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Chapter 1

I FROZE. NOT A SOUND was to be heard — no murmur of a breeze, no rustle of forest leaves, no crunch of footsteps on the now evaporated snow. Everyone — Justice, the angel, and my family — had fallen silent.

She’d come to judge? Judge whom? Me?! What for?! What kind of being was she anyway? What on earth did she want?!

Gran and Mom came running from the gazebo. At the mere sight of the two strangers, Vasilisa had instantly pulled a red-hot chain from her sleeve, but before she had time to swing it, Grandpa put his hand out to stop her.

“Judge whom? Michael? What can he possibly have done to make you come down to Earth in person to pass judgment on him?!” Vsevolod asked.

“He violated the established order. What made him think that he could decide who should live, and who should be condemned to eternal damnation?!” Justice said, pointing at me. “I have come to hear what the accused has to say.”

“But what exactly is it all about?!” The alarmed look on Grandpa’s face told me we could be in deep trouble here.

“One who should now be suffering eternal torments in the Abyss was purified and sent back to Heaven. And one who should have been extinguished for good is now alive and standing here beside me,” Justice thundered.

“And what do you propose to do to him? Kill him?”

“Whatever I decide, so it shall be.”

I looked at the angel. Without me, she would have died. I’d stumbled across her when she was literally in her dying moments. And she’d gone and snitched on me?

I was beginning to understand what it was all about. This woman represented the virtue of Justice, right? And I’d disrupted the order of things, according to which one soul should have spent eternity in the Abyss, and the other should have vanished forever. I’d made decisions that went against the very laws of life — which Justice, I supposed, guarded with a passion.

Realizing this, I started to feel kind of angry. Wrath was awakening. It wasn’t a cruel kind of anger, though. More like… righteous, I guess.

“Judge me…,” I sneered. “Oh yeah? What for?”

Everyone turned around to me. No one had expected me, a child, to speak up, especially in that kind of tone.

“I’ve just told you, human.”

Grandpa, realizing what all this was about, whispered to me to stop talking.

But I didn’t want to.

“People should be judged for doing wrong. What have I done wrong?” I asked.

“You released a sinner and saved one who had died.”

“And that’s bad?”

“It’s against the order of things! It’s unnatural, it’s not the way things should be! The rules weren’t written for no reason, and it simply isn’t right for a tainted soul to enter the realm of Heaven!”

Oh, boy… oh, heck…

Now I was getting really angry.

Grandpa looked at me pleadingly, as if to say, ‘Stop! You don’t know what you’re dealing with!’ And it was probably true. I didn’t know Justice or her laws.

But I knew one thing — what was happening now was crazy. It was wrong.

“You don’t think Toad is worthy?” I snarled. “That demon sacrificed himself to save me, a human being! It was because of greed that he ended up in the Abyss, and at the last moment he abandoned his sin. He gave up all the riches he’d collected over centuries so that I could get out! And you’re saying that doesn’t merit forgiveness?! That the sacrifice he made doesn’t merit a place in Heaven?!”

“Who says that he’s worthy of Heaven?!” she thundered, clearly losing patience.

“Me,” I said, clenching my fists. “I say.”

My family were aghast. They didn’t dare get involved in the argument, but at the same time they knew what trouble I might be causing. Angering a Virtue, especially one as important as this, was not a good idea. And this was the Virtue HERSELF, not just an Apostle!

But I’d been brought up differently. Mom, Dad, Gran, Grandpa, my friends and life itself had shown me that it was okay not to be a saint, but one thing you shouldn’t do was turn a blind eye to bullshit!

And what I saw now was complete, unvarnished bullshit.

Justice, like me, was on the brink.

“Who gave you the right to decide, human?!” she roared, making the heavens shake.

“The power in my hands, the principles on which I was raised, and my sense of honor! Who gave YOU the right to do nothing?!” I yelled.

My gasket was now well and truly blown.

You want to punish me for Toad? And for saving for one of YOUR warriors? Now listen here, you hooded bitch.

“Heaven, honor, order?! Pah! You’re no better than the stupid demons!” I yelled. “Just another side fighting for its own interests. YOUR warriors die fighting for YOU, and I’M the one who’s at fault?! And meanwhile a repentant demon is unworthy of forgiveness? Do you even hear yourself… you… you winged fool. Having so much power for so long has made you cuckoo!”

Grandpa hurriedly stepped in front of me.

“That’s enough, Misha. Quiet. Not a word more,” he said. “Justice, please excuse my great-grandson. I apologize on his behalf. He’s only little, and…”

There was a sudden flash. Whoosh! The twelve-foot creature teleported right up to me, skirting around Dad and Grandpa, and stood towering over my tiny body, casting a huge shadow over me.

It was spooky. Frightening. She didn’t look too nice for an angel. This wasn’t Kindness. Justice could be cruel.

But…

But…

If she thought she could scare me, she had another damn thing coming.

“The law is the same for all. Tell me, what gives you the right to disobey it?” she asked, her voice suddenly not so thunderous, not so furious.

“What you call the law is bullshit, end of…,” I said. “A law should be flexible. It should protect good people against a bad life. Otherwise, what’s the point of judges? Why did you even turn up here? I broke the law, so kill me. What are you hanging about for?”

“Do you want to die?”

“No, I really don’t. I want to live. Life is a wonderful thing. But…,” I went on, clenching my fists tightly. “I’m not just going to renounce the choices I made. I acted justly and correctly. Period. I have nothing more to say.”

Everyone fell silent. Bowing her head slightly, Justice peered at me for a few seconds, then glanced around, as if seeing the place for the first time.

Gran kept a tight grip on her chain, Dad kept his gaze firmly fixed on the Virtue, and Mom stood clenching her fists, not knowing what to do. The Angel with the spear just hung in the air, observing me with a mystified expression.

“You have Wrath and Lust inside you. But it is not they who are speaking. It is you yourself,” Justice said calmly.

“I’d be angry even without Wrath. You’re being unfair, and that makes me mad!”

“I haven’t passed a decision yet. Where’s the unfairness?”

“This whole trial is absurd.”

“But without a trial, there can’t be any decision.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. Yeah, sure, she’d got me there. I was contradicting myself a little. But she knew exactly what I meant. No need to spell it out for her.

She looked around again, her gaze taking in the wendigo, then the wolf cubs, then lingering a little on the cow. Then she looked at my family, at my anxious mother, and finally at the confused angel with the spear in her hands.

“I don’t know why you’ve been reincarnated. You shouldn’t have been. Your fate was to be reborn in dying children. But somehow you survived. And you’re… different,” she said quietly. “It’s very curious.”

Whoosh. There was another flash as Justice teleported back to the angel.

“This trial is over. Thank you for your cooperation.”

The sky turned blue again, a pillar of light fell swiftly to the earth, and the angels began to dissolve into it. Realizing that they were about to depart, I ran around Grandpa and shook my fist at the heavenly beings.

“Just you try expelling Toad!” I yelled. “I’ll kick all your asses if you do, do you hear me? Do you hear me?!”

The celestial horn fell silent, the pillar of light vanished completely, and we were left alone again.

It was over.

You’d never have guessed that we’d just had a visit from a Heavenly Virtue, and that I’d given her such a roasting that I almost got myself killed. The lack of snow was the only indication that something had gone on here.

Silence hovered over us. My family couldn’t quite get over what had just happened. As for me, still brimming with righteous anger I threw a stone, snorting contemptuously.

“‘I’ve come to judge you’, she says, stupid woman,” I muttered. “She’d do better to judge that winged blabbermouth of hers,” I added, looking at my family. “Don’t you think? I’ m right, aren’t I?”

* * *

Sometime later

Heaven

Back in her kingdom, in her castle, Justice was looking out of the window at the training ground where her warriors worked on their skills and resilience.

Few know that it is Justice and Diligence who have the greatest number of battle-trained souls, and it is their warriors that people often call upon. It is for this reason that the two Virtues are rather close friends.

In fact, Heaven has much the same kind of social order as the demonic and human worlds. It has its own rules and laws, its own hierarchy and sets of obligations. And the inhabitants of Justice’s realm are required to be steadfast, patient, and diligent!

Right now, Justice had her eyes on one soul in particular.

“Oh, shit… oh, fuck…” The man who proudly called himself Toad was running breathlessly around the training ground, cursing and swearing. “I can’t go on… send me back… to Kindness…”

“Hey, no stopping! Justice herself vouched for you, and if you want to stay here, you’ve got to be a warrior of Justice! Come on, start building some character!”

“Kill me now…,” he said, so drained of spiritual energy that he was almost crawling.

Obviously, Toad liked Heaven more than the Abyss. There was endless food here, the weather was always fine, and there were good souls who were pleasant to talk with! In fact, Toad had found himself quite misty-eyed at first, unable to hold back the tears at being able to talk to kind, ordinary beings who didn’t wish you eternal harm.

He’d missed all that terribly.

Plus, as an erstwhile demon, he appreciated the huge number of beautiful women! In Heaven, as in the Abyss, appearance reflects the soul, and souls vary. Sweet souls are always beautiful. And here, that kind was everywhere!

But all that milk and honey had been in Kindness’s realm, where Toad had been sent first.

After Michael’s trial, however, the former demon had been deported to Justice’s domain, and here things were quite different…

“Either denounce your savior — or keep running!” a ten-foot angel with two heads yelled at him.

“Screw you, I’ll never rat on my friend!” Toad roared, finding an extra crumb of strength with which to carry on.

The angel smiled. He liked this soul! He cursed like a trooper, looked a total mess, and never wanted to do anything, but his potential was undeniable! He needed to be taken in hand.

Justice nodded in satisfaction and moved away from the window.

As she looked around the vast, courtroom-like hall, her gaze fell upon the statue of her young self, when she was still a human being. A woman with blindfolded eyes holding a set of scales in one hand and a sword in the other.

She sighed.

The door opened, and in came the angel whom the boy had saved.

“You summoned me, my lady?” she said, kneeling.

“Tell me, Aurelia… if you were me, what would you do with the boy?”

“I’d forgive him, my lady,” she answered without hesitation. “It’s only thanks to him that I’m alive. And… I didn’t want to die, I really didn’t,” she whispered, looking down at the floor. “He fulfilled my wish at the expense of your anger. And I’ll be honest with you, my lady. If you’d sentenced him to death, I would have sacrificed my own life to lessen his sentence. I would have considered myself guilty.”

“I see…,” Justice said quietly. “I see…”

She looked at her statue again, then at the beautiful girl kneeling before her, then, turning her head, at Toad, who was now lying face down in the sand.

That demon and this angel were willing to give up their lives to save the boy — a child who had found himself in the middle of two competing forces and made decisions so good and right that angel and demon were of one mind.

Of course, there had been little likelihood of Justice killing the boy. She had gone to hear his arguments, and he had convinced her, rather than changing her mind. In reality, she hadn’t taken much convincing. She felt loyalty towards him for saving Aurelia.

But as for the way he’d spoken and the arguments that he’d made…

“I know who this boy is. I remember what he did, and even now I discern that terrible power inside him…,” Justice said in a low voice. “But his mind works quite differently now. He’s changed. He’s not following the old path. And if there’s a chance that we could end up with the same monster, but acting, if not for kindness, then at least for justice…” Tailing off, she clenched her fist. “Aurelia, I have an important assignment for you.”

“I’m listening, my lady.”

“I want to stay informed about what the boy does, about the steadfastness of his views, about his development. His prospects are immense, and just as long as he keeps to the right path, then… but I won’t get ahead of myself.” Justice turned to her faithful subject. “Aurelia, I’m assigning you to watch over Michael Kaiser. Go down to Earth.”

* * *

At about the same time

Alushanira

Asmodea felt uneasy in her new domain. And for good reason. The last ruler had tried to reconquer his city, which was why there was such a lot of rebuilding going on now. Starting with the brothels.

Well, he shouldn’t have gone and died, should he! Move your feet, lose your seat. Asmodea, aka Luxuria, was boss here now. So shoo.

She was sitting on the windowsill of the throne room, sighing deeply.

That horned demon, the one with the battle-ax who’d addressed her like a dockside hooker, cut her hand off and almost chopped her in two…

He was quite some guy…

Since Sins, like Virtues, were ordinary living beings with phenomenal power, they were perfectly capable of experiencing human emotions.

Asmodea had long since stopped believing in love. She realized that it was lust that made people seek her company. Now, however, as the ruler of two domains and the city of Alushanira, she sighed wistfully as she gazed at the spot where they had fought.

That guy… he hadn’t fallen for her charms. He’d cut her down with no thought of who she was.

He was so huge too… with those big muscles… and such a mighty ax… and the way he looked at her…

“Oh dear…,” she sighed.

The door to the throne room opened, and in stepped three succubi. Asmodea had seen them before — a perfect trio consisting of a small woman, a medium-sized woman, and a large woman. It was the best possible combo — no one would go unaroused!

And it was they who had first come across Michael Kaiser in the Abyss.

“You called for us, Mistress?” the girls said, kneeling.

“Yes,” she replied, turning around and deciding that there would be no more sighing today. “My Duke has been found. He’s on Earth.”

“That cute little boy?! Hooray!” they said, clapping. “We liked him a lot! He’s so sweet!”

“Yes, the little squirt’s a looker all right, even without the Gene,” she nodded. “I need to keep a close eye on him. I want you to find three vessels at the school, where he spends most of his time, and watch that he doesn’t get up to any underhand business or start scheming against me. That little imp’s just too damn smart!”

“An assignment? To Earth?!” The three girls beamed for joy. “Hooray!”


