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Chapter 1

LEANING ON THE CRUTCHES, I took my first tentative steps across the floor of the brightly lit physical therapy room. One. Two. I’d already broken a sweat, but I had to carry on.

“Come on, that’s it! You’re doing so well!” Mom said, clapping encouragingly.

Three. Four. A-a-a-and…. Five! I let go of the crutches and sat down wearily on a couch, breathing heavily as a wave of blissful relief washed over me. Ooh! It had been a tough workout — but how good it felt now to relax!

Mom was almost as delighted at my first steps after the coma as she had been at my first steps ever. I smiled back at her.

Who’d have thought that I’d have to learn to walk again? Life’s a funny old game. But! This time I had the benefit of experience. If I’d learned to walk once, I could learn again!

‘Swarm, damage assessment’

‘Your body is 89% damaged. On the day you teleported you had one percent left until death. Bunny got you to the hospital a minute before the inevitable happened’

‘Ugh, what a nightmare…’

“Would you like a mandarin, sweetheart?”

“Sure!”

It was three days since I’d woken up. It’s impossible to put into words what we’d all felt at that moment. We’d all just bawled our eyes out…

I used to think that only babies and little girls cried. It wasn’t seemly for a man to shed tears! But you know what? That idea can go to hell. These people had started to believe I was dead. They’d been on the cusp of accepting that I was gone. So if that wasn’t an occasion for crying, what was?

“Yecch, it’s bitter!” I grimaced and shrank back, my mouth salivating, my stomach begging for mercy. “You know, Mom, there were some other ladies there who wanted me to swap you for them. But I refused. I would never, ever swap you for another mom!”

“Aw, you’re my little sweetie pie,” she said, kissing my head. “When you’re better, you can have all the candies in the world! And we’ll buy you all the toys in the world too!”

“Heh-heh,” I smiled, swinging my legs. Then I went back to choking on my mandarin. “Yecch!”

A nurse came into the therapy room. Ugh, more stupid tests!

“When can I go home?” I groaned.

“The better you do in your tests, the quicker you’ll be discharged, Michael!”

They’d been putting me through tests ever since I woke up. Right now, I was sitting at a table building little towers. The aim was to build them in the least possible number of moves. And since I couldn’t be bothered to think…

‘Swarm, do the calculation’

In a few seconds, the solution was ready, and I quickly completed the task. For that, I got a Vitamin C tablet and a candied fruit jelly. Then there was a memory test, then they took some blood. The final stage was a session with a child psychologist.

‘User, after three days of monitoring your recovery, I can confirm that the Wrath Gene has entered your system’

I stiffened. The psychologist noticed.

“Are you all right, Michael? Is there something you want to say?” she asked.

“Huh? Oh. No…”

‘So it did get in, then?’ I had to use my acting skills to refrain from frowning. ‘And what does it mean?’

‘Nothing yet — the Gene’s dormant’

I tried to clench my left hand, the one that had been torn off. I still got phantom pains and sensations there. Once, for instance, I had the feeling that I’d banged my left little finger. I felt actual pain despite not having a hand!

Unless…

My hand had been torn off in the middle of deploying Jacob’s Ladder, and at the exact same time I’d been absorbing Wrath from Grandpa’s core. Might there be a link?

The secrets of my past were starting to intrigue me more and more.

Even Lucifer himself had recognized me! He’d expressed surprise at my having come down to his place. Did that mean I’d never been there before? In that case, I was neither a demon nor an angel. But what then?

Did my mother have a bandit for a son?

The session with the psychologist ended and I went back to the ward together with Mom. A moment later, however, the door suddenly opened. It was Albert!

“They tell me you can already walk the whole length of the room and back without a break. An abnormally swift recovery. That’s good to hear,” he nodded.

“When can I go home?” I mumbled. “I’m sick of being in hospital.”

“Michael, you’re a big boy, so I’ll be honest with you.”

“Yes, I am big!” I said proudly.

“Not very soon.”

I sighed frustratedly. Mom shot an anxious look at the doctor, but his words came as no surprise to her. Or to me, for that matter.

“At least two weeks. Plus however long it takes to regrow your hand. But fear not — we managed to grow your dad’s hand back, and we’ll do the same for you. Runs in the family, does it, losing hands?” he grinned.

“Will it… hurt?”

“Don’t worry. Just count yourself lucky that it’s not your eyes. With those, you’d be fainting with agony every step of the way, ha-ha!”

I gulped. “Can I have another doctor?”

* * *

Albert’s report to the Emperor

‘Summary of the first two weeks of tests on Michael Kaiser.

We mostly carried out intelligence tests. As well as being the most useful kind of test at his age, they also allow us to monitor the recovery of his brain after the coma.

Findings and opinion:

The boy is a genius. His memory, reactions and intellect are like those of a blood mage with accelerated brain function — BY DEFAULT!

But despite his intelligence, he’s still a child, and it hasn’t occurred to him that he needs to hide any of this.

His rebirth didn’t grant him life experience, and in two years he hasn’t gained as much of it as a full adult. Which means he is developing in the same way as any other child, with a character that can be shaped and changed.

However, his basic intellectual capabilities are highly impressive.

Known figures with this kind of intellect include Theos the God of Light, the Mage King, the Nameless One (pre-insanity), Acheron, Vecna, and Megiddo. Nearly all of these share a genius for magic and a striving to become divinities, some of them successfully.

However, the provenance of his regenerative capacity and the cause of his survival despite the anomaly remain unknown. This factor alone can strike all the above from the list of possibilities.

Also, his memory hasn’t recovered — he doesn’t remember the week he spent in Hell and says that he just hid.

But given his intellect, his survival is not especially surprising. He is certainly capable of it.

Conclusion: unless evidence emerges of his evil nature, I strongly advise against losing such a precious asset. Eugene should be informed, and we should recommence work on both him and his family.

I get the impression that Michael is also known in other countries as more than just a good actor. It is even possible that the Americans know who he used to be.

Personal note:

For all his intellect, Michael has never applied himself to anything. What would happen if he really put his mind to something?

We ought to consider developing him as a healer.’

* * *

I didn’t see it at first. What a fool I was!

They’d been probing me. All those tests had been designed to find out where my limits were!

But I’d survived the Abyss, where strength lay in silence and secrecy, and having given myself away at the start, I decided to draw the line there. They wouldn’t see anything else, however many of their ‘children’s’ tests they threw at me.

Little did they realize that they hadn’t even scratched the surface.

In any case, I didn’t want to put pressure on the Swarm. It was busy enough as it was with the task of getting me back on my feet. Literally. That, by the way, was why no new colony was growing, even though it was due. We’d redirected all resources into the healing process.

And it was bearing fruit.

I was getting closer and closer to being discharged.

“Jör! My girl!” I cried with delight, sitting in my ward.

She was a snake. A reptile. Physically, she had very little in the way of brains. Yet I could have sworn her eyes looked more intelligent than ever before.

As soon as she saw me, she jumped out of Dad’s hands and slithered up to me at tremendous speed, winding herself around my leg. I helped her up, and she immediately nestled her head against my neck, wrapping herself tightly around my body.

She was unable to talk and hardly made any sounds. But she didn’t need to. Feeling her cold face with the little nose holes nuzzling against me told me all I needed to know.

“I missed you too, Jör. You’re my cold-blooded little honey bun…”

I pressed her to me. She’d got so thin, the poor darling…

My father smiled warmly at the sight of pet and owner being finally reunited. He gave us a little time just to hold each other after the long separation.

It was quite against the rules for him to have brought her, of course. Large pets were not permitted at the hospital. But I’d been desperate to see Jör.

“How are things, son?” my father asked.

Another week had passed. I was on track physically, getting the strength back in my muscles, and I was settling down mentally, too. I could eat candies now!

“Is there anything else you need?” he asked.

He wasn’t good at expressing his emotions the way Mom did, and so, in his own, fatherly way, he kept asking me questions like these. It was his language of love and care. That was what had made him bring Jör here.

“No, Dad. Thanks,” I smiled. “Although… preschool has finished now, right?”

One and a half years had passed on Earth while I’d been in Hell, so yes, preschool had finished. By now, everyone had gotten big and started school — the very thing that we all used to think about with such trepidation. It was grown-up life. Not a place for messing around. First grade, no less!

“Dad, I want to be in Maxim’s class. Wherever the kids from my preschool have gone.”

“I’ll arrange it, Misha,” Dad nodded.

That was what my dad was all about! Less talking, more action. He made promises like a man, and got things done like a man. He was a real paterfamilias, a rock! I wanted to grow up just like him!

A little later, Mom turned up, and we all set off together.

Set off where, you ask?

For a walk!

Oh, how wonderful that felt! And boy, I can’t tell you how glad I was of the cold February weather! It was that time of year when it starts to get a tiny bit warmer, but there’s still snow on the ground and enough of a frost to nip your nose and make you breathe out steam.

“Whoa! Ha-ha!” I laughed, tossing snow up into the air. “Snow, Mom! Look, it’s snow!”

I laughed with delight at something as ordinary as snow, something that other people took for granted and were already tired of. Seeing my elation brought Mom to the verge of tears again. But thanks to Dad, she held herself together.

Rightly so. There was no need to cry. Everything was fine now. Soon I’d get tired of the snow, too. But for now, I’d throw a few snowballs.

I was dressed in a onesie with a long-eared hat, furry mittens and warm boots. To look at me, you’d have thought I was on my way to space.

While I was monkeying about in the snow, I noticed Albert coming towards us through the park. Did he ever take that white gown off? My parents saw him too.

“Do you have some news, doctor?” Mom asked anxiously.

“Only the good kind, Anna. We’re getting ready to discharge him,” Albert shrugged. “What are you feeding him — vitamin bears? His brain function has fully recovered, and bodily functions aren’t far behind. I see no reason to keep you in hospital any longer.”

“But what about…” It was a subject Mom found difficult. Understandably enough.

“His hand?” Albert said, realizing what she meant.

Yes. I was literally an invalid. I had a missing hand. It hadn’t grown back of its own accord, and it was troubling for my parents to see their son with a bandaged stump…

“In Mark’s case everything was made simpler by his blood magic,” Albert said, nodding at Dad. “He could even have grown it back without us, only it would have taken a lot longer. In your son’s case, I assume he’s not possessed of any such ability. Right?”

Everyone looked at me. Huh? What?

I shook my head. Unless I was mistaken, Albert even looked relieved.

“That means that he won’t be able to help us adapt cells and connect nerves,” Albert nodded. “The hand will have to be grown from scratch, which is much more difficult, but… also perfectly feasible.” He nodded again, reassuringly. “The quicker he makes a full recovery, the sooner we can make a start. At the moment, we’re studying his stem cells and doing lab tests. That’ll take at least a month. Make a full recovery in that time, and we’ll start straight away.”

“I will!” I said, clenching my mittened hand into a fist.

“Do your best,” the doctor smiled. “Apart from that, I can only congratulate you on it not being anything fatal! Be thankful. It’s a miracle,” he said, taking his leave. “For him to survive Hell… it’s a miracle.”

And he moved away, crunching snow underfoot and leaving us to our thoughts. I was miffed at his words. So much so that I felt the need to say something.

“It wasn’t a miracle. It was my hard work…,” I muttered, going back to my snowballs. “Stupid grown-up.”

My parents looked at me.

Seriously, though! I’d survived by the sweat of my brow, eating wood, consorting with toads and even with WOMEN, and he just says, ‘It’s a miracle’. Like hell it was! I’d survived because of MY efforts, MY decisions. The only miracle was…

Yes. The only miracle was Bunny. All the rest, from Toad to Vsevolod, was down to my actions.

Where were they, anyway — Bunny and Vsevolod?

Gran had been to see me a couple of times and apologized for not visiting more often. I didn’t mind, seeing that she was probably busy resurrecting my great-grandfather.

But where was he? Almost a month had gone by! Bring the fellow back!

“Grow it back? How about a prosthetic?!” a voice suddenly rang out.

I jumped in surprise, and Mom almost screamed. My father swung round, ready for a fight, but the stranger turned out to be a familiar face.

It was that American guy! I remembered him! What was his name again?

“Adrian Knight,” he smiled. It was the fair-haired American who’d accosted us at the wrap party. “Let me tell you how pleased I am that everything turned out well and that Michael’s okay,” he said with an accent.

What the hell? Where had he sprung from? What had he been doing behind that tree?! Was he…

Oh, the slimeball. He’d been eavesdropping!

As before, he was dressed in a grey three-piece suit with a watch chain on his chest pocket. He looked like a butler. A badass butler.

“Did you want something?” Dad frowned. “And what are you doing creeping up on us like that?”

“I was listening in,” he said, smiling again. “Our company’s research department is impressed by Michael’s immense potential. Especially after his disappearance and return. Our firm, like our country, specializes in technological development and we need ingenious minds more than anyone. The American Coalition, alas, has not been as fortunate with mothercrystals as you,” he smiled politely.

I looked at my parents. Mothercrystals? What was that all about? Although, come to think of it, energy crystals had to come from somewhere. Maybe it was from them? It was something I should look into.

After all, if they were the source of world magic, perhaps I could, well, take it for myself?

“Why would you want to grow back an ordinary hand,” the American went on, looking at me slyly, “when you could have a cybernetic prosthetic based on magic and technomancy?!”

My eyes opened wide. Cyber…NETIC?! FOR REAL? YOU’VE GOT TO BE KIDDING!

What was that?

For a boy of my mental age, words like prosthetic, cybernetic and magic were like red rags to a bull. Rather like robots and shoot’em ups.

“Basically, you want to buy us?” Mom said, frowning.

“Well, yes,” Knight admitted.

“You’ve been digging up on us,” Dad snarled.

“Anna told me about Michael’s disappearance in a fit of hysterics over the phone. As for his return — the hospital made no secret of it,” he shrugged. “I haven’t been digging. It’s just my job to know these things.”

My parents obviously didn’t like this fellow. No one did. But he did have a very… direct way of talking. Unlike Albert and other people from the Emperor’s entourage, Knight didn’t hide things or beat about the bush. He openly admitted everything. And that gave me mixed feelings.

“I understand that your hospital and school fees are being paid for you, and you’re being offered a lot of other stuff besides. Let me guess… Eugene is keen to hang onto you? And of course it’s just your acting talent that he’s interested in. Of course it is!” he smirked.

Mom flinched. Knight’s words had struck a nerve.

“Do you realize what it means to be in debt to a devil and a necromancer? Do you think the Emperor is doing all this free of charge?” The smile vanished from his face. “Nothing is that simple. And one day you’ll be asked to pay a price that no one has yet mentioned.”

With that, he became the second strange fellow — another spy from another country — to walk silently away from us in the little park in front of the hospital.

Dear me…

I’d forgotten what it meant to be an exceptional child. Was everyone really so eager to take my childhood away from me? Theodore and Augustus were their parents’ projects — long-term investments. Katya and Suvi were commodities that would bring profits once they were ‘sold’ into marriage.

Did high society children have any chance at all of a normal childhood? Or were we all born so that others could get something out of us?

High society sucked!

“May I ask a question?” I called out to Knight.

“Of course!” the American replied, turning around.

“You don’t make any sound when you walk. Why’s that? Is it magic?”

I had abnormally acute, superhuman hearing. And yet, even now, Knight’s footsteps dented the snow, but they didn’t make any sound.

“Ah. That, Michael…,” he smiled, bending down and pulling his trouser leg up to the knee, “… is because I’m on silent mode.”

There was no skin there. No flesh. Beneath the trouser leg there was nothing but silver steel ribboned with luminous blue lines.

Then he pulled up a sleeve to reveal a metallic arm and undid one of the buttons on his white shirt. There, too, was the same, blue-veined metal.

“My body was blown up five years ago. There was nothing left but my heart and my head, and I was never especially gifted. Oasis Entertainment resurrected me with technomancy,” he smiled. “While you have a Dead Legion, we have a Mechanical One.” Refastening his button, he turned around. “Flesh is weak, Michael. One day you’ll understand that. Goodbye.”

Making no reply, I watched this amalgam of man and machine walk away, leaving us alone with our thoughts.

It was funny how my father and I had exactly the same thought. Only he said it first.

“In the end, you’re just as much in debt yourself,” he sighed after the departing Knight. “Only not to the Emperor, but to progress.”

“Escobar’s theorem,” Mom said, shaking her head. “Come on, let’s go and pack. They’ll be discharging us soon.”

I looked at my half-built snowman. Then at my severed hand. Damn it…

With a prosthetic, I’d have finished it a long time ago.

“Hmm…”

* * *

It happened literally as soon as we got to the door. Excited to be home, I savored the smell of the entranceway, even smiled at the homeless guy in the yard! I was tingling with nostalgia, brimming with joyful anticipation of Earthly life and human comforts.

But my actions had spawned consequences that would change my life forever.

Gran was at the door waiting for us.

“Dump your stuff. I’m teleporting you all right now,” she said.

Mom looked at her, perplexed, while Dad seemed to know what this meant. I noticed the way he reacted, as if he’d been given some kind of warning. Strange.

“Where do you want to take us, Gran?” Mom asked, sliding off my backpack. I wasn’t allowed to carry anything heavy yet.

“To my place.”

“What for? Misha here’s just got back.”

“You’ll see.”

She wasn’t letting on much. I mentioned before that I’d only seen her two or three times at the hospital. She kept apologizing, anxious about not visiting me often enough, but I knew what was keeping her busy, what was on her mind.

And now the end was in sight. I could tell as much from her brusque manner.

We stood in a circle. Gran took us by our hands, and we were swallowed by a fiery flash. Her teleport gave a surprisingly soft ride that used up hardly any of my strength, so it wasn’t a problem.

Pouf! We emerged into the familiar yard outside Gran’s cottage. There was snow on the ground, the birds were singing, and the air was laced with morning freshness. Oh, how I’d missed all…

“Mi-i-i-chael!” a velvety female voice rang out.

A shiver went down my spine. Turning around, I saw her. Tall, with black hair, she was dressed in what looked like a Snow White outfit, only purple and luxurious.

“What a little sweetie pie you are! You even look a little smaller! Oh, my lambkin, ha-ha! Michael, I’m so delighted that you made it back alive!” she trilled, her eyes sparkling.

I was horrified. Firstly, because it was a woman, and secondly…

“Vivienne! What are you doing here?” I asked, pointing at her.

I’d been lured into a trap! What the hell was she doing at Gran’s house — she was no friend! Nathaniel, where are you? Attack!

“Michael, don’t be harsh with her,” Gran sighed.

“Don’t be harsh? Are you sewious?” I answered, throwing up my hands.

“Vivienne was the only one who gave the family hope, who told us for certain that you were alive.”

“And put a word in with the school’s board of directors at the request of a certain loving father!” Vivienne said, raising a finger. “It so happened that after Augustus left, their shareholding came up for sale, and…” She bowed her head. “No need to thank me.”

I flinched with realization. Of course. The contract. It was thanks to Vivienne that my parents hadn’t gone mad! But what was all this about her helping to get me back to school?

What the hell? Why did she keep doing me favors when I was determined to hate her?!

Before I had time to move, she flung her arms around me and hugged me with all her might. I smelled her expensive perfume and felt her soft, velvety skin against my cheek. This was harassment! Why was she always touching me?

“I missed you, little man! My heart was breaking! I helped look for you too!” she twittered, squeezing me like a toy.

She was so strong, I almost squeaked.

“Get off me! Ugh, get off me!” I squirmed like a cat that doesn’t like being held.

“I just can’t help myself! Forgive me, Michael!”

And she went and planted a big kiss on my cheek. Imagine! She kissed my chubby cheek with those neat red lips of hers! That woman! Leaving a hot, wet mark on my skin!

Just then…

‘Lust Gene reaction’

My eyes opened wide. W-what…?

Vivienne saw the reaction perfectly. Catching my eye, she winked, and only then did she draw herself back up, watching with a smile as I furiously rubbed her lipstick off my cheek.

Mom’s face showed mixed feelings. Don’t get jealous, Mom, I’ll never leave you for that hag!

“What’s all this about, Gran?” Mom asked pointedly.

“Vivienne is a necromancer. A good one.” Gran pursed her lips, then sighed and looked towards the gazebo.

We all turned our gazes in the same direction.

And we all saw it. There was no mistaking it.

A coffin.

“Today, my husband will rise from the dead,” Vasilisa smiled. “Today’s the day that Vsevolod returns.”


Chapter 2

MOM’S EYES BULGED half-way out of her head, while Dad just sighed. They all knew that I’d retrieved Grandpa’s core from Hell, but it seemed that Dad had been warned in advance of what was coming and had been brought along too so as not to spoil the celebration for Mom. Or perhaps he was needed as security?

I knew nothing about necromancy. Perhaps there was a chance that some crucial error had been made, and the former Apostle of Kindness would go berserk?

But that aside…

“Why the hell is she resurrecting him?” I asked, jabbing a finger at Vivienne. “I thought the Dark Emperor was a friend of ours? Everyone knows he’s much more powerful and much better at this stuff!”

“Firstly, Michael, I’ll have to dock you a point. We don’t point fingers in polite society,” Vivienne smiled, refusing as ever to take offence. “And secondly…”

“Because being in debt to a devil is something best avoided,” Gran sighed. “And Victor Knyazyev is a devil. Literally. He has devilish powers, and contracts are one of his strong points.”

“I’ll have to dock you a point, too, Vasilisa. One mustn’t interrupt,” Vivienne said, turning to her jovially. Gran raised a brow in surprise. “But alas, you’re right. Once a manipulator gets the hang of contract magic, there’s no stopping him.”

Really, Vivienne, is that so? You don’t say? How did you find that out? Did someone tell you?

On the other hand, though, it was true. It was no secret that Victor Knyazyev, our Emperor, was a master of dark arts. All of them. Promoting necromancy and demonology was his big thing. It had literally been part of his election campaign.

“But you can do contracts, too,” I said glumly.

“I didn’t ask for anything,” she replied, observing with interest my attempts to bring her down.

Unable to think of an answer, I just sniffed and made a face like this — >:(

What could I say, anyway? Vivienne was a necromancer, and she and Gran had come to an agreement. Who was I to tell Gran what to do? She’d been twenty-three at my age, so it was hardly my place to play the smartass.

All I could do, therefore, was stand there looking angry and upset. Had I been a little younger, I might well have dumped in my pants for effect. But that wouldn’t be cool anymore. It was below me.

It was unlikely that Mom knew about the whole situation with this woman, and there was no way of telling her, so Vivienne responded to the question of why I was so angry by laughing and saying that she sometimes gave me bad grades. Liar! Grrr! How I’d like to bite through the carotid artery on that smooth, slender neck of hers!

“We need to prepare the ritual. You can just take a seat and relax,” Vivienne said. Then she bowed and went off in the direction of the gazebo.

Gran nodded and followed her.

“How can we relax?” Mom said, nervously running her hands through her hair. “This is Grandpa we’re talking about.”

“Yeah… Grandpa…,” Dad said. He was nervous too.

Oh, but of course! How could I have forgotten?! That was why he’d been warned! That was why he looked so grave! He was the one who’d killed Grandpa Vsevolod!

It was quite some family history we had! I decided I’d better reassure him.

“Don’t wowwy,” I said, patting his leg. “He’s not mad at you. Well… not vewy.”

“You spoke to him? Did… did he say that?”

“Yeah.”

“That’s… encouraging….” He was as nervous as a boy about to meet his girlfriend’s father.

My parents knew that I remembered everything. Or not everything, but the main parts. The doctors could go to hell, but it was fine for my family to know. Granted, I hadn’t told them about the Sins or the cores, as that could trigger a whole load of other questions that would lead to the truth about my early consciousness. But it was enough for now.

As for the question of WHERE the cores were… I’d have liked to know the answer to that myself. Only Grandpa’s core had been in my hand when I woke up. I supposed that, since Bunny was the one who’d put it there, she must have the others too. Whether she’d done anything with them, I didn’t know. And I decided not to worry too much about it. Time would tell. I felt sure that she and I would meet again.

Ah, here came the rats…

“The Horned Rat has arrived-arrived!”

“His wounds have been licked clean”

“The Great Cheese-Cheese and the New Underground Empire are nigh!”

Turning around, I saw that several rats had climbed onto the railings, so as not to get their paws too cold, and were looking at me with huge, black eyes.

Yes, the rats had been taken straight to Gran’s place. Could there have been any doubt that my pets would end up with her? Bunny knew what she was doing.

“The King’s horns have gone… have they been cut off?”

“The Horned Rat can change his appearance!”

As I said before, I had a strong suspicion that they’d already been thoroughly brainwashed, and I’d accidentally run off with someone else’s flock. I hoped the real Rat King didn’t suddenly turn up.

I wasn’t going to have a rat divinity for an enemy, was I? I certainly hoped not.

“How are you lot doing? Is my gran okay with you being here?”

“She promised we’d have cheese-cheese as long as we kept out of sight! She promised that you’d bring it!”

Jeez, Gran! Where was I going to get cheese from? I’d never been in a store! And Gran never had any herself because she didn’t like it. Argh!

“Friend?” I heard a deep, drawling voice.

I turned around.

“Friend!”

Thud! Thud! Thud! A huge beast galloped towards me at speed, making the ground shake and leaving huge furrows in the earth behind it.

“FOR PETE’S SAKE, NOT ON THE VEGETABLE PATCH!”

Gran’s cry failed to halt the charge of the ancient man-eating spirit, who nearly put a window through with his antlers as he raced to greet me!

“Friend! Friend! Frieeend!” the white-skulled creature gurgled.

He leaped up on his front paws, not knowing how to express his joy. The ground shook, causing snow to fall from the roof.

I smiled.

The seven-foot-tall, black-coated brute resembled nothing more than a happy, excited child.

“I missed you too, buddy,” I said, stroking his skull and pressing my forehead against his nose. “Sorry things turned out the way they did.”

“Friend… not there. Friend… miss…” He stopped leaping around, and his voice became a mixture of a woman’s and a child’s, very sad and plaintive. “Miss… friend…”

“Arf!” A sudden bark rang out.

I heard the crunch of snow and turned around to see two wolves racing my way! No longer babies, they’d gotten so much bigger than the little balls of fluff that they used to be! Flying out of a kennel that someone had built for them, they were hurtling towards me at full pelt, their tongues hanging out.

“Ha-ha-ha, my favorite little freaks!” I cried. I knelt down to greet them.

Big mistake.

Thwack! They didn’t even slow down. The first toppled me right over with his head, while the second jumped up and plonked his butt on my chest. And despite their young age, they were by no means light! They nearly knocked the breath out of me.

They lay on top of me and began licking my face.

“Ha-ha-ha, that’s enough! Ha-ha-ha!” I laughed, trying in vain to wriggle free from their slobbering tongues.

When the wendigo approached to join in the fun, I leaped up immediately. No thanks, buddy — there’s no way I’d survive your weight too!

The cubs could barely contain their furry joy and started prancing about elatedly, looking at me with huge, enamored eyes.

They’d grown all right. They weren’t cute little lumps anymore… more like big, furry sausages! Also, one of them had gotten a little darker, and the other a little lighter. They stood with their tongues hanging out, panting happily.

There was just one problem. The sun.

“Huh-huh-huh,” the darker cub panted. “Grrr!” — he suddenly growled at the sun. “Huh-huh-huh,” he panted cheerfully again, then “Grrr!” — he growled again.

Just look at this guy. He couldn’t concentrate for more than two seconds! They were the same little loonies that I knew and loved. The sun didn’t give him a moment’s peace! I felt certain that if he could, he’d eat it, crap it out and piss on top of it.

“My crazy babies!” I smiled and started tickling them behind their ears.

They had a funny way of shaking their hind legs. Heh-heh, they were so soft and furry, too. And look at those teeth! These were no milk-sucking wolf babies — they were serious fighters. With these two by your side, you could take over the whole playground!

Amid the general euphoria, however, there were a few things that bothered me.

“Friend… here! Friend!” the wendigo cried in a joyful male voice.

I frowned. I noticed he spoke… less well than before. It was obvious that he was trying to convey his feelings, but he used to be able to string proper sentences together and speak much more clearly.

Moving away a little, I looked at him. Was it just me or… had he shrunk? I felt sure he used to be taller and bulkier!

Then I looked at the wolf cubs and started wondering… Sure, they’d grown — but why so little? One and a half years had passed in the real world, but to look at the wolves, you’d have thought it had been about three months. They only came up to my waist, and I was a little fellow myself!

‘Something’s not right,’ I frowned, twisting my head around.

I spotted Dad leaning on the railings in front of the house, watching us. Perhaps it worried him to see a huge wendigo next to his son.

Then I looked at the kennel. Was it he who’d built it? Perhaps he knew what was going on. I decided to ask him.

“They’re magical creatures, Misha. Their growth depends on their core, and the core is affected by the nervous system. Rage and tranquility can stimulate growth, but depression…”

“I see,” I sighed sadly.

I looked at the cubs. At Nathaniel. Their joy was immediately visible, and the relief in their eyes was plain to see.

They were all intelligent beings. They understood things. And no doubt people had tried to explain it to them.

All my pets showed signs of depression.

Just like Jör, they’d been devastated by my disappearance. That was why the cubs hadn’t grown as much as they should have, and Nathaniel had started regressing into a brainless freak.

“Forgive me,” I smiled stroking each of their faces. “I’m back now. And I won’t leave you ever again, I give you my word.”

The cubs stuck out their tongues and began panting with smiles on their faces, while Nathaniel… started purring. What?! Wendigos could PURR? Granted, it sounded like blood gurgling somewhere inside his chest, but it was still kind of cute.

Dad, who had been observing all this, sighed and shook his head. The rats looked at each other.

“The King is wise!”

“He makes friends with all! Just as the King would do-would do!”

“He’s the Horned Rat for sure-for sure!”

They all nodded in unison.

Guys, I’m not a rat!

Seeing Gran walking away from the gazebo and wiping her charcoal-stained hands. I decided to go and talk to her.

Oh, there was the cow! She just stood there chewing something as she always did, fixing me with her vacant, cow-like stare. Well, at least she wasn’t depressed. And since I’d effectively stolen her, I could hardly take offence. Anyway, the situation probably hadn’t registered with her. I reckoned she had one brain cell, and even that one was inactive right now. What was she eating, anyway? There was nothing but snow here.

Vivienne was still busy with the coffin, while Gran had evidently done her part. Mom was sitting on the steps next to her, noticeably anxious.

“How’s it going?” I asked.

“So far, so good,” Gran muttered.

This was her when she was nervous. The Witch of the Apocalypse in the past couldn’t have been the most emotionally expressive of human beings. Mom, meanwhile, was biting her nails, mumbling to herself and generally oozing stress. She had expressiveness in spades.

I went up to Gran. It was quite a day for her. She must be on tenterhooks inside. I decided I ought to distract her a little.

“Gwan, when are we going to summon Belial and tear his arm off for stealing me away?” I asked with a goofy smile.

She turned her head slowly and creakily towards me. Uh-oh.

“Right after we’ve finished kicking your ass!” she hissed.

Well, it looked like I was in for a thrashing [Adaptation: Belt — 1/4]. Ah well. I kind of deserved it. I wouldn’t even get upset.

Or perhaps I would. It wasn’t very nice, after all. I didn’t want to get my ass beaten!

“I won’t do it again, I pwomise,” I mumbled. “I’ve learned my lesson…”

“I very much hope so.”

Vivienne was coming our way. Mom’s head perked up. Gran stiffened. Dad approached too.

The fashion designer stopped and smiled.

“Everything’s ready.”

The words went through us like a bolt of electricity. It was what we wanted to hear, but we couldn't help feeling apprehensive.

The moment of truth had arrived. I’d gone through a week of literal Hell, lost a hand and become a possessor of Wrath, and it had all led to this moment, this event!

The resurrection of my great-grandfather.

This was where it all came to a head.

“Let me be clear,” Vivienne said, no longer smiling. “I’ve practiced full resurrection before, but I’ve never worked with a soul like this one. Things can go wrong. Vsevolod might rise up as a vicious troll, or he might crumble to pieces after one minute. Also, his body has been regrown around the core, and I didn’t watch it growing. Absolutely anything might come out of there. If he attacks, I won’t hesitate to attack back, and you must help me. If it’s successful… well, then we can celebrate.”

Mom clenched her trembling fists. Dad and Vasilisa stood with furrowed brows. I went to stand behind them. I was a little frightened. I’d seen Vsevolod in Hell. He’d nearly crushed my neck.

So the body was built around the core? I’d eaten off all the demonic essence back when I was in Hell, but even so, just WHAT was going to emerge from that coffin? And how did his body fit in there? Would we be able to handle Grandpa if things went wrong?

But there was no going back now.

It was time to get it done.

Vivienne swept her gaze over us, then frowned and nodded. Everyone nodded back.

Okay. Let’s roll.

Vivienne turned around and clapped her hands. A green fire flared up around her, and threads of necrotic energy slowly crawled out of her body. The fire drew a seal around her and forged a path towards the coffin!

There was a whiff in the air like the smell of marshland. Of mud. It felt cold. The swirling energy whipped up a wind that swept away the snow around us and lifted up Vivienne’s hair. Her eyes burned with a smoldering green flame. I felt the hairs stand up on my arms!

Oh, man! This was necromancy! I was seeing it in action for the first time ever! It was a chilling feeling. The body instinctively reacted to this kind of magic as it would to a corpse. It was unconsciously afraid.

The seals on the coffin lit up. Crack! It was splitting apart! Mom and I jumped, while Dad and Gran tensed their muscles.

The death energy began to fade. Vivienne pulled the green threads back into her body, breathing heavily. Far from relaxing, however, she grew even more tense.

The ritual was at an end. The broken coffin lid flew off, as if someone had pushed it from within, and we all held our breath.

And from the coffin… a hand appeared. Normal-colored, not withered, or pale, or made of stone. Just a hand. It grabbed the edge of the sarcophagus, visibly stiffening. And then…

We all witnessed the sight of a body rising slowly from the coffin.

I saw the body frown and look around. I saw it look down at its own hands. I saw life! Life and reason in its eyes. The vapor coming from its mouth showed that it was breathing, and the perplexed look on its face showed that it was conscious.

And when it noticed us…

It opened its big blue eyes, overhung by a fringe of jet-black hair.

“V-Vasilisa?” he murmured. “Annie… Mark… and… and you! My great-grandson. Ha-ha, Michael! You did it! YOU DID IT! Ha-ha-ha-ha!” He laughed at the top of his voice. “I’m alive! I’M ALIVE! MY GREAT-GRANDSON BROUGHT ME BACK FROM HELL!”

He went on beaming and laughing, unable to believe what had happened. But little did he suspect…

That we were no less stunned by what we saw before our eyes.

“Gran, what the hell?”

In the coffin sat a child of no more than thirteen. With black hair and blue eyes, he looked like Vsevolod through and through, except that he was… well… a child.

“Er…,” Vivienne said, scratching her head. “Well, nearly perfect.”

My great-grandfather had found the underpants left out for him and was sitting on the edge of the coffin in them, dangling his short legs and readying himself to jump down onto the cold, wooden floor. A red glow had appeared on his round cheeks, and his big, boyish eyes were gleaming brightly.

What on earth…

“Sevy…,” Gran whispered, taking a step towards him. “Sevy. SEVY!” And she raced off towards the gazebo.

So eager was she to reach him that she even used her teleport to leap across the intervening space!

Vsevolod — ‘Sevy’ — had barely managed to spread his arms open before Gran was squeezing him in a tight embrace.

Her chest was quaking, her voice cracking…

“Sevy! Sevy-y-y-y!” she wailed.

I couldn’t see Vsevolod’s face, but I felt certain that he was smiling as warmly as he had at me in the Inferno. And if Gran had recognized his young body…

Then it really must be him.

It had worked.

“It’s me, Lisa,” he whispered, stroking her back. “It’s me…”

Mom rose, her hand pressed gingerly to her chest. Barely breathing, she was gazing towards the gazebo like a frightened little girl. Normally, she would have stayed back. She would have waited for someone to give her a sign. She was rather a scaredy-cat.

But not now.

One step. The snow crunched. Two steps. The scorched earth crackled. Three. Four. Breaking into a run, she raced towards the gazebo!

Vsevolod peered out from over the shoulder of his weeping wife.

“Annie! You’re still the sweet little thing you always were,” he smiled. “You haven’t grown a bit.”

“Grandpa… Grandpa-a-!” she cried, rushing into his embrace. She began weeping too.

I sighed, a smile creeping across my face.

A whole chapter in my family’s history had been brought to a close, and a new one had begun. A new story, a new life.

My great-grandfather had come back to life.

I’d brought him back.

Dad was sighing with relief and looked visibly more relaxed. As did Vivienne. Rubbing her hands, she came up to us and smiled.

“Well, it’s done. I’d better go before they start asking why the hell he’s come back as a child,” she laughed. “I’ll write later about school. See you round, gentlemen!” Turning to me, she poked me on the nose — “Boop!”

I screwed up my eyes, then heard the pop of a portal. When I opened them again, she’d vanished. Bitch!

She’d gone and smeared charcoal on me, too, damn her…

While I was wiping my face, Mom, Gran and Grandpa were heading our way. I looked up. Grandpa was in nothing but the underpants and Gran’s jacket, which hung on him like a long fur coat. He looked for all the world like Vasilisa’s son and Anna’s younger brother.

This was screwed up. My great-grandfather was younger than his granddaughter! How was I going to explain that at school?

Dad grew tense again as they drew close. Vsevolod paid no attention to him, however. Instead, he came straight up to me.

“Michael,” he said, pursing his lips. “Forgive me.”

“W-what for?”

“I didn’t believe it would work out. There was nothing I could do to help you except share my knowledge, but even then, I didn’t truly believe it was possible. I thought we’d die there together. I even… wanted to die. I didn’t want to live. To exist.” He clenched his fists and bowed low, shouting: “Forgive me! Please forgive me!”

“Huh? What?” I looked around in fright. “Er… well… I…” Everyone was gaping at us in astonishment. “That’s enough, Gwandpa! Stwaighten up, will you! I’m not mad at you! Evewything’s fine!”

“No, no. It’s a terrible thing not to have faith in your own great-grandson. A terrible, wicked thing,” he said, straightening up. “I’ll do everything I can to correct my error. I owe you everything.” He held out his hand. “Know this. I’m proud to call you my great-grandson. And I’ll spend my whole life repaying you this debt. My life belongs to you.”

I calmed down.

“And I’m glad to call you my gweat-gwandfather,” I said, squeezing his hand and smiling. “Welcome back, Gwandpa. We all missed you.”

He smiled back at me.

On this day, in this place, at this very moment… our family had gotten one person bigger. Finally.

My great-grandfather had been born again!

* * *

We were sitting in the kitchen, drinking tea. Despite his heartfelt speech, Grandpa had gotten seriously cold standing out there in just his underpants. Now he was warming up with a hot mug in his hands.

“You’re still fond of your mushroom brew, I see,” he smiled, taking a sip. “But tell me, Lisa, what do you keep that curly-haired cow for? What possessed you to get that?”

Why, out of all my menagerie, was it Mister Cow who bothered people the most? Mom was even more chilled about the wendigo than about the curly-haired cow. Was there something I didn’t understand?

I looked at Gran. Was this what a lovestruck girl looked like?

In all honesty, she and Mom weren’t all that much alike. Yes, there was an outward resemblance, but in their character and manners they were completely different people, as if from different families. But now, looking at the way Vasilisa looked at Vsevolod…

I saw the expression that Anna had when she looked at Mark.

Hey, I wanted a love like that! Where could I get one? I wanted two! No, three! Although, come to think of it, girls were dumb. Plus, I had it on good authority from Maxim that they didn’t wash.

But still, heh-heh. I had my very own great-grandfather. Alive and kicking! Sitting right here with me! Granted, he was thirteen years old, but who cared? He was still the same person in his head! We could do so much together! We’d… we’d be even happier now! Whoa! We could go fishing together. Yay!

“But how come you’re a child?” Mom asked, still puzzled.

“Don’t blame your friend. I chose this body myself. I was able to control the growth stages of the homunculus,” Grandpa said.

“Why, though?” Gran pressed him.

“I… I don’t have great talent and I’m no genius, my dear. All my power resides in technical skill, analysis and study,” he began. “As I got older, I realized that I’d made a lot of mistakes during my growing-up years. So I figured, now that I had the chance to live my life over, why not do the growing-up stage again, but without the limitations that I had the last time?” he smiled. “Something like that.”

Wow. How cool was that?

“And will you teach me?” I asked, jumping up.

“Of course I will, little man!” He stretched out a hand and pinched my cheek. “You’re going to be the strongest guy in the world. I’ll teach you things that’ll make you the envy of the whole school.”

I laughed, wriggling my legs. Heh-heh-heh! What a cool great-grandfather I had!

Gran was still frowning, though:

“B-but how are we… It’s so long since I’ve seen you, I’ve been waiting all these years… How are we going to… you know…”

“Oh, come on,” Vsevolod smiled slyly, patting his wife lightly on the thighs. “Don’t worry, I’ll manage. You focus on yourself!”

“Okay…,” Gran said, averting her gaze.

Mom and Dad exchanged surprised stares.

What were they all going on about? I scratched my neck, bemused by all these enigmatic words and glances.

“Vsevolod, sir, are you not… angry?” my father asked.

“Me? Of course I’m angry,” Grandpa said, sipping his tea. “But we’re both fools. And fools shouldn’t get mad at fools.”

“That’s very true,” Dad said, sighing.

“But when I think what you did to my granddaughter to produce Michael…,” he growled, his hands tightening around his mug. “To my angel! My princess!”

I noticed Dad look up in alarm. What? What did he do?! WHAT DID YOU DO, DAD? DID YOU CHEAT ON HER?!

“Well, that’s something… I’ll have to come to terms with…,” my teenage great-grandpa sighed.

And as he sighed, he lowered his gaze and looked under his hand. I looked there too and saw… a spider. An ordinary spider about the size of my big finger. It was crawling across the table without any idea of what was going on or where to go.

Gran noticed it last and raised her hand to squish it. The spider shrank up in terror.

But Vsevolod caught his wife’s hand in mid-flight. He looked at her, and as he did so I saw a very grown-up kind of disapproval in those thirteen-year-old eyes.

“Oh, come on, it’s just a spider!” Gran protested.

“If ever I’m found in the wrong place at the wrong time, going harmlessly about my business, I hope to be treated with as much forbearing as should be expected from us.” He gently put his hand down to let the spider crawl on it. Sitting on Grandpa’s palm, the creature raised its tiny head at him. “This little soul didn’t want to scare you. It knew that being seen could cost it its life.”

Smiling warmly, he carried it to over to the stairs. As if understanding what had just happened, the spider darted into a dark corner, then turned around to face Vsevolod.

“Off you run, little one. And may your short life be a good one.”

The spider looked at us, then at Vsevolod, and after hesitating for a second it finally turned around and crawled into a crack between the stairs.

Grandpa returned to the table.

Mom sniffled. So did I. The others looked at us in bewilderment.

“What’s the matter with you two?”

“I don’t know,” Mom sniveled. “I just felt sorry for the spider…”

I burst out crying in turn.

“Waaah! I don’t wanna be baaaad,” I wailed, my nose running and tears streaming from my eyes. “I won’t kill little beasties anymooore!”

I don’t know about you other empaths, but my mom and I had faces full of snot and tears. This little scene had made an indelible impression on us, and I felt so sorry for the spider and for all the bugs that I’d squished myself in the past that I couldn’t help but start bawling.

Grandpa smiled. Gran went red with shame. Quite right too. Quite right! Shame! Disgrace! They hadn’t done anything to us! They just wanted to live!

It was also clear now how Vsevolod had become the Apostle of Kindness. It didn’t take much figuring out.

While Mom and I were wailing in unison, it started to get dark.

“Okay folks, time to make a move,” Gran said. “Sevy, I’ll show you their apartment tomorrow. They live in the City of N!”

“Oh, really? In my home city?” he smiled.

“Yes! I twied to get into your gym club!” I piped up. “I went there, but they wefused to take me!”

“What?” he said, raising a brow. “How come? You can’t have failed the test, I’m sure of that!”

“They said that I… er… that I was a jerk and a stinkpot, and said get lost, asshole, little mommy’s boy farty-pants, still wet behind the ears!”

“Really?!”

“Er… yeah, definitely!” I nodded.

“Those lousy creeps,” he growled, clenching his fists. “Never mind, Misha, never mind. You and I will go and talk to them. We’ll work it out, don’t you worry…” Then he added with a snarl: “You’re not the one who should be worried.”

A smile spread over my face. Oh-ho! Those guys were in for it now! It was going to be brutal, man. Ha-ha-ha! Yes! Give it to’em, Grandpa! Give it to’em balls deep — whatever that means.

Gran got up and came up to us, ready to open a portal back to the apartment.

“Wait, Gran!” Mom said, leaping up. “We don’t need to go home! We can stay here! We’ll sleep in the living room!”

“No,” Vasilisa answered curtly.

“But it’s so long since I…”

“You’ll see him tomorrow.”

“B-but…”

Gran cut her off: “Not today! Tonight and the next few nights, you’ll sleep at your own place!”

“Ahhh!” Mom said, catching on. “Ohhh!” Meanwhile, Grandpa shrugged. For some reason, he didn’t seem to mind us being turfed out. As for me, I was mystified once again. All I got was that we were being forced to leave.

But before that, there was something I had to do!

“Hang on, I’ll be back in a mo!” I said, and raced upstairs.

There was something I needed to check on. Something I needed to take with me!

Running into my room, I dived under the bed, then pressed a button to open a hidey-hole. Ha-ha, there it was! My little box of cores. Dozens of pearls that I’d refrained from eating during my massacre of demons so as not to get too big too quickly!

I was conscious that all the kids at school would be bigger than me by now. Not only would they have overtaken me in size, but I’d actually gotten smaller!

But now… with these cores… ho-ho, they were just what I…

…needed…

When I opened the box, there was nothing there. It was empty.

Except for a note.

“Cores extracted using this spell have a particular energy pattern, which, if known, makes it easy for a cluster of them to be tracked down.

I suspect that no one but me knows it, making it a lost art. Which is sad.

Still, it’s good to know that my methods are being used.

I have taken the cores. I have devoured their power.

I know that they were yours, Boy in the Mask. And I know that you will read this, seeing that you are alive and on the mend, and you are bound to check on this secret box of yours at the earliest opportunity.

It’s dangerous for me to spy on the Witch’s house, so I will continue to keep watch over you outside her forest.

We will soon meet, Duke. Stand by.

Nameless”

The sheet dropped out of my shaking hands.

* * *

News Bulletin on Imperial One

Surge of interest in entomology:

Pet shops are reporting a sharp growth in sales of terrariums for spiders. ‘People are coming and asking for the most ordinary, garden-variety little spiders,’ the surprised owner of the ‘Furry Paws’ pet shop told us. Experts are linking this phenomenon to the new trend for ‘conscious coexistence with nature’.


Chapter 3

I RUSHED DOWNSTAIRS as fast as my legs would carry me.

“Gran! Grandpa! Dad! E-v-e-r-y-o-n-e! Argh!” I screamed, as if I was being chased by a murderer.

This was what I’d figured. I might be an amazingly awesome, stupendously ingenious toddler with the potential to do unbelievable things, but I was a toddler all the same, and when you’re a toddler, you shut your drooly mouth and run to your parents!

After Hell, I’d learned my lesson. I wouldn’t be signing up to escapades like that again on my own.

‘User, a colony is now available’

‘Now is not the time!’

“Gran! Mom!” I panted. “Something’s… Look!” I waved the piece of paper with the note.

Everyone turned to me and looked in alarm at my red face, my glistening eyes and my disheveled hair.

“What is it, Misha?”

I summoned my strength. Goddamn it, I didn’t want to tell them. I didn’t want to give away my secrets. But… I’d had quite enough adventures. Sometimes, like it or not, you need grown-ups to help you out. Like I said in Alushanira, ‘I’m too little for this shit’. And after three months of being in a coma, I hadn’t gotten any bigger.

The time had come to reveal a couple of cards.

“Read this. And then… I’ll tell you something,” I sighed, holding out the note.

* * *

My relatives listened to me attentively, without interrupting. The more I went into the detail of my transcendence techniques and self-training, the more awkward it became, and the more their eyes bulged out of their heads.

“So, you’re saying you learned how to absorb the energy around you, then you learned to speak demonic, and then how to steal cores? And then you and Baal decided to help each other? Misha, that was very childish and stupid of you!” my father exclaimed. “You’ve never studied demonology, and you have scant knowledge about the workings of magic. Why didn’t you ask someone?!”

“I’m sorry,” I said sulkily. “I decided at least I’d better tell you now…”

“And that was the right thing to do,” Dad sighed, shaking his head. “I’m sorry. You really have got older and wiser.”

An awkward silence ensued. The story was out. Now, everyone knew.

I was being hunted.

It was Gran who decided to break the silence and lighten the mood.

“You mean you learned the dialect at the age of two? I spent several years on it and got nowhere,” Vasilisa sighed, rubbing the bridge of her nose. “And that Envy skill, too. That’s incredibly complicated stuff. Ho-hum…”

“Misha, are you SURE you don’t remember your past?” Grandpa said. “I mean, that kind of talent for demonology doesn’t appear out of thin air. And reborn people do sometimes remember their past lives. You might even have been some kind of Demon Lord!”

“I’m sure. I’m not lying. I don’t remember. I only remember this life. Sorry,” I said glumly. “Languages are easy to learn. I know English, for example… hello.”

“We believe you, sweetheart. Don’t worry,” Mom said, stroking my head.

I went on sulking and feeling embarrassed. It sucked! I’d screwed up, and now I’d fessed up, and now they were giving me all kinds of looks! But it had to be done. It was a smart and mature decision on my part. Look how grown-up I’d gotten!

Mom had been told I was a reborn after I went missing, so it didn’t come as a shock to her.

There were now officially two reborns in the family. It had no bearing on the way Mom felt about me. To her, I was the same beloved little screwball, albeit one who was gifted from birth. And when all was said and done, that was about the sum of it.

However, I didn’t say anything about the Swarm or about being self-aware since before I was born. I kept quiet about Lust and Wrath too. Grandpa and I would deal with all that ourselves.

“Mark, who fits our son’s description?” Mom asked. “You’re the smart one here. You always got top marks!”

“I just wrote good essays, Annie. I didn’t study history. Max is the one to ask, but he’s in the forests of Siberia hiding from the Japanese Shogunate.”

“What the…”

“At least now I understand how you came by Vsevolod’s soul,” Dad frowned. “But you don’t know who this Nameless is? You didn’t come across him in the Abyss?”

“No. Honestly,” I sniveled.

Everyone furrowed their brows, deep in thought. In all honesty, I had no idea how to handle this. My preference was for the grown-ups to sort it out for me. I’d had enough adventures. All I wanted was school, workouts, toys and candies!

“Someone calling himself Nameless and stealing cores sounds very much like… the Nameless One,” Grandpa said. “Only the Nameless One was a deranged monster, an abomination comprised of hundreds of souls,” he frowned. “Oh, my dear, did you have to set up home in an ancient, cursed forest?! Couldn’t you have chosen, I don’t know, a dacha village or something? Why is there no surveillance here? We could have seen what he looked like! But no, you had to hole yourself up in the middle of nowhere with God knows what creatures roaming around. Curly-haired cows, even.”

What did everyone have against the cow?! Hadn’t they noticed the friendly wendigo? Out of all the animals I’d brought here, why did they keep picking on the cow?

“Because I don’t like people, and I can’t be doing with these cameras of yours,” Gran said, gesticulating. “What about you? Surely you must know something about a Nameless guy after all those years you had in the Inferno!”

Why had my problem suddenly turned into a family squabble?

“I was busy hiding in a skull fighting off vicious beasts. I didn’t get much time to read the local news!” he said. “I did hear about someone who works for Lucifer. A man who drives out goodness and light. A kind of anti-exorcist, I think. But I never saw him.”

We fell silent again. It wasn’t a great situation, of course. Some freak had infiltrated a house protected by charms without rousing the wendigo, stolen cores and left a note promising to find me. Why he’d done all this was anyone’s guess. Had Lucifer sent him? What did he want? I hadn’t done anything — I was just a little kid! Or was it the Nameless One?

It was also unclear what they wanted to do with me once they found me. Kill me? Kidnap me? Make me some kind of offer? The note didn’t seem particularly aggressive. Whoever it was had made himself known. That didn’t make sense!

No, he wasn’t angry, and it was unlikely that he just wanted to get rid of me or abduct me. That wasn’t how those things were done. He was a human being, not a demon, meaning that he was capable of logic rather than being driven by pure emotion.

What the hell did he want, damn it?!

“Why don’t we just… you know… set a trap for him?” Mom said after a long silence.

Everyone looked at her in surprise.

“Well, he says he senses cores. What if we let Misha slay a few demons and collect some more of them? This Nameless fellow would turn up and… pow,” she said, shooting with her fingers.

We all exchanged glances.

How had my mom gotten so sly?

“It’s a good idea,” Vsevolod nodded. “Okay, that’s what we’ll do. Michael must have someone strong with him at all times. We’ll gradually build up a collection of cores and try to lure Nameless out. If it works, that’s great. If not — well, in any case I’m going to make an amulet against evil intent. It’ll warn of any danger.”

“You know how to do that?!” I said, raising my eyebrows.

“Of course. It’s my invention,” he shrugged. “What do you mean? Who else does it?”

“Well… I’ve had a stab at it,” Gran said quietly.

“Oho! And how did it turn out?”

“Well, more or less…”

“It sucked!” I cut in. “It never worked like it was supposed to. It would’ve been better to teach me fire magic!”

Gran gave me a fierce glare, but I wasn’t backing down! With her sorry excuses for amulets, I’d been abducted twice and close to getting killed another three times! It’s no use looking at me like that, woman! It’s time you looked the truth in the eyes. The very cute, cherry-colored eyes!

“Ha-ha-ha! Well, yes, it’s not easy,” Vsevolod laughed. “Don’t worry, I’ll make a good one. We’ll be able to keep track of each other,” he nodded. Then he frowned, looking at Dad. “Mark, there’s something I want you to do, too.”

“I’m listening,” Dad said solemnly.

“You’ve got to master teleportation. We’ve got Vivienne at the school, Vasilisa here, and you at home. But Nameless might be stronger than each of you individually. If he attacks, Michael should have at least two of you defending him until the third one can get there.”

“I understand,” Dad sighed. “I’ll do everything I can.”

“Do your best,” Grandpa nodded.

I’d read about teleportation. It was a notoriously difficult skill, and not everyone could even hope to learn it. Gran teleported via fire, while Vivienne and Max evidently did it by warping space. How my father, a blood mage, was going to master it, I couldn’t even imagine.

At that point, we decided to call it a day. After all that we’d been through in the last few hours, none of us could think straight. And as the saying goes, the morning is wiser than the evening. Although, if you ask me, that sounds pretty dumb. How can the morning be wise? It’s just a time of day, isn’t it?

By the way, Gran had learned to do four teleportations a day. In theory, that meant I could fly between her place and school every day!

“So, tomorrow we’ll think about our emergency communication strategy,” Gran said. “Sevy will make the amulets. After that, we’ll decide what to do next. All the same, I don’t reckon whoever wrote that note plans to kill. If he did, he wouldn’t have touched the cores — so my hunch is that things are not all that bad. But it’s certainly worrying. We must keep our wits about us.”

We all put our hands on hers. I turned to my thirteen-year-old Grandpa, who was gazing at his family with a happy smile on his face.

Heh-heh. My very own great-grandfather. I’d brought him back, and now he’d live with us. Every member of my family was cool in their own way, and now I had a brand new one to get to know!

“Bye, Grandpa!” I waved.

“Bye, Misha. See you tomorrow.”

Pouf. A ring of fire spat us out into our apartment. At once, familiar smells tickled my nose, and my heart jumped at the sight of familiar furniture, as though it really was a year and a half since I’d last seen it.

‘It all looks just the same,’ I smiled.

Gran bade us goodbye and immediately left again, impatient to get back home. I looked around. Hmm, I wonder where…

“YO-O-O-OW!” Flying into my face with an infernal howl came a spongy, hairless blob. What had been a tiny kitten had turned into something resembling a terrifying plucked chicken.

“Ahhh!” I cried, falling to the floor.

The monster ate me. The end.

* * *

Next morning

School

“What are you hiding?” Katya asked, poking Maxim in the chest.

“Nothing,” he grinned.

“It’s written all over your face, idiot!”

“No it isn’t,” he said, his grin stretching even wider.

He’d have made a lousy spy.

He hadn’t told anyone about Michael being discharged or about his imminent return. But his mom had told him in secret that Vivienne, as the new shareholder of the school and preschool, had started pushing for Michael to be admitted.

And since Maxim’s class had two spare places….

“Mua-ha-ha.” The expression on his face had reached peak goofiness.

“You asshole, Maxim! I’m gonna tell everyone… something about you!” It drove Katya mad to think that there were secrets in the world that she wasn’t privy to.

“Go ahead. But you don’t have long.”

“Huh?”

“Meh-heh-heh,” he laughed again like a half-crazed drug addict, moving away.

“Hey, where’re you going? Hey! Hey!”

Watching this exchange was Leonid Morozov. He was in Maxim’s class, and he wasn’t too fond of him. They’d clashed a few times over trivial things, argued about stuff, but it had never spilled over into anything serious. It was common knowledge that Morozov was the strongest among their peers, so everyone knew better than to cross him.

Now, however, Maxim was behaving extremely oddly.

* * *

Gran was the happiest of all. I’d never seen her so happy before. She was all smiles. No moaning, no frowning. There was a lightness about her, and her already young-looking face seemed even younger. She was positively glowing!

