stop eating the same as four adults, I’ll soon have you back to your ideal shape’

I sighed. It was a fair point. Gran was forever urging me to ‘eat, eat!’ And it was all so damned delicious, too! How could I refuse? It was out of the question in any case — Gran got upset if you didn’t eat.

I’d have to work out harder. Or put the next colony in my stomach.

“Oh, cwap…,” I said, clutching my head.

“I, mm, beg to differ. I love that smell. Sausages. Nice, fresh, plump…”

“I’m not plump!”

I was done for.

My skin had become a magical machine, a combination of magic and Nanomachines. My core had turned into an organ suspended on a web of ligaments, and I now smelled pleasant to anyone who cared to sniff me.

‘What kind of creature am I turning into?’

‘A perfect one’

The Swarm’s voice… it had changed. Or was I imagining it? Instead of a neutral, mechanical monotone, I thought I detected a note of excitement.

Nah, it couldn’t be. The Swarm had never shown any emotion before. It must be the smell of Caramel Crunches making me crazy. I hadn’t eaten one in a long time.

“Okay, stop looking at me like that,” I said at last. “Let’s get studying.”

“I can’t. I want sausages now.”

Three days to learn the dialect? Let’s do it!

I’d hit those demons with such foul-mouthed abuse that they’d regret ever setting foot on Earth.

My Earth!

* * *

The day after next, I was taken home. That same morning…

“Children! Today we’ll be sitting the senior group entrance exam,” the teacher announced, clapping her hands. “No wandering off or running around after lunch, please! Thank you.”

Yes, we’d been warned about this. What was the point of exams, though, if the children here were all geniuses anyway? Seriously, when I met my classmates, I couldn’t help being impressed by their level of intelligence.

There were no classes today. They just let us play and entertain ourselves for a couple of hours before feeding us.

“Misha, why do you smell of barberry candies? You have done for several days now!” Max struck an indignant pose. “Give me one!”

Ah, of course. I was used to everyone gawking at my hair. Now people were going to be sniffing me as well.

It was all Lust’s fault. Stupid bare-assed broad! What had she done to me?!

I spent half an hour explaining that I didn’t have any barberry candies, I wasn’t hiding anything from him, and if I did have some, I would certainly share them. Barberry candies were to Maxim what heroin is to a drug addict.

“Hmm,” he frowned. “You must be eating them at home, then. Look how round you’ve got!”

“Huh?” I slowly turned towards him.

“Plump!” yelled Katya from the other side of the room.

“Huh?” I looked around.

It wasn’t as if I was fat! I’d just filled out a bit. My cheeks had gotten a little rounder. My arms were bigger. But I didn’t have any flab!

‘Swarm, have I put on a lot of weight?’

‘Not a lot’

‘So what are they on about, then?’

‘Before, you were thin with pronounced cheekbones. Now… they’re not so pronounced’

I threw up my hands.

“Oh well,” Maxim said, patting me on the back with a guilty air. “At least you can say you’re the biggest boy in the preschool.”

“And the plumpest!”

I hate children.

* * *

“Right, children!” the teacher said, clapping her hands. “I see you’re all good and ready. Well done!”

We were standing outside, a squadron of intrepid kids in blue pants with braces or skirts, T-shirts, and bright yellow caps. Each child also had a whistle on a string to scare away dodgy men.

“Okay! The exam will take place not here, but in a building on the next street. That is our second establishment — the school.”

“Ooh! School!” the children gasped in awe.

We had never been taken beyond the grounds of the preschool. This was our first outing as a group.

“Form a column of pairs please!”

Naturally, Maxim and I looked at each other.

“Boy and girl!” the teacher added. “If you can’t find a partner, I’ll pair you up myself.”

A chorus of protest went up among the children. Girls? Eww! Why on earth would we want to pair up with girls? They were stupid! And they played boring games too. They had stupid dolls, while we had robots. Proper toys!

Admittedly, they thought the same about us, which was why there was such a commotion.

Anyway, did she even hear herself? Hello? Get real, woman! Did she really expect us to form pairs by ourselves — to choose a partner voluntarily? Did she have any idea what the consequences of that would be?

“Ha-ha! Boyfriend and girlfriend!” Jeers rang out at the first pair.

“She’s not my girlfriend!” the boy protested heatedly. “Shut up!”

And so it had begun. What a nightmare! I decided to stand and wait for someone to be allocated to me. It was the lesser of two evils.

I didn’t care who. Just as long as it wasn’t…

“Sinitsin — you go with Kaiser.”

Noooo!

“Miss, I don’t want to go with Kaiser. He’s fat!”

“That’s no reason not to pair up with him. Besides which, you are a lady, and ladies don’t say such things. Consider yourself reprimanded, Sinitsin! Especially as Kaiser is not fat.”

There you go!

“He’s chunky. And that’s a good thing! Thinness is a sign of poor health.”

Bastards!

Katya snorted a laugh, muttered something and reluctantly approached me. The green-eyed girl in the blue dress and yellow cap stood beside me. Despite all those times I’d chased her with Oleg in my hands, this was the first time I’d seen her up close.

She had long, black eyelashes, neat, clearly manicured eyebrows and a thin, oval face. Her hair was dark blond, and just lately she always wore it in plaits.

Those bright green eyes of hers were another trait she had in common with my mother. ‘Big-eyed’ was something you could easily say of Mom, too — like looking at two jade saucers, polished to a gleam.

Cripes. Much as it pained me to admit it, Katya was, objectively speaking, a good-looking girl. It was hardly surprising that half the boys kept ogling her. But that, as I said, was objectively speaking. Because subjectively…

“What are you looking at?” she said venomously and loudly, so that everyone could hear. “Want to eat me or something, fatso?”

Okay, I take it all back. She was a horrible, maddening little creep.

“Anyway, why do you always smell of roses?” she asked, sniffing. “Ugh! Disgusting!”

“Weally? I like it,” I shrugged. “It’s a gweat smell.”

She flashed a scowl at me. Just for a second. Then she went quiet. And a good thing too. That strident voice of hers did my head in!

I cast my eyes around at the other kids. Nothing untoward was going on. I couldn’t see Theodore, though — was he somewhere behind me? Ah, there he was. Three pairs behind Katya and me. The girl he’d been paired with was eyeing him and even blushing. Not that he gave a damn.

He was too busy staring the hell out of me.

‘What do you want, jerk?’ I twirled my finger at my temple.

Then I turned away. To hell with him.

Where was Maxim?

“No partner, Smolentsev?” the teacher said. “Very well, you can go with me. Give me your hand.”

What?! I got lumped with Katya, and he got that beautiful grown-up lady?!

He was grinning about it, too, the swine!

Everyone was now assembled and in pairs. The column of intrepid kids in yellow caps set off in an orderly file behind the teacher. There wasn’t far to go, but the journey was a hazardous one!

It involved… crossing the road! At the traffic lights!

“Ooh!” the children murmured, looking around them.

Were these kids so mollycoddled that just being let outdoors was a big deal for them? I wasn’t two yet, and I already slayed demons.

If I were their age, I’d be… nine!

“Dear me, what a pitiful bunch,” Katya said, shaking her head. “They’re like children!”

I glanced at her.

“You’re no different,” I muttered.

“I’ve crossed the road before! By myself! With Mom!”

“Wow,” I said, rolling my eyes.

“Ha-ha! Jealous, are you?” she exclaimed with genuine glee. “You never get to do things like that!”

“What a shame…,” I said wearily, wishing I hadn’t said anything.

That, by the way, was officially the longest exchange we’d ever had. And probably the calmest.

“Ah well, never mind. When we get into the senior group, then the fun will start! You wouldn’t know — you’re stupid. But I know! Have you noticed we don’t do any sport? Even though there’s a pool. And they don’t take us to exhibitions or anything. Basically, all we do is play and go to lessons, which are all in the same classroom.”

She had a point. On my first day I’d been shown lots of different rooms, a gym hall, a pool, even an observatory with telescopes. But we’d never been anywhere except the classroom, the playroom and the dining hall. I’d kind of forgotten about all that.

“That’s because we’re little. But when we pass the test, we’ll be grown-ups. We’ll be doing sports. We’ll be swimming! Can you swim, by the way? Probably not, seeing how fat you are. But I can!”

Jeepers, would she ever leave me alone?

Still, what she’d said was interesting. So, we hadn’t started on serious classes just because we were the creche group? And now they were either going to kick us out or send us up to the main preschool group — which would mean hanging out with the big kids, and sports competitions, and outings…

It sounded like it would be way more fun in the senior group! In all honesty, I’d got rather bored of just playing, eating and sitting in class.

In three months, Maxim and I had eked out all the fun we could. The teachers had gotten used to us and stopped being scared of us. In academic terms, I was five years ahead of everyone else. Going to preschool had gotten plain boring. Maxim was the only saving grace.

But the senior group…

There’d be sports, which were great for building muscles, reactions and everything else. There’d be swimming, and all kinds of exercises. There’d be new classes, including astronomy. And we’d get to go on outings, which were bound to be interesting. Except for home, Gran’s house and the studio, I’d hardly seen any of the world. I never went anywhere.

Fantastic! It was a new phase in my life, as Maxim had said. It was growth.

I was moving up in the world!

We crossed the road, skirted around an apartment building, crossed another road and turned into the grounds of the school. It had the same white-stone look as our preschool, only… it was a school. Just differently shaped buildings.

“Well done, children. You managed that very well and were perfectly behaved!” the teacher announced.

Was that part of the test too? Like, discipline and resilience, or something? That was funny. All this testing was evidently designed with the preschool brain in mind. Meaning it was easy-peasy. For me, that is, heh-heh.

We entered the building. It was all so different here! All kind of… grown-up. Yes, this was a far cry from preschool. It was something else entirely. It was… schooool.

We were led to the cloakroom, where we were issued with clean shoes and told to take off our yellow caps. Then we filed into a classroom on the same floor. Wow, look at the size of those desks! Were they made for giants?

The desks were adjusted for our height, and we were told to sit down. Each child had their own desk, meaning I could get away from Katya at last!

I took my place.

“Right, folks! Now we’ll see how much you’ve remembered from all those lessons you’ve had in etiquette, the world around us and elementary history!” the teacher enthused. “Based on how well you do, we’ll decide who moves up to the senior group and who stays in the creche to learn it all again!”

The latter option sounded positively frightening. Like a jail sentence. Everyone grew tense. No one wanted to stay in the creche — not when senior group was beckoning with its promise of fun, new kinds of classes and a new phase of life.

The teacher checked that everyone was present, then she took a pile of envelopes and set about handing them out.

There was the sound of paper being ripped. Three people.

Oh, you fools…

“Those of you who have opened the envelopes have failed the test!”

Yep — we’d covered that in etiquette class. Along with stuff about eating and drinking. We’d been told!

The upshot was that three children failed right at the start and were led out in tears. Katya wasn’t one of them, worse luck.

“Now you can open them!”

The sound of paper being torn filled the whole classroom.

We’d been taught how to read and write. We’d been taught hand coordination. We’d been taught about etiquette and the world around us. And it had all been for this moment!

Except that I’d known it all even before I started preschool.

Writing, reading, and basic knowledge. This would be a piece of cake for me. I expected no problems at all. I’d just dash off the answers and that would be it. I’d…

I’d…

‘W-what… is this?’

As I read the first page of the question paper, my hands started to shake. Turning over, I grabbed the second sheet. Then I snatched the third, casting a panicked look over its contents.

“Is everything all right?” the teacher asked.

Everyone turned my way.

My hands were trembling. My face was pale.

‘What kind of questions are these?’ I held the sheet tightly. ‘WHY ARE THEY SO HARD?’

I couldn’t answer a single one of them…

* * *

News Bulletin on Imperial One

Fall is nearly upon us, meaning that entrance exams for all kinds of institutions are now getting underway.

Good luck to all those preparing for them. May the strongest triumph!


Chapter 14

I LOOKED THROUGH THE QUESTIONS, trying to find at least one that I could answer. Just one, damn it!

There wasn’t a single one.

This was crazy. This shouldn’t be happening! This wasn’t what I’d expected!

I raised my hand.

“Is something wrong, Kaiser?”

“Could you come here, please?”

She heaved a sigh and came over.

“Is this definitely my test?” I asked, pointing to the paper. “Are you sure? Is it definitely for me, and not for schoolchildren?”

She glanced over it. Come on, you can see how hard it is! I mean really hard! Not every schoolkid would know this stuff, let alone a preschool child! There must be some mistake. You must have given me some older kid’s test…

“No, it’s yours all right,” she shrugged. “Do you want to withdraw?”

My chest tightened. I looked into the teacher’s eyes… and saw no emotion there.

She was deadly serious.

It was my test.

“No, I don’t want to withdwaw.”

“Then you’d better get on with it.” She turned around and moved away. “That goes for all of you. What are you looking at? Time’s moving on!”

Everyone stopped staring at me and turned back to their sheets.

How come you’re not reacting? How come you’re so calm? What is it you’re writing? How the hell would you know anything about the politics of the last century? How is it that…

You have normal tests for preschoolers?

‘I’ve been set up. They’re deliberately failing me…’ I clutched the paper.

It was obvious. These pampered darlings, who weren’t even allowed outside on their own, would have screamed blue murder if they’d seen what was in front of me! But they were fine.

‘Damn it… damn it…’ My breath quickened as I desperately tried to find at least one question that I could understand. ‘Damn it all!’

I couldn’t. I didn’t know any of it. I’d read dozens of books, but none of them had covered THESE questions. There was nothing here about the theory of familiars, or magical theory, or the history of ancient monsters!

I couldn’t answer a single question.

It was no use. I was going to fail. I’d…

‘User, you’re starting to panic. You might have a panic attack. Please calm down’

‘How? HOW?’ I squeezed my pencil hard. ‘Swarm, I don’t know any of this! They’re deliberately failing me! I was sure I’d answer all the questions, get top marks and wipe the floor with everyone! I was sure I was the best! But now…’ — my breath quickened even more — ‘They’re going to keep me down in the creche like an imbecile. Without friends, without authority. I’ll be there for another half a year! I… I don’t know what to…’

‘So think of something’ the Nanomachines answered.

I froze. My mind was in a spin.

‘W-what?’

‘Think of a solution’

‘How? Are you sane? If I could’ve…’

‘You can’

‘What gives you that idea?’

‘Your record of problems solved is one hundred percent. You’ve always managed to find a solution, and my analysis indicates that you’ll find one now, too’

Simple words. Spoken not by a human being, but by a machine. But they hit me like a truck hitting a baby at the traffic lights.

Calming myself, I stopped breaking my pencil to bits and crumpling the paper.

I let out a deep breath.

‘Thanks, Swarm’

‘It’s just an analysis. Glad to help’

And that was a swarm of little mechanical bugs talking. There was more humanity in them than in certain human beings.

It was right, after all. Why had I got myself into such a panic?

Actually, it was obvious why. It came down to arrogance and complacency. ‘It’s just a silly little test for kids! Easy-peasy! I’ll sail through it! Senior group, here I come! It’s me — the smart one! The genius!’ I’d been so confident that I knew everything that I found myself all at sea when it turned out otherwise.

I didn’t panic in battles. But there, it was a case of fight or flight. It was simpler. This, on the other hand, was a new situation for me. Here, I was a two-year-old child who ate tables rather than a chthonic being from the past.

I’d been rapped on the nose and brought down to earth. That was all there was to it. Complacency was a bad thing.

‘Dear me,’ I sighed. ‘I really am a child. I have an awful lot to learn’

Okay. Calmly does it. Deep breath.

Yes, my life wouldn’t be over if I failed, but I was very, VERY eager to get into the senior group. I wanted to have fun! I wanted to make progress!

I had to solve this problem. Like I always did.

I looked again at the test. It was obviously not preschool level. I was being screwed. It was crazy. It was outrageous. I had every right to complain, protest, let the whole world know! But…

If I kicked up a fuss, got my parents involved, we would be told that nothing was amiss. ‘It was his test. If he didn’t pass it, we can’t admit him.’ They could make some feeble argument, pointing out for instance that no one had stopped me getting the most stars. And that would be that. Was it worth getting into a fight right now? What were the chances that EVERYONE was involved in this?

But who, then? Who benefited from this? Not the director, surely?

‘Katya?’ I mused, looking at her.

She was circling her answers with furrowed brows, gripping her pencil in her fist like a child. No, not Katya. I was the much-treasured target of her vicious tongue and crafty schemes. I felt certain that she would be upset if I didn’t make it through.

‘Theodore…’

Now that was a possibility. He hated me. I ruined everything for him. I drew Katya’s attention away from him and stopped him being the head honcho in the group. Plus, his father was one of the preschool’s chief sponsors. He’d have a lot of connections.

It had to be them, damn it! The bastards!

Not that it made any difference right now. For the moment, the important thing was to get out of this tangle.

‘Mom, what would you have done?’

Like a real two-year-old child, my thoughts went immediately to my mom. I wanted to call for her, complain to her. People were being mean to me!

But Mom wasn’t here. Only her genes, her example, her influence.

Even this far away from her, I felt her helping me, as if she were standing behind me, whispering in my ear, guiding me. Telling me how to outsmart these people, how to get what I wanted.

“Miss,” I said, raising my hand.

“What is it, Michael?” she sighed. For some reason she didn’t look at me as she spoke.

“Can I leave the room?”

“What for?”

“To go pee and poop.”

Everyone turned astonished eyes on me. Some were open-mouthed, unaccustomed to such vulgarity. Katya giggled, while Maxim nodded understandingly. He probably wanted to go too.

“As long as you’re quick,” the teacher sighed.

Nodding, I took the hard stub of the pencil I’d broken to bits earlier, got up and walked along the rows of desks. Everyone stared at me. Everyone except Theodore.

Little scumbag. Couldn’t even look me in the eye?

Never mind. I’d make him.

Outside, an unexpected complication appeared in the form of a huge, burly man.

“Where are you going?” he asked.

“To the toilet.”

“I’ll go with you.”

‘Damn!’

Never mind. I’d still go ahead with the plan.

It turned out that, during the exam, there was practically nowhere you could get left alone! Okay, so the guy didn’t come right into the toilet with me, but he stood right outside. We’re children, for heaven’s sake! What do you expect us to do?

Although I knew the answer to that. They expected me to fail.

Locking myself in a cubicle, I took out the sharp pencil stub.

“Okay, you lowlifes,” I muttered, taking off my T-shirt. “I’m gonna make you sowwy.”

I’ll get into the senior group all right! Yes, I’ve lost the first battle. You win this time. But mark my words…

I WILL NOT LOSE THE WAR!

* * *

At the same time

The teacher was racked with guilt.

To deliberately fail a child. A two-year-old little boy — albeit one who was very smart for his age!

How could she live with herself?

She’d watched as the boy’s eyes widened, his hands started trembling, his breath quickened. He was thrown into a panic. He was traumatized!

‘Why did I agree to it?’ The teacher put her face in her hands. ‘Shit!’

She felt sorry for Michael. He was just a child. How could she do that to him? But sheer greed had made it impossible for her to turn down such a large sum. A whole year’s salary for the price of one boy’s distress.

But the sight of his frightened eyes had upped the price of her decision more than she could have imagined.

‘Would I be able to do the same thing again?’ the girl wondered, pursing her lips. ‘Why did I do it? Idiot! Why did I agree to it?’

After all, she’d taken the job because she liked little children. They were so cute and funny.

What kind of person was she after this?

‘Maybe I should confess?’ she wondered as her conscience ate at her. ‘Maybe I could somehow put things…’

The door burst open, causing the girl to jump. Spinning around, she was greeted by the sight of a terrified-looking attendant. He came in panting and sweating… and with his shirt drenched in blood.

“Quickly!” he yelled.

“W-what?”

“IT’S THE BOY. THERE’S BLOOD EVERYWHERE!”

* * *

A minute earlier

The attendant sighed wearily. More escorting kids back and forth. It was the same every time. Some of them spent a good half an hour in the toilet. And it was useless trying to explain to the little tykes that time was running out, that they didn’t have time to sit playing with their imaginary friends!

“Hey, fella!” the attendant shouted. “Whatcha taking so long for?”