Chapter 2

WE SPENT THE REST OF THE WEEKEND getting over what had happened.

Grandpa told us who Justice was, what she did and what she was capable of.

In short, if she’d thought I deserved death, she would have killed me. A child. She was capable of that. She considered herself the judge of everything that concerned Heaven, and her word really was law there.

And either because Justice hadn’t intended to punish me in the first place, or because my angry outburst had changed her mind, no retribution ensued over the next couple of days. Unless you count the wendigo getting a fright, being a demon and all, or the wolf cubs peeing on the fence.

“Anyway, Misha’s right!” Mom said striking a defiant pose. “Who on earth does she think she is? Misha did the right thing!”

“Hear-hear!” I agreed, nodding.

“How are we going to lure Nameless out, then? We’re basically ready,” Gran said. “I doubt Justice would be very pleased if demons started vanishing again. It looks like she can track these things.”

We frowned. Yes, this was a tricky one.

We’d been waiting for Baal to make a full recovery. Since he’d promised to be back in a couple of days, we were more or less ready to start the process of luring Nameless.

Or we had been. Now we had Justice breathing down our necks, and she wasn’t keen on my dealings with cores.

It was a good thing we had a wily little blue-eyed goblin in our midst.

“But Gran,” Mom said, tapping a finger against her forehead. “Justice doesn’t like it when people’s destinies get changed and they get freed from hell. But judging from his letter, Nameless gets triggered just by the extraction of a core. Misha doesn’t need to devour the souls themselves. The main thing is to extract the cores!”

We exchanged glances and nodded in surprise. Yes, she had a point. That was a pretty smart observation!

It struck me that I didn’t sing Mom’s praises nearly enough. Let’s start with the fact that this young woman, this happy wife and mother, had lost the son whom she loved more than anything else in the world for one and a half years. The fact that she’d avoided falling into clinical depression and recovered so quickly after I came back was already a sign that there was more to Anna than met the eye!

Now, besides all that, she’d gone back to work, earning decent money, she was looking good again, she spent a lot of time fussing over me, and to cap it all, she came out with ingenious little nuggets like this.

It wasn’t just her pretty face that Dad had fallen in love with, that was for sure! She was like a cat — she might not seem to do very much, but you always felt happy and grateful that she was there, and if she were to leave, you’d feel utterly miserable, as if a piece of your heart had gone missing.

I loved my mom. I loved everyone, in fact. Except Vivienne and Katya. And the market economy — I wanted everything to be free.

“Dear me, other people just have normal kids, and we’ve got…,” Dad began.

“We’ve got the very best kid!” Mom said, kissing my head. “If he could just keep out of hell, that would be something.”

“I won’t do it again…,” I mumbled.

And so it was agreed. Justice didn’t seem intent on killing me, and the plan to lure out Nameless was still in force. Once Baal was ready, we’d set about making our trespasser answer for his weird little note. After all, Nameless couldn’t be stronger than the Witch of the Apocalypse, Baal and my Apostle-slaying father combined, could he?

It would be so great to deal with him once and for all! I’d be able to breathe easily at last. I’d had quite enough adventures! Just leave me to work out and mess around! Especially as things were going well in the gym these days.

The next day arrived. School had finished, and we were all at the gym.

“Misha, how many pull-ups can you do?” Maxim asked, leaping up to the bar.

“Er… I can do one pretty well.”

“Well, I can do three, look!” He began yanking himself up.

“What the hell, you creep! Argh!” Jumping up, I grabbed his shorts and yanked them down, leaving him in just his underpants.

“Hey!” he squealed, wriggling his legs as he dangled from the bar.

How could that be? How did a nincompoop like him get to be so physically gifted? I’d worked hard on my neck, my triceps, my stamina, and I’d been so proud of achieving that one single pull-up! I was a proper athlete now, I’d decided. A bodybuilder, an Apollo. I might be a little monkey, but I never suspected that my best friend was a chimpanzee!

“Kaiser, what the hell are you playing at?!” the trainer shouted. “Time you did some sparring. Morozov, get in the ring with him!”

I slowly turned around.

Uh-oh.

Morozov?

The thing was… they’d never put me in with Leo before. The gap in our abilities was too big, they’d said. It was a gulf! He was out of my league! Maxim was supposedly much more my level.

“Hey, Misha,” Leo said, pulling his gloves on. “We’re cool, aren’t we?”

“Put your helmet on, Leo. Put your helmet on,” I smiled.

“Ah…”

After putting my gloves on, I moved off to my side of the octagon. Morozov went over to his side. I took a deep breath.

It wasn’t that I still wanted revenge. After a month of hanging out with Morozov, I understood why he’d acted the way he did and who he really was. We weren’t exactly best friends yet, of course, but he fitted well into our little gang.

No. But this right here was a real test of what I’d achieved so far.

“Light sparring! Off you go!” Crusher shouted.

We quickly sprang towards each other. Leo didn’t have the anger in him that he’d had the last time. He’d gotten his revenge, so he was genuinely focused on technique.

And so was I!

I blocked, I retreated, I counterpunched. A minute went by without either of us landing a clean blow.

On the other hand, I noticed a lot more stuff than before. I saw things much better and reacted a lot quicker!

I hadn’t realized before that my arms were longer than Leo’s, and so I’d failed to use that advantage. I hadn’t noticed that he looked down a second before doing a low kick. I hadn’t understood how to look through the gloves. But a month of training… a month of sparring exercises… a month of simulations…

I see you, Morozov.

You had to be patient. You had to wait for the perfect moment… such as, for example… now!

Seeing Leo look down, I positioned my leg to take his kick and took swift advantage of the breach in his defense.

Wham! My uppercut landed clean on his nose. His eyes opened wide, and he lost balance, falling on his backside.

“Stop!” Crusher shouted.

I exhaled, lowering my hands. Leo sat with his head still raised, a dazed stare in his eyes. Meanwhile, people around us had broken off their training and turned to watch us.

There was a moment’s silence. The sparring had been halted.

“Neat strike, Kaiser,” I heard the trainer in the tracksuit say. “Come to the office after training.” He took a sip of coffee and looked around at the others. “What are you standing there for? Get back to it! Smolentsev, where the hell are your trousers?! You’ve nothing worth showing off yet! Come on, get them back on!”

Going up to Morozov, I held out my hand. He blinked again, wiped his nose, which wasn’t even bleeding, then looked at my glove and… let me help him up.

A blow to the nose rarely knocks you out, but it can certainly take your legs out from under you. As I knew from experience.

“Oh, man…,” he said, wiping his face. “Bet that feels good, huh?”

“Like you wouldn’t believe,” I grinned. “But we’re, er… still cool, right?”

“Yeah, yeah. It was on me… I missed it…,” he muttered. “But I won’t the next time. Get your helmet on!”

“Pfft. No problem! Watch out, Morozov!” I said.

In the next three rounds I got a proper thumping. It turned out Morozov could punch a lot harder and a lot more painfully.

Goddamn it!

* * *

“You wanted to see me, sir?” I said, going into the trainer’s office.

It was just him today — the trainer in the tracksuit. His name was Lex, but we always referred to him as the trainer in the tracksuit.

“Ah, Michael. Yes, come in,” he said, gesturing. “Firstly, congratulations on flooring Morozov. That doesn’t happen too often! As a reward, seeing that you’re so strong, you can sweep up around the building. We’ve just had more snow, so the paths need clearing.”

“Oh, man!” I threw up my arms.

“Never mind that. It’s your turn,” he said, dismissing my protests. “Secondly, would you like to go in for tournaments?”

My eyebrows shot up.

Hang on!

“But I’ve only being training for two months,” I said, giving him a puzzled look.

“And look where you are now,” he smiled. “We have some tournaments coming up for your weight. For smaller kids, that is. With full protection. Designed to make aristo-brats feel good. It’s a chance to beat up some little rich jerks. Are you in?”

“Am I ever!” I nodded. “Yay, tournaments! Where do I sign?! But what about Morozov and Smolentsev?”

“Morozov’s in another group, so you won’t come up against each other. As for Maxim, it’s a bit early for him yet. The little goofball’s coming along fast… but not like you. He needs another month, I’d say. Two at most.”

“And I’ll get to beat up aristocrats?!”

“Well… yeah…”

“Who-o-oa! Take that, bourgeois scum!” I shouted, waving my fists. “Will I get medals? Will I have a sporting career?”

“I’ll say this. Seeing that you have so much energy, you can do two days’ sweeping.”

At this, I bolted straight out of the office before I landed myself a third day of sweeping duty. Dear me, the world just didn’t appreciate active kids…

But as if that wasn’t bad enough, the killer blow came in the changing room.

“Shall we go to my place?” Maxim suggested. “We can play video games. Screw homework!”

“Well, I suppose I could…,” Leonid said, still sounding shy and uncertain. “What about you, Misha?”

I felt like smashing everything around me, crying and screaming. I wanted to play video games, too! Argh!

I couldn’t let myself get wound up. I was like Mom. She and I had little kitten-sized nerves — we couldn’t handle stress! If we got uptight, we started scratching stuff and meowing like crazy.

“I can’t, I’m on duty…,” I mumbled.

“Well, we’ll go without you, then.”

“Well, go on, then! I’ll be just fine here on my own. I actually like cleaning up.”

I didn’t. I only ever cleaned up when Mom and Gran made me.

But the prospect of a sporting career….

Heh-heh. Come to think of it, my dad was an athlete too! After all, dueling was a major international sport. It was a massive industry, like movies, music and beauty. Lots of advertising, fame and money! According to Dad, the amounts the top duelers earned were like… off-the-scale huge. Imagine how many games consoles you could buy! And what about Caramel Crunches? Maybe even… a monkey?

I felt so energized by the prospect of tournament fights that I grabbed the broom without a second thought. All I had to do was sweep a bit of snow.

The time started to fly by. We were in the first days of spring now. It had gotten a little warmer, the days were longer, and sweeping was even quite pleasurable.

‘Swarm, what should my next focus be?’

‘You’ve fully trained your neck muscles, so they don’t drag you down anymore. I recommend focusing on your back muscles, which are lagging behind in comparison. Plus, statistically it’s on your legs that you get hit most’

‘You’re right there,’ I nodded.

What? Did you think that getting entered for tournaments after two months happened just like that? That all that progress happened of its own accord? Ha!

Hours of training. Hours of practicing. Hours of refining. Every goddamn day!

I’ll tell you something else. I even got sick of it. I didn’t want to practice! I wanted to spend whole days lying on my back playing on my phone. Why the hell should I put myself through all that torture?

But I only had to look at Dad and Grandpa, or think about my beautiful mom and gran, or check out what my friends were doing, to be reminded that hard work now meant a better life in the future. Yes, it could be grueling. But what a dopamine hit you got when you won! And how good it had felt to land that clean punch on Morozov’s schnozz! Believe me, it wasn’t all down to Wrath…

“At last.” From behind me came a vaguely familiar voice.

I turned around to see a young guy standing there. Having super-hearing, I’d been aware of his footsteps, but there were always people walking by. Peering more closely, I recognized Daniel, the thief who’d been kicked out of the gym a month ago.

He looked terrible. His face was all puffed up, his eyes a sore red color with bags under them. It was like he’d been at the booze for a whole month. Or something worse.

But the fact that he’d turned up right here, right now, did not bode well at all.

“You always have to be with someone, don’t you?!” he growled. “But I knew… I knew, ha-ha, that one of these days one of you’d be put on duty! It happens to everyone sooner or later!”

“And what is it you want?” I frowned. “To get your own back on a first-grader?”

“Well, if you insist on ruining lives, you should stick to people your own size!” He was clearly out of his mind.

“Like you, you mean? You’re the degenerate who steals from orphanages and uses magic against kids!”

I could have stopped there. I could have shut my mouth, listened, or tried to summon the grown-ups.

But Wrath had already woken, and I was in sync with it.

Was this guy serious? Had he really come looking for revenge? Against me? A child? For what?!

“Ah, check it out, the moron got himself kicked out for stealing. And obviously it’s three little kids that are to blame rather than his own tiny, stinking, bozo brain!”

His eyes bulged.

Oh, but I haven’t finished yet, shithead.

“But what gets me is, how did you end up so much dumber than Leonid, a first-grader? A FIRST-GRADER understands the kind of life that’s worth aiming for, whereas you, a grown guy, just carry on being a worthless maggot. I’ve got rats with more dignity than you! You could go out and do something with your life, but no-o-o, you have to go and beat up little kids. Pssh! Get lost, you long-haired shit-licker…”

“SHUT YOUR MOUTH YOU SON OF A BITCH!” he shouted, raising his hand.

‘Thought Acceleration’

Since I had a fair idea of what this loser had come to do, I managed to react swiftly, causing time to slow down. But it was here that my lack of experience let me down once more. It just hadn’t occurred to me how few defenses I had against telekinesis.

Before I had time to get out of the way, I found myself being hurled at speed against a wall!

“Gah!” I coughed as the impact knocked the breath out of me.

The broom dropped out of my hands, and I slid to the ground. As I tried to get up again, Daniel grabbed my leg and threw me at full force against the corner of the building. My back slammed against it. Falling once more, I looked up to see him flicking his fingers in my direction.

Whereupon several wind blades slammed through my clothes and skin.

“Nnnh!” I groaned in pain.

[Adaptation — Cut Damage: 1/9]

This was no game anymore. I’d been cut. I was bleeding. It was a wonder he hadn’t hit me in the eyes. The guy was insane!