Grandpa, on the other hand, looked as pale and withered as a mummy. The contrast between them was striking.

‘What could have happened?’ I wondered, scratching my head.

“Didn’t something bother you, Gran?” Mom asked.

“It did,” she smiled. “But I’m over a hundred years old, and I’m crazy. Legally speaking? It’s excusable. Morally speaking? It’s dubious. But do I like it? I do.”

I went up to Vsevolod.

“What’s up, Grandpa?” I asked.

“I should have made my body a little older…”

I still had no idea what all this was about. But yes, he should have.

We’d had a very good night at our place. Oh, how well I’d slept back in my own room! I’d never had such a good sleep! At first, I thought I’d probably lie awake turning things over in my mind: Nameless, school, Grandpa, and all kinds of other stuff.

In the event, however, I was out for the count in no time.

I heard that Dad had stayed up half the night, keeping watch, before going to sleep himself. And everything was fine. No one vanished, no one got hurt. Well, except for Grandpa, apparently, but that was shrouded in secrecy. No one would tell me what had happened.

‘User, the second colony in your brain has been successfully installed. Storage capacity is three times greater, and you can now access Thought Acceleration’

Oh, yeah. I’d put a colony in my brain. It was time.

‘Thought Acceleration? Sounds good’

‘It enables you to think faster by connecting my processing capacity to your own. For now, it’s only accessible for two seconds at a time. We can try it out if you like’

‘Sure, why not?’

I heard a protracted buzz, which grew thinner and more stretched until it blurred into white noise somewhere in the background.

“Yo-o-o-o-o-o-o-ow!” With a demonic cry, the bald cat flew at Mom’s leg.

“A-a-a-a-a-a-a-a-ah!” she cried, instinctively pulling away.

I could watch it happening. I could observe it all in fine detail! The cat’s fierce eyes, its funny little teeth, the pads on its outstretched paws. I saw Mom’s face, too, and I could hear their drawn-out, slow-motion cries.

If I wanted to, I could…

I could…

‘Switch back’

The moment the buzz ‘snapped back’ into real time, I wedged my slipper between Mom’s leg and the cat’s paws. The bald broiler’s face slammed into the obstacle before it could reach its target, and my mother was saved!

“Wow! How did you do that?” she cried in astonishment.

“Yo-o-o-ow!” The goblin cat leaped at her again.

‘Wow…’ I could hardly believe what had just happened. ‘I had forever to react and do something!’

I could actually slow down time? Awesome! Granted, only for a couple of seconds, otherwise my brain would probably overheat, but even that could be enough to dodge a decisive blow or save a life!

“Heavens, what the devil is that?!” Grandpa asked, startled.

“It’s our cat. He’s bald, and we have to wash him regularly and rub cream on him like you rub mayonnaise on a chicken. He’s freaky looking. But we love him all the same,” I said as Mom battled, shrieking, to shake the creature off.

Why the cat did this, nobody knew. He wasn’t vicious; he didn’t scratch anyone. He was just — I don’t know — addicted to causing chaos.

“Dear me, what a hideous little thing,” Vsevolod frowned. “But cute. Puts me in mind of… bigos.”

“Bingus?”

“Bigos. It’s a kind of stew.”

Bingus? Hmm, I’d never tried that…

Having had its fix of wreaking havoc, the hairless monstrosity crawled under a cupboard, and we could finally breathe easy.

We had our breakfast, and my father took a drop of blood from each of us for the protective charms. Then we added some quick commands to our phones: just press a couple of buttons, and up popped our locations! Where was all this before?

After that, we parted ways. Gran and Grandpa left to attend to their own business, which probably just involved spending time together, going on dates and such like. Meanwhile, Dad, Mom and I went to attend to my business.

Our first stop was school. The one where I’d sat the exam. It was divided into three blocks, and we headed for the senior one. Around it was a small park, the school’s own private swimming pool, and much else besides! It wasn’t the school holidays, so teachers’ voices could be heard from the classrooms.

Not everyone seemed to be in class, however.

“Ooh, who’s this?”

Walking through a corridor, we came across a trio of senior girls sitting on a windowsill. Very eye-catching they were, too, with their short skirts, their brightly painted fingernails and the assortment of colorful bands, bracelets and other accessories that hung about their bodies.

I had to angle my whole body to look up from beneath my huge fur hat with the earflaps. Meanwhile, I kept my stump in my pocket. I felt shy of my disability.

“Look, girls, he’s like a little bear!” one of girls said, her eyes shining. “Is he your son?”

“He certainly is!” Mom smiled proudly.

“He’s so cute! Can we give him a cuddle?”

“Well, just a little one!”

So I got no say in this, right?

They jumped down and set about hugging me, squealing and saying what a cutie I was, how much they loved little kids, and how I was the cutest they’d ever seen. Basically, I was cute. They pinched my cheeks, pulled my hair, and nearly even kissed me, but there I drew the line.

“Kisses’ll cost you!” I said, breaking free.

The girls looked startled:

“Well, we’ve got lollipops.”

“That’ll do.”

What? I’d seen the way the succubi charged for their good looks at the brothel. Why should I be any different? I was their boss!

The upshot was, I got plastered with kisses too. I just had to grin and bear it. The weirdest thing, though, was that getting kissed on the cheek by a girl felt almost pleasant.

“Stories, stories!” one of them said, and taking out a pink phone she began recording. “Look, everyone! Our future husband! Go home, boys, we’ve found our man!”

Mom was smiling contentedly, as if it was for moments like these that she’d given birth to me. Dad looked pretty cheerful too. I was the only one not having a great time.

The director’s office was on the top floor. We knocked on the door.

Oh, it was the director from the preschool! I remembered having ended up in her office dozens of times. Ha-ha, she could rest assured that there’d be no change there!

“Welcome back, Michael!” she smiled. “Everyone here missed you.”

That was nice to hear. I couldn’t help but smile. It was an exaggeration, of course. Katya and Theodore wouldn’t have missed me, for a start. But it was still nice.

But the pleasantries came up to an abrupt end.

“Tell me, Michael… do you truly want to come to our school?” she sighed, lacing her fingers together. “With Maxim and all your friends?”

I didn’t like the way she said this.

“Of course I do.”

“The problem is that you didn’t appear before the board. We don’t have the right to enroll you. In practical terms, you’re no longer eligible to attend.”

I felt my heart sink.

Part of what drove me to find a way out of hell was the thought of getting back to school, playing with Maxim, rediscovering my childhood.

And now they were telling me that it was a no-go? That I was being rejected?

“But we wouldn’t be having this conversation if that was all there was to it, right?” Mom said.

“I’ll be honest. I want to have Michael back. I’ve seen what a capable, well-behaved boy he is! But admission in the normal way is out of the question. Now, you mustn’t think I’m advising you or anything, but let’s just say I’m reminding you that it’s still possible for a student to be transferred under an exchange arrangement.”

My parents exchanged glances. I perked up.

So, it was still possible for me to get in here? Yes, yes, yes!

“Mrs. Smolentsev, Mrs. Alfaro and I will recommend to the board that you be accepted. But it’s up to you to begin the transfer process. And to grow that hand back. I mean, we have swimming, sports, high society… you know how it is.”

“You mean I’d get laughed at?” I said, glancing at my stump.

“I didn’t say that.”

She was right. I was a cute little child with multi-colored hair and cherry-red eyes who smelled delicious. There would always be people looking at me. And my disability would make me a target for abuse.

It was a fact… I was disabled. It made my parents sad, and it made me anxious.

It was time to go and see Albert. Pronto.

The Americans would have already… but no, I couldn’t sell my country for a burger. Although I was partial to a good burger… and French fries…

Damn it, maybe I could sell my country.

‘It’s just not fair to expect hungry children to make difficult decisions…,’ I mused, clutching my rumbling stomach.

Everyone heard the rumbling and laughed. There, I’d defused the atmosphere. You’re welcome! Now how about feeding your child!

“Okay, thanks a lot,” Dad said. “We get the picture. We’ll have to rack our brains about how to make him a transfer student. And where from.” He smiled and took me by the hand. “Come on, Misha, let’s get you fed before you start eating tables. What do you fancy?”

“A burger!”

“But that’s unhealthy…”

‘We’ll manage’

“We’ll manage.”

“In that case, we’ll drop in on Albert first. It won’t take long. Then straight to the burger bar.”

Well, it seemed my return to school was going to be delayed. I didn’t understand all the details, but unless I was mistaken, I had to be enrolled in some foreign school and then transferred from there. It sounded damn complicated! And where would we find a school like that? Who needed me?

Then there was this stupid missing hand of mine. It was such an inconvenience. It made it difficult to play, mess about on the phone, even eat. I was helpless. Pathetic. Pitiable. I even felt sorry for myself!

Out of the window I saw kids throwing snowballs, running around, making a snowman. Whereas I was… disabled. I couldn’t make a snowman. I couldn’t even make a proper snowball.

“Dad,” I whispered quietly. “I’m inferior, aren’t I? Without a hand, I mean. I’m damaged goods, wight?”

Mom turned to me in alarm.

“W-what? No, sweetheart, of course not! How could you think that?!” she began. “You’re the best…”

“Son, you’re a big boy now, so I’ll give it to you straight,” Dad cut in. “You’re missing a hand, while other kids aren’t. You have a disability,” he said, looking straight ahead at the road. “But it’s just a glitch. A temporary problem that will soon be fixed. Problems happen. Now tell me — are you inferior?”

“N-no,” I mumbled.

“Louder!”

“No! I’m normal! It’s just a glitch!” I forced myself to shout.

And I immediately felt better. A weight had fallen from my shoulders. My father glanced at me in the mirror, nodded, and went on driving.

What had come over me? Life hit you with so many emotions, how were you supposed to deal with them all? That was probably why even grown-ups made mistakes.

Argh, I needed a hand! Now!

On arriving at the hospital, we went straight to Albert’s office. Greetings were exchanged, and we all sat down. Albert seemed pensive. Preoccupied, even. Which was strange. He was usually so cheerful.

“I got your results, Michael. Everything’s fine. As for the hand, we’re doing the groundwork. Two weeks, and we’ll be ready to make a start,” he sighed.

Something was wrong again. I could feel it in my butt. I’ll admit, my intuition wasn’t the best, but this was my empathy talking.

“What’s wrong?” Dad asked, frowning. “Are there some problems?”

“No, no problems, it’s just…” Albert pursed his lips, avoiding eye contact. “It’s just that Michael came in and I remembered… but never mind. Sorry. Just something personal,” he said, rubbing the bridge of his nose. Then he looked up at me. “Michael, can I ask you something?”

“Of course,” I replied, wondering what was wrong with him.

“You’re going back to school, right? How would you feel about… going to healing classes for middle school? I can get you in. They’d teach you the theory, the basics. In a play-based way.”

“Healing? But why? I mean, that sounds cool! But… why me?”

“Because you’re smart.”

“And that’s all?”

“That’s all.”

We sat frowning. Albert was completely serious and was just staring at me blankly, waiting for me to respond. I couldn't figure out where he was going with this.

“Why would you go to the twouble of getting me in?” Being a child, I asked a lot of questions.

“I want there to be one more good healer in the world. That’s all there is to it. If there’s a chance that you’re interested in helping people, then I want to grab it.”

Dad had heard enough.

“Albert, something’s wrong,” he said, expressing what everyone was thinking. “Please don’t hide things from us. Tell it like it is.”

Taking off his glasses, Albert sighed, sat back in his chair and knitted his fingers together, looking up at the ceiling.

“Studying Michael has meant studying other children. Working as a pediatric critical care specialist. Sometimes in a children’s hospice,” he said, his voice fading to a whisper. Then, after pausing to collect himself, he added: “Today I lost one.”

We all went quiet. Albert gave a sad smile.

“I told you it was personal,” he said, replacing his glasses and leaning toward us. “Michael, you are abnormally intelligent. Please give medicine a try. I can easily get you into the right place. If you like it, great. If not, no worries. The main thing…,” he said, letting out a deep breath, “The main thing is to try it out.”

“I… but I…,” I stammered, clenching my fist. “Okay, I’ll give it a twy. I like the idea.”

He nodded silently, relaxing just a little. I guessed Albert wasn’t up to relaxing today.

“As for your hand, if you can build up strength over the next couple of weeks, then we’ll make a start.”

“I will. I’ve got my gwandpa to help me now!” I said, clenching my fist.

He smiled and nodded again. There was nothing more to be said. We left his office with a lot on our minds. My parents even more than me.

I could guess what they were thinking about.

There were kids out there dying. Some younger, some older. But all of them someone’s children. Anna and Mark were putting themselves in the place of those parents.

‘Swarm, can we transfer my adaptations to someone else?’

‘Unfortunately not. I can’t function outside your body’

No cheating, then. If I was going to help people, it would have to be using my brain.

‘Classes it is, then,’ I sighed.

Well, that was a probably a good thing. After all, it would mean learning blood magic, and healing methods, and all kinds of protective magic. There was a reason why the hardiest duelists and fighters were said to be healers. They could grow a head back! I remembered that from early childhood.

Anyway, the fact was, I was going to have lessons in healing. Elementary level.

“Come on, let’s not get down in the dumps!” Mom said, breaking the gloomy silence at last. “Today, Misha, we shall eat burgers!”

“Hooway!” I replied, cheering up considerably.

Dad smiled in turn.

Yes, it was pointless to be miserable. It didn’t do any good.

It appeared it would be at least a month before I could go to school. It would take me two weeks to build up strength, and another two to grow back my hand. Not that I minded too much. There was plenty going on at home, especially now that I had a whole new great-grandfather.

At last, then, we drove to the burger bar, which wasn’t at all far from the hospital. It was snowing outside, and while Dad was swearing at the lack of parking spaces, Mom and I got out to go and place our orders. The smell of burgers hit us right from the door. Boy, was I looking forward to this! Dad had hardly ever let me eat this junk before. It just showed once again how much they must have missed me!

Who could have known, however, that adventure could lurk even in a simple burger bar.

“Hmm… and what are they made of?” a man in the line was asking.

“Beef. And like, sauces… and cheese…” the girl at the counter stammered.

“Hmm…”

Holy crap! In the line ahead of us was an astonishingly tall man in a white robe with a black collar. He was scratching his chin as he examined the menu, unable to decide what to order. And when I say tall, I don’t mean six feet tall. I mean more like EIGHT.

It was Slenderman! A mutant! No one could be that tall!

He was wearing a white hat and, as far as I could tell, round, dark glasses. He had long arms and hands about half the size of me. He was a monster!

“Hmm… and what’s that?” he asked.

“French fries,” the checkout girl said, trembling.

“And what’s it made out of?”

“Potatoes.”

“French potatoes?”

“No.”

“So why… Hmm…”

It soon became apparent that the most disturbing thing about him was not his size or appearance, but his complete inability to make up his mind.

One minute passed. Two. Five. Mom called Dad to ask where he was. “There are no damn spaces,” he told her. She sighed. We went on waiting.

“So what’s a ‘milkshake’?” the man droned in his low voice.

“A milk and ice cream drink.”

“So what’s the ‘shake’ part got to do with it?”

“…”

“Milk and ice cream, you say? Is that nice? Hmm…”

I was going out of my mind. At first, Mom and I were genuinely afraid of the guy. Next to him we were like two little bugs. But after TEN MINUTES of listening to him asking what ‘sauce’ was, I was ready to blow my top.

I could feel anger bubbling inside me. I was going crazy. I WANTED TO EAT. ARGH!

Steeling myself, I adjusted my hat and cleared my throat. Mom realized what was about to happen and tried to pull me back, but it was too late — the madman was going into battle.

“Excuse me, sir,” I mumbled, standing down at his feet.

I was so small and squeaky that he didn’t even hear me.

“Excuse me!” I tried again.

He still didn’t hear.

“HEY YOU. HEY!”

He heard.

“Oh. Can I help you?” he asked.

“You’re taking too long!” I said, standing with my arms akimbo. “We want to eat too! Have a heart, I’m starving!”

He slowly turned around, not seeing anyone but hearing sounds from below, and bent down.

I looked back at him. At his seemingly ordinary face, his glasses, and…

Wait. Was I imagining things, or were his eyes sewn up?

* * *

News Bulletin on Imperial One

Unusual customer spotted in downtown café:

Visitors to a popular burger bar have reported seeing an extraordinarily tall and oddly behaved customer. Witnesses said the man was taller than the doorway and asked strange questions about the menu. The owners of the establishment have declined to comment.

And now some news about education reforms:

The Ministry of Health is looking at introducing healing courses for junior classes. Ministry officials say they want to get children interested in medicine from a young age.


Chapter 4

THE SEWN-UP EYES, the abnormal height, the strange white robe with the black collar. This was no ordinary guy. It was clear he was a mage. He might even be… a user. Gran said they were all drug addicts and sluts.

This was too much for Mom. She was the kind who prefers to wait things out, not make a fuss, but I took after Gran, so I said what was on my mind!

If this had been a fast-food chain like YumDonalds, there would have been several checkouts. But we were in a high-class burger bar. Virtually a restaurant! Places like this only had one checkout. And he was hogging it!

The man looked down at my fuming face. He probably found it funny listening to the angry mewing of a kitten in a furry hat, but I was deadly serious!

First, however… he turned to my mom.

He looked her up and down, from head to toe, very appraisingly. This was obvious despite his glasses. Mom felt uncomfortable. Getting looks like this was usually an ominous sign for a good-looking girl. It put me on edge, too.

What was going on here?

“You’re very beautiful, miss. Are you married?” he asked in a deep voice.

“Yes!”

“I see. Well, in that case I’m not interested.” The attentive gaze immediately vanished from his face, and he turned to me. “I’m sorry, I’ve rather lost track of things. I’ve been a long time, you say?”

What, was that it? Wasn’t he going to get all creepy and rude? Oh… all right. He seemed quite decent, actually.

“Yes!”

“I’m sorry. I can’t make my mind up. The wife asked for…” He trailed off, looking at the menu screen. “Maybe you could help me? What’s good to eat here? I’ll make my order and leave.”

“Ah, well, in that case!” My time to shine had come. “Master deluxe burger, Fwench fwies, cola and nuggets with barbecue sauce!” I said, showing off.

“What are nuggets?”

“Chicken. Get a chocolate mousse, too, and a stwawberry milkshake! That’s what I’d get…” My mouth was watering. “Mmm…”

“Hmm, very well,” he said turning around. “Did you hear that? Sixteen rounds of what he said. To take out.”

HOW MANY?!

The poor checkout girl, who was having an unusual shift today, began rapidly punching in sixteen of everything.

While that was happening, Dad came back. Only now did it strike me that we’d got separated again. Couldn’t we have parked and then come to the café? We were knuckleheads, all three of us. What if the tall guy had turned out to be evil? What if he was Nameless? Mm? Dad had been close by, of course, just outside, but still! We’d have to talk about this. It was time Mom got her license!

The checkout girl came out with the total, and the man once again stood looking at her blankly. Then he put his hand in his pocket and… pulled out a gold necklace with a red ruby pendant.

“Do you take payment in treasure?” he asked.

“N-no…”

He scratched his head pensively. If this problem didn’t get sorted out, we could be here for another half hour.

“I tell you what,” Mom piped up. “Why don’t we pay for your order, and you give us that, ha-ha?”

“Oh. All right. Suits me,” the man nodded, and he handed her the necklace.

Mom went rigid with shock, her eyes almost popping out of her head. Was he seriously giving her that huge gold necklace just like that?

“Thanks,” the giant said, taking the receipt. He was about to go and find a seat when I stopped him.

I was seriously intrigued. And whether I owed my brazen cheek to my past self, or to Gran, I was unable to contain my curiosity.

“Excuse me, sir, how come you’re so huge?”

“Misha, that’s rude!” Mom hissed.

“That’s all right,” the stranger smiled. “I just ate well and kept growing. Make sure you eat well, too, sonny. Only don’t overdo it. Avarice and Envy never did anyone any good.” He fixed me with a piercing stare through his sewn-up eyelids, and then abruptly lifted his head and turned around. “Thanks for your help. Maybe we’ll meet again sometime.”

With that, he went to sit down and await his meal.

Mom, Dad and I exchanged glances. What a strange encounter. What a strange person. But then, there are strange people everywhere, aren’t there? Even self-aware babies.

“What would you like, sweetheart?”

“I want… everything! A burger…”

In the end, we had a long wait, because sixteen burgers couldn’t be conjured out of thin air.

“By the way, Dad, we’re all idiots.”

“Huh?”

“Especially you.”

We ate magnificently! As for the necklace, we pawned it for a hundred and twenty thousand rubles.

Strange guy.

* * *

A week later

Egypt. An area away from onlookers

Whoosh! There was a huge red flash, and a large area of sand vanished in a swirling, blood-colored vortex. Then a great boom rang out, like the sound of tons of water being squeezed into a single point, and another flash erupted a few dozen yards away from the first one.

Max, who had been observing all this, teleported over…

“MMM!” Mark groaned, almost letting out a cry.

He was clutching his mutilated left arm, a piece of which lay a few yards away. A sharp throb of pain sent him falling to his knees, but he quickly managed to collect himself and stop the bleeding.

“A magical error,” Max sighed. “Again.”

Mark was gripping his stump and breathing heavily, suppressing another stab of excruciating pain. The blood on his body began to seep back inwards, while the blood strewn in the direction of the severed hand hardened into threads that drew it back towards its owner.

Mark took the hand and held it to the wound site, whereupon strands of blood began sewing his body back together.

“Whew,” he gasped. “I hate this shit.”

“Hmm… well, you’re a tough cookie, I’ll give you that,” Max said, gazing at Mark’s rapidly healing limb. “I get how you sustained Franche-Comté’s attacks. But as for teleportation — you seem to be finding it a little tricky.”

Everyone found it tricky. Not only was it complex magic that depended on a dozen different factors, but it was also extremely grueling. All the top mages experienced ‘magical errors’. It was normal. Pain, spell reversal, loss of consciousness, even serious injury — it was all par for the course. It was character-building! It was how they progressed!

The problem was that every failed teleportation was a very dangerous error. And in Mark’s case, every teleportation was a failure.

On this occasion, he hadn’t stretched his hand out far enough, and consequently he’d lost it.

Magic was a difficult thing — for beginners and experienced mages alike. It wasn’t just a question of reading a spell book. Which made it all the more surprising…

That Michael found it so easy.

“I have to carry on…” Mark said after his hand had healed. “I need teleportation. Before, I didn’t have much cause for it. I lacked motivation. But after these last one and a half years…” He clenched his fist.

“We’ll get there, bro,” Max said, patting his friend on the shoulder. “You’re a blood mage — you can survive this stuff. Which means it’s just a question of time.”

Mark nodded. He had to carry on. If Michael put his all into developing his abilities, why should his father do any less?

For the first time since the war… Mark was eager to learn new things.

* * *

While Mom and Gran were chatting away in the gazebo, Grandpa and I were sitting on the ground.

“That’ll do,” he said.

“Huuuh…” I exhaled, coming out of my transcendent state and opening my eyes. “Well, what do you think?”

“Impressive.”

“Heh, I know, right?”

“And extremely inefficient.”

“Hey!”

Grandpa looked at me intently, frowning. Dad now spent all his spare time with Max, getting to grips with teleportation, so Grandpa was in charge of my training. Gran said that Vsevolod was the ideal person to help boost my skills.

And judging from what I’d seen so far… she was absolutely right.

“Your transcendence method is interesting. It has the additional function of sucking up energy — all energy, in fact, from all around you. Maybe you have a talent for Abduction?” he wondered aloud.

“Ooh, that would be cool!”

Abduction was a school of absorption. It involved siphoning off strength, energy, and health. It was a form of parasitism, in other words. I knew that from books I’d read!

“Nonetheless, you can’t process everything you absorb. You’re spending a lot of time and effort, but only a part of what you take in is actually useful,” he went on. “Hmm… I guess you’ve hit a plateau, right? You’re finding you can’t get any further with ordinary meditation?”

“How did you know?”

He smiled and stroked his chin thoughtfully.

Yes. All that week I’d been meditating, eating well, drinking Gran’s infusions and taking the vitamin bears that Mom gave me. I was getting stronger and healthier by the day! The Swarm was doing its best to help, too, so it wouldn’t be long before I could grow that hand back. And then… heh-heh, it would be school, friends, fun, canteen banter and games of tag in the corridor!

Grandpa and I had more or less recovered and decided that it was time to make a strongman out of me. This was the first lesson.

“Basically, Misha,” he said solemnly, “In my experience most of those who achieved great strength did so by perfecting the tools they had and then moving onto new ones. And that’s exactly what we’re going to do.”

“Yes, sir!”

“Your body and mind are tools. If you want to hone your power, you have to hone what was given to you from birth.”

“Sir, yes, sir!”

“Concentration, coordination, reaction. Your body is your base. The broader it is, the more room there is to go further and faster! Eat well and keep your ligaments strong. As your body grows, you need to shape it to perfection. Every percent of progress matters. You got me?”

“Sir, yes, sir!”

In the thirteen-year-old Vsevolod I could clearly discern the whole mindset of the gym hall that I’d been thrown out of. I could see where it all came from.

“Ladies!” he called to the girls in the gazebo.

They popped their heads up like meerkats.

“Every meal must be varied and cover all his needs. I’ll write out a list of things that need to be on the table every time. Misha and I are growing, we’re aiming for perfection! Have you got that?”

They looked at each other.

“Sevy,” Gran frowned. “Do you expect me to see to all that as well? Seriously? Me?”

“Yes. Either teleport me to a store or, if you don’t mind, help me with my growing-up. And Misha’s, while he’s here.”

“But that’s… an awful lot of effort,” she sighed. “Having to see to all that every single time.”

“Darling,” he said, looking her directly in the eye.

She stared back at his serious, frowning face, then looked away, unable to hold his gaze, and started mumbling something to herself.

Wow. Who was this, and where was my great-grandmother?!

Seriously, Gran? You’re one of the fiercest ladies I’ve ever met, and you’re caving in on matters of vegetables and vitamins? You always cuffed me about the ear if I mentioned things like that! That’s why I’m such an ass!

So were good looks and strength all it took to tame a woman?

“Gwandpa, I’m going to be stwong, too, and my wife won’t get to have a say in things, either.”

“Er… don’t say that, Misha.”

‘Swarm, prepare an analysis and list of missing microelements’

‘Sure thing. Commencing’

A smile crept over my face. Heh-heh, things were moving!

“Misha, get the ax and come with me. Do you know how to chop wood?”

“Gwandpa, you wouldn’t believe…”

“Excellent! Let’s go, we’re going to do some building.”

“Hooway!” I was all for keeping busy. “What are we going to build?”

“A table tennis table.”

* * *

As it turned out, we didn’t build anything. Gran hadn’t touched Grandpa’s tools out of respect for his memory, and so they’d all rotted to bits. They just fell apart in our hands. We ended up flying to SportMister to buy some new stuff.

“I don’t believe these prices,” Vsevolod grumbled, looking at the price tags. “It was all so much cheaper back in our day.”

“Don’t moan, Grandpa,” Mom sighed.

“Back in my day the ice cream tasted nicer too… and it only cost ten rubles…”

“Here we go.”

In the end we got a table tennis table, a chessboard, jump ropes, a darts set, and gloves and mitts for mixed martial arts.

Gran did the transporting.

“Misha, help me put this together.”

“Yay!” As I said, I enjoyed keeping busy.

And so, I found myself sitting in the living room — with wood crackling pleasantly in the stove and the wolf cubs tearing around outside the window — and helping my great-grandfather assemble the table.

How I loved life at that moment!

While we were doing that, my little friends made an appearance. They turned up quite suddenly, although I sometimes heard them shuffling about the house.

“Master!” the two-headed rat said, leaping onto my shoulder. “It’s time!”

“What now?”

“We must start digging the Underground Empire! It’s time for rat kind to regain its former might!”

I peered at him. It seemed these rodents weren’t going to leave me alone…

Grandpa heard all this too. The rat had one head looking at me and the other at him. How convenient was that?!

“I forgot to ask, why do they follow you around?” Grandpa asked without looking up.

“They say I’m their deity, their messiah, that I’m going to save their people and together we’ll resurrect the Underground Empire,” I shrugged.

“He’s the Great Horned Rat!”

“I was wearing the horned mask,” I explained.

Grandpa slowly raised his head. He looked first at me, then at the beady-eyed rodent, then at me again.

“Misha, the Horned Rat is real,” he said. “They really were waiting for someone.”

I stared back at him. A silence fell over the room. Just one rat gave a perplexed squeak, not understanding what was wrong.

“Oops.”

Oh, Lord. I’d meant it as a joke when I said I hoped the real rat deity didn’t turn up and find that I’d accidentally abducted his entire flock! Surely it couldn’t actually be true? That was all I needed!

What kind of leader could I be to rats, anyway? Look at them! They sat on your shoulder with their beady black eyes asking for cheese. What else could they do? They were rats. They needed cheese.

“Er,” I began, not knowing what to say. “What do you need an Empire for anyway? Why do you need to dig? And where do I come in? What do you need from me?!”

“Rat kind was once on a par with mankind. But when the Rat King vanished, all that changed…,” the rodent began, his nose twitching sadly. “In fact, a lot of things changed back then. Jörmungandr… dragons… all the others… they started killing everyone. We went into decline. We started to die out. We are a pitiful shadow of what we once were. But… but… we can dig a new Empire! With the Great Cheese and energy stones, our generations will grow smarter, we will multiply and grow! Our learning was the equal of human science. We were feared! But the only one capable of uniting us is the Great Horned Rat…,” he concluded, poking me with his cold nose. “You.”

I sighed.

But it wasn’t me. Why did they all…

But damn it all, how could I break it to him? What would I say? I’m not the guy you’re counting on? I took you by mistake? I’m not going to give you the cheese I promised? Their little hearts would give out if I said that. I was their last hope.

They would die once and for all. The last rational-minded rats.

‘I mustn’t break my promises,’ I told myself, shaking my head.

“Okay, go ahead and dig your empire,” I sighed. “What do you need from me?”

“A symbol of hope…,” the rat whispered. “The Great… Cheese…”

Sighing again, I got up off the floor and headed over to the fridge. We’d bought some cheese earlier that day. I’d happened to remember about it just before we teleported back.

Well, better not give them too much… it’d go right to their heads.

Cutting a decent-sized, but not huge piece, I returned and held it out. The two-headed rat’s little black eyes almost popped out of his heads, and his noses twitched so violently that he got tired after a couple of seconds.

“Only don’t annoy Gran.”

“We shall build the greatest Empire, Master! With the Great Cheese… with the Horned Rat…,” he said, taking the piece of cheese in his trembling paws. “We have Butterbean — the bearer of the ancient knowledge. We will be strong. You and us together! You won’t regret it!”

And with that, the rat took the cheese, almost fainting from joy. Realizing that he couldn’t carry it on his own, he waited for his friends to come and assist, and off they ran.

“We knew it all along. He’s our-our Rat King all right!”

“With Butterbean’s knowledge… those humans-humans will tremble once more!”

“Yes-yes. The new Underground Empire is born today!”

Grandpa and I looked at each other.

“You realize, don’t you, that if the real Rat King is alive, he’ll come looking for his flock?” he sighed.

“So what do you suggest I do? Tell them to get lost? They saved me.”

“Well, that’s true…”

‘The list of deficient minor and major nutrients is ready’

‘Make a list of foods that contain the highest quantities of them’

‘I don’t have an internet function’

‘Darn it. All right, I’ll let you know later what I want’

Grandpa and I carried on assembling the table. It turned out to be pretty easy. Then Grandpa handed me a bat and explained the rules. The game sounded pretty easy too.

“It’s a great way of developing your reactions!” he said, bouncing the ball. “There!”

Thwack! The ball whizzed past me. What?! That was impossible! How was I supposed to hit that back?

Picking up the ball with my one and only hand, I placed it on the bat, scowled, and served. The ball seemed to bounce nicely over to Grandpa’s side, and then… thwack! He hit it quite softly this time, but I still couldn’t return it!

“I don’t get it!”

“It’s fine, Misha. Keep trying, and it’ll come.”

“It shouldn’t be like that! What am I, some kind of dork?”

“Losing is part of getting better. You’ll always make mistakes. Learn to accept them.”

“I don’t want to make mistakes!”

‘Thought Acceleration!’

A hum sounded in my brain, a wave of sound that stretched out into infinity. The world turned a shade of grey, and the ball bounced off my side of the table and flew towards me at an incredibly slow speed. So slow that, not only could I return it, but I could decide exactly where I wanted to hit it.

‘Switch back’

Time sped back up. I sprang forward. Thwack! The ball flew so cleanly into the far corner of Grandpa’s side that he didn’t have time to stick out an arm. He didn’t even get close!

Victory!

“Wow!” he exclaimed in astonishment. “Good shot, Misha!”

“Ha!” I said, raising my arms. “Cham-pi-on!”

“I’ve hardly ever been beaten without magic. Maybe you’ve got a talent for this? Now that would be something,” Grandpa smiled as he went after the ball.

My smile started to fade. I slowly lowered my arms, an unpleasant feeling stirring in my breast. Grandpa had reacted with such warm words, looking genuinely pleased that I’d got the ball past him, that I’d hit it so well.

But the fact was… I’d cheated. I hadn’t returned it using my own skill.

I couldn’t do it unaided.

“Shall we carry on?” Grandpa asked, returning to the table.

“Uh-huh…”

‘Shall I set it to switch on automatically?’ the Swarm asked.

‘No… better not’

It wouldn’t be right. I’d never learn to do it myself that way. In which case, what would be the point? We were supposed to be training my reactions and motor skills, which wouldn’t happen if the Swarm did everything for me.

Yes, I’d lose. But I’d just have to accept that. I wouldn’t cheat.

I’d just train five times harder.

‘Swarm… record all this’

‘Sure thing’

We spent the whole of the next day playing table tennis. It was fun, especially when I managed to return a ball. Which happened… oh, about ten times.

Never mind.

Never mind…

‘Swarm… turn on the simulation’

* * *

Another week later

United Korea

A duplex apartment in one of the enormous glass towers in the center of town

The Kwon family was sitting in the living room. Little Suvi was busy coloring in a picture, while her parents were drinking tea and cuddling. It was surprising how often they got accused of having a marriage of convenience, how much criticism Soo-min got for choosing an older man — yet in fact they were a model couple who truly loved one another.

Suvi had a ready-made example of pure and genuine love from the moment she was born, and her parents were certain that the same fate awaited her.

Needless to say, Kwon would have anyone who dared hurt his daughter encased in concrete. But that was just a backup plan.

“Sir, there’s a call for you,” a servant announced, handing him the telephone.

“It’s my day off.”

“The caller is on the exceptions list.”

His eyebrows lifting in surprise, Kwon unwound his arm from around his wife and took the phone. ‘Mark Kaiser’ the display said. Hmm, interesting.

The two men spoke for several minutes, then said goodbye.

“What’s it all about?” Soo-min asked.

“Mark is asking whether we can fictitiously enroll his son in one of our schools so that he can then be transferred to an elite school of theirs. As if through the exchange program.”

Soo-min looked at her husband, and they both looked at their little girl. Dark-haired Suvi was sitting on the floor with her tongue thrust out, industriously turning narrow, Asian eyes into large, European eyes and coloring them accordingly. Alas, these propensities of hers had not faded, and boredom only reinforced them. But they loved her anyway. She might be a little racist, but she was their little racist. A lot can be forgiven when you’re a cute little kid!

“Wait,” Soo-min said. “Isn’t the exchange program in Korea limited to four years, max?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, if it was done legally, wouldn’t Michael be obliged to… well… come here for the whole of middle school?”

They looked intently at each other, and then at little Suvi, who was coloring over the Korean flag and replacing it with the Russian flag.

Hmm…

* * *

Mom held her phone out to me. She said I had a call. Huh? No one had ever called me before.

“Hello?” I said. “Who’s this?”

“Hello, can you hear me?” a familiar voice said. “It’s me, Maxim.”

“I don’t know anyone of that name. Are you from the bank? I don’t need a loan.”

“What’s a loan?”

“I don’t know,” I shrugged. “Maxim! Whoa! How did you get my number?”

“Mom gave me it! She said we can call each other and chat. God, I’m so bored here, Misha! Where the hell have you been? Mom said you went to Disneyland or somewhere.”

“No, I was in hell. There were naked ladies there.”

“Why didn’t you take me with you?!”

Smiling, I sat down on the couch, and we started jabbering away non-stop. Yay, it was my best buddy, Maxim Smolentsev! He hadn’t forgotten me!

“And then there’s this jerk called Morozov,” Max mumbled. “He’s always miserable, always complaining, always jumping down people’s throats. They say he won a fighting competition. Imagine. A four-eyes like him.”

“I’ll be back soon. In another two weeks, pwobably.”

“Hurry up, I’m going crazy here,” he sighed. “Have you got Brawl Stars, by any chance?”

In the end, we spent the whole evening playing Brawl Stars on the phone. It was awesome. You had to shoot stuff and do all kinds of cool challenges. It was really competitive, too! Maxim said he could use his mom’s card for purchases, and he’d already bought the whole shop. I was jealous.

“Look, Gwan, I’m playing Bwawl Stars!” I bragged to Vasilisa.

“What’s that, some kind of adventure shoot-em-up?”

“Eh!” I said, giving her a dismissive wave.

Two weeks had now passed, and I was fitter than ever! My cheeks were nice and chubby again, I was bursting with strength, and the bruises on my butt that I’d got from sledding had finally disappeared.

‘Swarm, damage update?’

‘You have no impairments. You are completely healthy’

Ha!

And so, the moment of truth had arrived. It was time… to grow back my hand.

My parents and I got ready to go and see Albert. He’d told us that the analysis of my cells had been completed the day before, so there was nothing to stop us from commencing the procedure.

We got there a little before our appointment time, so rather than sitting around bored we decided to stroll around a little.

That made me get even more nervous.

“Does it hurt, Dad?”

“No, but you’ll feel it.”

“It’s unpleasant, right?”

“Don’t worry, son! You’re a child, so you’ll have a special, painless procedure. Cutting edge medical technology. Listen…,” he began, trying to think of something to take my mind off things. “Oh, I know, shall we drop into the bookstore? That big one over there. You’ve been wanting to go for ages!”

That helped.

“Yeah, let’s!”

We went into the bookstore. And since I was a very grown-up fellow these days, there could be no dragging me away from the world history and social engineering sections.

‘SWARM, IT’S D-DAY! MEMORIZE EVERYTHING!’

‘Will do’

The store was right in the center of town, so it was very big and classy. It was where all the bookworms hung out. There were a lot of people here — from important-looking men in snappy suits to young girls and nerds in glasses. It was clearly the place to be.

“Don’t run off, sweetheart. And don’t get up to any mischief.”

“Whoopee!” I shouted, throwing up my hands and running off.

I’d need quite a bit of time to scan all the books here, so the first thing I did was scurry over to the theory of magic section. I leafed through one book, then another. Then I scoured the shelves in search of what I really needed, and…

There it was. Ha-ha, there it was!

The theory of familiars. It was what I’d wanted before I ended up in hell. As someone with at least five pets, it was something I genuinely needed.

Would I be able to carry Jör and Nathaniel in a spatial pocket? Unleash them on Katya and my enemies? That was my dream! And considering that I’d be able to take on my familiars’ characteristics if I learned the right skill…

I didn’t know exactly which parts to read, so I started furiously leafing through the whole thing. I had no idea what any of it said. Swarm would display it for me later. For now, it was just a question of copying and storing.

My parents wandered about nearby, aimlessly looking at some comic books while I ‘messed about’, as they thought. In fact, I was leafing through a book and memorizing its contents at breakneck speed.

And so it carried on until…

A tall figure appeared in front of the shelf where I was standing. First, I noticed a shadow looming over me. Then I looked up, and my jaw dropped.

It was a dark-haired man, about eight feet tall, wearing glasses for blind people and dressed in a white robe with a black collar.

It was him.

“H-hello,” I said nervously.

“Hi,” he nodded. “We meet again.”

I looked around. My parents were close by — I could easily call them over. But… did I need to?

“Are you following me?” I asked straight out.

“I recently moved here, and because of my appearance, I tend to get noticed. You’re probably not the only one who thinks I’m following them,” he smiled. “No, I just decided to drop in here. It’s a coincidence. I don’t suppose you could help me?”

“Help you how?”

“There’s a book I’m looking for. Where’s the history section here?”

“Er… well…” I looked around.

It wasn’t far. In fact, it was even nearer to where my parents were. So I led him over there. After skirting around a couple of display stands, I showed him a whole corner section full of history books.

The stranger thanked me and began intently searching for something.

“What’s your name?” I asked, looking up at the man.

“I’m no one of note. I don’t have a name,” he murmured as he pored over the titles.

“What book are you looking for?”

“What a curious child you are,” he grinned. “I have a friend. An old friend. He helped me a long time ago. I’m sure you must know him. Have you ever visited cemeteries?”

“Huh? No…”

“His is the first grave in every cemetery. You can’t miss it. Right now, he’s lying in a particular coffin, and I’d like to…” He paused, reaching for a book. “Aha, found it!”

I glimpsed the title: ‘A History of the Voodoo Religion. Contemporary’.

“Thanks, sonny,” he said, turning to me with a smile. “Well, since you’ve been so helpful, I’m going to help you, too.”

“How?”

“I strongly advise you to get out of this store within the next ten minutes, and to get clear of the street within fifteen.”

“Huh?” I was both confused and perturbed. “Why do you say…”

Strange shivers began racing through my body like a sudden onset of the chills. I felt a deepening sense of alarm and an urge to cry out and weep, even though I wasn’t experiencing any emotions.

‘User! Alien energy-psychosis waves detected! Multiple waves! They’re the same as on the day you almost burned to death in the movie studio’


Chapter 5

I FROZE. The unpleasant sensation went on coursing through my body, but my adaptation prevented it from going past the point at which it would start affecting my energy system.

“You don’t even have ten minutes, actually,” the man said, opening his book again. “You ought to run now.”

He carried on blithely turning the pages as if nothing was happening, as if he hadn’t just predicted that someone was about to go crazy.

‘The waves are getting stronger. Energy-psychosis hasn’t happened yet, but someone’s core has entered an infinite loop phase’

I just panicked. It was such a sudden, bizarre turn of events that for a moment my brain short-circuited, and my body was paralyzed by indecision.

Gradually, however, I emerged from my stupor, and my mind started to work again. I twisted my head, seeking out Mom and Dad. They were standing close by, grinning over some book for adults. Didn’t they feel anything? Why not?

‘Our high level of adaptation also gives us a higher understanding of the nature of energy-psychosis. We are capable of predicting it’

I twisted my head about, trying to locate the source. Who was it? Who was going mad?

“What, you can sense it?” the stranger asked, turning to me.

“So can you!” I answered, agitated.

“I’ve got experience in these things,” he shrugged. “And before you ask — no, it’s not me. Honestly.”

“But… but what can we do?”

“Run, kid. Run.”

And without further ado, I ran. At full tilt, straight to my parents. As I ran, I looked around in search of the culprit. But I found nothing.

“Dad!” I yelled, loud enough for the whole store to hear. “We’ve got to wun!”

Both my parents and people nearby turned towards me in alarm. Then a look of annoyance started to appear on their faces. But I didn’t care! I took my parents by the hand and tried to drag them away, but they weren’t keen on budging, and I was too little to make them.

Argh, what’s the matter with you all?! How can you not feel the psychosis? It’s the lousiest feeling in the world! Come on, Dad, surely you can feel it?!

“What is it, sweetheart?” Mom asked.

“Psychosis! Someone here’s having an energy-psychosis fit. The same as when Suvi and I nearly burned to death!”

Dad frowned and looked around. But I knew he wouldn’t find anything. I couldn’t, and I had a ‘radar’ for these things. So he had no chance.

“How do you know?” he asked.

“I can feel it. Believe me!”

“We believe you,” he nodded, and he took me by the hand. “Darling, let’s go.”

I breathed a sigh of relief. Mom nodded, frowning, and my parents and I quickly set off through crowds of people all looking annoyed at the commotion I was making. You heard me, idiots! Why don’t you run? Stop getting in my way! Get the hell out of here!

‘There are so many people. It’s like swimming against a tide!’ I thought, panicking. ‘Why here? Why now?’

I turned around. The tall stranger was nowhere to be seen. He’d vanished.

Then I looked around, frowning. There really were a lot of people here. Right in the center of town. In an upmarket bookstore. It all seemed uncannily…

Like a terrorist act.

‘Either I’m extremely unlucky, or there’s something more to this.’ I went on looking around while Dad was shoving people out of the way and leading us to the exit.

But then I became aware of a different sensation. It was as though the feelings that had enveloped me a minute before — the chills, the agitation — had started to shift around.

I didn’t have lots of hair on my body like Dad, but I did have a kind of soft down on my arms, and I could have sworn that the shivery feeling was moving around my body and the down was standing up in those places!

‘Swarm, that must be the direction of the energy-psychosis, right?’

‘I assume so. Psychosis gives off waves, and they hit you at a specific angle’

That meant I could figure out where it was coming from. I knew which way to look!

I started twisting my head around, then my whole body. To the left, to the right. It was working! With very movement I kept narrowing the area down until… I was facing in exactly the right direction.

‘Thought Acceleration!’

The humming began, time stretched out, and everything around me turned into a slow-motion video sequence.

I took a good look at the scene.

The fiction and poetry section. Two girls and five guys were standing in a semi-circle. The first thing that struck me was their clothes. They were all wearing the same grey outfits, like high schoolers. They were in uniform.

And… yes, they seemed to be surrounding someone.

In the second half of the acceleration window, I saw another guy. Same uniform, glasses, scrawny build, with strange, bright red hair. Like a mutation of some kind. I knew from my reading that magic could change a person’s appearance.

He was huddled up, as if he was being harassed and wanted to get away. It looked like an ordinary case of a puny boy getting bullied. But etched on his face I saw… rage. I’d been in the Abyss, and now I would recognize it anywhere. But for some reason I also felt it. Rage. Anger.

Wrath.

Something inside me responded to the sight of the boy. And coupled with the sensations in my body I realized…

It was him. He was the one who was about to have a psychotic fit.

As the Acceleration came to an end, the humming retracted into my head, the world regained its colors, and time resumed its normal speed.

“Sweetheart, what…”

“There!” I pointed. “The guy with the psychosis!”

“What? Where?” Dad said, raising his head. “That group over there?”

“Yes! The boy!”

The sensations were getting stronger, the waves growing more powerful.

‘The psychosis has entered the stage at which it affects the core. His nervous system will soon overheat’

“I don’t see him!” Dad said, and I realized that the boy wasn’t visible from his angle.

“There! Quick! DAD! THAT BOY’S GOING TO…” It struck me that there was no point in yelling. “He’s going to…” I began to calm down and take long breaths.

My arm dropped to my side, and I closed my eyes. Breathe in. Breathe out. My heart began to race, and I felt its beating like the sound of a battle drum.

Bam. Bam-bam-bam-BAMBAM.

“Aaah!” I cried.

‘You have entered energy-psychosis’

My small, light body became infused with the strength of a sixteen-year-old, and I wrenched myself free from Dad’s hand.

One step. Another. I raced forward at full speed, darted beneath the skirt of one of the schoolgirls, and saw the boy in glasses. Without slowing down, I bent my legs and leaped at him, my knee connecting directly with his jaw.

Thwack! I heard a crunch and felt the jaw being dislocated.

Naturally, the speed of my acceleration made it impossible for me to stop, and I went on flying, crashing face first into some bookshelves. My nose cracked, my neck jerked back, and the skin of my face tore against the sharp wooden edges.

The boy and I tumbled to the ground, and books clattered loudly down on top of us.

“Aaah!” I cried, clutching my face.

‘Your nose is dislocated right in the middle. You can put it back into position with one swift movement’

I took deep breaths, bracing myself. Then I took hold of the displaced cartilage and…

“Aaah!” — with a cry of pain, I jerked it back into line.

Feeling a crunch, I let out a loud groan through gritted teeth. “Mmmm! Arggh!”

Taking a second to rest, I turned over onto my belly. I saw blood dripping from my nose and felt it oozing from the angry grazes on my face.

I breathed out… concentrated… and released a scanning wave through my body, as Dad had taught me to do. Finding the sources of the bleeding, I began to close them off with energy-charged blood cells.

Whew…

The bleeding stopped. I was getting better at this every time. My blood magic really was coming on in leaps and bounds.

Opening my eyes, I looked over at my victim. His glasses had flown off somewhere, and he himself was lying motionless on the ground. He seemed to be breathing, but he was obviously out cold, sprawled like a remote-control doll that had been abruptly switched off.

‘Swarm?’

‘The waves have stopped. The energy-psychosis has been prevented’

I sighed with relief. It was over. Disaster had been averted. I didn’t know what this boy was capable of, but I remembered only too well that one Korean man’s psychosis had been enough to kill several people and nearly kill me and Suvi.

Then, however, I looked up.

“Man, was that for real?!” a brown-haired boy exclaimed, clutching his head. “Ha-ha! That is wild!”

“What, he got taken out by a flying baby in a fur hat?”

“Dude, that’s awesome! Hey, kid, what did you just do, ha-ha?!”

The other kids were thrilled by what they’d just witnessed. They were laughing and talking in tones of amazed excitement. But that…

Made me furious.

‘Attempt to awaken the gene. Unsuccessful’

Something was throbbing inside me. Like heartbeats, but somewhere deeper, somewhere… everywhere. As if my whole nervous system was stirring into life.

Idiots. What were they laughing at? I’d only knocked the boy down because he posed a risk to me and my parents. It was they who had caused this!

“Yaaah! Take that, jerk!”

Entering psychosis for three tenths of a second, I punched one of the guys in the balls!

“Gah!” Clutching his groin, he doubled up, groaning.

“Ha-ha-ha!” his friends laughed even louder. “Way to go, kid!”

The voice of childlike fury was whispering to me… urging me! ‘If a big guy pisses you off, whack him in the cojones’

And who was I to ignore the call of ancient rugrats?

“What’s so funny? Yaaah!”

Laughing was a mistake. As the song goes, Russia is for the sad! So take that! Clenching my fist, I slammed another guy in the same place.

“Mmmm!” he groaned.

A punch from a sixteen-year-old is no joke. The two guys I’d hit were really feeling it. They certainly weren’t laughing now. The last remaining one was glaring at me with hostile intent.

“Why, you little…” The guy started coming at me with his hands outstretched, but at this point an enormous fatherly figure stepped in the way.

I mean literally. The guy’s hand struck against the mighty chest of my dad.

“Enough! Stand down!” Mark thundered.

“Y-your son is deranged!”

I scurried behind Dad and peered out from behind his leg.

The schoolkid froze in awe. He knew that a shrimp like him stood no chance against this giant of a man. Ha! Scared, huh? Well, you should be… lowlife!

“Misha, why did you do that?” Dad asked.

“That one there was about to have a psychotic fit,” I said, pointing to the boy in specs whom I’d floored. “I knocked him down before he could kill these idiots. I actually saved them!”

“What did you punch them in the balls for?” one of the girls asked indignantly.

“Dunno,” I replied in my squeaky child’s voice, shrugging indifferently.

Dad accepted my explanation. I could tell from his face that he was on my side and believed what I said. Ha! My reputation as the Roamer of the Abyss was coming into its own. I was the last person likely to make shit up!

The third guy realized that he couldn’t win here, that the father was standing up for his son.

Still peering out from behind, Dad’s leg, I gave the guy the finger. Ha-ha-ha! Come on, scum, what are you going to do to me? Come on, attack! My dad has been in hyperprotection mode since I was one and a half, and there’s NOTHING you can do to me. Ha-ha-ha! And while you’re there…

“Take one in the nuts!”

Yaaah! I darted out and punched him in the groin before he could react!

“Aah, shit!” he cried, clutching the site of the blow and falling to his knees. “You piece of…”

“Get that freak out of here!” the girls screeched.

“Take one in the boobies!” I yelled, lunging again, but this time, alas, my dad caught me in mid-flight.

It’s hard to say what might have happened next. Maybe I’d have gotten yelled at. Maybe I’d have finished avenging the boy in glasses. I don’t know.

But what did happen was something quite different.

First, I heard noises. Rustling, whispering, shuffling. I was the first to hear them because of my enhanced hearing. Then I turned around and peered ahead of me.

“Dad…,” I said, tapping his leg. “Dad… there’s something there!”

He raised his head. Everyone else raised their heads, too: the girls, the grumbling bystanders, and Mom, who had just reached us. A silence descended. And amid that silence, the noises became even more distinct.

Then, suddenly, the shelves came crashing down, and a horde of demons rushed at us!

“What the…”

“AAAAH!” the girls screamed.

One, two… seven… fifteen! All yelling, holding spears in their hands, some of them even in armor! Crooked-shaped, red-skinned, and foaming at the mouth. About twenty of them.

Er, what the hell?

There was immediate panic. Terrified by the sight of a crowd of screaming demons, people stampeded towards the exit, causing a crush!

Dad put his arm out to shield Mom and me. We needed to run too. Mom and I. Dad could cope! But… but…

I don’t know, perhaps it was just old habit. It was the second time I’d just acted on the spur of the moment.

Bursting out of Dad’s grip, I raced around him and…

‘You have entered energy-psychosis’

“STO-O-O-O-P!” I yelled in demonic, my voice inhuman.

‘Activate the Lust Gene’

I heard the sound. The ringing. The psychosis waves radiating out of me acquired a special resonance that stopped the demons in their tracks. They clutched their ears, the muscles in their legs went rigid, and they raised their heads towards me as if under a spell!

Meanwhile… their necks became enveloped in tattoos of thorny, purple vines.

“Thanks, son, That’s just perfect.”

A beam. I saw a crimson beam of super-compressed blood. It was just like the one that had failed to break through the stone statues in Egypt, with the same whistle and swish. Only this time, instead of stone it encountered soft flesh.

It was the shelves that went tumbling first. The books. Everything that got in the way of Dad’s attack. Then the bodies collapsed. All twenty of them. Cut cleanly in half, they dropped to the floor, and the entire demonic invasion was halted at a stroke.

“Whew…,” Dad gasped, and the blood blade began to retract back into his hand.

I watched all this in wide-eyed wonder.

“Whoa! I want to be able to do that!”

From outside came the sounds of police sirens and emergency service teleports.

And all because we’d dropped in at the bookstore.

* * *

At about the same time

Two figures stood in the back room of the bookstore. A plump man who was shaking with fear and indignation and… a tall stranger in a white robe with a black collar.

The stranger was weeping blood through his sealed eyes. He served only as a guide in this ritual, giving directions to a poor, tortured soul.

“In the name of heaven,” Nameless said. “In the name of goodness. Your mother. Your daughter. And your evil spirit. In the name of all that is sacred. I call upon you…” — he touched his victim’s forehead — “To get your ass to hell.”

“AAAH!” the man cried out soundlessly.

In an instant, his skin began to burn and slide off, and his eyes started to burst out of their sockets. He was shouting into a void, unheard. His soul was aflame, and there was nothing he could do to stop it!

Then his bones began to warp. Little horns sprouted from his head. His flesh remained red, and a tail grew out of his behind. Nameless had driven out of him all that was good and wholesome, leaving only evil, and by dipping his soul into the Abyss for just a second…

He had forcibly transformed the man into a demon.

“Quickly. Follow the others,” he nodded towards the store’s main area.

Incapable of disobeying, and animated by a craving for blood, the demon ran off to meet a certain death.

Although the ritual had worked, Nameless wasn’t satisfied. It had all gone wrong. His whole plan had failed. He’d wanted the youngster to tear out their cores. He’d wanted to witness it with his own eyes! But… alas. The father, with his strange power, his strange aura, had killed them all, and the child had known better than to go after easy pickings.

Still… this also struck Nameless as a good thing. The kid had power, and he was smart about how he used it. Nameless felt a burst of… pride, perhaps.

And the cherry on the cake was his use of the Domination spell — Lust’s power. It proved that the kid really was the bearer of her power. Lucifer hadn’t lied. This small, impudent, anger-filled human being…

Was capable of absorbing and adapting Genes.

‘This is good,’ he smiled, putting on his glasses and wiping the blood from his eyes. ‘Well done, young man. Carry on.’

* * *

That did it. We were done for.

We were in jail.

“I don’t want to go to jail, Dad…,” I mumbled.

“We’re just witnesses, son. This is just an interview room.”

“Maxim told me his mom said not to have anything to do with dirty cops!” I said, fidgeting. “I won’t snitch on anyone, you hear?”

My parents looked at me with shocked expressions, while Tikhonov, who was with us in the usual interview room, slowly raised his eyes.

“Who’s that you say he’s friends with?” he asked.

“Well, the name says it all!” Mom exclaimed.

“There’s nothing wrong with the name…” Dad mumbled.

Evidently deciding that I was a child who didn’t know any better, Tikhonov just sighed and paid no attention. I calmed down too. To be honest, I didn’t even understand what I’d just said.

“So, just to recap,” the lieutenant said. “You went into the bookstore. You stayed with your child, but for some reason you didn’t notice an eight-foot-tall man approaching him?”

“We do feel very ashamed about that.”

“Then this stranger warned him about an energy-psychosis fit. Michael ran to you, which was the smart, sensible thing to do, but then he left off being smart and sensible and instead ran off to take matters into his own hands?”

“My own knees!” I quipped.

“Then, for some reason, he punched everyone in the groin, and that was the point at which a horde of demons attacked. Have I got that right?”

We nodded.

Not surprisingly, we’d missed the hand regrowth appointment. We’d been in the interview room for over an hour now, going over the same story a hundred times. How much longer were they going to keep us? We hadn’t done anything wrong!