The toilet flush sounded. At last!

The boy came out. Funny little guy, it had to be said. He had strange hair, and he smelled of croutons.

He looked at the child… and gasped.

‘What the…’

The boy was standing like a miniature soldier. As if frozen solid. With his hands clenched into fists, his feet pressed together, he stood like a statue, immobile, his eyes bulging.

Had he pooped himself or something? Couldn’t hold on? Usual story?

‘Why does this always have to happen?’ The poor man wiped his brow. ‘Every single time! There’s always someone who doesn’t make it in time! Dear me…’

“What’s matter, fella? Have you dumped in your…”

“BLAAARGH!”

The child vomited a stream of blood right at the man.

* * *

Oh, shiiiit…

‘Swarm, I don’t feel well at all’

‘You nearly eviscerated yourself. So that would figure’

I heard an ambulance siren blaring, but I wasn’t being driven anywhere. We were parked in the preschool parking lot. What was the siren for?

I was lying on a bed with people doing urgent magic on me. I saw a green glow and felt my skin healing. They were fixing me with some really cool magic. I started to feel better.

Whew.

“Sweetheart! SWEETHEART!” came Mom’s voice.

“Mom…,” I croaked.

“What’s wrong with you?!” she cried, running up to me.

Her voice was trembling, she was all on edge. I could imagine how worried she’d been.

What was wrong with me? Well, I’d just damn near eviscerated myself with the excavation spell I’d seen Dad’s friend Max perform.

I’d drawn the seals on my own body. Yep. It had worked a treat, too.

“Mom, I…,” I rasped.

How could I give her a sign? It broke my heart to look at her terrified, anxious face. Everything got reflected in those eyes of hers. When Mom was sad, everyone around was sad too. Especially me.

But I’d done it all for a reason.

“I’ll tell you. Only you.”

She frowned. That meant I had her attention. Okay. Now then… I winked at her and nodded at the doctors. Mom frowned even harder.

Then she nodded.

“Okay, we’re done. He’ll be fine with a bit of rest,” the doctors said. “The damage wasn’t too extensive. It looks a lot worse than it is. Ordinary magic was enough.”

“Could you leave us alone?” Mom asked.

Yes! Ha-ha!

“Well, it’s not advisable.”

“Please.” Mom suddenly switched on her inner actress, pursing her lips and making her voice kind of hoarse. “Just for a couple of minutes. I’d like to… pray. Alone.”

Whoa. That’s quite some bullshit you’ve pulled, Mom. Will they fall for it?

“Okay, sure,” the doctors nodded understandingly. “But not for long. We’ve got to keep him under observation.”

“Thank you.”

They did fall for it.

The three doctors went out and shut the door. We remained alone.

“Misha, don’t tell me you did this to yourself!” Mom whispered straight away. “Is that what happened? Did you do it on purpose?!”

“Mom, they set me up! They’re delibwately failing me!”

“Failing you?”

“Yes!” I said clutching the blanket. “And if I fail because of ill health, I get to do a wesit! It’s in their wules!”

“So you decided to cut yourself up?! Couldn’t you have thought of something else? Have you any idea how I felt when they told me on the phone?”

“Sowwy.” I really did feel guilty. “It was the only thing I could think of.”

What else could I have done, though? What options did I have?

Using psychosis was out of the question. If there was a mass panic among rich kids, Tikhonov wouldn’t have rested until he got to the bottom of it. I’d have been found out for sure.

Whisper some Demonic? Yes, people in the room wouldn’t know who it was and where it was coming from, but the cameras would show perfectly well that I was the only person moving his lips.

What else? Nothing! That was it!

The only thing that occurred to me was to use the preschool’s own regulations. The right to a resit. And it was crucial to make myself look REALLY sick, so there was no way they could wriggle out of it.

“But Misha, if that’s what they were doing, we could have, I don’t know, made a complaint to the Emperor!” she whispered. “He’s on our side — he needs us!”

“Huh?” I looked up at her. “Weally? Just make a complaint?”

“Yes!”

Hell, why didn’t they tell me that before? I’d never spoken to the guy — how was I supposed to know? On the other hand…

“The more we bother the Empewor…,” I began.

“The less willing he’ll be to help us, yes. We mustn’t bother him too much. He’s our trump card,” Mom sighed. “Misha, how do you want to play it — first get through the exam and then deal with the corruption?”

“Yes. Plus, if I get thwough and then start going after the culpwits, people will think twice about twying anything like that again. I’ve thought about it… it’s the best way. The bad guys’ll get punished, and I’ll have a guawanteed place in the gwoup.”

“And… and when did you think of all this?”

“While I was panicking…”

“You were panicking?! Oh, my poor darling!” Mom hugged me and started kissing me on the head. “You poor child! I can’t believe you did that to yourself… my baby…”

Heh-heh.

Gran could say what she liked — there was no beating a bit of motherly affection! In moderation, of course — otherwise I’d end up, in her words, a ‘henpecked shmuck’.

“Okay, Mom! We’ve got stuff to do!” I said, easing her away. “I want to pass whatever test they give me and get thwough. I’ve got a plan. But you’ve got to twust me! I’ll pass all wight!”

“All right,” she nodded with a serious face. “I’ve got it from here.”

The doctors came back in. Together with a teacher. A different one. It turned out the other one wasn’t allowed to leave the room until the exam ended. Bitch!

This other teacher was a stern woman in glasses.

“Michael’s all right, is he? That’s good to hear,” she nodded. “The doctors say you suffered no serious damage and they’re letting you go home. Unfortunately, that means that you’ve failed the exam. Our commiserations.”

“Is this some joke? Did you see what happened to him?” Mom began, raising her voice. “He has a rare disease! Have you any idea what that does to his body?! He suffers from… er… something you’ve never even heard of!”

“If your son did have something like that, you should have warned us.”

“You’re wrong! There’s not a word about that in the rules. But what they do say is that a child can be admitted for a full resit in the event of unexpected health problems. Does that not look like a problem to you?!” She pointed to my bloodstained clothes.

“Well…”

“My poor son has given his all. He’s studied so hard! Yes, his health is a little fragile… a little feeble…”

I looked down at my huge arms and muscles.

‘Poor me,’ I sighed, and a tear duly rolled down my cheek.

“But that’s no reason to deprive him of his happiness! A health problem means a resit. We’ll sort out the problem. Please be so kind as to arrange the resit for us.” She looked at me and saw the lone tear rolling down my cheek. “See? He’s crying. Do you see how devastated he is?”

“I just want to live…” I said in a faint squeak.

The teacher gazed dumbfounded first at me, the little child on the verge of tears, then at my mother, who was also on the verge of tears.

We were a pair of dirty roadside kittens, doing whatever it took to survive.

Doubts swirled in the teacher’s head, but they faded more and more as our tears kept rolling.

“Okay, okay!” she sighed. “I’ll let people know that you’re admitted to the resit. It’s the day after tomorrow. I wish you a speedy recovery. And remember — there’ll be no second resit!”

At this, she left, leaving me, the doctors and Mom.

A silence fell.

Whew! We’d done it! It was too soon to relax, however. There was every chance they’d planned for this eventuality and would try to fail me again.

Well, Michael, you always said you wanted to pass your college exams at one year old. Now here’s your chance!

“What next, Misha?” Mom asked.

“What next?” I smiled. “I’ll make those suckers pay.”

Did they think I wouldn’t pass? Did they think I’d flunk it? And they’d just shrug their shoulders and make out I was dumb?

Well, they could think again.

I may be a child, I may be two years old, but it’s a dangerous game trying to cross the bearer of the Nanomachine Sw…

“MISHA! Where did you learn that from?”

“Huh?” My epic inner speech was interrupted. “Oh. From Gwan.”

Mom tutted. “Trust her!”

* * *

That evening

Theodore Junior arrived home after his additional etiquette lessons. After dumping his backpack and taking off his shoes, he went wandering about the manor. At first it seemed empty, deserted. There were a few servants around, but his father had told him not to think of them as people. So Theodore often felt alone in the big house.

To his surprise, however, he soon bumped into his father. This was a rarity. His father was usually at work.

“How was the exam?” he asked immediately.

“I passed it, of course. It was easy.”

“And Michael?”

“He’s going to resit it. He got sick.”

“On purpose, the little weasel,” his father frowned. “It’s okay, I arranged it so he’d fail that too if it came to it. Don’t w…”

“Dad?”

“Hmm?”

“Is that… fair?”

Theodore Senior looked at his son — at his solemn face, his pensive eyes. He didn’t look sad, just preoccupied.

“What do you mean, son?”

“Making Michael fail the exam so that he’s not in the same group as me. Is that fair?”

“Of course not. That’s the point. Life isn’t fair.”

“Doesn’t that make me weaker than him, though? I mean, if I can’t beat him in a fair contest. Doesn’t that make me…” — he clenched his fists — “feeble?”

Theodore Senior raised his brows.

What was all this? This wasn’t how he’d raised his son. What was all this nonsense about fairness and feebleness? Was it that little shit Michael’s influence?

“Now listen, son,” he sighed, crouching in front of his son. “Look at me!”

The boy raised his eyes.

“There are people who are destined to crawl upon this earth. And then there are people who are higher and better by birth. Just by virtue of their family line. Superior people. High society. And one of your powers, son, is in your blood!” He prodded him in the chest. “Michael might be smarter, but you have more power and wealth just because you’re my son and heir. You are higher by birth. And you’ve got to show people that. Do you understand?”

“Y-yes…”

The child clearly had doubts. Strange. He’d never seen that before. Where had this conscience come from? Conscience was for little people! It had never helped anyone rise above others.

It must be his mother’s genes talking.

“Don’t worry,” he sighed. “With Michael out of the way, you’ll soon find out what victory tastes like.” Getting up, he ruffled his son’s hair.

Resit, eh? Well, no matter.

He’d fail that too.

* * *

I spent the whole of the rest of the day recuperating. Despite the combined attentions of the healers and the Swarm, my internal bleeding made it hard for me to think clearly. I’d told my parents everything that had happened and it appeared that, despite how furious they were, they agreed with me.

The ideal course of action was to do the test and then catch the culprits without the Emperor’s help, using legal methods. Even if they weren’t caught, no one would try to do anything against me, as I was under Tikhonov’s supervision, and we’d go to him.

There was just one thing left to do:

Pass that lousy test!

There was no preschool the following day — everyone was given the day off. And while I was at the movie studio, I did the only thing that was in my power.

I studied and memorized.

Since the Swarm had recorded all the questions, I knew what topics they were based on. So I would just go through ALL possible questions that might come up on those topics. I’d leave nothing to chance! I’d leave no gaps!

I would pass the exam better than anyone, even though passing it was impossible.

I would show those bastards who the top dog was.

“Missa!”

I looked up. Suvi was running towards me, her eyes gleaming, her joyful smile forming dimples on her cheeks. She was happy to see me! She always was.

Oh, Suvi! Not now!

“Cake, Missa. Wook! Is pink!” She pointed to the new cake standing backstage. “Wet’s go eat!”

She was always inviting me to come and eat cake. She never started without me even though cakes were her passion, her love. Her eyes burned with excitement whenever a cake appeared. She just adored them!

I felt certain that for little Suvi, eating cake with me was one of the highlights of her day.

“I can’t,” I said, finding it hard to get the words out.

“You can’t? You don’t want eat cake with me?”

Suvi was the youngest of my acquaintances. Yes, she was unbelievably bright for her age — a genius, even — but she was still less than four years old. She really was a child.

And to ruin her day like that…

Hell, eating cakes and seeing me were the reasons she came here.

“I can’t,” I repeated. “I’m sowwy.”

“But… why not?” She looked at me with sad, anxious brown eyes.

“I’m busy. Very busy. I’m doing something. It’s very important.”

“Important?”

“Yes. Very.”

Her eyes fell, and the light inside them dimmed. I’m sorry, Suvi, I really am! It hurts to see you like this, but I have no choice. I hope you don’t hold it against…

“Is okay,” she said. Drawing close, she rubbed and patted my back. “Is fine! You’re good boy! I eat awone.”

And off she ran, not wanting to distract me any further.

My eyes widened in surprise.

Moments later, she even brought me a slice of cake and a cup of tea so that I could have something to eat while I worked.

I was stunned. In a good way, of course. Had Suvi always been this sensible, this good-natured? It was as if I was seeing her for the first time. As if she’d been another person until that moment!

If anyone suited the name Bunny, it was her. Bunny herself was more of a… Fox, or something, whereas Suvi was a bunny all over! And she had a cute smile, too, with dimples!

“Yaaah!” I galloped through information on my phone.

They wanted to take on Michael Kaiser, did they? Pah! They should have finished me off the first time. That was their only chance of winning — before I’d had time to adapt.

But they’d given me a second shot, and that was a mistake.

As they would soon see.

* * *

The following evening

Not all the children had gathered at the preschool. Surprisingly, some had failed what was a relatively easy test and would spend another three months in the creche. There would be no resit for them.

The failure rate was low, however — only ten out of thirty. Given the preschool’s high standards, that was pretty good going.

“Students. Ladies and gentlemen!” the director addressed them grandly in the playroom. “I proudly congratulate you on passing your first ever examination! Give yourselves a round of applause!”

Everyone clapped. Normally, a ceremonial event like this would have taken place in the assembly hall, but that was undergoing renovation. And because the room was small, the children could easily see who was there and who wasn’t.

They looked around. Where was…

“After one week’s break you will be entering the preschool’s senior group! This means you will have sports, excursions and special activities. It means you will be studying astrology, the foundations of magic, and history. It also means you will get to know many of the older children. You’ve earned all this yourselves. You’ve shown what good students you’ve been these last three months!”

Everyone without exception was excited by the list of things to come. Even the bigshot Theodore, accustomed as he was to the finer things in life — even his eyes lit up. There was nothing kids liked better than praise and the promise of future delights.

“According to tradition, before we say goodbye, I want to announce the best results, so that you all know just what can be achieved what you should be aiming for!”

The children started whispering and looking around again. Everyone was curious to know who had got the best marks. They were old enough by now for the competitive spirit to have awakened in them!

Nonetheless, the main question on everyone’s minds was… where is Michael Kaiser? His absence could only mean one thing.

Could he really have failed the exam?

“Katya Sinitsin and Maxim Smolentsev! They only got five questions wrong. Come out here, please.”

Katya grinned and adjusted her plait with a self-admiring air. As for Maxim, his jaw dropped so hard it almost cracked.

“Me?” he asked incredulously.

No one seemed more flabbergasted by Maxim’s achievement than Maxim himself. He went to stand next to Katya.

“Now, Theodore Saltykov. Stand up please.”

Theodore grunted and stood up. No one was surprised. He always got the best marks.

“You were one point short of a perfect score. That will still go on record as one of our preschool’s rarest achievements. I’ll be honest with you — the test was designed to prevent anyone getting a perfect score. And so, to pass it with just ONE mistake is a sort of perfect result in itself. Only one percent of all students manage to do this, Mr. Saltykov. You should be extremely proud of yourself!”

Theodore beamed from ear to ear. He saw all the other children gazing up at him with gleaming eyes. Even… yes, even Katya! Even she was gaping admiringly at him, at Theodore. Even Katya, for heaven’s sake! For the first time!

At last, all his efforts were paying off. All that studying, all that patience. It had all started to bear fruit, just as his father had said it would.

The taste of victory and supremacy was the sweetest taste in the world. Theodore realized that now. And now that he’d experienced it, he’d never be able to give it…

“However, this has now been followed by an achievement even rarer, even more unique. Previously, only one child had ever answered all the questions correctly. He is now in the senior group, and you will meet him there. Yesterday, however, that feat was repeated by a second child,” — her eyes searched among the children — “Michael Kaiser. A hundred points out of a hundred.”

The children froze. At first, they didn’t even comprehend what they’d just heard. Then they didn’t believe it.

“Who, for some reason, doesn’t seem to be…”

“Here.”

A whisper, at once loud and soft, sounded out in front of and behind each person. It was as if shadows and light had whispered to them at the same time. As if some secret had finally revealed itself.

Everyone turned slowly around towards the entrance.

Theodore went still. He turned pale, and his hands started to shake. He was like a rabbit cornered by a wolf.

“Hey, Theo. Look at me. Now.”

Theodore turned around slowly and shakily. There stood Kaiser — sallow-skinned, with dark circles under his eyes. Michael hadn’t slept for over twenty-four hours. His sunken demeanor betrayed his immense tiredness. He was never like this. This was the worst they had ever seen Kaiser look.

But his eyes were burning as always. Attempts to extinguish their fire had failed.

The two boys’ gazes met.

Theodore shrank into himself. He wanted to run away! He expected Kaiser to attack him, to unleash his fury. There was madness, hatred, in those glassy, misted eyes. Which was hardly surprising after what Theodore had done to him!

That wasn’t what happened, however.

“Thanks for the experience,” Kaiser smiled.

Theodore shuddered. This felt worse than a fight.

“I hope you enjoyed your moment of glory, Theo,” Kaiser said, turning towards the exit. “In a week’s time, you’ll be just the same as you were before,” he went on, waving his hand. “The one destined to crawl. Behind me. Always. And if you couldn’t defeat me this time, do you really think you’ll ever succeed?”

With that, Kaiser left. He had no obligation to stay there outside school hours.

Silence fell over the room.

Everyone was speechless. Each for their own reasons.

* * *

It was all worth it. Waiting for the perfect moment to make my appearance.

Oh, how wonderful it was to get it all off my chest! It was childish, it was mean, it was vindictive. It was bordering on downright evil! It was a horrible stunt to pull!

But boy, it felt good to put Theodore back in his place.

Yes, I was a scumbag. I was the pits…

But that was fine with me, heh-heh.

I’d vowed that I’d force him to look at me with those cowardly eyes. And I’d done it. It was over.

“He was hiding there all along, waiting to make a dramatic entrance!” came Katya’s shrill voice.

I chuckled to myself. She was the first to get it. I’d been lurking in a corner for half an hour like some weirdo.

“Well?” Mom and Dad were waiting for me in the cloakroom.

“I came top,” I smiled.

“Yay, champ!” Dad ruffled my hair, his different-colored eyes glistening.

They started hugging me. Mom gave me a kiss. Dad was about to do the same, but I batted his bearded face away. I wasn’t a baby! Only Mom was allowed to do that.

“But how on earth did you manage it?” Dad asked.

“Oh, you know, I just…”

Just then, the door of the cloakroom swung open. We turned around to see…

The teacher who had helped fail me in the first exam, and who hadn’t been at the resit.

“Can we help you?” Mom asked.

“I…,” she began, pursing her lips and averting her eyes. “I want to apologize and confess. And to tell you everything.”


Chapter 15

I CALLED MY KILLER, and she confessed.

Well, actually I didn’t call her. She came herself. And she wasn’t a killer, but one of the people who tried to stop me passing the senior group exam. But she did confess!

“Do you mean to say that you don’t know who hired you?” Tikhonov asked.

We were sitting in an interview room. All of us — meaning me, Dad, Mom and the teacher. And Tikhonov, whom we’d all gone to see straight away.

The teacher was a young redhead, probably in her mid-twenties. Her gaze was lowered the whole time. Not once did she look us in the eye.

“No. All the offers and the money arrived anonymously,” the girl answered. “I’m sorry, I can’t tell you who was behind it.”

Damn it!

It was obviously the Theodores. Alas, however, the elder one was smarter than his dumbass offspring. Smart enough not to leave traces. And Tikhonov wasn’t the sort to deal in guesswork. It was both a strength and a weakness of his.

“And why did you decide to confess?” Tikhonov pressed, fixing her with a hard look.

“I felt disgusted with myself.”

“But you didn’t feel disgusted when you took the money?”

The girl didn’t answer.

Tikhonov blew out his cheeks and looked at us. What did he expect us to say? There was nothing to prove or disprove here. She’d just been paid some money and told to turn a blind eye to what was happening. She was just a pawn.

“Do you still have the money?” Tikhonov asked.

“Yes…”

“How much?”

“One million one hundred.”

“Grand bribery, then.”

The teacher shuddered. She’d been staring down at the table all this time, but at this point her gaze seemed to stiffen and fix itself on one point.