He was just getting ready to repeat the spell when I felt the amulets suddenly grow warm.

Whoosh!

A fiery metal whip crashed between me and my adversary, cutting through the earth.

Startled, Daniel stopped and turned around to see a woman in a helmet brandishing a red-hot chain. This was something he hadn’t bargained for. He froze, his eyes wide with fear.

Well… the amulet had now been tested in the field, and it had worked. A little late, but it had worked.

“What the…,” Daniel muttered.

“Scum,” Vasilisa snarled, whirling the chain. “Pure scum. Time to snuff you out.”

The chain spun faster, leaving a scarlet streak as it slashed through the air, until finally Gran flung the blazing metal right at Daniel’s legs. She was going to slice them off, leave him legless! The chain was flying towards him at an incredible speed. He didn’t stand a chance!

But…

“STOP!” I cried.

Gran yanked the chain back, prompting a loud bang and a burst of energy that burned a cone-shaped patch of ground in front of Daniel. Then she turned to me, bewildered.

Letting out a long breath, I rose first to my knees, then to my feet. Passing my fingers over the wounds on my face, I stopped the bleeding.

“I’ll deal with this myself,” I said, shaking the blood off my hands.

Even from here I could see how quickly Daniel was breathing, how dilated his pupils were from fear.

And that fear was like food to me.

“What? Scary getting attacked by an adult mage, is it? Yeah, we were scared too that time,” I smiled. “But right now… believe me, I don’t need a grown-up’s help. I’m going to destroy you all by myself. I know that because…” — raising my head, I sniffed the air — “You smell of meat like you wouldn’t believe.”

Right from the start. That smell had been there from the moment I laid eyes on him. Overwhelming… pleasant… alluring…

The smell of fresh meat.

But Daniel was in no hurry to accept a duel with me. He was afraid. Of Vasilisa.

“Gran, promise me you’ll only interfere if he tries to kill me. Otherwise, whatever injuries I might have, you’ll stay out of it.”

“Fine.” Without further questions she drew in her chain and moved away.

“Well, Daniel. Fighting me is your only chance of leaving here intact, ha-ha!” I said, spreading my arms. “You came to get revenge, worm. To cause me pain, to cripple me. No one will get in our way.” I opened the pores on my skin. “Come on, creep, attack. Otherwise, you’ll have your legs sliced off.”

“AAAH!” he cried, enraged, and put out a hand.

‘Activate energy-psychosis’

He was trying to knock me to the ground! This time, however, I felt my skin oozing some imperceptible substance that caused the telekinesis to kind of slide off, weakening its power.

My heart beat once, twice, three times. And on the fourth beat… Boom, the Gede Rhythm activated. I entered the conduit state.

‘Swarm, what’s the energy situation?’

‘You’re absorbing pure kinetic energy from the telekinesis. It’s starting to accumulate’

I raised my head.

“Why aren’t you falling?!” Daniel roared, flicking his fingers at me.

With some difficulty I raised my hand to shield my eyes, and once again the invisible blades pierced my skin. It was painful. It was unpleasant. But…

My adaptation to bleeding prevented the wounds from opening too deeply, and I had no problem stopping the shallow trickles myself.

And as all this carried on, as the adrenaline and dopamine began racing through my body… a smile crept over my bloodied face.

‘The length of the battle has begun to strengthen you’

My muscles were hardening. My tiredness was fading. My mind felt ever clearer, despite Wrath, and I found myself able to move more and more freely under the weight of telekinesis.

Again, Daniel shot invisible darts at me. Again, they ripped through my skin.

[Adaptation — Cut Damage: 2/9]

I winced in pain.

Seeing my reaction, Daniel shot more blades! This was the third time this jerk had tried to cut me up. Me! A child! How screwed-up could you get?!

This time, however, although the blades pierced my skin, they didn’t draw blood.

Wham! More blades hit me. They struck my hand, cutting the skin, but they didn’t go in as deeply as they had at the start.

“What the hell?!”

With a loud roar, my adversary launched the same spell once again, and once again it failed to cause any damage.

He couldn’t target the same wound twice because the darts flew all spread out, like buckshot. Also, being a novice mage, he couldn’t sustain his attacks for too long. His power was fading.

“Ha… ha-ha-ha!” I was shaking with laughter.

“YOU BASTARD! HOW ARE YOU DOING THAT?! YOU FIND IT FUNNY BEING ON YOUR KNEES, DO YOU?! WELL, HOW ABOUT THIS?!”

Clenching his fist, he raised it high and brought a telekinetic hammer down on my back with almighty force!

“Nnnh!” I grimaced with pain.

Now that I felt. That hurt. The trick of holding me in place with one hand and smashing my bones with the other was a powerful combination. It might well be enough for him to win the fight. I just couldn’t get out of his grip now. He had me pinned down.

‘Okay, I think that’ll do,’ I thought, exhaling.

I concentrated. Focused.

Did you think the last month had been spent purely on messing around, pumping iron and practicing punches?

I clenched my fist. ‘Hit the ground. Hit the ground. Hit the ground!’

Thwack! Strike one!

‘Hyperfixation activated. Alignment with the Demonic Element initiated’

Strike two! I gave it everything I had!

Strike three! Daniel saw crimson cracks opening in the ground.

Strike four! He raised his hand.

HA-HA, TOO LATE! Clenching both fists together, I paused to gather myself, then slammed them down on the ground!

WHAM! On the fifth blow, the demonically enhanced hyperfixation released all its energy, and pure kinetic power burst out in all directions. I became the epicenter of a huge repulsive force, sweeping away snow and shattering the broom and tree branches! Taken by surprise, Daniel lost balance and focus, breaking his telekinetic grip on me.

“Take that, SCUMBAG!” I was almost squealing with delight.

The psychosis gave me the strength to take two giant leaps towards my foe before he could put his hand out again.

“No, you don’t — it’s my turn now!”

Catching hold of his fingers in mid-jump, I yanked them towards me with all my might, twisting them to the side.

“AAH!” he screamed in pain.

Landing on my feet, I clenched my fist. I didn’t even need the Swarm to highlight the weak spots. I remembered them. I’d learned them. I was a medical student!

There was the liver.

Wham!

Although there was some kind of protection on him, it cracked from the force of my blow, and he felt the damage. Grimacing in pain, he clutched his stomach and tried to move away, but I caught him mid-step with a low kick to the calf!

As this didn’t have much of an effect, he readied himself to fight back. He clenched his fist, and I heard a buzz of energy.

‘Thought Acceleration’

Seeing from his movements that he was opening his hand with his palm directed at my chest, I swiftly dropped to the ground, dodging the telekinetic blast, and struck a powerful blow to his knee!

“AAAH!” he cried again, falling down onto the other knee.

Now we were on the same level. Eye to eye.

I threw a direct punch into his solar plexus, then grabbed his hair and kneed him in the nose. As my foot went back down, I flashed a hefty hook into his cheekbone for good measure.

‘Fixation blow ready for use’

My veins had become like scarlet cracks running all the way to my fingertips. And that could only mean one thing.

I looked him in the face. He looked back at me.

It’s time for you to fall, Daniel.

Taking a step back, I gathered my strength. Took aim.

And struck him with a direct kick to the chest. Wham! A wave of energy burst from my heel, and his eighteen-year-old bulk just flew away, catapulting backwards into the wall.

I breathed out…

‘Energy-psychosis off. Wrath is beginning to calm down’

I took another couple of seconds to get my breath back and let my heartbeat settle before stepping over towards Daniel.

He lay there coughing and wheezing, trying to recover his senses.

All that work. All those efforts to make the most of what I had, from strengthening my muscles to mastering hyperfixation. I’d hardened my fists, played table-tennis to improve my reactions, sparred while meditating to practice keeping my focus, and worked out the best way to strike the ground to deliver the biggest possible energy blast in the least number of blows.

Not everything was perfect yet. I didn’t always manage to produce the blast in five strikes. Some muscles were still lagging behind. And I couldn’t beat Morozov with technique alone.

But…

“Just one month has gone by, and I’ve got you at my mercy,” I said, pushing Daniel with my foot as he tried to get up. “Believe me, if you come back in another, there’ll be nothing left of you, loser.”

The smell of meat had disappeared.

It was over. The victim had been devoured.

‘Whew…’ I blew out a long breath. ‘I feel kind of… cleansed… inside’

‘User, I hasten to report that this victory has affected your soul. It isn’t sufficient for awakening, but victory over people who smell of meat to you feeds the appetites of your past identity’

I frowned. What was it Vivienne called enemies who failed to run away? Food?

I guessed that now I knew what it felt like…

To eat my fill.

But why? What did it mean? Why did my victims smell of meat, and why was it only victory over them that sufficed to stir my ancient self?

What sort of person was capable of such things? Who the hell did I use to be?

*Clap, clap, clap*

Turning around, I saw Gran coming my way, applauding me. The holographic display on her helmet showed a cross-looking face like this:
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Who programmed that thing? And how did she change what was displayed? Did it read her face? Was that the expression she was actually wearing now?

“What’s the deal? I wanted to chop his legs off,” Gran said. “A deranged brute like this, who takes his shit out on kids, should have all his extremities cut off and be dumped in the forest.”

Daniel’s eyes opened wide in alarm, and his lips began to tremble.

“Nah,” I said, frowning. “That’s going too far. I mean, yes, Wrath tells me that would feel nice, but… I’m not Wrath. I’m going to be better than that,” I sighed. “The guy’s unhinged. The time has come to do what I most enjoy doing.”

“And what is it you enjoy doing, Misha?”

“Turning people in.”

* * *

At the same time

In the darkness, some distance away from the gym, stood a man. Dressed in a torn, seemingly ill-fitting suit and wearing a bowler hat that was cocked to one side, he was leaning heavily on a black cane. His labored, wheezing breaths made his broad, hunched back rise and fall convulsively.

He’d been watching the battle between the child and the young man through intervening buildings. And he’d been waiting. Waiting for the one he so desperately needed to come.

But he hadn’t come. Just some woman.

“Why? I know that you and he talk. That you’re connected. Why don’t you come…?” the man growled.

“Hey, scarecrow!” someone shouted behind him.

Turning around, he saw a group of young people. Three boys and two girls. They gave off a boozy smell and were obviously tipsy.

“Holy shit, you’re ugly! How did you get so big?!”

“…” Making no reply, the man looked with gleaming yellow eyes at the young men, who were obviously trying to impress the females.

“Why are you such a mess? You’re scaring people! Who the hell are you, you bum?!”

The man heaved a sigh. Turning back in the direction of the gym, looking through walls, he saw that the scene of the fight was now deserted, that there was no one there and the Baron hadn’t shown up.

His face twitched. His blood began to boil, and an uncontrollable rage began to awaken within him.

Why? Why?! The Baron was meant to watch over Kaiser. Surely the boy didn’t have to have all his limbs broken before Samedi bothered to appear?!

He’d have to go on waiting. Go on watching. Sooner or later the Baron would show up, and then… he’d give him the vaccine.

But in the meantime…

“Who am I?” he growled, his body suddenly expanding. “Good question. Who am I? Doctor Jekyll?...” — he grabbed the young man by the collarbones — “Or Mr. Hyde?”

“AAAAAAAH!” the young man screamed as Hyde set about tearing him to pieces with his bare hands.

* * *

News Bulletin on Imperial One

Unexplained destruction in the city center

The police have discovered evidence of a vicious attack. The details are not being made public. Take care and remember that the police have a teleport!

The important thing is to call them in time.


Chapter 3

Sometime later

ANNA WAS WALKING with a big smile on her face. Despite the dull grey sky and the slushy pavements that come with every Russian spring, nothing could spoil her mood! And no wonder. The way things were going, there was a great chance they’d soon be able to move out of this part of town.

Let’s be honest. The Kaisers were living below their station. With their pedigree, they should have had a palace at the very least! But alas, given Mark’s situation, finding a place to rent had been hard, and they’d had to make do with what was available, which was why they’d ended up in this rather mediocre, sleepy little area.

But once Mark completed his army induction course, his family could look forward to… aristocratic status. That meant the family was assured of receiving its own plot of land, on which they were already saving up to build a house.

Maybe Misha would shoot another movie? The first one had been a smash hit! The Kaisers had lived on the movie rental money while Misha was missing. It was a shame he hadn’t been there to witness its success.

Anna didn’t want to jinx it, but things had been going really well over the last few months.

‘Maybe the bad patch really is finally over?’ Anna sighed, paying no attention to the paunchy men in the yard who couldn’t take their eyes off the beautiful girl passing by.

But she may have rejoiced too soon. Because as soon as she turned the corner and started along the path to her building…

She spotted an angel sitting on a bench.

It was that same six-foot-tall girl with white hair, pale skin and body armor. She was sitting perfectly straight, as if to attention, like a soldier.

Her aura had made the snow melt and gave off such warmth that all the yard cats that Anna sometimes fed had installed themselves on or about the sky-dweller’s body. Rusty was sitting on her knees. Tigger lay purring at her feet. And Beanbag, a mischievous little kitten, was playing with the feathers on her wings.

‘What the…,’ Anna thought, bewildered.

Seeing her approach, the angel gently removed the cat from her knees and rose from the bench, the little kitten still clinging to her wing, its legs wriggling.

Needless to say, everyone was staring at her. Children, old folk, the whole yard. They could all see what she was, the way she looked, and who she had come to see!

“Hello,” the girl said. “Will the boy be coming out?”