“Mr. Tikhonov, could you cut to the verdict?” Mom sighed. “Are we guilty?”

“Of what? Of saving dozens of people? Yes, you’re guilty. You’ll be punished with an award from the governor,” he smiled.

Wow. After one and a half years, the man had finally grown a sense of humor!

“I’ll put it this way… speaking as someone who’s known Michael since virtually before he was born,” he sighed. “He did everything right.”

“Ha! I knew it!” I said triumphantly.

“It’s been proven that the boy in question was in the initial stages of psychosis, and Michael stopped it from going further. Your son really did save dozens of potential victims. I’ll put in a word about an award for him. Mark, Anna,” he said, looking at my parents, “Your son is a hero. You can be proud of him. And not for the first time.”

I was beaming from ear to ear. What a happy fellow I was at that moment! Cheeks glowing, eyes shining, and a big grin spread across my face. My parents smiled too. Heh-heh. They were proud of me. I’d done good.

I’d acted on the spur of the moment. I wasn’t even sure what had prompted me to do what I did. But I’d spotted a chance to prevent disaster. The distance was small, the target was clear, and I knew that I could do it!

As Mom always said: ‘Make hay while the sun shines. Take your chances while you can, otherwise life will pass you by. Pester pretty girls, too, but in moderation!’

“As for the tall man and the demons, that’s a more serious matter,” Tikhonov said, shaking his head. “The cameras didn’t pick anything up. Or rather, the recordings were tampered with using technomancy. We do have witnesses — Michael wasn’t the only one to see him — but the demons,” he sighed. “There were nineteen demons, which is the same as the number of people who went missing in the store.”

Mom and I didn’t get what this meant, but Dad, an experienced warrior, frowned.

“But there’s no magic that can turn a human being into a demon, is there?” he asked. “And even if there were, wouldn’t it be a violation of the magic convention? That’s a capital offense.”

“I’ve never seen magic of that kind,” Tikhonov answered.

It was a weird business all right. The man had slunk off after swearing he had nothing to do with the psychosis, and then nineteen people went missing and nineteen demons appeared! Coincidence? I don’t think so!

This was scary. What if he targeted Mom? Or Maxim? How were we supposed to handle this guy?

“But shouldn’t they, you know, get sent to hell?” I asked the grown-ups. “I mean, that’s where they go, isn’t it?”

“They should, Michael. They should…,” Tikhonov sighed.

But not today, apparently.

Man, if I saw that tall guy again, I’d scream so hard that Dad would hear me from the other end of Egypt! No more adventures for me, thank you. I hadn’t finished resting.

“Okay, that’ll do. We’ll take it from here,” Tikhonov said, closing his file.

“So we’re free to go?”

“There are, of course, a few aristocrats clamoring for your son to be punished, but…” — the lieutenant smiled — “Our department has a bad memory. We keep forgetting.”

“Thank you,” Mom sighed.

“Don’t go changing your address,” he said, opening the door for us. “The award will be delivered. If you leave, we won’t go looking for you.”

And that was the end of the whole episode. To my surprise, Tikhonov was completely on our side now — he’d just needed to get our statements. I hadn’t liked him much before, but now… well, he really did seem to be a guardian of justice.

Meanwhile, we were bona fide heroes!

Dozens of people had been saved. The boy in glasses had been saved from going mad. Plus, I’d scanned lots of books and used the Lust power.

What a day!

“Dad!” I said, putting out my hand. “High five!”

He looked at me in surprise, then smiled and…

Slapped his palm against mine.

Thwack!

We were heroes.

“Oh, my darlings!” Unable to contain herself, Mom hugged us both tightly, almost squealing from happiness. “My amazing boys! I love you guys! I’m so lucky!”

My dad, who had just sliced up nineteen creatures from hell, beamed like a little boy. A little boy who was also a deadly blood mage, a war hero and the slayer of an Apostle.

Although I should talk, considering the big grin I wore on my own face.

I gotta say…

It’s damn cool having your parents be proud of you. And never mind that I was helped by the power of the Sin genes. It’s not power itself that’s important, it’s how you use it!

And so far, I liked the way things were going.

“Of course, I didn’t help much, I’m just a girl,” Mom said. “But I’m gonna cook you boys whatever you damn well please! Okay? Just give me your orders! We can deal with Misha’s hand tomorrow. And then he’ll be going to school.”

“Hooray!” I was even more pleased about that than about the award from the governor. “Chicken nuggets and apple pie, please. Yay!”

What a day!

* * *

That night

A cemetery

The first grave. Opened.

Nameless put his teeth around the cork in a bottle of rum, yanked it out and poured the drink onto the lid of the coffin.

That was all it took! The sarcophagus that had been sealed up centuries ago was unsealed in an instant, the lid flying into the air and landing with a crash on some poor fellow’s headstone.

A white skeleton in a black top hat was lying in a jaunty pose, legs crossed, cradling a succubus’s buttock with one hand and smoking a fat cigar with the other.

“I see you haven’t let yourself get bored in there, then?” Nameless murmured.

The skeleton pushed the hat up off his face and looked back. For a second, he stayed still, the cigar slowly smoldering between his polished teeth.

This didn’t go on for long, however. The Baron wasn’t the silent type.

“Ha-ha, these people! And they are people!” he laughed in a vivacious but smoke-roughened voice. “Don’t tell me you’ve actually come to rescue me?!”

“You caught the Nameless One and presented him to Lucifer — and now I’m opening your sarcophagus. We’re quits, Baron. But…” — he looked at the pretty girl lying on the skeleton’s breast, who was just waking up — “A succubus and a cigar? Seriously? Sealing you up in there was supposed to be a punishment.”

“Ah, so what? You want me to just lie here getting bored? What’s life without a little fun? Routine is the enemy of the soul. If only I had something to drink…”

Nameless silently tossed the bottle of rum into the skeleton’s hands. If the latter had had eyes, they would have lit up with joy.

“Ah, you’re my bright light in this underground shithole,” the Baron said, embracing the bottle. “Where are we? What century is it?”

“The twenty-first.”

“I’ve wasted two hundred years in here? Fucking Theos! It’s all his doing! Okay, my dear, time for you to skedaddle,” he said, pushing the succubus away. “But tell your friends to keep themselves free for the next fifty years or so.”

“Sure, honey,” the succubus replied, kissing the skeleton’s cheekbone. Then she dissolved into rose petals, returning to Hell.

The Baron sat up abruptly, his bones cracking and ash falling from his cigar. He took a long drag, and smoke passed through his ribs. Then, however, he took a swig of rum, and the drink somehow vanished in his mouth.

“How did you find me, by the way?” he asked.

“Some kid helped me. I read it in a book.”

“A kid?”

“Uh-huh. Interesting little fellow. He had a hand missing.”

“A hand missing?” The Baron was intrigued. “Well, what are we waiting for? Why are we hanging around here? Two by two, a tooth for a tooth, a mitt for every tit. And this guy’s one paw light, you say?”

“He’s six at most…”

“It’s time to go! I owe this boy a debt. I’ve got to help him.”

“Please don’t.”

“Oh, but I must.” The skeleton in the top hat climbed out of his grave.

“Oh…”


Chapter 6

* * *

The next day. Morning

A huge gym hall

LEONID MOROZOV WAS PANTING HEAVILY. His nose was bleeding, and his knuckles had gone numb, but the feeling that now burned in his breast justified all the pain he had suffered in his daily training sessions.

“The winner in the under tens category is… Leonid Morozov! First place. All-round non-magical combat champion!

The judge lifted Morozov’s arm, while his opponent, a tall ten-year-old boy, couldn’t help bursting into tears.

The heavy medal around Leonid’s neck filled his heart and body with a sense of lightness. It warmed his soul to be crowned champion. The skills he had learned gave him itchy fists, and beating an opponent three years older than him was a massive boost to his confidence.

The boy who had grown up in an orphanage, and in whom magic had awakened in his preschool years, had learned from his earliest conscious experiences what he took to be the most fundamental law in the world — the law of the strongest.

He’d been bullied and beaten up plenty of times in the past. But what had hurt most was seeing his sister suffer the same things.

Because of those experiences, he followed one simple rule — hit or get hit. Any dirty looks aimed his way had to be snuffed out immediately. It was the only way for children like him, whom nobody wanted or needed, to survive. It was the only way he could protect his family.

Only by becoming the strongest and bending the world to his will. That was what he’d been taught, and he’d learned his lesson well.

That was what he would go on doing.

* * *

*Pouf!*

It was an unmistakable sound. I’d heard it many times before, and I’d very much been hoping to hear it again.

Baal’s teleport.

I turned around, and there he was. Disheveled, limping, swollen-eyed… an ordinary black cat in a very bad way. I even felt quite sorry for him.

“Jeez, you look terrible,” was the first thing I said to him. “Baal! Where’ve you been? I’ve been dying to see you!”

“I remade myself out of a single drop of blood. It was a wonder I woke up at all, not having a domain and all,” he said, a note of wry laughter in his feeble voice. “I was told you have an operation today. Your hand, right?”

“Uh-huh…” I sat down on the bed and contemplated my stump. “Then school.”

“You’re really keen to go, are you? To school?”

“Really keen…,” I mumbled. “I watched a video about it… you know, on the Internet. It made me so jealous of everyone else.”

“Don’t worry, it won’t be long. I found enough strength to come and wish you luck. Plus, I wanted to see you anyway. I mean, after all that…” He broke off, then sighed. “I’m sorry about what happened.”

“Oh, come on. We both behaved like morons.”

“Mm, yes, both,” he chuckled drily. “When you go to school, I’ll… teach you something. By way of an apology. You wanted me to share some of my magic with you, didn’t you?”

“Y-yeah!” I nodded.

“And so I will,” Baal smiled. “For now, though, we’ve both got some recovering to do. Best of luck.”

As he teleported away, my parents came into my room. We were packed and ready to go.

It was time.

D-day.

No eating. No drinking. We had to get up at an unearthly hour, then register at the ward.

Everything made me feel nervous. Every last detail. The ward, the ban on eating and drinking, the hospital gown, the nurses bustling to and fro. To be honest, I’d have preferred it if they’d just bashed me on the head and fixed my hand while I was out cold!

Everyone was in the ward with me. They said the operation wouldn’t take long, so they’d sit and wait. And here they all were.

Mom. Dad. Grandpa and Gran. The whole family.

“Good news,” Albert announced, coming in. “Your regenerative powers never cease to amaze me, Michael. The experiments on your cells showed that your hand can be regrown in a single operation.”

“You mean I’ll have a hand today?”

“We’ll do our best,” he smiled. “If not today, then tomorrow, or the day after at the latest. It’s all good. It took longer for your dad.”

“I want it today,” I mumbled, clutching my gown. “I want to go to school… to see Maxim…”

“We’ll give it our best shot, Michael,” Albert sighed. “Come on, prepare yourself. We’ll be in soon.”

With that, he went out, leaving me in the ward with my family.

I was going to have an operation. A major operation to grow me a new, fully functioning hand! Me, a child! Yes, I’d already been through quite a lot for my age, but this was a first.

“Don’t be nervous, son”, Dad said, patting me on the shoulder as he always did. “You’re a child, so they use a special procedure.”

“And you’ll get your hand back!” Mom said, looking on the bright side as usual. “And you’ll go to school! And see Maxim! His mom says he’s missing you. The kids all wonder what happened to you.”

I smiled.

Yes, understandably enough, it was school that I was dreaming of. Maxim had told me so much about it. About a trip to see penguins, about swimming pools, about zoos. And soon they’d be going on a camping trip to the forest, to look at fir trees and stuff! It all made me so jealous. I mean, they’d got to see actual freaking penguins, for heaven’s sake! How cool was that?!

One week in Hell had taught me to value childhood. Now just one last hurdle remained before I got back to the life I wanted.

With that thought, I started to relax, and the butterflies in my stomach gradually eased off. I was a little worried about Grandpa. He was sitting with a frown on his face and not even telling me how awesome and brave I was! His wife noticed it, too.

“What’s up, Sevy?” she asked.

“I just can’t get yesterday’s incident out of my head…”

“It all ended well.”

“It’s a bad sign that it happened now. After the note from Nameless and before the operation.”

He was right. It was suspicious. It seemed clear now that, even if that beanpole wasn’t Nameless, he certainly had a question or two to answer. The guy had to be caught!

But what did the operation have to do with it? Did Grandpa think they might interfere in it?

Dad suddenly got up, gesturing to Vasilisa, and they left the ward. We looked at each other, perplexed. Mom was the most perplexed of all.

“What are they up to? I’ll go and stick my nose in,” she said, and she got up and left too.

Now it was just me and Grandpa. He answered my tacit question about what was going on with a shrug of the shoulders. And so we remained, two children together.

A perfect time to…

“Grandpa, you said you’d help me with the Sins,” I said quietly.

“After the operation, Misha,” he nodded. “With you being little, Lust doesn’t affect you too much. You were incredibly lucky to get a gene like that at such an early age, so that you grow with it. But as for Wrath…,” he frowned. “Vasilisa and I have talked about this, and we both get the feeling that in your past life… you were evil.”

I sighed.

Yes, it seemed very likely.

“Wrath can eat you up. It could easily happen. So if it awakens, you’ve got to tell me, okay?” He looked me in the eye. “I swear I’ll do everything to help you harness that sin.”

“Okay!” I nodded.

He nodded satisfaction, exhaled and was about to say something about Lust, since that subject had not been raised the day before even though it was obvious that I’d activated that Sin. Before he could speak, however, the door opened, and in piled a crowd of people: doctors, several nurses wheeling a medical trolley, and the remainder of my family.

“Vasilisa and Mark will stay close in case of an emergency,” Albert explained. “Okay, Michael, up you get. It’s time.”

The nurses smiled, and everyone stood still, waiting for me to get onto the trolley.

This was it.

Now the moment really had arrived.

“Yeah, okay, let’s go,” I sighed, lying down on the trolley.

Vasilisa and Mark followed Albert out. As one of the nurses placed her hands on the trolley, I heard good luck wishes, and then…

I was wheeled away. Through long corridors, under strip lights. I felt myself shaking with anxiety. My heart was pounding like a drum. But as soon as we entered the operating room, and Gran and Dad left me…

I immediately felt at ease.

There was nowhere to run. I was here now. So what was the point of stressing out?

I took deep breaths.

“Don’t worry, sweetie, our doctors are second to none,” a young nurse smiled. “You’ll be on your feet running around by tomorrow.”

These girls were always so nice to me. Could that be the Lust power at work? Or was it like Katya and Mom said — cute people have it all?

That reminded me. Katya would be at school, too. I’d forgotten about that snake. She was in a parallel class to Maxim’s. According to him, she hadn’t changed a bit.

It was funny, but I even missed her annoying face. Just as part of the overall picture, I mean.

But enough of that. It was time.

I was placed in the center of the room with various machines around me, everything beeping like crazy. Then someone brought in a huge, glowing crystal, which smelled of ozone and gave off a chill.

“That’s so the healers don’t peg out. You never know,” the nurse explained, smiling.

Next, they brought in a capsule the size of my whole arm. Inside it floated a red, viscous liquid.

“And that’s the regeneration material that we’ll use to restore your hand.”

Eww, it looked horrid! Like a gone-off milkshake. Strawberry-flavored!

It was after all this had been brought in that the main characters made their appearance: Albert, a brown-haired man in glasses, and two women. All in gowns, masks and caps.

“Here we are then. D-day. Ready for a new hand?” Albert smiled.

“You bet!”

“Okay, then, Michael, listen to me carefully. During the operation you’ll remain conscious to help grow back the nerves. But seeing as you’re a child, we’ll completely numb the arm being operated on. Plus, you’ll be given a sedative,” he added, inspecting all the bags on the drip. “You’ll feel a little groggy. You might see little devils and start talking gibberish — but that’s normal.”

“Not little devils! I’ve only just managed to forget about those…”

“Never mind, it’ll only be a couple of hours,” he smiled. “That’s it. Nod if you’ve understood.”

I nodded. He nodded back and moved away.

Then I was addressed by an unfamiliar man of medium height with dark hair and glasses. It was he who wore gloves and the most protective gear.

“Michael, right? Pleased to meet you. I’m Doctor Jekyll. I’m in charge of the operation.”

“But how come…”

“Albert has less experience of surgical regeneration than I do. A lot less,” he smiled. “But don’t worry, he’ll be here too.”

I looked at Albert, who duly nodded. Damn, I’d felt certain he’d be the one doing it all.

Oh well. This Jekyll looked a decent guy, and he said he was experienced. Strange name, by the way. A foreigner, by any chance? Well, I was one to talk.

Next, I was given a brief explanation of what was involved. First, they’d grow back the bone, then the flesh, then the outer skin and the rest. And while there were no particular difficulties at the bone stage, after that my main task would be NOT to move. To suppress any desire to clench and unclench the hand and to refrain from shifting around or making any sudden movements.

“Can I drink?” I asked.

“No.”

“What about peeing?”

“No. That’s why you haven’t been drinking. Any further questions?”

“I don’t think so…”

“Well,” Doctor Jekyll sighed. “In that case we’ll make a start.”

I was transferred to the operating table and told to put my arm out to the side. A kind of little tent was put up to block my view of the procedure. Evidently, it was not a sight for the faint-hearted.

Then…

Cannulas containing anesthetic were inserted into my skin, and I felt liquid flowing through my veins. Hmm… it felt okay. It wasn’t as bad as I’d thought. What had I been so worried about? True, my mouth was dry — I really wanted to drink something… and a bit of chocolate would have been nice… mm…

“Still with us, patient?” someone asked me.

“Digging it, man.”

“He’s with us,” the anesthetist nodded. “We can start.”

Well, this was it.

This was what? Huh? Where was I? Ah yes, the operation. Dear-dear, I couldn’t think straight. Heh-heh, this was kind of cool. Was it the drugs doing this? I wanted to be a drug addict when I grew up! Yeah! Although Mom would yell at me… and Dad… Maybe not, then…

Hmm…

So, yeah…

“Hey chat, Obamana is the forty-ninth pwesident,” I began babbling. “The forty-ninth…”

No one paid any attention to me. I was talking nonsense, right? Well, that was probably as it should be.

There was no pain. I couldn’t even feel them doing anything. I did hear stuff, though, heh-heh.

There were cracking sounds. That must be my new bones. Growing like mushrooms. The operation was working! I lost all sense of time, so I had no idea how long the operation had been going on. They’d said it would be about four hours.

“I’ll be a mushwoom when I gwow up!”

“Quiet, please, patient.”

“Is there long to go?” I asked.

“The finger bones are coming through. All going well,” Doctor Jekyll replied.

That name of his… I just got a funny feeling about it, as if it was going to cause me problems down the road. But as I said, I was one to talk. My own name made me sound like the main villain in a movie!

Maybe I would be the main villain? Maybe I already was? There had to be a reason people were afraid of me.

Then I heard Jekyll blow out a breath.

“How are you, patient?” he asked, looking up at me.

“I am a fiend. I am a plague on the world. I am death itself. The ruin of worlds, an all-devouring cosmic horror…”

“The patient’s fine,” he nodded. “Okay — the operation has been in progress for one hour twenty. The bone structure is fully regrown. Let’s break for five minutes.”

Oh, now that I understood! It meant the first of the three stages was complete. The doctors had left the operating room, probably to get a drink. Fine, I could wait.

To be honest, even with the sedative it was exhausting just to lie still. I felt all numb — I wanted to move a little! Couldn’t I just clench my butt while I had the chance? I wanted a five-minute break too!

If I could just gently… tighten it… shift to the side a little, and…

“AAAAH!” a nurse screeched.

Her sudden cry jolted me out of the anesthesia! I sat bolt upright, and at the same moment the door burst open and everyone dashed into the room, from Jekyll to Gran and Dad.

Still not understanding what was going on, I blinked slowly, like a frog.

“What happened?” Albert shouted.

“H-his hand… his hand!”

My hand? Huh? Despite the orders not to move, this clearly wasn’t a normal situation, so I went ahead and yanked aside the little drape concealing my hand.

I saw bone. Where before there had been nothing, now there was bone. Perfect, pure-white bone. The framework for my new hand, I supposed.

Okay, so it looked a little freaky, but aside from that…

“What’s the big deal?” I murmured, scratching my chin.

The thing was, though…

I’d instinctively scratched it with my left hand.

Everyone froze, staring at me with wide-open eyes. I slowly moved my skeletal hand away from my face, looked right through it, and…

Clenched it into a fist.

“AAAH!” I cried,

Now I got it.

I was flexing fingers of pure bone.

* * *

Emergency meeting. I was involved in it too. In fact, I was the cause of it.

“Firstly, I must insist that you all calm down,” Albert began.

“Calm down?! He’s wiggling his bones like a skeleton!” It was all too much for my faint-hearted mom.

“Yes, Anna, calm down!” Albert said, raising his voice. “Please, I must ask for quiet. I’ve got something to tell you all.”

Everyone had been muttering loudly, shaking their heads in disbelief. They’d all been so shocked to see me move my fingers about so nimbly like that when they were just bone, without muscle or flesh!

I sat on the bed feeling awkward. It was a strange feeling. People were talking about me, but it wasn’t as if I’d done anything wrong. They kept giving me mortified looks, while I just sat there blinking. Blink, blink.

Now, however, everyone in the ward fell silent and paid attention to Albert.

“We ran a quick test and discovered that the regeneration mixture was tampered with. Someone added necrotic material to it, and judging from what we see now, even at the level of the bone itself… Michael’s hand is an eternally living necrotic construct.”

His words were greeted with speechless stares. Everyone was in shock. Except me.

I already knew.

‘Swarm?’

‘Exactly right’

The nanomachines had given exactly the same verdict. I also knew that the hand was harmless, it was all fine, and I’d just been given…

“You mean, someone sneaked into the hospital and tampered with the regeneration mixture… to what end, exactly?” Dad asked, his eyes bulging. “To give the boy a better hand?”

“Well, that’s the way it looks.”

“But it doesn’t make any sense! Who would want to do that?” Gran exclaimed heatedly. “I mean, secretly enhance the hand to make it eternally living? That’s just crazy! Don’t you have cameras here?”

“They didn’t pick anything up. Technomancy is difficult, but it’s learnable.”

“In that case… it must be an inside job!” she persisted. “One of the doctors!”

“Are you suggesting one of us secretly turned material worth a million rubles into material worth fifty million?”

“Yes!”

“Well, in that case Michael must have a very generous benefactor,” Albert grinned. “Look, let’s all just calm down. Tikhonov is already investigating the intrusion, and we’re analyzing the material. There’s no sense in panicking. But it would be foolish to carry on with the operation. We need to carry out thorough checks. Michael can stay in the ward until tomorrow. If you’re worried, feel free to camp out in the adjacent wards.”

We couldn’t argue with him. Why would we? Everything he said was spot on.

By the evening, Dad and Gran were stationed in two adjacent wards, while I remained on my own — meditating. There was something I needed to check out.

‘Swarm?’ I asked, opening my eyes.

‘Your left hand partially converts ordinary energy into necrotic energy. This means that now, when you absorb the energy around you, you also pick up necrotic energy from your own hand’

I blew out a loud breath.

Well then, that was that… What was what? I had no idea. One thing was clear, though — I now had access to death energy. Necrotic energy. The stuff that necromancers used: both summoners and warriors.

And while summoning was most likely beyond me owing to my lack of access to magic, fighting like a necromancer…

After all, necromancers didn’t just control skeletons. Dad told me that a combat necromancer was a real pain in the ass on the battlefield. He could kill with his touch, he could use corpses to heal himself and enhance his strength, and his every blow ripped the soul. Plus, it was a toss-up as to which was worse: a summoner or a warrior.

And yet, without learning any of this, without making any sacrifices, I’d just been handed a necrotic energy converter on a plate.

“What did I do deserve this?” I mumbled to myself, looking through my white hand.

I was a cute guy, of course, but still… what had prompted it? Whom had I helped? Who gained from this? Who wanted to make me a ‘pain in the ass’ on the battlefield?

Or did someone just do it for the hell of it?

But… but unless there was some catch… this was even better! Death energy! The power of necromancy in my hand! Whoa! As Mom always said — if life presents you with bitter lemons, make lemonade!

I had to tell Maxim! He’d poop himself from jealousy!

I took my phone. With my bone having magical properties, the touchscreen responded to it. Now I could play Brawl Stars properly! I decided to call Maxim and send him a photo!

Only… hmm. Maxim was offline. All day, in fact. Which was strange, since he’d told me he played every day, even sometimes during lessons. And definitely during recesses.

I sent him an invitation and waited for twenty minutes, but he didn’t answer, although he must have got the notification. That was weird. He could at least have replied. I was dying to play…

Frowning, I decided to call him.

Ring. Ring. Ring. The dial tones went on for a long time. But right at the end, a moment before automatic hang-up, the call was accepted.

“Hello?” Maxim answered quietly.

“Maxim! Where’ve you been? Let’s play. I’ve got the whole evening free with nothing to do.”

“I… no, I don’t think I will,” he said hoarsely. “Sorry, I don’t feel like it today. Some other time.”

“H-has something happened?” I asked anxiously. “Is something wrong with your mom?”

“My mom? No… no. I just don’t want to. I’m not in the mood. Okay, bye.”

And he hung up. Just like that.

I was stupefied. My friend had never behaved like that. Ever. But it was also true that nothing serious had ever happened to him before. His life had been plain sailing.

Today, something had happened. I was a hundred percent sure of it. And for some reason, he wasn’t telling me what it was.

In the end, I lost the urge to play and just lay down on the bed. I thought about my hand, and about my friend whom I couldn’t help. I was really worried! Maxim had always been a loyal friend, he’d always been on my side, and now…

Dear me. I had a bad feeling about all this.

I just lay like that for quite some time. Lost in my thoughts, just gazing at the ceiling. Until…

*Knock*

I heard a noise at the window.

*Knock*

And again.

Jumping off the bed, I pulled the curtain aside and looked out into the dark, wintry yard.

Well, I never! Look who’d come out of hiding! Well, better late than never!

I opened the window, letting a blast of fresh, frosty air into the room. Squinting slightly, I sighed deeply and leaned against the windowsill, looking directly at my long-eared friend. She immediately waved to me.

Bunny was standing directly beneath the window. She still had the same long ears, the same white, bunnyish face. Only instead of a hoodie she was wearing a fluffy fur coat — also white. Her hair was concealed beneath a hood as always.

“Look who’s crawled up.”

“So that’s how you talk to the person who saved your life!” the girl said in her clear, echoey voice. “You need your ass kicking! Don’t you dare go off like that again.”

“Okay, okay, I’m sorry,” I sighed.

“In that case, I forgive you,” she said with a sardonic wave. “Come on out! I’ve brought you some presents! Climb down here. Look at the snow, look how wonderful it is!” She spun around gaily. “It’s so great outside!”

I went on looking at her. I could see right away that she’d gotten bigger. As had just about everyone, in fact, after one and a half years. Only I had gotten smaller. But in her voice, her manners, her way of talking, she was still the same old Bunny — a child who was clearly wise beyond her years,

I sighed, shaking my head and drawing back from the windowsill.

“No,” I said.

Bunny fell silent. I sensed that the smile beneath her mask had faltered.

“What do you mean, no?” she muttered.

“I mean no, Bunny. I’m not allowed. And even if I was, I still wouldn’t come down.”

“B-but why not?”

“Because I’m a little afwaid of you!” I confessed, raising my voice. “You follow me awound without telling me who you are or what your intentions are. I’ve had enough adventures! Thank you for saving me, but it’s time to tell me what it is you want. And until you come clean about it all… I… I won’t play with you anymore!”

She gasped, her ears shooting rigidly upwards. Telling a child that you won’t play with them anymore was like breaking up with them. It was no joking matter. Words like that weren’t to be bandied about lightly!

But I wasn’t about to take them back. I was deadly serious. It was time to get some answers.

“But I thought we were friends,” she sighed, her ears drooping. “I saved your life, and you still think I’m your enemy. You’re still the same, mistrustful boy…”

Oh, come on. Why did I feel so guilty now? Was I doing the wrong thing? Surely not!

Argh!

She sighed. She probably understood me and knew that these questions would come up sooner or later. Although we’d only met a few times, there was a kind of special bond between us. At least a kind of ‘friendship’. And friends shouldn’t hide things.

“Misha, if I told you I needed you, would you believe me?”

“Huh?”

“You know full well that I’m not an ordinary child, don’t you? I started getting smart and doing magic from an early age. Just like you! And like you, I want to have fun, too! It’s only with you that I can be myself. I’m a child with translocation magic who wants to hide her identity for now and who has a gift for tracking people down by their scent.” Prodding her nose, she added: “I’m a Bunny, so I have a good nose! That was how I once found you. And Mom says that when she met Dad, she knew straight away that he was the one for her. By his scent.”

I listened attentively. What she said didn’t exactly answer my questions, but my intuition told me she was probably telling the truth.

I wondered how I smelled to her. Whenever I asked that question, I always got a different answer. Because of the Lust gene.

What was Bunny partial to?

“So what do I smell of?” I asked, smiling.

“You smell of you.”

Her answer left me dumbfounded. What did she mean, ‘you’? She couldn’t just be partial to ‘me’. There was no such smell!

“Aw, ha-ha, why do you look so embarrassed?” she laughed.

“Dunno…,” I mumbled.

“What a funny boy you are! Ha-ha… oh dear.” She wiped away a tear of laughter. “I know you don’t believe me, but I swear by everything possible that I don’t wish you any harm. Quite the opposite. With me you can be whoever you want. Just as I can with you. My sweet boy,” she smiled. “Think about it. For now, I’ll leave you in peace. I’ll come back another time. But do take your presents! They’re by the door.” She stamped her foot, and a bottomless pit opened up in the ground beneath her. “Bye-bye!”

With that, she jumped into the burrow, her long ears flashing for the last time. The ground closed up after her. She’d gone.

I sighed. So much for asking her to ‘come clean’…

Quickly closing the window, I opened the door into the corridor and found… the horned mask, inside which lay two cores and a heart.

“Damn you, Bunny…,” I sighed. Unable to restrain a smile, I went to place everything in the backpack I had arrived with. “I swear, if ever you slip up…”

Toad’s core, the angel girl’s core and Solomon’s heart were in my hands once more. All thanks to a certain long-eared, fluffy-coated girl who was eager not to reveal her identity.

What a life I led…

* * *

Next morning I got the news that my hand was harmless.

“In fact, it actually gives him a head start in necromancy,” Albert said, tossing in the trump card.

He’d been working non-stop analyzing the material used to make my hand. And there could be only one conclusion — namely, that some well-meaning individual had decided, for reasons best known to themselves, to make me a better hand. A lot better.

“Have you any idea who it might have been, Michael?” the others asked me. “Was there someone you helped in Hell?”

“I did help some people. But they’re all dead.”

For some reason, everyone looked disconcerted by these words. I decided I’d better refrain from mentioning the cores for the time being. Best to deal with the hand first.

As unnerving as everyone found Albert’s conclusion, they couldn’t find any arguments against it. Of course, it was tempting to think that Albert himself had arranged the whole thing, that we were surrounded by enemies, and so forth. But Mom and I had extremely good instincts about people, and neither of us had detected a hint of deceitfulness in the reactions of Albert and his colleagues. If anything, he seemed more shaken than us!

And then there was another possibility…

Maybe it was Nameless? Maybe he wasn’t my enemy after all? It wasn’t as if he’d wished me any harm in his note. He’d just said that we’d meet again.

Anyway, here I was, back on the operating table.

“Anesthesia again?” I sighed

“Yup,” the anesthetist nodded.

The operation went like clockwork. Once again, I raved deliriously, dreaming about eating everyone on the planet, then about turning into a little mushroom, all the while trying my best not to move.

The bone was already in place. They added some ligaments and muscles, took a break, then made the skin. Two hours later, I was asked to wiggle my fingers. Then they tested the nerves, and…

“That’s it,” Doctor Jekyll sighed. “It’s done. Congratulations — the operation went off without a hitch!”

They gave me a medicine that brought me quickly out of my daze, then told me to get up slowly. I was aware of a chill in my left hand and felt the gauze being unwound from it. Then, looking down…

I saw a pale and rather thin, but otherwise ordinary-looking child’s hand. I was disabled no more.

“You might find you have a few problems with fine motor skills, and it looks a little puny, but it’ll get better with time,” Doctor Jekyll said.

“Thank you…,” I whispered. “Thank you so much.”

“It’s my job,” the doctor smiled. “Okay, time for you to hop onto the trolley. Let’s go and give your family the good news.”

“Uh-huh,” I said, smiling too. “Let’s.”

At last, the operation was behind me.

* * *

We spent all next day celebrating while at the same time keeping an eye out for nasty surprises. Even as we were tucking into our cake, we were thinking — what if the hand suddenly grabs a knife and starts stabbing everyone?! We even let Bingus sniff it, then the cubs, and then we woke the poor wendigo, too.

Nothing. It really was just a hand. Now that it had skin and nerves, I could feel the blood flowing inside it, and it felt no different at all from an ordinary hand.

Time rolled on, and by the evening we’d even kind of forgotten that the hand wasn’t quite mine, that there was something dodgy about it.

The night passed smoothly. As did the morning. The doctors examined me and concluded that everything was perfect. Even the rate at which my hand converted normal energy into necrotic energy was just right!

And the same day, thanks to a little whining on my part…

I found myself standing in the director’s office at the City of N’s High School No.1.

“Now, then, Michael, here’s the deal,” the director said, lacing her fingers together. “You are a transfer student from a Korean grammar school. You are a first-grader from Seoul. Thanks to that, you meet the conditions for legal enrolment and…,” — she paused, smiling — “You can start school tomorrow.”

My eyebrows shot up. Hey, I thought this was just a consultation meeting! Unless…

I turned to Mom. She just smiled back knowingly. She’d kept it as a surprise for me, to celebrate my successful operation.

“And… and what happens now?” I asked excitedly. “Which class will I be in — A or B? I don’t want to be in Class A — it’s full of geeks! Maxim told me.”

“Class B,” the director nodded. “We used your old photos to make you a pass and your old measurements for the uniform. If you sign these documents now, then tomorrow you can…”

I grabbed a pen and reached for the documents.

This was it. The moment had arrived.

It was time to make the switch from little demon to first-grader and start sowing chaos in the education system.

The director congratulated me once more on my enrolment and told me to collect the uniform. The whole way home, I couldn’t stop hugging Mom and Dad, who’d busted a gut to get everything arranged in three days. Imagine that! It had taken just three days to get registered in a Seoul grammar school.

I couldn’t sit still all evening. I decided not to tell Maxim, but to make it a surprise. I needed a haircut too! I wanted to look good on my first day! Okay, what else? Oh yes… I needed to buy a new backpack!

“Argh, why am I so nervous?” I squeaked.

My little nerves couldn’t cope with stress like this!

What would it be like at school? Would people remember me? What if they’d all gotten big, while I was a little shrimp? And… and… was the homework hard? And did the older children bully the younger ones? And was it compulsory to pull the girls’ ponytails? Gran said it was!

I couldn’t bear the suspense!

In the end, I only got to sleep at one in the morning, and I woke up at six. We paid a quick visit to Albert, who confirmed that everything was fine. Then, at last, I found myself standing outside the school entrance on a snowy morning with Mom and Dad.

There were children crowding all around us — some with their parents, others with bodyguards. The little tykes were laughing, joking, yawning… some were even being carried as they hadn’t woken up yet!

I was one of many. One of the junior school students. I was among other kids who were just as restless and eager for fun as I was.

Not grown-ups. Not demons. Not Sins. Not Angels.

Just children. Like me.

“Are you looking forward to it, sweetheart?” Mom smiled.

“I… I’m a bit nervous…,” I mumbled, clenching my hand inside my mitten.

“You survived hell. I’m sure you’ll survive your first day at school,” she said, stroking my cheek, and we went inside.

I didn’t go to the changing room with everyone else, however. First, we had to go and see the director.

She welcomed me again and explained a couple of things. Firstly, I had a slightly different status from the others, being a transfer student from Korea. This meant I would have to be introduced once lessons began, so instead of going in with everybody else, I was to wait for the bell.

Secondly, Dad would be on the premises, because I’d had quite enough adventures! It hadn’t been decided where exactly he would be based, but we’d soon fix it so that he didn’t wander around the corridors scaring the children.

“Put him somewhere decent,” Mom insisted. “And as far away as possible from the senior girls!”

“I’ll be fine with the PE instructor in the common room,” Dad sighed.

“Uh-huh, I know you. You’ll end up legless half the time. I don’t think so.”

“Mrs. Kaiser, I assure you that the drinking of any alcoholic beverages on our premises is strictly prohibited,” the director said, wagging her finger.

“Yeah-yeah, it was the same at the Academy. No fraternizing with the instructors and separate dorms. And look what happened!” she said, pointing at me.

Everyone turned to look at me. I stood picking my nose.

In short, I had to go through a special enrolment procedure, but in all other respects I was an ordinary student.

It was time to say goodbye to Mom, as only staff and students were allowed beyond this point.

“You’re so grown up already,” she smiled, stroking my cheek. “Behave yourself, okay?”

“I won’t mess around!”

“There’s my clever boy,” she said, kissing my forehead.

Now there were three of us. Telling my father to wait in the office, the director led me through a corridor. The bell had already gone, and there no children about — even late arrivals. Turning up late here was severely frowned upon!

The director led me to the cloakroom, where I got changed. Then, after assuring me I looked very smart, she took me to my classroom.

‘1B’. This was my door. My classroom.

This was it. I was here.

“Well, Michael,” said the director, turning around. “Congratulations once again on starting elementary school. You did phenomenally well in preschool, so let’s see if you can do even better in first grade!”

“I won’t let you down!”

“I know,” she smiled. “Wait here, I’ll get the teacher to come and introduce you.”

She went off, leaving me on my own.

I looked up and down the long corridor with its huge windows. There was a paper airplane lying on the floor.

Oh God… oh God…

My heart was pounding, my hands sweating. School? So soon? I now had a shiny new hand, of course, and my parents had gone out of their way to get me here, and the uniform fit me with my old measurements, but… but… damn, it was all so sudden!

I had the jitters. I was about to be presented to the whole class!

And as I stood there in the deserted school corridor, hearing voices from the classroom and birds singing outside the window, I clutched my neat, grey, standard-issue first-grade jacket.

This was school. This was first grade.

This was serious.

I took a deep breath. These were the last few moments before the fun began, before I was reunited with a friend who hadn’t seen me for one and a half years and had missed me all that time! I’d been waiting for this moment. I’d dreamed of it.

Just one more minute.

And my dreams would become realit…

“AAH!” A girl’s screech rang out.

My insides turned over, my heart raced, and a bad feeling gripped my chest.

I heard the heavy scrape of desks being disturbed, then another screech. From inside the classroom.

My classroom.

* * *

A few minutes earlier

No one liked Leonid Morozov. It was a case of a pleasant-looking boy spoiling everything with his bad attitude.

Other children feared him. And they feared him because he wanted them to. This dark-haired, bespectacled boy had got it into his head that the slightest untoward glance thrown his way had to be punished. That if you let it go even once, you’d be eaten alive. That you always had to show your strength to everyone. And that is what Leonid did.

First, he got into fights with middle-graders and won. Against kids who were years older than him! When news of this got out, fear started to spread. Theodore’s class got scared. His own class got scared. Even Katya got scared! She bit her tongue after trying to make a mild joke at his expense.

Leonid Morozov soon showed all the other kids just how strong he was.

And the only one who stubbornly refused to shy away from him was… Maxim Smolentsev. Michael had told Maxim never to be afraid, always to hold his head up high and look people in the eye. Maxim was no coward! The most simple-minded of Leonid’s classmates, he had also proved to be the bravest and the most faithful to his principles.

And for that, he’d paid the price. He’d been ambushed in a place where there were no cameras and given a painful reminder of who was the head honcho. He’d been subjected to a fierce beating without any chance to respond.

And now… it was happening all over again. This time in front of everyone, in plain sight.

On this occasion it was Maxim who started it, itching to get his own back for that heinous attack. Clenching his fist, he approached Morozov from behind and tried to punch him in the back with all his might. A swift and stealthy strike. He couldn’t miss!

And yet, just as his fist got to within a hair’s breadth of making contact, his whole body just froze, as if clamped in a vice.

‘W-what… how… why?!’ He was completely confounded.

Morozov slowly turned around. His pupils were dilated, his capillaries swollen with blood. The red-eyed look instantly subsided, however, whereupon…

He struck Maxim with tremendous force!

Maxim reeled back from the neatly delivered blow to his jaw. A wave of horror swept through his quivering body, but anger and hurt soon took over, and he went straight back onto the attack!

“You freak!” he roared.

Leonid’s eye twitched. In front of the whole class… How dared he…

“Arrrgh!” he bellowed, enraged.

Thwack! He slammed his foot into Smolentsev’s ankle, bringing him to his knees, then grabbed him by the hair and hurled him at full force against the desks.

“Gah!” Maxim coughed in pain.

The girls started screaming.

Before his classmate could regain his senses, Leonid flew up to him and punched him in the nose. With blood streaming down his face, Maxim fell to the floor, and Leonid immediately pounced on top of him.

Bam! Thwack! Wallop! A blow to the face! A punch to the stomach! Maxim tried to fight back, tried to defend himself. Wriggling his legs, he tried to throw Morozov off. But it was no use. Morozov went on pummeling him pitilessly, relentlessly, with all the ferocity of a grown-up in a grown-up fight.

Maxim didn’t lose consciousness, but he was helpless to strike back. His arms had gone limp, and he could only lie there taking blow after blow. Even the tears of pain had stopped flowing.

“Stop it already!” one of the girls shouted.

Leonid’s hand froze in mid-punch. Maxim was breathing heavily, not even looking at him anymore. His face was covered in blood.

“Yeah, that’ll do you,” Morozov said, getting up off his classmate’s body. “Let that be a lesson to you.”

Maxim slowly opened his eyes. He couldn’t see very well. It was only by a miracle that he was still conscious.

He was seething with anger. It had happened again! He’d wanted to get his revenge, to defend his honor — instead of which he’d been beaten to a pulp! In front of everyone. In front of the whole class. By that psycho.

He just needed a second to come to.

He looked up at the ceiling. At the children around him. Then he lowered his gaze to Morozov. And noticed the boy standing behind him.

Leonid was so caught up in being king of the school that he’d failed to notice that the real king had returned.

Michael Kaiser had appeared in the classroom… and his eyes were boring straight into the back of Leonid Morozov’s head.


Chapter 7

A MINUTE EARLIER, and I might have prevented it. A minute later, and I might have been too late to get what was going on. As it was, I arrived right at the critical moment.

Maxim, my best friend, my only friend, was lying on the floor covered in blood. His lip was split open, and blood was pouring from his nose. His eyes were brimming with hatred and bitterness.

Over him stood a somewhat short but broad-shouldered boy with bloodied fists. He had his back to me, and he was probably the only one who hadn’t noticed me come in.

It wasn’t hard to figure things out, to draw a line connecting Maxim’s bad mood the other day and his getting beaten up like this. Someone had proclaimed himself king, and Maxim wasn’t the sort to bow down.

But I had experience in deposing kings.

Maxim’s eyes opened wide when he saw me, and the children around me fell silent. They remembered me. They recognized me.

But it was time to give them a reminder of EXACTLY who I was.

“Hey.”

The dark-haired boy in glasses turned around.

‘Attempt to awaken Wrath. Unsuccessful’

Thwack! I punched the boy in the jaw. His head rolled, his legs buckled, and he dropped onto one knee. My blow had been powerful, but it hadn’t knocked him out. Whoa. This guy was tough!

‘Apathy Scar hit. Your enemy’s effectiveness is reduced.

Adrenaline produced. Your effectiveness is increased’

The boy let out a long breath. Not even looking at me, he shielded his eyes and removed his glasses. Well, he’d soon pay for…

Then he aimed a side kick right at my knee! I managed to pull my leg away, so the blow landed on my shin instead.

“Mmm!” I winced with pain.

Noticing that I was distracted, the boy leaped up and tried to catch me with an uppercut! I stepped back out of the way, but he carried on and threw a jab. This time he hit the target.

My head rocked back, my vision went hazy…

What the…

How had I missed that? Where had a first-grader like him learned skills like that? Why hadn’t my blow knocked him out? How did he punch so effectively?

‘Attempt to awaken Wrath. Unsuccessful’

Something inside me was trying to ignite, but there wasn’t enough heat.

I clenched my fist and struck back. But my skills were nothing compared to his. He just put up a block, took aim and threw out a mighty, full-force hook! Oh, shit!

‘Thought Acceleration’

Time stretched out and everything slowed down. The hook was already flying towards me. There wasn’t time to block it — it would hit me on the ear. In that case…

‘Cancel’

Normal time resumed, and I took a swift step forward, elbowing my adversary in the cheekbone! He staggered back, knocking over a chair and sending a desk sliding across the floor. The girls squealed, and the boys scattered in fear.

I spat the blood off my lip and immediately halted the bleeding.

‘Thought Acceleration!’

But I got caught out again. The boy pushed off from the desk and threw an uppercut. Goddamn it, how did he get so tenacious? How did he handle himself so well? Where had he learned all this stuff? Who was he?

I could see where his attack was going. He’d miss if I dodged to the side!

‘Cancel’

But then he swiftly jerked his hand away. It had been a feint.

Before I had time to regroup, he kicked me in the shin again — in exactly the same spot as last time. I automatically stooped down and…

Thwack!

This time I got hit cleanly and firmly in the cheekbone. And that proved critical.

My ears popped, my vision went fuzzy, and my legs gave way, forcing me to drop to one knee and hold out a hand to stop myself from collapsing. My whole face started stinging, and I was swaying all over the place.

The boy had said nothing all this time. During the whole of our fight. But now he couldn’t resist.

“So, you’re Kaiser, are you? Really? You’re the one everyone was afraid of? A pathetic loser?”

Out of the corner of my eye I spotted Maxim. He was leaning against a desk, watching me. I could see the other children staring at me too.

And then I looked at my hand. I’d deliberately refrained from activating psychosis. So as not to kill him. He was a child, after all! But now… now that he’d opened his filthy mouth…

Something flared up inside me.

‘Attempt to awaken Wrath…

Successful’

“AAAH!” With a loud cry I activated psychosis and smashed my fist into the floor.

Opening my hand, I grabbed the floorboard and wrenched it off its nails, knocking the creep off balance. Then I leaped up and flew at his teetering body.

Bang! Crash! We both fell to the floor, and just as he was struggling back to his feet, I pounced on top of him. He tried to shove me away, pushing me with his foot, but I clung onto his ankle like a rabid beast and yanked him towards me, preventing him from getting away.

Ha-ha, you’re going nowhere!

The boy’s eyes opened wide. He couldn’t understand where this sudden strength had come from. Scared now, are you?! SCARED?!

THWACK! I smashed my fist into his jaw.

‘Apathy Scar hit’

His head hit the floor hard. He wasn’t knocked out, however, and he quickly put up a block.

“Was that how you did it? WAS THAT HOW YOU HIT HIM?” I roared in a voice that was not my own. “Do you think that’ll help? Do you think that’ll save you?”

I pummeled his arms — a jab here, a hook there. I didn’t even look where I was hitting. I didn’t care! The sheer power of my blows forced his arms to the sides, and I punched him directly in the jaw!

‘Pattern detected. Every time pain is sustained or inflicted, Wrath increases the strength of your core.

Apathy Scar hit’

The more I fought… the more punches I landed… the greater the gap between us became.

I saw terror in his eyes. After that blow, after the smashed floor. His dexterous skills were no match for my raw, untrammeled might! My…

Wrath.

I raised my fist and activated all my powers. Now I’d finish him. I’d knock him cold, break his jaw. I’LL MAKE YOU EAT YOUR OWN TEE…

Just then… the boy thrust out his hand.

“Aah!” It was like being clamped in a vice.

My body jarred to a halt, my breath shortening. It felt as if I’d been frozen solid, as if I was jammed between two rocks!

What the… how… why…

‘Swarm?!’

‘Magic. You’ve been immobilized by telekinesis’

The boy’s pupils were dilated, and I was unable to move. What, this guy was a mage? He was awakened? In first grade?! No wonder he was so strong! His core was already activated, and it enhanced his body!

Freak… freak!

“Mmmmm!” I groaned, the flame in my chest beginning to burn even more strongly.

I felt pain in my muscles and bones. I was frozen in mid-air, as if someone was pulling me aside, but I strained every sinew, summoned every ounce of strength to battle through the pain, through the telekinesis!

I pushed my hand towards his neck.

The boy’s eyes widened in astonishment. He tensed his hand so hard that it began to shake.

“Gah!” I gasped as I felt myself being squeezed even more tightly.

The boy’s eyes started to redden, the capillaries bursting, and blood trickled from his nose. It was too much for him! Ha-ha, his strength was giving out!

“Ha-ha, it’s no use! You can’t hold out!” My ligaments were tearing, my skin was cracking, and my hands were engorged with blood. “YOU ASKED ME WHY PEOPLE WERE AFRAID OF ME?” I said, gritting my teeth against the pain as a smile crept across my face. “WELL, NOW YOU’LL SEE!”

His magic wasn’t strong enough. Not against someone who reveled in pain, who grew stronger from adrenaline! My fingers hovered half an inch from his neck! I was going to strangle this lowlife! Magic or no magic, I was going to wring this skunk’s neck!

My hands were closing around his neck. Slowly. I was squeezing it. Yes… yes! Just a little more. Just…

I ran out of time.

A woman burst into the classroom. After a momentary pause, the dark-haired boy and I were quite simply thrown apart! There was nothing I could do against telekinesis like that! I was tossed up like a feather. Very neatly, too, like a puppy being picked up by the scruff of the neck and taken aside.

‘No… no-o-o!’ I clenched my jaw, panting through bared teeth like a wild animal, and launched myself straight back.

Once again, I found myself immobilized. My whole body went rigid.

“Let me go! Let me go!” I roared.

I craved blood. It was my essence! My soul! Let me finish him off!

‘Wrath is starting to abate’

It wasn’t to be. Though I could still wave my arms around, I couldn’t budge an inch. I was powerless against the magic of grown-ups.

The dark-haired boy lowered his hand and started coughing violently.

Panting through gritted teeth, I stared him in the eye. Just a little longer, and my mouth would have been oozing saliva mixed with blood!

But the fire in me had died down.

The fight was over.

“To the director’s office. Now! All three of you!”

* * *

The director’s office

A few minutes earlier

Mark Kaiser was sitting in a chair with a cup of tea in his hand. Being of aristocratic descent, he knew that it was impolite to refuse tea in polite society. That was why he was drinking it.

“I’ve read your resume, Mr. Kaiser,” the director said, donning her glasses. “Head of security at the mines, then a bodyguard in Eugene’s agency? Not bad. You’re a warrior mage, yes?”

“In my spare time,” he smiled.

“And you want to be close to your son? To protect him, I suppose?”

“The way things are at the moment, I feel I need to be there for him.”

“That’s marvelous, but you do understand that you can’t just hang around here doing nothing? The parents wouldn’t understand! What can you do? How can you make yourself useful to the school?”

“I can be a security guard!”

“We have plenty of those as it is,” the director said dismissively. “Plus, if it’s you that Michael takes after, then… forgive me for saying so, but it’s better that you don’t get involved in any conflicts!”

“What do you mean by that?” Mark said indignantly. “Michael’s the nicest kid in the world! He wouldn’t hurt a fly unless it bit him! Do you know how many pets he brings home? He even has a cow. A curly-haired cow! I’m sorry, Madam Director, but you’re mistaken there.”

“Well, I hope you’re right,” she smiled. “I hope Michael will be perfectly behav…”

The door to the office burst open, and a teacher appeared. Standing behind her were Michael, Maxim and Leonid, their angry, scowling faces freshly washed with surgical spirit. They all had cotton wool in their noses and blood all over their clothes.

Mark turned his gaze to his son.

“He started it,” Michael said, calmly pointing to the dark-haired boy in glasses.

* * *

I was done for. I was in jail.

“On your very first day, Michael,” the director sighed, rubbing her eyes. “Goodness, me, how on earth…”

We were all sitting in different corners like naughty children. Which, frankly, is what we were.

I’d been led here like a rabid dog. The telekinetic lady hadn’t let go of me for a second, whereas Maxim and the boy in glasses had walked by themselves. Granted, I was the only one who’d tried to escape and kill everyone, but there’s no need to dwell on that little detail.

But with every passing second, on the way to the director’s office and as we sat there now, I grew calmer. It turned out that, as soon as I stopped fighting and exited battle mode, I became a perfectly decent and sensible child again!

‘That was Wrath, right?’

‘It influenced your behavior, yes’

‘Why didn’t you adapt?! I was out of control!’

‘It was helping you win and doing you no physical harm. My protocols found no reason to adapt’

Jeez…

I needed to talk to Grandpa as soon as possible. Dad, by the way, had been sent away with the words: ‘This isn’t your affair — stop by later’.

Nonetheless…

“It’s not my fault,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest.

“We’ve looked at the recording!” the director fumed. “You attacked him first! As did Smolentsev! He was defending himself against the pair of you!”

“Because he beat me up yesterday in a place where there were no cameras!” Maxim blurted. “A tooth for a tooth!”

“B-but…,” the director began, frowning. “You told me yesterday that your nose was bleeding because you fell.”

Maxim looked away. The director looked at Morozov, who tutted and looked away too. He had nothing to say.

I’d got it right, then. Maxim had gotten beaten up, and that was why he’d been so depressed the other day. His pride had taken a bashing. And he’d decided to get his own back in the same way. Except that it hadn’t worked out.

Because this stinker Morozov was awakened.

“Oh, this is just too much. Why is it that, when something happens, it’s always you three?” She rubbed her eyes again. “And naturally you can’t just be ordinary children. You have to be among the brightest we have! Argh!” She threw up her arms in despair.

Maxim smiled. Leonid tutted again. Why was he always so grouchy? Did he make faces like that in front of his parents, too?

“Now listen up,” the director said, shaking her head and pouring herself a drink from a bottle labelled ‘cognac’. “This school doesn’t expel pupils for a first fight. But you will be punished. You’ll be given disciplinary chores, all three of you!”

“B-but…,” Maxim began to protest. “He started…”

“And you should have told me straight away instead of lying, Smolentsev!” the director shouted. “All three of you are dismissed from lessons for today. Tomorrow morning, come straight to my office!”

“Oh, man!” I groaned, throwing up my ams.

On the very first day?!

We had nothing to say. Not that we’d be allowed to say anything. Rising from our chairs in silence, we mumbled goodbyes and went out. Morozov shot out first, while Maxim and I bumped against each other in the doorway.

We stank of alcohol after being treated in the first aid office, and our voices were nasal because of the cotton wool in our noses. We looked like a pair of numbskulls!

Happy numbskulls.

Crooked smiles crept across our wrecked faces.

“Ma-a-a-ax!” I yelled, throwing up my hands. “Who-o-a!”

“Misha-a-a!” he responded likewise. “Who-o-a!”

With all the grace of two dressed-up monkeys we leaped at each other and embraced… In a masculine way, as I hardly need point out.

“Where’ve you been?” Mom said you were sick and, like, far away!

“I was in Hell!”

“In Khabarovsk?”

“Er, maybe. I don’t know,” I shrugged.

Morozov was walking ahead and obviously listening to us, though he was pretending not to. Maxim and I watched him.

He had a steady gait, broad shoulders and a few scars on his forearms. With black hair and round glasses, he looked kind of geeky. But some geek!

Jerking my head towards him, I looked quizzically at Maxim.

“He was the other one to score a hundred in the test,” he whispered. “He has no friends and always sits on his own. Complete asshole! Everyone’s scared of him.”

“I can hear everything you say, moron!” Morozov barked.

“Stop listening in on other people’s conversations, four-eyes!” I shouted back.

He turned around angrily, but observing no faltering in my expression, he just tutted and turned away again.

We were in a deserted corridor. Morozov took his heavily worn coat, changed his shoes, wound his scarf around his neck and left without even glancing around at us.

Also standing in the corridor was my father. He didn’t look too pleased.

I gulped. “Well… okay, Maxim. See you tomorrow?”

“See you tomorrow!”

Dad was standing with his arms folded across his chest. Evidently sensing that my father was about to let rip, Maxim scurried away. But you know what?

After I’d stood up for him and comprehensively avenged him, and now that we’d finally met and knew that we’d meet again the next day…

Maxim was smiling again and was back to his normal, happy-looking self.

I was glad that things had gone the way they had. Maxim had become an outcast because of me, and now I was ready to do the same. Wasn’t that what friends were for?

Granted, I did have another little problem to face.

“Misha,” Dad began tentatively. “Your mother didn’t even manage to leave the premises…”

Turning around, I saw Mom hurrying in.

‘La-la-la… dum-dum-dum…’ I tapped my foot. ‘I’d better do something, or there’ll be no Brawl Stars for me… or Caramel Crunches either…’

Well, the moment had arrived. It was time.

“I demand a call to Gwandpa! You’ll never take me alive, Fascists!” And I bolted away at full speed towards the locker room.

One more outburst from Wrath, and my school life would be over for good.

It was time to talk to Grandpa.


Chapter 8

KATYA WAS SITTING at her desk, propping up her head with her hands and staring wearily at the board. It was a math class. Boy, was it dull!

It sucked having to learn all this stuff, but her mom had told her that the coolest men would never marry an uneducated dumbo. And Katya was determined to have a cool husband! Which was why she had to endure these classes.

“Ugh…,” she sighed, slumping over her desk.