She was paralyzed with dread.

“Can you name others who were involved?”

“I guess… yes…” There was a tremor in her voice.

“So, you’re being co-operative, you’ve shown remorse, and you came of your own accord. Hmm…” He laced his fingers together and leaned back in his chair. “Interesting…”

My parents and I exchanged glances.

It was all quite clear. She’d turned up with a confession, and we’d gone to see Tikhonov. He’d asked a few questions, and now, obviously, he was starting an investigation.

Unfortunately, we couldn’t get to the instigator.

If the teacher ratted on the other culprits, they’d be finished, too. Unlike her, they hadn’t turned themselves in, and being more closely involved, they’d probably got a bigger payout.

All in all, I sensed that this was the start of a long and painstaking process which might or might not reach a satisfactory conclusion. We might get the perpetrators, but not the person who hired them.

There was, however, a huge positive in all this. I was now under a protective dome. Since I was right at the center of this whole stinking affair, no one would be able to try anything like that again without immediately giving themselves away. In effect, therefore, the chief objective — protecting me — had been achieved.

Just a few loose ends remained…

“So what shall we do with you?” Tikhonov sighed, looking at the girl.

Her eyes were glazed over. She was finished. Grand bribery meant either lifelong debt or six years in prison. Her whole life would be ruined. Yet she’d come here of her own accord. She’d turned herself in, knowing what lay in store for her.

And that was problematic. For me personally.

She’d confessed without even knowing that I’d done the resit. She hadn’t been at the second exam.

She’d thrown her life away just because she felt bad about herself. Simple as that. Plain old remorse.

‘Ah, hell…’ I frowned.

“Do you admit your guilt?”

“Yes, I do,” she muttered.

“Do you agree to cooperate with the investigation?”

“Yes… completely…”

Tikhonov nodded, then fell silent. There was nothing more to say. It was time to open proceedings. But for some reason we were still just sitting there.

Mom didn’t care. She was so furious that she didn’t give a damn what happened to the girl. She just wanted everyone involved in the affair to be punished. Dad, on the other hand…

“What’ll happen to her?” he asked.

“Once you’ve made your statement and given evidence — nothing good. Either four years in prison, or a fine of seventy times the amount of the bribe.”

“You mean, you haven’t opened proceedings yet? Despite all this talking? She hasn’t been charged?”

“At this point, it’s just words,” Tikhonov shrugged meaningfully.

Oho, the sly old devil! There was me thinking he was just a hard-nosed law enforcement machine! But it turned out even he had a heart!

He hadn’t opened proceedings, he said. Of course not! And our sitting here in an interview room with the tape recorder running — all that was just a figment of our imagination, was it? Clearly, he wasn’t keen on seeing the girl jailed. If he’d wanted to, he’d have thrown the book at her by now. Instead, however, he was giving us a choice.

And we had to make that choice. We had to decide the girl’s fate.

Dad looked at me.

Yes, that made sense. I was the one at the center of it all, so I should get to decide. The question was… what did I want?

‘Damn it…’

Did I want to see such a heavy punishment meted out to someone who’d shown repentance and confessed? Yes, she was a fool. A young, impulsive fool! She’d had her head turned by the promise of big money — and boy did she regret it now!

Nonetheless, she was the only one who had confessed. I could see from her eyes that she was consumed with guilt.

She deserved to be punished. Of that, there was no doubt in my mind. But what should that punishment be?

It was time to decide.

“I want to… go easy on her,” I said at last, breaking the deathly silence.

The girl jerked her head up and looked at me. Tikhonov made no movement — he just carried on examining his fingers.

“Are you sure?” my father asked.

“Some people deserve a second chance even if they did wong.”

In my past life, no one needed me. Everyone either feared or hated me.

But I’d been given a second chance. A chance for love, friends, family. For a happy life. The chance to put things right — I of all people should know how much that meant.

And having got a second chance myself, what sort of person would I be if I didn’t grant the same to others?

Maybe I’d regret it. Maybe it was naïve of me. But I wanted to break that cycle of hatred and regret right there and then.

“Well, in that case, write down your statements and all your demands,” Tikhonov said, getting up. “As for you, young lady — go home. How much did you say you got? A million? Well, whatever we find, that’s how much we’ll put down.”

The girl looked at Tikhonov in astonishment. She couldn’t believe it. The light returned to her eyes. She even seemed to hold her breath, as if what was happening was some delicate dream that might get blown away.

Covering her trembling lips with her hand, she looked at me…

“Thank you,” she whispered.

I smiled in reply.

Sure, you’re a fool. I’m a fool, too. But why suffer any more than we have to? All’s well that ends…

‘This event is affecting your body’

‘Uh!’ I gasped as a sudden, sharp stinging sensation gripped my head.

“I’ll… I’ll give it all away to charity!” the teacher said breathlessly. “I’ll…”

“Young lady, are you out of mind?” Tikhonov said impatiently. “Give away what? What are you talking about? Are you saying you have money? Would you like to count it now?”

“No!” she squealed. “I don’t have anything. I’m going!”

“You have three hours!”

No one noticed that I’d literally been having a fit. I’d been unable to draw breath for about a minute.

‘Swarm… what was that?!’

‘I don’t know’

Holy shit…

What was it with my past? Now I was more puzzled than ever about what provoked it!

* * *

When we got home, Gran was already there. We told her what had happened…

“You mean to say those sons of whores won’t even get caught?” she exclaimed. “But we know who they are!”

“We don’t have proof,” Mom sighed glumly.

“In that case, let’s just…” — Gran ran her finger across her neck — “and be done with it. I could send Cat to do it. He can turn an enemy into a puff of red smoke. It’d be done in a night, and you’d be rid of those Theodores of yours for good. What are we waiting for?”

What?! Mom’s jaw dropped. We all exchanged glances.

I must say, Gran knew how to get your attention! And she had some excellent ideas! I’d thought she was crazy, but in fact she was a very smart, absolutely right-minded lady!

“Let’s…” I began.

“Gran! That’s out of the question!” Mom exclaimed. Then she noticed my expression. “Misha, what were you going to say?”

“I, er…” A cold sweat broke out on my forehead. “Let’s… not be hasty. That’s what I meant to say.”

“Ah. See!” she said to Gran, pointing at me.

I heaved a sigh. Shame. I kind of liked that idea…

Gran and Dad, of course, were aware that I was the reincarnation of an insane chthonic being, but I wanted to keep that a secret from Mom. To her, I just wanted to be her funny little darling son, her cute little nincompoop. Later, when my schizophrenia became impossible to hide, I would reveal all — but for the time being, I didn’t want to give the game away. It was my last connection to a normal childhood! Let me live like a child!

“Gran, we might have the Emperor on our side, but the Saltykovs aren’t some random family. Their disappearance wouldn’t go unnoticed.”

“At least we’d be rid of the problem,” she shrugged.

“And we’d gain a whole lot of new ones! After Theodore, we’d have to kill Tikhonov. After Tikhonov, we’d have to go into hiding and work things out with the Emperor. Do you think he’d shake our hand? Do you know how much of this city hangs on the Saltykovs? There’s a reason they’re rich. And would you be prepared to kill little Theodore? To take a child’s life? Because sooner or later, he’d set out to avenge his father.”

Gran sighed and rolled her eyes. Mom was right. The Saltykovs were too high-profile… whatever they might get up to. We couldn’t just wipe them out.

It just showed — if you were lucky enough to be born into money, the world was your oyster. Theodore had only had to point his finger, and my childhood had nearly been ruined. But that was me — a reborn genius with Nanomachines. What about ordinary children? How would they fare?

Not well, was the answer. They didn’t stand a chance against people with money and connections. And I felt sure that, sooner or later, we ourselves would need more than smartness and cunning to prevail.

Our family needed money and connections too. Besides Gran and the Emperor. They were our trump cards. What we needed was a strong and stable framework of influence and power. Just like the Theodores of this world.

‘Damn it all!’ I thought, clenching my fist. ‘Why is the world so complicated?!’

Just the thought of kids being reduced to tears and not understanding why they were being rubbed in the dirt made me want to become a billionaire and do the exact opposite!

What was the point of money, anyway? To play dirty tricks? Meh, boring. To watch people suffer? That sucked. But to help build someone’s life, to watch everything turn out for them — now that would be something! It would be like playing robots, only with people, and on the good side. And then to stand back, smile, and think… yeah, I did that. Good on me.

“Mom! Gran! Dad!” I leaped up.

They looked around at me, nonplussed. I was standing with a dark, serious face, all tensed up, clenching my fists.

“Have you pooped yourself?” Gran asked.

“No! I pwomise not to be bad! It sucks! Being bad is for jerks!”

They exchanged glances. I especially noticed the silent exchange between my father and Vasilisa. Come on, guys, what did you expect? That I’d start eating people? It’s your tables you should be worried about!

“Oh… okay. Good. That’s a smart choice!” Mom said, giving me a kiss.

I just stood there with a proud face and a euphoric smile. I probably looked like an imbecile who’d just messed his pants, but I didn’t care! I was growing, my views on life were evolving, and I was very proud of it! I might have been self-aware right from the womb, but I was still a child.

It sucked to be bad! Theodore was bad, and where had it got him? He wasn’t having a great time! I was far from perfect myself, of course, but at least I was making an effort!”

‘And what are we going to do with you?’

The bald kitten was sitting next to the knives. Dear me, what a creature. A hairless horror — small, pink, goggle-eyed, and shaking all over. He was a mere organism, a chromosome, a quivering blob.

But whatever he was, I still loved him. He was cute.

He was getting bigger, by the way! He was fond of scoffing all kinds of junk, and it was bulking him up. Sausage skins, potato peelings… that kind of thing. Not to mention Mom’s nerves.

“Squirt, how come you’re not packed?” Gran reminded me.

“Oh yeah! One sec!”

While the other kids had a week off preschool, I had non-stop training. No rest for me, alas.

Never mind. That was how kids got tough!

* * *

A few days later

Morning

Theodore’s father was sitting in his office perusing the lists of children who had made it through to the senior group. They shouldn’t have been in his possession, of course, but being one of the sponsors of an elite preschool really did help you get your way.

“How on earth… that can’t be…,” Saltykov muttered in disbelief. “This is madness. Madness!”

His son had told him nothing. Zilch. He’d just come home in the doldrums and said absolutely nothing. Instead, he’d started to…

Do push-ups! And then asked his father to enroll him in some kind of sports club!

He assumed his son had been watching magical duelists. Fair enough. Naturally, he sent him to the very best combat sports club, with an emphasis on magical development, and hired the best dueling instructors.

But he hadn’t uttered a word, not a word, about Michael getting into the senior group along with him.

“A hundred out of a hundred?”

Saltykov knew what was in the test. Getting full marks was impossible. It contained a number of ridiculously difficult questions, and one that was way beyond the reach of a child that age. The idea was to teach a child how to lose. Rich, pampered children like those at the preschool rarely came up against major setbacks, but it was important to experience them so they’d learn not to panic in a crisis.

To pass with full marks took either sheer dumb luck, or genius.

In Michael’s case, given that his test consisted entirely of impossible questions, it was inconceivable for him to have passed it. It was fundamentally impossible for him to score any marks at all. Yet he had scored full marks. Which was completely absurd.

Now Saltykov realized why his son wasn’t speaking to him, and why he’d taken up combat sports.

He was getting himself into training.

Because his father had messed up. He’d failed him.

Kaiser had screwed them all. He’d humiliated Saltykov in his son’s eyes. He’d shown young Theodore that their blood, their family, their power meant nothing — that Kaiser was above all that.

And so the boy had stopped modelling himself on his father.

Instead, he’d started modelling himself on Michael.

“Little scumbag!” he growled, grabbing his phone.

He dialed the number of someone he’d bribed a long time ago. A preschool worker.

The dial tone sounded a couple of times. Then it rang off.

“What the hell?” he almost yelled. “Answer, you piece of shit!”

He called again. Again, it rang off. And again. And again. Then, the calls stopped getting through at all.

Theodore had been added to the blocked numbers list.

Only the next day did he discover that Tikhonov had opened an investigation. Those who could had made a run for it and severed all connections. And while all the children were on holiday, the preschool was rocked by upheavals, inquests and scandals.

And all because of one horrid little boy whose light had eclipsed the might of the Saltykov clan.

* * *

‘User, something is affecting your body’

“Uh?” I lifted my head. “Again?”

A piece of potato fell out of my mouth.

‘What is it? I’m just eating potato…’

‘Something is happening, and your core is reacting. It’s along the same lines as when you made everyone bow, when you made the children kneel under psychosis, and when you beat up that man in the village’

‘But I’m not doing anything’

‘Yes, but something is happening around you’

I looked around. Jör was creeping after a frog, Cat was sitting in a tree reading a book, the sun was shining, and Gran was somewhere by the river. Aromas of forest and grilled meat hung in the air. I filled my lungs and couldn’t help smiling.

It was a splendid day. And nothing was happening around me.

‘Are you telling me I’m going to change everyone time someone farts at the other side of the world?’

‘I guess so. Possibly’

I frowned. What a thing to drop on me!

As I’d figured out a year back, what changed me was not the bowing as such, but the retreading of an old path. A particular combination of actions and events that produced a particular outcome. It was as though, by reliving experiences similar to those in my past life, I got closer to returning to that life.

As for what was happening now, I hadn’t the faintest idea.

“So what, then?” I shrugged. “What am I doing now?”

I saw Gran coming my way with the barbecue grid. The smell of grilled meat wafted towards me. At first, my eyes lit up with glee. It was all I could do not to fall on all fours and race towards her, oinking like an excited little pig at feeding time. Then I remembered something. I looked down at my belly.

“Gwan!” I declared firmly and clearly. “I’m not going to eat!”

Her eyes widened. This was the last thing she’d expected.

“I… I need to go on a diet. I’m fat. People call me fat! And pudgy. Look.” I shook my belly. “That’s it. I’m going on a diet. I’m not going to eat!”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” she said, drawing close. “Look, I’ve got some nice juicy spare ribs for you. Come eat.”

I paused for a few moments before caving in. “Oh, all right.”

Well, I’d tried.

‘Swarm, can we deal with this issue of my getting fat?’

‘Sure. I can just stop absorbing some of your food and create a calorie deficit’

‘HOW COME I’VE PUT ON SO MUCH WEIGHT THEN?!’

‘Because the current level of subcutaneous fat has no adverse impact. But I wouldn’t allow that level to be exceeded. You’re not fat’

I didn’t want to go wasting food on frequent trips to the toilet, damn it. I’d just have to go heavy on exercise and create a calorie deficit by burning more calories.

“I’m going away this evening, Misha. For four days,” Gran said over lunch. “Will you be okay?”

Cat pricked up an ear. So did I.

Aha…

“Of course I will!” I nodded.

“Marvellous.”

* * *

I’d been at Gran’s for two days. There’d been no mention of the preschool incident. Gran was kind of indifferent about it. I understood why. She hadn’t witnessed any of it herself, and things had turned out okay — I’d got through and was under protection. So she wasn’t really involved.

I, on the other hand…

In five days’ time I’d be joining the senior group. Where there’d be an angry and humiliated Theodore, children several years older than me, and some smart kid who’d passed the exam with full marks. The only one to do so besides me.

And there’d be sports, too. And other activities.

It was a new stage in my life, which I’d reached through sweat and pretty damn near tears.

‘I’ve got to be ready for it…’

I was standing in front of a pile of firewood. I chopped it every day, but I did it using the excavation spell, drawing a seal with charcoal and blasting it into pieces.

But that didn’t further my development. My evolution. And my evolution….

Must never stop.

I exhaled deeply and closed my eyes. I wasn’t meditating — just gathering my thoughts.

‘I’ve prepared for this. I can do it. So come on!’

I grasped the ax handle, feeling the wood against my palms. My fingers could barely close around it.

I heard Gran pause from her preparations behind me. She was watching.

The first time I came here, I’d tried to lift the ax, but it was beyond me. It had become a test, a benchmark to prove myself by. A pinnacle that I had to reach.

If I could just swing it once. Land one blow. That would mean a lot.

It would mean everything.

Squeezing the handle tightly, I started to lift the ax. The effort made my muscles tense. The ax was so heavy that it seemed to be glued to the ground!

The handle started to rise, but the head stayed down.

Blast… it was too heavy! Still!

This couldn’t be happening!

“Misha, don’t lift it just with your hands,” Gran said calmly. “Use your whole body. Your back, your shoulders. Feel your muscles.”

I concentrated. She was right. Blood didn’t flow only to the hands. If I thought about it, I was aware of nerve impulses firing at a ton of other muscles throughout my body.”

I felt my forearms tightening to maintain my grip on the ax. I felt my back muscles contracting, my shoulders burning. I tensed my legs to raise myself slightly and braced my lower back to avoid buckling. My whole body was working!

It wasn’t enough…

I took deep, rapid breaths through my mouth.

I needed to do more. I needed to use everything!

My pores opened, and my skin mechanisms sprang into motion. Energy and oxygen began to pour into my whole body and flow instantly to my muscles.

The ax head started to rise.

‘Come on!’

One blow would decide everything. It would show how much I’d changed, how much stronger I’d become. What I’d achieved!

I lifted the ax. I needed strength. I needed to land this blow. The mightiest blow!

To smash. To cleave.

To crush. To destroy!

JUST TO CHOP THIS DAMN LOG!

“Yaaah!” Raising the ax above my head, I used my whole body to bring it crashing down. A pulse of energy raced from my back up to my shoulders, then shot along my arms. Like a spring, my whole body launched itself in a single action, a single burst of movement!

THWACK!

The blow landed.

The log splintered into pieces.

The blade of the ax lodged itself in the chopping block beneath the log.

“Yaa-a-a-A-A-A-A-A-A!” Letting go of the handle, I spread my arms and yelled up to the sky like a maniac.

The cry rippled and became lower, louder. It became not quite human, as if demonic speech had infused itself into my bellowing voice.

It was a roar mixed with a howl.

I had passed my second exam. The first had tested my knowledge and ability to adapt. The second had been the culmination of all my training. I’d done the impossible. I’d chopped wood using the ax without the aid of psychosis. All my efforts had paid off.

I was ready for the next stage of my life.

“Ha! Ha-ha!” I looked at Gran with wild eyes. “Did you see that? Did you see it? I did it! Gwan, I did it for the first time!”

She stood gazing wide-eyed at the ax lodged in the chopping block. Then she looked at me.

“Yes,” she said, frowning. “You did…”

Hearing a sudden rustling noise in the bushes, we turned around.

Standing on the other side of the fence was… a wendigo. The same horned beast that I’d seen before! Only now, it was bigger, its antlers longer. Its black coat was easy to spot through the green bushes. The creature was standing on the other side of the fence and looking directly at me.

What the…?!

But as soon as it realized we could see it, the wendigo quickly turned around and vanished behind the dense trees.

Hey, where are you going? I’m gonna smash your skull in!

“Yaaah, power!” I yelled again. “I am all-powerful! I can do it again!” I took hold of the ax. “Argh!”

Something crunched in my back. I keeled over, dropping like a stone.

Blast… I couldn’t get up.

* * *

“Desire,” Cat said.

“Desire,” I repeated.

“Take.”

“Ta…Take.”

“Receive.”

“Be-beave.”

“Be-beave?!” He slapped me over the head. “You’re the be-beaver! You’ve gnawed your way through half that table!” He gestured to the much-nibbled table. “The word is Receive!”

“Holy shit, it’s a beaver!” I said, recalling Gran’s exclamation.

“Quit messing around!”

He swiped his soft, padded paw across my face.

We were studying. Luckily for us, Gran had given us two extra days. Imagine that! We’d only expected to have two days left, but now we had four!

Four days in which to read Envy’s scroll. Well, more like three. It was already night.

“Right, okay, we’ll leave it there,” Cat said, “You’re certainly, mm, making progress,” he nodded. “I’ve got things to do. The mistress is calling. See you tomorrow. I’ll come in the evening.”

“Oka-a-y.”

Leaping down from the bed, Cat vanished in a swirl of fur. Pouf!

I remained alone.

It was dark. A late autumn evening. Not much fun to be had! On the other hand, I didn’t feel a hundred percent.