* * *

Gran and I stood open-mouthed, contemplating what was left of the police station. The area was cordoned off and teeming with police officers. It was as though someone had blown the building up from inside!

“Sir, what happened here?” I asked one of the officers.

“Move away, son, it’s danger…” — then he looked at me — “Oh, it’s you, Kaiser. There’s been a breakout. A felon escaped.”

I raised my brows. He actually… recognized me?

Wow, that felt good! I wasn’t just a familiar face here — I was a station favorite. Pfft! And why wouldn’t I be? I was an exemplary guardian of the law! I didn’t have a single offense to my name. Not one! I was clean enough to run for president!

But the fact that ALREADY, at three years old, I was gaining connections and authority — that was a damn good sign!

“Could you tell me where Tikhonov is?”

“Right now, he’s at the next station.”

So that was where we went. It wasn’t far. There were quite a few police stations in the city center, where there was a killing to be made from fining rich people.

There, however, they didn’t know who the Kaisers were and refused to let us in.

“Who do you think you are?!” I shouted, shaking my fist at the cops on the door. “I demand to see your boss! I’m in charge here! I'll have you all fired!”

“Who the heck’s this little whippersnapper?” the main cop said, peering at me, then at Gran in her helmet and Daniel with a chain around his neck. “Jeez, I wish I’d never moved to the City of N,” he added with a sigh. Then he took out his radio and explained the situation to the higher-ups.

And it worked! As soon as our names were mentioned, the order was given to let us through and leave us alone. The cops’ faces were a sight to behold, ha-ha!

“I’ve had it up to here with you guys!” I said, showing my fist again.

“I’ve been doing this for twenty years, and now I’m getting bullied by a toddler,” the main cop said. “So much for career progression…”

I strode through the police station with a swagger. It was different from mine. Here, for instance, the chairs were blue, and there weren’t as many lamps as in my station. I liked mine better. It was cozier. Theirs was shit.

When we asked where we could find Tikhonov, they came back with ‘What for?’ We said we’d come for two reasons — one to hand over Daniel, the other just to have a chat. Since Tikhonov was from another station, however, and was literally a guest here, it wasn’t to him that Daniel had to be handed over.

I’d taken the view that killing him would be unfair. Yes, he was a nasty piece of work, yes, he’d tried to cripple me, but kill him? Meh — too much death was bad for the soul. And I was a good boy!

First, then, we went to see a regular investigator. We explained what had happened, got my injuries documented, and found out that Daniel already had a police record.

That was that. He was toast. He’d be found guilty, and we’d just have to make one more visit to the station to see him get put away.

And this time I’d show no mercy. A mad brute like him belonged behind bars.

“Douchebag…,” he snarled.

“Maxim says you’ll be a bitchboy in jail. And anyway, it takes one to know one… douche… er… bag.” I turned around and gave him the finger.

As for Gran, however…

“Look here, you little bastard,” she growled. “You’re only alive thanks to my great-grandson’s kind heart. So shut your mouth, and keep it shut until you see nutsacks dangling under your chin, you piece of shit!”

He was lucky I led Gran out in time, or he wouldn’t even have made it as far as jail.

Once I’d dragged the angry Witch out and closed the door, I heaved a sigh of relief. It was done. A small but potentially bothersome episode of my life had come to an end. The conflict with Daniel had been dealt with once and for all.

Jail. Fair and deserved.

Nonetheless, I couldn’t get the picture of the destroyed police station out of my head. I had to find Tikhonov. There was something about all this that I didn’t like.

The lieutenant was sitting in the chief’s office along with some big-bellied guy. Well, I gotta say…

Tikhonov’s appearance startled me. A bandaged head, a bruised, swollen face and a leg in plaster — none of it looked good.

“Steve, could you give us a minute?” Tikhonov asked his colleague.

The man nodded and went out, leaving us alone.

“What happened to you?!” I asked straight off. “Are you alive?!”

“I… well, yes, I guess I’m alive,” Tikhonov said, flashing a very rare smile.

“B-but what happened? I saw the station all smashed to pieces! Like it had blown up from inside, or a herd of beasts had crashed through the wall!”

“It was Jekyll, your doctor. He escaped the next day. Two dead, a dozen injured, and the station reduced to dust.” He smiled faintly. “Damn place is meant to be protected by magic against brutes like that… and there’s nothing left of it.”

Gran and I exchanged glances.

This was worrying news. Jekyll had escaped? Meaning the psychopath was roaming loose about the city?

“But I didn’t sense psychosis,” I frowned.

“There wasn’t any to sense. Jekyll has a psychoenergetic personality split. Two identities with what I think are completely separate memories. And his alter ego is much, much stronger. Pure evil and rage compounded by strange, powerful magic.” He looked at me gravely. “Misha, if you see him, don’t make contact with him — just tell the grown-ups straight away, okay? Jekyll is unbelievably dangerous. Have you got that?”

“Y-yes, okay,” I nodded.

“Good boy,” he said, nodding back. “Don’t worry, we’ll catch him. I get the feeling he’ll show up soon. But meantime… beware.”

It was on that note that we left the station.

Gran was heading back to her motorcycle when she halted her step and swung around, realizing that I’d stopped outside the entrance.

I was standing with my eyes fixed grimly on the ground. My mind was swirling with thoughts, misgivings, fears.

For whatever reason, the news about Jekyll had hit me especially hard. I couldn’t believe that this was the same guy who had made me my hand! It was impossible! I’d seen his face, his eyes… there was no way he could be a monster!

On the other hand, it seemed it wasn’t Jekyll himself who was the monster, but rather someone inside him. Why did this story get to me so much? Because…

What if I was the same?

“Gran, I don’t want to have an alter ego like Jekyll,” I said, clenching my fists. “I’m afraid… afraid of going to sleep and not waking up.”

Gran took her helmet off and looked at me solemnly. Then she came up and stroked my back.

“That’s not going to happen, Misha.”

“But my past self is getting stronger all the time! The way I smell things, hear things, the way I get so savage in a fight. I mean… damn it, I can actually SMELL victims. I WANT to hunt them down! Who was I, Gran? Someone bad, huh?” I looked up anxiously. “Why was I destined to be reborn in dying babies? Why would someone condemn children to that fate just to keep me sealed up?” My arms dropped. “Whatever kind of a freak I was… maybe Jekyll was the same? Maybe I’m going to meet the same…”

“Misha!” Gran shook me by the shoulders and knelt down, looking into my eyes. “Listen to me carefully. You’re ALREADY a better person than your past self. You’ve ALREADY quit the old path. Believe me, Justice looks very deeply into someone’s soul, and if she says you’re different, you’re DIFFERENT.”

“…” I looked away.

“I get that you’re scared. And that you’re worried by what Jekyll said in the interrogation, that there were ‘two of you’ there. That’s normal. But think, Misha! You’re ALREADY heading in the right direction! As long as you keep to the same path, everything’ll be fine. As for getting stronger — pshaw! Take it as a bonus. It isn’t strength that defines who a person is.”

“Well… I guess you’re right,” I sighed. “It’s just that I don’t want to lose everything. I’m just so fond of life and everything that I get scared at the idea of losing it all. Sorry.”

“It’s okay, kid,” she smiled. “I’ve been through it all myself. You’ll be fine.”

I sighed glumly. What a situation to be in. Sometimes you forget that you’re an ancient chthonic being and you could lose everything at a stroke.

And you forget who you’ve got to thank for being happy.

‘Swarm, I just…’

‘What?’

‘Thank you for my being alive’

‘Your life is my essence. Gratitude is superfluous’

I sighed again.

Okay, enough of that. Pull yourself together! Was I going to get sad about every little thing? Nothing had even happened! Come on — one, two, one, two! I’d just have myself a candy, and everything would be…

*Dring-dring* — A phone suddenly rang. It was mine.

My eyebrows went up when I saw the screen. It was Mom calling. But why? I’d warned her I was on sweeping up duty.

“Hello?”

“Misha, will you be long?” she said, sounding anxious. “It’s just that… you have a visitor.”

“Who? Maxim?”

“Er, no…”

* * *

She sat stiffly on the bench with one cat on her shoulder, another on her lap, and a kitten perched between her wings. Next to her stood Mom, and there were gawking onlookers all around the courtyard. Especially children and old ladies.

“What are those Kaisers up to now?”

“This yard’s turning into a vice den again. What’s the world coming to?”

“Who’s this?” I said, pointing to the angel. “Or rather, what’s she doing here?!”

The angel removed the cats and stood up.

“Greetings, Michael,” she began in her melodious, singsong voice. “I was sent by my mistress, Justice. If you don’t mind, I’d like to observe you for a while so that I can compose a report for her.”

“Oh yes? Well, by all means!”

“Really?”

“No! Get lost!” I said, waving my hand at her. “I saved you, and you snitched on me. And now you want to ‘observe’ me? No thanks! Fly back to where you came from.”

“But I… I can’t go back…,” she said, flustered. “I was given an assignment, and I can’t let my mistress d…”

“Uh-huh. The last thing I need is people observing me. No.”

Demonstratively refusing to continue the conversation, I went inside.

Who did she take me for? She wanted to observe me, then report back to Justice? No thanks — once was enough. And if she couldn’t leave, that was her problem. She’d just have to sit outside!

Feeling no qualms at all, I left the snitch behind and went up to the apartment. Dad wasn’t there — he had induction training at army college, so he came home a little later these days.

If only everything could be that simple. Half an hour ago I’d been complaining that I didn’t want to be evil, whereas now I regretted having been too kind.

It began to get dark. The streetlamps came on. Out of curiosity I glanced out of the window and saw the girl with the sumptuous wings sitting alone on the bench. Same place, same pose, same blank stare. She’d now been joined by another cat, making four in all.

Frowning, I waved my hand and closed the curtain, as if that would shut her out of my mind.

At first, it helped. Pah! You won’t find me associating with informers! No way! And never mind that she probably had no choice. It was wrong! So let her sit there and freeze!

Right?

But an hour or so later, Dad came home.

“Oo-hoo-hoo, snow’s falling thick and fast now,” he said, coming in all wet. “Anyone know what that angel’s doing out there?”

Mom and I looked out of the window again. There was rain, there was snow, there was a howling wind. And there wasn’t a soul to be seen! Except, of course, for one solitary soul, who went on sitting under the only working streetlamp.

She appeared oblivious to the wind and the wetness. It was warm and bright around her — her aura melted the snow — and so the number of cats kept growing. There were now five fluffy felines warming themselves against her. And she didn’t seem to mind.

Mom glanced at me. I knew that look! Come on, woman, are you serious?!

“Oh, man…,” I sighed.

So down I went. Opening the main entrance door, I peered out and said:

“Okay, you can come in.”

The angel looked around at the awful weather, then at the cats. Those creatures might have peas for brains, but they immediately clocked what was about to happen and began to meow in protest, having gotten all snug by this big warm mother hen from the sky.

“What do you think I am, a shelter for homeless animals?!” I cried, throwing up my hands. “Argh! Bring them, then. We can hardly leave them out here now.”

In a word, I returned to the apartment with a giant woman in silver armor and five street cats. And while Bingus was trying to figure out what was wrong with the cats and why they had hair all over them, the angel, at Mom’s invitation, sat down on a chair. We all clustered around her.

Firstly, she was as tall as Dad, and he was well over six feet. Secondly, with those extravagant white wings of hers she managed to knock stuff over whenever she turned around.

And thirdly, that armor was awesome!

Girls are stupid, stinky creatures, of course, but sometimes they can be seriously good-looking. Like, for example, when they’re wearing full armor that hugs their waist… their legs… oof!

Her skin was cool, too — marble-like and covered in steel feathers, like armored growths.

Okay, okay, so she was an intriguing-looking girl, I won’t deny it.

She had white hair, sky-blue eyes and a finely sculpted face. But then, so did most of my family, so that was pretty much standard here.

“Let’s hear it, then,” Mom sighed.

“My name is Aurelia,” the angel replied. “I was sent by my mistress, Justice. She wants me to come to a verdict on Michael.”

“But the trial ended, didn’t it? What’s this all about?”

“Yes, the trial did end. The verdict isn’t to do with the trial, but rather an opinion on the child. As for why it’s needed, one can only guess. It’s not my place to try to read my mistress’s mind,” she said, lowering her gaze meekly.

We all exchanged glances.

What was all this? The trial had ended, with yours truly found not guilty. What more did they want?! Argh! These people were driving me nuts!

“But why…,” I growled, “Why can’t you just leave me alone? Enough watching me and wanting things from me already. Just let me live in peace, can’t you?! Is that so difficult?”

Mom lowered her eyes guiltily. It pained her to hear such angry words from her son. Aurelia hastened to reply.

“B-but I wouldn’t get in your way!” she said, raising her head. “I’d just be watching, I wouldn’t interfere in anything. I have no authority to act in any way! I’m just eyes and ears.”

“Wouldn’t get in my way? A six-foot angel with white wings and armored skin?” I said incredulously. “You’d only have to show your face to mess everything up! Were you seriously intending to follow me around everywhere?”

“Not everywhere, but… sometimes at least… if you don’t mind… I’d be very…”

Breaking off, she looked down guiltily and fell silent. Dear me, who was it Justice had sent — a warrior or a wallflower? On the other hand, I supposed there was little opportunity for developing communication skills where she came from.

It was Mom who made the next move.

Getting up, she called Dad and me into the next room and asked Dad to cast a muffling charm.

“What is it, Annie?” Mark whispered.

“Why does Justice need a verdict on Misha?” she whispered back, furrowing her brows. “She’s a Virtue who knows about his past, and here she is putting extra surveillance on him. Don’t you get why she would do that?”