‘I’m so-o-o bored,’ she thought, turning her head and glancing out of the window.

It was morning. First class of the day. A light snow was falling, and streetlamps cast a warm, pleasant glow over the narrow lane. It was a cozy scene.

And there, beneath the streetlamps and the falling snow, a child could be seen scurrying along, leaping and tumbling like a circus monkey as it ran from its parents, who were chasing close behind. It was wearing a ridiculous fur hat with ear flaps, too…

‘What an idiot…,’ sighed Katya, who naturally considered herself the wisest, smartest child. ‘Probably hideous, too’

The bell rang. The stupid math class was at an end, and now they’d have a stupid ‘World Around Us’ class. They weren’t even taught about snakes, or rats, or cool stuff like that. Just stupid rubies, stupid volcanoes and all the other stupid stuff that Katya didn’t like.

Gathering up her stylish pink backpack, she got up and went out with everyone else. Yes — sometimes they had to change classrooms. Right now, they were heading over to join the B group. Aka the idiots. Everyone knew the As were much better. Well, Katya knew anyway.

But as she made her way through the stream of Bs, she noticed that the two main idiots seemed to be missing.

It wasn’t that Maxim and Leonid stood out for much other than their distinctive faces — one imperturbably serene, the other with four eyes and a permanent scowl. But still, Katya was used to seeing them around. And in all honesty… she was a little afraid of Morozov.

Her mom told her that she could do whatever she wanted, that being cute and pretty and high-born meant that no one would ever lay a finger on her. They might say nasty things to her, but they wouldn’t dare go any further. The thing was, though… Katya suspected that Morozov might. He didn’t care about a person’s status, and he didn’t give a damn about Katya, period. Leonid was always in a rage, like some wild animal. He was here purely on account of his intellect, which all aristocrats knew was utter lunacy. It should be status alone that got you into a school like this! It was no place for riffraff! That was what her mom said, and her mom loved her, so she must be telling the truth.

But he wasn’t there. And neither was Smolentsev. Meanwhile, the other children in their class looked gloomy and preoccupied.

“Was that really him?”

“How did he break the floor?”

“He’s got such bright eyes…”

Katya frowned, looking around. Something was fishy.

* * *

I was at home wearing a totally dumb expression on my face.

I was done for.

“The teacher left to go to the restroom for TWO MINUTES,” Mom shouted. “And that was enough for you to almost get yourself expelled?”

Yes. When you’re in the middle of a fight, when you’re in the moment, it seems to go on for eternity, but in fact that whole scrap had lasted two minutes tops. Max got hit a few times, then me, then Morozov. Biff, boff, bang, slap, and that was basically the whole fight done. It was quick.

“What, he’s already been in a fight?” Gran asked, arching a brow.

“Yes, Gran! Can you imagine?” Mom was beside herself. “Two minutes! Two! During which time he managed to smash the floor and get into a fist fight with another boy! He never even sat down! It’s unbelievable!”

Vasilisa looked at me.

“Well, did you at least win?” she asked.

“Yes!” I replied proudly.

“So what’s the problem then?” she asked her granddaughter. “He didn’t lose.”

Mom was speechless. She was almost gasping for breath, her lips flapping like a fish and her big blue eyes bulging out of her head.

I felt extremely hard done by. Yes, I agreed it hadn’t been an ideal first day at school. But! Why the hell should I get my ass kicked? I saw my friend lying all bashed up. I saw the freak who’d done it. What was I supposed to do — sit down and discuss it? Anyway, didn’t Morozov get that you’re not allowed to beat up aristocratic children? Didn’t his parents teach him that?

Besides which…

“It was a lousy win, actually…,” I mumbled.

The whole family turned to me.

My victory had left me with a bitter aftertaste. It was odd, really. After all, I’d avenged my best friend! I’d won! I’d tapped into my new power! Yay!

Uh-huh…

I’d nearly had the stuffing knocked out of me. I was just a tiny bit stronger. And I didn’t care that Morozov was awakened. He was just better than me. In every way. In his control, his technique, his reactions, and his experience. Yes, okay, so he was about seven years old, but even so…

If it hadn’t been for the psychosis — the drug that killed me from within — and Wrath, which muted the pain, I would have been out for the count.

My victory over Leonid had been sheer dumb luck. He’d trounced both me and Maxim. I’d just been lucky enough to have one trump card more. That was all.

“Why the long face, Misha?” Gran asked, crouching in front of me. “It all worked out! I mean, yes, your mom gave you a hard time, but she’s a delicate soul, she doesn’t like fights. You stood up for your friend, won your fight and didn’t get expelled. Result!”

“No, Gran, I suck…,” I mumbled. “I got clobbered today. And I’ll get clobbered again. That’s all there is to it…”

Yes, I could have killed him at the start with a psychosis blow to the back of the head. But what about without that drug?

Yeah, I sucked all right. I was a total schm…

“That’s enough!” Gran slapped me across the mouth.

Hard, as well! My eyes nearly popped out of my head. So did Mom’s.

Huh? What?

“There’s nothing worse than a whining man!” Gran said sternly. “Goodness me! How old are you? One? What are you blubbing for? I bet that other boy didn’t whine when things got out of hand. I bet he gritted his teeth and went off to train harder! And if you go on whining, you can be sure of losing the next time! But this time you won, you didn’t get beat, so stop moaning like a spoiled princess! Don’t snivel when there’s no cause. One day, you’ll have reason enough to get down in the dumps. Right now, you don’t. You get me?”

“Y-yes! I understand!” I said, clenching my fists. “You’re right! I’m going to beat everyone! Nothing can stop me! Yeah!”

She had a point. Why was I so upset?

Did it hurt that much to come up against a boy who was better than you? Someone who got top marks in the exam, was a great fighter, had been awakened for several years and could do telekinesis? Oh, boo-hoo, cry me a river, chthonic boy, with your nanomachines! Snivel away, you loser. All you’ve got is a loving family, a Swarm that’s dedicated to making you an invincible superbeing, and a whole lifetime ahead of you.

‘Yeah! Blood, training, violence, death!’ I started punching the air like a maniac.

“There, that’s the spirit!” Vasilisa nodded, smiling.

“Gran, what are you laughing at?” Poor Mom was nearly having a heart attack. “Just look at him — he’s gone mad! What are you turning my son into? Do you want him to get expelled? Like you did from college for aggressive behavior?!”

“Oh, yeah? And what about you, dear? Didn’t you get kicked out of the Academy for sheer laziness after I’d paid MILLIONS to send you there?”

“You don’t understand! That’s different!”

Wait, so Gran got kicked out of school too? Was it just me, or was it written in my blood that I’d never finish my education?

And yet all my male relatives were perfectly sensible and intelligent. What was it with the women in this family?

Well, I’d just have to pray that two negatives would make a positive, rather than doubling the speed at which I was expelled.

Nonetheless, while Mom and Gran were arguing and making bets about when I’d get expelled and for what, I went on punching the air and gravitated towards Grandpa. He was calmly sipping tea, having decided that this wasn’t his fight. I understood him perfectly.

“Grandpa,” I said, approaching him. “It’s started. I need help.”

He turned to look at me.

“I see,” he nodded. Heaving a sigh, he rose from his chair. “Darling! Enough arguing — we all need to chill out! Come on, let’s take Misha to our place. We’ll get some fresh air, cook some meat…”

Grandpa knew exactly how to handle his wife. He managed both to settle the conflict and to separate Mom and Gran, so that only the three of us would go to the cottage. What was that down to? Experience?

The upshot was that Mom and Dad stayed at home while we teleported to Gran’s place to ‘chill out’.

“How can she say all that stuff?” Vasilisa persisted. “You mustn’t get into fights, she says. Mustn’t get into fights! And what if you haven’t got a choice?! I’m right, aren’t I?”

“Yes, yes, darling, you’re quite right, of course,” Grandpa nodded with a sigh, patting the pugnacious woman’s hair.

Oh, I thought, taken aback. So sometimes you just need to humor them? Man, that sounds hard…

Grandpa hinted that I should go inside while he explained everything to his wife. I hadn’t told Gran about the Sins, of course, but maybe there was some way she could help with all that. Anyway, for now I just needed to wait.

‘Swarm, how’s Wrath doing?’ I asked as I went inside the house.

‘Asleep. Unlike Lust, it doesn’t influence your body all the time’

‘Not until the time is ripe…,’ I sighed.

I took off my hat and coat and went upstairs. First, I checked my hidey hole in case there was a new note. There wasn’t. Then I went to Gran’s room, where I found that the barrier spell on the bookcase was still in place.

“That’s silly,” I smiled. “I already opened it. What does she need it for?”

I exhaled, closing my eyes, then breathed in again. My skin pores opened, and I began to absorb energy from around me.

It was a long time since I’d felt the Witch’s power. That corrosive sting.

‘Swarm, what’s with my left hand?’

‘We’re absorbing necrotic energy. Your hand converts energy absorbed through the pores of your skin. Like a filter’

‘What does the necrotic energy do?’

‘I can’t say just yet. There’s too little of it’

I hadn’t tried meditating at length since the operation. And while Gran and Grandpa were talking, I had a little time to kill.

After soaking up that unfamiliar energy, my left hand had begun to turn pale and shrivel up, as if it was being mummified. The necrotic energy felt… cold. My imagination immediately conjured up a cemetery. A funeral on a windy morning. Nothing but graves all around, and a sense of irreparable loss.

I let out a breath and opened my eyes.

‘No impact on you detected’

“But I’m no ordinary being…,” I whispered, touching a flower on the windowsill.

I touched it gently, just prodding it with a fingertip. But the necrotic energy in my hand quickly found its way out and began to flow into the living object like a parasite.

The stalk began to turn grey and shrivel, the leaves crumpling up. The plant was rapidly dying. It was just as I’d expected. Instantly, I jerked my hand away, leaving the flower half-dead, half-alive.

Death. It was the touch of death. And it appeared more like an acute infection than a gradual withering.

‘What if Death is a being, life is a wound that it heals, and necrotic energy is its blood?’ I wondered for some reason. ‘Swarm, what if I touched people like that… would they die too?’

‘I suspect that their energy system would be stronger than a flower’s. It would resist. But still… yes, it’s pure death energy’

Who had given me this gift? And why?

My mutated hearing told me that Gran and Grandpa were on their way here. I wouldn’t hide what I’d done. They should know.

Their faces darkened as soon as they entered the room. This was partly the effect of my meditation, which had drained the surrounding space of all energy, creating an unpleasant, eerie feeling of ‘emptiness’. Also, however, they saw my hand and the flower.

“It took me a year to grow that,” Vasilisa said, shaking her head.

“Sorry…,” I mumbled.

“Was that your hand?” she sighed.

I nodded. Then I told them what had happened. There were no secrets here. They were much more experienced than I was, and not asking grown-ups for advice was dumb and childish. I’d come here for help, so let them help!

“So it really is a converter, then,” Grandpa said, frowning. “And it hasn’t even got going yet. Combat necromancy, huh? Boy, you’re going to be one nasty enemy. Getting hit with necrotic energy makes you nauseous.”

“Hmm…,” Vasilisa frowned. “And if he learned a simple cold breathing technique and took in necrotic energy, wouldn’t he end up exhaling steam?” she wondered aloud. “He’d be able to cloak the battlefield in a necrotic mist.”

“Like the Dancer of the Midday Frost?”

“Yes, exactly! Like her”

Who were all these people?

And wait… hang on a minute! Necrotic energy! Usually, after all, a spell worked by converting energy into the kind you needed. That was a function of the energy circuit. In my case, however, energy mutated in and of itself.

And didn’t that mean that magic that DIDN’T convert energy would acquire new, unpredictable properties?

I might shoot green fire from my fingers, exhale necrotic breath, or make a blade from my bones that would be coated in the venom of Death itself!

Jeez, what on earth had I done to deserve a gift like that?

“The Dancer of the Midday Frost? Who’s that?” I asked out of curiosity.

“There was a figure by that name in Europe,” Grandpa said. “Wherever she appeared, a deadly, ice-cold mist would rise, ‘and nought but her eyes and the glint of blades shone therein’. It froze everyone to the spot and poisoned them while making the Dancer invisible.”

“And where is she now?”

“Where is she?” Vsevolod chuckled, approaching the flower. “Your father killed her.”

What the…

Dad, who are you?

“And... how did he defeat you?” I asked, realizing it might be an awkward question.

“Has he not told you? Well, you’d better ask him.”

He looked at the flower, let out a breath, and… touched it with his finger. A barely visible green energy began to spread out from the point of contact, the pale, deadened stalk began to turn green and erect once more, and all the necrotic energy began to rise in wispy vapors from the leaves!

My eyes opened wide. Something inside me responded to what I’d just witnessed. There was something… beautiful in it. It was the circle of life and death, right there before my eyes!

And all in the hands of a human being…

‘But I can do more than just destroy things…,’ I thought, clenching my right fist.

Okay. That did it.

It was time to learn magic. Properly. And not only magic. I was done with trusting in luck. It was time to put some effort in.

Like… Morozov.

“Grandpa, Gran,” I said, looking up at them. “Teach me. Everything! Anything! Fighting, magic, theory. The older I get, the more dangers I might face. I need strength. Skills.” I tightened my fists, then relaxed them again, sighing. “You two and Dad are all geniuses. I want to be one too.”

Vasilisa and Vsevolod exchanged glances, and then… they smiled.

“You’re a fine boy, Misha,” Grandpa said, stroking my head. “This is not a road you need to travel alone. You did the right thing by telling us everything!”

“You have a flesh and blood teacher in your dad,” Gran said musingly. “Vsevolod can teach you sport and combat to strengthen your base. There’s not a lot I can do, unfortunately — everything I have is ingrained, rather than learned. Baal might be able to help, though, and Vivienne if necessary. So in theory, you have plenty of teachers!”

My potential was being wasted. My time was being frittered away. Either I was in hospital, or in hell, or dealing with other problems. I’d never done any real learning! But if things more or less calmed down at school…

“But you see, Misha, right now, in your situation, magic would be dangerous for you. And for everyone around you,” Grandpa said solemnly. “Before we start training you and teaching you magic, before we start making you stronger and unleashing your potential, we need to… make you safe from madness. The Duke of Gluttony and the Nameless One are etched in history as monsters. And you… you could easily go the same way,” he sighed.

I frowned. He was right. During the fight with Morozov, I’d been eager for blood. I’d wanted to strangle him, smash his teeth! But what was his crime? Fighting with my friend? Did that really warrant such savagery? No, of course not.

What sense was there in having great strength if I used it all up on a little kid in my very first fight?

I was on the verge of becoming an even more terrifying monster than the Nameless One. Just imagine a madman with immunity to EVERYTHING.

“So what do I do?” I asked. “Is there some technique I need? Some skill? What?”

“Theory. Judgment. Philosophy even,” Grandpa said. “You can live with Wrath. You can’t bridle it. It’s a part of you for good now — there’s no suppressing it. But instead of remaining a parasite, it can become a symbiont. You can live with Wrath, but it’s important to understand and accept philosophy. Your mind has to be pliable, Misha!”

“I… I’m very pliable! Like plasticine! Adaptation is my middle name!” I cried, my eyes blazing.

“In that case I’ll tell you what once saved me from madness,” he sighed, sitting down on the bed. “The Sadism Theory.”

* * *

That evening

The orphanage

Leonid Morozov had a twin sister — a dark-haired, blue-eyed girl called Ksenia. She had not, unfortunately, shared her brother’s fate in being awakened at an early age, and so, although she was unusually kind and intelligent, she was in all other respects just like any other girl of her age. That was how outsiders saw her, and it’s fair to say that even at the orphanage she was picked on less than most.

But to Leonid she was everything. The only family he had left. And everything he did was for her sake.

It was evening. After school and training, he’d just got back to the orphanage, where his sister was waiting for him in their shared room. But instead of giving her his usual warm smile, he looked very solemn and despondent.

“Leo, has something happened?” she asked, running up to him.

“No, nothing,” he murmured.

Ksenia frowned. Typical! she thought. That dummy is incapable of hiding anything! Especially a whole bunch of bruises on his face.

“Come on, tell me.”

The boy sat down on the bed, dumping his gym bag onto the floor with a frustrated sigh.

“I got beaten up.”

His sister looked at his face, her eyebrows raised.

“No, but really?” she asked.

“Really.”

“Don’t lie, I don’t believe you. Who could possibly beat you up? You can even give older boys a hiding,” the girl said. Then, in a whisper, she added: “Plus, you’re awakened. How can it be possible?”

“It just is, Ksenia… it just is,” Leonid mumbled, looking at his torn knuckles. “All that training… all that pain… only to get nearly killed by a boy my own age,” he said bitterly. “How could it happen? How, damn it?”

Leonid had been beaten plenty of times. He’d lost plenty of times too. It was part of the journey, part of the training. But since his awakening, since he came of age…

It was the first time he’d lost to someone his own age. He would have died if Kaiser hadn’t been dragged away. Kaiser could have killed him. He’d probably even wanted to.

Leonid had got used to his position at the top of the chain, but he’d been thrown off it in a single day.

He’d become a piranha only to come up against a shark.

* * *

I stood like a statue in front of the school doors. Once again, Mom and Dad stood next to me, I was in a crowd of other children, and it was dark and windy.

The day had started just like yesterday! Well, except for my backpack. This time I’d packed it all by myself!

“Misha… please!” Mom said.

“Yeah, yeah, I know…,” I sighed.

Here it was, then. Take two.

First stop was the director’s office, where I was lectured about fighting, reminded to present myself for disciplinary assignments after school, and then told to go and join my class, to whom I was yet to be introduced. Mom said goodbye, Dad stayed in the office, and I went off to my classroom.

Again the same corridors, again without a soul in sight. But it was so great here!

“Michael Kaiser, I presume?” a strict-looking woman in glasses asked.

“Quite right,” I nodded.

“Dear me… that was some commotion you caused yesterday. And it took you all of one and a half minutes, I believe?”

“You spent too long peeing.”

“I beg your pardon?” she gasped. “What kind of language is that?”

“Aesopian.”

A woman of your age and status should know better than to go pee-pee outside recess. Was fifteen minutes not enough for you?

The woman just sighed, shaking her head, then told me to wait there while she herself went into the classroom.

Once again, my heart was pounding. If I was nervous about getting unwanted looks yesterday, what about today, when the whole school knew what had happened?!

“Sit down!” I heard the teacher say. “Now, pay attention, please! I have some important news for you! Not that it’s really news, after what happened yesterday,” she sighed. “We have a new transfer student, and I want to introduce him to you! Michael, come in please.”

I take it all back about the peeing, Miss. Right now, I understand you perfectly!

Jeez, this was nerve-wracking. Why couldn’t I have been introduced yesterday? Max had told me that there were loads of new faces here. And was that how they’d see me? As a crazed lunatic who’d turned up, got into a fight, smashed the floor and left after two minutes? Argh! What a mess!

‘Whew…’ I took a few deep breaths. ‘One… one… one, two, let’s go!’

Pulling myself together, I adjusted my backpack and entered the classroom. The first thing I noticed was that the floor had been fixed. I had to hand it to them — that was pretty damned efficient. The second thing was the complete silence that reigned in the room. And the third thing was the feeling of having dozens of eyes all trained on me.

Okay, I’ve changed my mind. Can I go home?

I walked in and turned around to face the class. Naturally, the children were staring at me big-time.

Their gawking freaked me out… I wasn’t used to getting so much attention from people my age!

The girls stared. The boys stared. They were all so smart-looking… Oh, and there was Max! He had a wicked grin on him, as if he assumed that today would bring yet another expulsion-threatening incident. Behind him sat… Leonid. His face was covered in bruises, and he wasn’t even looking at me.

Something began to boil up inside me. My fists clenched of their own accord. Hey, you! Creep! LOOK ME IN THE EYE RIGHT NOW!

‘Wrath is beginning to awaken’

Oh, shit!

Okay, calm down! Remember the Sadism Theory. Grandpa and Gran spelled it out to you, nice and clear!

Yeah right. It made perfect sense in theory — but applying it in practice was a whole different ball game. So far, it was just someone else’s words, and until I truly felt their meaning, my way of thinking would never change.

I needed to test it out! In a fight. After all, it was through fighting that you got a full sense of what it was all about. Maybe I should… provoke someone? Yes… ha… yes, that was exactly what I should do!

I’d seek out Morozov and whack him on the back of the…

‘Wrath is awakening’

Oops, no, that went against the Theory! Damn it — it was all so hard! Okay, timeout. Deep breath…

Sadism Theory… The Sadism Theory…

Yep. For now, I mustn’t get mad and let Wrath have its way.

There’d still be time for pain.

Calming myself, I remembered something good, the way I’d been taught to do in the movie studio, and pulled on a natural smile. I might as well put my acting talent to good use! It also seemed to calm the children down at the sight of the crazed boy who was their new classmate.

“Introduce yourself, then,” the teacher said.

“Hello everyone! I’m Michael Kaiser. Pleased to meet you!”

The children opened their eyes even wider. Some of them even wider than that. Ah, I remembered these guys! They’d been at preschool with me. Yay, there were people I knew here! That would make the first days easier.

‘Swarm, display all the preschoolers’ faces’

‘User… you deleted them yourself to make space’

‘Oh, man!’

Well, I’d certainly done the right thing putting a second colony in my brain.

“Michael Kaiser is a transfer student from United Korea,” the teacher said proudly, causing the girls to gasp for reasons best known to themselves. “Seoul State Lyceum Number One! An elite school for children of business magnates!”

What?

It looked like Dad had outdone himself…

“Seoul my ass. He’s been in Khabarovsk for the last year and a half!” Maxim interjected. It just had to be him.

“Be quiet, Solomontsev!”

“The name’s Smolentsev!”

I chuckled to myself. This was starting to be fun!

The teacher thanked me and the class and told me to sit down. I was still a little nervous despite Maxim’s wacky outburst. All the same, though, I was grateful to him. He’d certainly eased the tension.

Taking a deep breath, I went to sit down.

There were three desks free, and one of them was in the middle row, to Maxim’s right. He was sitting by the window, lucky devil.

Everyone kept their eyes fixed on me. There were warm smiles on some of the faces I knew, while Max wore a mischievous grin. Also… I heard people sniffing at me as I passed. I’d better get used to that. A girl in front of me even puckered her lips in shock, glancing at her friend beside her. Damn you, Lust…

Meanwhile, Leonid maintained a steadfast display of indifference to me. Well, to hell with him!

I hung my backpack on the hook and sat down. This was it. School. This time it was official.

“Let’s get started!” the teacher said. “Please open your books at page…”

My education had finally begun.

* * *

Around the same time

The school gates

A man was standing in front of the security guards. He was an intriguing-looking fellow… to put it mildly. Tall, muscular, and dark-skinned, his face was painted to look like a skull. Dressed in a black tailcoat, he wore a black top hat on his head and held a smoldering cigar between his fingers. His deep, grainy voice went right through you, and there was such a chaotic look in his eyes that it was hard to tell whether he was about to break into a dance or punch you in the face.

He’d been standing there like that for ten minutes now, if not more.

“I repeat, I can’t let you in,” one of the guards said impatiently. “It’s private property, an elite school. To get in, you need to get a pass or a permit!”

“An elite school, you say? Well, I’m kind of an elite guy myself! I’m a Baron!”

“That means nothing to us.”

“But I really need to get in,” persisted the man, who smelled of rum. “It’s a matter of death or death! And as you know, death is the next-to-last thing on the list! Because what comes after death? I’ll tell you. The disco begins!”

Looking at this strange visitor, who was so full of himself, the guards sighed and rubbed their eyes in unison.

Fucking crackheads…

“Listen here, bum!” said one of them, a six-foot hulk in a grey suit. “Either you walk away nicely, or we’ll carry you away feet first! Then you’ll know for sure what comes last after death, and what comes first! Capiche? Scram!”

“But my… nephew’s in there!”

“In that case, show us your documents and tell us who your relative is.”

“I… well… I don’t know his name. I’ll call him Gede Nibo.”

“In that case, get lost.”

“Please understand, I’m a sick guy! I’m an alcoholic! I’m a womanizer! I have a bad memory, and just a day ago I was a skeleton. Put yourself in the position of a sick man… let me in, won’t you?”

The guard nodded to his colleague and took out a magically powered taser — a baton that inflicted a lot of pain.

The Baron sighed, waved at the intransigent guards, and walked away from the gates without a word. He wasn’t upset, however. Oh, no. The Baron rarely got upset. Angry? Certainly. Upset? Highly unlikely. He’d walked away…

To find another way in!

The Baron liked chaos. He was a patron of brigands, of death, and, it now appeared, of children too. If he liked you, he’d help you. So waging war on a school, disrupting classes and raising suspicions… no, that wasn’t his style at all.

He adjusted his hat and took a drag on his cigar, gazing at the school building.

Still… the fact remained that his ass itched for adventure, and there was no dampening his curiosity. Forget it. Once the Baron saw a chance for some fun, he’d seize it with both hands. In any case, he needed to check on that gift! What if the hand had withered away?

He wanted to see him with his own eyes. To make sure. He didn’t believe what he’d heard! The Baron was fond of fights and orgies. At his parties, people either fought each other or slept with each other. Quite often both.

And if Nameless was telling the truth… if the boy had both Wrath and Lust in him… and at such a young age!...

That would make him a dream child! He had to at least get a peep at him. The kid was a concentrate of everything the Baron held dear! Fun and happiness on legs! It was unreal!

“Now, how can I get in there…”

* * *

News Bulletin on Imperial One:

New trend in private schools:

Experts have noted a rise in the number of foreign students in the Empire’s elite educational institutions. ‘Children from United Korea are especially popular,’ commented one education expert. Some are linking the trend to recent political developments.


Chapter 9

‘Swarm, what’s this?’

‘It’s math, user’

‘What are all those letters for?’

‘They’re equations’

‘Equations suck…’

I looked around. Five minutes had passed. Everyone had settled down, and the class was in full swing. Anyone who yawned or dozed off — like Maxim — got an immediate earbashing, so everyone sat obediently working on the math problems in front of them. I’d have been happy to do the same. But there was a slight problem…

‘I don’t understand any of this…’ I clutched my head in despair.

What on earth were LETTERS doing in math problems? I hadn’t signed up for this shit! Math was about numbers, not letters!

No, not today, thanks. I needed to look after my mental health. I still had that disciplinary work ahead of me! It was time to pull out the trump card.

‘Swarm, do it all for me’

‘Very well’

Don’t get the wrong idea! I’d learn to do it myself. Later. Right now, it just freaked me out, I didn’t get it. Although…

The Swarm displayed the solution in front of my eyes, written exactly as the stupid math teacher demanded. And if it had solved the problem… it must know how it was done?

‘Swarm, can you explain how you got to the answer?’ I asked, focusing on the solution. ‘Can you make it as simple as possible?’

‘Yes, of course’

‘Aww… you’re such a sweetie!’

Ha! I had a calculator and a math teacher right there in my head! Watch out, math tests, here I come!

‘Ah, so if X + 2 = 4, then X = 4 — 2, right? You just kind of change the sign?!’

‘Exactly’

“Mueh-heh-heh!” I chuckled like an evil kitten.

“Quiet, Kaiser!”

The class ticked by. Forty-five minutes.

The bell rang.

Now came the moment of truth. I let out a big breath. Time seemed to slow down. The end of class meant the children would be free. How would they react to me?

“That’s all, children! Thank you! You can…”

Everyone leaped up from behind their desks and turned to face me. I froze, taken aback by the sudden crowd of staring faces. They were like hyenas, like piranhas sizing up a chunk of meat! They swarmed towards me. Not all of them, mind. Around a quarter of the class.

I peered more closely at their faces. Yes, it was them! The kids from preschool! I remembered them! Ha, ha, it was them!

“Michael, it’s you!” they said, sounding overjoyed.

“Yes, it’s me!” I replied, no less thrilled.

“Is it really you?!”

“It’s really me!”

“The actual, real you?!”

“Ha-ha, I don’t know about that!” I gave in to the general atmosphere of delight.

“Whoa-a!” The boys, being bolder, put their fists together as if breaking a stick. “Children. Together.”

“Are Strong!” I joined in.

Our eyes were blazing, our emotions overflowing. We were a team! We’d staged a coup together! Given a little more time, I’d have built my own socialist union! Toys for kids — power to the people!

They hadn’t forgotten… they were genuinely pleased to see me…

‘Is this the reward you get for kindness and fairness?’ I wondered, taking note of the feelings that I was experiencing.

If these looks, this joy, this love of the people — all this was the reward for punishing the wicked and defending the worthy, then what sense was there in being bad? Something jolted inside me, somewhere deep down — so deep that it seemed to brush across my very soul. It was like being stroked, but against the grain. A strange feeling.

People liked me. Not because of Lust or my appearance, but for the things I’d done, for the person I was.

‘Something is awakening inside you’

What was that feeling? That tremor I felt in my body — in my bones, my flesh, my veins? Like waves of strength flowing from my heart to my fingertips.

My ears started ringing. I felt a pricking in my nose.

‘Your nose is starting to change. Bleeding has commenced’

I immediately focused my mind to stop the bleeding. I sniffed to prevent the blood from dripping onto the desk and pursed my lips at the sudden pain.

“Don’t cry, Misha! We missed you too!” one of the girls said.

I made no reply. What was happening to me? My nose? Just my nose? What was wrong with it? I got why my old essence was awakening, but I didn’t get quite what it had done.

‘Swarm, what’s going on?’

‘Insufficient data’

While the children were besieging me and chattering amongst themselves, I began to feel better. The ringing in my ears passed, and the pain vanished. I felt as though I’d been punched in the nose.

Cautiously, I took a deep breath, and…

Nothing. No new smells, nothing. Just bogeys made of dried blood.

‘Swarm’

‘I don’t see any differences so far’

‘But my nose just changed!’

‘I need more data’

I kept on breathing, sniffling, snorting up bloody bogeys. Come on, superpower, why aren’t you working?!

Grr, this was crazy! Did this mean I was going to turn into my past self just for the hell of it at random moments?

It was my feelings that had caused it — I realized that much. Was it being adored that awakened me? Or anything that was at odds with my past life? Should I or shouldn’t I create a cult of myself? Why didn’t being idolized by the rats awaken me?

In any case… what did my new nose do? Hell knew! So far, I didn’t feel a thing.

I breathed out and had to stop myself picking my nose. Looking around, I spotted Leonid. I hardly need say what expression he had on his face.

‘Well, four-eyes?’ I sneered. ‘You and I might be equal in strength, we might be equally feared — but look at how people react to me compared with you. Then work out who the REAL winner is here’

He got it. Just from my look. With a tut of annoyance, he picked up his backpack and made off through the crowd.

While the other children hadn’t rushed over to me, nor were they eager to leave. They were six years old, after all, so naturally they were full of curiosity. Just like me. They were intrigued to know more about this stranger who’d appeared in their midst. From Korea, no less.

“Michael, Michael,” one girl found the courage to ask. “Is it true you’re from Korea? Do you… do you make K-Pop videos too?”

“Er, well, yes, I probably do,” I nodded. “I’m an actor!”

“And why do you smell of cardboard? Do you live in a box?”

Just then, I heard a noise in the corridor. At first it was only I who picked it up, thanks to my enhanced hearing, but then the others heard it too. We all turned towards the classroom door, and in flew…

A green-eyed girl. She’d gotten bigger, as they all had. With an even longer braid of golden hair and a snake-shaped hairclip, she was dressed in the same first-grade uniform as everyone else.

She quickly scanned the classroom until her gaze fell upon me…

“Ha… Ha-a-a-a!” A broad, sadistic smile crept across her face, while her eyes lit up like emeralds in the sun. “You…. YOU!”

It was Katya.

‘Oh, boy,’ I sighed, realizing just how much pent-up spite there must be in her, ready to explode.

Her hair was all messed up, there was a big grin across her face, and she was panting from running so hard. She looked genuinely deranged.

“I knew it. I knew it! You only just got here, Kaiser, and they’re already kicking you out? Ha-ha, that figures! That’s you all over! Always the bad boy, always up to no good. MICHAEL the creep,” she said. “Did you think I’d forgotten?! Well, I haven’t! I remember! I’m going to tell everyone!” she said, prodding me. “Ha. Ha!”

“And what exactly are you going tell them?”

“Everything. Like, for instance… for instance, I’ll tell them that you… that you… Oh, I’ve just remembered!” Clasping her hands together, she turned around and rushed off to her classmates. “Girls, girls! Did you know…”

I sighed even louder. I looked at my class.

“Nothing’s changed, then?” I said.

“She’s gotten worse.”

“Heaven help us…”

So there it was.

Inside the barrel of honey was a small, green-eyed, half-crazed barrel of tar. What did she want from me? Why ME? What had I done to her? I didn’t even look at her!

The bell rang again. Our heads jerked up, and we realized that the smart kids had already left long ago, while we dummies had sat there through the whole recess!

“Uh-oh, Miss’ll kill us!” Maxim said, clutching his head. “Misha, come on!”

The trials and tribulations of school life! If everyone was panicking, it must be serious! This wasn’t Hell, where you could just lie low. A teacher’s wrath was inescapable! You had to spend the next forty minutes with her!

I jumped up, opened my backpack to pack my exercise book, and…

What the…

How did THAT get there?!

At the bottom of my backpack lay my scary horned mask, looking up at me with empty eye sockets, the horns wedged against my books and pencil case.

I went rigid at the sight of it. I was stupefied, nonplussed. How on earth had it gotten there?!

‘Swarm… do you remember anyone putting it in?’

‘Of course I do. I record your whole day’

‘And who was it?’

‘It was you’

Me? How could I have taken it and not remember? Maybe I’d just tossed it in without thinking? I’d packed my bag early in the morning, and I’d been very agitated at the time.

‘Show me the recording’

The Swarm displayed a semi-transparent recording made from my eyes. I could see myself packing my exercise books, journal, pens, a few robots, a couple of candies, and then… without even looking, I stuffed the mask in there too.

How weird. What on earth had made me do that?

Oh well. Time for class!

* * *

Next, we had a ‘World Around Us’ class. This time I knew just about everything, since I’d had to swot up on it all for that damned exam. So now I was positively bored.

‘Swarm, let’s play backgammon’

The nanomachines displayed a hologram of a backgammon board. Grandpa had taught me how to play. I knew the rules.

I lost miserably, of course, and so I quickly got fed up. By way of entertainment, I tried sniffing with my modified nose again. No, no good. Nothing. How about… Ah, forget it.

It was time.

‘Basics of Summoning Magic. School: Familiars. Ninth Edition’

While the others were learning about rocks and flowers, I’d study something grown-up! Because what was I? Correct, a grown-up!

It’s worth pointing out first that summoning magic is a vast field. From raising skeletons or conjuring an elemental or a golem to calling forth a lousy demon — all that is summoning magic.

But familiars are kind of the black sheep of the family. A familiar is a magical pet nurtured from your own energy. While normal summoning magic is about the here and now, a familiar is for the long haul. A familiar is an ally, rather than an accessory. Necromancers don’t hold skeletons dear, but even Acheron himself, a legendary mage, was a familiar summoner. Ethereal dragons, genies, rational elementals — these were what made up his army!

In other words, you make yourself a friend out of magic — and build up its strength!

It’s just a shame that the school is considered weak.

The problem with any summoner, I read, is that realizing their potential is a tricky business, and success isn’t guaranteed in all cases. The same goes double, however, for a familiar summoner. Your pet basically starts out as a parasite, and only later does it become a symbiont.

Hey, steady on! Jör was no parasite! She was my girl! She spent most of her time asleep these days because it was winter. Because she did nothing but eat and sleep, she’d grown quite fat. Conversely, Nathaniel was hyperactive for much the same reason — the wendigo being a winter spirit.

Were the authors implying that putting familiars in a pocket dimension and dropping them on a teacher’s head was a bad idea? I knew for a fact that it was possible to adopt a familiar's attributes, boost their strength, and make copies of them. Dad had told me! How could that be called ‘weak’?

These people were clueless. I’d show them how it was done.

“Kaiser, are you daydreaming? Don’t you find the topic interesting?” the teacher asked.

“I… er… I’m listening,” I said, having paid no attention whatsoever.

“In that case, repeat what I just said.”

‘Swarm, play back what she said’

“An earthquake is the occurrence of underground tremors and the shaking of the Earth’s surface due to the movement of tectonic plates.”

“Okay… you can sit down. Well done.”

I heaved a sigh of relief.

‘Thanks, Swarm’

‘Any time’

Who knew that elementary school was where the Swarm’s potential would really come into its own?

Eventually, the class ended. I’d done everything but pay attention to what was said. Mostly, I’d played backgammon and read books.

The bell rang. Now it was the main recess. Which meant…

“Fooooood!” Max roared, and he tore off down the corridor.

The dining hall! I’d been told the rules, I knew the laws of survival! Out of my way, that marble cake’s got my name on it!

* * *

It was good, the way the Korea thing had turned out. It was a cool alibi for where I’d been for the last one and a half years.

“Oh, here’s the restroom,” Maxim said. “There’s a bidet there. For washing your butt.”

“Why is that the first thing you’re showing me?”

“You’re a stinker — you need it.”

“Are you crazy?”

“And here we have…”

School… school. Ha! I was really at school! I’d already sat through two classes! And a recess. Like a schoolboy! A real schoolboy! Whoa!

We headed for the penultimate class, so stuffed we could barely move. The chicken and rice was to die for! I’d scoffed two portions of it, thinking I was going to get fat again. But that was nothing compared to what Maxim had managed to put away, the greedy pig.

We’d just come out of the dining hall and started up the staircase when…

The first thing was the smell. I scented… meat. Literally. The smell of raw meat.

Secondly, as we were climbing the stairs, I saw a container of half-eaten food on the windowsill. Next to it was a group of what appeared to be fourth-graders, judging by their size. Also standing there was… Leonid.

I got the picture.

“Doesn’t Morozov eat with everyone else?” I whispered.

“No. He always sits on his own,” Maxim whispered in reply.

The smell of meat was growing stronger. I felt an appetite stirring inside me, and my stomach began to rumble even though I’d just stuffed myself silly! It wasn’t hunger so much as… I don’t know… a hankering for taste.

Climbing a little further, we heard an exchange:

“Is it true what they say? That you got beaten up by a new kid?” asked one of the older boys, whose voice was beginning to break.

“Yeah, they say you got dragged around like a little girl!” put in a second boy, nasal-voiced and chubby.

I heard some movement from around the corner. There were another two older boys. Making four of them in all. Leonid, who looked small and puny by comparison, was staring them fearlessly in the eyes.

“Is there something you want?” he snarled.

“No, no,” the biggest of the boys smirked. “It’s just you’re always making out that you’re some kind of a badass, but then, wham, you get beaten to a pulp by some Korean schmuck. Maybe you’re not such a tough guy after all. Except when you’re ambushing people on their own!”

“You got shamed, man! That’s what happened,” the nasal-voiced one said. “You got set up for a thrashing!”

“People aren’t so scared of you anymore, Morozov. Maybe we should test you out?”

I felt my eye twitch. The smell of meat was just… OVERWHELMING!

‘I didn’t shame him. I didn’t plan to fight him. And these bastards have deliberately rounded on him when he’s eating, when he’s hungry. Four against one? Lowlifes.’

‘Wrath is awakening’

Really? Could this be it? WAS IT TIME TO TEST THE SADISM THEORY?!

“Misha,” Maxim said, holding out his hand and nodding towards a corner.

I looked up. A camera. Pointing directly at us.

Frowning, I listened to the trap being laid.

“What say we go and have a little talk?” the big one said. “There’s a great place just round the corner! Just you and me, huh?”

“Yeah, come on! And we’ll watch! Or are you chicken? Like a little girl!”

Leonid clenched his fists, his breath quickening. He looked at his assailants with fury on his face.

‘No. This isn’t the time for the Theory. Not now’

He’d accept the challenge — that much was obvious. They’d stirred him up, and as smart as he might be, he was still a first-grader. He beat up aristocratic kids! He was hot-headed and full of anger.

On the one hand, to hell with him, he deserved it, but on the other…

It wasn’t from him that the meat smell came.

“Hey, fatsos!” I called out, carrying on up the stairs at last, “Stop blocking the way, people can’t get past!”

They all turned to face me. Leonid raised his eyebrows, while the older boys frowned. So they didn’t recognize me? Well, that figured. It was only my second day.

“Who the hell’s this? Some freak with pink hair!”

“Who are you? And what was that you called us?” the biggest boy asked, advancing towards me.

It was working!

How, though? How could the children of such important people be such assholes? Was it something to do with hormones? They were that sort of age. Or a grudge, perhaps? Leonid had most likely beaten them up, too, which must be why their brains had stopped working.

In any case, I needed a fight. And I had to be the one to get hit first.

“Say that again!” the boy commanded, towering over me.

I looked him over. Hell, he was big. Brown hair, long nose. His eyes flitted between me and Maxim, who was standing behind me. Ha! My friend was with me again! He hadn’t bottled out!

My heart was pounding with excitement and anticipation. The meat smell came from him, from that long-nosed guy! What was he hiding? Why did he smell like that? What was my past self trying to tell me?

Well… come on…

“Hit me,” I said. “Come on, jerk!”

His eye twitched in surprise.

“Stinker!”

He clenched his fist. Yes… yes! It was working! I was provoking him! He was going to punch me!

“You’re nothing but a… big, fat, greasy mo-o-o-o-ron,” I grinned.

Grimacing, he swung his fat fist back and…

“Haaa!” a girl’s voice rang out. “Got you, Kaiser, you knucklehead! What, are you gonna beat these guys up too now? Go on, then! Go on!”

The boy froze, and I spun around. Katya was standing with a big grin on her face, recording me on her phone.

“K-Kaiser?” the long-nosed boy stammered. “So it was YOU who beat up Morozov? But… so you’re… you’re not…”

No… no-no-no! The fish was getting away!

“Ah, screw you!” the older boy said. Then he turned around and hurried off to his own floor.

It was over. The fight had come to nothing, and the smell of meat was rapidly evaporating.

Words can’t describe the frustration, the anger, the disbelief that I felt at that moment. I just went stone still, staring at… nothing.

I slowly turned around to face the culprit.

“Katya…,” I snarled.

“What, no action, then? Meh,” she said, pouting disappointedly. Then she put her phone away and just walked off.

“You’re a little bitch, Katya!” I shouted after her.

“Takes one to know one!” she shouted in reply.

Grrr! That little snake! That idiot! I’d strangle her!

Wrath was blazing inside me. I’d let it erupt, sure of getting the fight I needed. But what now? What was I meant to do with these emotions?

My teeth were gnashing. ‘Grrr, I’m gonna draw willies all over the desks!’

In the end I just waved my fist in annoyance, nodded to Max, and we carried on up the stairs. As we passed Leonid…

“I didn’t ask for your help,” he snarled.

“Like I care,” I retorted.

He made no reply.

A stupid incident. In the end, all I’d done was rescue my enemy. Goddamn it.

* * *

The next two classes passed imperceptibly. Russian language, then literature. I didn’t get the point of the first one. We were already Russian, weren’t we? Why did I have to learn my own language twice?

Now, Maxim, Leonid and I were in the director’s office, just as she’d ordered yesterday.

All the other children had gone home… to chill out, eat candies and to do their homework. Of which, by the way, there was a great stinking pile. I can tell you right now I had no intention of doing any of it! Screw homework! The Swarm would do it.

“Well done for coming by yourselves! It shows you do have a conscience after all,” the director nodded. “By way of punishment, you’re going to be doing some chores. You’re to get your coats, head over to the disciplinary office in the senior block, and ask what help is needed. You must do at least one and a half hours!”

“Oh, man!”

“Since you’ve got so much energy, you might as well put it to good use! Now, off you go, you rascals.”

I called my parents and told them that I’d be delayed for an hour and a half, and that they needn’t worry.

And so, off we went. First to the locker room, then outside. The sky was slightly overcast. It wasn’t snowing, but it was warm. Perfect weather, in fact!

The school complex as a whole consisted of four blocks, namely the senior, middle, junior, and sports blocks. We were headed towards the senior block, which was right at the other end, the furthest away.

There were children standing next to the middle block, talking and laughing. They were teenagers already!

“Why are they so spotty?” Maxim muttered.

The girls here were already trying to use make-up, while the boys’ voices were breaking. They resembled caterpillars half-way through their transformation. Yikes, was this what awaited us?!

At the senior block, on the other hand:

“Ooh, the girls here are pretty!” Max said appreciatively.

It was like a different world! It was all so serious here… no shouting, no chasing around, no smell of candy everywhere. You wouldn’t even find any toy airplanes here! It was a serious place for grown-up people!

The disciplinary office was on the first floor. We knocked, went in, and…

“Oh, it’s you!” three girls greeted me in unison.

Maxim and Leonid looked puzzled.

“You?” I answered. “You’re on the disciplinary committee? But I saw you bunking…”

“Ha-ha, did you know, sweetie, that too much blathering can get you bopped on the nose?” they said, smiling, as the other seniors looked on.

It was them! Small trendy girl, medium-sized trendy girl and large trendy girl with the big bust even at school-age! They rather reminded me of some other people I’d met.

And these airheads were on the disciplinary committee?! Well, that made me a model citizen!

Ah… let me guess… they were daughters of bigshot aristocrats? And so that their precious girls could bunk off classes without getting into trouble, they’d wangled them places on the disciplinary committee? Wasn’t that how the aristocrats operated?

We were surrounded by sly, devious girls! How were we ordinary, provincial boys meant to survive?

“You know him?” Max said, surprised.

“Ha-ha, yes, he’s our fiancé. We’re getting married soon!”

“WHY HIM AND NOT ME?” Max demanded, almost having a heart attack.

Our appearance had somewhat lightened the stern atmosphere of the disciplinary office. Just then, a huge, burly youth rose from his chair in the middle of the room. Shaven-headed and broad-shouldered, he wore a shirt and gilet, and his muscles were like — wow!

He walked around the desk, and the three girls silently made way for him.

“Come from the juniors, have you? For punishment?” he asked in a low voice. “Which one of you got into a fight on his first day?”

Sensing that this wouldn’t end well, I decided to keep silent. Maxim did likewise. As for Leonid…

He didn’t say anything either.

To my surprise, he didn’t blab that it was me.

“Okay, since you’re such a tight bunch, you can all do Michael Kaiser’s punishment! You’re going to be sweeping snow behind the middle block.”

“Don’t the janitors do that with magic?” Maxim asked. “My mom allocated funding for them!”

“Ah, so here we have Smolentsev, the son of the governor’s chief accountant.” The muscleman gave him a stern look. “You’re right, they do. But you attend an institution where the brain is all-important. And since you don’t seem eager to use it, you can try doing something where it’s not needed. Maybe it’ll help you figure out what you’d prefer to be: a janitor or a part of the academic elite. Now, get going!” he said, turning away. “By the way, Morozov, if you’d ratted on Kaiser, you’d be going home now. But you didn’t, so that’s that.”

And with a shrug of his shoulders, he returned to his desk, where there was a pile of papers awaiting his attention.

I glanced at the trio of girls. They shrugged too, as if to say, ‘That’s the way it goes’.

Hmm… serious guy. He was probably about seventeen, but he looked at least twenty-five.

‘What was that act all about? He knew which one was me straight away’

Saying nothing, Leonid turned around and headed out. We did the same. Except that I had to say goodbye to the girls first. They were crazy about me.

“You swine!” Maxim said, unable to calm down. “How do you do that?!”

“Lust.”

“Who? I don’t know that word!”

Yeah, I might be a good-looking boy, but it was Lust that took it to extremes. And I had to suffer. Although… I must admit, in some ways I was starting to enjoy the attention.

“Jeez, fancy making first-graders work,” I said ruefully, picking up a broom.

“I’m a total victim here,” Maxim grumbled. “Why do I get punished? I got my ass kicked twice!”

We had no idea how to sweep, and the janitor who gave us the brooms had left without showing us, promising to return in an hour and a half.

So what were we supposed to do?

*Swish* — we heard from behind us — *Swish, swish*

Maxim and I turned around to see Morozov sweeping the snow with no problem. He was sweeping properly, actually clearing the snow instead of pushing it around in circles as we were. It was as if it came naturally to him.

‘Even at this, he’s better than me…,’ I thought to myself.

If I hadn’t been at Gran’s yesterday, I’d be getting upset right now. After all, I was used to thinking of myself as someone special. Ha! Think again. That boy in there in the shabby old coat could even sweep better than I could.

Maxim and I looked at each other and sighed. Then, adjusting our hats over our reddened ears, we started aping Morozov.

*Swoosh, swoosh*

There we go.

*Swoosh, swoosh*

Well, something like that.

*Swoosh, swoosh*

*Swoosh, swoosh*

Hmm…

And do you know, I felt a kind of Zen-like calm come over me. We were breathing crisp, frosty air, we were warmly dressed, the work wasn’t hard… just moving a broom back and forth… I was getting the hang of it… and we even had water to drink…

My mind was clear. My tension had evaporated. Wrath had gone quiet. Here we were, three of us working together, when yesterday we’d been tearing chunks out of one another. What was the problem? Why couldn’t it always be like this?

I could have just taken the broom and rammed it into the back of Morozov’s head. It’d be easy! There were two of us! But somehow… I didn’t feel inclined. There was no reason to. I was content to just brush…

And brush… and take a sip of water… and brush…

And…

Bump.

I suddenly found myself backing into someone. It was definitely someone, because I’d heard footsteps behind me, but I assumed it must be Maxim or Morozov. Then, however, I turned around and looked up… and very nearly dropped my broom.

“H-hello…”

Standing before me was a tall, muscular, dark-skinned man with his face painted to look like a skull. He was wearing a black suit and a huge top hat, which fitted his head perfectly. He smelled of cigarettes and alcohol.

He said nothing at first, just looked at me with dark, bulging eyes. Then:

“It’s him! It’s for real!” he boomed, pointing at me.

Startled, I delved into my pocket, in which there were two phones. Feeling for the button phone, I grasped the middle button, felt the vibration and put my finger on the call button. Now, all I had to do was press it once, and a signal would alert my whole family. My mom had set it up that way!

“Oh, I’m sorry, did I scare you?” The man’s voice was low and deep. “No need to crap yourself, dude, I didn’t mean to! I just… I just wanted to say thanks!”

I looked around. Where the hell were the security guards? Why was there a giant man in a top hat wandering around and bothering children?

Or had he done something to the guards? If so, we were in deep shit!

“Thanks for what?” I asked, looking up again.

“You’re that cool little dude! I thought you were some kind of myth! Like a leprechaun! But you’re really real! Wrath and lust, fighting and debauchery! Man, this is terrific, ha-ha!”

“Who are you?”

“Baron Samedi! Aka Saturday! Patron of children, fights and unrestrained lurve!”

“And why not… Count Monday?”

“Quite a smart-ass, aren’t you, for a snotnose?”

Sniffing up my snot, I heard Maxim and Leonid approach. They looked silently at the stranger, then at me, as if I understood what was going on.

But I didn’t.

“Hey, you must be his buddies, right?” the man asked, cocking his hat. “Say, guys, is there anything you’d like? Anything I could help you with?”

“Mom says not to talk to strangers!” Max cut in. “Not to take candies from you, and not to go anywhere with you.”

“Sensible advice,” the baron nodded. “Maybe I could clear this snow for you? Like this.”

He clicked his fingers, and all the snow around us instantly melted. It was as though the ground had heated up and all the moisture had vanished in a flash. As if summer had arrived!

“Wow!” We were impressed.

“Ha-ha, pretty cool, huh? So tell me, where do all the hot senior chicks hang out?”

“Over there.” We pointed to the senior block.

“Thanks, buddies! And since you’re such good fellas, I’m gonna tell you something. In secret!” he said, crouching down and putting a finger to his lips, which were painted white to look like teeth. “Over there, around the corner… some kid’s about to get a beating. If you’re quiet, you’ll hear it. As for what you do about it — that’s your business.” He got up. “Well, I’ll get going. It sure was nice meeting y’all! See you round, scamps! I like you guys. You’ve got mischief written all over your little faces.”

Adjusting his waistcoat, he set off with a contented smile towards the senior block. We stood motionless, holding our breath.

One second… two…

Had he been jerking us around?

No.

I heard some kind of movement.

“I don’t hear anything,” Max mumbled. “Do you?”

“He was just putting us on,” Morozov said, speaking for the first time. “Some kind of craz…”

“Shh!” I said, putting out my hand. Very quietly, I began to creep forward.

The other two looked at each other. Max followed first. Leonid, who seemed less than keen… followed too.

The closer we got to the corner, the more distinct the rustling became. Then there were voices. At some point the others heard them too, and once again… I smelled meat.

We peered around the corner and took in the scene. A puny guy in glasses was pressed against the wall. He was shaking like a leaf, and his hat was lying on the ground. In front of him was another guy, much bigger than him. Judging by his voice, he was also older.

It was a senior and a middle-grader. One hundred percent.

“What was it you said to your friends, huh?” the senior asked. “What did you call me?”

“You’re out of your mind!” the younger boy replied, his voice trembling. “Leave me alone!”

“Oh, poor baby, boo-hoo! Off you run to Daddy, then, so he can give me another damn earful! Then you can go back to sitting at your precious computer all day long, you four-eyed dork!”

I noticed the color of their hair. It was identical.

They were brothers.

Thwack!

The middle-grader’s glasses flew off. Stupefied, he put his hand to his cheek. I saw the disbelief on his face. He hadn’t expected that. His brother… his own brother had punched him in the face!

The younger boy’s breath quickened. Clenching his fist, he lunged back, but to no avail. His brother dodged to the side and punched him in the solar plexus.

“Aah!” the boy gasped.

It was the nastiest, meanest kind of blow, and crucially the kind that left no trace.

I looked around. There were no cameras. It was one of very few places where there weren’t any. One glance at the ground suggested a reason. Was this a blind spot created for smokers? There were cigarette butts all over the place. It was also a place for fights and all kinds of indecent behavior. The students naively thought they were hiding, but really the school was just checking their attentiveness.

“They say you’ve found yourself a girl — some four-eyed loser just like you. Whisper sweet nothings over the library desk, do you?” the elder boy grinned. “Maybe I could tell her a secret or two? Like about the time you…”

“N-no!” his brother blurted breathlessly. “No… don’t…”

Thwack! Another punch.

I was aghast. What the… are you kidding? Enough already! This is horrible! You’ve already humiliated him; you’ve already knocked his confidence back by YEARS! Why are you carrying on with this, you creep?!

He was shoving his younger brother against the wall! The poor guy was still reeling from the last blow, clutching his chest and gasping, and now he was being shoved back again! This wasn’t normal anger. This was someone with a sadistic grudge against his own flesh and blood!

My face was twitching. My fists were itching. The smell of meat filled my nose, and I felt hot under my skin. I was grinding my teeth. Wrath… rage!

The Theory… The Theory…

It was time to test the Theory.

Taking off my backpack, I thrust my hand inside. There it was. Warm. Snug. Almost like a part of me.

The horned mask.

I pulled it out of the backpack. Then I took out my smartphone and tossed it to Maxim.

“Turn the camera on. Film me,” I said, putting the mask on. “Just in case. As an alibi.”

“What are you planning on…”

Was I a crusader for justice? No. A hero? No. A villain? Not that either.

I WAS JUST VERY ANGRY!

‘Activate energy-psychosis’

The psychosis waves paralyzed everyone for a second or two, giving me just enough time to leap over and knee the slimeball right in the ribs! Wham! He flew backwards.

‘Apathy Scar hit’

‘Wrath is gaining strength’

I was boiling with rage. I was ready to fall on all fours and roar! I’d never felt such a thirst for blood!

That guy had infuriated me. What a piece of shit! What a lousy, stinking asshole!

The younger brother looked at me with a mixture of horror and… relief. That only enraged me more. How could anyone do that to their younger brother?!

“Scum…,” I growled.

The older boy slowly turned around, kneeling and clutching his ribcage after my blow. He made to put his hand into his pocket, but I was quicker. Lunging forward, I shoulder-barged him in the face. We both toppled over, and I jumped straight on top of him. He was twice my size and should easily be able to throw me off.

But I. Wouldn’t. Let him.

“No one!”

I punched his face with my left hand.

“Should treat family!”

I punched his face with my right hand.

“Like that!”

Clenching both fists together, I smashed them into his nose like a hammer!

With every blow, my enemy grew more terrified while I grew stronger. Wrath generated adrenaline, adrenaline generated strength, and strength fueled Wrath still further. I was intoxicated. Drunk on pain. On suffering. On my own rage.

I let fly at him again! He tried to kick out. He was strong, probably awakened. But he could find no answer. He cried out as if he’d been pounced on by some enormous lion!

And — oh! — his cries were like music to my ears.

“I want you to die!”

Another punch.

“I want you to rot!”

Thwack!

“I want you to be buried by cannibals, freak!”

THWACK! I heard the crunch of ligaments. I’d torn something in his shoulder.

“AAAH!” he yelled in pain.

At that point, I froze.

Wrath was throbbing, urging me to carry on! I wanted to go on hitting him. I wanted to crack his skull, not just break his nose! But… but!...

If pain gave Wrath pleasure, should I really behave like an animal and gorge myself until there was nothing left?

If it was in pain that my happiness lay, why would I want to snuff out its source?

If pain was my drug, didn’t I want to nurture a tolerance to it?

I wouldn’t be rid of Wrath until I changed my body. That was a fact. Sadism would always be with me. So why should I wish for all the pain in the world if I could enjoy just the pain that was… necessary?

Strike your enemies! Tear them apart! But don’t go looking for them. There would always be plenty of them around! There was always someone in the world who wished you harm!

Enjoy the fight. Revel in every blow. But fight as you would have fought without Wrath.