‘Ouch… what’s up with my back, Swarm?’

‘You’ve pulled it. In your excitement you strained your lower back again’

‘Ouch…’

Generally, I healed pretty quickly. My back was aching, but I was basically fine.

I should just eat and go to bed.

Or…

“Heh-heh-heh.” Rubbing my hands, I went into Gran’s room.

I couldn’t try anything with the bookcase while Cat was there. Being Gran’s familiar, he might snitch on me. It was a risk. Plus, we were too busy studying. Now, however, I was on my own…

“Heh-heh,” I laughed mischievously.

I reached out to the handle of the glass door — and immediately got a painful electric shock.

“Ouch!” I yanked my hand away. “Fine. I’ll just have to play nasty.”

I had to get to those books. There was such power in them, such strength! My great-grandmother was an amazing, awesome woman! I wanted to follow her example, to be as powerful as her!

I sat down in front of the bookcase that held the longed-for books. I felt the Scarlet Witch’s energy protecting all that knowledge, felt her lying in wait, ready to attack. And the harder you tried to breach the bookcase’s defenses, the harder she would strike. It was impossible to outdo her.

I needed a key.

I needed adaptation.

Closing my eyes, I plunged into meditation. I’d already done this a hundred times, but now there was a subtle difference…

My skin.

I started to soak in the energy around me, sensing particles of the Scarlet Witch, and opened the pores of my skin. It felt as though my lungs were filling up with hot mountain air. It was all I could do not to burst out in a coughing fit. Heat spread through my hands, which were closer to the bookcase.

I could feel my skin burning. But it was bearable!

Power…

I felt… enormous power accumulating in my han…

‘User, break the connection!’ the Swarm cried.

I reacted instantly. I opened my eyes, closed my pores and leaped away, coming out of the meditation.

“Ack-ack!” I coughed, unable to control my breathing.

Whew! I seemed to be okay. I’d live. It was just a coughing fit.

What was the matter?

‘Swarm, what are you shouting for?’

‘I detected unforeseen effects of soaking up another person's unique energy through your skin. I need time to make a full analysis. I don’t recommend repeating it’

‘What?’

‘Look at your hands’

I looked down. What about my…

“What the…”

They were grey.

I had thin grey hands with red, pulsating veins and long, grey claws.

They were the hands of a witch. A terrifying witch of the kind you see in fairy tales.

“WHAT’S GOING ON?”

‘I’m analyzing. Keep calm’

I started clenching and unclenching my hand. It seemed perfectly normal. It was tingling a little, as if from numbness, but I didn’t feel any pain or discomfort. It was just a hand.

A thin, grey hand with claws.

‘Hang on…’ It had just hit me. ‘Really?! Oh, please, please!’

I went up to the bookcase. If I had the Witch’s hand… if it was completely enveloped in her energy…

I reached for the handle. Energy flowed towards me. I could virtually feel invisible threads of scarlet magic touching my skin. They were examining it. And for the first time they seeped inside, as if probing.

But there it ended.

Zap!

“Ow!” I yanked my hand away. “Shit!”

‘Your hand is not fully transformed. The two energies have mingled, and the protective charm realized this. It detected the foreign energy’

I looked again at my hand. It had started turning back to normal. Its color was returning, the claws were receding, and the red veins were fading.

‘Swarm?’

‘Analysis complete. You’ll recall that your skin became partially magical because of the colony. As a result, your method of channeling and absorbing energy and my capacity for adaptation have produced an interesting effect — your body has become even more plastic’

‘You mean my hand…’

‘Your hands have become, in part, the hands of the Scarlet Witch’

“I don’t believe it…”

Now I’d gone and done it.

‘I don’t have enough data to say to what extent or what it means. But yes, literally ALL your characteristics have made your body abnormally plastic. From your highly developed core and young body to me and your channeling methods’

I frowned. My hand was almost normal again.

‘Swarm, you said I was gradually absorbing Gran’s energy, and it was becoming lodged in my core’

‘That’s correct’

‘But my skin is now changing in line with the core. Does that mean that…’

‘It does. If the core undergoes a permanent change, so will everything else. Especially the skin’

This was mind-blowing stuff…

Hell, though…

On the one hand, it was amazingly cool, on the other it reminded me of a certain NAMELESS character from the ancient past who had a habit of modifying himself in this way. I’d soon be assimilating Envy’s spell, too…

Although in my case it was just a coincidence. It was mostly the Swarm’s fault, and the Nameless One was unlikely to have had a swarm of nanomachines. They didn’t even have Tik-Tok back then, let alone nanomachines.

‘Ho-hum…,’ I sighed. ‘Are there any downsides?’

‘I suspect so. Skin doesn’t go grey for no reason. We also know the example of the Nameless One, who devoured and absorbed so much that he became an insane monster with an insatiable appetite. But without analysis, I can’t say exactly’

‘And what do you advise?’

‘That’s for you to decide. Whether or not to gradually deposit particles of the Scarlet Witch in the core’

‘But wouldn’t I gradually turn into what the Witch was in the past?’

‘You would be a hybrid. The Witch’s particles wouldn’t take over your own. You and I are stronger than the Witch’

As I looked again at the bookcase, I felt a tad more connected to the scarlet shield surrounding it, to its energy and power.

Gran had told me on the very first day: ‘You’re too little yet’. She wouldn’t give me the book just like that. But damn it, I wanted it. Every few months I found myself having to fight for my life. And the last time, it hadn’t been just my own.

When would the next battle be? The next ordeal? I’d already figured out that my life wouldn’t be smooth sailing. Not with the ambitions I had, not given my past. There was no way back.

The only way was forward.

‘Swarm, let’s take this nice and slow’ — rolling my neck, I took a step towards the bookcase — ‘You do your analysis, then we’ll decide’

Gran could dismember people at the click of her finger, and that power was now within my grasp.

How stupid would I have to be to turn that down?

No. I would keep going.

* * *

At about the same time

An orphanage in the City of N

A boy with black hair and round glasses was sitting in the male dormitory. Outside, it was dark. All the children were asleep. Just two were unable to settle.

The door of the dormitory opened, and in came a girl of about five.

“Guess what!” she said excitedly, running up to the boy in glasses. “Someone has paid a load of money into our fund. Anonymously!” Her eyes shone.

“That’s great,” the boy smiled, sitting on the bed next to a little bedside cabinet.

“The teachers are talking about what to buy. They say they might even get a television! So we can watch cartoons. Only they’re afraid the older boys might break it.”

“I’ll… talk to them.”

The girl went up to her brother and looked at him. His gaze was directed towards the bedside cabinet, his attention fixed upon a metal ball rolling about on an old certificate commemorating his entrance to the senior group.

“They also say there’s someone else at your preschool who got a perfect score in the exam, just like you did. He’ll be joining the senior group. Apparently, he’s horrible and nasty to everyone… he’s notorious throughout the preschool.”

“Yes, so I’ve heard.”

“What do you think about it?”

The boy kept his eyes fixed on the ball and tensed his arm. There was buzz in the air.

“I don’t care what he is and what he isn’t. In any case he’s no match for me. None of them…” — he clenched his fist — “are a match for me.”

The metal ball shot into the hand of the five-year-old boy.

“Wow, even better than yesterday!” his twin sister commented admiringly.

The boy’s name was Leonid Morozov. An orphan. A loving brother.

Awakened.


Chapter 16

THE DAYS WENT BY. So did our lessons. Problems kept cropping up.

Gran had done us a huge favor by deciding to vanish for four days, because it was now obvious that two wouldn’t have been enough for me to finish learning the dialect. Either I’d overestimated my learning skills, or Cat his teaching skills. Or the scroll was just difficult. Or my brain wasn’t working.

Anyway, we were already into the third day of lessons and only NOW could I more or less read the thing. More or less. Because the whole text was an unearthly morass. It was full of little holes, tortured scribbles and God knows what else. Had Envy suffered from schizophasia or something? Who wrote scrolls that way? Even the national school curriculum was better than that.

“H-u-u-u-h…” I was taking deep, even breaths.

According to established tradition — established a day or two ago — I was sitting in Gran’s room meditating.

I never thought I’d say it, but… I was bored. Without Gran around, there was absolutely nothing to do here. Cat came for a few hours in the evenings, and I couldn’t do push-ups forever.

‘Swarm, how far on are we with the translation of the scroll?’

‘Eighty per cent’

‘Okay, so one more lesson with Cat should just about do it,’ I sighed. ‘What about the page from the book?’

‘It’s ready, but there’s not much information there. I’ll bring it up’

The page from the grimoire, the book that started me off on all this, appeared in front of me.

‘Yes, it’s a portal arch,’ I frowned. ‘One of many in fact. So, is this whole grimoire of hers basically an address book for the demonic plane?’ I wondered.

If so, it begged the question of what need Gran had for dozens of different addresses in hell.

What was she looking for there? What did the Witch of Apocalypse need from demons?

“I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” I muttered to myself.

The Witch had been an evil character who terrorized people and actively desired the apocalypse and the demise of humanity. Gran wasn’t like her monstrous predecessor, of course, and had told me herself that she’d chosen a quite different path, but I knew better than most how much of a hold the past could have on you.

“I hope you know what you’re doing, Gwan…”

I hoped that whatever she was doing was out of personal curiosity or for a good, wholesome cause. Otherwise, if she was returning to the path of the Witch of the Apocalypse…

Bzzz. Something buzzed in my pocket.

In the two days Gran had been absent, there had been some bothersome developments at my country home. What kind of developments, you ask? I’ll show you.

Heaving a sigh, I got up, went over the window and pulled back the curtain. Then I opened the window.

“You’re dwiving me cwazy!” I yelled at the eyes shining in the forest. “Get away fwom here!”

“You’re… dwiving me… cw-a-A-A-A-ZY!” the creature rasped back in MY voice.

Firstly, I’d found out that the wendigo could mimic speech and imitate voices, and I’d certainly heard it repeat things that I must have said.

“Kebab. Keba-a-ab!” it drawled in its deep, raspy voice. “Help… mom… mom. MOM! IT’S BEHIND THE TREE! MOM!”

That last part, however, couldn’t have come from me.

Secondly, since that day when I raised the ax and howled like a lunatic, it had turned up every evening. And now that Gran had re-adjusted the amulet’s settings, I sensed the creepy brute’s arrival every time.

“What do you want?”

I could see it. The deer skull and antlers. The perfectly white bones. I even saw its black fur. This thing was enormous. Definitely bigger than when I first saw it. Was it putting on weight? And if so, what exactly was it eating?

Then came the sound of a child’s weeping. Imagine that. A child’s weeping coming from the dark forest. And it was like this every night.

“You’re dwiving me cwazy,” I groaned. “What do you want? What?”

“Is that you… daughter? Is it you calling me?” it rasped. “Quiet, Mom. Quiet! I heard myself too… I… AAAAH!”

“Jeez, what kind of nutjob invented you?”

This time, a child’s laughter rang out.

That did it. I was sick of listening to this kiddie talent contest every night. No wonder my lessons weren’t going well. I wasn’t getting enough damn sleep.

‘Swarm. Do a quick sweep of all my monster books and find what you can about wendigos’

Two minutes later, the nanomachines had finished the task.

‘I went through three books and found the wendigo in two of them’

‘Show me’

It was time to get a handle on this beast.

‘The wendigo.

A demonic malevolent spirit that inhabits its victim’s body and merges with their soul.

The wendigo’s body is half human, half wolf, and its bare skull is a combination of a deer’s and a wolf’s. The creature is forever emaciated as its hunger can never be satisfied, and none of what it eats gets absorbed’

I looked out of the window. Yes, that seemed to check out. The antlers, the black fur, the paws, and… cripes, now it was standing on two legs! It was freaking enormous!

Any kid in my position would have filled his pants on the spot! I’d seen a few things in my time, but even I felt my insides go wobbly!

Imagine turning up at preschool with a thing like that…

Anyway, moving on.

‘But the wendigo only appears weak. In fact, it is a superlative hunter from which it is impossible to run or hide, as it runs with the speed of a horse and several times faster than an adult human being. It has razor-sharp vision and powerful fangs and claws that can easily pierce through bones’

Yes, the brute could run all right. The only reason I’d managed to get away that time was the sheer density of trees. Those antlers made it impossible to dart between them at speed. The forest was far from ideal terrain for the wendigo.

‘As if that wasn’t enough, the creature is also capable of imitating sounds and even possesses a certain hypnotic power — it can lure a person towards it.

Moreover, it is known for certain that wendigos are capable of communicating, but that they talk only to other monsters.

The wendigo is difficult to kill, but it can be done. Its heart is covered in ice, and it possesses an icy magic, too. So be ready with fire and silver implements. The creature must be burned, immobilized and chopped into small pieces. The pieces must be sprinkled with salt, burned again and scattered. The heart must be crushed up and buried deep.’

Well, there might be problems there. I didn’t have fire or silver. Anyway, I didn’t stand a chance of bringing a great brute like that down.

How on earth could I befriend it?

I frowned. ‘Anything about friendship and love?’

But the description ended there. It said nothing about those things.

‘Swarm, give me another text’

An extract from another book appeared in front of my eyes. Although it didn’t repeat the other one word for word, the information was essentially the same. Only with pictures, too. A description of the creature itself, followed by stuff about their habitats, how they appear and how to kill them.

Not a word about how to tame them.

“Are you kidding?”

You’d think it was completely out of the question. Even the textbooks didn’t say a word about it.

But I distinctly remembered Gran saying — ‘They’re not so dangerous really if you make friends with them’

How, though?

“Wolf cubs… little… puppies! Dad! Help! Wolf cubs!” it screeched.

And this went on ALL night. There was no getting away from it, either — it was always standing by the nearest window.

“Let me sleep, you idiot!” I yelled.

“Eat…”

“Go and catch some mice!”

“Mom… will you bring… some candy?”

It struck me how often it mimicked kids… How many of them must it have caught? A lot more than adults, it seemed.

It needed to be killed, once and for all. Only it was beyond my power. The best I could do was befriend it so that at least it wouldn’t terrorize me.

“How do I go about taming you…,” I sighed.

“Don’t.”

“What made you say that?”

I had to think.

‘Swarm, any ideas?’

‘No’

I went downstairs, took a marinated kebab out of the fridge and went outside.

Holy shit — the creature looked even bigger from ground level! There it was, standing behind the fence. The puny little fence. Good job it was bewitched.

Its eyes were gleaming. Its antlers cast a shadow in the moonlight. But it was surprisingly odorless. I’d assumed it would reek of blood.

“Eat?” I threw the spare ribs at it.

The food hit it right on the forehead, leaving a greasy mark, then fell to the ground. Whoops.

It looked down at the fallen meat. Then it looked at me again.

“Come out. Come out! Weakling!”

Hmm… it didn’t like kebabs, then. Tsk, what a waste of meat.

A weakling, you say? As a two-year-old child, may be. But how about the adolescent me?

I activated psychosis.

My muscles flooded with strength, my body grew warm, and I felt a kind of weightlessness. Waves of energy radiated from my skin, crossing the fence and slamming into the wendigo.

This had a definite effect.

The wendigo reeled back, as if knocked off balance, and fell on all fours. I heard a loud growl and a deep, throaty roar.

“Play?... Weakling… play? Pla-a-a-y?!” Taking a step forward, it peered at me over the fence.

I frowned.

“No… he’s a boy. Mommy’s boy. He doesn’t… play.” It rose slowly to its feet. “I’m going to eat the boy… the little boy,” — he bent towards me — “the weakling. He won’t bring tasty treats. We’ll eat him instead. Tasty. Tasty.”

My eyes widened.

I didn’t know why, but this made me angry. It was a strange feeling. Rage started boiling somewhere deep inside me in response to the taunting smirk on that wretched bare skull!

I was just small game to it. A little rabbit. A piece of meat. ME! TO THAT CREATURE!

It made me mad. For some reason, it made me really mad!

“You want to see some strength?” I snarled, turning towards the house.

“The puppy’s running away! Moooom! Look! The pupp-A-A-A-A! MY FOOT! MY FOOT!”

Paying no attention to the creature’s random howls, I went upstairs. I passed my room and went into Gran’s.

I closed my eyes. Relaxed. Inhaled.

With my arms stretched out, I started to soak in energy from around me,

“H-u-u-u-h.” I breathed in. “T-s-s-s.” I breathed out.

Calmly. Slowly. Paying no attention to the heat. That’s an illusion. You’re not hot. Your hands aren’t burning. They’re not cracking.

Keep your hands still. Don’t waver. Breathe. Meditate.

There was a sensation of hot water gushing through the veins under my skin. I felt my fingers going numb, my muscles drying up. That cocktail of sensations crept slowly upwards.

I opened my eyes.

“I’ve never gone that far before…”

My arms were grey and covered in red veins all the way up to the elbow. It looked… absolutely…

Amazing! Wow! And this was what Gran turned into? Long claws and grey skin covered in red cracks? Yes, please! God, how boring the human body was! I literally had the hands of a monster. How cool was that?!

“Hmm. I haven’t tried this out before.”

I ran into my room, and without slowing down…

“Wham!”

I ripped up my table.

I sliced all the way through it like a knife through butter. My claws sank into the wood like I was poking a fork into jelly. In fact, they seemed to melt it rather than cut it.

‘Swarm, any explanation?’

‘The claws of the Witch of the Apocalypse weaken molecular bonding. That’s why it was so easy to pierce it’

‘So they don’t melt things, or cut them. They actually make them less solid?’

‘Exactly’

I looked at my grey hands. Wow…

Ah, so that was how Gran ripped people to shreds with her chains! It wasn’t that she used enormous strength, or fire. Just her touch was enough to reduce their defenses to nothing. The fact that they exploded was probably just for effect.

Impressive stuff, Gran!

“Misha… come out! Play!” the monster called.

This time I stiffened. That voice was familiar. Pleasant.

It was mimicking Bunny. It must have heard us that time. It must have been somewhere close. The wendigo had imitated the voice of my fluffy-eared friend!

My heart skipped a beat.

“Now you’ve done it, you son of a bitch…”

I stopped in the doorway, frowning.

“Hang on.”

Diving under the bed, I pulled out the horned mask. I put it on as I headed downstairs.

Everyone understood the dialect. To the listener, it was a jumble of negative emotions and scary voices. The wendigo would understand. It was an ex-demon! The dialect was all it would understand!

It thought I was weak, did it? Saw me as prey? In that case — if only this once, if only today, if only for display…

I’d show it strength.

“Boy… come out,” it rasped in Bunny’s voice. “We… eat…”

“Shut. Your. Mouth!”

‘You have entered energy psychosis’

The wendigo recoiled and arched his back, adopting a combat stance.

Boy, was I mad! Where did that miserable piece of lowlife get the gall to insult ME? To think like that about ME?

“Boy…”

“BE QUIET!”

The energy psychosis released waves of unstable energy all around me, but this time I noticed something new. It was my hands. A different kind of force was emanating from them.

The grass beneath them was slowly smoldering, crumbling into ash from the tips downwards.

The wendigo slowly straightened.

“Don’t you dare. Hunt. Me!”

“Will they help… the puppies?” it squawked. “Friend… mom, look… a monster?”

It came out as a gurgle rather than speech.

An idea occurred to me out of the blue. It was complete madness, yet somehow it seemed right.

“You and I,” I began, pointing to myself and the wendigo, “Allies. You and I. Friends!”

“Don’t you dare. Hunt. Me?” it said in my dead voice, its eyes scanning me from my horns to my feet.

“Yes! Alliance. Monsters. Horns! See? Horns!” I clutched my own horns. “Brothers!”

“Little brother, help me. I’m frightened, little brother! It’s around the corner. There. AROUND THE CORNER! Argh!” It began to wheeze, as if out of breath.

Wow, I thought, you are one weird freak. What kind of sick brain concocted you? But whatever names I might call it, it was clearly possessed of a mind, because now it was scrutinizing me.

Before, it had just been waiting for me to come out. But now it was gazing attentively at my horns, my hands. It was listening to my voice. It looked with interest at the grass smoldering beneath me.

It was observing.

“Hunt? Help? Help the puppies?”

“Yes! Help! Alliance! Horns, hunting, puppies, yes, yes!”