I frowned. Let me think…

“Isn’t it to check that he’s a good boy now? And if that’s what it is, might this verdict not literally determine his destiny? Maybe they’re intending to execute him, for God’s sake! Or reward him!”

Dad and I looked at each other, our eyes widening.

“And if that’s the case, knowing that he’s being watched… isn’t it better to let it happen and show them what we want them to see? Especially as Misha’s a good boy anyway!”

Oh boy…

I was awestruck. Who, after that, could ever call Mom stupid? Lazy, perhaps. Much too addicted to her phone, certainly. And there was no denying her bare-faced cheek. But stupid? Not in the slightest.

What she’d just said was brilliant. Inspired!

“You’re the best,” my father said simply, kissing his wife.

“Mom, you’re a genius…”

She beamed happily.

It was decided, then!

Returning to the other room, we stepped over the cats and went up to Aurelia.

“All right, I agree!” I said abruptly, announcing my change of heart.

“R-really?” Her face brightened, and I actually felt it get warmer in the room.

“Of c-course,” I said, a little embarrassed by this outpouring of genuine delight from such a powerful being.

It was at this point that Mom stepped forward. Take it away, Mom!

“But there are certain conditions,” she said, raising a finger.

“Just say the word! I’ll do anything not to let Justice down! I… I don’t want to have to do this again…,” she trailed off.

“Firstly, you’re not to follow him absolutely everywhere. He’s got to have a private life! And secondly, something will have to be done about the way you look. So that you can observe him without standing out like a sore thumb.”

“Well, in theory I could be transferred into a different vessel…,” she murmured. “I’m a soul, after all, even if I do have a physical form. But we would need someone with the skills to…”

“Oh, we have just the person!” Mom said, clicking her fingers. Taking out her phone, she called a number. “Hi Gran! We need your help URGENTLY! Yes, yes. We’ve got a job for you. You’ve done it before, so you can do it again! Okay, see you, bye.”

She regarded the girl with a look of sly satisfaction.

But of course! Vasilisa had managed to place Baal into a different vessel. And a demon was a soul in a material body, just as an angel was. Wow, Mom was on fire today!

With a whoosh of her portal, Gran appeared.

“Well, I can certainly give it a go,” she nodded after we’d explained everything. “Especially now I’ve got Sevy — he knows more about angels than I do.” She turned to our celestial guest. “Gracious, you’re a big girl, aren’t you? What’s your rank?”

“Spear of Justice. Ninth.”

“No shit?” Gran said, raising her eyebrows. “Pretty big fish they sent! All right, Aurelia, you come with me. We’ll try to make you… a little less conspicuous.” She took the girl by the hand.

“Gran, wait!” Mom said.

“What now?”

“The kitties…” — Mom made that face.

“No.”

“We don’t have the space… but you…”

“No. No more animals!”

“But the poor little things… they’ll be crying… and freezing to death…”

Mom’s lips began to wobble. Oh, I could do that too! Standing next to Mom, I made teary eyes just like her.

“Oh, for ffff…,” Gran exclaimed, throwing up her arms.

Now we had another five cats at the cottage.

* * *

Next morning

The director’s office

No — this time the director hadn’t asked Mark to come and see her, and Michael hadn’t been up to no good. Which was a surprise in itself.

Today, something quite different was going on.

Something that was much better news for the school.

“We’re all set!” her assistant cried, running in. “We’re all set, ma’am! I got the topics!”

The director was in the middle of pouring herself a glass when she looked up to see the assistant with a bunch of papers in her hands. Her eyes lit up.

“That’s amazing… you’re an absolute star. Take a bonus… take a double bonus!” the director said. “Now we’ll be more than just the best in the city… the whole country will know about us. Yes. The time has come to move up to the next level,” she concluded with a predatory smile.

The school and preschool were her pride and joy. She’d given her life and soul to these two experiments and was genuinely proud of what she’d built! The best learning spaces, the best students, the best preschoolers — everyone knew that this was where the best children went!

But on a national scale, it was just another elite private school. One of many.

And the National Olympiad… could change everything.

“But ma’am, do you think it’s a good idea?” the assistant asked. “Should we really introduce these topics for all classes? Maybe we should… you know… offer them as a unique service for aristocrats and sponsors?”

“Well, you’re right that the aristocrats might object to our sharing this information with free placers…,” the director sighed. “But the thing is, my dear, everyone has a right to knowledge. I don’t care what the aristocrats say, our job is to teach children, and our children are going to win the Olympiad and make this school famous!”

* * *

The class began with an announcement.

“Children,” the teacher said, coming in. “I have some exciting news for you. Firstly, the long-awaited camp trip will take place in two months’ time. It’s being fully sponsored by the school, so absolutely anyone can apply — everyone will get in! It’s a three-week stay in an out-of-town recreation camp with classes, fresh air and lots of fun and activities!”

My eyes bulged with excitement.

WAS SHE SERIOUS?! WHOA! And I’d have Grandpa’s amulets with me, too! I’d have the best time ever! I’d missed the Arctic and the penguins, but the camp… count me in! Out in the forest, under the stars… oh yeah!

Maybe we could even take Jör and Oleg? They’d be coming out of hibernation in a month or so. Yes, Oleg, as you’ll recall, was a beetle, and he slept during the winter, which was why Max hadn’t been carrying him around lately. It wouldn’t be right to wake the little guy.

“The second piece of news is that in one month’s time we’ll be selecting people to take part in the National School Olympiad. Those who get picked will go to New Moscow to represent our city. Everyone is free to take part in the selection rounds. That’s all for now. Now let’s get on with the class. We have a new topic today.”

Now the children were a little on edge. This sounded serious.

When class finished, everyone started jabbering excitedly about the news. Max raced over to me, dragging Leo with him.

Yeah, I get it.

“First question!” Maxim said, raising his hands. “Are we all going to the camp?”

“I am,” I nodded.

“We-e-e-ll…,” Leonid said hesitantly. “What about my sister? I’d be gone three weeks — what if…”

“I know some people. They’ll look after her,” I promised.

As I mentioned before, Baal would be back in a couple of days. I could ask him.

So we were agreed about the camp. The next item on the Voodoo Boys’ agenda was a little more serious.

“Guys, we have to get into the Olympiad!” Maxim said firmly. “We’ve got to pass the selection rounds.”

“Isn’t it, like, whatever?” I sighed.

“What do you mean, ‘whatever’? Are you crazy? It’s the NATIONAL Olympiad, Misha! Meaning countrywide. Meaning the whole country!” he said, spreading his arms.

“Wow! That big?”

“You bet your ass it’s that big! Do you know what cool dudes we’d be if we won?”

“What do we need to win it for?”

Maxim looked at me as if I was an imbecile who’d just pooped on the floor.

“Misha, winning this doesn’t just get you a certificate. It makes you the champion of the WHOLE COUNTRY — do you understand?” Putting his hand on my shoulder, he paused for a moment. “Screw prizes. Don’t you like it when your parents are proud of you? I sure do. I want to win for my mom’s sake. I’ve got to try at least. I want to make her proud of me.”

I looked down, frowning, and sighed.

He was right, damn it. I wanted that too. There was no better feeling for a child than knowing your parents were proud of you.

“And you’ve got a sister, Leo,” Maxim went on, looking at Morozov. “Imagine how happy she’d be! Imagine adding an Olympiad prize to those sports medals!”

“Yeah,” Leonid muttered. “I guess that’d be cool…”

We fell silent for a moment, conscious that Maxim, for all his natural deviousness, was now speaking in all sincerity.

There was no denying it… winning the Olympiad would be pretty darn great.

“But how do we do it? Do you think we know whatever’s in it?” I asked.

“I’ll try and find out. Give me a couple of recesses,” Max nodded.

We nodded back. A couple of recesses. Fine by us.

In the meantime, while we’d been whispering, something had been happening behind us. First, I heard whispers, then a whole commotion. My ears picked up the sound of mature female voices amid the kiddie chatter.

Turning around, I saw three senior girls peering into the classroom. They were the same girls — small, medium and large — who had once canoodled me in a corridor, and whom I’d later seen in the disciplinary office. And they were giving off a strange yet familiar vibe.

As soon as they saw me, they beckoned to me with their fingers, setting off a flurry of whispers.

“So it’s Kaiser they’re after?”

“What’s he been up to now?”

“Oh, so that’s who he likes… older girls…”

“Why him and not me?! Damn that Michael!”

I paid no attention to any of that. I was used to it. But the sudden appearance of this trio puzzled me.

Leaving the preoccupied Maxim to his thoughts, I went over to the door. After threading my way through the crowd of children, feeling their stares on my back, I came face to face with the senior girls.

“What do you want?”

“Heh-heh, remember us, sweetie?” they said, smiling. “Come with us for a second!”

Exchanging looks with Leo, I shrugged, picked up my backpack and said I’d see him in etiquette class.

The girls didn’t take me far — just a little way down the corridor, away from prying eyes.

“Well, do you remember us?” they grinned.

“I guess…,” I said, frowning.

“But what about us-us?” Their voices suddenly became silky, enchanting.

Clutching the collars of their blouses, they pulled them aside slightly to reveal the edges of their breasts, each of them sporting a tattoo of a star inside a circle of thorny vines.

‘User, that is a seal. The sight of it causes the Lust gene to awaken’

One girl wore the seal on the edge of her right breast, another closer to her collarbone, and the third right in the middle, in the dip between her breasts. But they all had exactly the same one.

“Mistress Lust sends her greetings, kind Duke. We have admitted into our bodies the spirit, power and part of the memory of the succubi whom you met on the way to Alushanira. The seal is the symbol of your power over us.”

Then they… bowed their heads.

“We are at your service, Duke. From now on we are yours, body and soul.”

As if to confirm their words, the thorny vine seals lit up, and I felt a sort of code or password being transmitted into my body — a set of frequencies that was capable of deciphering the gene!

‘Lust pulsed three times. The Gene has grown stronger. I sense a connection with the seals on the bodies of the succubi’

What the…

“Wait…,” I began, trying to catch up with events. “You’re those same succubi?!” I yelled in a whisper.

“Well… not quite,” they said, going back to their normal voices. “Mistress Lust came to us during the night and asked for our help. And you being such a nice boy and all, we couldn’t say no! We became vessels for the powerful succubi, receiving some of their powers and memories! So we know how cute you look in that mask, heh-heh!”

“And… what are you going to do?” I asked, my head spinning.

“Whatever you tell us to do! Succubi and incubi are servants of Lust. You are her right-hand man, which makes you our master!”

“What, so I can tell you do anything I want? Even… take your clothes off?”

“With pleasure!” they said, beginning to unbutton their blouses.

“Stop, stop, timeout!”

They were beaming with joy at the idea that they would now be serving the duke himself.

Looking at them, I saw…

Fanatics.

“We’ll see you again later, kind Duke!” they said, buttoning themselves up and making to leave. “In the next recess. Bye for now!”

Holy crap, I had a class to get to!

Remembering it was on a different floor, I raced through a now half-empty corridor without any thought of what had just happened. I’d see them again soon enough in any case, plus I’d have time to think things over during class, since I hardly ever paid attention to the lesson itself. We had etiquette now, with Vivienne.

Fortunately, I made it on time. The children were just going in. They were strict about punctuality in this place. Being late was no joking matter!

Ah, there was Katya. There was something odd about her, though. Usually, she went about with a sneaky grin, her eyes and ears peeled for gossip. Now, however, her head was drooping, her mouth was clamped shut and her eyes were darting around nervously. It wasn’t like her at all.

“Hey, Sinitsin, you stinker, why the long face? Wet your knickers again?”

Her eyes opened wide. The look she gave me was… weird, to say the least. Moreover, she didn’t even reply. She made to scurry away, but was stopped in her tracks by someone coming out of the classroom.

What was going on?

“Hey, Katya, hello? Have you gone deaf?” I said, waving my hand. “What’s with the face?”

She pressed her lips together and turned away, afraid of speaking. Seeing Katya like that made me uneasy. It just didn’t feel right.

I didn’t like to see Katya like that.

“What’s happened? Why aren’t you speaking?!” I persisted.

“Nothing!” she said, opening her mouth at last. “Get lotht! Thtop pethtering me!”

‘Thought Acceleration!’

Bam! Time slowed down, everyone went still, and albeit just for an instant, I glimpsed…

A gap where her front teeth should be.

“Ha… ha-ha-ha-ha!” I roared. “OO-HA-HA-HA!” So THAT’S why you’re running away?!”

“What’re you laughing at, you idiot?!” she cried, blushing from head to toe. “It’th my milk teeth! Yourth’ll fall out too, thoon! You thtupid, thtinking idiot, Kaither!”

“Ha-ha-ha, what’s that?” I said, wiping away tears. “It’s Kaiser, not ‘Kaither’. Zzzzz. Now you try it — after me! Zzzz.”

Clenching her fist and shaking with fury, she blushed even harder, redder than a ripe tomato, called me a jerk and ran into the classroom.

There — serves you right, you little stinker. That’s karma for you! Kaaaarma!

“Mith, tell Kaither that he’th an idiot!” she said, pointing at me.

“Ha-ha, did you hear that, Michael?” Vivienne said, smiling at our childish banter.

“No, mith, I mutht have mithed it!”

“Argh! You MORON!” Katya yelled, and dumping her bag she chased after me, intent on strangling me.

* * *

The class passed without incident. Unlike the recess before it.