Wrath was just another source of pleasure.

I wasn’t Wrath’s slave. I wasn’t its victim. It was just there.

That was the Sadism Theory. It wasn’t shameful to enjoy Wrath. Pain was a beautiful thing. What was shameful was to seek out pain as if you were a brainless animal.

“Okay…,” I rasped, unclenching my fists. “That’ll do.”

Blood was dripping from my hands. The guy’s face was a mess. Yes, he was clearly a mage, perhaps even with some kind of protection. He was even stronger than Leonid. Cripes — was there really such a huge difference between awakened children and grown-ups?

I relaxed. The guy lay groaning — even whimpering, I’d say. I desperately wanted him to choke on his own teeth, for them to get stuck in the bastard’s throat! But no. That would do.

We’d had our fight and that was enough. After all, I’d done the main thing — I’d…

“Son of a bitch!” he yelled suddenly.

He thrust his hand into his pocket. Something gleamed. A knife! SHIT, HE HAD A KNIFE! A switchblade — very sharp! I tried to jump up, but my awkward position didn’t give me enough time. I’d already relaxed and deactivated psychosis. The blade was flying right into my…

His hand froze with the point of the blade half an inch away from my ribcage. It was shaking, as if some force was pushing it back while he was trying to drive it forward. Dismay flashed in his blazing eyes as he watched his hand struggle against an invisible barrier. Suddenly, there was a crunch, and his hand twisted abruptly to the side, dropping the knife!

“Aaaah!” he yelled in pain.

Only now did I come to my senses — a second after it all happened. I quickly kicked the knife away and leaped up. The younger brother was looking on with horror at what was happening — at the little boy in the scary mask and the knife that had nearly stabbed me!

My heart was pounding. I wanted to finish the guy off! I wanted to kill him, ram his throat into the earth! But…

Ha… ha-ha! I’d come here to mete out justice. And I knew how to go about it. That was enough fighting. I had a better idea.

I hoofed it out of the alleyway. Maxim had been filming the whole time, the champ! Hell, I’d trust that boy with my life! He hadn’t gotten scared or run away. He’d done everything just as I asked. And the result would be magnificent.

Only… it clearly wasn’t him that had stopped the hand with the knife. And clearly not the younger brother either. There was only one person we knew who was capable of telekinesis. And he was no longer around.

“He just took off,” Maxim said.

I sighed, shaking my head. That was strange. Okay, time to make a move. There might not be too many fights among the older children at this school, but family quarrels, I felt sure, happened all the time.

Never mind. Today, we’d sort one of them out. More to the point, I’d made a very important discovery…

The Sadism Theory suited me to a T. I could control Wrath.

Now I would be allowed to train.

Now my real education could begin.

* * *

That evening

The director’s office

As much as she tried, she found it hard to resist the conclusion that Kaiser was to blame for it all. Everything had been just fine until he arrived! Why had this happened now?

“How could it happen, Mariana? How?” she said, rubbing the bridge of her nose.

“I’m sorry…”

“You were given the keys to the IT office so that you could TIDY UP! Tidy up, Mariana! Not deafen everyone with your amorous moaning.”

Mariana flushed red from head to toe. She had nothing to say. Sweet, gentle Mariana turned out to be a sucker for compliments paid by muscular, dark-skinned men with exotic accents.

Unfortunately, however, that wasn’t the worst of it. No sooner had the girl left the office than a pack of security guards had swarmed in. The director had even more of a bone to pick with those morons.

“And you? Where were you?” she shouted.

“We…”

“Yes, I know! But I don’t believe you! Diarrhea! THE WHOLE FUCKING LOT OF YOU? Fifteen men, and you all came down with the shits at once?!” The obscenities were flowing freely now.

“It was a hex, Ma’am! I swear…”

“I didn’t hire you to have you all collapse at once with the RUNS, you useless oafs!” she yelled, pointing to the door. “You’re fired! All of you! Clear out! How could you ALL have forgotten to shield yourselves against pathetic little curses like that?! Go and crap somewhere else! Get out!”

Some parents were committed to watching over their daughters. Preserving their virginity. Literally. Strange as it may sound, it was considered a valuable asset in aristocratic circles.

And now look what had happened! Mariana was damaged goods! From Sweet Mariana to Slutty Mariana in the blink of an eye! And why? Yes — because some amateur sorcerer had taken out the whole security detail… with a diarrhea curse. It had taken him all of five minutes to get into the school!

It might, of course, have been the work of some fantastically skilled hexer. But it hardly seemed likely. After all, what self-respecting expert would resort to cheap tricks like that? It wouldn’t make sense.

“Mark Kaiser, come in here immediately!” she called to the man standing outside.

Michael’s father entered the office, his gaze falling on the woman who sat at her desk with a glass of cognac in her hand. There was a grin on his face.

“I see nothing remotely amusing in any of this!”

“Well, I think it’s funny,” he smirked.

“Why has all this started to happen now, after your son arrived? What are we being punished for?”

“Our Misha is a blessing!”

The director, who had aged about five years, gave him a weary look.

Then the phone rang. The director lifted the receiver…

“This is Lieutenant Tikhonov.”

* * *

A few hours earlier

Police Headquarters, City of N.

Tikhonov was tired. He’d worked hard all that day and was looking forward to a well-earned day off.

He stretched, yawned and glanced at his watch. Half an hour. Another half an hour and his shift would be over.

Fingers crossed that nothing…

Boom! The door swung open, and in bounced a jack-in-the-box! Followed by his mother. And his great-grandmother.

“Hello!” Michael shouted with an important air. “I’ve come to wat on someone! He twied to stab me! The evidence is wight here!”


Chapter 10

“FIRSTLY, MICHAEL,” Tikhonov sighed. “If I hear you using vulgar phrases like ‘rat on someone’ again, I’ll throw you in jail. For… thirty years.”

“NOOO, don’t!” I said, wriggling my legs. “I won’t do it again, I pwomise!”

“Whenever people have done wrong themselves, it’s all ‘you dirty cops’, but when they’re the one with the problem, it’s ‘Mr. Officer, sir’,” he said, shaking his head. “But anyway. Secondly, Mr. Yaroslavtsev, Master Yaroslavtsev, this is a serious matter. Is there anything you’d like to say?”

We were at the Police HQ. My parents, the knife boy and his dad, and Tikhonov.

Why was I doing this? Out of principle, damn it! There was no place at school for a rabid dog like that!

He’d tried to stab me! WITH A KNIFE!

I’d snitch on any creep who did that! You want to fight? Fair enough, go right ahead. But pulling a blade like that? No. That, my friends, is going too far. Let’s make my school a teeny bit cleaner… That was my rule, and I was sticking to it. Starting right now.

“This is lunacy! My son would never attack a child!” Mr. Yaroslavtsev said, shaking with anger. “What evidence do you have? A recording? It’s a fake!”

“We’ve got the recordings from the school cameras. We saw both your sons heading towards the area where Michael and his friends were later seen. Yes, they ended up in a blind spot. But there’s no doubt at all that they were both in the same place.”

“B-but…”

“What goes on within your family is your own affair. And frankly speaking, a fight at school is a matter for the school. But an attempt to inflict serious bodily harm…,” he frowned. “That is a grave matter.”

My parents were sitting on one side and the Yaroslavtsevs on the other. They looked both furious and terrified. Ha-ha, it was great watching their faces!

Seeing my contented grin, Mom kicked me under the table. Oh yeah, I was meant to be the victim here…

I put on a sad, victim face. ‘Oh, poor, poor me…’

But Wrath… oh, Wrath was tickled pink!

‘User, a different effect of Wrath has been detected. It’s awakened, but not active. It’s generating dopamine without affecting adrenaline. This is the first time this has happened’

And do you know why? Mm?

Because what I saw was pain. Spiritual pain, injured reputation. Sadism wasn’t just about blows of the fist. It was about all kinds of suffering! See, Wrath? See that?! We don’t have to be animals. Ha-ha, just look at their faces! But what if I hadn’t restrained myself?

Grandpa had taught me that the activation center of the Sins was in the brain, and their behavior depended on their bearer’s outlook. And do you know where my main strength lay in that regard? In the fact that I was a child. My outlook changed every day, and it had taken me just one day to grasp and accept the Sadism Theory.

“The recording doesn’t prove who attacked who!” the man roared. “Because it was your son who attacked first. We all have the right to defend ourselves! It was his fault!”

“Oh, come off it!” Mom said, gesturing with her hands. “By stabbing a three-year-old child? You’re seriously going to defend that, are you?”

“Three… years old?” the man said, his eyes widening.

“Does everyone at that school have mush for brains?! Nothing can justify an attempt to STAB a child!” Mom was roaring like a lion now. “Do you have any sense of honor as a parent?”

People who held ‘aristocrat’ status looked down on those who didn’t. Can you imagine? All because of a stupid stamp in a passport! And so…

“How dare you?” the man thundered. “How can a mongrel like you talk about honor?! How dare you even open your mouth?! Honor?! YOU are lecturing ME about honor? Judging by your status, you never had any! And neither did any of your family!”

Now my fists were starting to get itchy, as if there were ants crawling under my skin. Especially about the knuckles. I felt an urge to scratch the itch… against someone’s jaw.

But the way my parents reacted took me by surprise. And showed me a much more effective way to punch back.

“No prizes for guessing who his son takes after,” Mom sighed.

“All status, no manners,” Dad sighed.

They didn’t get mad. They gave a quite different, even more wounding reaction. Disdain.

And it cut the Yaroslavtsevs to the core. They didn’t even reply. They were too stupid. This was what resulted when imbeciles inherited high social status. It was no surprise the elder brother bullied the younger one — no doubt their dad had set him a fine example.

“That’s enough. We’re here to address the charges, not engage in a shouting match!” Tikhonov cut in. “This is a serious accusation. But the Yaroslavtsevs are aristocrats, and the law gives them the right to settle the conflict out of court before any detention of the accused. However, they refute all the accusations. And since the matter is contested, we need more evidence. We have a witness. Come in!”

A witness? Who could that be? I’d said nothing about Leonid and Maxim — we’d cut them out of the start of the video. If it was them, then fine, but I’d prefer not to get them involved.

But if it wasn’t them, that left…

Oh, no!

The door opened, and in came the accused’s younger brother. The one he had so callously beaten. The boy in glasses.

Uh-oh! This was bad!

“Tell us, did you witness the fight?” Tikhonov asked.

The boy shrank back and glanced at his ferocious relatives. It wasn’t with hope that they looked back at him, however, but with a message of ‘Just you try blabbing’. He was afraid of his family, afraid of their anger.

And that was very bad.

He knew that I wasn’t to blame. He knew that I’d come close to being stabbed. But he might very well just lie to avoid retribution from his dad. As for the beating, he could say it had never happened! His brother had hit him in ways calculated to avoid detection.

“Come on, son. Speak,” his father urged him.

Mom frowned. Like me, she was aware of what might be about to happen. The consequences could be disastrous. I could be charged with making a false accusation — in which case I would be the guilty one.

I tensed up. My gleeful mood evaporated. This was no joke.

The boy in glasses was visibly nervous. His hands were trembling, his breathing rapid and heavy. Then… he looked at my family. At my mom and dad. At their solemn, anxious faces.

And I sensed something in his manner. I sensed… anger. Rage. Literally.

I could feel it! A thread, a wave, something I could grab onto! I could… no, WE could do it. The boy and I. Together we could make those creeps feel even more pain.

‘Wrath activated. The core is starting to give off waves’

‘Get mad’

Blood surged to my eyes, and the boy’s expression froze. For a second, he stopped breathing, his brow twitching.

Clenching his fists, he took a deep breath…

“The boy… came to my rescue,” he muttered.

A hush fell over the room. Everyone looked in silence at the cowering middle-grader. My parents sighed relief, while the accused and his father stared at the boy in fury.

I felt that too. Fury, that is. A new wave.

Wrath was responding. It was stirring, rumbling, waking from its slumber! Once more a bell answering a bell.

The Sadism Theory had enveloped my soul. If I accepted that pain and fury didn’t only come from fighting, Wrath would start to sing a different tune. Now, conscious of my power over pain, I realized what I could do…

‘Get mad!’

The boy’s eyes twitched again!

“Son, what did you just say? Are you sure?” the boy’s father said, slowly rising. “Are you sure that…”

“YES!” the boy yelled, pointing at his brother. “This idiot has been bullying me every day — stealing my money, humiliating me in front of my friends! And when I finally found a girl I liked, he decided to humiliate me in front of her too!” He was almost screaming now. “Yes, father, he beat me up! As if you care! And this boy came to my defense!” he added, pointing at me. “You,” he said, jabbing a finger at his brother. “You’re… you’re A PIECE OF SHIT! You even tried to STAB SOMEONE!” Panting like a bull, he looked at Tikhonov. “Is that what you wanted to hear? Yes, damn it, yes! My brother tried to stab him. Will that be all?!”

“Yes… that will be all,” said Tikhonov, seemingly as startled as everyone else. “You can go.”

Clenching his fists and casting a furious look at his relatives, the boy heaved a deep breath and turned to leave.

That was when my mom pulled her masterstroke. Total genius. Extraordinary.

“Hey!” she said, getting the boy’s attention. “If anyone tries to hurt you, don’t be afraid of going to the police, okay? It’s unacceptable for parents to treat their children like that. It’s a crime, in fact. They can have their status withdrawn.”

The boy turned around and looked again at his father…

“Yes. Good idea. From now on I will!” he snarled, leaving the room.

And that was that. A stunned silence descended. After the yelling, the emotional outpouring, the revelation…

Heh… heh-heh-heh.

‘Wrath is pleased’

‘So am I!’

Did you get what just happened? I don’t even mean the way I somehow managed to control the Sin’s power! I mean Mom!

What a genius she was! What a manipulator! Seeing that the boy’s emotions were running high, she realized that now was the perfect moment to plant an idea in his head. And by doing so, she probably saved him from a terrible fate. That schmuck of a father valued his status above everything else. And now that his son was willing to snitch on him at a moment’s notice, he’d be too scared to come down hard on the boy.

“Well then,” Tikhonov said at last. “How are we going to settle this?”

The elder boy and his father still couldn’t believe what was happening. They sat there open-mouthed like goldfish out of water.

My goal in all this had been to get that asshole expelled. Getting him thrown in jail would be risky because of the family’s status, although we could pursue the case. My parents and I had discussed all this beforehand. And so…

“We’re prepared to put it behind us,” Mom nodded. “We withdraw our claim.”

The director knew everything in any case, and there was no way she’d let something like that go. Plus, to be fair, I had looked rather scary — a little freak in a mask with a growly voice.

“That’s your right,” Tikhonov shrugged. “But I’ll be reporting all the details to your school. Unless someone has any questions, or anything to add, then…”

“A duel…,” Yaroslavtsev Senior snarled.

“Mm?” Everyone turned to face him.

“You’ve blackened my family’s name. You’ve got my son expelled…,” he went on, clenching his fists. “And you think you can just walk away scot-free? You think you can just throw us a bone, and that’s the end of it?! Well, I won’t have it! You’ve shamed us in the eyes of high society, and I’m going to shame you! A duel! Father against father! Me against you!” he said, pointing to Dad.

Oh my. Now I felt uneasy. Once again, things were taking an unexpected turn — and once again, it was all my fault. I had to do someth…

“Ha-ha-ha-ha!” Dad laughed.

“Pfff!” Mom spluttered, trying to suppress her laughter.

Huh?

A silence descended on the room, during which my parents continued to show their amusement at the absurdity of the situation. Even I looked at the Yaroslavtsevs in bemusement. They looked at me likewise.

“Ha-ha, are you serious?” Dad said, regaining his composure. “Well, if you insist.”

Mom had turned completely red and was fanning herself with her hands.

Apparently, however, the Yaroslavtsevs really were short on brains and had decided to double down on their disgrace.

“T-tomorrow! I choose the place! At dawn!”

“Fine, fine. Whatever you say,” Dad shrugged. “Don’t forget to send me the location this evening.”

It struck me that challenging my dad to a duel was a big mistake. That was my view, anyway. Wouldn’t you agree?

But this sort of thing did happen, and it wasn’t even particularly frowned upon. Challenging a non-magical commoner would be considered shameful, yes. But an aristocrat challenging an awakened person was perfectly normal practice.

And so… tomorrow I’d get to see my father fight a duel. Pretty cool!

Without another word, the Yaroslavtsevs leaped up and hurried out. I smiled after them. Granted, I had to make a sad face again after catching Tikhonov looking my way, but all in all, I was in an excellent mood. And the main thing… the main thing was…

My parents were on my side! Whereas the justification for yesterday’s fight had indeed been debatable, this time the situation was perfectly clear-cut. A scumbag had attacked me with a knife, and he had to be eliminated.

Heh.

“Look at him, all pleased with himself!” Mom said indignantly on the way back home. “Are you intending to get into fights every day?”

“Shouldn’t you be more worried about Dad?” I said, trying to change the subject.

“Why would I worry about him?”

“He’s got a duel tomorrow!”

“Ah!” she said with a dismissive wave. “It seems aristocrats don’t come supplied with brains. Like father, like son. Both of them have the emotional range of donkeys.” She tutted. “Challenging someone to a duel without having any idea of their strength is sheer lunacy.”

I glanced at Dad. He yawned. He didn’t look even remotely concerned.

Well, well…

* * *

I was at Gran’s.

So, the first item on my to-do list had been to punish the scumbag. Check. The second had been to tickle the cubs’ tummies. Check.

Now for the third item — to get my development off the ground.

I found Grandpa in the living room, still working on our alarm amulets. My arrival proved more important, however.

“So…,” I began, taking a deep breath.

I told him everything that had happened.

First about the Sadism Theory. About how awesome I thought it was — and just as importantly, how easy I’d found it to put into practice!

“I’m like, pow! And he’s like, aah! And I’m like, pow again!” I said, waving my fists. “And then I’m like… that’s enough! It’s good, but I’ve gotta stop! I’m not an animal! So, yeah.”

“It took me a year of abject suffering to rewire my brain,” Vsevolod muttered.

“What did you expect? That’s my great-grandson!” Gran said jubilantly.

“What, isn’t he mine too?” Vsevolod asked, raising a brow.

They told me what a good boy was, and Gran even gave me jam, cookies and milk. As a reward. “You get that down you, little Mishka,” she said. That was the way she expressed her love.

Next, I told them two facts, both about sins.

I’d activated Lust in the bookshop, and Wrath at the police station. And both times it had happened by instinct, in a half-assed way, because ‘that was how I felt’. But that was bad. It ought to be a conscious process.

“Yes, that can happen,” Grandpa frowned. “Whether it’s Sins or Virtues, all the power is drawn from a specific emotion. And while I can’t help you where Lust is concerned, with the Sadism Theory you’ll be able to control Wrath!”

“Yes. That’s what happened,” I nodded. My eyes lit up. “And… and what will I be able to do?”

“I was particularly fond of the ‘Legionnaire’s Duel’ — that’s when an enemy is provoked into a duel in which no one can interfere. A guaranteed one-on-one fight.”

“That’s rubbish…,” I muttered. “Will I be able to blow up people’s heads? A great big loud explosion!”

A rat who was scurrying past at the time heard me and looked up.

“There’ll be an explosion, yes-yes! Energy stones and… and the splitting of the nucleus-nucleus! We know the nucleus! A big explosion! The Underground Empire was fearsome. The nucleus-nucleus! Don’t worry, humans will soon see how clever Butterbean is!”

With that, it scampered away. We watched after it, scratching our heads, and decided to ease off on the cheese supply.

Anyway, everything was going swimmingly. Just splendidly! But… in that barrel of honey was a spoonful of something I didn’t understand, and it wouldn’t be right to keep quiet about it.

“There’s something else,” I began hesitantly, getting their attention. “I think today I may have discovered one of my past powers. I… er…” I paused, sighing. “From certain people, I smell meat.”

I’ll say it once again — I was getting older and wiser enough to understand that there were some things you shouldn’t keep secret. There were things about which you shouldn’t feel ashamed to ask for advice. And uncovering the mysteries of your past was one of them.

I’d told them about the powers that had shown through from my past incarnation — except for the Apathy Scar, since I couldn’t explain that without mentioning the Swarm.

“Hearing and smell?” Gran frowned. “Sounds curious. You’re saying you could actually smell bad people?”

“No, not quite. There are plenty of those, but they don’t all smell. I think what I smelled was… potential victims. And the smell can vanish. The Yaroslavtsev boy didn’t smell at the police station, but he did when I attacked him.”

My explanations made them even more confused. They exchanged anxious looks.

“I’ve no idea. The Beast?” Gran said. “It’s just a guess, though — I don’t actually know. Tell me, Misha, does the smell drive you crazy?”

“Nah. I just pick up a scent, and that’s it.”

“Well, that’s something. In that case there’s no great rush. If it’s controllable, then all well and good.”

“Yes, well, there are no historians in the family…,” Grandpa frowned. “The gods be thanked that your past doesn’t have too much of an influence on you. That gives us time to work things out. Mark had some friend or other, didn’t he? We ought to call him.”

It was pretty weird stuff, all right, and how it all linked up was beyond me. Abnormal hearing? Okay. Activating a gene that instilled terror? Dubious, but okay. Smelling meat from victims? Come on! What kind of a combo was that?

And yet it didn’t do me any harm! Thanks to the Swarm.

“In that case,” I said, scratching my snotty nose. “Can I start my twaining?”

Gran and Grandpa looked at each other, thought for a moment, and…

“We see no reason to hold back,” they shrugged.

My breath caught.

The fight… that moment of mortal peril… the new philosophy… it had all been for this moment. It had all paid off. Now they trusted me. Now we were ready.

I was going to learn all sorts of interesting stuff!

Let’s go! Michael Kaiser, the most powerful mage on the planet, is about to start on the path to greatness! Whoa!

“So will you teach me to blow up people’s heads?”

“Calm down. To start with, we need to refine what you already have. That means training body and spirit. And there’s no better place than my old gym.”

“I was kicked out of there,” I mumbled.

“We’ll… talk to them. Tomorrow. We’ll go after school,” he smiled, his brow twitching. “After that…”

Whoa, tomorrow?! Was I finally going to see those assholes get it where it hurt? Oh, how sweet that would be!

And so, we now had a plan, which was this:

First, I needed to mature, get used to pain and fighting and develop discipline. I also needed to build up non-magical fighting skills, muscles and resilience. In short, all those things in which Morozov was better than me.

Second. My meditation technique wasn’t effective.

“We won’t be able to unlock the potential of your necro-hand while you’re using your whole body to absorb energy,” Grandpa said. “You have a talent for controlling magic, but you just don’t understand the processes behind it. What’s needed here is theory and practice.”

“What’s needed here is money. And books. And tons of meditation techniques,” Gran sighed. “Okay, we’ll go in a day or two.”

Books? Books. Books! Who-o-o-a! Magic books!

The Swarm and I had long ago realized that I couldn’t build my strength by meditating the way I did. It had worked while I was a baby, but the simple fact was, I’d outgrown it. After all, the coolest mages didn’t gorge on cores to increase their power! They used normal meditation. And that was what I had to do. It was time I learned.

“And when can I start summoning?” I said, looking up at them.

“Stop getting carried away, snotface,” Gran replied, boffing my fur hat so that it slid down over my face. “We stick to the plan. You handle people at school, and we’ll protect you against the bigger dangers. We need to get a sense of what you have now.”

“Oh, by the way! On the subject of danger. I nearly buzzed you all on the alarm earlier — imagine that!” I said, swinging my legs and taking a bite of gingerbread. “There was some black guy. In a big hat. He said I was awesome, wished me luck, and went off to find some senior girls, looking very pleased with himself.”

Gran and Grandpa exchanged glances.

“Misha, what was the man’s name?”

“Some stupid name. Baron Samedi. Which apparently means Saturday. And I was like, why not Friday? It’s dumb. And ‘Baron’, too. It sounds so pompous…”

Gran looked at me, saying nothing. Without emotion. She glanced down at my necro-hand, then at me again, then at the hand again.

“And that tall guy in the bookshop. What was it you helped him find?” she asked.

“A book on Voodoo.”

Gran closed her eyes and rubbed the bridge of her nose. Blowing out a breath, she sat down.

“Oh…”

* * *

That night

Somewhere

The muscular dark-skinned man in a top hat was smoking a cigar and gazing at the city by night. Cars rumbling along, young people out strolling. The lights, the sounds, the constant hum. Night was a time of non-stop fun!

“Nice age, this!” he smiled. “I was in a club — you know those places? It was wild, man! I might open one of my own… with blackjack and loose dames.”

Nameless was gazing at the city too. Yes, he could see through those sewn-up eyes.

He sighed, then relaxed.

“Yes… a nice age,” he whispered. “And a good country.”

“The best, man! Have you seen the girls here? And what about necromancy? This country leads the way in raising zombies! Which, as you know, means free labor. True, they’ve got all these sanctions on alcohol, but we’ll get by. They don’t call me the patron of smugglers for nothing!” the Baron said cheerfully. “Anyway. What about the little one?”

“What do you think?”

“Great kid,” the Baron said. “I liked him. I’m sure if I told him about the diarrhea curse, he’d beg me to teach him it. And that’s a good sign. Diarrhea’s always fun when someone else has it.”

Nameless sighed deeply.

He needed to think. He only really had one job left to do on Earth, and he had to decide how he, Nameless, wanted it to end.

* * *

This wasn’t what we’d agreed!

“But I want to watch Dad’s du-u-uel!” I moaned.

“You’ve got school!” Mom said, dragging me by the hand. “That’s no place for you! We’ll let you see the recording.”

However much I struggled, sniveled and dug my heels in, I still found myself being dragged across the whole school yard. How had Mom gotten so strong?

Once we were at the school entrance, I had to concede defeat. But Mom! I want to watch that scummy idiot aristocrat getting his ass kicked, not come to stupid school! What next? Are you going to stop me from playing on my phone until I’ve done my homework? Where will it end?!

“Nuh-nuh-nuh!” I put my tongue out at her.

“Stop being silly. And go and see the director. She’s in the staffroom.”

“Nuh-nuh-nuh.”

“That’s enough. No more moaning. I’ll send you a clip — as long as it’s suitable. Gran’ll be along in half an hour.”

You won’t survive a war with this kid, Mother. Don’t even try it. Whatever you say, I’ll just say ‘Nuh-nuh-nuh’. You might as well surrender now.

Nonetheless, she bent down and kissed her grumpy little goblin child’s cheek. Whereupon I softened up a little, heaved a sigh, and shuffled off into the building. Well, what else could I do? I was here now. Damn it, that asshole aristocrat just had to schedule the duel for the exact same time as first class.

In all honesty, it was better not to be late. The duel would be recorded, while the director’s goodwill wasn’t inexhaustible.

Speaking of the director.

The same familiar faces were outside her office! Morozov and Maxim. Hang on — what were THEY doing here?

We went in. The poor woman gave a helpless sigh as she looked at us standing there like three red-faced penguins.

“You three… you three once again,” she said, rubbing her face with her hands. “It’s like a curse, or something… a recurring nightmare…”

“Wait one minute!” I said, wagging my finger the way Mom did. “It was me who got into the fight! They weren’t anywhere near!”

“Yeah, that’s right!” Maxim nodded.

He and I had talked this over. He hadn’t been there. I’d got into the fight on my own and set my phone down on a rock. We’d thought of everything, heh-heh!

But the director just looked at us and sighed wearily.

“Children… we’ve seen the footage from our cameras. You all went into the blind spot. Do you really think we’re that stupid?”

Maxim and I looked at each other.

“Morons…,” sighed Leonid, standing next to us.

I scratched the back of my head. Well, we might be morons…

But!

“Are you really going to get mad at us?” Once again, as the guilty party, I was trying to take the blame. “I didn’t do anything wrong! I did the right thing! I’m actually the victim here.”

“I just want to ask you all…,” she said quietly. “Just try… try… not to get into any more trouble. Okay? Please.”

“But we didn’t…”

“Please! Can’t you just come to school and learn? Like normal children? I’ll even let you run in the corridors…”

“REALLY?!” Maxim said, his eyes widening.

“Yes! Just you three! There, you’re special! Run around, let off steam. But I’m asking you nicely… just do your best… NOT TO DESTROY OUR SCHOOL!”

With that, she booted us out of her office.

The three of us exchanged glances… and adopted a united position:

“What did we even do…,” we muttered indignantly, and went off to our math class.

To be fair, we hadn’t been told off or accused of anything. We’d just been politely requested to sit on our butts.

Which I wasn’t sure about. It sounded boring. But if she insisted — also bearing in mind that I had a lot on my plate — then okay.

Why, I wondered, hadn’t she asked us about Baron Samedi?

Oh yeah, I did some moogling after Gran’s freak-out. Being a dark arts mage, she had an inkling of who he was. Well, now so did I.

A cynical reveler, fond of drinking, cigars and women. A death loa in Voodoo, a guide between worlds, and the master of cemeteries in Haiti. A powerful warlock, necromancer, boozer and all-round mischief-maker. And it was true that he was fond of children! He protected them. Basically, he was a screwball from abroad.

Evidently, it was HIM I’d helped the tall guy find, and as a token of his gratitude he’d made me a necrotic construct instead of a hand.

There was another problem with the Baron, however. He was a Haitian spirit, born and venerated in Haiti. But Haiti had been completely submerged under the sea during a war with Theos, a demigod of antiquity. In the end, Samedi was set free, but there was nowhere for him to go back to. His home, alas, no longer existed.

That being so, it wasn’t even definite that he’d come and see me again.

But if he did, I’d alert everyone straight away. People like that had no business hanging around me without a good explanation.

Today, Gran would be standing by while Dad was otherwise engaged.

Who could have guessed that her shift would last exactly one class?

*Bzz* — a message appeared on my phone.

Mom: ‘Duel’s over, Dad won. Not sending video’

“Are you kidding me?” I yelled.

“Kaiser!” the math teacher shouted. “Are you on your phone?! Right, give it here! I’ll hand it to your parents at the end of the day!”

* * *

Fifteen minutes earlier

One of the duel arenas in the City of N.

Mark was sitting in the changing room waiting for the signal to go out into the arena. Next to him sat his wife who, despite all her husband’s past battles, still felt anxious.

“Mark, be careful…,” she whispered, squeezing his great paw with her tiny hand.

Mark smiled.

“I’ll make it quick for your sake,” he said, getting up.

“Save your strength. You’ll need it tonight,” she winked.

Now he had a reason to win! Now he felt a tingle of excitement! When Michael had been missing, they’d never felt in the mood. How could they? The whole family had been in the grip of depression.

But after their son had returned, so had the other thing! And if Annie was hinting at a treat, he knew she’d be as good as her word. Having a young wife could have its drawbacks, but the plus sides were beyond dispute.

‘Maybe we should even try for a second kid?’ he mused, stroking his beard as he headed out to the arena. ‘Maybe not, though. We can barely cope with the one we’ve got. It’s too early’

Michael was a wild little devil, that was for sure. He had his father’s strength and his mother’s mischievous character. A terrifying combination.

But he was so damned adorable! It was impossible to get mad at him. And he knew it, the little scamp. He knew it!

‘It’s funny,’ Mark smiled as he strode out across the sandy floor of the arena. ‘I’m here to fight a duel, and all I can think about is my son.’ He looked at his opponent. ‘Bad call, man. Bad call’.

This was it. The two duelists were in the arena. The terms had been set by Yaroslavtsev, so Mark found himself in the sandy arena early in the morning without any spectators looking on — although the duel would be recorded.

He’d hired his duelist’s costume from the sports store across the street. He couldn’t give a damn that it looked like thick thermal underwear. He hadn’t tried to improve it or embellish it. As long as they let him in, it didn’t matter.

In stark contrast, Yaroslavtsev looked as though he was off to a parade! His fully ventilated costume was specially designed to help retain moisture, conserve energy, prevent muscle sprain, even give you a massage. Everything short of bringing you to orgasm. Although there were some that did that too — American-made, for connoisseurs.

“So, a reminder of the rules,” said the second, who was standing between the two men. “It carries on until surrender, loss of consciousness, or my decision. Level three injuries. Understood?”

The international dueling charter contained a classification of maximum permissible injuries, where level one meant knocking someone unconscious without bloodshed, and level five meant killing.

Level three meant injury to the limbs.

“I accept,” Mark shrugged.

“I accept!” his opponent snarled.

He was angry, red-faced and shaking as though he was on drugs. Maybe he really had taken something, to help quell his fear?

Not that it made any difference… Mark had no intention of letting this farce go on for long.

Why him, for God’s sake? The fall of the Yaroslavtsev clan was inevitable. They were idiots. The head of the line certainly was. Their constant blundering was bound to drive them to extinction sooner or later.

But why Mark?

It was the last thing he wanted to be doing. He didn’t like fighting.

“Begin on the count of three,” came a voice from the speakers. “One… two…”

Mark raised his hand.

“Three!”

He clenched his fist. In an instant, dozens of open wounds appeared all over Yaroslavtsev’s body!

“Aah… aaah… AAAH!” he howled.

As Mark pulled with his hand, the long, bubbling wounds opened up even further, and rivers of crimson fluid swirled around the stricken man, who fell to his knees.

“AAAH! AAAAH!”

He went on howling, twisting, squirming, but the man controlling the blood wasn’t inclined to release him just yet. Mark wasn’t fond of fighting — he’d lost the taste for it after the war. But…

This was personal.

“Know your place,” he snarled. “Mongrel.”

Abruptly, he unclenched his fist. The streams of blood stopped and…

Turned into scarlet crystals piercing through the man’s limbs, slicing through joints and shattering bones!

The gong sounded. “STOP!”

Kaiser flicked his hand, shaking the phantom blood off his palm. As healers and referees ran into the arena, Kaiser approached his opponent to give him a final message.

The dueling regulations prohibited spells from being activated before the start of a duel. But Mark had only needed half a second to activate the “Open wounds” spell. It was a world record. It was his trump card.

And once you let a blood mage take control of you, the countdown to your defeat had begun. Always.

“Don’t even think about seeking revenge. On either me or my family,” he growled, staring into the man’s terrified, pain-filled eyes, into which blood trickled down from his forehead. “Believe me. You don’t want to go there.”

With that, he turned around and headed for the exit.

It was the way of the world. Not everyone was smart enough to know when to back off and keep their distance. Yaroslavtsev hadn’t got it, and he’d paid the price. There were a lot of dumb people about, and the Kaisers had had the bad luck to collide with a prime example. It couldn’t be helped.

Mark returned to the changing room, where his wife was watching the television screen on the wall. Lowering her gaze, she said…

“I’m not sending a horror movie like that to my son.”

Mark smiled at the thought of his son. Rubbing the hand that had almost killed a man just moments ago, he thought to himself:

‘I ought to start training him again’

A duelist of the Blood Magic School was one of the most terrifying you could face. And Michael had inherited his mother’s character. Her wayward instincts. Hardly a day passed when he didn’t get his little ass in trouble. So…

If enemies were inevitable, who was to say he wouldn’t come up against the Abomination? Against the one who controlled Necrosis and Blood?

That… well… that would be the most terrible thing imaginable, right?

“You know, Annie, our son has a great future ahead of him.”

His wife looked at him.

“What are you planning now?” she asked.

“Nothing.”

“What are you planning? Let the boy enjoy his childhood! I wish you’d all stop trying to turn my son into some universal terror! He’s my little boy!”

Anna didn’t even suspect that today was the day Michael’s training began in earnest.

Today, when he came home from school, his life would be divided into Before and After.

* * *

News Bulletin on Imperial One:

Reform of the dueling code:

The Ministry of Justice is mulling the introduction of tougher rules for the conduct of magical duels. ‘We want to minimize the risks to the parties involved,’ a ministry official commented. Experts point out that this could have a major impact on the traditional culture of conflict resolution in high society.

And about time too. It’s taken them long enough to see the obvious.


Chapter 11

THE TEACHER HADN’T BEEN BLUFFING. She’d actually kept my phone. What the hell?!

“Look here!” I’d said, striking a pose. “Firstly, what gives you the wight to… er, er… distipline me? And secondly… please give me my phone, I won’t do it again.”

In short, she refused to give it back, saying she’d give it to my parents, and that was final. Stupid teacher! She was just getting her own back for the fine she’d had to pay!

But my curiosity was undampened, so I turned to my strategic reserves.

“Maxim, give me your phone.”

I spent the whole of the next recess trawling the net in search of the video. Alas, however, my three brain cells were unequal to the task. What website would it be on? Which dueling agency? Would I need to pay a subscription? How did you register?

In the recess after that, strategic reserves of brain cells were called into play.

“Maxim, help me out.”

And with the might of our five brain cells combined, we finally got somewhere!

We found the recording of Dad’s duel. We had to do a search by date and town, set up an account and pay a subscription. I’d never have been able to do it by myself. Luckily:

“I’ll register it to Mom’s email!” Maxim said. “And I remember her bank card number too. That’s how I donate stuff in Brawl Stars.”

“You’re so cool…”

Anyway, we paid up, found the clip and downloaded it.

Well… it was the moment of the truth. Mom had spoilered the ending, of course, but the process itself was interesting too! How had Dad actually won the fight? In spectacular style, I hoped, heh-heh! He was my dad, after all.

At first, though, we were put out by the length of the clip — ten seconds. Sounded a little quick. Then…

“AAAAAH!” came the howl from the speaker.

We watched the scene. We viewed it from every possible angle.

We watched a man being practically flayed alive. We saw the wounds opening on his body, the blood streaming out, the light literally leaving his eyes and his face turning pale!

This was no instant death. No momentary pain. It was genuine torture, in which you could feel the blood racing out of your body.

Then came the finale. My father made solid projectiles with the other man’s blood and fired them at him like shrapnel, shattering his limbs.

The video ended with healers running out onto the arena.

And that was that. The end.

Maxim and I put the phone away and sat quietly for a few moments. Dum-dee-dum… yes, well… there you have it.

Then we slowly turned to face one another.

“That was your dad?” he asked.

“Well… I guess…”

“I’ve only ever seen that sort of thing in horror movies…”

“Are you allowed to watch horror movies? I’m not.”

“I used to be. But then I peed myself, and they stopped letting me. I could do with peeing now, actually. I won’t be long. Wait here.”

“Uh-huh.”

I remained sitting on the stairs alone, reflecting on what I’d just seen. Hmm… yes, well, now I got why Mom hadn’t wanted to send me the clip. I’d seen more than my fair share of stuff for a three-year-old, but I’ll admit that even I felt a little shocked.

Horrified? No, just shocked. Yaroslavtsev had stood no chance. At all. WHATSOEVER.

Yes, of course, I realized that Yaroslavtsev was a hopeless buffoon with zero magical defenses, but still. Even leaving aside the duel itself, it was mind-blowing! How could anyone stand up to that kind of power? Dad had activated the spell less than a second after the gong!

That day with Franche-Comté, I reckoned that Dad would have carved him up alive if he hadn’t been afraid for Mom.

Holy crap… who was this man?

“Okay, I’ve done my poop,” Maxim said, returning.

“I thought you went to do something else…”

“Just saving time,” he said with a wave of the hand, and we went off to class.

After that, the day passed completely… normally. Peacefully. At first, I couldn’t figure out what was wrong. As if something was missing. Then it hit me. Trouble — that was what was missing! I was so used to getting mixed up in all kinds of escapades that a quiet day felt weird!

What was this? I hadn’t even got into a fight?! I’d just sat through classes, taken it turns with Maxim to play Brawl Stars, had lunch and… that was it?

I’d met with no reprisals on behalf of the senior boy, and Morozov had gone off somewhere as usual. Even Katya I only saw twice during the whole day, which was a record!

After the last class, I stopped in the middle of the corridor and looked around, scratching my head.

‘So, is no one going to attack me, then?’ I looked around again. ‘I’m leaving!’ I walked slowly. ‘I’m leaving right now! I’m lea-a-a-vi-i-ng!’

No. Still nothing. I got to the cloakroom without any problem, took my coat, handed in my indoor shoes, and that was it. Maxim got picked up by his family’s butler, and I was met by Dad.

“What’s up, son?” he asked casually, as if he hadn’t ripped a man to shreds that morning.

“I feel like stirring something up… it sucks like this…”

“Try not to pick up your mom’s bad habits,” Dad sighed.

I pulled a face, looked around, and realized once and for all that my school day was going to end without incident.

Well, apart from one little thing. Before going home, we had to drop into the staffroom, where I got a dressing down for ‘playing games’ on my phone. I hadn’t been playing! I really hadn’t! But who was going to believe a child?

Granted, that wasn’t what bothered my dad.

“Misha, would you have been able to send a signal?” he asked, frowning, after we’d left.

“Yeah. Mom gave me a spare,” I nodded, checking that my Brawl Stars account was still in place. “A button phone. She even said to me: ‘You take after me, and I was always going on my phone during class and getting it confiscated. We’ll give you a spare — a button phone, so that you don’t get tempted.’ It turned out just as she said.”

“Your mom’s a sly one, all right,” he sighed.

That was for sure.

Mom wasn’t there today, by the way. She’d decided that she wanted to start working for Vivienne again. By now, her cheeks had filled out again, her skin tone had evened out, and she’d become the little ball of sunshine that she’d always been. Which was good, because I’d found it painful to look at her after my return from hell. One glance at her had been enough to see what a terrible time everyone had had.

But now I was back, everyone had started to eat, laugh and have fun again. And Mom had remembered her beloved job. With that bitch, Vivienne.

I was yet to see the cannibal at school, by the way. It so happened I hadn’t had etiquette class yet. I’d be happy never to see her!

Dad and I got into the car and drove off. I stole glances at him, my mutated vision allowing me to do so without turning my head. He looked perfectly normal. You’d never have thought he’d slashed a man half to pieces a few hours ago. Was it all so routine for him?

To my surprise, he read the atmosphere.

“Did Mom send you the video?” he asked.

“No.”

“But you saw it anyway.”

“Yes.”

“Well, naturally,” he smiled. “Were you… frightened by it?”

“I was blown away. But no… I wasn’t fwightened. I was kind of… shocked, I guess. If it’d been me, I wouldn’t have known what to do.”

“Of course. You’re still a child.”

“I’m nearly gwown-up!” I said sulkily. “How did you do all that, Dad? Why… I don’t get it, why is there such an enormous difference in power?” These questions had been eating away at me all day. “Couldn’t he have twained too? Why is he so weak? Why are you so strong? How did you win like that? What was your secret?”

“Secret?” He pondered for a moment. “You see, son, there are different schools of dueling in the world. The Russian school teaches you to attack straight away, whereas in the European school, the combatants start by running around with shields. Yaroslavtsev isn’t a young guy, so I figured he’d follow the old Russian school. And when I saw he had no shields on him, I decided to fight in the Russian way, too,” he grinned. “But the whole concept of a ‘school’ is ridiculous anyway. Adaptation — that’s what wins the day.”

I was speechless.

“Dad… are you a genius?”

“I had a good teacher,” he smiled. “And, yes, I’m a good duelist, but I’m pretty average when it comes to mass fighting.”

My mind was starting to overheat. Did I really have to hold so many things in my head at once? Who followed which school, what the best option was, what shields your opponent had on him…

Say he had a fire shield — was I supposed to realize that and switch to an ice attack half-way through? And what if I couldn’t?

“Why does it sound so hard?” I complained, scratching my neck.

“I’ll teach you,” he said, patting my head. “Once you have more experience, you’ll start to see things without even thinking.”

“SERIOUSLY?!”

“Of course. I can see from your eyes that that’s what you want,” he smiled.

“Can you… can you make heads explode?”

“Yes.”

“… … … really?”

“Yes.”

“…”

My father had just soared to new heights in my estimation. I’d always thought he was awesome, of course, but to be able to BLOW UP HEADS…

“What about… breaking someone’s ass?”

“Well, that’s more a question for abductors. They hack a person’s body,” he shrugged.

Holy crap. That was a thing too?

Dad shouldn’t have told me all this, because I didn’t stop pestering him for information all the way home.

Later, I realized I’d forgotten again to ask him who he was and how he’d defeated Grandpa. Although I felt I was beginning to get the picture.

Had Grandpa gone and used the ‘Legionnaire’s Duel’ on Dad? Back then, after all, he’d been Wrath, and I got the feeling that challenging my dad to a duel was likely to be the last decision you ever made.

But I was still curious to know HOW he’d defeated the Duke of Wrath and the former Apostle of Kindness. Not just with cuts to the body, I presumed. Dad was clearly hiding something up his sleeve, and even Grandpa had no great desire to remember it!

It was because of Grandpa, in fact, that I didn’t get round to asking Dad.

Vsevolod was at our place waiting for me to come home from school. Gran was there too. They were sitting in the kitchen drinking tea and glancing nervously at Bingus, the bald cat, who was sitting next to the knife stand. He liked to sit near them. And stare at them… Endlessly…

Cute little freak, all in all.

“Grandpa!” I shouted joyfully.

“Hey, what about me?” Gran protested.

“Gran!”

“Better,” she nodded.

It was funny, but I’d already got used to the idea that this teenager and this golden-haired woman with the beautiful feline eyes were husband and wife.

My great-grandfather looked younger than my mother! How crazy was that? He did act his age, though — always wheezing, playing backgammon, reading newspapers and saying: ‘Back in my day…’

What a family…

“Get ready, Misha,” Grandpa said, getting up. “I’m taking you to the gym.”

This was it, then. It was time.

Grandpa had promised only yesterday to help me in my development, and today he was already delivering on that promise.

The first item on the agenda was to toughen up my body, spirit and character. As a bonus, I would learn non-magical combat skills. All this would take place at the gym.

And it was happening now.

“Let’s go,” I nodded. “It’s time to start twaining!”

Grandpa and I took a taxi while Gran put on her helmet and followed on her motorcycle. A curious fact, by the way — I once had a nosey in her wardrobe and found literally ten sets of the same biker gear. I had assumed she kept washing the same outfit, but it turned out she put a new one on every day, only it was identical.

Grandpa gazed out of the window as we drove. This was his home city. It was where he’d grown up. Seeing the old, familiar streets probably evoked feelings of nostalgia in him.

“The city’s changed…,” he whispered.

“For the worse?”

“For the better.”

I gazed out too. It all seemed grey and gloomy, with old houses and twisting roads. Like night and day compared to the center. And yet it was better than before? What did that say about the old ruler? Did that mean that Emperor Knyazyev did more than just send Albert to pester me?

We drew up to the gym.

Nothing had changed in the one and a half years I’d been away. The same buildings, the same bushes, the same tires for punching practice, the same… people.

I remembered these fellows all right!

“Wait, I remember you…,” said a youth by the door, frowning.

“Yeah, I know that face…,” a second one said. “You’re the one who turned up with his mommy, right? And you got thrown out on your ass, ha-ha!”

Uh-huh. The same three thugs, only a little older. For some reason they weren’t wearing winter hats, and they were smoking just as they had been the last time.

Reaching the entrance, Grandpa and I realized that they were barring our way and not letting us in.

Oh, come on. Not this again!

“Decided to bring your brother with you, huh? How come you don’t look the same? Your mom go with different guys, yeah? When the fuck’s my turn?”

Grandpa frowned and glanced at me. I sighed. Well, there you go.

Raising his head, he went up to the one of the thugs, who grinned, looking him right in the eye. The angry child squaring up against the almost fully-grown youth would probably have made an amusing spectacle to the outsider. But…

“First off,” Vsevolod said. “I’m not his brother, I’m his great-grandfather.”

“Huh?”

“Secondly, you little pricks, you crossed a line when your stinking mouths chose to mention my granddaughter. Annie would NEVER cheat on her husband.” Clenching his fist, he added, “Abs braced!”

WHAM!

Before anyone realized what was happening, Grandpa let rip with a punch right to the guy’s stomach. There was a loud pop, and bursts of excess light energy flew out of the thug’s back! His skin flickering, he bent double, the cigarette falling from his mouth, and fell forward into a pool of his own saliva.

“I see you’ve got shields on you! Is that because of what my great-grandson did to you the last time?” Grandpa smirked.

He was right. The guy hadn’t had any kind of barrier on him back then. Not that it helped him on this occasion — one blow from Grandpa was enough to knock the arrogant stuffing out of him. His buddies stood open-mouthed, their cigarettes sliding to the ground. I prodded the slumped body with my foot. He was wheezing hard. He’d live.

“They never learn,” I sighed.

“Out of the way,” Vsevolod said to the other youths.

They quickly sprang aside. Amazing what a display of strength could do! I’d had to fight my way in too.

This time, the door was unlocked. Going in, we could hear the sounds of the training session in progress in the main hall. Punching bags being pounded, punches being traded, and one of the trainers yelling at the top of his voice.

“Let’s go and get changed,” Grandpa said, nodding towards the changing room.

“But we haven’t been…”

“Don’t worry. Let’s go and get changed,” he smiled.

I had a sports bag with me, just like grown-ups had! Granted, it was even bigger than me, but I managed. Inside were a pair of shorts, sambo shoes, and a T-shirt. Grandpa had told me that would be enough.

We changed, closed the lockers, and made our way to the hall.

I must admit, I was a little nervous. Things hadn’t gone too well the last time, and I’d said a lot of stuff, calling one of the trainers a chicken and so on.

Grandpa wore a solemn face — not surprisingly, given that the gym had been his baby, and now he was coming back to it after twenty years!

He cast his eyes over the walls. The posters. The lamps. I could see the way his expression changed. There were things he liked, and things he didn’t. Mostly the latter. Time had clearly taken its toll. Things had gotten shabbier. But the general atmosphere of the place…

“What are you lying about for, Gypsy?!” the trainer in camouflage yelled.

The boy on the floor was panting. “I… I… I can’t do it, sir! I tripped over. My leg won’t stretch that far! I can’t kick that high!”

“Well, why the hell are you trying to do stuff you’re not ready for?! Do you want to do yourself an injury, you moron?! Go do some stretches, then work on your arms! In a week from now, I want to see that leg reach the fucking ceiling!”

“Y-yes!” A fire lit up in the boy’s eyes. Gritting his teeth, he got up. “I’ll do as you say, trainer, sir!”

Grandpa smiled.

Until now, our appearance had gone unnoticed. But as murmurs of ‘Who are those kids?’ went up from people running past us, the trainer turned his head towards the entrance. There we stood, changed and ready to train. At first, he didn’t recognize us. He came up, frowning. Then I saw his expression change. He remembered me all right.

Grandpa said nothing.

“It’s you? What’s your name — Michael?” the trainer said. “How come you’re dressed like that? Come back to train, have you, after all this time?! Who gave you permission? I think I made myself clear the last time!”

Unsure how to respond, I glanced at Grandpa, who was peering at the trainer with a fixed smile, saying nothing. Noticing this, the trainer looked back at him. Did he… recognize him? The guy was a childhood buddy!

I glanced towards the poster of Vsevolod. An absolute colossus of a man. Then I looked at the child standing next to me. Yes, the resemblance was clear. Okay, he was a little chubby-cheeked, and his jaw wasn’t as massive — or the rest of him for that matter. But the hair, the nose, the smile, the look in his eyes… it was the same person.

And it was the look from those eyes that now unnerved the trainer, prompting him to stare back and…

Ha-ha! You should have seen the look on his face when it began to dawn on him what was happening. His eyes opened wider and wider, and when they couldn’t go any further, his mouth began to open!

“V… V-Vsevolod?”

“Lex, hah! Abs braced!”

Wham!

Once again, Grandpa delivered a punch to the stomach — only this time the victim didn’t even flinch! The trainer, Lex, had frozen. He was looking at Vsevolod as if… as if he were seeing a ghost.

“Sev… is it you? B-but…,” — he couldn’t find the words — “But you… how?!”

“How, Lex? Necromancy, that’s how. It’s all the rage. Don’t you read the papers? But do you know WHO it was that brought my soul back so that I could return?” He patted me on the shoulder. “And do you know WHO it was that was rudely kicked out of this place in his hour of need?”

Lex looked at me, his eyes full of shock. He refused to believe it. His brain, long reconciled with his own guilt and the death of his best friend, simply refused to accept that things had changed. And that I was the cause of it all.

Oh, how sweet this felt. I could feel Wrath purring like a fat, happy kitten! Or maybe even… a duck-billed platypus.

What’s the matter, Lex? Shocked? Scared? Confused? Ha-ha! And you don’t even know all the fibs I’ve been telling Grandpa about you.

“Is Ruslan here?” Grandpa asked.

“Yes… in the office.”

“Let’s go,” he said, wagging a finger. “Misha, you stay here.”

“Okay Gwandpa!” I said in the most innocently childlike voice I could muster, as if I hadn’t been relentlessly badmouthing the trainers at this gym for the past week.

Morally, of course, it was dubious. But I liked it.

The two men entered the office. At first, there was silence. But after that… well, let’s just say I learned a couple of new words.

“WHAT THE FUCK IS WRONG WITH YOU FUCKING ASSHOLES?!” Grandpa yelled. “YOU SNIVELING PUSSIES! DID YOU FORGET WHAT ALL THIS WAS FOR?! A CHILD COMES TO YOU FOR HELP, AND YOU JUST TELL HIM TO GO TO HELL, BECAUSE WHAT? BECAUSE YOU COCKSUCKERS CAN’T LOOK HIM IN THE EYE?! WHAT ARE YOU, LITTLE GIRLS?”

Are you sure you were an Apostle of Kindness, Grandpa? You sound more like… a Preacher of Evil. You could tell right away that this guy had grown up in an orphanage and knew how to handle himself.

In short, Grandpa was furious. It took some doing to drive an Apostle of Kindness, even a former one, to that level of rage.

But those two morons had managed it.

They’d treated me dishonorably and cruelly! And then there was that lame excuse they’d made, making out they felt guilty about what happened to their friend. Hello?! That was your chance to make sure I didn’t repeat his mistakes, you cretins! Are your brains fried? You ought to see a psychiatrist and sort out the shambles between your ears.

As for Grandpa’s words, they sounded funny and cool. I’d make sure to remember them and use them at school.

But anyway, the three friends — two grown men and a child — emerged from the office.

I looked at the faces of the two old farts.

What’s the matter? I gloated inwardly. Not what you expected from a reunion with an old friend? Aw, poor things…

WELL, YOU SHOULDN’T HAVE KICKED HIS GREAT-GRANDSON’S ASS, THEN, YOU STINKING MORONS! They deserved it.

“We’re sorry, Michael…,” said the more civilized of the two, the one in a tracksuit.

“Yes, we owe you an apology. What we did was wrong,” said the one in camouflage who yelled a lot.

“Mm?” I said, swiveling around and pretending that I’d only just noticed them. “Oh, that… Well, I don’t know…”

They exchanged glances.

‘Little dirtbag’, I read in their eyes.

‘Takes after the women in his family, right?’

Grandpa sighed.

“Misha — let’s not get into ‘I don’t know’,” he said. “I’m looking to you to be the grown-up here.”

Sighing, I looked around the hall and…

You know what? Wrath whispered something to me. And I agreed with it.

No.

“Instead of apologies, show me what to do,” I said.

“I get it,” the trainer sighed. “You’re sore at us.”

“Yes, I’m sore. Yes, I understand. Yes, I bear a grudge. ‘Sorry’ won’t cut it. Show me what to do.”

I could have forced myself to say, ‘I forgive you’, but get this — I didn’t want to. So there! I didn’t want to forgive them. I wasn’t interested in some beaten-out apology! What kind of cop-out was that? Even I sounded more genuine when I said sorry for being naughty! Sometimes I even cried.

They could stick their apologies where the sun didn’t shine. They’d have to earn my forgiveness.

“Well, then — if you want to train, get training!” the guy in camouflage said, quickly changing the subject. “Remember, no one either knows or will know that that’s Vsevolod. Expect no special treatment. You’re not the founder’s great-grandson, you’re a little brat! Three laps of the hall!”

“Oh, not thirty then…”

“Four!”

Looking at Grandpa, I nodded assurance, turned around and… set off running.

And as I ran, I realized that this was it. This was it, folks. It was happening right here and now.

I was training for real this time. I wouldn’t be leaving in ten minutes’ time, or in the next two hours. My mom wouldn’t be taking me home. I’d be staying here until the end.

I forgot that there was a world outside, that tomorrow I’d be going to school, and that I had a phone with games on it at home. My brain just cut out all the superfluous stuff, and I started to exist only in that hall.

Four laps? Pfff! That was hardly going to kill me! Was that what they did to warm up here? That was child’s play!

‘Oof… ah… ugh…’ By the third lap I was starting to struggle. ‘When is this going to end? … This hall goes on FOREVER’

Okay, I take it all back. I never meant it anyway. That’s my story and I’m sticking to it!

As I ran, I looked around at the others in the hall.

There were a lot of boys, and not very many girls. All of them looked distinctly ‘unaristocratic’. They were ragamuffins — you could tell just by looking at them. There weren’t many grown-ups, either. Mostly teenagers and youths.

There were punching bags dangling like giant pears. There were sparring rings. There were people doing push-ups. There were even people punching balloons attached to their heads. Were they mad?

And on my last lap I noticed the one whom for some reason I’d kept missing. As he had me.

And everything pieced together at once.

I remembered what the trainer had said that first day: ‘We have a boy your age here’. I remembered bumping into him as he flew out of a ring. And I remembered someone calling his name.

“What’ve you stopped for, Morozov? Come on!”

We both noticed each other at the same time. Morozov. Of course. I’d blanked out the memory of having seen him in this very hall, but now it all came flooding back!

‘Swarm, why didn’t you remind me?’

‘You deleted the information yourself when you were freeing up space’

What an idiot I was. Must be dementia or something.