“Food… mom… mommy… I’m hungry…,” it whimpered. “Dad… where… meat. Where… mom? I’m cold. I’m hungry… dad… I’ll eat… I’LL EAT YOU TOO.”

At this point, its voice seemed to stabilize into that of a boy’s. It wasn’t quite pure — still somewhat raspy — but it appeared to be its own.

“You were a child and you ate your parents, right?” I asked with a sigh.

It looked at me.

Now I understood. It was a child. The spirit of a child. Maybe that was why it had kept calling me so persistently. At the sight of another child, hunger pangs had mingled with the desire to play.

Now I realized why it had so many children’s voices in its arsenal. It had called them out to play, too. It had reached out to them.

Boy, that was sad. What a lousy world.

After that, I saw it kind of differently. It was still an enormous, seven-foot-high freak, but now I saw the sadness in its empty eye sockets.

“Doesn’t matter what age you’re born in, it’s never easy being a kid, huh?” I said, shaking my head.

“I like the… puppies,” it said in its own voice. “Got to help. Got to feed…”

I dug my hand in my pocket. Mom always gave me a stash of candies that I would work my way through gradually, when Gran wasn’t looking.

Pulling out a packet, I looked inside. Shucks — just one Caramel Crunch left.

“Want one of these?”

I unwrapped the candy and threw it over the fence. It landed at the feet of the seven-foot-tall monster. Theoretically, it shouldn’t eat it. It was a demon with an insatiable hunger for raw meat.

But it was also a child.

Crrck

I heard a crunch.

The amulet went quiet. It stopped vibrating.

“Great, so we’re fwends now, yeah?”

What an amazing contrivance! What a weapon! From that point on, I resolved, one of my great goals in life would be to monopolize the production of Caramel Crunches. It would be mine alone! A weapon that powerful shouldn’t be in human hands!

If the wendigo had spat it out, he’d be no brother of mine!

It was funny, really.

What were the chances that someone with the exact mix of not just the abilities but also the stuff that I had would happen upon the very creature that it suited most perfectly? A wendigo with a child’s soul + a child + a horned mask + the demonic dialect + the power of the Witch of the Apocalypse, which appeared to have a sobering effect on beasts like this.

It hadn’t helped me much with those toddler-sized demons at the building site, of course, but at least now I’d struck lucky! The bigger your arsenal, the more you could achieve! That was the sum of it. It made sense.

“Hmm,” I mused, looking at the amulet.

It was silent. Meaning I wasn’t in danger… supposedly.

The wendigo was still looking at me, but it had stopped talking and was crouching on all fours. Okay, great. So instead of loud abuse, it was going to torment me with silence.

Are you sure didn’t mess up the amulet’s settings, Gran? Are you sure it’s working the way it should?

I drew closer to the fence. Now the wendigo could stretch out its hand and grab me if it was so inclined. I was close enough. The charms would have stopped it, of course. But perhaps it just didn’t want to?

The gate was one step away from me. It’s fine, I decided, I can go out.

Here goes…

“One… one… two!”

Taking a deep breath, I stepped beyond the line of the fence!

The amulet stayed silent, but my heart raced as if vibrating in the amulet’s place.

I took a step towards the monster. It didn’t move. It wouldn’t have needed to anyway — one leap would have sufficed to pounce on me. But it didn’t pounce. The last time I’d seen it so close was when it was chasing me.

Now, however, it was standing still. And silent.

It wasn’t attacking! Ha-ha, it wasn’t attacking!

I threw up my arms. “My fwend Nathaniel!” I cried, christening my new buddy with a name from a cartoon I’d seen.

This enormous, terrifying monster with its bare skull head, its big antlers and its half-wolf, half-human body was my friend! We’d eat Caramel Crunches together!

Yes! Make friends, not war! It was good to be good!

“Do you play twansformers?”

“There… puppies… hungry…,” he whined, turning towards the forest.

I frowned. The puppies were hungry. He kept trying to tell me this. Before, I’d assumed it was just random words, but now…

What puppies? His? He was part wolf, after all. Surely not, though. He was just a spirit.

“What — you want me to go with you?”

Tensing his muscles, he leaped up! I won’t lie — that gave me a fright, but I relaxed when I saw him skip onto the path behind me.

“You want to take me there along the path?”

I looked at the amulet. Nothing.

Hang on! What about my hands? Yes, I still had a witch’s hands. In theory, I could slash this creature to pieces right now. Not that I would kill it, but it would be enough to put it out of action and get away.

But somewhere, apparently, there were hungry puppies… If it was true, I felt sorry for them! I loved animals. It broke my heart to think of those little puppies, all frightened and distressed…

“Oh, all right! Let’s go.” I hurried after the wendigo.

Perhaps I just imagined it, but I got the distinct feeling that if he’d had face muscles, he’d be wearing a great big smile.

* * *

We were following the path.

‘Swarm, are you memorizing all this?’

‘Yes’

The path was wide, and the moon was shining above us, but it was still a little scary — or would have been if weren’t for this behemoth by my side.

My friend, the wendigo.

I had a wendigo for a friend! Was this for real? Wow!

I was walking next to a huge, seven-foot-tall monster. I could hear its breathing, feel the chill from its heart. I could see its big, branching antlers. The glow in its eye sockets. An enormous creature. A giant!

We’d been walking for ten minutes, and he hadn’t shown a single sign of aggression. He hadn’t even said anything. It was like I was taking a dog for a walk!

Could I touch him, I wondered. What was his fur like?

I slowly stretched out my hand. I felt nervous, in two minds. But I went ahead anyway. I touched his body.

It was cold. Like a corpse. And hairy.

He paid no attention.

Ha! I should take him to preschool with me and show him off. We’d play with Oleg, with transformers… Maybe Katya would keep her distance.

And then… ooh, yes — then I’d try to ride him! That would be so cool! All the other kids would be sick with envy!

“Pu-pp-ies,” he repeated in a plaintive, drawn-out voice.

I frowned. The terrain had changed. Whereas before there had been dense forest, now the path led us through a rocky area, leaving the forest behind. Right ahead of us, however, mountains rose steeply up.

Where the hell had these mountains sprung from? We were right at the foot of them. Was this for real? What kind of paths were these? Where on earth were we?!

“I don’t know how. I can’t. I don’t understand!” the wendigo jabbered.

“What?”

“The puppies…”

We stopped.

Ah. Now I understood. He was leading me into a cave. There was no way he could squeeze his immense frame into it, as the entrance was blocked by a rockfall, which seemed to have occurred recently. I, on the other hand…

…couldn’t squeeze through either.

“Well, this sucks,” I groaned as I tried to clamber through.

It was no use.

I looked at my hand. Well, just so long as I didn’t bring the mountain down.

Whack! My four claws left deep grooves in the stone. Ha! Incredible. I could slash through rock just like that!

Okay...

Blow after blow, I set about breaking up the rocks. It wasn’t long before whole chunks were cascading to the floor and flying off in all directions.

“Ha-ha-ha!” I laughed. “This is fun!”

It was such a blast to destroy stuff! I really did take after my great-grandmother!

I didn’t break all that much — just enough to be able to get through. I squeezed myself inside. It was too dark to see anything, so I switched my phone torch on.

I looked around. Hmm. Nothing so far. A small cave, yes, but kind of…

“Grrrr!” A faint, puppy-like growl sounded from somewhere up ahead.

Hello?

Now I felt a little tense. I walked slowly, poised, if need be, to activate psychosis and make a dash for it. Surprisingly, despite the growling I’d just heard, the amulet wasn’t reacting. How could that be?

I carried on. Raising the torch, I spotted something.

“Grrrr!” Another little growl sounded.

I came to the end of the cave. The first thing I saw were chains. On the end of which was… an enormous skeleton. Seemingly that of a wolf, it took up the whole of the rest of the cave. The chains were tied around its paws.

And beneath its body…

“Grrrr!” growled a pup.

I shone the light on it. It took fright and whimpered. Next to it sat a second pup, but this one was pressing itself against the skeleton, not making a sound.

Yes. Two puppies. Obviously wolf cubs. Tiny things.

“The wendigo must have heard you,” I sighed.

Goddamn it!

The two cubs were clinging to their parent’s corpse. One of them was trying to protect it, still hopeful that it would wake up, while the second one just sat quiet. It looked in really bad shape.

“Hey, little one, are you even alive?” I muttered, drawing close.

“Grrrr!” its brother growled again.

As soon as I reached out towards the quiet one, the growler pounced on me. It even bit my finger. But there was no strength in the bite. Realizing this, it began whimpering and backing away in fear.

I picked up the quiet one.

“Holy shit,” I couldn’t help saying. “You’re so thin!”

They were like furry balls, but you only had to take them in your hand to realize that under the fur there was nothing but bones. The one I’d picked up was like a limp rag. I could feel its heartbeat, but it could barely open its eyes.

They were at death’s door.

The other cub whimpered and crept up to the skeleton, nestling itself against it.

I looked sadly at the giant wolf’s corpse. Once bound in chains, it had taken refuge in this cave, which had then collapsed. Then I looked at the cubs, which had been waiting for it to wake up.

It was desperately sad. I understood that death was part of the circle of life, that it was normal. But chains… they weren’t normal.

“It’s not going to wake up,” I said to the cub that was clinging to the skeleton.

It whimpered. I stretched my hand out to it. Once again it found the strength to growl, and it looked ready to lunge at my grey finger, but my slow movements gave it no reason to do so.

The cub sniffed at my approaching hand. Whimpering, it pressed itself against it. It must have been the first time it had felt warmth after spending so long in this cold cave.

“Let’s get out of here,” I sighed, lifting the cub up from the ground.

It whimpered.

“You realize it’s not going to wake up, yeah? I get it — you had nowhere to go.” I hugged the cubs close to my body. “But now you do.”

The cub didn’t make a sound. It was tired. It even seemed to have gone to sleep. I didn’t know what species they were, or whether there was magic in them, but judging by the skeleton they must have been in here for quite a while — whining, growling, and keeping guard… Now, understandably, it was all out of strength, and the first hint of warmth had sent it straight into a slumber.

I came out of the cave. The wendigo was nowhere to be seen. What the hell? Was I on my own? Why did people keep abandoning me?!

I heard a rustling.

“You! Don’t move!” came a man’s voice.

I turned slowly around. In the darkness of the mountain, I made out a group of men coming out from behind a huge rock. Four of them. And one of them was aiming a rifle at me.

This was bad.

“What are you?” he asked, prodding me with the rifle butt.

“A boy.”

“Have you seen your hands? Not to mention your head!”

“It’s just a mask,” I said. “Look.”

I wanted to reach up and take it off…

“DON’T MOVE!” they all yelled, aiming their rifles at me. “Don’t you move a muscle.”

“What’s wong with you?” I said, getting increasingly nervous, “I’m just a boy in a mask. Are you mad?”

“Folk have been going missing. A month ago, there was such a howling and a roaring in the village that the houses shook. Now you’re telling me, running around the dark forest with horns on your head and your hands all grey, that you’re just a boy? Just a child?!”

“Yes!”

Things had suddenly taken a serious turn. It was as if everything had conspired for this to happen!

The men seemed extremely wound up. And they had some mean-looking guns.

“What’s that?” one of the men said, looking at my hands. “Puppies, huh?”

“Yes.”

“Are they from that great big wolf?”

I only scowled in reply.

“Yeah, it’s them all right! Ha! Look boys, we’ve found’em!” he shouted, eliciting gleeful cheers from the others. “Okay, hand’em over. Now!”

“W-what?” My heart skipped a beat. “Why?”

“Because they’ll probably fetch enough money for us all to leave this dump for good! We’ve seen that big brute’s shadow. And if its children are any…”

“I’m not giving you them,” I growled, transferring the cubs into one hand. “Sell them? Are you sewious? They’re starving puppies! Little childwen!”

The change in my voice made them tense. They gripped their rifles more tightly. The amulet started buzzing.

That did it. Now I was a danger to them.

Just then, I spied something with my mutated eyes. Right at the edge of my vision, lurking behind a rock.

Yes, I can see you.

“I don’t care who you are, you little creep,” the man said, aiming at my head. “You give those pups here before I…”

“No.”

I threw up my hand. The rifle immediately broke into three parts.

“A-A-AH!” the man howled.

His index finger fell to the ground.

“SHOO…”

“OW! IT HURTS! IT H-U-U-U-R-T-S!” a rasping voice came from somewhere to the side.

Then came the thudding and crunching of footsteps on stone, and the wendigo flew at the poachers at enormous speed. Swiping the head off one of them, he impaled another one on his antlers. A howl of pain rang out. Then a shot. The bullet flew right at the wendigo!

With a great roar, it shook the body off its antlers and turned towards the shooter. Another shot went off! Bang!

Click. Click.

“Shit.” He was trying to fire again.

It had jammed. His rifle had jammed.

The incensed wendigo began slowly rising to its full height.

Click. Click.

“Shit.”

Click. Click.

“Fuck!”

Click.

“FUCK — OH FUCK — OH FUCK!” The man lifted his head in panic. “WHAT THE…”

His head turned into gushing jets of blood. The wendigo had struck it off with one blow.

I chuckled.

I went up to the last poacher, who was on the ground holding his bleeding arm and trying to crawl away. The wendigo came up beside me.

“You scum! You fucking monsters!” he yelled.

“Weally?” I shrugged. “Actually, I’m just a boy. But when it comes to vile bastards like you — yes, I’m a monster.”

“And you’re going to kill me for the sake of some filthy cubs?”

“Kill you? I haven’t killed anyone. I’ve only defended myself,” I said, settling the pups more comfortably in my arms. “It’s my friend Nathaniel who kills people.”

The wendigo slowly rose above the man.

I was against killing. What good did it do? It meant ending someone’s life, obliterating their story! Like Dad said, killing was never right.

But when people were pointing guns at you for not handing over puppies, it was a necessity.

“Bastards! BAST…”

I turned around so as not to see it. Crunch.

I felt no pity for them. It served them right.

“Come on, buddies,” I said, hugging the cubs. “Let’s get you to your new home.”

* * *

The next day

Vasilisa had finished her business early and was already on her way back to the village. She was eager to get back to her great-grandson! She would never admit it, because it was important for her to maintain her stern image, but she had grown madly fond of Michael. He was so funny, so sweet! And a promising young fellow, too! She had gotten to be like an archetypal Asian mom — proud of his potential and not remotely shy of bragging about it.

It was with extreme reluctance, therefore, that she left him to attend to matters of state importance. It had to be done, however. Just now, for example, among other things, she had been to the Archive to return the dialect book. Unfortunately, the Witch couldn’t make head nor tail of it. Her brain just wasn’t designed for memorizing stuff like that.

As for Misha, he must have been even more bamboozled by it.

“Mistress — mm, are you going back so soon?” said Cat, who was sitting on her shoulder.

“Indeed I am. What of it?”

“Oh, nothing,” he said, looking around nervously. “Just, mm, asking…”

“What are you hiding, furball?”

“N-nothing.”

“Has something happened to Misha?”

“No-o-o…”

“You good-for-nothing! Why didn’t you tell me?”

Cat opened his eyes wide, but before he could say anything, they both vanished in the bright flash of a portal. The smell of brimstone and fire receded, and they arrived in front of the gate of the large country house.

“Misha! Where are you?!” the Witch shouted. “I’ve come back early!”

“I’m over here!”

His shout came from the direction of the river. It didn’t seem like anything was amiss. The Witch glanced at Cat, but the latter appeared calm enough.

Unzipping her biker jacket, she walked around the house.

The scene that greeted her took her breath away.

“Grrr!” A little puppy flew at her.

Its tiny teeth made no impression, but what it lacked in biting power, it made up for in sheer, furry rage.

“Owoo, owoo! Woof!” it yapped frenziedly. Then it turned towards the sun and howled — “Owoooo!”

‘What the…’ The Witch contemplated the little brute with astonishment.

Then she looked up to see…

A seven-foot-long black wendigo, on which Michael was sitting and feeding another puppy from a baby’s bottle.

The Witch froze.

Huh?

“What?” she muttered.

“Hi Gwan!” the child waved at her cheerfully. “Meet Nathaniel. He’s my fwend!” He pointed at the creature lying under his backside.

The wendigo was asleep. Wendigos being nocturnal creatures, they slept during the day as long as they weren’t disturbed. And it appeared that having Michael crawling about on top of it didn’t disturb it.

“What on earth…” The Witch started to feel dizzy.

Just then, a white snake slithered by in pursuit of a frog. Where the hell had that come from? She’d never seen that before!

“Misha!” Vasilisa erupted. “What is going on here? Who’s that?!”

“That’s Jör. Oh, yeah, I haven’t shown her to you before,” he said. “And these are my new fwends. Puppies.”

“Grrr. Owoo!” one of the little mutts piped up, howling at the sun again.

“They’re a bit stwange, actually,” Michael said, frowning. “One howls at the moon, the other at the sun. It’s pwobably autism. But they’re cute. I love them.”

Vasilisa wasn’t easily surprised.

But now her jaw dropped.

“Grrr!” the puppy growled, running after the snake.

“Ssss!” the snake hissed, slithering away from the puppy.

“Zzzz” the wendigo snored.

“Glug-glug-glug” went the other puppy as it guzzled the milk.

Cat scratched his neck.

It was a funny old world.

“Mm,” he said, looking around. “Well I never…”


Chapter 17

I WAS IN trouble.

“AND YOU, YOU LITTLE TYKE, WENT INTO THE FOREST AT NIGHT WITH A WENDIGO?!” Gran yelled.

I was racing around the house at full tilt. A belt! She was running after me with a belt! She was going to thrash my behind! Shit!

Hearing her footsteps behind me, I could almost feel the weight of the belt on my backside. It would hurt — I was sure of that. But worse than that, it was embarrassing and humiliating. I didn’t want to be thrashed!

I ran into my room and crawled under my bed like a cockroach. Would this do? Was I safe? It looked like it. Whew!

But then I turned my head, and my gaze fell upon the scary horned mask.

Uh-oh. If Gran found me here, she’d find the mask, too, and she’d ask where it was from. What would I tell her — that a little girl with fluffy ears gave it to me? Not only that, but my table had been clawed half to bits, too! Damn it!

Crawling out from beneath the bed, I heard footsteps coming my way. She was somewhere close. She was coming for me. To beat me on the backside.

‘Maybe out of the window?’ I looked outside.

The second story was like a mountain peak for someone as short as me, and my chubby little legs went wobbly at the prospect of hurtling to the ground.

“N-no…,” I gulped.

Well, there was only one thing for it. I’d have to burst out of the room and run right past her as fast as I could.

I yanked open the door. In the corner of my mutated eye, I spotted a fierce-looking Gran holding a belt in her hand. She wasn’t joking, either. Hearing just part of my story, particularly the bit about my befriending the wendigo, had made her so furious that she’d decided to teach me a lesson. To punish me. For the first time ever.

‘I’ve got to run!’ Turning around, I sped down the corridor. ‘I’ve got to…’ But then something made me stop. ‘I don’t want to run’.

What for? What had I done wrong? Why should I run away?

“That’s enough!” I shouted, swiveling around.

Gran stopped a couple of paces away from me.

“What are you doing, Gwan? What do you want to punish me for? For making fwends instead of fighting or being afwaid?” I felt angry and affronted. “I did the wight thing! Why is it always so hard with gwown-ups? Why don’t you understand anything?”

“Misha,” she began, “You’re associating with a WENDIGO! It’s a demon! A cannibal!”

“Gwan, it’s a child! Just the same as me!”

“It’s a monster!” she cried.

“SO AM I!” My cry drowned out hers.

She stiffened, staring at me wide-eyed. I was panting, my fists clenched.

It was the first time I’d yelled like that at a member of my own family.

I blew out a frustrated breath. It was all going wrong.

“Gwan, listen,” I began, closing my eyes and trying to rein in my emotions. “I was born that way. As a monster. So were you. So was the wendigo. We all fwighten people. Why should I fight my own kind?”

“But Misha,” Gran said. “You’re a human being. Whoever you might have been in the past, you’re not a monster now. You’re a person.”