Katya’s ears were just about steaming with shame and fury. She was sitting directly in front of me, and so, in a moment of boredom, catching the wave of her unease, I…

Tugged her braid. “Hey, lisp girl.”

Her head jerked and swung around at me, green eyes blazing.

“Sinitsin!” Vivienne shouted, noticing. “I’ll thank you to keep all that for recess.”

“B-but… it woth…”

The pen she was holding snapped between her fingers.

‘Hee-hee-hee’

She gave me such a malevolent glare, you had to see it to believe it.

For the most part, however, the class was uneventful. Maxim sat cudgeling his brains, while Leo was paying close attention as always. I was the only one fooling around.

Alas, however, the fooling around ended with the bell.

“Michael, stay behind, please,” Vivienne said.

At the same moment, the three senior girls, aka the succubi, entered the classroom. So here they were. This was to be expected.

Katya, walking past, paid no attention at first, then stopped short.

“Wait, what’th thith?” she said, turning around. “What are you planning to do with THEM?” Today obviously wasn’t her day. “Thenior girlth now? What’th going on? Tell me right now or I’ll…”

Once again, we shut the door in her face. This is grown-up business, Katya. Not for lispy little girls!

Now there were five of us.

“Luxuria wants to start your training today,” Vivienne smiled. “She has nothing to do all day in her palace, so now she’s going to be pestering you.”

“Great, another one,” I groaned.

“Ha-ha, better get used to it! You’re going to have no end of admirers, Michael!”

I shouldn’t really have been complaining. I needed power! Especially as the demonic element inside me had boosted my capabilities.

Hyperfixation, for example. Now, not only did it help me attack and dodge more effectively, but it also released energy at every fifth blow.

That combined well with the Gede Rhythm and my meditation. Meditation opened my pores and absorbed energy, while the Rhythm let the energy roam about my body until the blast came.

It basically meant that, every five blows, I could hit someone back with all the attacking energy they used on me.

Do you understand now what Grandpa and I had been up to this past month? I was getting to be a real, honest-to-goodness mage! I had my own tactics, my own quirks. I was a freaking sorcerer!

And when Lust taught me to summon a clone… oh boy. Imagine that — TWO little dudes that you’d better not attack, because they’ll rain it all back down on you. While you’re dealing with one, the other’s right behind you. And what’re you going to do about it? Poop your pants, that’s what.

So I was pretty charged up as I sat down in the lotus position. What were the succubi doing here, though? For now at least, they were just sitting at desks, watching.

Okay, Lust… show me what you’ve got!

Vivenne did her magic, reality changed, and — da-da! — I was in Alushanira again. There was the familiar tall, naked lady — still naked, still tall. Meh, no taste at all. Not a patch on plate armor…

“Right, you little bas…,” Asmodea began.

“Mm?” I said, raising an eyebrow.

“My young duke,” she nodded. “I’ve heard of your talent for picking things up, so I’m expecting quick results. We’ll skip the preliminaries — you’ll soon get the hang of it!” She clicked her fingers, and seals and pentagrams flashed up in front of me. “Especially as I’ll be with you for your first go. Now for the theory!”

The theory. Interesting stuff, actually.

The different Sins’ power grows in different ways. In the case of Avarice, it’s spurred by accumulated wealth, in the case of Wrath by his own anger. But Lust’s power is fueled by people’s adoration of her. You might say it’s the most harmless Sin. Endless love!

But there’s a problem with that.

“You can’t do all the loving yourself. You’d wear it out before you even came up to a vavakia in strength!” Asmodea explained.

“Huh? What do you mean? I’d wear what out? What?”

“Get your father to explain it. Now, moving on.”

That was why Lust created succubi and incubi. You might say they acted as go-betweens, as taxpayers. As the saying goes — they do the act, I take the flak.

“The first thing you’ve got to learn is to weave vines. The vine represents your power over a sinner’s heart, and it’s woven after the twenty-first day of a contract. You’re going to be doing your first vine now. Listen and remember! When you get back to your world, you’ll need to repeat it.”

I memorized all the instructions. Once I felt I’d grasped it, I gave a brief nod and was promptly hurled back into the real world. Hardly any time had passed — Luxuria had been in a hurry, since recess didn’t go on forever! More’s the pity.

“Give me a piece of chalk!” I said, holding out my palm.

No sooner had Vivienne, who had decided to be helpful to the last, turned around than the three senior girls bolted out from behind their desks and darted first to the blackboard, then to me!

“H-here you are, sir,” the tall one said, holding out the chalk.

“Bitch! I was first!”

“You need to run faster, shorties! Have you seen my legs? Exercise, girls, exercise!”

Even Vivienne raised her eyebrows. As did I. Wow… did these succubi really love their mistress and master as much as that? Holy crap…

But never mind them! Shoo, ladies, shoo! Don’t get in my way!

I drew a pentagram. It was completely different from the Keys of Solomon, but thanks to the Swarm there was no chance of going wrong.

‘Display the pattern on the floor so that I can trace over it’

‘Got it’

I traced over the pattern. Lust’s pentagram, by the way, comprised a star entwined by a vine, which was evidently her symbol.

Next, I needed blood. That was no problem — I used the technique Dad had taught me for opening my own wounds. It was something I’d practiced. Putting a drop in one corner, then another, I used blood to finish the seal… and there it was. All ready.

Whew.

Okay folks, here goes nothing!

I sat in the middle of the seal with my legs folded beneath me and closed my eyes. The Swarm displayed the magic seal, and as I traced over it in my imagination, I could feel the symbols becoming filled with my energy.

Whoosh! The pentagram beneath began to glow a cherry-red color! Sounds became muted, the space around me dissolved, and for a moment I couldn’t hear anything at all. I didn’t panic, however. I knew that was normal. I was now a little Lustling. My power was limited, plus this was an experiment, so I couldn’t get signals from the entire world. The entire city at most.

After a minute or so, however, I started to pick up a voice. A female voice.

I could hear it. I could hear the spell.

I could hear Lust calling.

“I have no interest in power or money — I’m too bored, too listless.

As sunset ushers in the night, by this ritual I summon:

Self-love — turning tensions into lust.

I want to feel irresistible…

I crave… languid sighs.”

The cityscape raced past my eyes at immense speed — building after building, street after street, mile after mile, until finally, as an observer watching from the side, I reached the end point — a room in which there was a girl and a seal in the middle.

“Nnnh!” I groaned in pain.

‘User, Lust has activated! An abnormal quantity of energy is beginning to pass through you! Your small body is unable to withstand such pressure!’

I felt a burning in my chest, I began to retch, and a chill flooded my body. It felt like the beginning of energy-psychosis, except that this time I had no adaptation.

But I could get through it. I had a way! I had a devilish trick up my sleeve!

My training was paying off more and more often.

One heartbeat. A second. A third. And boom! The beating of the ritual drums put my body into a conduit state, and instead of an overflowing barrel I became a closed-loop fountain.

‘You’ve done it. Lust is stabilized. Potential damage has been avoided’

I exhaled pink steam.

Once I was in this state, I began to sense the presence of four responders. Three were the succubi, and the other was the seal. I really was a kind of conduit, a go-between, a switchboard.

The only thing that puzzled me was, why had the succubi lit up? They were girls, after all, as was the summoner. I didn’t get it. You’ll be telling me next that incubi get sent to boys, ha-ha! Come on, don’t be silly!

On the other hand, the customer is always right. If the girl wanted a girl, then so be it.

In fairness, it didn’t take Lust to do this kind of thing. Any demonologist could do it. But as the Duke, I’d been taught some pretty cool magic which meant I knew from the start which succubus would fit the bill. In this case, any of the three would do. Hmm, she certainly wasn’t a fussy young lady. Oh well — all the better for me!

Asking the Swarm to display the seal, I focused hard on the medium-sized succubus and, like a lighthouse flashing Morse code, sent a message to her responder. As soon as she got the coordinates, the succubus lit up and flew to the summoning seal.

“My beautiful darling,” the succubus said with a rapacious smile, stroking the girl, who was now trembling impatiently. “You can have anything you wish. Anything you ask for. It’s all yours. Twenty-one visits, each of which will heal you and cripple you. If you agree… just hold out your hand.”

The girl agreed without a second thought, clasping the succubus’s hand.

Twenty-one nights, the last of which could be renounced. But if she didn’t…

A fragment of her soul and heart would become forever mine.

This was the crux of Lust’s power. Not the Duke’s power, but that of Lust herself, the demon. Her own demonic heart couldn’t be kindled, but she was capable of stealing what belonged to others.

‘Whew’ — with a sharp exhale, I disconnected and opened my eyes.

I had no idea why a girl needed a girl, what they intended to do and how on earth it involved scissors, which Lust kept mentioning during the lesson. Good luck to them, as they say, if that was their thing.

What struck me was something else.

“Wait, TWENTY days?!” Only now did it dawn on me. “Holy cwap, are you kidding me?” I was so nonplussed, I momentarily lost my Rs again.

Since this was a test contract, I wouldn’t be making more than one. Which basically meant zilch Sin training for me for the next twenty days. I’d have to sit and be patient. “We’ll carry on after you’ve woven your first vine,” Asmodea had said.

‘Oh, man! Why did no one tell me that Lust was all about business management?!’ I thought, clutching my head.

It was about handling customer flow, expanding human resources and delegating contracts. Oh well — at least I didn’t have to pay wages. The succubi extracted their own fee by taking energy from their victims. Or customers, as I should probably call them.

“Why did she get to be first, sir?!” the tallest girl asked, perplexed. “I was the one who brought you the chalk!”

I should point out that the chosen succubus-girl could move around independently here in the classroom while her alter ego was occupied elsewhere. So she wasn’t drooling or anything like that, but just standing there, albeit rather quietly. I noticed her cheeks had turned a deep red, too. What on earth were they doing in that room?

*Bzzz* — the bell went.

Ugh, goddamn it!

“I assume all went well. I’m very pleased for you, Michael!” Vivienne was as upbeat as ever. “I’ll give Asmodea the good news. All right, off you trot to class! Don’t worry, I’ll erase the seal.”

Well, as it happened… yes.

It had all gone extremely well. In twenty-one days, I would officially assume the title of Duke of Lust. It was just a matter of time. For now, the subject would have to be put on hold — there was nothing for me to do except see how things went with these contracts.

Getting up, I said a forced thank you to Vivienne and not-so-forced thank yous to the succubi, then exited the classroom. The corridor was empty. Shit, I was late!

I was already on my way to the next class when suddenly…

‘Argh, my backpack!’ I remembered, clutching my head.

I knew something was missing! I raced back and was just reaching for the door handle when…

Whack! The door suddenly swung open right into my face!

Staggering back, I fell on my butt and clutched my mouth. The senior girls — for it was they who had opened the door — stared down at me, aghast.

I could taste blood. Had I split my lip? Then, however, I began feeling for the impact point with my tongue. Finding it, I…

Spat out two front teeth.

My hand trembling, my eyes bulging, I looked at the teeth, then slowly looked up at the pale-faced succubi.

“Are you cravy?” I lisped. “I ONLY JUTHT LEARNED TO THAY MY ARTH! YOU’VE GOT TO BE KIDDING!”

* * *

News Bulletin on Imperial One:

Mass lisping among first-graders!

Speech therapists are sounding the alarm. An unusual wave of lisping has been noted among first-grade students at an elite school in the capital. ‘We’ve never seen anything like this before,’ commented Anna Govorushkin, a speech specialist. ‘It’s as if someone put a curse on our children!’ say indignant parents. The school administration has so far refrained from commenting. But the trend is clear: children have begun losing their teeth earlier than usual.


Chapter 4

From Mr. Hyde’s Diary. Written in jagged, messy handwriting:

Life is growing ever duller. Ever more joyless. Doing evil doesn’t give me the pleasure it did before. The cries and prayers for mercy no longer bring a smile to my face.

I’m tired. The way of life I’ve enjoyed for the past ten years has… ceased to interest me.

I don’t know what to do. Everything seems so grey, so gloomy. I try to find ways to perk myself up, but nothing seems to work.

I’ve started thinking about death.

Yesterday, when I was wandering the streets at night in search of victims, I bumped into a strange man. A psychoneurologist from America. I got talking to him. It was kind of funny, having a chat with my victim. Where did that sentimentality come from?

He asked me why I do what I do. But I don’t know. Why? It doesn’t make me happy. But with no apparent fear for his own life, he said he found my case interesting! Can you imagine? My victim found me interesting.

And he said he could help me.

A drug he invented is capable of awakening hidden personality traits. He told me it would show me… goodness. How to enjoy the light instead of embracing darkness.

I killed him. The man, that is. Just like that. He wanted to help me, and yet I tore him to pieces, just because I always kill whoever I’ve set my sights on. There’s no justice in the world, so there’s no point looking for it or asking where it is.

But I pocketed the drug he’d offered me.

Maybe I should give it a shot? I find it hard to believe, though. There’s no light in me. And there never was.

I’ll probably try it tomorrow. I’ll report back.

It’ll be interesting to see what happens.

* * *

Well… what a dithathter.

“Ha-ha-ha-ha!” Katya roared with laughter. “Ha-ha-ha-ha! Lithper. Lithping Kaither!”

“You’re lithping yourthelf, you idiot!”

“I told you they’d fall out! That’ve karma! Kaaaarma!”

She was as radiantly happy now as she’d been glum and cross during the last break. Like two different people.

She was so delighted, laughing so hard, that tears streamed out of her green eyes. I’d never seen her so happy. She was wriggling her legs and clutching her stomach to contain her mirth.