Now I understood where his skills came from, his character… everything! Morozov had been toiling in this gym since early childhood. Kids his age were like puppies to him. And he didn’t seem to like puppies.

But I ran on, he went back to the ring, and we lost sight of each other. You’d never have guessed that we’d recently clawed each other half to death.

“Oof… oh God… oof…” I stopped after the fourth lap.

Leaning down on my knees and panting heavily, I looked around.

Of course, it just had to be right at that moment that the trainer came out!

“Kaiser, are you planning to stand there doing fuck all for long?” he yelled loud enough for the whole hall to hear.

“I was just…”

“Crusher, take the little one! Full circuit, then some sparring. See what he can do!”

“Yes, sir!” I heard a young voice say in reply.

Turning around, I saw a big bald guy in sportswear heading my way. He looked every inch like his nickname… Like the kind of fellow you’d want to keep away from.

“Kaiser?” he asked.

“Y-yes…”

“Are you German or something? A Fascist?”

“No, I’ll never surrender to the Fascists. I’m Russian…”

“That’s okay, then,” he nodded. “See those guys over there doing push-ups? Go and join them, on the double! One, two, one, two!”

From that point on… I seriously regretted having been born. Lord, take me now!

I couldn’t do it.

But I had to!

But I couldn’t…

“I said do push-ups, Kaiser, not lie on your face!” I heard.

Then: “Kaiser, can’t you even jump rope properly?! Come on, two minutes without stopping!”

“Kaiser, let’s have some pull-ups!”

“Kaiser…!”

“Kaiser…!”

“Kaiser…!”

I couldn’t go on… it was so hard… I felt my vision growing dark…

I was going to puke… it was too much… I was going to barf right now!

Man, I felt bad. As if I was being turned inside out. Any moment now, I’d just…

‘Sufficient data acquired. Commencing adaptation’

[Adaptation — Dehydration: 2/6]

[Adaptation — Exhaustion: 2/14]

[Adaptation — Exhaustion: 3/14]

After three consecutive clicks that sounded like the hands of a huge metallic clock, the awful feeling of nausea subsided, and the darkness began to dissipate.

I was on all fours, panting at the top of my lungs after another set of push-ups.

Crusher was a senior figure here. He’d achieved a lot, which was why he was allowed to train others, and he seemed hellbent on destroying me.

An hour. A whole damned hour of CONSTANT physical exertion. Push-ups, skipping, pull-ups, you name it. Half of it I had to learn on the fly, the other half I just couldn’t do. I was laughed at, forced to do ‘kiddy’ exercises to make up for those I physically couldn’t do, and constantly teased for my speech defect and general ‘kiddiness’. But I carried on regardless.

Gritting my teeth.

Lifting.

Running.

Jumping.

It wasn’t so much about strength — no one wanted to give me a hernia — as about resilience and ‘character’, as they called it. As for the latter…

“The kid’s a tough’un,” I heard someone say.

“Uh-huh. He’s got character,” said someone else.

Crusher came up to me. By now I couldn’t stand the sight of him. Or the hall itself. I could have happily left and never come back.

But there’s such a thing as need. And I needed to get strong.

“Wow, you didn’t even throw up!” Crusher said. “You holding up? Good on you. Just so you know, the first day is to test your limits. We’re not in the business of killing kids here. We just wanted to see what you’re capable of.”

“And… what am I… capable of?” I asked, panting heavily.

“Not a lot. The normal level for someone your age. How old are you? Seven?”

I tutted. That got to me. After all the things I’d been through, I was used to thinking of myself as exceptional. And I was, probably. But not here. Take away the Swarm and Psychosis, and what was I? An awakened child who was squandering his potential. An overgrown kid. Nothing more.

And the trampling of my ego didn’t stop there.

The final drubbing was yet to come.

“We’re going to round off with some sparring, Kaiser. Let’s see how you handle yourself in a fight. Morozov, get over here!”

I’d been given ten minutes to rest. As the training session drew to a close, a lot of people had begun sparring.

Raising my exhausted eyes, I saw the dark-haired Morozov heading my way.

“Leo, two rounds with Kaiser, gloves on. Go easy, okay? It’s just a tester.”

Morozov slowly turned his gaze to me.

“Okay,” he said.

I smiled to myself. I was so drained, it was all I could do not to collapse on the spot. But sparring with Morozov? For that, I’d eke out the last few drops.

We climbed into a ring with mesh walls and were each handed a helmet and gloves. We were told not to wrestle, just box, and keep the blows light. Just test punches. I presumed no one knew about either of us being awakened.

Taking the equipment, I watched Morozov so as to figure out how the hell to put it on.

It was really him. It was really Leonid Morozov from my school — the boy whose face I’d smashed.

Right now, he looked a little battered, as if he’d already taken a few punches. He was all sweaty and out of breath, too. You could tell he put his heart and soul into this stuff.

He stood pulling on his gloves with assured movements, not even looking at me.

“By the way,” I said. “I never got round to saying thanks. For the knife, I mean. It was you who stopped him, right?”

“…” Morozov pulled his gloves tight.

“Is everything okay?”

“Put your helmet on, Kaiser.”

Ah. So that’s how it was.

I blew out a breath, and Wrath began to flare up inside me. A kind of… rage. I felt it coming from Morozov, and my own fire seemed to feed on it.

I was nervous, too. I was about to have my first ever sparring match with a boy who was basically my archenemy at school. He hadn’t forgiven me. He’d been harboring a grudge.

And now he had a chance to get his own back.

Once I’d finished putting on the old boxing gloves and the child-size boxing helmet, I went to the other end of the ring. My heart was pounding, my breathing uneven. I had stage fright. I felt as if everyone was watching me, and there was no way back.

“Kaiser and Morozov, begin! One minute!”

Out of the corner of my eye I spotted Grandpa. I spotted the trainers. There were people watching us. Leonid was a star here, and I was a curio.

I felt distracted by everything.

My helmet was too heavy, my gloves were uncomfortable, and my muscles had seized up. I couldn’t use magic, Thought Acceleration was no use to me, and I knew nothing about hand-to-hand fighting.

As for Morozov… as smart as he might be, as talented as he might be, he was still a child, typical of his age. Small, touchy and full of bitterness.

He threw a liver punch — precise and ruthless! I managed to block it, but dropping my hands left me exposed, and I took a blow to the ear. Reeling back against the netting, I recovered thanks to adaptation and dodged a direct punch…

Only to get a low kick in the shin.

“Mm!” I cried in pain, folding over.

Another blow. To the head, to the body, to the leg. And so on for a whole minute. My reaction speed wasn’t terrible, but whenever I managed to block one blow, I’d immediately take a hit somewhere else. Simple combinations worked on me because I was a rookie and I’d never seen them before.

One blow blocked, one taken. Over and over.

My leg hurt. My stomach hurt. My ears were ringing. And guess how many times I landed a blow on Morozov? Zero.

I got hit on the head. In the ear. In the leg! Then the stomach. Then the head again. I kept resisting, retreating, blocking, dodging. But I was getting hit time and time again. Neatly, precisely, pitilessly. I was like a moving punching bag! I couldn’t keep my hands up any longer — they kept dropping of their own accord, and I was counting down the seconds to the break!

And that was when it ended.

I took a blow to the stomach, let my hands drop, and… Morozov instantly let fly with a kick to my jaw.

The last thing I heard was my joints cracking. Crunch.

Then darkness.

* * *

Slowly, I opened my eyes.

I couldn’t focus. Everything was blurry. My ears were popping, and my head hurt like crazy. My memory was blank. I didn’t understand what was going on.

‘Swarm?’

‘You lost consciousness for seven seconds. Don’t worry, there’s no critical injury, but I recommend avoiding further damage for at least twenty-four hours’

My head was swimming, my mind a blur. I couldn’t make sense of anything.

Gradually, the world began to come into focus again, and I could make out the faces of people standing over me. A few kids, Crusher, and the trainer in military uniform. Evidently, I was lying on the floor.

I blinked. My mind was a fog.

“Still with us, Kaiser?” the trainer asked.

“Mm-hm…,” I groaned.

“Pick him up carefully!” he shouted, then he turned sideways. “Morozov…”

Crusher helped me get up and lean back against the octagon wall. I was breathing heavily. I felt wobbly all over. There was a painful ache starting up in my jaw. My whole face was sore. It was like waking up after anesthesia.

Nonetheless… I was waking up. I began to regain my senses and understand what had just happened.

“What part of GO EASY don’t you understand, you idiot?!” the trainer yelled at Morozov. “What the hell got into you?! Don’t you have an ounce of honor in you?!”

“I’m sorry, s…”

“You can stick your sorry where the sun don’t shine,” the trainer shouted.

Morozov averted his eyes, but it was clear that he’d expected a reaction like this and he’d been ready for it.

“A week. You’ll be mopping the hall every day for a week!” He turned to the others. “D’you hear? You’re all free to give your turn on the rote to Morozov! The moron clearly has more energy than he knows what to do with!”

Everyone laughed. Morozov made no reaction. He’d known exactly what he was doing and what he was letting himself in for.

My breathing stabilized. I sat staring into the ring at the spot where I’d collapsed like a sack of excrement. There was zero emotion on my face. Whereas in my head…

At that moment, however, I saw a shadow looming over me. I looked up. It was Grandpa.

“How are you, Misha?” he asked. “You caught a nasty one there.”

“…” I pursed my trembling lips.

“Does it hurt a lot? That Morozov’s some kind of…”

“It hurts inside,” I whispered.

“Huh? What was that?”

“I feel lousy inside. Weally lousy,” I said, clenching my fists and staring shamefacedly at the floor. I lost. I got knocked out. I lost — for the first time in my life! The first time. I lost, Grandpa! I… lost!”

The first time… It was the first time I’d suffered a clear and comprehensive defeat. There were no ‘buts’ here. I’d lost. Period.

For the first time.

To a boy my own age.

I’d boasted that afternoon that Yaroslavtsev hadn’t stood a chance in the duel with my dad. But life had put me in my place.

Now I was Yaroslavtsev.

“You feel lousy because you got hit?” Vsevolod asked.

“Yes!”

“Well, in that case don’t get hit,” Grandpa said, straightening up.

I looked up at him again. There was no sign of joking or pity on his face.

“Are you serious?” I asked.

“Yes. If you don’t like getting hit and knocked down, learn not to get hit and you won’t get knocked down. That’s all there is to it. You can’t change anything by whining.”

With that, he turned around and left the ring, leaving me on my own.

I looked around. There was no one beside me. Everyone had moved away, having better things to do than fuss over me. I was my own person, and I didn’t deserve other people’s pity. After all, getting beaten was what these guys fought to avoid every day.

No one was going to feel sorry for me. I hadn’t died, had I? Well, then.

“Damn…” Something flared up inside me. “Damn… damn!” My face started twitching, and my breath became rapid. “Urrgh… Aaah!” I growled through my teeth, slapping myself on the cheek. “Goddamn it! AAAH!” I slapped my cheek again. “URRRGH! AAAAAH!”

I yelled. I yelled at the top of my voice, out of immense, BLAZING RAGE.

I pounded my fist on the floor, and a sudden rush of adrenaline dulled the pain, allowing me to jump to my feet! My cries made people stop and turn around. I picked out Leonid.

“MOROZOV!” I shouted, jabbing my finger towards him. “Enjoy it while you can, asshole! Soon it will be YOU lying here!” I said, pointing to the floor. “That’s the last time I lose like that! I’m talking to all of you! Do you hear?! IT’S YOUR OWN FAULT FOR BEING BORN AT THE SAME TIME AS ME!”

“Kaiser… are you insane?”

“YES!”

Morozov smirked.

URRRGH! RAGE! ANGER! WRATH. I’M TOO ANGRY TO GIVE IN!

‘Swarm, automatically save all training days and prepare simulations of all sparring sessions’

‘Got it’

Wrath was ablaze! I was angry. I was furious.

But at myself.

I was a bungler. An ignoramus. The shame of reborn kind. And do you know what?!

I was sick to death of being weak and feeble. To hell with all that!

From now on, I’d be weak no more. I’d beat everyone.

I.

WILL NOT.

BE WEAK!

‘User. Wrath is evolving’

* * *

At the same time

The trainers’ room

Vsevolod was sitting with his friends, with whom he had now made his peace. They were all looking through the window into the hall.

“What do you think?” Vsevolod asked.

“Leaving aside his actual age, he’s an ordinary child. Hot-headed and clumsy, but tough and persistent. You say Michael’s a genius, but… if we’re honest, Sev, he seems like an ordinary kid. He was all at sea in that fight! He might be talented, but he’s certainly not…”

“No, no, no. You don’t understand,” Vsevolod said in a low voice as he watched his great-grandson leave the hall. “He hasn’t displayed any phenomenal talent with me either. He couldn’t play table tennis, he lost at cards, and until recently he couldn’t even swing an ax properly. Whatever you ask him to do, he makes a mess of it. Like a child!” he said with a strange glee. “But what startles me… is the way he picks things up.”

The friends glanced at each other. “Explain?”

“The speed at which he learns and adapts is off the scale. He has no natural talents, but he can learn stuff instantaneously, as if there are forty hours in the day where he’s concerned. His speed of development is just scary. I see no bounds to what he might achieve,” he said, touching the glass. “The way I see it, Michael’s potential is… limitless.”

“But Sev, don’t you think he’s rather… angry and unbalanced for a person with limitless potential?”

“That’s the problem, my friend… that’s the problem.”


Chapter 12

“WHAT’S UP WITH YOUR FACE, Misha?” Maxim asked me in the dining hall. “You didn’t used to look at Morozov like that.”

I was squeezing my fork and spoon and glaring furiously at the dark-haired boy in glasses, who was eagerly sizing up the pastries and juices on offer in the service area.

“I’m going to chew his brain out…,” I seethed.

“Jeez. Er, okay.”

“More to the point, Maxim,” I said, turning to my friend with the same expression still on my face. “I’m going to be strong! And I want you to be strong too! We should train together! We’re a team!”

“Okay…”

“We should visit each other and smash each other’s faces!”

“W-what’s your problem?” he whimpered, stuffing a burger into his mouth.

I decided to leave off bugging my friend and went back to observing Morozov. Got your own back, did you? Made up for that pasting I gave you? Evened the score to one-one? Well… we’ll see about that.

Mom once said: ‘Sweetheart, you’re such a mega-genius! And you haven’t even applied yourself to anything properly yet! It’s a good thing you don’t take after me in brains.’

And she was right. There wasn’t a single thing I’d kept at for more than a month. My record was learning to walk. And that was about it. But all that was about to change.

I was going to devote myself to the accumulation of strength.

‘Analysis of Morozov’s body complete. Exact virtual model ready’

‘Excellent’

“Ha-ha, what’s the matter, Kaiser? Can’t deal with the fact that some boys are better than you?” piped up Katya, who was sitting nearby with her gaggle of friends. “Oh, don’t worrrry, maybe even a loser like you can find someone to like them. Some dumb…”

“Urrrgh!” I grabbed a table knife, brandished it and ran after the horrid girl.

She screeched, threw her hands in the air and ran off through the corridor.

“Don’t run, children!” a teacher yelled.

“Back off!” I barked. “You can’t do anything to me! I’m all-powerful!”

“I beg your pardon? How d…”

In the end, Katya hid in the girls’ restroom, and I had to run away from the teacher.

Just an ordinary day.

Classes were boring that day, so the morning flew by, and I returned home without further adventures. As for running in the corridor, they let it go just as the director had promised. Suckers.

Dumping my backpack, I went to my room. So, what homework did I have today? Ah, whatever…

‘Swarm, do it all for me’

‘Sure thing’

I mean, come on. Screw homework! And math! Like I was going to waste my time on that crap. I got enough of this stuff at school — and they wanted me to do it at home as well? Thanks, but no thanks. I had other things to do. Swarm, buddy, deal with it!

I gotta say, it was pretty darn awesome having a supercomputer in my head. If only I could play games on it, too… Oh well.

After I’d finished copying the answers, I put my exercise books aside and packed my bag for the next day. That, by the way, was a life hack from Mom — she said it was more of a drag in the morning. She wasn’t wrong! Another one was filling in my school diary a week in advance. That’s right — I had a school diary! It was where you wrote your homework assignments, and the teachers entered your grades.

Then I looked around. I still had an hour and a half of free time, so…

Deep breath.

‘Swarm, display a hologram of Morozov’

So, what had we figured out? Firstly, the Swarm wasn’t perfect. The day before, I’d tried to launch a simulation of a fight with Leonid and found that I distinctly remembered him as being taller. The Swarm was definitely mistaken there! So, to make the model as exact as possible, I had to supply more data and ask the Swarm to redo it.

Secondly, Mom hadn’t been too pleased at the sight of my bruises and pale face. But there was no dampening my resolve, so I’d go anyway. Sorry, Mom… but you’ve raised a bandit. And he needs to train.

With psychosis, of course, I could kill Morozov at a stroke. I’d have the strength of a seventeen-year-old, and one blow to the back of the head would kill a child.

But what if I couldn’t use psychosis? What if it just wasn’t available? What else did I have? I’d literally survived HELL thanks solely to a power that could kill me in two minutes. Take away psychosis, and what was I? A playboy and philanthropist? I didn’t even know what that meant!

Morozov hadn’t used magic in our sparring session, and I’d lost. It was sad, it was frustrating, but it was a rap on the nose in every sense. A reminder that nothing could be taken for granted.

And so… I packed my sports bag, waited for Grandpa, and off we went.

“Back already, Kaiser?” the trainer in the tracksuit asked. “I thought you’d give it a few days.”

“I’m all better now,” I said, entering the hall.

I looked around. Morozov was there. Did he really spend every day honing his skills? How was I supposed to beat a person who was on the same program but had been doing it at least a year longer? How could I narrow that gap in experience?

‘Swarm, are you recording?’

‘Of course. As requested’

“In that case, three laps of the hall, Kaiser!”

“Yes, sir!”

* * *

At the same time

The school director’s office

“Firstly, Mr. Kaiser, I want to say how pleased I am with Michael!” the director said to Mark. “Besides always doing his homework on time, he hasn’t been up to mischief for a whole week. Well, apart from trying to butcher Katya Sinitsin. But that’s just their way of playing.”

“Oh, ha-ha, well, I’m glad to hear it! Ahem,” he coughed awkwardly.

Misha didn’t even hide the fact that he copied all his homework, and the lack of mischief was just the calm before the storm. As soon as he became just a little less focused on the gym, he’d turn his mind to other things, and — man, oh man — he wouldn’t be nearly so angelic then.

Knowing full well who Misha took after, Mark had no intention of getting in his way. There was no keeping the beast in its cage.

“Now, what about security?” the director smiled. “Our school is the last word in the world of…”

“Yes, yes, in the world of education. So you’ve told me a thousand times,” Mark sighed, looking around. “That Afro-American had no trouble breaching the fence — he just jumped over. Right after all the electronics turned rotten and the guards ran off to the toilets, that is. It all ended with my son meeting some weird guy and getting into a brawl, me having to fight a duel and you facing a court case over the loss of Mariana’s virginity. Plus, you’ve fired all your security staff.”

“Yes, it’s… very unfortunate. For all concerned,” the director said, her eyebrow twitching, her gaze creeping towards the little cabinet where the cognac was kept. “B-but you have a solution, right?”

“The solution lies in strict management, new kit and the hiring of a security team that would prevent such things from happening.”

“W-what kind of security team? What do we need?” the director said, perturbed. “Mr. Kaiser, if we don’t put things right in the next week, the governor will be extremely displeased! They’ll cut off our funding and…”

“You know the terms,” he shrugged. “If you agree, I’ll take care of everything.”

The director sat forward with her elbows on the table, clutching her face. Oh yes, she knew the terms. Mark had laid them all out, very obviously prompted by that little wife of his.

“And expelling him would be virtually…,” she whispered. “Are you saying you want to replace everyone?!”

Mark shrugged.

The terms boiled down to making him the school’s head of security. That way, he’d have a job, he’d get to stay close to his son, and… well, yes, it would be even harder to expel him if it came to it.

He already had the protection of Vivienne, whose fame so enhanced the school’s profile, and of Maxim’s mom, the deputy governor. And now he would have his own father as head of security.

Good pay.

Prestigious job.

Michael was a good boy. And if you cared to question that fact, the security team would hand your child over to the authorities.

* * *

Dear Diary… I can’t put into words how immersed I am in my training. And no, I don’t mean running, jumping, lifting weights, and so on. I can’t stand all that stuff. It sucks! It makes me want to spit myself out.

No, what’s really got me addicted is… damn, what would you call it? Problem-solving?

How do I hit harder? How did that guy throw another guy over his shoulder so easily? How come some people get hit, and others don’t? What’s the REAL secret of being strong?

I plunged headfirst into reflections and analysis. It was amazing. Astounding! I’d never felt as excited by anything as I was by grappling with and solving these combat problems. It was the first time I’d come up against such a complex subject where I had to do the thinking myself rather than leaving it to the Swarm.

“In non-magical fighting, the head is the main thing. That’s what your opponent aims for. If that gets hit, you lose,” Crusher explained in simple terms, as if I were a child. “So protecting the head is key. You got me?”

“Uh-huh, uh-huh!” I nodded.

“Put your helmet on.”

Crusher literally worked here, so some of his time went on training little imps like me.

They knew now that I was a complete rookie, and there was no point in my sparring with anyone until I at least had some basic skills. It seemed like a wise approach, and Grandpa and Dad agreed with it. Mom even more so — she’d be happy to see sparring off the agenda altogether.

The helmet was seriously uncomfortable. And heavy! But that in itself revealed another of my problems — namely, that my neck was too damned weak.

‘Swarm, did you memorize my sensations on the first day of training, when they were trying me out?’

‘Yes, the recording includes that’

‘Do an analysis of which muscle groups hurt the most’

‘Got it. Commencing analysis’

On the plus side, I was hardy and tenacious. On the minus side was just about everything else. I closed my eyes when getting hit, I didn’t punch properly, I dropped my hands, my movement was all wrong… in fact, it would be easier to say what I got right! Breathing, perhaps. And I didn’t panic — I got praised for that.

“But isn’t a kick in the nuts a sure way to win?” I asked, pulling on my helmet. “I mean, I understand about the head, but there are loads of other places where it hurts. Don’t those need to be pwotected too?”

“That’s… a good comment, kid,” Crusher nodded. “But for now we’ll focus on the head. If you try to do everything at once, it’ll take you ten times longer to learn it all.”

‘You underestimate me,’ I thought, frowning. ‘And if I learn the same way Morozov did, that one-year gap between us will always be there’

I had to learn faster than Morozov. More efficiently. I had to use everything I had, not in order to win here and now — I could do that anyway — but in order to build my strength.

‘Swarm, analyze all the parts of the body where getting hit would knock me out. Then the parts of the body where getting hit would make it hard to go on fighting’

‘Task queued’

I pulled my helmet on and stood in front of a kind of ball on a rope that you punched, and it swung about all over the place. I was told to hit it.

The Swarm was busy, so it was time I got busy too…

“Take that, stupid ball!” I yelled, punching the bag.

It flew abruptly forward, then swung back and hit me right on the nose! Thwack. Crusher was in fits of laughter. It was painful, upsetting… and bloody — the nose was broken.

Dear Diary — today I lost to a punching bag.

The pain made me grimace — but then came a different feeling. ‘I’ve got to dodge it’

Having stopped the bleeding, I stood scowling at the punching bag. Then I hit it again. Knowing that it would swing back at me, it wasn’t hard to get out of the way, but hitting it a second time…

*Whoosh* — I missed.

“Ha-ha-ha!” Some guys who’d been watching had a good laugh at my expense.

I clenched my fists until they crunched. I sensed Wrath, but… not in the sense of anger. Something was happening.

I struck the punching bag! Then dodged the return swing! Then paused a second to take aim and… punched again! Wham! Direct hit! I felt a sudden surge of pleasure — and an eagerness to strike again! I took aim… and… smack! Another rush of pleasure! Ha! Each blow that landed was like a drug!

‘User, interrupting analysis of vulnerable points. Completing analysis of the evolution of Wrath’

Distracted by the Swarm, I got thwacked in the nose again.

“Aaah!” I cried, clutching my face.

‘Goddamn it, Swarm! You distracted me! You threw off my concentration’

‘That’s just it. I see a link between your concentration and success or failure. When you hit the target, Wrath produces dopamine, urging you to hit it again, whereas if you miss, it produces adrenaline. Both things spur the core and the body to achieve the desired goal’

‘Wait,’ I frowned. ‘Are you saying I go into a trance?’

‘I would call it Hyperfixation. If you focus purposefully on an objective, Hyperfixation kicks in’

So that was what it was. When I missed, I got so angry I wanted to rip the bag up with my teeth, and when I hit, I felt an incredible high. In either case, not only was I determined to strike again, but I found it easier to do so.

‘Good, carry on with your analysis’

Hmm…

Frowning, I clenched my fists and focused on the punching bag.

It was time to test the theory.

Things were getting more interesting.

* * *

The next day, I was back at the gym. Again. No one expected it of me, but I insisted. The usual story, in other words.

“Are you on something, Kaiser? Are you injecting something?” some guys asked me in the changing room.

“Huh? What?” I said, looking around. “N-no, I don’t do dwugs. Mom doesn’t let me.”

“How come you turn up so fresh every day?”

‘Oh. So that isn’t normal?’

I’d kind of forgotten that I had incredible powers of recuperation thanks to meditation, Mom’s food and the Swarm. I was literally both a mutant and a cyborg.

And that, heh-heh, was something Morozov couldn’t boast of.

I’d thought I’d see his dorky face every session, but no, he wasn’t there today. I was told that was normal, as the body needed time to rest. Even being awakened didn’t mean he could train his ass off every day.

Whereas… hoo-hoo!… I was as fresh as a daisy!

Do you get what I’m saying? I could train hard EVERY SINGLE DAY! That was another plus point in my drive to bridge the gap in our strength.

‘Swarm, can you highlight the knockout zones on every person to make it easier to remember?’

‘Yes — approximately. Commencing’

In the next instant, highlights appeared on every person around me: temple, jaw, the side of the neck where the carotid artery and vagus nerve were, the back of the neck, and the liver. Cripes, the whole of the head was highlighted in red! Crusher had been right about that. It was amazing how many danger zones there were in that area…

But now — ha! — I could see them all! I’d soon have them memorized.

‘Next off, critical spots for staying in the fight’

Yellow highlighting appeared on the groin, eyes, throat, nose, ribs, solar plexus, ears, shins, shoulders and fingers.

Obviously, a punch to the stomach wouldn’t be very pleasant either. But right now, I was viewing those spots that were crucial to a person’s ability to go on fighting.

‘Hmm… I see, I see,’ I nodded with a smart expression on my face. ‘And just how the hell am I supposed to hit all those?’

“Kaiser, get over here!” the trainer in the tracksuit shouted. “Hit this bag!”

“You mean like this? Hi-yah!” I punched the bag, then immediately clutched my fist in pain. “Ow! How come it’s so hard?!”

“Dear me… that’s awful,” the trainer sighed.

“Well, did you expect me to wam it out of sight in the first week of twaining or something?”

“Enough cheek, wammer.”

I’d started to notice, by the way, that people kept poking fun at me. First, there was my hair color, my eye color, and the way I smelled. I was more or less used to that. But now I was getting ‘ragged’, as they called it here, over my Rs!

Clearly, the time had come to deal with that issue too. I was getting better at pronouncing Rs in the middle of words. It was when they occurred at the beginning that I still had a problem.

“You need to work on your posture. Go to Crusher, and he’ll put you with the new guys. You can train together.”

Looking around, I spotted the junior trainer and ended up standing in front of a mirror for a whole hour listening to instructions on where to put my feet, how to position my arms, and so on. It was like, uh-uh… don’t stand so straight — you’re too easy to knock down. Right foot back, left foot forward, knees bent. And like… uh-uh… left arm forwards a bit, right arm shielding your jaw…

“Like this?” I asked.

“Uh-huh. That’s right.”

Ha! Such simple stuff, and yet so important! Putting it into practice, though…

“Kaiser!” came a shout when I was back at the punching bag. “What kind of arm position is that? Where’s your posture?! You look like a constipated penguin!”

“Huh?” I turned my head, and once again the punching ball swung back into my face. “Oof! Oh, man!”

Dear Diary… applying new knowledge is harder than I thought. I got beaten by a punching bag again.

I knew, however, that posture was the thing that would help me get the better of this dangling pest. It was posture that I had to work on. Both here…

And at home.

‘Display a hologram of the hall. The bit where I was working on my posture,’ I said to the Swarm. ‘Put Crusher in my place. Go’

And I started to repeat it over and over. I would keep going until my body did all the right things without me needing to think!

As I said, I enjoyed solving combat problems. And that was what I was doing. In active terms, it meant perfecting my posture. In passive terms, it meant training my body’s weak spots, which turned out to be everything except my legs. After all, I frequently used those to flee another ass-kicking.

“Pshoo! Pshoo-pshoo!” I shouted as I struck at the air.

Mom came into my room.

“What are you pshooing for, Misha?” she asked.

“I don’t know, it’s something the older kids do,” I said, shrugging. “Mom, can you make an appointment for me with the speech therapist?”

“Sure. But don’t forget you’ve got healing classes tomorrow instead of training.”

I froze, and my ‘pshooing’ came to an abrupt halt.

“Huh?” I looked up at her, perplexed.

“The arrangement you made with Albert…,” she said, looking at me sideways. “You have a class tomorrow. The first one, for new students.”

“But, Mom, I’ve got twaining! I can’t do it! I’ve gotta go punch people!”

“Sweetheart, healing people is worthwhile too!” she said, stepping into the hallway. “As is keeping your promises! No buts — you’re going to those classes!”

“But Mo-o-o-m!”

After school the next day, I found myself standing outside the medical university with a grouchy face.

Damn it, I thought. What the hell have I signed up for?

I was accompanied by Mom and Gran. They looked like two sisters aged about sixteen and twenty. Which was why they got mistaken for students.

“Hello, ladies! You’re here for the healing class, I presume?” the receptionist said.

“Uh? Oh, no, it’s my little boy!” Mom sounded very proud of me as she always did. If she could have, she would have shown me off like a kitten — ‘Isn’t he just so cute?’

The receptionist peered out from behind her window, looking bewilderedly first at me, then at my mother, then at the woman in the helmet with the cat’s ears. Nonetheless, after checking our documents, she let us through.

Wow. So Albert really had got me onto a course for senior-graders. Basically, it was for anyone who wanted to go into healing. It meant more studying, but it was cool.

There was a crowd of people around the entrance to the classroom. Mom wasn’t allowed this far, so I was on my own, and everyone assumed I was lost.

“Aww, look at this little one!” a girl said, leaning towards me. “What incredible eyes! Look at him! Are you lost, sweetie?”

“I’ll bite your boobie off in a minute.”

“Huh?”

Barging my way through the girls’ backsides, I strode resolutely into the classroom. I wasn’t sure what they’d been waiting for, but there was no one here. I looked around. It was just an ordinary, somewhat new-looking classroom — desks, blackboard, projector, the usual stuff. Meh, this sucked. Where were the dead bodies?

“Over there, sir!” The students came in accompanied by a tired-looking man in glasses.

He looked at me and sighed:

“He’s a student too.”

“Wha-a-a-t?” the girls cried in a chorus of astonishment.

The girls were in the overwhelming majority here: nine of them to every two boys. And the boys weren’t exactly what you’d call model specimens. They were kind of hunched-up and four-eyed. One of them smelled like he never washed at all…

“Hey, sweetie, why don’t you sit with me?” some blonde girl said, patting her knees.

“Get lost, lady,” I grumbled, climbing up onto a free seat.

There was just one problem…

“This is widiculous,” I sighed frustratedly, clambering back down again.

I couldn’t see a thing. The desks were just too big for me. And now that I was here, I was determined to study!

Beaming all over their faces, the girls sat me on their laps. Wow, I thought, what soft thighs girls have… they feel so nice… I wouldn’t mind just resting my head on them…

“Keep off!” I shouted, slapping their hands when they tried to ruffle my hair.

“Wow, it’s just like a cat’s…”

Thankfully, the class started.

‘Swarm, record this too’

‘Got it’

The teacher closed the door and took a swig of energy drink. Didn’t anyone in the health profession ever sleep? The guy looked distinctly pale.

He greeted the class, introduced himself and told us what the first lessons would be about. An introduction to medicine, a brief history, then anatomy and first aid. Most intriguingly of all, however…

“We’ll also be going over the basics of necromancy. Without spells. Just the rudiments.”

“Wha-a-a-t?” I couldn’t help exclaiming. “Necromancy? I thought this was about… you know, healing people.”

“And so it is. Where’s the contradiction?” he asked, slanting an eyebrow. “There’s a lot of things you could reproach Emperor Knyazyev for. His coup d’etat, for example. But it was after he came to power that necromancy began to evolve as something other than just a forbidden science about the raising of the dead. The number of ‘final’ deaths on the operating table is down by a factor of three, souls can be saved at the site of an accident, and people in a brain-dead coma wake up if a necromancer finishes them off first. Knyazyev has given doctors something we used to only dream of — the possibility of a second chance.”

I realized now what a prize twerp I was. After all, it was through necromancy, the creation of a body to house a soul, that we’d brought Grandpa back from the dead.

I decided to ask a smart question to make up for my stupidity.

“Won’t this lead to overpopulation?”

“A good question. For now, this knowledge is limited to our country, and I’m sure that it’ll be regulated eventually. But after prolonged wars with… just about everyone, it’s important for us to have a few trump cards up our sleeve. New schools of magic are one of them. And whereas there are question marks over demonology, necromancy could yet prove to be our savior.”

I glanced down at my left hand. To all appearances it was just a child’s hand, rather than a necrotic construct. Then I remembered the Core Theft skill… Yes, I could literally bottle a human being to be resurrected at a later date. Wasn’t that a way to achieve the immortality that I’d dreamed of for my family? Take their soul, create a body and bring them back as though they’d never died?

Yes, I might not make it in time. Yes, I wouldn’t be able to save myself. But a knowledge of advanced necromancy — wasn’t that the key to my happiness? Or one of them at least?

Watch out, world! This little tyke is taking up healing!

It turned out to be more interesting than I thought!

* * *

A week went by with nothing particular to report. I just plowed on with my training and studying. There were no big problems. Which was just fine with me! It’s good to have a rest sometimes.

It happened that today, I’d be spending the night at Gran’s place. My parents wanted rid of me — can you believe that? Just lately they were forever hugging and kissing, and apparently I disturbed them by wandering around to get candies and go for a pee. Well, let them smooch to their heart’s content — as if I cared! I’d seen it all before!

Anyway, they’d kicked me out, so here I was at the snow-covered cottage.

‘Swarm, how long until I have a new colony?’

‘Two months’

‘Meh, that’s ages’ — I rolled my eyes. ‘By the way, while I remember. How come you adapted back then in the gym? You said you couldn’t adapt when things happen through my own choice. Was that all fibs and lies?’

‘I’m not capable of lying, user.

It’s true that I don’t adapt when you could just choose to stop harming yourself. But the combination of Wrath, your character and the situation prevented me and you from perceiving it as mere “fooling around”. As I saw it, damage was being done to your body which you were unable to stop’

‘Okay, so if I just convince myself that if I hold my breath, I’ll die, then you’ll pump my breathing up to the max?’

‘Try it’

‘What… seriously?’

‘Yes’

Er, okay. Kind of like…

“Nnnngh!” I held my breath.

Then let it out again.

I tried again. Breathed out again. Okay, I’m going to die, I’m going to die! I can’t breathe in! Well, come on!

“Nnnngh!”

“Misha, what are you straining for? Do you need to poop?” Grandpa asked.

Meh, I thought, breathing in. The idea was good, but I hadn’t a clue how to put it into practice. Damn it. Maybe hypnosis would help? I might be able to hack the Swarm’s systems… Well, I knew for a fact that mental magic wasn’t a thing. Hormonal, yes — that was the blood school. But specifically mind-related — no. A good thing too, really. At least I didn’t have to worry about getting my memory wiped and such like.

Dumping my backpack on the floor, I went to hug Grandpa.

“I’ve been kicked out…”

“That’s to be expected. I’m surprised they lasted the week,” he smiled, picking up a screwdriver. “Come and help me tinker. I’m making a home gym.”

“WHAT, REALLY?!”

It was true — construction work was in full swing. The house was big, and since the storeroom was lying empty, it was now being repurposed.

“It’ll be good for everyone. I’ll be able to stretch my old bones in here, too,” said Gran, who came in carrying an entire felled tree on her shoulder. “It was in a gym that you and I met, Sevy — remember?”

“How could I forget?” Grandpa smiled warmly. “I accidentally broke your jaw with a barbell. I went to the hospital to apologize, and you broke mine.”

“Yes, those were the days…,” Gran smiled wistfully.

Huh? So was that how you got to know women?

Okay. Well, I once socked Suvi in the jaw. Would that do, or did I need to do it again? Oh, hang on… now she had to do it to me! Damn — that didn’t sound so interesting.

I told Grandpa about the progress I was making in all my undertakings, got my dose of well-earned praise, smiled like a moron, then raised the question of Wrath.

“Ah, the combat trance,” Grandpa said, catching my drift. “It’s an easy enough capability. You just need to get used to it and remember that you can switch your focus. All in all, though, it’s perfect against one enemy. Get hit in the face, and you dodge better. Land a blow, and you strike faster. Marvellous stuff.”

Yes, I’d already seen it at work. Hyperfixation really did make you hammer your target like a crazed animal, while setbacks made you angry and forced you to up your game. And yes, it was easy to forget that you didn’t have to keep hammering. That was something I’d need to work on. And test out in an actual fight, of course.

Attacks that got faster with every hit? And with the Apathy Scar, too? If I kept increasing my attack speed, how quickly would my enemy throw in the towel?

And wouldn’t it make me a complete nightmare for ‘bulkier’ opponents — like shieldbearers, for instance, and blood mages? I might not be able to breach their defenses, but just scoring hits would be enough, right?

Oh, man…

What an utter bastard I’d be on the battlefield, heh-heh!

“By the way, Gwan, Gwandpa…,” I mumbled, taking even myself by surprise. “There’s something I want to tell you.”

They looked at me.

It was time. I’d been putting this moment off, but kittens had started clawing at my soul. Bald ones.

Heaving a sigh, I told them to wait for a minute. Then I retrieved the secret stash box from my room and came back downstairs. At first, they didn’t understand what it was, but as soon as I opened it…

“This is Toad,” I said, showing them the demon’s soul. “My… well, fwiend, I guess. It was purely thanks to him that I survived.” Then I took out the second core. “This is a lady angel. She was fwightened, so I put her out of her misery and pwomised to bwing her back.” Then the heart. “This is Solomon. He saved me. I’ve no idea who he is.”

To say that they were dumbfounded would be an understatement, although it wasn’t so much the heart and my collection of souls that astounded them as the fact that I’d brought all these things back and kept them hidden.

“Sorry…” I puffed my cheeks out, bracing myself for a telling-off.

“Yes, well, Misha…,” Grandpa said, scratching his neck. “I thought we’d got through a whole week without any surprises from you, but it seems you’ve waited till Sunday to pull one out of the bag.”

“Sorry…”

“Dum-dee-dum…” He and Gran exchanged glances. “Okay. And what were you planning to do with these things?”

“In the case of the souls, I want to fwee them. I feel sorry for them. They deserve to be saved. As for the heart, I need to take the core out. That’s what Solomon asked me to do. And to wesurrect him. Although with Nameless awound, I’m not sure. He’d see.”

Gran took the heart and frowned. Yes, she said, there really was a core in there. Not only that, but the heart was alive! ALIVE! I almost plopped in my pants when I heard that. What, I’d been keeping a living heart under my bed all this time?! I’d assumed it’d been dead for a thousand years. Like a museum exhibit or something. Eww, gross!

You still have a living heart, Solomon? How is that even possible?

“Gwan, Gwandpa — how do I free a soul from a core?” I asked, bouncing my fingertips against each other.

“Your spell just gives the core a shape,” Grandpa explained. “Vasilisa could use her magic to break it, in which case the soul would fly to wherever it would have gone from the body. But this is a demon. He’ll go back to the Abyss.”

“No, he won’t,” I said, taking Toad’s core. “Not on my watch.”

I opened my pores and began to suck out the demonic energy! Swirls of red energy began to seep into my hands, stirring up a wind that made the curtains and Gran’s hair billow wildly and prompting a sudden onset of darkness that smothered the light of the lamps.

Nothing was visible in the dimness of the winter’s evening except for me and the scarlet energy flowing through my hands.

As soon as the whirlwind from the Abyss abated, I exhaled, smiled, and looked down at the core.

“There. A pure soul!” I said, smiling. “Go ahead and bweak it, Gwan!”

Gran’s hair was sticking up wildly all over the place, making her look like a rag doll. It cracked me up to see how funny she looked!

But I was the only one laughing.

Vsevolod and Vasilisa were speechless at what they’d just seen.

* * *

A little later

The Heavenly Plane

Not everyone knows it, but bureaucracy isn’t the sole preserve of Earth and human beings. It’s an integral part of the Heavenly Plane!

All the business of registering souls, dispatching troops to the Abyss, assigning named spirits to summoners — it all goes into handwritten ledgers kept by a countless number of accountants. Even entry to the Heavenly Plane itself is recorded in just the same way. After all, it has to be decided what Kingdom you belong to.

Oh yes. You don’t just enter Heaven. You enter a specific Kingdom of Virtue.

While Hell has the Sins — anomalies that roam the world — the Heavenly Plane is entirely constructed around the Virtues. It is literally divided into seven zones and has seven armies. And you get to Heaven specifically because of a Virtue committed in your lifetime. Heaven has an artefact that draws in souls like that.

However, someone has to do the work of allocating all those souls, which is why we have eternal accountants at the entrance.

One who held that profession in his lifetime was Peter. He is still Peter now. And he is the accountant of the primary plane, which is where all souls first arrive.

Whoosh! A child appeared before him.

“Oh, poor soul. What brought you here? What good did you do in your life?”

“I… I wan to pick up a toy. My sister dwopped it. And I… I… I wemember a car honking…” The little boy looked around, clutching a teddy bear in his hands.

“You will be a strong soul,” Peter smiled warmly. “Off you go to Kindness.”

The boy vanished in a flash of gold. There was no place for sadness or sorrow in the Kingdom of Kindness. There was no anger or greed. That was where the boy belonged. It was sad, of course, but it was the circle of life. These things happened. All Heaven could do was give him peace and the strength to carry his Kindness further.

Whoosh! The next soul. Some fat guy.

“There was a girl,” he explained. “And some guys, I remember. The scumbags! They were harassing her. I went to defend her, and…” — he touched his stomach where it had been stabbed, — “It didn’t work out, unfortunately.”

“Justice will be glad to welcome you to her Kingdom,” Peter smiled, making a note in his book.

Whoosh — another one!

Whoosh!

Whoosh!

Another. And another! Sad as it may seem, Peter and his ilk always had work to do. Constantly. Without a break.

“I gave my last few pennies to that little beggar,” a bald guy smiled. “I probably shouldn’t have. But I was beyond help in any case. That treatment was useless. As was my money.”

“Temperance,” Peter nodded.

“I was a builder right up to the end,” an old man sighed. “My heart gave out on the job. Apart from that, I don’t reckon I was a wrongdoer. A hard worker — that’s what I was. Honest! Old school! And how!”

“Diligence.”

“I saved my fiancée from a pack of demonic hounds summoned by her deranged ex,” a young man said, shaking his head.

“Love.”

Whoosh. Whoosh. One soul after another, one virtue after another!

‘Ah, how much good there is in the world,’ Peter thought, smiling.

It was the turn of the next soul to appear. Whoosh! And here it was! A man with plump cheeks, but a thin body. He looked around in bewilderment, his eyes bulging.

“Good soul, welcome to the Heavenly Plane!” Peter said, smiling. “Tell me, what good deeds have you done? Truthfully, mind. There can be no lying here!”

“Fuck knows, to be honest…,” the man said, scratching the back of his neck. “Where are we again?”

Peter froze.

“What?”

“Huh?”


Chapter 13

* * *

Three weeks later

A GROUP OF YOUTHS stood smoking not far from the gym. One of them was grown-up already — an eighteen-year-old boy called Daniel. Or Dan. An orphan, he was the under twenty champion in non-magical combat, and he was recently awakened.

It was he who had called them together.

“So what’s up? It’s cold as shit, man. What’ve you dragged us here for?” one of his two friends asked.

“There’s a charity collection going on…,” Daniel muttered, taking a drag on his cigarette. “In, like, a couple of weeks, we’ll be going on a trip to help unload it all. I heard it from the trainer. There’ll be clothes, food, all kinds of shit.”

The friends looked at each other.

“We could swipe a couple of boxes like we did before,” Daniel added, taking another drag. “What d’you say?”

This would be the fourth time that they’d gone with the rest of the gym to help with a good cause and helped themselves to a small share of the wares. It might mean someone going short, of course, but for ordinary unemployed guys like them, it felt worthwhile.

And this time, like before, they wouldn’t think twice about it.

* * *

Well, well, here she was at last. After all of three weeks.

“Hi, little man!” the tall, dark-haired cannibal lady greeted me, clasping her hands together. “I missed you! I haven’t seen you for ages! How’s your grandpa? Is everything okay?”

“Everything’s fine. Back off.”

“I’m so glad!” she smiled.

“Back off.”

“You know, Michael, you’re just like a kitten. Looking is fine, but stroking is by permission only. But who’s going to ask your permission when you’re so cute and tiny, ha-ha!” She ruffled my hair and prodded my nose. “Boop!”

“Hey, what’s wrong with you?!” I said, fighting her off.

Vivienne had been away from school for three weeks. I had no idea where she’d been, but wherever it was, I wished she’d stayed there a little longer. Alas, however, etiquette classes were back, and so, therefore, was the smooth-tongued fashion designer’s loathsome, silky face.

“Hmm… yes,” Maxim said, scratching his neck. “A clear case of unrequited love.”

“Ha-ha! You’ve hit the nail on the head, Smolitsev,” Vivienne smiled.

“My name’s Smolentsev!”

Three weeks had passed. What can I say?

I was enjoying life!

I was going to training sessions. And healing classes. And dicking around at school.

The healing classes had taught me next to nothing, of course, but at least I could bandage a hand! And rub in antiseptic. Oh yes. But they promised there’d be more practical stuff soon!

As for the training, however… I was frustrated at how slow my progress was.

Yes, I was pumping my muscles and all, but you couldn’t go very far just by hitting punching bags and jumping rope. I needed to spar, to improve my technique. But there was no one to do it with. There was only one child of my age — Morozov — but he was always going off to tournaments. Imagine! The guy was six years old, and he was competing against ten-year-olds. And winning!

No — something had to change. Especially seeing that two days were taken up by healing…

“Max,” I said, frowning as we made our way to PE. “It’s time. We’re going to learn how to fight people.”

“You’re not on about that again, are you?” my friend sighed. “But I want to play games. Like Brawl Stars and Minicraft!”

“Max, did you feel lousy when Morozov beat you up?”

“Well, yeah…”

“Did you want to strike back?”

“I guess…”

“Do you want to marry a beautiful grown-up lady?”

“Sure I do…”

“Well, what kind of lady wants a wimp?! Do you want to be weak forever, so that I have to protect you? Or do you want to carry ladies in your arms?”

“I… I want that! I want to carry ladies!” He was getting fired up.

“I know where Morozov works out. I know how to get stronger. I go there myself. We’re going to be even better!”

“Better?!” he yelled.

“BETTER!”

“WHAT, REALLY?!”

“YES!”

“WHO-O-A!”

“YA-A-Y!”

We jumped about like overexcited monkeys, our tiny brains too small to hold our emotions. Katya, who was walking beside us, cut us a look like we’d just escaped from an asylum.

So there it was! Max was on board! Not that it had been particularly difficult, but hey. As I’ve said before, his passion for grown-up ladies would be the ruin of him. But I might as well make good use of it while I could. After all, spending all my time with the stupid punching bag, while everyone else was fighting, really did suck.

We just had to get through the last class, PE, and everything would be great!

The As and Bs were together for this class, which was why we had to put up with Katya’s sneering face.

“What are you looking at, crrreep?” Katya said, striking a pose in her pink PE costume. “It’s not your color, stinkbag. Muh!” She put her tongue out.

“Katya, knock-knock,” I said.

“What? Oh, fine, who’s there?”

“Cook.”

“Cook who?”

“You’re cuckoo all right!”

“Hey, watch it, idiot!”

It was a good thing Theodore wasn’t around. Yes, that’s right! I’d been wondering why I hadn’t seen him. Apparently, he’d gone away somewhere. Which was fine with me.

“Today, children, we’ll be learning to play volleyball using a child-size ball. Line up in order of height! Well done. Now, I want the tallest boy with the tallest girl. Kaiser — Sinitsin. Then Morozov…”

Oh, ma-a-an!

In the end, instead of learning to pass the ball Katya and I spent the whole lesson trying to kill each other with it. Of course, I could have activated psychosis and took her head off with it, but I wasn’t quite that crazy yet.

So I tried to do it without psychosis.

“You!” Throwing back her braid, she jabbed her finger at me, green eyes glaring. “You’re a freak! A freak who can’t even speak properly! Take that!” She threw the ball back at me.

“I’ll be able to speak pwoperly soon!” I said, catching it and throwing it back at her.

“Pwoperly, uh-uh-uh, pwoperly,” she said. “Well, that’ll be a weal tweat for evewyone. Rrrrr!”

I nearly lost it at that point.

It was a good thing it didn’t go on for too much longer. The class ended a minute before we would have had to be physically separated.

“Well done, Morozov! Perfect as always,” the teacher said. “Five points to your pair.”

Naturally, Leonid performed the best, as he did in nearly all classes. He really was smart for his age, and I gathered from the state of his clothes that he wasn’t from a rich family, so he’d probably got a free place here. Which meant he had to work his ass off.

It just went to show… however much bitterness I might feel towards Morozov, he’d truly earned his achievements. And he needed them just to survive — because otherwise he’d just be thrown out of the school.

And if others were working their ass off, what was I doing sitting on mine?

* * *

“Okay, is that all clear?” I asked Maxim.

“Yes!”

We were standing in the front yard of the gym, but around the corner, so as not to be spotted.

I glanced at Max’s butler, who nodded. It turned out that wherever Max went, he was always accompanied by his butler — a large, bald guy with an awesome moustache. He’d listened to the whole plan and was totally not against it.

“Don’t get scared, just run straight at them, yell and start fighting,” I repeated. “It’s a kind of test to prove your worth. You mustn’t give in!”

“Give in? Pfff! I don’t know the meaning of the word! The last time I gave in was… er, er… yesterday, when I was doing my homework.” He put his hand in his pocket and pulled out a knife. “Also, I’ve got this.”

“Where did you get that from?! You’re a genius!” I said, patting him on the shoulder. “Okay, bro, when you’re ready. I’m right behind you!”

It’s no exaggeration to say that Maxim was a freak of nature. With a very determined look on his face, he gave me the thumbs up, put the knife away and headed towards the gym with his sports bag.

Waiting outside were the same three hapless jerks who kept getting it in the balls, the abs, and wherever else. Naturally, they just had to have a go at Max. It was the same old song: ‘Where do you think you’re going, what’re you doing here, where’s your mommy?’ The amazing thing about Max was, he couldn’t give a damn. He had zero fear. Far from panicking at the bullies’ jeers, it was as if he hadn’t even clocked their existence.

“Waaah! Come and get it, scum!” he yelled suddenly, brandishing his knife. “One at a time! I’ll kill you all! I’ll never surrender! Who’s first? Waaah!”

‘Ha-ha, what a champ!’ I thought, admiring my friend. But my delight was short-lived. ‘Hey, Max, hello? You’re not meant to chase after them! You’re meant to come through the door! What are you doing?’

Now it was the thugs’ turn to poop their pants. Maxim had somewhat… deviated from the plan, one might say.

It was at this point that I ran out — along with Crusher.

Maxim had his knife confiscated and was ordered to run twenty laps as a punishment. He’d been warned about that in advance, too, so he ran a full seven before barfing his guts out all over the floor.

I gave him a secret thumbs-up. ‘Brilliant!’

He gave me one back, then his eyes misted over and another portion of whatever he’d eaten flew into a hastily provided bucket.

“What’s your name again?” the trainer in camouflage asked, going up to him. “Smallegsev?”

“Smolen-bleh!”

“You’ve got spirit, kid. And a screw loose. Okay, you can stay. Today, just look around. Tomorrow you can start properly.”

Ha-ha-ha! Yes. Yes! Ye-e-e-es! I’d just gotten myself a sparring partner! Who’s da genius? I’m da genius! Bringing Maxim here was a simple and brilliant solution. We were already bosom buddies, so we should train together too! He was gifted enough, but he wasn’t yet awakened. Which meant that by the time we were thirteen, we’d be two cool mage dudes, strutting our stuff! Yo!

As it happened, I couldn’t go to training the next day — we’d finally found a decent speech therapist, so I went to train my Rs instead.

“Dearie me, that’s quite a severe case you have,” the man said, scratching his head.

“Thanks a lot,” I muttered.

“The ‘w’ has got ingrained. What were your parents thinking of? Tut-tut. This should have been dealt with a long time ago. Why’ve you let it go on so long?”

“Well, you know… what with my twip to Hell and this, that and the other. I just never got wound to it.”

“To Omsk, you mean?... Never mind, we’ll sort it out. It’ll take time, Michael, but it’s fixable. Are you ready?”

“I’m always weady! I’ll show that Katya!”

It was time to embark on a new stage in my life…

It was time to master my Rs.

* * *

A week later

The orphanage

After his regular training session, Leonid Morozov arrived home at the orphanage where he lived with his sister.

Of course, if Leonid Morozov were to let on that he’d awakened so early, the aristocrats would snatch him up in an instant. But even at this age he realized that people like that wouldn’t truly love him. He would always be the bastard, the foster child, the stooge in clan rivalries. No one would take him for any other reason. And there was no guarantee that they’d take his sister at all. The only thing he could be sure of was losing his freedom.

So it was easier just to keep things as they were. Especially as he’d managed to get them a place under the sun, and no one bothered them.

He’d had to grow up early.

Leonid entered their room. Yes, he and sister now had a room of their own as a reward for his medals and the glory he’d brought to the orphanage. So they lived pretty well.

“Leo!” Ksenia cried, happy to see her brother.

Leonid smiled, dropped his bag and hugged his sister. Being twins, they were the same age, but unfortunately Ksenia hadn’t been able to get into the same preschool and school. She went to another one.

In a way it was a good thing, though, because not many kids at the elite school wanted to hang with orphanage children.

“Haven’t you made any friends yet, Leo?” Ksenia asked naively. “I have! The girls at my school say I’m smart and pretty! And that I’m good at drawing! There are five of us. Uh-huh. And… and yesterday we saw a squirrel!”

Leonid smiled warmly. Ksenia was still quite a child — typical for her age. She had no special gifts, and no magic. Leonid seemed to have taken it all. He’d also taken it upon himself to grow up for the pair of them.

“Are you even listening to me?” she said. “Dear me, your head’s still at the gym. You ought to be messing about with friends…”

“I don’t need friends,” he said, adjusting his glasses and taking out his schoolbooks.

“Everyone needs friends! Stop being so grumpy!”

“It’s because I’m so grumpy that people leave us alone,” he mumbled. “Give me a break, Ksenia. I’ve got studying to do.”

“Big dummy…,” she muttered, sitting down in a huff to a coloring task that was exceedingly advanced for her age.

It was true. Leonid had completely immersed himself in sport and studies just lately. And there were reasons for that.

He felt as though he’d been knocked off his perch again.

At first, he’d been very pleased with himself for knocking Kaiser out in sparring. Eager for revenge, he’d been ready to go to any lengths! But when it came down to it, he’d beaten a complete rookie on his first day — plus, Michael had been exhausted after a grueling initiation. What was there to be pleased about? If it came to using magic, Michael would just kill him. Leonid would stand no chance in a REAL battle.

With Michael around, Leonid felt that there was a beast standing behind him. Not chasing him, not hunting him. Just standing there. All the time.

Kaiser kept his true knowledge hidden and didn’t aim for the best grades. His real power had shocked even Leonid, awakened at five years old. And yet, Kaiser had friends, he was well liked… he even seemed to have a girl.

He was also progressing very quickly. In the month that he’d been going to the gym, he’d learned to hold his stance and had trained well with the punching bag. He had great tenacity, too. And now that he’d brought his friend along, he was starting to develop technique, reaction speed and punch placement.

It was time Leonid admitted it…

He was quite simply jealous. Kaiser had strength, but he hadn’t sacrificed everything for its sake.

Leonid wanted to have friends too.

“Ksenia,” he whispered. “How… how do you talk to people?”

His sister looked up. “Mm?”

“I’m tired of being a loner,” Leonid said, sighing deeply. “Just so tired. I’m tired of fighting everyone,” he went on, his lips trembling. “I… I don’t want to be alone anymore.”

* * *

Both trainers came into the hall and told everyone to stop what they were doing. The session was coming to an end in any case, so it wasn’t a big deal. But it was strange. Usually they said, ‘everyone get the hell out’, and we got the hell out. This time was different.

“Well done, everyone, that’ll do for today!” one of the trainers said, clapping his hands. “There’ll be no training tomorrow. You’re all to meet here at four, and we’ll go and lend a helping hand.”

Maxim and I exchanged puzzled glances. Only us, though. Everyone else knew what was meant.

“What’s that all about?” I asked.

“Our gym helps charitable causes,” the trainer replied. “And since, alas, we don’t have much money, and we don’t charge you twerps anything, we give help with our hands. Crusher!”