“People with gweat stwength will always be monsters, Gwan. I’ve seen those looks,” I said, shaking my head. “If it’s not our appeawance, it’s our power. That’s our fate. Yours and mine. Set from birth. The same goes for the wendigo. So why fight? It’s stupid! What do you want to punish me for? I did the wight thing!”

“You killed people! You didn’t want to be friends with them, it seems!”

“I want to be fwends with evewyone! But not evewyone feels the same way. I may be little, Gwan, but I’m not an idiot. I’d wather scare people, twick people — anything not to fight! We should all be fwends!” I patted my fist against my chest. “Monsters. Together. Are stwong.”

“That’s just idealism! You think that way because you’re a child!” she said, raising her voice.

“I think that way because hope is alive in me!” I answered, raising my voice too.

We fell silent again.

It was the first time I’d argued in this way with anyone. Until then, it had been either fights, or peace and harmony. But having to defend my opinion, my ideology… that was a first for me.

Gran had a different view of things. In the hundred years she’d been alive she’d seen too much for hope to come easy. For her, a threat meant an enemy — and that was that.

But in the wendigo, I’d seen myself — a child with enormous strength. Only he hadn’t been as lucky in life as I had.

If he was trying to reach out, why not respond? What kind of people would we be if all we did was fight with everybody? I was a monster in strength, but not in mind! I’d been brought up differently. I’d been taught that being bad was for schmucks!

“I’m sowwy,” I mumbled, “Maybe I’m dumb, but I don’t think that way.”

Gran sighed and crouched down in front of me.

“I’m sorry too, Misha,” she said, shaking her head. “It’s true I view things differently, but whether you’re right or wrong, it’s your path, and you have a right to learn from your mistakes. If there are any. If there aren’t, it means you were right all along.”

She patted me on the shoulder. I smiled.

Had I actually managed to hold my own in an argument with a grown-up? Wow. That was a big first for me.

“The thing is, though, Misha,” she began again, “I’m not yelling at you because you MADE FRIENDS with the wendigo, but because YOU WENT INTO THE FOREST WITH IT AT NIGHT. WITH A DANGEROUS BEAST!”

“But the amulet…”

“THAT’S THREE TIMES THAT AMULET HAS SCREWED UP!” She lifted me up by the scruff of the neck. “It. Was. Very. Stupid. Indeed! Now I have to get it into your head not to go wandering at night without my supervision!”

Oh boy, she was readying the belt!

I had to admit she had a point. I put too much faith in the amulet, which, as she said, had screwed up three times now. It had worked out well — for me at least — but it had been an extremely dumb thing to do.

“Yaaah! I’ll never suwwender!” Wriggling out of my T-shirt, I ran topless through Gran’s legs.

One conflict had been resolved. The next, unfortunately, was unresolvable — an anxious and shaken great-grandmother.

You’re not getting my butt!

* * *

Same day

Evening

Anna was standing at the open doorway of the apartment and looking at her son. He was looking back at her.

The poor girl had no words.

For a start, Michael was covered from head to toe in soot, dust and grime. He looked like the dirtiest little ragamuffin that ever there was. He wore a backpack on his back. It was like he’d just crawled out of a cave having spent the week before working in a coal mine. How he’d got into such a state, his mother couldn’t imagine. Where on earth could be have been?

And yet this miniature walking scarecrow was looking back at her as if it was all perfectly normal.

Most alarmingly of all, however, he had two fluffy pups under his arms and a white snake wrapped around his neck.

Anna scratched her neck. Where to begin…

“What have you got there?” she asked.

“Puppies,” the boy said, squeezing his way in.

He left a trail of black footprints behind him.

Why on earth didn’t he have any shoes on? And just one sock…

* * *

Well, what can I say?

Keeping Jör a secret for so long was a bad idea. If I’d come clean about her earlier, the appearance of the wendigo and the puppies would have come as less of a shock. In other words, my fondness for all kinds of critters would have met with more understanding.

But anyway, I was home — with my backside intact but up to my ears in grime. I was in the kitchen with Mom, who was contemplating my menagerie with stunned dismay.

Oh dear…

“Mom, we’ve got to keep them!” I said, hugging the puppies. “They can’t live at Gran’s. They’d run away and get caught by poachers.”

“Misha — we live in a two-bedroom apartment.”

“You don’t understand. They’re really smart!”

I placed one of the puppies down on the floor. It did an about turn like a soldier, charged headfirst into a corner and toppled over.

I scratched my neck.

“Well, Jör is smart anyway!” I took the snake off my neck and laid it on the table. “She understands evewything. Look, Jör, that’s my mom!”

The snake rose like a cobra and looked around dozily. It turned its head left, then right. Then it wanted to look up, at Mom, but it toppled backwards and fell down onto the floor with a loud flop.

I scratched my neck again.

“Well, this puppy’s really well-behaved!” I placed my last stake on the table.

The trembling pup looked around in terror. It looked at me, then at Mom. Confronted with her hostile glare, it whimpered and… started peeing on the table.

I was all out of arguments.

“Mom, I’ll cwy my eyes out if we don’t keep them,” I warned her immediately.

Hearing a sudden commotion behind us, we turned around to see the bald cat flying off the top of the cupboard with a bag of sugar in its clutches. While the cat managed to land on its paws, this was not an option for the bag of sugar, which spilled its contents all over the floor.

“Lord have mercy,” Mom sighed, covering her face with her hands.

* * *

Well, what can I say?

My pets had done little to help win Mom around… putting it mildly. But I could hardly blame them — they were ALL little babies. How could the puppies know how to use a potty? How could the snake help waking the whole apartment by falling off things with a loud slap, and how could the cat help being a freaky little goblin? They’re ALL cute, Mom, and that’s all that counts! I used to poop myself in the early days, but I didn’t get thrown out!

Be thankful that I left Nathaniel with Gran! Admittedly, that was only because Gran had refused to teleport him. To be honest, I’d tried to give her some pretty compelling reasons as to why a seven-foot-tall wendigo was essential to my day-to-day life in the city.

She hadn’t bought it, though, worse luck.

Curiously, it turned out that when Gran had talked that time about befriending the wendigo, she’d meant it AS A JOKE. Uh-huh. I found this out after I’d befriended him. She’d just come out with it for comic effect, while really she’d put the frighteners on him so he’d keep the hell away.

Dad came home to some interesting goings-on.

“What next — a crocodile?” he asked at the sight of the snake slithering hurriedly away from the cat, which was being pursued by the two puppies.

The puppies were looking a lot better, by the way. They were already scampering around, growling and yapping. They were both boys, and I was convinced they were autistic or something. One of them — the one that couldn’t even open his eyes when I found them — was a little less bold, a little shyer, and growled at the moon whenever he saw it. The second was a regular little desert bandit, always tearing about, taking nips at everyone, playing with everyone, gnawing table legs — everything short of robbing caravans and setting fire to houses. And he growled at the sun. Funny little guys. But they were cute as hell, and I loved them. I fed them on grilled meat.

Mom wasn’t particularly pleased with the present I’d brought her. Dad wasn’t bothered — it wasn’t him that had to deal with it. Mom was the one who didn’t work.

“Sweetheart — at least go and get washed,” Mom said resignedly. “You’ve got a big day tomorrow.”

“Huh? Why’s that?” I was busy playing with the puppies, rolling the bald cat along the floor.

“It’s your first day in senior group! Don’t tell me that after all you went through to get in, you’d forgotten about it?!”

Ah… oh yeah.

* * *

Getting a good night’s sleep before the big day proved too much to ask.

“Get up, Master, mm, get up! We have urgent business — yes, of the utmost importance!”

I woke up to find a pair of feline eyes gleaming back at me. But since it wasn’t a hideous, freaky-looking feline, I realized it was Cat, rather than the cat. Especially as it had fur.

“What is it?” I mumbled sleepily.

“What is it?” he hissed. “The contract — that’s what! We have one week left, and you’re not going to be at the cottage!”

“Oh, yes I see…,” I yawned. “Well, let’s do it tomorrow, then. Bye for now,” I said, trying to snuggle back under the blanket.

“Tomorrow my ass!” he said, slapping me across the forehead. “If we don’t finish in time, if the contract is broken…”

“Then what?”

“Then everything! Big trouble! For me.”

“And how is that my problem?”

He was so shocked that his little eyes nearly popped out of their sockets.

“I’m kidding, I’m kidding,” I said, yawning again. “So we’re going to wead the scwoll, then? And you somehow found the time to come all this way?”

“Yes. But we have even less time for studying, because I happen to have things to do! Hmm. In a couple of days, a week at most, I’ll teach you Envy’s skill!” He licked his paw and wiped his face. “You’ll learn how to tear out someone’s core.”

I took a deep breath.

The last thing I wanted to do was let Cat down. He’d helped out a lot in the early days, and he was an all-round good dude. Plus, I did want to learn that skill.

“Okay,” I yawned. “Let’s go on with the dialect.”

* * *

The same evening, a little earlier

The boy with dark blond hair was standing in front of his parents. His father took a sheet of paper from a folder and dropped it onto the table in front of his son.

“This is a list. We got it from an informer,” his mother said. “Unfortunately, it’s the last thing we’ll be getting from them.”

“It’s a list of the top performers in the creche group,” his father went on. “Based on stars and exam scores. A brief summary.”

“You know what to do,” his mother said, nodding.

Her son nodded back, casting an assured gaze over the junior group list.

“Smile,” he said. “People like a smile. Control the entertainment. Make the strong ones my allies and the weak ones my slaves. Make myself liked by all.”

“Clever boy,” his mother smiled. “Now get some sleep. Tomorrow’s a big day.”

* * *

We were standing in the preschool corridor. All of us. The whole group. I yawned.

“Children! The moment that you worked so hard for and passed the exam for has now arrived! You are now officially moving up to the senior preschool group!”

My heart was pounding. My temples throbbed with excitement.

I looked around me. No, I wasn’t the only one with the jitters. Others were feeling it too — their faces red and perspiring, tears in their eyes. They might even have pooped themselves.

The senior group…

How we’d dreamed of this! The things I’d had to do for the sake of this moment! It had certainly been no easy ride. And now here I was, about to savor the fruits of my exertions.

Maxim was standing next to me in open-mouthed anticipation of all the new activities and sports. Not to mention toys! We’d been promised, after all, that there’d be twice as much of everything. Even the playroom would be twice the size! We kids were looking forward to everything being bigger and better.

Katya looked happy, too, no doubt looking forward to having a fresh pasture for her scheming and scandalmongering.

As for Theodore, he was surprisingly quiet. He didn’t even look at me. Something had changed in his eyes. His hatred and envy seemed to have vanished. Perhaps he’d found another outlet for all that energy? Before, he seemed to do nothing else but stare at me, but now his mind was elsewhere.

Well, if he’d finally realized what a little slimeball he was, all well and good. If not, I’d remind him.

What bugged me was that before getting let inside, we had to put up with this endless spiel.

“All right, then, children. Good luck to you all!” At last, the teacher moved aside. But then she added: “Michael and Maxim, you stay here.”

We’d already started following the others, but now we looked up in surprise.

“Go to the director’s office. She has a couple of words to say to you.”

We exchanged glances. What was all this about?

Five minutes later we were in the director’s office. On the way we’d tried to figure out what we might have done wrong, but nothing had come to mind.

“Congratulations on moving up to the seniors,” the director said. “Before you go, however, I have a word of advice for you. The senior group children are older, obviously. They’ve been here longer than you, more than a year, and during that time they’ve established their own groups and rules. And since most of these children come from quite prominent families, please, boys, be careful what you get up to.”

“Do you mean we might not get accepted?” I asked.

“I mean don’t go repeating what you did with the junior group. Not only will the children be three times bigger, but they’re also bound to be smarter and more experienced than your group. They’ve been through multiple exams and a tough filtering process,” she sighed. “I’m fond of you two boys. That’s why I want things to go well for you. I’m advising you to focus more on your studies. Agreed?”

I had to admit, this was good advice. It was one thing to control fifteen three-year-old pipsqueaks, but quite another to take on five-year-olds. It was a different level altogether!

Those guys would be going to school soon!

The director was right. There were more of them, and they were smarter and stronger than us. We would be fresh blood.

“Maxim, you can go. Michael — please stay for a couple of minutes.”

Maxim and I exchanged glances again. I nodded to him that it was all right. I had a feeling I knew what this was about.

Maxim left, and I remained alone with the director.

“We haven’t had a chance to talk,” she began, taking off her glasses. “I want to apologize on behalf of the whole preschool, Michael. I’m deeply sorry about what happened. It was wrong and dreadful. You shouldn’t have had to go through all that because of the greed of adults.”

I looked at her attentively, saying nothing.

“We’re working with Tikhonov. He…” — a smile formed on her lips — “He turned this place upside down. We also discovered that our accountants were stealing money. All those involved have been sacked. We won’t let anything like that happen again. My apologies once more. And thank you for your part in exposing it.”

“It’s no great comfort to me.”

I got up. They should have had their eyes open earlier. That was where elitism got you. It allowed everyone to be bought ‘like dockside floozies’, as Gran put it.

Well, at least they were admitting guilt. That was probably why she’d given us that advice — as a token of gratitude.

‘Oh, man!’ — I grumbled inwardly — ‘Everyone’s gone in already. I’m going to be the straggler again’

The preschool was a complex of buildings spread over a huge area. We’d now moved from the building that housed the creche group to the next building. A larger one. Because the children were bigger, and the playroom more spacious.

Going up to the door, I braced myself, then quickly opened it.

‘Wow…’ I couldn’t help but be impressed.

It must have been about five times bigger! The playroom was enormous — it even had a number of separate rooms within it! And everywhere there were toys… crayons… drawing boards… even a TV with cartoons showing! What?!

“This is amazing,” I muttered to myself as I surveyed this new wonder of the world.

The playroom alone was as big as our whole apartment. There were a lot of children. It felt a bit strange, even. I’d never seen so many before.

But while I was busy admiring my surroundings, my arrival hadn’t gone unnoticed…

“It’s him!” I heard voices say behind me. “It’s really him!”

Frowning, I turned around.

I saw a group of boys heading my way. Damn, they looked big! Taller and broader, their faces had lost some of their plump roundness, their features already growing more defined. There was no mistaking that these guys were seniors.

There were five in the group. The one at the front was the tallest. Bringing up the rear, as the sixth member, was… Maxim.

‘What the…’

All the kids around us stopped what they were doing and looked at us.

“Hi. Are you Michael?” the tall boy with dark blond hair asked.

It was my first experience of not looking down at a child. He was my height. Which was both surprising and… unnerving.

“Yes,” I answered drily. “What about it!”

“Nothing!” he smiled, tossing back his head. “I tell you what… let’s be friends!” He held out his hand. “My name is Augustus Sazonov!”

Er… huh?

I looked at Maxim, who just shrugged. Oh, so they weren’t holding him hostage?

“Why so fast?” I asked, raising a brow.

“You’re the one who kept getting the most stars, right? And you got full marks in the exam! That makes you one cool dude!” Augustus seemed unable to contain his emotion. “True, we have one other perfect scorer, but he’s not here at the moment, and he doesn’t hang with us. My dad always says, keep in with the cool guys! You’re a cool guy. So are we. So let’s be friends, yeah? Come on. We’ve got toys! How about it?”

This guy didn’t half ramble on. Please, could someone take away his power of speech?!

The other kids were watching us. Since I didn’t need to turn my head to see their reactions, I could tell that Augustus wasn’t bluffing — he really was the coolest of the cool here. Because the others looked… well… blown away.

“Well, I guess.” I shrugged and shook Augustus’s hand.

“Ha-ha, excellent!” he nodded. “Your friend is already with us. I remember him, too. He was always the one just behind you.”

Now it dawned on me how he knew the two of us. Performance tables. We’d got the best scores in both stars and exam results. Augustus somehow had access to that information. Either that, or it was in the public domain.

Maxim and I glanced at each other again. And I’ll be honest — there was something in his look that I didn’t like. Everything seemed okay on the surface, but something wasn’t right.

The others took it in turns to greet me. Only the people in this particular group, though. Everyone else seemed reluctant. Weren’t they allowed? Why were they just sitting there? I wanted to be friends with everyone!

“Come on, let me show you around!” he said, putting his arms around my shoulders.

I looked at Maxim. He was saying nothing. What? What are you trying to tell me? I didn’t get the impression that he was feeling unwell or that he was being cold-shouldered. It looked like the others had accepted him, that they were pleased to have him. He was the one who didn’t look pleased.

Augustus took me on a tour of the enormous playroom.

“We have three rooms in all here. This is the first one. It’s kind of… so-so. Not much doing. Now let’s go to the second one. That one’s ours!”

We passed through a doorway. There weren’t many people here. If there had been fifteen or so people in the first room, there were around ten in here. It was here that I found Katya and Theodore.

They glanced at me. Well, it figured. Where would they be if not among the playroom elite? If Augustus was in the business of collecting top performers, Katya and Theo had proved their worth with their exam results.

This place had the most toys, too. The very best! Robots, dolls, soft toys… There were even remote-control helicopters — every boy’s dream.

“Well, that’s all,” Augustus shrugged.

I frowned. What did he mean, that was all?

“What about there?” I asked, pointing to the third room and heading towards it.

“There? Nothing. Just boring stuff.”

I peered over. There were no doors, so I could easily see what was inside. It was the same kind of room, the same size, but with more children than anywhere else. The leftovers. About thirty of them.

That might have been fun! More children, more to do. But the room hardly had any toys in it, and those that it did have were extremely dull — the kind we used to play with in the creche.

What on earth…

I looked at Maxim. He puffed and nodded.

“Do the toys belong to evewyone?” I asked.

“Yeah, I guess,” Augustus shrugged.

“So how come you have the best ones?”

“Well… why not? That’s the way it should be. What about it?”

What about it?! Those guys are playing with shit, that’s what! And your lot would never be using all those helicopters at the same time!

“Anyway, forget it. Come over here. We’ve got a computer, too!” He pointed to a monitor and keyboard.

I froze.

A com…puter? The thing that everyone dreamed of? The thing that made you a grown-up and opened up wondrous opportunities?

“A weal one? That actually works?” I asked.

“Of course! We watch movies on it! The teacher downloads them onto it. Or uploads them… Damn, I can’t remember which it is.”

Before I could say anything, Augustus had dragged me across the room. The whole posse obediently trotted after him. The children in the third room watched us, then turned away, sighing. The children in our room, however, paid no attention. The girls played with dolls; the boys played war. Here in the second room, everyone was perfectly content.

Theodore and Katya looked somewhat solemn-faced, but then they were new — they hadn’t quite found their feet yet.

And so, life in senior group had begun.

* * *

By the next day, things had gotten a whole lot clearer.

Firstly, it’s worth painting a general picture of what it was like to be in senior group. The director had been right. There really was more of everything here.

Get this… we had an astronomy class! We literally studied the planets! We didn’t get to look through the telescope, but we were told there would be occasional sleepovers for that purpose where we would be able to stargaze to our hearts’ content.

We had more classes — two a day, now. The second was a standard World Around Us class.

Those who were much older often dropped into other classes. For example, while I only saw Augustus himself in the playroom and the dining room, a couple of his buddies appeared in astronomy class with us newbies.

The food was just the same. There were more toys — at least in our room, the second room. In the third room, as I said, there were about as many as in the creche, while in the first room it was somewhere in between.

Katya couldn’t quite settle in our room. The kids here were too smart, too sophisticated, and there were too few of them. The first room, on the other hand, was ideal for an inveterate gossip like her, and so she left. Theodore stayed, however. He was warmly accepted.

I was accepted, too. As was Maxim. I didn’t know who Augustus was, who his parents were or what sort of things they taught him, but I had to admit he was a seriously bright guy. Perhaps he’d been actively coached by adults, or perhaps he’d just watched them and learned, but either way the second room was clearly his domain. And it was the second room that played host to the strongest and smartest kids — or the ones with the most influential parents.

The preschool senior group had an indisputable leader. And it was Augustus.

By and large, that was fine with me. I had no desire whatsoever to be the leader. It would be a drag. But…

Hell, I didn’t even know what the ‘but’ was. Why were Maxim and I so glum? After all, we’d landed on our feet. We were among the top dogs.