Now it was my turn to go red in the face.

What the hell? How could it be this way? Are you listening, God? Why are you on her side? Why is she laughing again?!

Argh, I hate girls! Stinkers! Idiots!

Never! — do you hear me?! — Never would I kiss a girl! To hell with them all!

“Aaargh!” I roared and began chasing Katya.

“Uh-oh! Ha-ha-ha-ha!” She darted between the desks, still reveling in the absurdity of it all.

Maybe it really was karma? Maybe there was something I didn’t know? Maybe it was worth cheering her up so as never to see that grey, nervy, unhappy version of Katya ever again?

Hmm…

Not likely.

“I’ll cut you to pietheth, Thinitvin!” I shouted, brandishing a pencil.

“Oh, pleave don’t kill me, Kaither, pleave!” That little idiot could run so fast, her braid fluttered behind her in the wind.

It was a disaster all right. My life as I knew it was over — time to move onto the next one. I’d never felt so ashamed since… damn it, I’d never felt so ashamed! Crapping in your cradle was way less shameful than teasing someone like crazy for lisping and then getting a lisp of your own half an hour later!

Realizing I’d never catch Katya, I gave up and went to join my friends.

Or at least I thought they were friends.

Leo stood with his face as red as a beetroot and his cheeks bulging, making little squeaking noises. If you prodded him in the belly, he’d explode.

“Don’t even think about it,” I growled.

“No, I’m not…,” he squeaked and turned away, straining to hold his laughter in.

Maxim, meanwhile, who until then had been fully immersed in his thoughts, chose this moment to come out of them. Looking around, he analyzed the situation and…

“Misha?”

“Yeth?”

“OHHH, AH-HA-HA-HA-HA!” He began screeching like a monkey.

Without any qualms, I grabbed him by the neck and strangled him to death.

That was that. I had no friends. Life was shit. If you want to awaken, I told my alter ego, now’s the time. Save me from this disgrace!

“Hey, Misha, if you and Katya put your fallen-out teeth together, you’d make a full set!”

Firstly, it was true — my teeth were missing in exactly the place where Katya still had hers. We complemented each other perfectly!

Secondly, when I tried to picture that image…

“Eww, ugh!” I cried, grimacing.

“Yeah, I went a bit too far there,” Maxim said, scratching his neck. “But you’ll grow new ones. So you’ve got a lithp! It’th no big deal, ith it, Leo?”

I stared dead-eyed at Morozov. He looked like a toad, with snot dripping from his nose and his eyes bulging out of their sockets from the effort of trying not to laugh.

Having fun, are you? I thought.

Let’s see how much fun you’ll all be having when the world is consumed in the fire of my vengeance and wrath…

I’ll remember all those who dared laugh at me. All of them.

“Anyway.” Once everyone had calmed down a little, Maxim went into hustler mode. “Guys, we need to go somewhere else. Out of range of big ears.”

Without thinking, we all turned around to find Katya standing right next to us. She hadn’t even bothered to hide — she was just standing there, pretending to inspect a lamp. Yes, Katya, it’s called a lamp… it switches on and off… Fascinating, huh?

What are you — a moth?

Picking up our bags, the three of us went off to hide in the boys’ restroom. There definitely wouldn’t be any annoying girls in there.

But just the fact that Maxim insisted on privacy made it feel like something was brewing!

“I’ve found stuff out. I’ve found everything out! I used all my confluence!” he said, waving his hands about. “My mom told something WA-A-AY big!”

Our eyes lit up. “W-what?”

“SO-O-O-O big!” he said, spreading his arms.

“You’re kidding…,” we said incredulously. “THAT big?”

“Like… enormous!” He checked all the cubicles in case some creep was spying on us, then carried on in a whisper. “Basically, the school has got hold of the topics for the Olympiad selection rounds! And they’re going to feed them to us during classes. To prepare us!”

“Is that legal?!” Leo asked.

“No way is it legal!” Max whispered. “But if we could somehow get them ourselves… we could learn it all at home! We’d be streets ahead of everyone else! Targeted strike, yo! We could get cramming and memorize the whole lot, yo!”

Leo and I looked at each other and nodded.

It wouldn’t just help — it would solve everything completely. If I knew the topics, I could just learn them off by heart in literally a day of leafing through textbooks. Tests, dictations, translations, Olympiads — all these things were a piece of cake for me if I just had a couple of days to prepare.

There was just one question.

“How do we get hold of them, though?” I whispered.

“The director has them in her office. Mom said there are no cameras in there because she’s always on the booze. It’s perfect! The only tricky thing is how to get in there in the first place. Where do we get the keys?”

Maxim was proposing to steal the papers. In fact, we didn’t even need to steal them. It would be enough for me just to look at them. And it was true — there were no cameras either in the reception room or in the director’s office. I could check that myself.

‘Swarm, look at recordings of when we were in the director's office. Are there any cameras?’

‘I don’t see any’

Well, there it was. The chances of getting in and out without our parents being summoned to the school were pretty high. The only problem was how to get in. It wasn’t as if we could just break the door down.

Although…

Hang on. Why break it? I had an idea!

But then…

“Guys… are you sure?” Morozov piped up. “That’s stealing. From the director! We could get ourselves expelled for sure! It’s extremely risky!”

“Are you chickening out?” Maxim asked, perplexed.

“I… I don’t know. It’s kind of… too much, maybe.” He sounded very unsure. “What if we got caught?”

This was bad. With two of us, it really would be dangerous. We’d have a much better chance with three.

At this point, faced with the wavering of admittedly the most right-minded of our threesome, Maxim rose, brushed himself down with a nonchalant air and laid down a kind of ultimatum — a challenge of the kind that no boy can ignore.

“Hmm, I see. You mean you don’t have the balls.”

Morozov froze, his eyes twitching.

“Misha and I will get the papers. Let’s go, Misha,” he said, winking, and I got up, deciding to play along. “You just stay here! We’ll go to Moscow for the Olympiad and beat everyone hands down. And you stay home with nothing to show your sister.”

And we walked away, leaving Leonid alone. But we went really, really slowly so as not to actually leave the restroom.

For a while, Leonid went on sitting by the wall, staring into space. He began clenching and unclenching his fists, breathing heavily and nervously adjusting his glasses. And just as we reached the door…

“Damn it!” he hissed, then spun around and came running after us. “Wait!”

* * *

That afternoon

After classes

For a boy, proving to yourself, your family and your friends what a talented person you are is the main purpose in life.

And Leonid was no exception.

The boy from the orphanage might not have parents, but he did have a sister and people around him to whom he felt the need to prove his worth.

While Michael and Maxim had the support of their families, Leonid only had himself.

And an Olympiad was one of those roads that could lead somewhere. It was true — Olympiad winners were highly prized by the Academies, the most prestigious institutions in the world.

Maxim was right — Leonid did want to win it. Or at least take part in it. All three of them did.

Which meant they had to act.

The plan was simple. For some reason, the nice-looking senior girls from the disciplinary office did whatever Michael told them to. And the disciplinary office was in the same place as the student council. And the student council held keys to all rooms in case of an emergency. The person in charge of them was an obnoxious, rule-obsessed senior boy. Leonid knew him.

Michael had told the senior girls to get the key to the director’s office by ANY means possible. And they’d got it! What methods the girls had ended up using was a mystery — but for some reason they came back very quickly and with disappointed looks on their faces.

Once they had the keys, all that remained was to wait for the right moment to go in and find the papers.

That moment came right after the fourth class. The director, who was also in charge of the preschool, had put her coat on and left her office, followed by her deputy. The cameras that showed all this could be monitored from the disciplinary office, which meant that Michael and his senior girls had access to them.

It was time. The moment had come!

The three first-graders ran to the open reception room and looked around. It was empty.

“One of us needs to keep watch,” Michael said. “Leo, you do it.”

“Why me?” Leonid said, flummoxed.

“Just do it. Don’t let anyone past!”

They looked around, then pulled out the key and gently opened the door. There was a click. Yes — it worked! Michael and Maxim hurried into the office.

Meanwhile, Leonid stayed in the corridor.

Naturally, he felt uneasy. He was used to fighting, defending his corner — but breaking and entering? Acting as a lookout? That wasn’t his thing at all! The lookout role suited Michael with his charm or Maxim with his cunning. Those two could talk their way out of any situation!

‘Hurry up…,’ he thought. It wasn’t often that you saw a badass like Leonid looking so nervous and anxious. ‘What on earth are you doing in there?!’

It was then that he heard footsteps. Small, quiet footsteps — obviously a child’s. Turning around, he saw… Katya.

She was carrying a journal.

“Morovov?” she said, raising an eyebrow. “What are you doing here?”

“K-Katya…,” he said, perplexed. “Where… where are you going?”

“To thee the director,” she said, cutting him a look. “I’m the clath monitor! We had four grade D-th today — the director needth to intervene! What are you thtanding there for? Move, you’re blocking my way!”

Katya was a pretty girl by any standard. She wasn’t Leonid’s type, but he understood why other boys liked her.

Which was why, when she started getting pushy… Leo got kind of flustered. He wasn’t used to talking to girls. Plus, with her not being a boy, what could he do to her? He couldn’t even hit her!

So she just breezed on past him!

She was reaching for the handle of the door. The unlocked door!

‘No… no… NO!’ The poor boy turned pale. ‘What do I do? What do I do?!’

Leonid was out of his depth here. Especially as he didn’t like Katya enough to start flirting with her and distracting her with small talk. He was afraid of talking to girls! His hands trembled, his mouth felt dry, and his face went pale.

He’d been entrusted to keep watch… and he’d agreed to do it. It was too late to back out now! He had to act.

“It… It was right what Misha said about you,” he said.

Katya froze. Although she had her hand on the handle, she hadn’t turned it. She slowly turned around.

“What did you thay?”

“Nothing,” Leonid said, turning away.

“No-no-no, I heard you!” Letting go of the handle, Katya marched up to him so menacingly that his glasses misted up. “What rubbish hath Kaither been thpreading about me?”

So what next? The main task had been accomplished — now he needed to keep things going and hold her up for a while! But how?

Argh!

“Forget it. It wasn’t… it wasn’t about you exactly. It was… er… about another girl.”

“…” Katya blinked hard. “What?”

“It was nothing. Forget it,” Leonid said with a wave of his hand. Then he moved off in a random direction, promptly bumping nose-first into a wall.

“Thtop right there,” Katya said, going after him. “I thed thtop, four-eyeth! Tell me what he thed!”

The beast’s attention had been diverted. Leonid had to flee the battlefield, his ears ringing with the most stinging gibes that Katya’s ingenious first-grade brain could muster.

Your sacrifice won’t be forgotten, Leonid!

Because…

* * *

“Here it is!” Maxim almost yelled.

I turned around to see him holding a piece of paper. Quickly closing a cupboard containing a pile of other papers, I rushed over to him.

It was a printout.

‘For elementary classes:

Russian Bear: dictations — emphasis on correct spelling.

History Owl: theories on the emergence of magic (and evidence); ancient history; the history of Russia after the global magic war (up to the Knyazyev era).

Math Kangaroo: equations.

General Knowledge: everyone will be given a set of questions testing their general knowledge about the world.”

I skimmed through it.

‘Memorize this, Swarm’

‘Got it’

“Okay, I’ve memorized it!” I said.

“Are you sure?!”

“Yes!” I said elatedly. “We’re going to nail this, Max! We’re going to Moscow! We’re going to win the Olympiad!”

“Ha-ha, yes, yes!” he said, punching the air. “Okay, let’s get out of here!”

“One second, I’ll just put everything back the way it was.”

Maxim nodded and headed out of the room while I began arranging all the papers the way we’d found them. With my memory, I could ensure that no trace remained of our having been here! That was what held us up, in fact — making a neat job of things. It’d have taken me an age to find that paper on my own, that was for sure. It was a good thing Max had…

*Clack. Clack. Clack*

I froze with my head erect like a meerkat and listened out.

I could hear footsteps.

I’d already heard Katya and Leonid’s heroic sacrifice. A wall was no barrier to my ears — I could hear everything that was happening on the other side of it.

And I heard everything now. First there were footsteps — brisk and weighty, obviously not Maxim’s, or Katya’s, or Leonid’s. Then I heard a voice.

“Maxim?! What are you doing here?! What do you want?”

It was the director!

I nearly jumped out of my skin. ‘Uh-oh. Uh-oh! UH-OH!’

“H-hello!” Maxim said as loudly as he could. “Miss Director! And… and what are you doing here?!”

“I forgot something. Why has your face gone so red?”

The footsteps were getting closer.

Shit, shit, SHIT! THIS WAS SERIOUS! If she saw we’d been in here, we’d be done for and no kidding! We’d stolen the key and entered her office without permission. It was bordering on criminal!

Why the hell had I gotten myself into this?! Why did I have to keep landing myself in trouble instead of using my brain?

I looked around, panicking. ‘What shall I do?! What shall I do?!’

Hide. I had to hide! But where? Could I get out through the window? Damn it, this was the third floor! I might survive, but the open window in the unlocked office would soon give the game away, especially with Maxim being there.

Under the table? But what if she sits down?! What if she decides to stay for a while? She’d see me for sure!

Damn it! I had to hide quickly…

The closet. That was it. There was a large closet in the office, which we’d opened earlier. It was big enough for me to stand up in!

With quick, noiseless steps I sprang over to the closet, opened it and got inside, nearly knocking over some empty bottles that had been left here. I just managed to close the door in time!

The door to the office opened.