“Yes?!” Crusher replied, approaching.

“Tomorrow we’re delivering charity supplies to the orphanages. Take everyone. Especially these two knuckleheads,” he said, pointing to me and Max.

“He-e-y…,” we protested feebly.

The trainer thanked everyone for coming, and we went to get changed.

So the gym was involved with charities?! Come to think of it, Grandpa had mentioned it as one of the reasons why the gym had come into existence in the first place. To give help to those who needed it. After all, Grandpa had lived in an orphanage himself.

Awesome! In that case, I was glad to sign up! Doing good deeds was cool. Anyone who did bad stuff was a stupid, stinking moron — everyone knew that. And the next day was the weekend, so we wouldn’t have school.

Another two weeks had passed. There was now one butthead more at the gym, making two of us all told.

I’d learned quite a few interesting things about Maxim too.

Firstly, how good he was at getting on with other people. Actually, it was something I’d noticed since we were in creche together. While I had to make a real effort not to be seen as an upstart, Maxim just won people over naturally. I had no idea how he did it. What kind of magic was it? He had a knack for getting along with everyone. And he used it shamelessly — drinking people’s water, nabbing their jump rope, and so on.

Secondly, he was as dogged as anything. Whenever I got hit in the face or suffered a setback, I’d rack my brain to figure out where I’d gone wrong. If Maxim got hit, he’d say goodbye to his last few brain cells, forget what had happened and try again.

While I progressed in neat, precise steps, Maxim took one step back and two steps forward, grinding away like an off-roader. Different styles, shall we say.

But we both worked hard!

The next day, we were back at the gym, only without our sports bags. It felt strange, like coming to a school party. Not that I’d ever been to a school party.

The sun was shining, softening the snow, and a light frost nipped our noses. Lovely weather.

The trainer in camouflage came out. “Listen here, team!” he shouted. “The public has donated a lot of nice things to charity for the orphanages! Many of you have been raised in those places yourselves, so you know how important it is for the kids! What we’re going to do now is go and help unload it all. Understood?”

“Yes, sir!”

“Then follow me!”

And off we marched… to the trolleybus stop.

“Where are we going, Misha?” Maxim whispered.

“I don’t know,” I whispered back.

His butler and my dad were walking behind us, perplexed. The trainers knew who they were and didn’t mind them being there. They were extra pairs of hands, if it came to it.

“We’re going to catch a trolleybus,” Morozov muttered.

We swung around at him. He was in the worn-out coat and round hat he always wore.

“Trolleybus?” we repeated, confused. “Kind of like Trollface, you mean?”

“Typical aristocrats,” he said, shaking his head.

I’d been in taxis and, er… like, cars. How was I supposed to know that that big thing with the electric poles was called a trolleybus?

“Wow…,” we said, looking around us after boarding.

“Kaiser, Smolentsev, stand up! Always give up your seat to the elderly, the disabled and ladies!”

Raising our heads, we saw a pleasant, smiling woman in her thirties holding bags of shopping. Even though she told us not to worry and to stay where we were, we immediately leaped up.

“Oh, thanks, boys!” she smiled. “You can sit on my lap if you like.”

“YES, PLEASE!” Maxim yelled.

Morozov and I reacted in sync, exchanging glances and then squinting incredulously at Max. Not that he cared. He’d got what he wanted.

We hadn’t gone far, however, when the trolleybus came to a halt.

“Huh? Are we getting out already?” I asked, looking around.

“No, it’s a stop,” Morozov mumbled.

“So we’re getting out, then.”

“Not our stop. It’s for other people. So they can get in and out.”

“And how am I meant to know which is mine?”

“Oh, dear lord…”

It was a strange kind of transport. You traveled by electricity, you paid at the end, and you had no idea when to get off. I was confused.

We eventually arrived five stops later. The trainer paid our fare, and we all got off. Maxim had to be dragged away by force from his lady friend.

First, we saw the delivery trucks, then Orphanage Number Three. Walking around the grounds, we stood by the gates through which the trucks had entered, bringing food and other goodies.

“Good to see you, Lex,” said a driver with a cigarette in his mouth, shaking the trainer’s hand. “And all you guys! Here we are again. Shall we get the party started?”

“Yes, Uncle Misha!” everyone shouted, except for Max and me.

Wow… that feeling of pulling together for a common cause, a common idea. That sense of community. I’d kind of gotten used to it in the last month and a half, but now it struck me all over again.

It was just great! It was a far cry from a lonely trek through hell. It was… life.

I loved life!

We were split into groups. The stronger ones were to carry the heavier crates. We three were instructed to carry whatever we could manage. My dad and the butler, meanwhile, were asked to lug a great big fridge. You should have seen their faces.

“There’ll be a field kitchen at the end!” the trainer shouted after us. “We’ll be having porridge, tea and sandwiches in the fresh air.”

“Porridge?!” Maxim said, sounding surprised. “I haven’t had that since creche!”

“What do you eat then?” Morozov asked.

“Steaks, lobster. All kinds of crap.”

Leonid squinted at him again. He was unusually chatty today — have you noticed? But then we’d never spent much time together before. We usually kept away from each other. Anyway, he seemed to be keeping it civil — which was unlike him.

Fine by me.

We started carrying the crates. We three tykes were given the smallest ones, on account of our being tykes. And while at first we did exactly as we were told, asking no questions, on the second run our asses started itching for a little mischief.

“What’s inside these?” Maxim said in a conspiratorial whisper.

The crates weren’t sealed, so they were easy to open. Here we were carrying all this stuff, working our socks off, and we didn’t even know what was inside! Our childish curiosity got the better of us and… yes, we gave in to temptation.

Once we’d put the boxes down under the canopy from which they’d be picked up, Maxim carefully set about opening them.

“Oh, candies!” we exclaimed.

There were some wafer cookies called ‘Three Mishas’. Was that a reference to me? Shouldn’t I get royalties for that? And why three? There was only one of me, wasn’t there?

“I’m just thinking, Misha,” Maxim said, frowning. “They don’t get to eat this stuff very often, do they? I mean, not whenever they want. If people are donating it to them, that means they can’t buy it themselves.”

“I don’t know,” I muttered.

“No,” Morozov said. “Not very often.”

We looked at him. Rather than looking back, he gazed glumly at the box of candies.

Then Maxim and I looked at each other, and I saw a fire light up in his eyes.

“I know,” he said. “Let’s donate too. Like in Brawl Stars, only in real life! Hang on!” He dug his hand in his pocket and pulled out a couple of barberry candies. “There, I’ve got loads of these, and they really need them! Candies are important. Let them have them. My mom says always share stuff and don’t be a schmuck!”

He placed the candies neatly among the packs in the box.

I looked at him. Then at Morozov. My heart started racing, and a strange feeling came over me.

“But I… but you…,” I stammered. “I’m going to do the same! I’m not a schmuck!”

Plunging my hand into my pocket, I felt for my Caramel Crunches. I never went anywhere without them. They were a kind of lucky charm. I had four candies, so I took out three and put them on top of Maxim’s. Seeing me put in more made him awkward about the size of his own offering, so he delved into his trousers again and scraped out two more candies, one of which flew into the box.

I frowned. Alas, that was as far as I could go. It would just have to be a tie. It wasn’t as if we could give up our last candies — we still had the rest of the day to get through. I couldn’t survive without Caramel Crunches.

It was smart of Maxim, of course. It was no hardship for us, but it was nice for the kids. The heart said it was the right decision, even if it didn’t make much difference. It made us feel better inside.

Now, however, there was something else on our minds.

We looked at Morozov. “Aren’t you going to put anything in?”

He’d been watching all this without bothering to put a single candy in himself! How greedy could you be?

“I don’t have anything,” he replied.

“What do you mean?” We were baffled. “Doesn’t your mom give you candies to take to school?”

“I don’t have a mom.”

“How can you not have a mom? How were you born then? You couldn’t have been born without a mom!”

“Well, I was born somehow…”

“So you must have a…”

“I. Don’t. Have. Parents!” he shouted, staring at us with clenched fists. “I’m an orphan, okay? My sister and I have no one. No one! And we never will! We were abandoned. And I don’t have anything to donate to other children because, believe it or not, I don’t have anything myself!”

Maxim and I just went still. A silence descended, broken only by Leonid’s heavy breathing.

Suddenly, everything fell into place. All the things I’d noticed about Morozov, from the state of his clothes to his character — all of it now made sense. His parents didn’t teach him manners. His dad didn’t buy him new clothes every season. His mom didn’t give him candies.

Because he didn’t have a mom; he didn’t have a dad.

Maxim and I were two little morons who were cut off from reality. Two children.

Morozov stood with clenched fists, breathing heavily after his outburst. He wasn’t about to cry — or at least it didn’t seem that way — but it was clear from his eyes that he felt hurt and ashamed over his confession. Hurt because we wouldn’t understand, and ashamed because it showed weakness.

I looked down at my hand. I had one candy left, which I’d planned to eat with my tea. But…

“Here,” I said, holding it out. “Put mine in, but from you.”

“Yes, and mine!” Maxim said.

We held out the barberry candy and the Caramel Crunch. Our treasure. Our main passion.

“I don’t need your handouts,” Leonid snarled.

“You don’t. But the orphans do! And otherwise…” Maxim now deployed a childish yet highly effective tactic. “Otherwise, I won’t put anything in myself! I’ll throw them away! Yeah. And it’ll be on your conscience!”

I gasped at the sheer outrageousness of what he’d just said. Throw them away? Not put them in?! But then I realized it was just a trick, a ruse. Morozov, on the other hand, failed to see through it. He looked genuinely shocked!

“That’s it, I’m throwing it away!” Maxim began slowly turning his hand around. “The kids’ll get nothing! They’ll be crying! Like mad! Because of you!”

“Okay, okay!” Morozov said, darting up to us. “Are you totally crazy?”

He swiped the candies out of our hands and placed them on top.

Hee-hee. Great stuff.

“Happy now?” He turned around to see our grinning faces. “What are you smiling like idiots for?”

People were pawns… and we were, er… erm… pawn-drivers or something, the hell I know.

Maxim and I exchanged glances. Now our minds were at ease. Now we felt good about ourselves.

Not only that, but Leonid’s revelation had kind of broken down a barrier between us.

I had a good feeling about…

“Okay, let’s go and fetch some more cr…”

Just then, I jerked up my hand. Morozov, who had turned to go, stopped in mid-step, and Maxim froze too. I was listening out. I could hear… movement. Voices.

I thought I could hear the sound of boxes being opened and packets rustling.

Frowning, I told the others to keep quiet and follow me. Guided by my super-hearing, we proceeded along the now thawed ground towards the source of the noise. It was getting louder and clearer. There were people talking. Older boys. Three of them. They seemed rather far from everyone else. Again, the shuffling of boxes, the rustle of candy packets. There was a smell of tobacco.

“There are no cameras here,” Leonid whispered, pointing to the walls.

I looked up. He was right. It was a blind spot.

Reaching the corner, we crouched down and peered around. At first, nothing seemed amiss. Just guys with boxes. Helping, like everyone else.

Then, however, they opened a pack of candies and began brazenly stuffing the contents into their pockets.

“A whole box, all for us,” one of the three murmured.

My breath caught in my chest. What did he mean? What were they doing? This stuff wasn’t theirs…

What was going on?!

They glanced in our direction, but we yanked ourselves back around the corner. They didn’t appear to have seen us.

“It’s Daniel. He’s a junior champion,” Morozov whispered. “He’s an orphan too.”

“And he’s… stealing?” I said in disbelief. “From his own? He… he must know how much that sucks! Why would he do it?! He’s a grown-up!”

“Not everyone wants to be generous and kind.”

Maxim and I looked at each other. We were totally shocked.

Yes, I’d seen death. Yes, I’d killed a man. Yes, I’d journeyed through hell. But this…

I felt something twist inside me. I was deeply disturbed by what I’d seen. Not by the mere fact of stealing, but the idea of stealing something like this.

‘We’ve got to do something,’ I thought, frowning. ‘We’ve got to snitch on them’

Maxim peered around again, then pulled back, frowned and looked up at us with a solemn face. Another ingenious idea had formed in his mind.

“No, this totally sucks. Guys, let’s snitch on these scumbags,” he said.

I raised my brows. “Bro, you won’t believe it, but that’s exactly…”

“Are you crazy?!” Morozov said, turning to us sharply. “That’s the cops you’re talking about! You can’t have anything to do with them! They’ll pin it on us!”

“But these are thieves. Grown-up thieves. Strong. And what should happen to thieves? They should go to jail.”

“Yeah, and get put in the hole,” Max nodded.

“Exactly,” I agreed. “I mean, I don’t know what that means…”

“Me neither.”

Morozov frowned, adjusted his round glasses, and peered around the corner again. He pondered for a moment, then sighed.

“Yeah. We definitely can’t take them out,” he said. “So what do we do?”

“We film them on a phone and turn them in. Even if they don’t get jailed, they’ll be thrown out of the gym.” I took out my phone. “We need evidence. Here, Maxim! You’re closest to the corner.”

He nodded, taking the phone. Then he hit the record button, held the phone out, and… argh! Somehow the gadget flew right out of his hand!

I heard footsteps coming our way.

“Well, lookee here. Seems we’ve got ourselves a rat problem,” someone said.

Leonid’s eyes widened.

“He’s awakened?! This is bad, man. This is really bad!” he said, clenching his fists.

A grown-up, and a mage to boot? We were in DEEP trouble!

Deciding not to mess with fate, not to play the mighty warrior-superhero, I plunged my hand into my pocket, pressed a button and felt a buzz. I moved my finger over the last button and…

“Aaah!” I cried as something suddenly knocked me off my feet from around the corner.

The telekinetic blast took me completely by surprise, making me throw out my hand and let go of the button phone. Oh no… oh, SHIT!

“Scumba-a-a-gs!” Maxim roared, rushing at the youths with his fists raised.

He promptly got a sharp kick to the stomach. “You be quiet!”

Maxim doubled up and fell to his knees, gasping for breath. It was the mage, the awakened one, who had kicked him.

As I was starting to pick myself up, Leonid leaped out, assuming a stance. But when a person is awakened, he doesn’t need to get into a fist fight. Especially a grown-up person with a grown-up core.

A telekinetic wave hurled Morozov against the wall, and he coughed hard as all the air was ejected from his lungs.

Things looked grim indeed. I’d never been in a straight fight with a grown-up mage before!

I looked at my necrotic hand. No, I didn’t have time to soak up energy. What about Maxim’s knife? No, I wouldn’t make it to him in time, and Maxim himself was down for the count, hit in the solar plexus. The amulet against evil? Grandpa had said it’d be ready in another three days!

‘Skunks… slimeballs… … SCUMBAGS! BASTARDS!’

‘You have entered energy-psychosis!’

With a roar, I sped into action.

I didn’t have quite the speed I used to, being much heavier these days, but I was still quick enough to fly up to the first guy and slam my fist into his balls. He doubled up, grimacing, and I drove my knee into his head with a little leap, just as I’d been taught!

Wham. Right in the schnozzle. Take that, you thieving lowlife!

As my hyperfixation shifted to a new target, my speed dropped a little, but I still managed to run over to the second youth and…

Too late.

Daniel put his hand out and knocked me to the ground, pinning me there as if bags of cement had dropped onto my shoulders.

I cried out, thrusting as hard as I could with my knees in an effort to overpower the telekinesis and force myself up, just as I’d done with Morozov. But… it was no use.

This guy was just stronger.

[Adaptation — Telekinesis: 1/3]

I heard something click, then felt a tingling beneath my skin. The weight on my shoulders suddenly eased significantly. I slowly got up, battling the pain.

“What… how can you…,” Daniel muttered, and he redoubled the telekinetic force.

“Mm!” I groaned with pain.

Come on then, idiot, crush me! Attack me with your telekinesis! Force me to adapt! I’ll stick it out until you’re too weak to carry on, until the Swarm reduces your special power to nothing!

I turned a mad, wrath-induced smile on Daniel, whose eyes widened in surprise.

Just then, however, his friend rushed up and kicked me in the stomach.

Yelling in pain, I flew back. The telekinetic grip caught me in mid-flight and flung me with full force against the wall. My adaptation against impact saved me from serious injury — I could feel the damage being neutralized beneath my skin. But it was still a nasty jolt.

I fell. Raising my head, I saw Leonid coming to. Of course!

“The phone!” I shouted, pointing it out to him.

Understanding right away, he grabbed the phone and hurled it towards me. I stretched my hand out to catch it, reached for the button and…

“Not that one, you idiot!” I shouted in frustration just before the smartphone was knocked out of my hands once again.

“What, you’re awakened?” the youth said in surprise. “Holy shit!”

Damn you, Morozov! You’ve got to be kidding me!

I was pinned to the wall again, while Leonid was dealt with by the second youth, who, alas, was quite clearly stronger than a seven-year-old child. Knocking Leonid over, he twisted his arms behind his back and pushed his face into the ground.

Okay…

Time for the plan of last resort.

“Someone he-e-e-el...p” Barely had I opened my mouth to yell when it was clamped shut. Again by telekinesis.

“Ha-ha, I’m too quick for you!” Daniel cried triumphantly.

Now I was panicking. We were one on one. Leonid was out of action, unable to maneuver his hands enough to use telekinesis. I’d been pinned to the ground, and psychosis was still running.

It was a disaster!

I couldn’t yell out. Being pinned down made it impossible to attack. And I couldn’t adapt, because in two minutes the psychosis would run down and I’d die.

I had to do something. I had to think of something. I had to…

Maxim. Clutching his stomach and battling intolerable pain, he walked over to where the button phone lay, fell to his knees beside it and hurled it right at me.

“Nnaagh!” A surge of anger gave me enormous strength for just a second, and I managed to grab hold of the phone in spite of the telekinetic grip!

I clasped it firmly so that it couldn’t be knocked out of my hand. With great difficulty I moved my finger over the call button, and… And…

“Vroom, vroom, vroom! Here comes the catafalque!” sang a low, smoky voice. “Vroom, vroom, vroom!”

We turned in the direction of the voice.

Heading our way was Baron Samedi in his black top hat, doing a little jig as he walked.

“Huh?” Daniel backed away. “Hey, tramp, who the hell are you?”

“Listen, listen, don’t you hear? Your ears have gone awry!” he said, pointing his cane at the sky, then at Daniel. “A whisper in the wind is saying, ‘Today’s the day you die!’”

* * *

News Bulletin on Imperial One

There are reports of strange graffiti appearing all over the city. People are mystified by inscriptions written in ancient languages. ‘It looks like a pizza recipe,’ linguists say. ‘For very ancient pizza. And moonshine’.


Chapter 14

WE ALL FROZE. With my shoulders released from the telekinetic grip, I could at last draw a full breath and straighten myself up. Leonid coughed and raised his head, while Maxim clutched his stomach again and peered at the dark-skinned man.

Meanwhile, our enemies were completely freaked out.

I almost found myself pointing at the Baron. ‘It’s him! It’s really him!’

“Who are you?” Daniel muttered.

“I’m a lover of women, booze and a damn good time. And a patron of kids to boot,” he said, grinning broadly. “Well, fellas, time to start blubbing! For on the count of three… you’re gonna die.”

Opening his left hand, he held it palm upwards, then raised his right hand just above it, curled into a fist.

He stared intently. Smiling.

“One,” he intoned, clapping his fist into his palm.

Immediately, the snow evaporated, the ground began to churn up, and bony hands emerged from beneath the youths and grabbed them by the ankles! Revolting beetles and centipedes began crawling all over their trousers, and some even slipped UNDER them and began scuttling up their legs.

“AAAH!” the boys screeched, trying to brush the horrible creatures off.

But they couldn’t. They were riveted to the spot. It was as if the bony hands didn’t just hold their ankles but also paralyzed part of their bodies.

The thieves had fallen into the clutches of magic from which they couldn’t escape.

Grimacing, Morozov tried to get as far away as possible from the bubbling earth and the centipedes. Was he scared of bugs?

In any case…

I pressed the family alarm button.

Whether the Baron was on our side or just having some fun before gobbling us up, I didn’t care. I’d been given clear instructions, with which I wholeheartedly agreed, to send a signal whenever anything weird or dangerous happened. And that was just what I’d do. There was nothing I liked more than being a snitch.

So I pressed the button and…

And…

And nothing, that’s what. Looking at the phone, I saw the screen flickering and blinking.

‘Well, well, it’s not working. There’s a surprise…,’ I sighed.

It figured, really. Gran’s amulet could be fooled by just about anyone, Grandpa’s wouldn’t be ready for three days, Dad was literally on the other side of a wall, but I couldn’t call out to him, and now the emergency alarm button turned out not to work.

Maybe I was the problem? I mean, if I were a proper, normal child instead of a goblin disguised as a boy, perhaps these protections would work — or perhaps I wouldn’t even need them?

Nah, that was raving nonsense. But it was a worrying trend.

It seemed like there was nothing for it but to put the phone away and watch. It wasn’t as if there was anything I could do.

“Wait, give me a chance to explain!” Daniel cried, waving his hands.

“Give you a chance to explain? How about I just give you an ass-whooping, mm?” the Baron said.

Well… since I didn’t have much of a choice, and I had to pick a side…

“Yeah, give it to them!” I said, waving my hand.

“Yeah, it’ll serve them right!” echoed Maxim, who by now had recovered. Then he whispered to me, “What does it mean?”

“I don’t know…,” I whispered back.

Grinning, the Baron beat his fist against his palm again.

“Two.”

Bursting out of the ground came wooden coffins, upright and open with an impenetrable darkness inside them. It was from that darkness that more bony hands now appeared, grabbing hold of the victims and pulling them inside the coffins with such force that they were powerless to break free.

Un-freaking-believable…

Was this Voodoo? Three claps to shut your enemies up in coffins and bury them alive? Did magic like that actually exist?

I knew, of course, that the Baron was a powerful being even after the loss of Haiti and his flock, but I’d never imagined anything like this.

Could I have a go?

“AAAH! WAIT! STOP!” the boys yelled, but the sound of their voices was somehow muted, evidently to stop outsiders from hearing. “WE WON’T DO IT AGAIN! WE REALLY WON’T!”

“Ha-ha-ha, well of course you won’t!” the Baron laughed. “YOU’RE GONNA BE DEAD!”

“NO-O-O!” they screamed, their faces full of snot and tears. “MOMMY HELP ME, I DON’T WANT TO DIE!”

The Baron raised his hand to give the last clap. After that, I supposed, the coffins would close and sink beneath the ground. The youths would be buried alive. Or perhaps he would just kill them straight away. Hard to say.

But the morons’ hysterical cries… disturbed me. A feeling of unease came over me.

“Well, fellas, what do you say we do with ’em?” the Baron asked.

We turned to him. “Huh?”

“Well, you’re the victims, so you get to decide. What do you say? What do we do with them?”

Frowning, we looked at the slimeballs who’d been beating the crap out of us just moments ago. It was highly unlikely that they’d meant to kill us. At most, they would have given us a thrashing, blackmailed us to keep our mouths shut, perhaps even had some fun humiliating us.

But in the end, they were just thieves, who probably wouldn’t even have gone to jail for pinching a few candies. More important to them was their reputation and the gym.

I was furious at being beaten by them. Never mind that I’d never fought a straight battle with mages before — I didn’t want to lose to lowlifes like them! But leaving aside my childish resentment…

Did they really deserve to die? Wrath said yes, kill the scum! But I wasn’t Wrath.

What did the Sadism Theory say?

“What are the alternatives?” I asked.

“Well, we could torment them a little,” the Baron shrugged.

My eyes lit up. “Oh!”

Maxim and Leonid looked at the Baron with similarly intrigued expressions, as if to say: ‘Oh, really?’ And after the way they’d beaten and tormented us, it did seem only fair to do the same to them — only, heh-heh, with a little extra.

It was karma! Bad people got what they deserved.

“Let’s… torment them, then, yeah?” I asked the others.

“Yeah, oh yeah!” Maxim roared. “Stupid assholes! Let’s chop their balls off, Mister Baron!”

We glanced at Leonid, who cast a long look at Daniel, once his comrade at the gym, then sighed and clenched his fists.

“Yes…,” he muttered. “Let’s.”

The Baron didn’t wait to be asked twice. For a boozy black guy with skeleton make-up, he had a very expressive face in which every emotion was on clear display. I got the feeling that this outcome pleased him much more than killing the culprits would have done.

“Ha… ha-ha! I just knew I was right about you little rascals!” he laughed, removing his fist from his palm. “This is way more fun!”

The coffins immediately crumbled away, and all the nasty little bugs began crawling out of the young guys’ trousers. They heaved sighs of relief.

But their ordeal was far from over.

The Baron thrust his hand into an inside pocket and pulled out three straw dolls and as many needles. Straight away, I noticed the similarity the dolls bore to the boys.

And I knew exactly what it meant.

“Stab away! They won’t be harmed, but the pain…,” he laughed malevolently. “That’s Voodoo, baby!”

He gave us each a doll. While we examined them in amazement, the three thieves looked on in wide-eyed terror.

Taking the needle, I licked my lips, and… stuck it into the doll’s stomach.

“Oww!” Daniel howled, grimacing and doubling up in pain.

Our eyes bulged, and once again a big grin crept over the Baron’s face.

Ha…

Ha-ha…

MUA-HA-HA-HA-HA!

“Now for the balls!” I said, and I jabbed the needle into the doll’s crotch.

Daniel howled again, clutching his groin.

“Ha-ha, in the ass, in the ass!” Maxim shouted, stabbing his doll.

Another of the boys fell to the ground, clasping his butt.

“Yeah, stick it right in his nuts!”

“Ye-a-ah, and in the ass. Mueh-heh-heh!”

“Serves them right. Hee-hee!”

The boys were clutching their groins with one hand and their backsides with the other. It didn’t help them, of course, especially when the needle went half-way in. They regretted having been born when that happened. Meanwhile, Max and I laughed like two crazed goblins.

“Leo, let’s switch!” Maxim and Morozov swapped dolls. “There, take that, dipshit! Steal from orphans, would you? Take that in your scummy ass!”

The three guys were rolling on the ground, groaning with pain. One of them was even crying. At first, Morozov was hesitant to join in with these excesses. But seeing what fun we were having, he carefully stuck the needle into his doll, observed the reaction, and was suitably impressed.

Meanwhile, the Baron was laughing his head off.

“Wait, though, it’s not the same through a doll.” Turning around, I marched quickly up to Daniel and kicked him hard in the butt. “There! That’ll teach you to beat up little kids!”

“Yeah, that’ll teach you!” said Maxim, running up and kicking him in the same place.

Leonid was pretty worked up by now, so he, too, ran up without a word and aimed a firm kick at the magical dude’s behind.

It must have made quite an enchanting spectacle: three tykes in puffer coats wildly kicking the asses of three enormous, blubbering guys.

“Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha!” The Baron was having a fine old time.

Eventually, after giving our victims’ nuts, asses, and in Maxim’s case their stomachs, a sound clobbering, we started to get tired and breathless, and so we moved away, leaving them groaning on the ground. Out of action.

Although we were gasping from exhaustion, we had smiles all over our faces. As for Samedi, he was weeping with laughter.

Vengeance proved sweet indeed.

“Oh-ho-ho! Just look at them squirm!” the Baron said, wiping away a tear. “Well, you gave it to them good and proper, that’s for sure. Okay, better give me those dolls back, or you’ll end up killing them.”

He took the dolls back. It was sad to lose our means of control over those jerks, of course, but he was right that it was better not to trust us with things of that kind.

“Before I go, my fine rapscallions, I have gifts for you.” Reaching into his inside pocket, he pulled out two scrolls and held them out to Morozov and me.

The two of us exchanged bewildered glances, then took the scrolls.

Maxim stood there with puppyish eyes and hope in his heart.

“Whoa, you’re not awakened, are you? What can I give you?” the Baron said, scratching his neck. “Ah, what the hell. Here, take this.”

Taking out a wand with a brown crystal on one end and a blue one on the other, he placed it in Maxim’s eager little hands.

“Touch someone with the blue tip, and it’ll give ’em an electric shock. The brown one’ll make ’em piss and crap themselves.”

“YOU’RE KIDDING!” Maxim yelled, waving the wand about. “Who-o-a!”

“The only thing I ask in return is — be on my side,” the Baron said. “I’m the patron of children. And I like you three guys. I have fun with you. You’re great kids! And when I come the third time, there won’t be any of this sneaking around or other boring shit. I’ll come just as I am! I just want you to know that I’m on your side.”

“But you keep following us around,” Maxim piped up. “And Mom says only perverts do that!”

“Hell, boy!” Samedi said, turning around. “You got a fuck lot to say for a kid with a present in his hand. Shall I take it back?”

Maxim instinctively put his hands to his mouth. And in doing so, the hapless dope managed to poke himself in the eye with the wand. The brown end.

Jeez, Maxim…

“You’re such a jerk…,” Leonid whispered.

On this occasion… I had to agree.

Everyone held their breath, and Maxim’s eyes bulged in terror. But… nothing happened. The Baron just shook his head and said with a sigh:

“It doesn’t work on the holder, just so you know. I knew that’d happen.”

We exhaled, relieved. Emergency over. Of course, the grown-up part of me said that giving something LIKE THAT to a child was highly irresponsible. Especially a child like Maxim. But the other part of me had different ideas:

“Hey, I want one of those, too!” I said, pulling on the Baron’s sleeve.

“Don’t push it, kid. Avarice is an ugly Sin.”

“Meh,” I said sulkily. All the same, I reined myself in. “Why are you doing all this?” I asked. “Following us around, I mean. Is it just to make friends? The honest truth.”

“The honest truth? I’m a lonely old fucker with no family, no home, and no friends,” Baron Samedi began, gazing at the sky with a sad smile. “All I have left is my wife. Well, and one guy who’s kind of a friend, I guess. I’m looking for a place to settle down, so if I find myself a couple of kindred spirits, where’s the harm? The old Gede family’s dead. It’s time a new one took its place.”

What he said seemed to ring true. It tallied with the official story. The Baron had never been presented as an evil character. Unique? Naturally. But evil? Definitely not. On the contrary, he was more known for helping people than for doing wicked things.

I suspected that all this was for the sake of me and my relatives. So that I’d be on the Baron’s side when he came to us. And in all honesty, right now I was genuinely inclined to support him.

Not knowing what to reply, I looked down at my present.

Outwardly, it was a scroll like any other. Like the one that had taught me the Core Theft skill.

Leonid was already poring over his, and judging from his raised eyebrows, he was pretty stunned by whatever was in it. Well, in that case…

I opened my own scroll, glancing at the Baron with my mutated eyes. He looked very smug. He obviously knew how to please children, especially little morons like us. Well, we’d see about that! I was just about grown-up, so it’d take some doing to impress someone like m…

“WHAT, IS THIS MAGIC?!” I yelled. “Who-o-oa!”

Okay, I was impressed. Although, what had I expected?

Anyway, what did it say? Whatever it was, it was written in a very untidy scrawl with tons of mistakes.

‘Skeel: Gede Rhythm, part 1 of 3’

“What kind of imbecile wrote this stuff?” Morozov exclaimed impatiently. “I can’t understand half of…”

I shot a glare at him. The Baron, too, swung around, his eyebrows raised as if to say, ‘Hey, hey, what’s that stink you’re making?’ Leonid caught on quickly and shut up. Clearly, complaints were not welcome.

I couldn’t make head or tail of my scroll either.

‘Swarm, can you correct the errors?’

‘Based on your knowledge of grammar — yes, of course’

The text dissolved and reformed. Aha — now I could read it! So, what was it the Baron had presented me with?

‘In a word, I’m no good at all those fancy teachings, descriptions and shit, so straight down to business.

After all, how does Voodoo work? Everyone does magic via rituals. Except me, that is, because I’m cool as fuck and I’ve got balls of steel. Oh, and I’m a demi-god.

And to get into the right state of mind, priests use… music! Rhythm. Song. Whatever! That state is called a ‘trance’. Not the kind you’re thinking about, but a special stream of consciousness.’

“Aaah!” someone howled.

Turning around, we saw Maxim sitting next to Daniel and prodding him with the electrical tip of his wand. Daniel was groaning, writhing around and generally not having a great time.

Oh, okay. I thought something had happened.

‘In this scroll is a technique for entering a trance the way the Voodoo priests, the Houngans, did. But better! You don’t need music on the outside. You don’t need drums. Your heart will do the singing. I’m giving you one of the secrets of the Gedes — my family.

A trance has three parts: preparation of the body, energy tunneling, and connection with the Loa.

Instructions follow below. It’s a technique that hinges on rhythm. It’ll take practice. But once you get it right, your energy body will feel as clean and pure as your bowels after a bout of diarrhea. Lots of pluses, and not one damn minus.’

I frowned. The description didn’t seem to suggest anything too complicated. Basically, activate a magical seal at every fourth heartbeat. Just keep the rhythm!

But even now I realized that it was baloney.

“How’re you meant to do this in a fight?” I murmured.

“How do warrior mages fight? They just do,” the Baron shrugged.

‘Swarm, have you copied it?’

‘I have’

“Couldn’t I have something else? It’s too hard,” I mumbled, handing the scroll back to the Baron.

“Oh, it’s hard, is it?” he said, bending down.

“Uh-huh…”

“Poor kid….,” he said, puckering his lips. “Well, in that case… maybe you could switch your brain on and get practicing, mm? Screw you, squirt!”

I tutted.

Okay, Plan B. I looked at Morozov.

“What’ve you got?” I asked.

“A curse to put on your enemy. To weaken them, I think.”

“Can I have a look?” I asked, upon which Leonid instinctively hid it away from me. “Oh, come on, just a quick peek!” I persisted. “I’m curious! I’ll let you look at mine.”

After a little more hesitation, he sighed and let me see it.

‘Swarm, get ready to copy’

‘Got it’

I looked at his scroll in the hope of stealing another spell but…

“It’s blank,” I frowned.

“So’s yours,” Morozov said, frowning also.

We looked at the Baron, who shrugged his shoulders mischievously. The swine! He wouldn’t even let me steal anything! All Mom’s teachings were powerless against this guy!

I wanted a weakening curse too! Although it probably wouldn’t have worked, seeing that I couldn’t do spells. Meh, that sucked.

‘Okay, stop,’ I frowned.

Hold it right there. Couldn’t I just…

‘Swarm, at every fourth heartbeat display that seal in the top left corner’

‘Got it’

I listened to my heart. Bub. Bub. Bub. The seal appeared. I activated it. BOOM!

“Holy shit…,” I said, clutching my heart,

The Baron turned to me, his eyes widening.

“Son of a bitch… ALREADY?!” he said in disbelief.

It felt as if my heart had struck an extra beat. It felt as if it had swollen up, as if it had inflated to twice its size! My lungs had grown strangely capacious, causing me to burst out coughing, and my cleansed channels evoked a sensation of cool water circulating through my whole body.

Naturally, the stress made my heart beat faster — *Bub-bub-bub-BOOM*

I gasped.

‘Swarm, report!’

‘Your core is emitting a heartbeat. The pulse cleanses and expands the energy channels and causes stagnant energy to be refreshed’

‘What does that mean?’

‘The flow of energy gives rise to natural interference, which increases resistance to magic. It also improves your general feeling of well-being and your body’s efficiency’

I had the feeling that my lungs could hold more air, that my body was lighter, that tiredness passed more quickly, and in short that I was kickass awesome!

*Bub-bub-bub* — after three beats, the magical seal appeared before my eyes.

*BOOM* — on the fourth, I activated it.

There was a sensation like little stones being washed out of my veins. I was alive. I was breathing. I felt amazing! I’d never felt as good as this in my life. It was as though I’d had new life breathed into me.

“Hey, kid… what’s the secret?” the Baron asked, nonplussed. “You must be some kind of psycho to learn as fast as that.”

“I…”

*Bluh-bluh-bluh* — something was bubbling.

My epic transformation was interrupted by an unexpected and ominous sound. Turning to its source, we saw Maxim now prodding the hapless boys with the brown end of his wand.

And there was a bit of a whiff in the air.

“Hmm…,” the Baron said, scratching his neck. “I’ll be damned. Great call I made there, ha-ha! Okay, I’ll bid you folks goodbye.” Waving, he began slowly sinking into the ground. “Until next time!”

And with a final slurp, the ground swallowed him up. Literally sucked him in.

The three of us gathered together, exchanging looks, and Maxim scratched his neck with his wand. The youths were rolling on the floor holding their stomachs. There were some none too pretty sounds coming from them, to say nothing about the smells.

Taking out my two phones, I noticed that the interference had gone. Evidently, the Baron was a little wary of my family.

A moment later, we heard footsteps coming our way. We quickly hid the presents in our pockets and stood straight, as if butter wouldn’t melt in our mouths.

My father ran up together with Maxim’s butler and the trainer.

They cast their eyes around the curious scene. We stood exchanging furtive glances. Telling them about the Baron would mean telling them about the presents. And although I very well might do so later, right now it served Maxim and Morozov better to keep the whole episode a secret. And so…

We’d do just that.

It would be our little gang’s secret.

“Sir, those thieves have pooped their pants,” Maxim said, pointing to the youths.

“Dad…,” I said, “IT’S TIME YOU CLEANED YOUR EARS!”

“Huh?”

The charity excursion ended on a bright, positive note. A new skill, a new wand, and…

A new friend, it seemed. Two, even.

Plus — justice had been served!

* * *

The day after, I was walking up to the steps to the school, yawning. The last twenty-four hours had been… intense.

I met Maxim on the way. After getting changed, I kissed Mom on the cheek, and my friend and I lumbered wearily towards the classroom.

I just wanted to sleep…

“Aaa-ooo-aaah!” I yawned.

Katya appeared in the corridor. She was yawning on her feet, too, and judging by her disorderly appearance she’d got up all by herself. She looked funny with her hair all messy. It made me want to tease her.

I rather liked school mornings. They were so… animated. I liked the constant flow of people, some full of energy, others still groggy with sleep. There was a sense of life in motion. After all, each one of those people was an individual with his own mind, his own thoughts, his own world outside school!

People were cool. I liked them. There was a time when I would have wiped half of them out — just for the hell of it. Was this me growing up?

Or was I deviating from the path laid down for me?

Morozov was already in the classroom. Just as he always was. How on earth did he manage it?

His seat was close to ours, and so as Maxim and I approached, I glanced at him hesitantly and pondered for a couple of seconds before taking the plunge…

“Hi, Leo,” I said.

“Yeah, hey,” Maxim said.

Looking up, Morozov glanced haltingly at each of us.

Well, Morozov, what’s it to be? It’s now or never. Your last chance to finally crawl out of your cocoon.

“Uh-huh… hi,” he muttered.

Max and I looked at each other. Well, that seemed to be that.

There it was. All hail Baron Samedi? Voodoo as a force for unity? People said it was dark magic. Bad magic. But look how it brought enemies together!

Our classmates exchanged astonished looks, of course, but that was to be expected.

The bell rang, and in came the math teacher.

“You have a test today, children!” she announced. “Open your books!”

“You’ve got to be shitting me…”

“Smolentsev, I’m docking you a grade!”

* * *

It was time for the big recess, which meant lunch. Getting up from our desks, we packed our stuff away, and I could see Morozov getting ready to shoot off when Maxim stopped him in his tracks:

“Leo — let’s go to the dining hall,” he yawned.

“Huh?”

“The di-i-i-ning hall. To eat.”

“Ah… you know what, I’ll probably just…”

“Oh, don’t be such an asshole. Let’s go,” Maxim said, patting him on the back.

Morozov looked hesitantly at our gawking classmates, then at me. What did I have to do with it? I just shrugged and nodded.

After that… the three of us went to the dining hall together.

“What… are they friends now?!”

“After that big fight they had?!”

“Oh no, that means Kaiser will be coming for us, now…”

“I’m scared…”

The whispers started straight away.

“Sorry, Michael, I’m spoiling your reputation,” mumbled Morozov, who was looking down at the floor the whole way. “I think I’d better just go on my…”

“Knock it off,” I said. “I’m used to this crap.”

Awaiting us in the dining hall was the same old interspecies battle for the best pastry and strawberry milkshake. Maxim bemoaned the absence of barberry-flavored latte — the fact that there was no kind of coffee at all made no difference to his thinking.

Under the gazes of our fellow juniors, the three of us sat down at the table and began lazily munching. Everyone else shifted away from us.

“Well, that was quite a day,” I sighed.

“It sure was…,” Max sighed.

“Too right…,” Morozov sighed.

We all sighed again and carried on eating.

We chomped and chewed and slurped our way through our lunch, paying no attention to the stares from around us. That would pass. We were just sitting having our meal… nothing to see here…

“What did your parents say?” I asked Maxim.

“Mom was jealous of my wand. She said it was a cool thing, and I was a good boy for getting it. What about yours?”

“Mine…”

Oh boy.

Where to begin?

* * *

A day earlier

The Kaiser household

“HAVE YOU TRIED CLEANING YOUR EARS, YOU USELESS WASTE OF SPACE?!” Vasilisa yelled.

“He was on the other side of the wall!” Mark protested. “I was a yard or two away!”

“AND WHAT FREAKING USE IS THAT?!”

The two of them were at it again. It was the same every Sunday. Only this time, oddly enough, everyone was siding with the belligerent Vasilisa. Even Mark himself, for that matter.

Meanwhile, Michael was sitting in the living room answering questions.

“What, so that was what he said?” Anna asked.

“Uh-huh,” he said, swinging his legs nonchalantly, not at all as if he’d just told her about an ancient being promising to return. “He said that, like, he’s on our side, and, like, we’re friends. That’s it, really.”

In his hand was a large, bright pearl — the core of an angel. He was squeezing it like an anti-stress ball. It was something he did in his spare time as a way of purifying the core. He did it mechanically, without thinking.

Just then, Mark came back with a huge, cartoonish bump on his head. It was fair enough. He hadn’t even bothered to put up a defense.

He took hold of the scroll.

“You’re right, I can’t read it,” he frowned. “What does it say, son?”

Michael told them about the skill and gave a demonstration. But since he was invisible to magical vision, it was impossible for any of them to form an opinion or even see anything. In their eyes, all he did was burst out coughing.

“We need to do tests,” Mark said, frowning.

“I already know it all,” Michael mumbled.

“Of course you do. But we’ll do some tests all the same. Voodoo magic is unique and far from simple! And what you’ve been given is even more unique — the magic of the Baron’s family, the Gede family, masters of death.”

“Sounds cool to me…,” Misha muttered. “At least someone’s bothering to teach me magic…”

Mark, Vasilisa and Vsevolod all felt a pang of guilt on hearing these words. He had a point. If he’d had magic, he wouldn’t have got beaten up in the first place. He would have managed without the Baron!

“My poor sweet,” Anna said, hugging her son. Then she turned angrily to her family. “Some mages you are! You’re meant to be teaching him! Grandpa, where’s that amulet? Gran, where’s that damn cat and his demon magic? And you…,” she snarled at her husband. “Just wait till I get you on my own. Head of security, my ass… GUARD YOUR SON!”

All the flak being slung Mark’s way was fully deserved — no one questioned that. And yet it was a lousy coincidence that things had turned out the way they had.

“And this guy’s off to the army in a month’s time,” Vasilisa said, waving her arm. “This country’s doomed. Dooooomed!”

“Huh?” Misha looked up in alarm. “The army? Dad, are you going off to war? Are you leaving us? ARE YOU GOING TO GET BLOWN UP AND NEVER RETURN?!” His tender nerves were seized by a childish panic.

“No, son…,” his father said, shaking his head. “We’ve talked about this. I’m going to be training soldiers. I was given extended leave after you went missing, but now that’s coming to an end.”

“Oh yeah,” Misha sighed. “I completely forg…”

Just then, the core in Michael’s hands began to buzz, and the tiny red grain inside it burst out and sank into his skin!

He inhaled deeply, and his eyes opened wide. Vsevolod and Vasilisa stared at him, dumbfounded. They’d seen him devour the essence of the Abyss before, but the reaction they saw in him now was quite new!

He was grinding his teeth, his veins had swollen up, and the pupils of his cherry-red eyes had acquired a vertical shape. Not that it lasted for long — no sooner had he breathed out again than everything started to return to normal.

Except that he breathed out… ash, which made the whole room smell of sulfur.

Eyes bulging, he clutched his chest and stiffened, as if listening to something. Then he turned his gaze to his astonished and frightened family.

“Oh my.”

* * *

Same day, about the same time

The Baron and Nameless were wandering through the streets of night-time New Moscow. Giant glass buildings, a fine bone dragon, and whole crowds of hot-looking girls! This place had something for everyone.

“But how exactly did you plant the material for the necro-hand?” Nameless asked.

“Oh, there was a doctor there. He had schizophrenia or something. A magical split personality. Joker, his name was, or something like that. I can’t quite remember. Anyway, I offered him a vaccine in return for a favor,” the Baron said with a dismissive wave of the hand. “But never mind that. What are your plans?”

“I must say, I like Earth the way it is now,” the tall man nodded. “There’s good food and plenty to do. I have a completely different memory of it… nothing but war, murder, rampant magic, the Witch, the Beast, the Dukes… everyone at each other’s throats. Whole continents getting wiped out and new ones rising. But now it’s like, live and let live. It’s nice. Not everywhere, mind. Europe hasn’t changed. Still addicted to war, just as I remember it.”

“I agree, it’s nice,” the Baron said, whistling at the behinds of some girl students walking past in tight-fitting jeans. “And the stuff they wear… oh man, hold me back! I gotta say, though, the rum’s gone downhill. Back in our day…”

“Back in my day there was no such thing.”

“Yeah, I was forgetting what an old relic you are. Ha! To think I’m younger than you!” he laughed. “By the way, I taught the Kaiser boy to be a conduit. Kind of like I taught you. Hope you don’t mind.”

Nameless stopped and slowly turned towards Baron Samedi, who was sauntering along for all the world as if he hadn’t just handed one of the secrets of Nameless’s power to an unbalanced toddler with delusions of grandeur, a Wrath gene and a thirst for power.

“I beg your pardon?”

“Well, it’s fun! He’s a great kid!”

“I BEG YOUR PARDON?”


Chapter 15

I WAS SITTING with my eyes bulging, trying to make sense of what had just happened. Naturally, everyone was fussing around me and waiting for me to say something. And what else could I say?

“Where did you get that idea, son? What led you to it?” Dad asked.

“Are you sure, Misha?” Gran asked. “Are you ABSOLUTELY sure?”

Was I sure?

‘A particle of the Abyss has lodged itself in your core’

Well, in that case I was sure.

What had happened was the very thing the Swarm had warned me about the first time that I absorbed the Witch’s energy — namely, that with my core and body being as plastic as they were, the core simply adapted to whatever energy was frequently absorbed. Why tie itself in knots processing foreign stuff if it could be generated up front?!

And I’d soaked up a lot of Abyss energy. More than anything else, in fact. Demonic cores, the air in Hell, Wrath. It was all the same kind of energy!

“We need an expert!” Mom said. “Gran!”

“Yes… we do have an expert,” she nodded, just before vanishing through a fire-rimmed portal arch.

“Sweetheart, just try not to be frightened! We’ll sort everything out!” Mom said, scurrying around the apartment. “Here — have one of these!”

Ah, a candy.

I sat on the couch sucking a Caramel Crunch and swinging my legs while everyone ran around trying to figure it all out and decide what to do.

“I want some milk…,” I mumbled. “And another candy.”

“Oh! Here you go!” Mom was so shaken that she’d give me whatever I wanted, and I shamelessly took advantage.

It was cool being a kid.

A short time later, another scarlet flash lit up the room, and Gran re-appeared… with Baal. He was sitting on her shoulder, not as mangy-looking as he had been — and not as teary-eyed either! Still with the same hunched shoulders, though.

“Greemtings, all,” he said in a much livelier voice than before. “And what seems to be the promblem here?”

“There!” Gran said, pointing at me. “We have children turning into demons! It’s a nightmare! He hasn’t even finished school yet!”

“Mm, yes, times have changed, that’s for sure,” Baal said, jumping onto the couch. “The things you see nowadays. GMOs. Burgers. None of it’s good. Stick to natural stuff. And get more air, instead of all these cars. Mm, yes.” He fished a pair of glasses from out of his fur and put them on. “Now then, Michael, lie back and pull up your T-shirt for me. Let’s have a look.”

My whole family nervously surrounded the couch as I lay down and Baal began to listen to my chest. What were the glasses for, exactly?... Oh, well.

“Breathe in…”

I breathed in.

“Breathe out…”

I breathed out.

“Hmm… that explains a lot,” he nodded. “Your belly’s rumbling. I advise you to eat more fiber. Also, a grain of the Abyss has taken root in you. Mm, yes.”

My relatives all gasped cartoonishly. Baal took off his glasses, nodded, and for some reason walked over me before jumping onto the arm of the couch.

Well, that was that. I was done for.

Pack your things, Mom — your son is now a devil.

“And… and what does it mean? How did it even happen?” Mom asked. As was always the way, she and Gran were in way more of a flap than anyone else. “What’s going on? Is someone turning our little Misha into a devil?!”

“We could try taking a look at what the Baron taught him.” Putting his glasses back on, Baal took the scroll and cast his gaze over it, squinting hard. “Hmm… uh-huh, interesting. Yes.” Then he handed it back. “I don’t see anything.”

“Oh for f…”

“However, from what he’s told us, my guess is that Michael has been taught to tunnel energy, and that, combined with the Envy power, is what produced this effect. Which is surprising. The Nameless One went mad from the same sort of thing, whereas Michael here is… well, as you see. We’ll need to do a whole range of experiments. This is a first for me too.”

So there it was.

I spent the whole of the next day being twisted and turned and heaven knows what else. They literally did experiments on me!

And a lot of things became clearer.

Now I could say for sure, for instance, that a grain of demonic essence had sprouted inside me. In my core. It was small, just a baby, but it was there.

And while everyone had long known my core to be plastic, it was clearly the Gede Rhythm, the trance, that had provoked the germination of the Abyss.

We learned from the ‘experiments’ that this skill, this rhythm, didn’t improve my body. Rather, it served to prime it. It turned my body into… a conduit. Of anything. I became a base camp for energy to live and roam in. A favorable habitat!

A conduit and a vessel — that’s what I became when that skill was activated.

And, of course, it just had to happen that I activated the skill while I was also absorbing demonic energy. Naturally. And accordingly…

Being in conduit mode had made it much more likely that the the grain would get embedded in my core.

“What, so my son is now a demon?!” Mom asked.

“Hmm…,” frowned Baal, who had stayed with us the whole time. “Michael, have you learned anything from Wrath?”

“Yes,” I nodded. “Focus.”

“Try to use it.”

Shrugging, I went up to Dad. Abs braced! Wham!

Punching my dad’s abs almost made me dislocate my hand, of course — and that made me mad! Hyperfixation activated, and all objects around me started to vanish. I became like a bull that had just seen a red rag!

Take that! Take that! And that, and that, and that! I kept on hitting and hitting and hitting and hitting!

Biff-whack-wallop-THWACK!

Everything around me had long since ceased to exist, leaving nothing but my goal, my rage, my desire to punch through my father’s abs!

“Okay, stop!” Baal shouted.

I didn’t hear him. Or rather I did, but I didn’t care.

‘Swarm, why aren’t you saying anything about the Apathy Scar?!’

‘Because you’re not causing any damage. The Apathy Scar hasn’t been hit’

This enraged me even further. ‘Raargh! Break though, break through, break through, break...’

“Sto-o-o-op!” Baal yelled, louder this time.

I paid no attention. I kept pounding away, indifferent to the pain in my wrists. I’d turned into a wound-up little devil who’d do anything to smash his way through that concrete wall!

“Michael!” Baal bellowed.

Only at this third intervention was I able to shake off the Hyperfixation and snap out of my frenzy.

“Whoa! That was crazy,” I panted. “I did hear you, but I paid no attention whatsoever!”

“Look at your arms.”

I looked.

My veins had turned red and started to glow.

“Oh my… What?!” I exclaimed.

I’m not kidding! I had gleaming, scarlet veins all the way from my chest to my fingers! Not only that, but my joints and knuckles, which I’d thought must be shattered, didn’t even hurt.

I looked at Baal, frowning.

“There’s a reason why the Sins don’t give their genes to demons,” he sighed. “Genes are meant only for humans, because that way some of their features are blocked. You see, the Sins are afraid of competition.”

I looked at my arms again. As the red veins started to fade, I began to get a sense of what had happened. It felt as though energy had been… accumulating. As though a chunk of the power from each blow had flowed back into my body. Like cashback.

‘That’s right. A percentage of the kinetic energy from each blow went back into your body and gradually mounted up’

“Clearly demonic characteristics,” Baal said, nodding at the veins. “After all, fixation didn’t use to have that effect, did it? But now, it literally makes you stronger. Like a demon, basically.”

‘Not quite accurate. It’s a combination of all things at once. Hyperfixation made you stronger before, too. Now, however, there is a separate part of the core which is responsible for that’

“He hasn’t turned into a demon. But he’s, mm, taken on certain characteristics of the Abyss,” Baal said in conclusion.

My relatives wore confused looks. “And… what does that mean? Where do we go from here?”

“His command of the dialect will change and grow more powerful. He will have greater strength. More intense emotions. Aspects of the Sins will come through. He’ll have to learn to live with the demonic essence inside him,” he shrugged. “You should see this is as a gift, not a sentence, ladies and gentlemen.”

Clenching my fists, I let out a long exhale of cold air, generating steam.

And I sensed… opportunities.

“What if I planted a grain of Heaven in me?” I said. “Seeing as I have such a plastic core and the Gede skill, what if I somehow took in a particle of angelic essence? Or… or Gran’s?!” I added, turning around. “Gran, I could take yours! The Witch’s! I’ve done it before — I made my hands change!”

Everyone exchanged glances. Especially Vasilisa, Mark and Vsevolod.

No, wait! Don’t take it the wrong way! Hear me out — it’s pure genius!

“What if I took your power, Gran?!” I said, my eyes blazing. “I’d channel your energy until it settled inside me, and you wouldn’t have to protect me anymore! Yay! I’d be the one protecting everyone else!” I said, waving my fists. “I’d protect everyone, ha-ha! And if enemies came calling, I’d slice their hands and feet clean off, the lousy scum!”

Everyone gaped and looked at Baal. It took me a second to realize what I’d just said. Whereupon I shut my mouth.

Oops.

No, wait — I’m not mad! I’m not a raging ancient chthonic beast! I can be trusted with immense power.

GIVE ME POWER!

“Yes… and there’s that. He now has a perfect environment for Wrath,” Baal nodded. “Mm, yes. Well, I guess that puts paid to my sick leave…”

* * *

And now back to the present. The dining hall.

“My parents… didn’t get too mad,” I smiled, sitting opposite Max and Leo.

“Well, that’s good,” Max nodded.

I sighed and shook my head, stroking a bracelet with a little yellow pearl.

They hadn’t let me absorb anything else, of course, and I was under strict instructions not to do so. Gran had even threatened me with the belt if I so much as tried!

I was clearly more unbalanced now, so can you imagine adding the essence of the Witch of the Apocalypse to the mix? We-e-ell… perhaps if you gave me a Caramel Crunch. But basically, it was a serious no-no.

On the other hand, while everyone was busy agonizing over all that stuff, Grandpa had got busy! He’d finished the amulets! For the whole family, in fact.

This little pearl was the artefact that he’d spent so long fine-tuning. That evening, he and his wife had taken a night-time stroll through the city to test it out. It had worked twelve times out of twelve, leaving behind seven smashed testicles, three broken jaws, the closure of a night-club and the capture of two sex maniacs, much to Tikhonov’s delight. All that in just five hours with one visit to a lively club and one costume change by Gran into something more revealing.

The difficulty lay in fine-tuning the amulets so that they worked just right. That work had finally been done, and you could stick them anywhere. I had one on my wrist, another around my neck and a third on my ankle.

“It’ll work, Misha, I swear. I guarantee it,” Grandpa had assured me. “Now we won’t need to follow you around. If you’re in danger, we’ll know, and we’ll be right there! But remember, it won’t react to hot-heads in the junior block, or to that Katya of yours. It’ll only activate when there’s REAL danger. It’ll work within reason. So don’t expect us turn up for every little thing.”

In other words, as I understood it, if I got into a fight with my classmates, I was on my own. But if I had a situation like with those older boys the other day, they’d fly to my aid. Those guys had definitely crossed a line.

“Those assholes got kicked out, by the way,” Leonid said, surprising us by speaking first. “Dismissed in disgrace. They were told they’d be… er… what was it… ‘wearing their balls around their necks’ if they were seen around there again.”

“Their balls around their necks?” Max and I repeated this intriguing phrase. I logged it in my brain and resolved to use it in front of my parents at the first opportunity.

“By the way, Leo, mind if I ask you something?” Max couldn’t restrain his curiosity. “No offense, but you could easily have become just as much a nasty son of a bitch as those three. You’re an orphan too. I mean, you’re a bad-tempered son of a bitch…”

“Hey, watch it!”

“But you’re not a thieving son of a bitch! How come they’re such scumbags, and you’re not?”

“Just lucky, I guess,” he shrugged. “I got my brain sorted out in time. At the gym. I realized that being an orphan isn’t an excuse for stealing from your own! That’s just shameful! As for fighting… well, yes, I fight sometimes. It’s the law of the jungle — the strong survive, the weak get eaten. That’s the rule I’ve lived by since I got put in the orphanage,” he shrugged.