Hadn’t I always wanted to be among the high-flyers? All my hard work, all those stars, that famous exam result… it had all paid off. I was at the summit. What more could I want?

“Gran,” I sighed, sitting at home. “How’s Nathaniel doing?”

“He’s driving me nuts, that’s how he’s doing,” she answered, having dropped in to collect our amulets for adjustment. “He sleeps all day, taking up the yard. At night he calls for you. He tramples all over the lawns, and he’s messed up all the tomato plants! I keep shooing him away, but he doesn’t take the hint. He just puts on a guilty look and carries on trampling. And he rolls logs around like they were balls. What is he, a dog?”

“He’s a child,” I smiled sadly. “He’s just playing.”

She looked at me and sighed wearily. I got the impression that the last two days had made her look differently at the wendigo. Just as I had.

Yes, it was a monster. Logically speaking, it should be killed once and for all. But if it wasn’t aggressive, you realized that it really was a child. An enormous, seven-foot, man-eating child. But with the same needs as any other child.

Children didn’t even need that much. A happy childhood required just a small number of ingredients: love, security and entertainment. It wasn’t much to ask.

“Gran, what should I do?” I asked quietly, looking down at the floor. “I always wanted to be in the elite, but now that I am, I don’t…”

“Whatever you want.”

“Huh?” I raised my head.

“You asked me what you should do. I’m answering — whatever you want. I presume you have something in mind?”

“Well… yeah.”

“Then do it. Don’t waste your time bullshitting,” she said, taking off my amulet and straightening. “You know what you want.”

I slowly nodded.

All right then.

* * *

Another two days had gone by. I’d been observing, taking things in, understanding more and more but without taking any action.

“Michael!” Augustus greeted me with a beaming smile. “Shall we go and play cards?” He pointed to a group of children sitting in a circle. “We don’t know how, but we’ll think something up.”

“Nah, no thanks. I don’t like cards.”

“Are you sure?” He drew closer, frowning. “Are you sure?”

Everyone was puzzled by my refusal. It seemed being friendly was a compulsory requirement here, otherwise you could be misunderstood.

“I’m sure.”

He came even closer and went into a whisper. “Listen, Michael, there’s a… basically, there’s a girl there. See? The one with the ponytail. Black hair. Her eyes are like… well, they’re kind of purple! And she’s got a slide in the shape of a flower. She really likes you! She said you’ve got lovely hair and smell of violets! Go sit with her! Her parents own a perfume company. They make perfume! Go on, sit next to her and play cards with us. It’s great!”

I looked over and quickly spotted the girl in question. It was amazing how few black-haired people there were among the aristocracy. In our room, that girl was the only one.

She was about the same age as Augustus. Black hair with a ponytail and a slide in the shape of a purple flower. I caught her looking my way, though she averted her eyes as soon as I looked back. I must say, I was a little intrigued by her unusual appearance.

And yet…

“Maybe later,” I said.

“Oh, all right,” he sighed and moved away.

I went off to a corner of the room. Maxim, who was the last to arrive, came up to me as soon as he saw me.

We’d hardly spoken to each other since joining this group. That might be because Augustus never shut up, or just because there were more people around to talk to, but the distance between us had grown. And I didn’t like that.

Something was coming between us.

Something…

‘Nah,’ I remembered saying about Augustus. ‘He can’t be that smart.’

Augustus. He literally never shut up. It was he who made all the suggestions for games and activities. If anyone else made suggestions, he would shut them down with arguments about why they were boring and childish.

He quite simply controlled EVERYTHING that went on in our room. The phrase ‘Divide and rule’ perfectly summed up his talent as a leader.

He made himself the center of everything.

Perhaps he was actually a reborn, rather than a social genius? It was unlikely, though. Being born with a rational mind was something unique to me. Gran, for instance, had been abnormally strong, but she’d grown up as a normal child.

Which meant that Augustus was just gifted.

“How are you?” I asked Maxim.

“Okay,” he shrugged.

“Do you like it here?”

“Well, I like astronom…”

“Right. So you don’t like it,” I sighed.

“I told Mom. She says I’m in bad company.” He sighed. “I don’t get it, though. Why? We’re the ones with all the toys. And Augustus gives us all candies! I get plenty of those here. But I don’t even bring Oleg. I don’t want to show him to these guys. I get the feeling they’d take him off me.”

We both looked at the group playing cards.

They were arguing about what to play for, because their parents always played for stakes. Having decided to play for toys, they were now looking around for something suitable.

Just then, I noticed the teacher come in.

She looked around to check that everything was okay, then nodded and made to leave again. Getting up, I sprang over to her and took her by the hand.

“Miss…”

She was startled by my sudden appearance.

“What is it… young man?” she smiled, not knowing my name yet.

“Why are some childwen there, and others here?” I asked, putting on my best baby face.

“Well, because… they’re… because they’re playing there,” she smiled.

“Why don’t you give them toys like we have?”

“Because the toys are everyone’s. We don’t have an infinite quantity of them.”

“Why do you let us keep all the toys?”

“Because… well…”

“You’d better answer, human.”

The demonic speech burst from my throat and juddered through the teacher’s brain and her soul. Panic gripped her as the sound flooded her subconscious mind with dread and apprehension.

“B-because…,” she began, deciding that it was better to answer than risk a further outburst, “We were told to.”

“I see,” I said, and went back to my corner.

I blew out a breath. So, they didn’t deny it, and that was part of the point. Segregation. Castes. What was it the director had said? They were nurturing an elite? That meant focusing on the strong at the expense of the rest. And any display of strength, even at a childish level like this, was encouraged.

And what about the weaker kids? Quite simple. Either they could put up with it and say nothing — for example, those who weren’t rich and had made it here by their own efforts, so as not to let their parents down. Or, if they did say something, they’d be removed. They’d be gone. Simple. Either you stay, or you don’t.

It wasn’t conscious segregation, of course. Rather, the smart and strong kids took all the best toys for themselves, and the teachers did nothing to stop them, because that was the point — this place was an incubator for little manipulators and geniuses. That was what the program demanded. I felt sure that preschools like this only existed in one or two cities, that it was just an experiment.

Was it stupid? Possibly. But that was what experiments were for — to test things out.

The problem was that I found myself caught right in the middle of it, and my childish soul was getting more and more worked up.

“Ah, I know!” a large, red-haired, chubby boy said, getting up. “Back in a sec.”

Maxim and I stood watching as the large boy strode over to the first room and looked inside. Not finding anything there, he tutted in annoyance and trotted across to the third room.

“Aha!” he said, peering inside. “Denis, give me that Bakugan!”

I edged forward to get a better view. The boy he was pointing to was sitting in the middle of the room playing with something round. It looked fabulous. I wanted one too.

Denis looked around in fright.

“Me?” he said, pointing to himself.

“Yes, you! Give me the Bakugan. Please.”

“But it’s mine!”

“I’ll give it back!”

“No! You won’t give it back! You never do!” His voice trembled as he spoke.

The children in the third room were… well, just normal kids. All the really big guys were in our room. And given that many of the children here were nearly first-graders, this kind of bullying was probably not uncommon.

I looked at Augustus. As the leader of the group, it was in his power to stop it. But he paid no attention. He just went on sitting and playing cards.

I looked at Maxim. He looked at me. There was disappointment in his eyes.

Understandably so.

“Give it here! I did say please!” the chubby boy insisted.

“No, I don’t want to!”

“I’ll… I’ll come and get it myself, then! Idiot!” He took a step towards him.

Denis backed away, tripped over and fell on his backside. The chubby boy quickly ran up, grabbed his arm and tried to prise the Bakugan out of his hand. Everyone else drew back. They stood watching for a while, then averted their eyes, as if ashamed at what was happening.

Humiliation… anger… hurt…

“Give it here!” Denis shouted.

“No, you give it here! I’ll give it back!”

“No, you won’t!”

“Give it here now or I’ll… punch you!” He raised his fist.

Denis screwed up his eyes and let go of the Bakugan. It was over. The big guy had won.

Beaming, he held the trophy up to the light, examining it. He was clearly very pleased with it.

“Heh-heh,” he grinned. “This’ll make a good st…”

By this time, I was standing in the third room.

I grabbed his wrist.

“Huh?” The fat boy turned around in alarm. “M-Michael?”

“Hand it over.”

“The Bakugan? You want it? We’ll find you anoth…”

“To Denis. It’s his.”

His eyes widened. He hadn’t expected this.

Or had he?

“Aren’t you on our side? Aren’t you with us?” he said, squinting and peering into my eyes. “You’re with them, aren’t you? I could tell by looking at you!”

I looked at the children.

They were normal, decent children. The kind you could get along with. It was very different here from the snake pit I’d spent the last two days in.

“I’m my own person,” I said.

“What, like Morozov? Are you perfect scorers all the same? Smart, are you? Tough, are you? Well, I’m not giving it back!” He tried to wriggle his arm free. “It’s my…”

“GIVE IT BACK, YOU FAT CREEP!”

It wasn’t a shout, so much as a roar, a howl. Something monstrous erupted from my throat. The chubby boy stumbled and fell, staring at me wide-eyed.

Now I heard Augustus rise together with his merry band. In the corner of my eye, I glimpsed Katya lurking around the corner of the other room. I heard Maxim’s footsteps. I saw the scared looks on the children’s faces.

I was a giant, towering upon everyone. I stood with my arm raised, holding the confiscated Bakugan, the enemy lying vanquished at my feet.

All that remained was to finish the job.

And I finished it.

Turning towards Denis, I held out the Bakugan.

“There.”

The toy dropped into its owner’s hands.

“I knew it,” Augustus said contemptuously. “You’ve always had that sour look on your face, like you were bored. You’re not one of us. Well, stay here then! You’ll regret it. Vasya, get up!”

His arms and legs still shaking, his eyes glistening with terror, the chubby boy, Vasya, got up, gave me a frightened glance, then walked slowly away, all hunched up and trembling.

With a satisfied smirk, Katya went back into her room. Theodore tutted. Maxim stood nearby, guarding the way from Augustus’s room.

The children in the third room looked at me.

“What was that for? Just to show off? Just to show you’re the strongest?” some red-haired girl with freckles asked. “You could easily play with them — they’ve even got helicopters! What have you come to our room for?”

I looked at her, then at the others. None of them spoke.

I didn’t want to be a leader. It was a drag. It wasn’t my thing. I couldn’t be assed. Even in the creche group, I’d given it up as soon as I got what I wanted.

What I needed was for things to be just right. And if I needed to change my strategy, if I had to adapt to make things the way I wanted them to be, then that was what I’d do.

This world was for me. The earth was my home. And I’d make my home a cozy place to be in.

“Kids. Together. Are Strong,” I said, clenching my fist. Then, turning around, I went off to the furthest corner, away from everyone.

There were more of them. I was smarter.

I’d rebuild this world the way I saw fit. I wanted comfort in my home.

“Augustus is a tough opponent,” I muttered to Maxim. “Let’s have a think.”

This was the start of a children’s war between two geniuses. Me and Augustus.


Chapter 18

IT TOOK ME COMPLETELY by surprise. It was an experience I’d never even dreamed of. I’d assumed that my head would be geared towards overthrowing the regime at preschool. That I’d be spending my time laying plans!

But what happened today blew my mind. It was so sudden. So out of the blue.

Rain was pouring through a hole in the ceiling. The burning building was rumbling and collapsing around me. I was kneeling on the ground, paying no attention to the heavy raindrops pounding the back of my head.

‘Suvi… Suvi!’

I was holding the little girl in my arms. Her brown, glazed eyes looked up at me. Her life was ebbing away, her consciousness dimming. She was breathing slowly, but evenly. She knew that these were her last moments.

“No! No!” I cried, cradling her head in my trembling hands. “Don’t leave me!”

She smiled, too weak to speak. She put all her remaining strength into one final gesture.

Slowly raising her hand, she stroked my cheek.

“For… give… me…,” she whispered, before closing her eyes for eternity.

Her arm flopped back down, her body went limp, and her breathing stopped.

She’d gone.

“N-no… no… no!” I pressed her to me. “N-O-O-O-O!” I howled hysterically, my eyes full of tears.

My chest shook with sobs, and even the pouring rain couldn’t temper the pain, the anguish, the hatred I felt towards myself for failing to protect the person I loved most in the world.

A loud crack sounded. The remains of the roof were caving in, but I didn’t run away. I didn’t want to.

I didn’t want anything anymore.

Let us both be buried beneath the avalanche of burning wood — together to the last.

Crash.

That was how the story ended. The girl died, and the boy wouldn’t leave her for anything. Even when faced with death. Even when he could have escaped. But whether or not he survived…

We’d find out in Part Two.

“And… cut!”

Immediately, the projectors switched on, and the rain machine overhead was switched off. A team of telekinetics instantly removed the plastic debris on top of us, while pyromancers put out the fake fire.

Suvi’s eyes snapped open.

“You nailed it! You absolutely nailed it!” Sergey applauded. “Bravo!”

Everyone who had been watching — literally everyone — applauded too. Half the film crew were in tears.

“Oh my God, those poor little children… they just wanted to live!” Mom sniffled.

“Such sadness… such sorrow…,” Soo-min said, burying her damp eyes in her hands.

I slanted a look at them, then turned to Suvi. She was still lying in my arms, only now she was blushing.

“Eugene sure has a way of finding talent. These kids are incredible!” Sergey exclaimed, slapping a table.

Well, that was that. My script ended there. I’d done all the acting required of me.

The movie had been shot. My work was done.

A whole chapter of my life had come to an end.

It was funny. I’d kind of forgotten that this was a job, that it would finish someday. I’d never really paid much attention to it. I had the script in front of my eyes, and not much was expected of a child in terms of acting. It was all pretty easy, and it had gotten to be kind of a routine.

And now, suddenly, it was all over.

The movie’s main mystery was whether I’d survived. The viewers would wonder why I hadn’t appeared as a ghost as Suvi had. Was I alive? Would I take revenge? The reality was, however…

If the box office takings were good, then I’d survived and there’d be a sequel. Otherwise, I’d died and that was it. Get over it.

We got up, toweled ourselves dry, got changed and went to drink hot chocolate so as not to go down with a cold after the ‘rain’.

“Thanks for all your hard work, Michael. You were phenomenal in that last scene!” Sergey said. “The contract isn’t finished yet, of course. We might need to do some reshoots. You’ll also need to be at the premiere, but we’ll discuss that after post-production. So you can’t relax just yet! Also, tomorrow, all being well, we’ll be putting on the wrap party — and we won’t take no for an answer! It’s a good luck tradition, you see. There’ll be children’s champagne and everything.”

“Oka-a-y,” I said rolling my eyes and sipping my chocolate.

“But don’t even think about giving up this business!” he said, wagging his finger. “You’ve got real talent. You’re a genius! You’ve got a great future ahead of you. Well, with our company you certainly have.”

Mom and I beamed.

Heh-heh, keep the compliments coming. They were music to our ears. We put on contented faces like cats having their chins stroked.

“Missa! Well done!” Suvi came up with a piece of cake. “Dair. Eat.”

She was always bringing me nice things to eat. And with her funny accent it sounded super-cute. “Dair. Dair. Dewicious”.

“Thanks! By the way, Suvi, what do you think I smell of?” I asked out of curiosity.

“Cakes.”

I smiled. How cute! What a sweet girl she was. And a good actress, too. She was the one with the real talent. I’d cheated in the casting. It was meant to be one child against another, not against a monster in the guise of a child, as I was. Suvi was the true genius here! Invest in Suvi!

“Michael, Anna! Could I have a word?” Sergey said, raising his hand.

Mom and I exchanged glances. This was odd. He didn’t usually call us. By now we were used to the way things worked, and we normally got our instructions only from the director.

“There’s a problem,” Sergey said, his brow furrowing. “They’ve just told me over the phone. There’s a scene that the editors and technicians can’t quite pull off. We’ll need a reshoot.”

“Fine,” Mom shrugged and looked at me, whereupon I shrugged too. “We’ll shoot it again. It’s just one scene. What’s the problem?”

“The problem is…,” he began hesitantly, as if not sure himself, “The way we shot it before, it’s just not going to work. It’s the scene before the finale, when Michael’s character falls from the roof of a burning building right into another building.”

Yes, I remembered that scene. I remembered wondering what sort of movie showed a five-year-old child getting hurled off a roof into a burning building. What rating would the movie have?!

“A-a-a-nd?” Mom said.

“We need to shoot it live.”

My jaw dropped.

“Are you insane?!” Mom started freaking out.

Her maternal little heart freaked out over every little thing as it was, from tea that was too strong to prop shoes that were too tight, but on this occasion, freaking out seemed a fair reaction.

“Don’t worry, we have a stunt double to do the actual falling! He’s already here!” Sergey said, waving his arms about. “We just need to sign another agreement where you authorize us to use Michael’s face in the editing process. The rest will be done by the stuntman.”

“And what kind of stuntman looks like a five-year-old child?”

“Well, as for that,” Sergey began hesitantly, “He’s right there.” He nodded to the space behind us.

I turned around. In front of me stood a man… of my height. I mean, he had a normal grown man’s face, but he was no taller than me.

“Hey,” he grunted.

Huh? A dwarf? A boozy dwarf?

“We’d scan Michael’s face and attach it to the stuntman. It’ll be fine, won’t it?” he asked the dwarf.

“Hey,” he grunted.

“Well, there you go.”

I frowned. Something was bothering me.

I had nothing against the dwarf. True, he just stood there mumbling, whereas really he should be gulping down mead, wearing a beard and sallying forth in chainmail to look for treasure beneath a mountain. But apart from that, he was fine. A child stunt double if ever I saw one.

No, what bothered me, given all the enemies I had, was someone getting hold of a full scan of my face.

I mean, you know what that sort of technology can do, right?

Yes, I was still a little child and so forth, but both I personally and my family had so many enemies that even a scan of my face had the potential to bring disaster down on all our heads. And considering that we’d already had a Korean rat get through and nearly burn us all to death…

It would be stupid to take the risk.

It was even possible to transform oneself into other people — take a bow, Franche-Comté — although as I understood it, that was extremely difficult. As for attaching a face, however — that wasn’t hard at all.

“Is there any chance…,” I muttered, “I could do it myself?”

Mom slowly turned around towards me.

“Well… that would be the best option, actually,” Sergey said, scratching his neck. “Obviously, we’d pay extra. In cash. A lot. The danger is minimal and…”

“Sweetheart, are you out of your mind?” Mom said, bending down towards me, her face flushed with anger.

I scowled.

Let’s think about this. Jumping into fake fire with cables supporting me and getting paid a ton of cash that would be extremely helpful in the war against rich kids was a little better than putting my facial data into the hands of my enemies, right?

Most likely, of course, I was just being paranoid, and my face wouldn’t end up anywhere it shouldn’t, but after all the set-ups and ambushes I’d been through in my two years, I had a right to feel a little cautious, don’t you think?

Okay, I’d settle this another way.

Slipping past Mom, I scurried over to Dad. He was guarding two of the adult lead actors.

“Dad!” I shouted to him, “I need help!”

“What is it, son?” he said, raising his brow.

I laid it all out to him.

“Mom’s like, and I’m like…!” I explained. “Then she’s like, and I said no-o-o!”

“Uh-huh,” he nodded.

“I can do it! You know I can. But she’s giving it…”

“Uh-huh.”

“Wight. So, tell her it’s fine and I can do it. It’s good money! Talk to her. We both know it’ll be okay. I’m wight, aren’t I?”

“Well, yes, that’s how the body doubles do it,” he frowned. “Although where you’d get a body double for a two-year-old child, I don’t… but anyway. I’ll talk to her if it’s what you really want.”

I beamed happily. What a great dad he was! First, he gave me a dagger, then he tossed me into the swimming pool, and now he was going to talk Mom into letting me jump off a roof!

“Have you both gone stark raving mad?” Mom wasn’t buying it.

We scratched our heads. Boy, she was a tough nut.

“Listen, darling…,” Dad began.

Round two.

I looked around. Aha — there was Sergey and the stunt team. I padded over to them.