“And about your parents,” Maxim went on, unable to resist digging further. “Don’t you even remember them? Sorry if I’m intrud…”

Leonid gave a dismissive wave. “No, I don’t remember them. And do you want to know something? I don’t really want new ones.” He noticed our surprised looks and adjusted his glasses. “Why does everyone want to run away from orphanages? Because they have a bad time there. Poor conditions, crappy food — and forget about candies!”

We gasped.

No candies? How could that be? What was the government thinking about? This was a matter of urgency. Give all children candies right now! And you’d better do as I say, because if you don’t, I’LL EAT OUT YOUR HEAR… Ahem, ahem… oh dear.

“But I awakened early and grew up early, so… we don’t have a bad life! We have our own room, and no one bothers us or robs us,” he said. Then he looked at one of the fancy pastries and sighed. “It’d be nice to have more money, of course… get something nice for my sister. And myself for that matter…”

An awkward silence descended among us. Morozov seemed to have begun rethinking his life since he got his nose broken. It wasn’t surprising, really. We were still kids, still evolving. And evidently the time had come for Leonid to change. He suddenly had a lot to say for himself. You got a sense that he really did feel lonely.

Imagine it. No friends, no one to hang with. Just him on his own.

He had a tough life, that was for sure. How could you live without candies?! Without parents?! I had to feel sorry for him. He didn’t know what he was missing. He didn’t know the love of a mum or a dad. The love of a family. For me, that was the main damn thing in life! I’d take on the whole world and do whatever it took to keep my folks happy!

But he wasn’t even aware of anything like that. It was probably just as well, though. Otherwise, he’d feel even lousier.

It was so, so hard.

What was going through Maxim’s mind? I wondered. He looked rather solemn, too.

“You’re right, we do need money…,” he mumbled.

“Holy moly,” I said, throwing up my hands. “Is that really all you’re thinking about?”

“But what’s the point of feeling bad if we don’t do anything about it? We can’t conjure parents out of thin air, but we can earn money! Take me… I’m tired of raiding Mom’s card for donations on Brawl Stars! I want to spend my own money. You get me? We’re grown-up now!”

“Well, I guess that makes sense… uh-huh,” I nodded.

“Yeah, pretty much grown-up,” Leonid nodded.

My family wasn’t as rich as Maxim’s. We lived just fine, but we weren’t at the level where I could steal money from Mom’s card to buy stuff on Brawl Stars without her noticing.

I wanted to have my own finances! To buy online magical training, and games… and my own computer! And to pay subscriptions so I could do things like watch gory duels. With blood and guts, heh-heh.

“But how can we earn lots of money, Maxim?” I asked.

“Yeah, Maxim, how? We need money!” Leonid said.

Maxim thrust his hand into his inner pocket and fumbled around for a bit before pulling out the wand with the different-colored ends.

“I have a solution!” he declared, placing the wand on the table. “I invite you both to my place for some experiments.”

“Oh, no…”

* * *

I announced to my parents that I’d been invited to someone’s house! And since, alas, the host happened to be Maxim, Mom found the whole idea extremely unpalatable.

Which was why they set me a condition. First, we had to test the amulets! My host might be high-born, or whatever, but these tests had to be done! Gran gathered me up in her arms and flew us to some place in the city center.

Not to beat about the bush, my task was to go up to a random aristocrat and punch him in the nuts. Eventually, I managed it.

“Aaah, bastard!” the guy yelled. “RIGHT, YOU LITTLE MOTHERFUCKER, YOU’RE FOR IT…”

Immediately, I felt the amulets vibrate, and a loud pop sounded behind me. Then — swish! — a whip of red-hot chains blazed between me and the aristocrat, leaving a sizzling scarlet streak on the sidewalk.

Gran had arrived right on cue.

It worked! Ha-ha, it worked! Did this mean I was safe? Had Grandpa actually made a WORKING amulet? I could scarcely believe it!

But… knowing how the amulet was configured to react…

Was this aristocratic dipshit intending to do me serious harm?

“Planning to hurt him, were you, you fetid lump of human waste?” Vasilisa snarled, her hands squeezing the chain. “A little kid? I think it’s way too long since that high-born face of yours got rubbed in shit, you fucked-up piece of aristocratic…”

“Gran, let’s go,” I said, trying to pull her away.

“I’ll break every joint in your lousy body, you shaggy-haired shit-licker!” she roared.

I had a real job getting her away, but we managed to take off before the police arrived.

Hmm… the Witch of the Apocalypse had a screw loose, that was for sure. There was probably a good reason for her living in the forest.

It was a good thing I wasn’t like that. I was a very nice, kind-natured boy. Mom told me so.

In a word, the little amulet test had been a resounding success. Only later did Grandpa confide that the guy had been intending to give me a dislocated jaw at the very least!

We teleported home, and Gran blew her top.

“That sack of scum!” she roared. “Look what money turns people into! Do those lowlifes actually think that they can do whatever they like?! Who brings them up like that?! Assholes!”

“Yeah! Kill those muckerfuggers, kill them all!” I shouted, waving a knife around in the kitchen.

Silence.

My family slowly turned towards me as I carried on slashing at the air with a vicious fury, imagining that I was slicing open that slimeball’s arteries.

Regrettably, they didn’t appreciate this latest addition to my vocabulary and spent half an hour explaining to me what a bad word it was. They even yelled at me.

“Well, what’s the point of having the word if you can’t say it?” I mumbled.

But then…

Maxim’s butler came to collect me. I was allowed to go unaccompanied.

Leonid was already in the car. Wow, he’d actually agreed to come! I’d expected him to duck out of it, but he really did seem to be getting over himself and trying hard to make friends. It was probably the first time he’d been invited to anyone’s house. The same went for me, for that matter.

The gym was closed for cleaning that day, and so, propelled by Maxim’s enthusiasm, we headed straight to his house.

“Where does he live?” Leonid muttered, his face against the window. “I’ll need time to get the bus back.”

“Buses don’t run there,” the driver said calmly.

“How will I get home, then?!” Leonid asked, alarmed. “Taxis are expensive!”

“You’ll be driven home.”

“Ah.”

At last, we arrived.

What did we find? A whopping huge mansion. Morozov and I stared at each other, open-mouthed. We were especially amazed by the illuminated fountain and… the horse.

“What the hell do they need a horse for?” Morozov whispered.

“Search me.”

More money than sense, was my guess…

Maxim came out to meet us himself. In a velvet bathrobe, holding a cup of tea.

“Ooh, look at you, aren’t you a sophisticated little squirt?” I said, pulling a face. “Do you actually live here?!”

“Well, yeah,” he shrugged casually.

Two maids came up to Leonid and me. At first, we didn’t get what they wanted, but then it turned out that they’d come to HELP US OUT OF OUR COATS.

Can you imagine? You didn’t just take your coat off yourself and hang it up before your mom came out and yelled at you for being a slob. It was all done for you!

Holy crap…

The house itself was just enormous. Three floors, a massive fireplace in the living room, soft carpets, sparkling chandeliers — the works.

“Oh, have you got guests, sweetheart?” His mother, a tall brunette in office clothes, was getting ready to go out, a sheaf of papers in her hand. “Hi, Misha!” she said on seeing me. Then she turned to Morozov. “Oh! And who might you be?”

“Leonid…,” he mumbled.

“Lovely to meet you, Leo! I’m Anastasia,” she smiled. Then she went up to her son and quickly kissed him on the forehead. “Well, I’ll be out until the evening. Be good! If you boys get hungry, just order whatever you fancy. Cook’s in today.”

With that, she fluttered away.

What, they had their own cook too?! And to think — yesterday, we’d waited a whole hour for a pizza to be delivered, and it had turned up cold! I wanted to be a sophisticated little squirt too! Where did I sign?

“What does your mom do, Maxim?” Leonid asked.

“She’s the deputy governor. Well, virtually the actual governor!”

“Oh… right…,” Leonid and I murmured together.

“Mom’s a particular kind of mage, something to do with her brain. Numbers, memory, all that stuff. There aren’t many like her. That’s why she got the job.”

Well, that explained a lot. The City of N stood on the border with Asian countries and was literally the biggest city in the eastern part of our Empire. A lot of money flowed this way. And some of it trickled neatly into Maxim’s mouth.

But what about his father?

“My dad took off,” Max said with a dismissive wave. “To America, I think. He got offered a job there and left Mom when she was pregnant. But screw him — we’re the number two people in the whole city, and he’s just a number two!”

It sounded like that guy was as short on luck as he was on basic decency. He’d gone and abandoned his pregnant wife just a few years before she got an enormous promotion. What a schmuck.

Maybe that was why Maxim was such a good and loyal friend. He’d seen a good example of how NOT to behave.

Plus, my hatred of America only increased! Screw you, scum — you won’t be getting your hands on my brilliant mind! I won’t be selling myself for a burger! Or French fries!

After saying goodbye to Maxim’s mom, we took a walk around the mansion.

“What would you like?” Max said. “Just say the word.”

“In that case, I want… half of all your property!” I said, making a smartass face.

“Up yours. How about you, Leo?”

“No thanks…,” Leonid said, looking nervously around at the palatial surroundings. “I don’t want anything.”

“Oh, come on, don’t start all that!” Max said, gesturing with his hand. “We’re friends, and friends share stuff! That’s what Mom says. When you get rich, I’ll come and help myself to your stuff. And I won’t even ask! So come on, help yourself to mine. On credit, kind of thing.”

I don’t know whether it was another of Maxim’s ruses or just an accident, but he’d found exactly the right words. Morozov didn’t like being in anyone’s debt or showing weakness. He thought that if he pounced too eagerly on candies and toys, he’d look like a typical ‘impoverished child’. But ‘on credit’ sounded completely different.

So was Maxim a numbskull, or wasn’t he? I couldn’t figure it out. But again, it was clearly all about upbringing. So much came down to what kind of parents you had! Look at Max, then look at Katya!

When I grew up and had a child, I’d be the best dad ever! We’d eat tons of candies and play cool games!

And beat up douchebags.

“Right then,” Maxim said as we entered his room, which was like half of my entire apartment. “I. Have. A plan! We’re going to make a killing!”

We sat down on the carpet, fantasizing about our soon-to-be riches. I was already picturing myself buying a computer, while Morozov… well, he was picturing Morozov-type stuff.

“To start with, though, we’re going to test the wand on Misha!” Max said, pointing at me.

“Are you crazy?!” I said, snapping out of my blissful imaginings. “Why me?!”

“Because you’re the strongest,” he shrugged. “You never get tired, you’re always fresh, and you heal as quickly as a dog.”

“Well, he’s got a point there,” Leonid muttered.

“Are you guys serious?!”

Like with that compulsion I had as a baby to drink bleach, it’s a fact that if a child has gone quiet somewhere out of sight, you’d better go find him fast. And it was much the same now. We three had stayed out of mischief for a whole week, so it was a sure bet that one of us was currently getting zapped with a taser. By mutual consent.

With a sigh, I got up and waved my hand.

“Fine, whatever. Let’s do it.”

It made sense, really. I was interested to see what happened. I had to be strong and get used to facing hardships! What kind of a grown-up could I claim to be if I was frightened of a little stick?

Maxim got up, fetched the wand and without a moment’s hesitation poked me in the belly with the blue crystal.

*Bzzz*

“Ahh, son of a…!” I clutched my stomach.

A shockwave shot through my body, numbing me all over and making my muscles contract. I bent double, groaning and cursing, but I remained on my feet and fully conscious.

“He didn’t even fall! What’s he made of? How do you feel, guinea pig?”

“I feel shit,” I grunted, grimacing from a range of sensations. “Hit me again.”

The blow hadn’t knocked me down, and Wrath and adrenaline made the pain bearable. I’d started to notice more and more how abnormally resilient I was. When was the last time pain had stopped me doing anything?

Then an idea had popped up in my head…

*Bub-bub-bub* — after three heartbeats, the Gede Rhythm seal flashed up in the corner of my vision. *Boom!* — I activated it.

My heart and core beat in unison, and a purifying wave passed through my body. Ooh, that felt good! It was like the blissful relief you feel after… constipation. Exactly like that. I felt so empty and free, so light and fresh!

Maxim nodded, took aim and poked the wand into my stomach. *Bzzz!*

“Mmm, shi-i-t…,” I groaned, doubling up again.

But even as I was hunched up, I was pondering. Hmm, I thought. Strange. The wand is magical. The energy is magical. And a conduit conducts things, including electricity! Why aren’t those things combining?

How about if…

“Hit me again,” I said, sitting down in the lotus position.

Maxim was starting to regret choosing me. But I was nearly done!

Breathing out, I went into a trance and then straight into meditation. The pores of my skin opened, my channels cleared, and I felt a breeze drifting through me! It felt so cool, so pleasant! Pure energy just blowing about inside me!

Then…

*Bzzz*

“Mmm… Aaah!” I’d been struck from behind.

Maxim had jabbed the wand hard into my skin — and held it there! This time I felt EVERYTHING. This time there could be no playing it cool! I was instantly jolted out of meditation, my pores closed, and I slumped over onto the floor!

Instinctively, I put my hand out to stop myself falling flat on my face. I took a deep breath to keep myself conscious. Then, opening my eyes, I saw…

The fibers on the carpet start to rise.

Yes… yes… yes, ha-ha, damn it, yes!

Shaking my head and gritting my teeth, I sprang up. When they saw me, Maxim and Leo gaped and even backed away. Because what they saw was… throbbing, luminous blue veins all over my body.

‘User, your open pores absorbed the wand’s magic, and the Gede Rhythm enabled it to settle in your body. If the Rhythm is maintained, it will hang around until it’s released’

My breath was vibrating, my muscles were spasming, and my fingers and face kept twitching violently, but I felt… I felt…

“Holy shit, he’s electric!” Maxim yelled. “He’s gonna be an electrician!”

“YEAH, AN ELECTRICIAN!” I yelled.

Power coursed through my body! When I clenched and unclenched my fist, bolts of electricity shot out from my fingers. I felt power! Power! PO-O-O-WER!”

I’d unlocked the secret! I’d combined the two skills!

I was flooded with energy! It roamed around me, lived inside me!

I was a perfect host for magical power!

“I AM A GOD OF MAGIC, WOO-HOO!” I shouted with childish exuberance, then I ran towards the others, — “IT’S YOUR TURN!”

“AAAH!” they screamed, racing away in panic from the ‘Electrician’.

Oh, Baron…

You really shouldn’t have given me that present.

* * *

A few hours later

The Kaiser household

Anna couldn’t sit still. There’s a very good explanation for that. She was a small person, and small people have small nerves. Stress is bad for them! Mark might be as imperturbable as a rock, but Anna and Vasilisa, both being diminutive ladies, found it hard to contain their emotions.

“What if something’s happened?!” she couldn’t help saying.

“Well, then the amulet would activate…,” sighed her husband, who was busy examining his new military uniform.

“What if it just didn’t work?!”

“Your grandfather swears that it would… plus, it’s been tested already… on everyone. Even you.”

“B-but… but… it’s the first time that Misha’s been to anyone’s house! And his first time travelling by himself! We’ve always collected him from everywhere!”

“He’s always wanted to get around on his own.”

“He shouldn’t be allowed! He’s a little boy! And I don’t care if he’s an ancient chthonic beast who’s also just become a demon! He’s my son!”

Anna kept walking to and fro, which was a fatal mistake with Bingus around — any moving object (although actually only Anna) was a fair target in his eyes.

*Waaah!* — with an infernal cry, he leaped at her legs.

Screeches and howls ensued, and like every evening, the poor woman found herself in a fight for survival. Maybe it was for the best, however. Maybe Bingus knew something. Maybe he was more than just a freak with as much in the way of brains as a frozen chicken? Maybe he was purposely distracting Anna so that she didn't worry so much?

Maybe, in fact, that weird little cat… was a rational being?

It wasn’t likely though. In truth, he was just a product of pure chaos, the agent of its will. And he was freaky-looking to boot. But he was still much loved.

*Ding-dong* — the doorbell went.

Anna ran into the hallway and opened the door. There stood Misha — safe and sound, and with all his limbs still intact!

There was a twist, though.

His hair was standing on end, his face was covered in soot, and his face was as white as a sheet.

“Sweetheart, what happened?!”

“Oh, nothing!” he said, waving his hand as he came in. “My attempt to become a conduit of Diarrhea Energy failed. I spent a whole hour on the toilet…”

“Er… what?”

He looked as though he’d just come back from the war.

What on earth had they been doing?

* * *

A little later, after Vasilisa remembered her great-grandson’s request

There was a real commotion in the Celestial Plane. Even though time here flowed exactly as it did on Earth on account of Order, the commotion never seemed to come to an end.

“Out of the question!” Temperance cried, pointing to the defendant. “He has no right to be here! Anyone who has been banished for Avarice is bound to the Abyss for all eternity!”

Some of the high-ranked celestial spirits who had been invited to the trial voiced their support for the enormous winged figure with his arms held tightly against his body.

But others had different ideas…

“But he says he’s redeemed his Sin!” Kindness argued. “What kind of people would we be if we drove him back?!”

She was supported by the other half.

Yes, Heaven was the realm of Virtues and virtuous beings. Sinners were barred from here. It was truly an idyllic place where disputes occurred perhaps once every ten years — and even then only minor ones.

Now, however, the whole system had been thrown into disarray. There was now someone in Heaven who literally couldn’t be there. Period.

It was time to put an end to the controversy.

It was time to let the judge have her say.

“Silence!” Justice raised her hand.

Everyone dutifully fell silent. They were in her Kingdom, after all, and it was she who ruled here. She had the final say in any trial. The word of Justice prevailed.

“To start with, we can’t send him to the Abyss. There’s just no way. There’s no Sin in him — he’s been purified. Like it or not, there’s not a single reason for us to banish him!”

Temperance heaved a prolonged sigh, while big-eyed Kindness smiled a broad, satisfied smile.

“But! I agree that this is an egregious precedent. We must investigate this matter!” Justice went on, raising her voice. “There appears to be someone or something with no regard for the established order making decisions about who will dwell in the Abyss, and who in Heaven!” she said, clenching her fist. “It’s intolerable! Only Heaven should decide which souls it does and doesn’t want to see in its midst!”

The poor fellow caught in the middle of this rumpus was getting seriously worried now. He didn’t want to go to Hell. He was even prepared to give up swearing and start behaving more respectably!

Anything but go back there.

He didn’t want to suffer anymore.

He believed that he really had atoned for his sin and that he had a right to be here. So the sharp glance from Justice made him shudder.

“Soul. You will tell all. You will explain to us how this came about!” Justice commanded in her bugle-like voice.

The soul, known as Toad to his friend, clenched his fists.

Slowly rising from his knees, he pursed his lips, then blew out a long breath, gathering all his courage.

“No,” he said. “I won’t tell you.”

“You must!”

“What are you going to do? Kill me? Banish me to Hell? No! Send me back, if you like, or destroy me! But whatever you do…,” he said, clenching his fist, “I won’t inform on my friend! After hundreds of years, I’ve finally given up being a scumbag!”

Everyone gasped in shock. He dared to contradict Justice herself?! It was unheard of!

There was uproar.

It was Kindness who gasped loudest of all on hearing this exchange, even clasping her hands to her mouth, her eyes wide with astonishment. Then she tried to put on a cross face and stared very hard at Justice.

“This Soul belongs to my Kingdom!” she declared. “I won’t allow him to be banished!”

“Don’t you dare interfere in the court’s business, Sister!” Justice snapped. “The rules are the same for everyone! There can be no falsehood in Heaven! If he wants to stay, then he must…”

Just then… something happened that no one had seen coming.

Pouf! A flash erupted in the middle of the court. Almost everyone had to shield their eyes, so dazzling was the figure that materialized from the blazing particles.

But the light dimmed, and where the flash had been there now stood… an angel with a female appearance. Her body was coated in silvery steel feathers, her hair white, her skin pale, and her eyes shone with a bright, ethereal hue. A Supreme Warrior. A Celestial Spear. One to whom all looked up, whom all admired. One of a squadron that had vanished forever in the Abyss.

An angel… who was supposed to be dead.

Opening her eyes, the girl gave a sharp intake of breath and clutched her breast, darting nervous glances in all directions. Once her eyes had got accustomed to the light, however…

She saw the shocked faces of the Virtues.

“He brought me back… he brought me back…,” she whispered in disbelief. “The boy in the beast mask… he brought me back…”


Chapter 16

* * *

One month later

The director’s office. Again

THERE WERE TWO PEOPLE in the room: a middle-aged but still good-looking woman in a smart red suit and a tall, broad-shouldered, handsome man in military uniform. Blue-eyed and dark-haired, with a chiseled jaw and alluring eyes. Mark Kaiser.

And although it looked like the start of a dubious movie, every time Mark ended up here it was for a different reason — like the latest chapter in a dubious novel.

“Oh, so I have the honor of addressing an officer now, do I?” the director asked. “Congratulations!”

“Not yet. First, I have a year of training,” he said, adjusting the collar of his dark-blue uniform. “Don’t worry, it won’t get in the way of work. I’ve been given special arrangements. Anyway, what did you want to see me about? Let me tell you straight away — my son didn’t do anything.” He crossed his arms over his chest.

“I haven’t even said anything yet,” the director sighed. Then she held out some kind of brochure. “There. Take a look.”

It was indeed a brochure — not printed, however, but handwritten and decorated with colored pencils.

‘The Voodoo Boys.

We can help you if:

— you have homework to do but can’t be bothered.

— you’re being bullied (the service does not cover bullying by senior kids).

— you really want someone to have diarrhea.

Call the Voodoo Boys today!’

It was written in very neat, even handwriting, clearly not that of a child. And drawn below it were three little skulls with a black top hat — these obviously had been done by a child. Plus, there were flowers around the edges.

“And what might this be?” Mark asked.

“That’s what I wanted to ask you, Mr. Kaiser! It appears that your son and his little gang are selling services! They promise to deal with bullies, do your homework and — note this — give kids diarrhea, all for money! What exactly am I supposed to make of this?”

A look of shocked realization came over Mark’s face.

Aha! So that was why Michael had been so quiet this last week! And that was how he’d got that cool toy pistol with the plastic bullets.

It was also becoming clear why Misha looked so pleased with himself and why he kept saying that he was a proper grown-up. And that he’d soon be a millionaire and help the family.

“But madam director, don’t you yourself promote the school and preschool as a platform for the development of future geniuses?” he said, raising his brow. “Are you saying we should strangle entrepreneurial spirit at birth? They’re earning money in first grade! We ought to be congratulating them…”

“Not when it involves giving people diarrhea! How do they do that anyway? I can understand doing people’s homework for money, even offering protection. But THAT? They’re terrorizing the whole year group!”

“Oh, come now. Surely little kids aren’t capable of something like that?”

“Yes, they are! Because they’re three big, strong boys who’ve been doing combat sports since they started school!”

Mark sighed. He couldn’t speak for the others, but Misha would be capable of terrorizing even the senior classes if he so desired. Mark suspected that if you forbade Michael to become an immortal deity, he’d become one on principle. In the space of a month.

“No, I’m afraid I’m going to have to intervene!” the director said. “As for you, Mark, I urge you to have a serious chat with your son, because believe me, if this school gets shut down and we all die in poverty on the streets, it’ll all be down to him!”

* * *

We were standing in the director’s office. Damn it, I’d been hauled in again! These days I seemed to end up either in jail or in this office at least once a month.

“What’s this?” she said, pointing to the brochure.

“Never seen it before,” we answered, turning away.

“Don’t lie! I know that this is your handwriting, Kaiser. Only you write like this. You’ve been writing since you were one year old. You think it doesn’t show?”

I tutted. Damn it, Maxim, I told you! I told you it shouldn’t be me who writes it! But no-o-o, our business genius insisted that good handwriting would attract more customers. Instead of which it had led the authorities right to us!

I must say, though, I was pretty proud of that brochure. I should add that it was I who thought of the name, too. Voodoo Boys. As for the drawings, those had been done by Leo’s sister.

It was a perfect business plan, damn it!

“I can understand these two,” the director sighed, pouring herself a cognac and nodding at Maxim at me. “They’ve been causing trouble since preschool. But you, Morozov. Up to now all you’ve ever done is get into fights — at least that’s predictable! How’ve you managed to get yourself involved in all…”

“You don’t understand, Miss!” Maxim cut in animatedly. “It’s a hustle! We’re hustlers! Kids need protection, and we’re… we’re a real-life protection agency! Yeah! Just like Misha’s dad!”

“What children don’t need is diarrhea and help in cheating on their homework! Added to which, for every protected child there’s another with cuts and bruises, and that’s just not on. No, it’s absolutely unacceptable. I appreciate your enthusiasm, but not at the expense of the public health inspector being called in.”

“Well, you can’t expel us anyway,” Maxim mumbled. “Misha and Leo are awakened, and my mom is virtually the governor…”

The director stared at him. He’d touched a nerve.

“Is that so?” she said. “Fine, well in that case I’ll tell our friends at the police, and they’ll put you all in jail… for twenty years. Because it’s illegal to give someone diarrhea!”

“NO-O-O-O!” Now we sat down. “I don’t wanna go to jail!”

“Well in that case you’d better stop your so-called ‘hustles’! And I’m not joking, either. My patience is wearing thin. That’s all — you’re dismissed.”

Terrified by the prospect of twenty years in jail, we found nothing more to say and silently left the office.

We all heaved rueful sighs.

“Oh, man — it was all going so well…,” Maxim sighed.

“I wanted to buy my sister a phone…,” Leo sighed.

“I’ve been looking at apartments in the city center…,” I sighed.

And heaving a final sigh, the three of us headed off to class.

Well, there it was.

A month had passed since the visit to Maxim’s house. I was quietly getting on with things: training, probing my powers, and learning to control outbursts of Sadism.

And I was making serious dough! Or rather… I had been.

During that time, we’d carried out a good few… experiments, you might say, leading to a number of discoveries. Firstly, diarrhea energy was a myth. Secondly, the wand sometimes ran out of power, but on the other hand it was self-recharging. Thirdly — and this was key — it was capable of bewitching water, infusing it with its properties. Yep — imagine that! If you dipped the electrical tip in water for a few hours, the water would be electrified!

And yes, I guess it’s pretty obvious how we managed to bring about such an epidemic of diarrhea. A diluted curse slipped into someone’s juice turned out to be a highly popular service among kids who bore a grudge!

We shared whatever we earned, and to increase our incomings we decided to add another two services. With the Swarm’s help, I could do people’s homework in a flash, while Morozov’s reputation enabled us to put the fear of God into bullies.

And there were plenty of those! I was shocked to discover just how many little shitbags, if you’ll pardon the expression, there were in this place. And I’m not talking about the roughnecks who got into the school on free places. With them it was understandable. I’m talking about aristocrats! Seriously, how did they get so out of control?!

Not that we were complaining — they were keeping us in employment.

“How much have you got left, guys?” Max asked, taking out his wallet. “I’ve got seven hundred rubles…”

“Three thousand five hundred,” Leonid said. Noticing our astounded looks, he added, “What’s there to spend it on? I’ve bought all the stuff I really needed. And, well, I knew that we’d get shut down eventually, so I kept some by.”

The more we hung out together, the more we realized that Leo was an ordinary kid just like us. He had one or two peculiarities, of course, being from an orphanage, but he liked playing video games, for instance, and he shared our earnest opinion that girls were dumb.

All in all, he was surprisingly normal. But since we were literally his first and only friends, dragging him into reckless ventures was an easy task. Did we take advantage of that, you ask. Pffff! Come on! What do you take us for?!

Of course we did.

“Er… two trillion!” I said, striking a moronic pose.

“So you’ve spent it all.”

“Yes…”

Dear me, what a lot of absolute shit I’d spent it on! In-app purchases on phone games, tons of candy at ridiculous prices, one subscription to a duel streaming service and one subscription to a ‘pirate copy of the Library’, which naturally turned out to be a big con, and I got fleeced like a prize sucker.

But you know… I felt so proud of myself. Proud that I was a first-grader already earning my way in the world instead of tapping my parents for cash!

Maxim’s house had shown me that being rich was cool. It really was. And a life of comfort wasn’t necessarily a shitty thing! I wanted to be rich. I wanted lots of money! And I wanted to earn it myself and help my family…

That was now my goal.

We needed a new hustle. We’d have to abandon the homework service, but something else was needed.

It was essential for me to keep earning. There were still characters I hadn’t bought in my phone games, there were still candies I hadn’t tried, and we were still living in an apartment instead of a mansion. Argh!

“Ha-ha, did you guys get shut down?” came a spiteful voice from behind us. “Oh, what a pity! Who’d have thought those stupid brochures of yours would give you away?!”

“If you hadn’t been putting it around everywhere that we were beating people up and poisoning people, we wouldn’t have got found out so quickly!” I growled at her. Then I noticed something in her hands. “What’s that?”

She was standing outside our classroom with three daisies in her hands. She smirked, as if she’d been waiting for me to ask.

“Nothing…,” she said, adjusting her silky, golden braid. “A boy gave them to me… not for the first time… and not the first boy, either. A third-grader. Grown-up already. He told me he liked me. Yeah-yeah-yeah!” she added with her trademark refrain. “Oh, it’s hard being popular…”

“He gave them to you?” I said, pulling a face. “What is he, deaf or something?”

“No, it’s just that I’m so pretty!” She tossed her braid back histrionically. “You wouldn’t understand. All you know about is fighting and making trouble. You’re horrrrible! And you can’t speak properly. Ha-ha, what a jerk!”

A dark-haired girl who was evidently a friend of Katya’s frowned at these last comments, whispering:

“Actually… I wouldn’t say Misha’s horrib…”

Her eyes widening, Katya abruptly swung round and stuffed one of the daisies in the girl’s mouth, making her cough and splutter.

Jeez… how did she have any friends at all?

“You can stuff your flowers up your ass,” I said, waving a hand at her. “And get this. Rrrr. Can’t speak properly, can’t I? Ha, now try teasing me!”

“Ooh, Misha, aren’t you amazing!” she said in a sugary voice, clasping her hands together and batting her eyelashes. “It only took you two years to learn to say your Rs! I always said what a CAPABLE boy you were. Yeah-yeah-yeah!” Then she dropped the sweet girl act, adding: “Is that what you wanted to hear?! Screw you!”

With that, she turned around, looked with a sigh at the remaining two flowers, then threw them into a trash can as she entered the classroom.

This was crazy! It bugged Katya when I couldn’t say my Rs, and it bugged her when I could. I was starting to suspect that there was more to this than just my Rs. I had a hunch there was something else.

There were two things that could be said for sure about Katya: firstly, she was a stupid horrible mean little stinker, and secondly, she was a popular girl. So the business with the flowers might actually be true.

I sighed, and the three of us filed into the classroom after her. We had an etiquette class.

“Hello, children!” smiled the dark-haired teacher in the sumptuous dress and stylish little hat.

In truth, these classes didn’t come around very often. Vivienne was a big fish, after all, and she was often out of town. Just fire her, for God’s sake! And throw her in jail… for a thousand years.

Anyway, that was why the A and B classes were always combined for etiquette lessons.

As I entered the classroom, I understood right away that problems were in store. I knew that look of hers.

Or maybe I’d get away with it? Please, please…

“Hi, Misha!” She’d been waiting for me to walk past.

I hadn’t got away with it.

Stepping up to me, she adjusted my collar and bent down to my ear.

“Stay behind after class. I have something to show you,” she whispered.

I felt the cannibal woman’s hot breath on my ear, and my nose tingled at the sweet aroma of her perfume. Brrrr! For some reason, a shiver went down my spine.

I looked at her, and she winked back. What could it be? What was she planning to show me?

“Oh, so now you’re kissing, too!” Katya said crossly.

“Ha-ha, well no, not in front of everyone, Sinitsin!” Vivienne laughed. “I’d be locked up!”

“Huh? Hey!”

“Sit down. Class is starting.”

* * *

I spent the whole class lost in thought. What was about to happen? What did Vivienne want to show me, and why did we have to be alone for her to do it? Everyone knew we had a special connection, and I was her favorite. It was obvious, and she didn’t even try to hide it. But she’d never been so blatant about getting me on my own.

Eventually, the bell sounded, and everyone made to leave. Me included. But a look from Vivienne told me that she hadn’t been kidding.

I’d have to stay.

“What are you waiting for, Kaiser?!” Katya said when everyone else had left. “What are you two planning to do in here?! Hey! HEY!”

Vivienne just sighed and shut the door in her face.

I gulped. Smiling nonchalantly, she sat down on a desk with one leg crossed over the other. She always did that.

She had bare legs today — no tights or stockings. That was rare.

“Come sit?” she asked, patting her knees.

“I’ll pass…”

“Come, Misha, it’ll be the other way around when you grow up. Take your chance while it’s there!” she laughed. “Oh well, as you please.”

“What do you want?” I muttered.

“Lust sends her greetings and says she’d like a word.”

“…”

Who said Vivienne was a good egg, really? That I was too severe with her? That it was time I forgave her?

My heart raced, Wrath hungered for blood, and my butt clenched, because my experience of the Abyss and demons hadn’t been the sweetest.

‘Come on, amulet, work!’ I thought, shaking the hand with the bracelet. ‘Work, you swine!’

No reaction whatsoever! Well, that figured! GODDAMN IT!

Okay, Plan B. Pulling out my phone, I backed away and showed it to Vivienne.

“Another word, and I’ll call Gran!” I cried.

“Go ahead,” she shrugged. “I haven’t seen the Witch for a while. She and I could catch up.”

“Huh? I don’t get it. You should be scared!”

“Ha-ha-ha, okay, I’m scared!” she laughed. “Why do you always see me in such a bad light? I’ve done nothing but help you for over a year now.”

“You eat people!”

“And you eat demons. Do you think they don’t have feelings?” she smirked. “All I’m going to do is set up the call. I can’t even think of harming you because of the contract, remember? Don’t frown so much — you’ll get wrinkles.”

I looked at her. How old was she, anyway? Thirty? A hundred? Her face was smooth, her skin like velvet. Was that because she always smiled? No, it couldn’t be. Vasilisa looked the same, and she hardly ever smiled.

Once again, this woman was lying to me!

“But what’s it all in aid of?” I mumbled.

“As to what she wants, figure that out for yourself. As for me, having the new ruler of Alushanira in my debt makes for good business!”

So, Lust was now the ruler of Alushanira, too. Great! Although… maybe she’d be in my debt too? There had to be a lot of cool stuff in a place like that. And Mom said you could never have too much cool stuff.

I sighed, pondered for a moment, glanced at my watch and decided not to waste any more precious break time.

“Okay,” I said, deciding. “But I’m going to text Dad!”

“Be my guest,” she said, gesturing with her hand. Then she slid down from the desk and came up to me.

I typed a text telling Dad everything, then looked again at Vivienne, who was waiting patiently.

Cripes. Now what was going to happen?

Okay, I thought. Here goes nothing. Grandpa, if the amulet is misreading this… I’ll stay in the Abyss forever! On purpose! And you’ll all be crying!

At Vivienne’s request I sat down in the lotus position and closed my eyes. Standing behind me, she gently touched my head, and I began to feel as though I was plummeting down and down.

‘What’s happening? Are we teleporting?’

‘No’

All sounds died away, then new ones were heard, and colors and shapes displaced the darkness until finally a scene had painted itself around me.

It was a vast hall with huge windows looking out onto the city and the fiery plains that lay beyond it. Brightly colored velvet cushions and heaps of treasure were scattered all around. And at one end of the hall, where the cushions and gold were piled higher than anywhere else, a slender, long-legged, large-bosomed, white-haired woman with cherry-red eyes sat on a throne.

She was the Sin of Lust. In the flesh. A being who held sway over billions. And she wanted an audience with me.

I looked down at my hands. They looked semi-transparent and kept flickering, as though I was a hologram.

“You,” the woman snarled in her melodic, penetrating voice. “You little brat! Do you have any idea how long I’ve been chasing after you — an invisible baby?! Why, oh why, out of all the billions of available people, did you have to get yourself reborn in an INVISIBLE body?!”

“Hmm…,” I said, scratching my chin. “Nah, I don’t like you. Vivienne, cut the connec…”

“STOP!” she cried, leaping up. “W-wait! Just wait.”

I puckered my brows.

“Mom always tells me not to talk to strangers. Especially naked women. Put some clothes on, for God’s sake!”

“My body is my strength. If you were older, you’d be lying at my feet drooling by now!” She slid her hand upwards along her smooth, flat belly and touched one of her breasts.

“Eww.”

“What do you mean, ‘eww’?!” she said, stamping her foot. “Argh! Okay, kid, listen up. I have a proposal for you. Agree to be a normal Duke, and I’ll help you.”

I raised a brow, indicating that I didn’t quite understand. She tutted and cast her eyes around the hall; then, accepting defeat, she relaxed and sighed.

“I still want a Duke. I want to brag about him, rub the other Sins’ noses in it. And since it’s virtually impossible to take the Gene off you, I’m proposing that you become the Duke in the NORMAL way. By which I mean through my help and your development! Give me something to brag about! I’m a simple woman!”

“But why do you need all this?”

“Why did your parents have you? Why does anyone have children? Well, that’s why Sins need Dukes. To bear their will, to be their continuation, to glorify their ancestors!”

“My parents had me to love me and feed me tasty things!”

“Maybe you could feed me your tasty thing?” she said, winking.

“Huh?”

“Nothing, carry on.”

“Why would I want to work with you?” I went on. “Getting involved with demons is more trouble than it’s worth.”

“Oh, how very proper you are all of a sudden! Funny, I don’t see you rushing to give up your two Genes and the Envy power!” she smirked. “You like power, right? You want to be a mighty being like you were before? In that case, tell me, how many people have you made slaves of Lust? How many people are prepared to die for you?”

“Er… well…”

“Have you ever taken control of other people’s bodies? Made them jump off roofs or at least give up fighting you? Do people tremble at the sound of your voice? Do you turn your enemies into impotent dolls? Is there ANY aspect of the Lust power that you know how to use?”

“Well… erm… er…” I grew flustered. “I smell nice…”

“Oho, you mean… mmm… perfume power?! Wow, gee whizz, what progress!” she said, clapping her hands. “My dear boy, you could be making your own clones by now!”

Clones? Really?

I felt embarrassed and, I’ll admit, a little ashamed. I’d had the Lust gene for — what? — over two years now, and the best I had to show for it was that my hair grew quickly and I gave off a pleasant aroma. Nothing more.

“Whatever you might say, I know that you want to use me…,” I muttered.

“Of course I do. The Duke bears the will, and the will strengthens the Sin. More lust for the Lust throne, ha-ha!” she said with a loud, cartoonish laugh.

Frowning, I began to think what was in it for me. Did I even need that power? Did I hell! I could get by just fine without it! Especially as it was all to do with naked women — eww!

But then I remembered our first meeting. I remembered why we’d ended up having this conversation.

And that settled it.

“You… know who I was,” I said. “You remember me! You recognized me! Tell me who I am!”

“Pff, that’s easy! You were called…” — then she broke off, grinning. “Actually, scratch that. Maybe I’d tell the Duke, but some random little pipsqueak? Meh, I don’t think so. I’m Lust, not some free-for-all. A quick handie’s the best I can do,” she said, pumping her fist.

“Bitch!” I cried, pointing at her.

“Oh yeah, that’s me all right!” She bent over and shook her backside teasingly. “I can get spicier, if you like, my dear. Care to spank me?”

Grrr. She was taunting me! She had me in her trap! She really did know who I was, and she really could tell me! I was pretty certain from her reaction last time that she wasn’t making it up.

Goddamn it! I didn’t want to work with this woman! But…

Heck, would I really be able to control my enemies’ bodies? Like… literally make them jump off roofs?

“Oh God…,” I said, rubbing the bridge of my nose. “Okay, I agree. What next?"

“There’s no God, my sweet. He was killed,” she smiled. “No contracts, just an agreement. Understand that you need this too, and I’m making this offer for the first and last time. Vivienne will be our go-between. But for now…,” she concluded with an elegant bow, “Have fun, Duke.”

Everything around me suddenly rippled, the connection was broken, and I felt as though I was being yanked out of that space.

I gasped, then swallowed, then blinked. I was back in the classroom, back among desks. Everything was the same as before.

My audience with Lust had ended.

“Whew,” I said, letting out a breath.

“Well, did you have a good talk?” Vivienne smiled.

“As if you weren’t listening in,” I mumbled, rising to my feet. “What I don’t get is, what’s in it for you? Have you got nothing better to do? What do you want from me? Eat some other kid. You could try Katya’s brains, for instance — it’s not like they’re being used for anything! Why me?”

“Do you know what demons call enemies that don’t hide?” Walking around from behind me, she grinned, exposing her fangs. “Food. And I’m not talking about meat.”

I gulped.

“For a boy to grow into a strong man, he’s got to eat well! Asmodea will help with that. If anyone’s capable of eating people, it’s Lust,” she said, pinching my cheek. “Now run along. The bell will ring soon.”

“I still don’t get why you’re doing all this.”

“Women defy understanding,” she said, spreading her arms.

“For the first time ever, I agree with you,” I muttered.

Vivienne laughed heartily and click-clacked away to her desk, signaling that our meeting was at an end. Since I couldn’t think of anything else to say, I headed for the door.

It all made perfect sense. I even found it strange that it had taken so long for Lust’s people to find me. And I felt certain that, were I to refuse her offer, I’d be marked for execution, because this gene was unique.

So, I’d do the training. I did wonder, though, whether Asmodea knew there was a demonic seedling in me? After all, she’d only seen me as a hologram, so she couldn’t know that it was HER power that I’d unlock, not the Duke’s.

Heh. In that case she was in for a surprise.

Taking out my phone, I texted Dad that everything was fine. Then I put my hand around the door handle and shoved the door open.

Whack!

“Ouch!”

I heard someone falling. Peering round, I saw… Katya. She was sitting on her butt, grimacing and holding her nose, which had turned bright red.

Well, that was unexpected.

“What were you doing, listening in?!”

“Uh-huh, sure I was! Like I’ve got nothing better to do!” she cried. “What were you doing in there? I heard everything! I’m going to tell everyone!”

“Tell them what, exactly?”

“E-everything!” She got up and grimaced again. “You idiot, Kaiser! You’ve broken my nose. Mmm,” she whimpered.

“No I haven’t,” I sighed.

“You won’t get away with this! I’ll have you… thrown in jail! For… for… forever!”

I paid no attention to the idiot. She’d been the one listening in, and yet I’d get thrown in jail?! Pfff! That was just crazy, ha-ha!

As soon as I got home, however, I found Mom waiting by the door.

“Keep your coat on, Misha. Tikhonov just called. He said he wants to see us.”

Uh-oh.

* * *

I was in jail.

Well, not quite. Not yet anyway. Just in Tikhonov’s office. Mom, Dad and I went in together to say that we utterly rejected… er… all the accusations against me. True, we hadn’t heard what they were yet. But we rejected them in advance.

“I haven’t done anything,” I said, folding my arms over my chest. “And I’m not paying any taxes either. And Katya broke her own nose! As for the diarrhea breakout at school, that was down to the food! So there. You can’t prove a thing.”

“Misha!” Mom growled, hinting to me to shut the hell up.

“Taxes? Katya? Diarrhea?” Tikhonov said, bewildered. “I’m not accusing you of anything. I’ve called you here on a quite different matter.”

“Oh… phew, okay.”

I thought for a moment that Katya really had got me thrown in jail, but evidently it was just a coincidence. Still, it was kind of strange. Couldn’t they have texted us? Why make us drive all the way here?

Clearly, something was wrong.

“I’d better give you a bit of background,” Tikhonov said, seeing our confused faces. He got up. “Did you know that babies are used in anti-terror operations?”

“WHAT?!” I burst out, shocked. I no longer regretted having come here.

“The younger a person is, the higher their sensitivity to energy-psychosis, and nearly all babies can predict it. But the problem with babies is that… well, they’re babies. Parents don’t want to put their poor little darlings at risk. And only a handful of people carry their sensitivity to psychosis into adulthood. Now you, Michael, are an exception,” he said, turning to my parents. “I would like to… try putting your gift to good use.”

At first, I didn’t get it. But then it hit me like a flash!

I was going to be a first-grade anti-terror warrior! Whoa! Count me in! Informing on people was my favorite pastime! I’d turn them all in!

“And what makes you think we’re happy to risk our son?” Mom said indignantly.

“There’s no risk here. You’d just be sitting in an adjacent room. But we do need help, and Michael here was the first person I thought of,” he sighed.

“I want to do it, Mom,” I muttered. “I want to help!”

Everyone looked at me. I could see the doubt in my parents’ eyes and the relief in Tikhonov’s.

I really did want to help! Helping people and being a good boy was cool! Much better than being an asshole.

So my parents asked what exactly the task would involve. In fact, it turned out to be exceedingly simple: there was some guy in the interrogation room, and all I needed to do was sit in the next room and verify suspicions of psychosis. That was all. It would all take place right there at the station and I’d be done in half an hour.

Humph! And I thought we’d be catching a murderer like in detective stories. Wandering about with a magnifying glass and pondering over clues.

My parents looked at each other. “Well… it doesn’t sound too dangerous.”

“It isn’t, I assure you. Not remotely. The suspect is too exhausted to try anything. Do I have your agreement?”

“Well, okay… let’s give it a go.”

Tikhonov nodded, and without further ado he led us along a corridor. I had a strange feeling. Was I really helping out with a case? Wow… I was going up in the world!

We went into a small room in which there was one completely transparent wall. There were three people already there: two policemen and someone who appeared to be a doctor. A psychiatrist, perhaps?

On the other side of the glass was an ordinary interrogation room. Hey, I’d been in there! Did that mean I’d had this many people watching me too? You had to be kidding me!

But the most surprising thing of all was who I saw there.

“Doctor Jekyll?!” my parents and I exclaimed. “He’s the one who did the operation!”

“Yes, we know. He’s also the one who swapped the material for your hand,” Tikhonov nodded. “The investigation of that incident led us to Jekyll. And it was then that we realized that he was a wanted murderer.”

“Murderer?!”

“Yes,” Tikhonov said solemnly. “Twenty-three people. Seventeen of them mages, including five seriously powerful ones.”

Now I felt a little worried. Had my hand been grown back by a psychopath? And a dangerous one at that? But I remembered Doctor Jekyll — he’d seemed such a pleasant fellow! Always smiling, very reassuring, a consummate professional!

And it turned out he might easily have taken his scalpel and cut open my…

Brrr. It didn’t bear thinking about.

Even more terrifying, however, was the way he looked right now. Yes, it was definitely Jekyll, but of that smile, that professionalism, not a trace remained. His shirt was torn, his hair was all over the place, and his eyes darted about with a mad, frightened look in them.

More to the point, however, he was covered in blood. It was daubed all over his white shirt, splattered on his face and caked in his hair, making it stick up.

I was aghast. Dr Jekyll, my surgeon, was the very last person I’d expected to see here.

“Michael, you just need to let us know if you sense psychosis. That’s all we ask of you. All right?”

I nodded. Nodding back, Tikhonov left and then re-appeared in the interrogation room.

Jekyll, who until then had been staring down at the table, raised his head in alarm. You’d never know from looking at him that this was a psychopathic murderer. He looked like nothing other than a very frightened man.

“Mr. Jekyll, you claim that you didn’t do anything?”

“Y-yes! I… I…,” — the man’s voice was trembling with panic — “I just fell asleep. In my own home! I was awoken by the police shouting and… I found that there was blood all over me! It’s someone else’s, right?” he asked, looking around twitchily. “I don’t have any wounds on me. The b-blood… it’s not mine, right?! Oh God… I don’t know where it’s from… I…”

“Please calm down.”

“B-but it wasn’t me!” he said, raising his voice. “I swear it wasn’t! I didn’t kill anyone! I’m a surgeon — I save people! I can’t even walk without a cane! I… I couldn’t have…”

As I’ve mentioned before, I’m highly empathetic. Both as a child and in my DNA. I got it from my mom. And I could say for certain that the fear Jekyll showed was absolutely genuine. This wasn’t an act he was putting on to fool everyone — he really didn’t understand the situation he’d found himself in.

“I believe that you know nothing about it,” Tikhonov assured him. “Your body might have been under someone else’s control, and if so, then you have nothing to fear. But is there anything at all you can recall?”

“Police sirens. And… that’s it. I recall waking up in the middle of the night, though not for long. But I was at home. No, no, it definitely wasn’t me!” His voice went quiet, and his head dropped, as if in resignation. “Please, believe me… I didn’t… kill anyone…” It was then that he slowly looked up at the wall behind which we were standing and began speaking in a calm, measured tone: “And why only me? There are two of our kind here.”

I frowned. His gaze had become fixed.

Was I imagining it or… no, it couldn’t be. But… I couldn’t help feeling… no, really, was it just me, or was he looking at me? Through an impenetrable wall.

Just for a second, his voice and body language changed completely. And I wasn’t the only one to notice it. Everyone in the room looked nonplussed. But a moment later, Jekyll shuddered, and the look of terror returned to his face.

“Just then!” the psychiatrist said. “Did you feel any psychosis waves?”

“No…,” I said. “Or before it. Nothing. Maybe the wall blocks them?”

“No. The walls are armored, but they’re designed to let psychosis through…,” he sighed. “Well, I guess that’s that. Our hunch didn’t pan out.”

We spent another ten minutes listening to the interrogation, after which I gave a definitive shake of the head. No psychosis. All clear.

“Well, thanks for your help,” Tikhonov said, coming back to us. “No psychosis, then. It was very similar, though.”

“But if he was going through psychosis, shouldn’t he be shouting and screaming or something? Getting into a rage?” I asked.

“If psychosis happens and the person somehow comes out of it — if he passes out, for instance — then it gets easier for him to go in and out of it. The body grows accustomed to it. The psychosis falls apart. And then, psychosis can take different forms, in some cases causing complete loss of memory. That counts as a mitigating factor. However, apparently that’s not the case with Jekyll,” he said. “Thanks again. We won’t forget it.”

We said goodbye to the police guys and left them to their thoughts.

Dear me, was this for real? That guy had made me a new hand — a truly awesome one, too. And it turned out he was the one who’d mixed in the necrotic material? According to the police, Jekyll had no idea why he’d done it. He couldn’t remember.

“What a crazy business…,” Mom said, summarizing our experience at the station.

“Uh-huh…,” we sighed.

It was kind of scary. It made you realize that the world was not the bright, cozy place that it seemed. Your surgeon might turn out to be a psychopathic murderer with memory lapses, and you might never even know.

Until it was your turn to get mutilated.

It was enough to freak you out.

When we got back home, we found Gran there, quietly sipping tea and keeping the overly attentive Bingus at bay with her foot as she awaited our return.

Ah yes, of course. Today was barbecue day, since tomorrow was the weekend. We’d been having these gatherings for the last three weeks. Eating together as a family had become something of a tradition!

And so, Gran took us by the hands and — piff, paff — we alighted at the other end of the country. Amazing. When would I learn teleportation?

The first thing I saw when we arrived was Nathaniel. By now, the wendigo was a full-fledged guard dog, always sitting in the yard, eagerly greeting familiar faces. Sometimes we brought him a hen to eat.

Right now, however, something bothered me.

It was still daytime, and Nathaniel wasn’t sleeping.

“What’s up, friend?” I asked, approaching him.

He looked at me from his empty eye sockets, then raised his head.

“The sky… is angry…”

Having regained his powers of speech, he was once again perfectly capable of expressing his thoughts.

Frowning, I looked up at the sky myself. It looked ordinary enough to me. Just a few clouds.

But as I walked through the yard, I felt a growing sense of unease. It was too quiet, somehow. There was no birdsong. Both the wolf cubs were restlessly sniffing around. Even the curly-haired cow had left off munching all the munchable stuff and was lying in the little shed that Grandpa had made for it.

But nothing was happening! Just the animals behaving strangely…

Which should always put you on your guard.

“Dad…,” I said, going up my father.

“Mm?”

“Something’s not right,” I said, looking around. “I feel uneasy. Something’s wrong.”

He frowned and looked around too. I knew he wouldn’t find anything. There was nothing there! But I couldn’t shake the sense that something was off.

“Vsevolod!” he called to Grandpa.

Grandpa came down from upstairs. He hadn’t come with Gran to collect us, so he’d been in the house the whole time.

“Misha says that something’s wrong. Do you feel anything?” Dad asked.

“I can’t say I do…,” Grandpa said, furrowing his brow and looking around.

He put a coat on in the hallway and came outside. We followed him. Gran and Mom were in the gazebo, busying themselves with the food. From what we could hear, they didn’t appear to be concerned about anything. They were just chatting nicely. It was quiet all around…

In that case, what…

“Yes, he’s right,” Grandpa said, furrowing his brow even more. “I do feel something. Here, outside.” He twisted his head about. “Something familiar. Only…”

*A-wooooo!* the wolf cubs howled.

The wendigo jumped up, his head twisting this way and that, and I felt a sudden, crushing tightness. I clutched my chest, grimacing. Something inside me felt very wrong… There was a kind of disturbance. As if a hole was opening up in my chest.

Dad rushed up to me. Meanwhile, Grandpa appeared to have realized what was going on.

“Vasilisa…,” he muttered. “VASILISA! COME QUICK…”

But it was too late.

An ear-splitting bugle sound rang out from above, the clouds parted, and a broad pillar of light shot down from the blue sky and slammed down right into the yard. It didn’t hit anyone living, but all the snow for HUNDREDS of yards around evaporated in an instant!

I felt a painful burning sensation in my chest.

‘Damage to your Genes. I see patterns and a threat. Commencing adaptation’

[Adaptation: Holy Magic — 1/4]

Raising my head, I put my hand over my eyes to shield them against the dazzling light and saw the pillar begin to fade. Once it had vanished altogether, I saw two figures.

One of them was a girl in silver armor, with large wings and a spear in one hand. Her hair was a pearlescent white, her eyes an ethereal blue, and her pale skin was neatly covered in steel-grey feathers. The girl was an angel. And I recognized her. It was her soul that I’d sent back to Heaven.

Next to her was a giant of a creature, at least twelve feet tall, wearing armor over a long robe. Though its outlines suggested a female form, the face was completely hidden inside the dark hood.

Instead of wings she had bright, twisting bands of holy light, which she thrust into the earth and on which she rested as if on tentacles protruding from her back.

“Yes. That’s the one.” the angel with the spear said, pointing at me.

The cloaked figure nodded and landed on the ground with a thud. Each step she made left brightly glowing cracks in the dried earth.

Dad automatically stood in front of me, while Grandpa stepped forward!

“Justice? In the flesh?!” he cried. “W-why have you come here in person?”

Justice slowly lowered her head and… turned to me.

“I have come to judge.”

* * *

At the same time

Police Headquarters, City of N.

Amid the blaring of the emergency siren, the crackling of fire and the rumble of falling stone, people could be heard shouting — some crying for help, others urging the culprit to be found.

Clutching his bleeding head, Tikhonov struggled his way through an enormous hole in the wall. He leaned against a pile of rubble and looked down at his bloodied hand, grimacing with pain. His ribs were broken, and there was blood streaming down his face. He might have concussion.

The ground in front of him was riven by fissures… cracks caused by nothing more than one man’s walking cane.

Gritting his teeth against the pain, he took out his radio and sent out an alert.

“Jekyll has escaped! Attention, Doctor Jekyll has escaped! He has an alter ego, highly dangerous and highly unstable! His power doesn’t register in Jekyll mode!” he shouted to all stations. “Requesting help. We have multiple casualties!”

Glancing once more at the blood from his head, he swore, clutched his side and limped away from the crumbling building.
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by Alex Toxic & Furious Miki

A Shelter in Spacetime

A LitRPG Apocalypse Series

by Dmitry Dornichev

The Village

A LitRPG Progression Fantasy Series

by Dmitry Dornichev & Alexey Kovtunov

Living Ice

A Portal Progression Fantasy Series

by Dmitry Sheleg

Ghost in the System

An Apocalypse LitRPG Series

by Alexey Kovtunov

The Goldenblood Heir

A Portal Progression Fantasy Series

by Boris Romanovsky

Condemned (Lord Valevsky: Last of the Line)

A Progression Fantasy LitRPG Series

by Vasily Mahanenko


In order to have new books of the series translated faster, we need your help and support! Please consider leaving a review or spread the word by recommending Nanomachines to your friends and posting the link on social media. The more people buy the book, the sooner we'll be able to make new translations available.

Thank you!

Want to be the first to know about our latest LitRPG, sci fi and fantasy titles from your favorite authors?

Subscribe to our New Releases newsletter!

Be the first to know about new LitRPG releases!

Visit our

Facebook LitRPG page

to meet new and established LitRPG authors!

Tell us more about yourself and your favorite books, view new book covers and make friends with other LitRPG fans!

More LitRPG news and discussions at fellow LitRPG group

GameLit Society!

Follow the latest LitRPG news on Twitter!

Till next time!


About The Author

Nikolai Novikov was born in the snows of Siberia at the very turn of the 21st century. After he’d had enough of snowbank diving and grappling with bears, Nikolai discovered the world of books, films and video games, devouring everything he could lay his hands on.

Then one day it dawned on him just as he was perusing yet another book, “WTF? I could do this better!” Spoiler alert: he couldn’t. Reality struck back hard as Nikolai realized that talent alone wasn’t going to get him very far. He needed to get the right skills.

So he went back to reading – this time analyzing other authors’ works and studying the craft of storytelling. Within several months, Nikolai had worked his way through a whole wealth of data with the sole purpose of improving his own skill.

As a result, his second book found its reader. He’d done it.

At 17 years old, Nikolai started writing.

At 18, he became a top author at one of the web novel sites.

He’s now 24, and his every new book turns out better than the one before it.

At 27, he intends to go worldwide.

At 30, he plans to conquer the world.

Is there anything at all capable of stopping this individual? Probably not...
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