“Ah, Michael, what have you decided?” Sergey asked. Face scan? Or…”

“I, er, got permission. I’ll do the jump myself. You want it to look right, don’t you? You don’t want it to look lousy, do you?”

The demonic speech tapped into deep-seated anxieties corresponding to my words, prompting a picture to form in Sergey’s head. His face went into a deep frown.

His common sense would now evaporate, letting his emotions take over. True, the effect of the dialect would only last for a while, after which his brain would switch back on. So it was essential to strike while the iron was hot!

“You really want to jump?” he asked.

“Of course I do. Only let’s do it quickly!”

Dad would never win Mom over. I had to show her how easy it was! I believed in my strength! Plus, I was a child, and I could get away with anything! So there.

Mind you, the last time I thought that way, I ended up knocking over a mask and getting sucked into a cannibals’ convention… Nah, it was SURE to be different this time, wasn’t it? After all, I’d be harnessed up. Those stunt guys flew all over the place! If they could do it, why not me? What was I, some kinda shmuck? If they could jump from the eighth floor, so could I!

“We just need one take!” Sergey said, leaping for joy. “Let’s go! We’ll get it all done right now. It’s a cinch!”

It was strange, of course, to let a two-year-old child perform height stunts, but it just showed that unleashing the dialect on people’s emotions could work wonders.

‘Shit, I know perfectly well this is crazy… so why am I doing it?’ My logical mind was functioning, but for some reason I didn’t want to listen to it.

But at least no one would get their hands on my face!

The ‘burning building’ was right here in our studio, which was convenient for simulating rainfall and night-time around the clock.

I started to make my way up. It wasn’t all that high, really. They’d use CGI to make it look higher. The actual drop was about fifteen feet. To a child, though, that’s not nothing.

I peered down. ‘Whoa…’

As soon as I looked, the distance seemed to get way bigger. It looked more like fifty feet than fifteen.

I gulped.

“How much did you say you’d pay me?” I asked.

“A hundred thousand for this job. You get a higher rate for stunts.”

I gulped again.

A hundred thousand… for one jump. Plus, I’d keep my face and butt safe from all kinds of villains. It was a no-brainer!

“Well, all right,” I said, exhaling, “What do I do?”

“It couldn’t be simpler!”

Once I was harnessed into the safety rig, the winch started buzzing and my body jerked upwards a little. The director shouted some instructions. He was half-Korean, half-Russian — Dmitry, or Kim, or both at once.

People were bustling around me. I got the sense that the stakes were down, and I was the last hope. Like I was about to enter the arena with everyone egging me on.

“Anger. Pain. Hurt. Despair. You’re screaming with emotion. You’re flying off a skyscraper!” The director flung his arms around as he spoke. “You got that?”

“Got it,” I nodded.

He patted me on the shoulder and nodded to Sergey.

“Where’s Misha?” a distant voice said.

“Uh? Yeah, he was here somewhere…”

“Has Missa gone?”

“Roof cameras, get ready!” the director yelled.

I stepped up to the edge. Pulled the cables tight. Looked down.

Whew…

Actually, there was another reason I did that. Fear.

I was afraid of heights. Whenever I looked out of a window, everything seemed to recede, appearing more distant than it really was. Now, as ever, my legs felt wobbly, and I wanted to turn back. But that would be wrong. I had to conquer those feelings. It was normal to be afraid. But always to be afraid and do nothing about it — that was cowardice.

And I was no coward.

“Oh, Anna. Thanks for giving your permission!”

“Sergey? What permission? Where’s Misha?”

“But he said… OH FUCK!”

“One… two… blow her up!”

A fake explosion rang out, the set shook, and fire burst out everywhere.

Taking a step forward, I swung around and tipped over backwards.

I was falling.

The cables tightened. I heard whistling in my ears and felt air beating against my face. My heart seemed to stop, and at the same time my fear vanished. It simply ceased to be. Instead of fear, what went through my head was…

A realization.

Of what I had done.

WHAT HAVE I DONE? HAVE I GONE STARK RAVING MAD?!

“A-A-A-A-H!” I yelled, flinging my arms about.

The set receded, the sound of fire grew louder, and my parents’ cries were drowned out by the rush of adrenaline. The safety cables gave off a high-pitched buzz, as if they couldn’t cope.

Why was I flying so fast? Why was it so much scarier than I’d expected?

The cables couldn’t cope. THEY COULDN’T HOLD ME!

‘The speed of your fall is too high. You are gaining kinetic energy. I predict damage. Commencing adaptation’

[Adaptation — Fall damage: 1/5]

Adaptation? Fall damage? I DON’T WANT TO FALL! A-A-A-AH!

In the next instant, the cables went taut, and I came to an abrupt halt, my head jerking upwards. I could actually feel my brain jolt, but millions of little particles in my skull reacted at once to prevent any damage. That was the concussion adaptation kicking in.

“Cut!”

“MISHA!”

I was panting, my heart pounding hard.

Was I alive? Had I stopped in time? It seemed so. I was intact! Alive and well, hanging a yard above the ground! But in that case…

‘Swarm, why did you adapt?’

‘I am connected to your brain. My analytical section was convinced of the imminent threat of damage, and after assessing its likely nature, I began adapting in advance. Neither you nor I realized that no damage would occur’

‘Wow… wow!’ I was kind of strangely emotional.

Adrenaline was pounding in my head. My mind was swirling with emotions. I was thirsty. I was dripping with sweat. And I was alive. Alive! Ha-ha! I’d survived it! How on earth had they let me do it in the first place?! It was insane!

There was shouting all around me. I decided I ought to show people I was okay. What was it the stunt guys did?

With a smile on my face, I stretched out my hand and put my thumb up. I’m alive. I’m fine.

“Phew!” the director gasped loudly.

Still spinning around on the cables, I saw Dad running up to me. I stood up and shook myself. Before he could open his mouth…

“Dad!” I cried, throwing up my hands. “That was just… AMAZING!”

He stopped, as if tongue-tied. Evidently, he had come to give me a telling-off, but my reaction threw him.

‘User, I draw your attention to a particular feature of your body — the connection between adrenaline and the core. This hormone has begun to be processed differently, resulting in a faster rate of regeneration and thought, and enhanced strength. This is possibly due to changes related to your past body. Also… I detect a connection between dopamine and adrenaline’

“Mom!” I shouted, turning towards her. “Who-o-a! Can I do it again?”

So ended my last day of shooting — with a sense of exhilaration for me and soiled pants for everyone else.

I had conquered my fear. It turned out that heights and danger were a whole lot of fun. Ha!

* * *

The same evening

Augustus was sitting in front of the fireplace together with his parents. Unlike many aristocrats, this was a family that valued its bonds, and gathering together like this was an important and unbreakable tradition. Not least because the two parents were eager to pass on everything they knew to their heir.

“He refused,” Augustus said, shaking his head. “He said some rubbish about children being strong together and went off to the third room. That’s where he stayed. He doesn’t even talk to anyone.”

“Did you offer him women and entertainment?” his father asked. “He’s a boy, after all, and that’s what boys go for. Nearly all of them.”

“Yes. There’s a girl loyal to me who likes him, and I tried to fix him up with her. It didn’t work. He doesn’t want to play with us. He doesn’t like toys. Even helicopters. It’s crazy. Everyone likes them…”

“Clearly, he’s the independent sort. Not easily led. That’s not good,” his mother said, frowning. “The only thing to do with someone like that is get rid of them. In the case of an adult, that is. But he’s a child, besides which he’s under Tikhonov’s protection.” She tutted and sighed. “This is bad. We can’t even have him kicked out.”

The adults fell into a solemn silence.

Augustus looked at them in alarm. But then he pulled himself together. He’d been taught to think for himself, not wait around for others to help him. He at least had to try. Yes, children weren’t expected to perform miracles, but he had to learn!

“Goddamn it!” his father shouted, clenching his fist. “That child is too smart!”

Augustus blew out a breath.

He needed to think some more. Michael would either join him or be vanquished. There was no other way. But… was he really so smart? He was fresh out of the junior group, while Augustus was nearly a first-grader! That was a phenomenal difference!

Who the hell was Michael?

* * *

It turned out, when you jumped off a roof, you didn’t only get a dopamine kick. You also got your ass kicked. Along with the entire film crew. Well, fair enough. The only one who didn’t face Mom’s wrath was Dad — and that was only because he’d managed to switch sides in time. Traitor!

No matter what I said about the dangers of having my face scanned, or about wanting the money, they didn’t want to listen. Although I must say, the level of rage decreased quite sharply when we were handed a thick wad of cash, plus the same amount again by way of apology. It was just a shame I had to give half of it to Mom.

I took all the blame on myself, by the way. I had no choice. Firstly, I actually was to blame, and secondly, I didn’t want to spoil the relationship between my parents and the film crew. Besides which…

“Missa, will you be going to… party?” little Suvi asked, coming up to me.

She puffed out her cheeks and looked down at the floor, ready for any answer, but evidently having deduced from all the shouting in the dressing room that I was unlikely to be let out anywhere in the foreseeable future.

And it kind of made me sad to look at her. I’d even grown fond of the girl. She always brought me cakes, always supported me. True, she had a bad habit of pinching my cheeks — but hey, I had a bad habit of munching tables.

Heaving a deep sigh, I told her to wait and went into the dressing room. Poor Sergey was all out of words to excuse himself. Which kind of figured. But…

No, there was no way I could just stand by like a total scumbag. That wasn’t how I’d been raised.

“It was all my fault!”

Anyway, so I got my fair share of ass-kicking, too. Not that I took any actual blows to my ass, but I stood in the corner in a self-righteous sulk. It was funny, but even though I was in the wrong, and I’d admitted as much myself, I still felt hard done by! I felt like stuffing candies, all my T-shirts, a pair of underwear and a few toys into my backpack and leaving home forever. That’d show them!

The feeling passed when Mom called me to dinner.

Now, I was back at preschool. In the corner. In the third room. A strange atmosphere had developed over the last two days. It was as if Maxim and I were invisible.

Whereas before I’d found preschool somewhat dull, now I found it downright oppressive. The feeling of being an outcast was not one I enjoyed.

I’d dragged Maxim into my conflict, too. Again.

“Shouldn’t we do something?” he asked. “No one’s being friends with us.”

“No. We need to pwepare the gwound,” I said, eyeing the other kids. “Those others think we’re losers, and we’re just going to stay here. Let them think that. After all, while we sit tight, our wivals won’t make any big moves, either.”

Such was our reality. God, how right the director had been when she said that preschool was a microcosm of the real world! Everything that went on in here also went on out there, only on a bigger, adult scale. And if I wanted to succeed out there, I needed to start by succeeding in here.

I wanted to foster a sense of well-being around me, and the sight of all these sour faces didn’t help. Augustus had to be overthrown.

I looked over to the door of the first room. There was Katya, that sly — and pretty — minx. I looked over to the second room. Theodore. He never came out of there. I was willing to bet that he didn’t like living under Augustus’s thumb.

Was I really going to have to team up with HIM? And with Katya! God help me!

“So when are we going to fight?” Maxim asked. “Mom always says, put your money where your mouth is. Kind of like, either we’re for everyone or we’re against everyone. We can’t just sit on the fence. It’s time to act.”

I smiled. As always, he was on my side and willing to get behind any endeavor.

“Later, my fwend,” I said, patting him on the shoulder. “For one thing, I have a party to go to today. I’ll think about it after that.”

“Oh! Am I invited?”

“Are you an actor? No, you’re a knucklehead. Stay home.”

A party, huh?

The last one I went to, I nearly ended up getting eaten. Let’s pray that this one passes off okay.

* * *

“Ooh, what a good-looking boy!” Mom could barely contain her emotions. “Do a twirl, Misha! I’ll record it so I can brag to everyone on social media.”

“Mo…,” I began to protest.

“Come on, give me a twirl! It’s the least I deserve for giving birth to such a dreamboat. You weren’t exactly a small baby!”

Heaving a sigh, I started to spin around as requested.

Not only was I wearing a suit, but I even had a waistcoat and tie! Get a load of me! I looked like a miniature minister for Caramel Crunches. The black fabric even sparkled here and there with silver patterns. It was mighty impressive.

Mom was elegantly dressed, too — in a black evening dress with white ribbons. It looked very sumptuous and pretty.

“Vivienne is such an amazing designer!” Mom said, unable to stop admiring our get-ups. “I’m such a big fan of hers.”

The same Vivienne had been the costume designer for the movie.

There were rumors that Eugene himself, the owner of the agency, would be flying in for the party. And the costume designer too. Legendary figures gathering in one place!

“Mom,” I said, tugging at her dress. “Eugene will be there. And I like making movies. It’s easy work. Try and get a better deal out of him, please.”

“Oh, my sly little fox, of course I’ll get whatever I can out of him!” She broke into a smile and hugged me. “What a smart little thing you are. Just like your mom!”

She planted big kisses on my forehead.

They’d even laid a car on for us. We rode there in good spirits, anticipating an evening of fun and merriment. We’d earned it, too, after all that hard work!

“Missa!” A familiar voice rang out as soon as I climbed out of the car.

I turned around. Wham! A girl flew into me and started hugging me tightly. And for the first time… I don’t know what came over me…

I hugged Suvi back. Gently. Delicately. As if I might break her.

“A-ha,” Mom said. “I see.”

“W-what do you see?” Color rushed to my face. “I… It didn’t mean anything!”

“Course not,” she shrugged.

Grrr, why had I gone and done it?!

I was all set to floor Suvi with a flying kick, but I changed my mind upon spotting the enormous crowd of security behind her. Behind her, her mother, and — to my surprise — her father. I hadn’t seen him for a while.

I looked at Suvi again. A daughter of the Korean mafia, no less. Made her kind of important.

It was evening outside. A fresh, autumnal aroma hung in the air. I could hear the hum of guests gathered about the entrance. The whole place was enveloped in a mood of celebration. We were outside an elite restaurant in the city center, which even afforded a sense of safety — not like those scary out-of-town manor houses.

And apart from the security people, we were ALL dressed up in amazing outfits — every one of them different!

“So pleased to see you again,” Kwon Sung smiled, shaking Dad’s hand. “I see the children get on very well!”

“Like a house on fire.”

“Ha-ha, well, it’s good to see!”

The men laughed in the way men do — kind of “Heh-HA-HA-HA!”

We all exchanged greetings. Then Suvi took me by the hand — three times I tried to evade her grasp, but she was a persistent little madam — and we walked up to the entrance.

There were plenty of familiar faces there: the supporting actors, their understudies, the dwarf… Ah, I could see the director! Dmitry Kim. He already looked hammered. Well, today, of all days, he could be forgiven.

It all went to show… A colossal amount of work had gone into making this movie. We’d earned this moment.

“Aha, the main stars!” Sergey said, greeting us in a glamorous light-blue suit with sequins. “Carry on in! I’m going to stay here and greet people. Eugene is on his way.”

‘I can’t believe how many different outfits there are,’ I thought, shaking my head as I went inside. It was more like a fashion show than a party.

Inside the banquet hall there were a lot of tables and a stage. Again, we came across people we knew. Ah, there was the director again. He was slumped on the floor. Maybe it was time for him to go home?

It was all fine, until…

“Oh, is it really you? I’ve dreamed of this day for so long!” We were accosted by some fair-haired guy with green eyes, snow-white teeth and a huge smile.

We looked at each other. No one had a clue who he was.

“My name is Adrian Knight. From the American Coalition,” he said, holding out a business card. “I’m representing International Oasis Entertainment”.

My parents’ brows shot up. Evidently, they’d heard of the company. The Kwons looked equally surprised. And if Kwon Sung, the mafia guy, was surprised by something, then I should be too. In fact, he looked more than just surprised. He looked wary.

“And what would a company like that want with us?” Mom asked. “It is us you mean, isn’t it? Or is it the Kwons you want?”

“Oh, no, no. They turned down my offer a long time ago,” he smiled. “What would you say to working for us? In America, I mean. With a visa, full pay, training and everything that our great country has to offer.”

“W-what?” Mom exclaimed disbelievingly. “Are you being serious?”

“Absolutely! I realize our immigration policies are even tougher than yours, but I assure you, miracles do happen, and this is you we’re talking about! We’d really like to work with Michael.”

Wha-a-a-t?! America?! I don’t know why, but Mom was always badmouthing those people. She must have her reasons. Ahhh, I hate America!

I was all set to floor the American with a flying kick, when I was interrupted by… Sergey.

He flew in like a Fury. Like a demon. Like a berserker!

“Knight!” he roared on his way over to us. “Seriously! Right under our noses?! How on earth did you get here? Who leaked it to you? How did you find out about Kaiser? Where do you get the nerve?”

“It’s nothing personal. It’s business,” his rival smirked. “We’re not the ones cultivating actors from the cradle.”

“We don’t cultivate them — we offer them a choice. The best choice!”

“And how’s that different from me?”

Sergey could find no reply to that. Knight smirked again, then turned back to my mom, awaiting her answer.

“We… we can’t give you an answer yet. And right now, we’re not even going to think about it. We’re taking a break,” she frowned.

“Oh, of course, of course. There’s no hurry. Now, I’ll excuse myself. You have my number.” Sweeping his gaze around the restaurant, he grimaced slightly. “If you’d like to own places like this, instead of just visiting them, call me. With us, it would be quite within your grasp.”

Own… a restaurant? A place like this? That was… well, it was impossible! It would be infinitely expensive! No one had that much money! It was all lies!

Or was it?

Knight nodded, winked at Sergey and headed for the exit, smiling.

We were left bewildered. Sergey was obviously livid. His rival had tried to snatch the world’s hottest talent from under his nose at his own party! And while my folks and I were puzzled, the Koreans were grim-faced. They obviously knew something.

That was show-business for you! Competition, poaching, dirty tricks… How had Knight got in here anyway? Were spies used for this kind of thing too?

Can you blame me for being reluctant to hand over rights to my face?

Mom and I exchanged glances. Looking at the business card in his hand, it suddenly occurred to me. It occurred to her too. It hit us both at the same time.

We didn’t need to accept the proposal or try to wangle better terms. We could use it as leverage against Eugene! Ha! Ingenious! We had proof that his main rivals were circling around us. We could just sweeten the deal up to what the Americans were offering, and we wouldn’t have to go anywhere!

Ha! Brilliant!

Smiles shone on our faces. Heh-heh, this was just gr…

Clap. Clap. Clap.

The sound of someone clapping their hands suddenly rang out from somewhere behind us. The claps sounded oddly loud and clear against the murmur of voices and the background music.

I heard footsteps. The clacking of heels. Also loud and clear. Also weirdly distinct.

I suddenly felt uneasy. All sounds seemed to fade out, my attention becoming ever more focused on the person behind me.

“Well, well, what a spectacle! Our youngest, brightest stars, and they turned down an offer like that! I’m amazed!” Her velvety, melodious voice rose with preternatural clarity above the background hum.

I froze, my heart skipping a beat.

My parents turned around. Mom stared open-mouthed, eyes gleaming, at the sight of her idol.

“What interesting parties you have here!” the woman laughed sonorously. “Ooh, such high passions!”

‘User, that voice…’

“Yes, such high passions and such darling little children to provoke them. Children these days are so intelligent and capable, aren’t they… Fitzgerald?”

My body had stopped obeying me, as if my muscles had rusted up, as if sand had got into my ligaments. Summoning my inner strength, however, I broke through the shackles of horror and slowly turned around.

Black hair. Bright blue eyes. Tall stature and elegant figure, somewhat like Mom’s.

And bright red lips with a mole beneath the lower one.

Next to her stood a grey-haired man in his customary suit. He looked exactly as I remembered him from our first encounter.

“Yes, madam,” Fitzgerald replied. “Very… capable.”

‘User, full match of jaw, voice and height, allowing for high heels. It’s the Lady in White and her servant Fitzgerald’

‘But how… how is that possible?! I KILLED HIM WITH MY OWN HANDS!’

My heart was pounding like crazy. My hands felt cold, and sweat was running down my back. My eyes scoured the others’ faces in search of help, but…

No one reacted. In the slightest. To them, it was as if Fitzgerald wasn’t there.

“Well, hello, Michael.” The Lady spread her fan, hiding her sharp-toothed smile. “So you’re the star of our movie, are you?”
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