“Why is it unlocked?” the director asked, puzzled. “Did you unlock it?”

“W-what? No-o-o!”

“Tsk, my assistant must have forgotten to lock it. Just wait till I see her!”

Sorry, assistant!

I held my breath. She was here, in the office! The monster was right next to me!

Don’t look in the closet, don’t look in the closet, don’t look in the closet, please!

I heard footsteps just on the other side of the closet door. She was looking for something. Opening a filing cabinet. Shuffling some papers. Phew — she wasn’t looking in the closet! She’d forgotten some papers. Now she’d take them and leave!

She asked Maxim what exactly it was that he wanted. He began spewing random crap about the camp and whether it was all right to bring a beetle and his favorite barberry candies. Exactly the sort of questions a child would ask. Well done! Attaboy!

It was going to be okay! I was going to get away with…

Just then, I accidentally moved my foot.

*Clink* — the empty bottles knocked against each other.

Instantly, silence descended. The conversation came to an abrupt halt, and I shut my mouth so that not even my breath was audible.

The game was up.

Quite simply… I was done for.

‘Who the hell puts BOTTLES in a closet?!’ I screamed inwardly.

“What was that? Did you hear it?” the director whispered.

“W-what? No, I didn’t hear anything…” I could tell from Maxim’s voice that he’d just pooped himself.

“No-no, I definitely heard something. Was it from the closet?”

I heard her coming towards me.

‘DANGER ALERT! SHIT, SHIT! ARGH!’ I’d never panicked this much even in Hell.

Step by step, she was getting closer. It was all happening in agonizing slow motion. I tried to figure out what on earth I should do. I even thought of leaping out and bashing her on the head so she wouldn’t remember anything!

No, don’t open it! Don’t open it! It’d be the end of me! My parents would kill me, I’d be expelled, and I’d get an earbashing from hell!

‘NO, please!’ I began psyching myself up to burst into tears so that she’d take pity on me.

Suddenly, however, I heard different footsteps briskly approaching the office. Not an adult’s this time, not the click-clack of heels, but the soft patter of a child’s feet.

The newcomer paused outside the room, then put on speed and hurried in.

“Leo?” I heard Maxim say.

Morozov? LEONID MOROZOV?

Making no reply, he evidently just looked at Maxim, looked at the director, who by now was stretching her hand out to open the closet, and…

*CRACK*

I heard a short, sharp sound that every parent recognizes — the sound of a head colliding with a hard surface, followed by that of a falling body.

Leonid cried out with unfeigned pain. “Owwww!”

The director stopped and turned around.

“Leonid?! What happened? Have you banged your head? Oh, you’re bleeding!” she cried, running up to him.

Leo groaned in pain.

“You need to get straight to the first aid room! Maxim, you take him!” She sounded seriously concerned.

“I… I don’t know where it is! I don’t remember!” Maxim’s initial panicked state now came in useful, as he appeared genuinely at a loss about where the first aid room was even though, as you might recall, we’d certainly been there. “I’ll help! Just show me the way!”

“In that case follow me! Quickly! Are you all right, Leo? Can you walk?”

“Why did I do that?” he groaned, clutching his head. “I’ve busted my skull.”

The poor woman gasped. Forgetting all about the closet, she helped Leonid up, told Maxim to support him, then led them both off to the first aid room.

Leaving me alone in the office.

The footsteps grew fainter and fainter until finally even I could no longer hear them.

I quickly exited the closet, closed it and hurried out of the office, leaving the door open as the director had left it. Then…

‘You have entered energy-psychosis!’

Red-faced, sweating and having very nearly pooped my pants, I sped off as fast as I could, desperate to get as far away as possible from that damned office!

I was safe at last.

Leo… today’s triumph is all down to you.

Despite his reluctance to get involved in the first place, it was he who had twice taken a bullet to dig us out of a hole.

Well… surely now, then…

We could say for sure that he was our friend. After all, he’d acted like someone we could rely on.

It was thanks to Leo that I was at home an hour later.

By the way, I called Maxim later to ask how things were. There was no concussion. Leo had just cut his head open against the corner of the door. He hadn’t done it by halves, though. It had made a hell of a sound.

On arriving home, I dumped my bag and flopped down on the couch, letting out a long breath.

Whew.

We’d done it, folks. We’d achieved our goal. With minimal repercussions.

We had the topics.

We’d pass those damn selection rounds, go to Moscow and become famous throughout the country. And we were still in first grade!

We’d been destined for greatness since we were babies!

“Hey, son!” my father said, returning early. “Come here a minute.”

“What ith it, Dad?” I asked from the couch.

“This isn’t quite legal, but…,” he began, taking a sheet of paper out of his pocket. “Our school got the topic list for the Olympiad. I copied it. Do you want it?”

“…”

“How come you’re lisping, by the way?”

“… kill me now.”

* * *

The next day

It was the weekend, so there was no school. Instead, we went to see the dentist. He poked around in my mouth and told me to get up.

“Well, it’s a simple case of milk teeth falling out,” he concluded. “Signs are, they were about to get loose in any case, but getting banged in the face… sped up the process.”

“So what… we just need to wait?” Mom asked.

“Exactly right. It’s completely normal — no intervention needed. The new teeth will come when they come.”

“Damn it, I only jutht learned to pronounth my arth,” I said, throwing up my hands.

So, fate was on Katya’s side, I got that now. Well, screw her, the lisping snake! My teeth would grow back quicker because of the Swarm! I’d get to mock her again in good time!

But not just yet. Somehow, she was smarter than me at mockery when the playing field was even.

How different she was from Suvi…

How was Suvi, I wondered. I didn’t miss her, exactly, but I’d always found her pleasant to be with. She brought me cakes and hardly bothered me at all — just sat next to me munching stuff. Although she did have a habit of pinching my cheeks? Why did I have such chubby cheeks?

Mom had filled me in on how they’d spent all my royalties from the movie. About how it had been a box office hit. Apparently, the idea of bringing me back to the big screen had already been floated with Eugene, so a sequel seemed more or less inevitable. Meaning I’d be reunited with my little Korean friend soon. She was a rare exception to the rule that all girls are repulsive.

“Master, Master!” I heard a squeaky voice pipe up.

I was at Gran’s house now. I was tired of the city and missed eating kebabs in the gazebo, so I’d asked to be deported to the house in the forest.

And I was sitting there, nibbling gingerbread and drinking fresh milk, when first I heard a scuttling, and then I saw a huge, two-headed rat with big, beady eyes.

“Holy crap, how did you get so huge?” I said, picking up the rodent. “Look how fat you’ve got. Your belly is as big as Bingus’s!”

It was true. He had a hefty paunch and a double chin. What the hell?!

“The forest feeds us well-well, Master…,” he said in explanation.

“You’ve been at Gran’s cookies!”

“Well, that too.”

I put the poor fellow down on the table. As a matter of fact, I hadn’t seen the rats around much lately. I sometimes heard them scuttling around and munching things, but mostly they kept out of sight. After a recent quarrel with Gran, they’d even stopped leaving their droppings everywhere! They’d made remorseful eyes at her and then, by way of apology, brought her lots of nuts and mushrooms from the forest. That was how they’d made up, Gran being very fond of mushrooms.

So this sudden reappearance struck me as strange.

“I have two-two pieces of news,” the rat said. “The first is bad. Splitting the nucleus… has proved problematic.”

“Splitting what?” I asked, giving him a puzzled look.

“An ancient, almost lost art-art of the Underground Empire! One of our chief weapons, our great scientific achievement! Everyone was afraid! The blast-blast!” he said, spreading his paws. “Impossible to hide or get away! The shock wave would demolish cities. The radiation would burn out eyes. The pollution would poison fields. The power surge would fry cables. The fallout would contaminate everything around!”

Standing on his hind legs, the enormous two-headed rat flung his paws into the air as he spoke, his eyes burning with zeal and conviction.

Meanwhile, I sat open-mouthed.

And all this stuff had been going on without my noticing?

“But you’re just rodents! What on earth are you talking about? How could rats have a weapon capable of demolishing cities?” I said incredulously. “You creatures can’t be trusted with nuclear fission!”

“Well, that’s right. We entrust it to the Horned Rat — to you,” he nodded. “In any case, we haven’t managed it yet, sorry-sorry. But! The first settlement of the new Underground Empire is almost ready! True, we did accidentally blow it up but, the Great Rat be praised, your gran’s house didn’t fall down, so we built it all again.”

“Huh?”

“Let’s go! I’ll show-show you!”

“Show me what?”

The rat carefully got down from the table — moving slowly on account of being so fat — and led me outdoors. Putting my coat on, I followed him out of the gate. A few yards on, I saw a hole in the ground, covered up with sticks and branches.

I uncovered it and looked inside. There was an underground passage.

“Woof?” I heard from behind me.

Turning around, I saw one of the wolf cubs. It was Grey Wolf — the one that howled at the sun. He must have come out after us. I tickled him behind the ear, then looked again at the passage.

“Now what?” I asked the rat.

“Let’s go.”

“Where?”

“Underground.”

I ought to say that the passage was seriously wide — I’d have no problem crawling through it. What bothered me, however, was the prospect of perishing under the collapsed debris of mineshafts dug by sentient rats.

“What if I get stuck?”

“It gets wider-wider. The narrow part is to stop Nathaniel — he keeps poking his nose inside and trying to get in!”

It was true — Nathaniel was like a curious child, always nosing around in places, exploring. At first, he’d given people the creeps with his white skull and empty eye sockets. He was kind of freaky-looking, after all. Now, though, everyone found him perfectly sweet and funny. Our kindness had opened up a completely different side to him: gentle, curious, playful. He wasn’t a man-eating spirit anymore. He hadn’t been for a long time.

“Oh dear,” I sighed. “Here’s me getting into something I shouldn’t again.”

“We wouldn’t dare bring you here if it wasn’t safe, and risk making you angry! It’s all been thoroughly checked!”

“Mm-hm…”

“I crouched down, shifted some branches and began clambering inside. It was like climbing inside a snow castle of the kind I’d built with Grandpa, only going downwards. The wolf cub naturally followed right behind me, not even needing to crouch down.

And credit where it’s due… it got much roomier almost straight away.

The cave quickly widened, and just as I thought it’d get dark, something lit up in front of me. It was a soft, pleasant kind of lighting that cast a green glow. Crawling further, I saw mushrooms. Luminous mushrooms hanging on the walls!

“Our lighting system — for now,” the rat explained. “The forest-forest is good, it provides so much! Praise be to the Horned Rat for such a wonderful place-place!”

The cub sniffed the mushroom and sneezed comically.

After another ten yards of crawling, I realized I could stand up.

I didn’t know how deep we were, how far under the house — if indeed, that was where we were — but here I was standing fully erect in a cave dug by a group of rats. It was crazy!

Getting up, I brushed myself down, feeling perfectly fine.

But when I carried on even further…

“What… in God’s name…” My hands fell to my sides.

I saw rooms. I saw corridors. I saw a whole cave system with separate living spaces, all lit by those little mushrooms.

It was a village. A village beneath the ground.

I carried on walking, my mouth agape.

“The Horned Rat!”

“He’s here-here!”

“He’s come to visit us!”

“What a wonderful day!”

“We’re blessed for a year-year ahead!”

And all the rats, ALL of them, were huge. Not fat, like the two-headed one. Just huge.

“How come you’re all so big?”

“Energy. Joy. The Horned Rat. Cheese,” Two-Heads replied, rising on his paws. “We’re growing, Master. The rats in the Abyss were the last with our genes, but we couldn’t grow-grow there. Here, we can. Thanks to you… our kind now has a chance at life.”

So that was why those five cats didn’t touch the rats! How could they go catching rodents that were the same size as them?!

Furthermore, I noticed that more and more rats had begun to talk, and many of the smarter ones, like Two-Heads, were even standing on their hind legs.

“Okay, and why are you yourself so fat?”

“… cookies.”

“I see.”

The wolf cub was eagerly sniffing his new friends. He didn’t eat rats, so they weren’t afraid of him. Mostly, he ate… kebabs.

But do you know what astonished me most, besides the mere fact that there was a whole damn rat village under our house that no one knew about?

After proceeding a little further — and I repeat that I could walk upright here with a spare half yard above my head — I came upon a striking wall. It was fenced off with sticks on which there were symbols depicting sharp-pointed stars, each with different-length rays.

Etched on the wall was the same image that I’d seen in Alushanira — a horned creature surrounded by other rodents and those symbols I mentioned.

And standing in front of the wall was a rat wearing clothes — more specifically, a green smock, the fabric for which had clearly been taken from Gran’s curtains. And it was painting something on the wall.

A rat. In a smock. Painting with its front paws.

“Your altar, Master. Our place of prayer.”

I looked back again at the village through which I’d just passed. I saw new passages being dug. I saw infant rats goggling their eyes at me in the cutest way. I saw rodents trying to sit like humans.

This was no joke…

My mind was officially blown.

How much time had passed? A couple of months? Huge, sapient rats living under your city — what kind of threat could they pose? It was… well, it was…

“Totally awesome!”

The rats looked at each other.

“Did he praise us?”

“He did praise-praise us!”

“Our god praised us!”

“Today is a special day! Ooh, let’s cook the great ritual soup!”

“Ooh, cheese soup!”

At this point, a funny little rat child came bounding up to me. He was a teeny young fellow — probably went to rat preschool. He was holding something in his paws and muttering, so I knelt down.

“What is it, kid?”

“Gweat Horned Wat… dis… dis is for you. Dair!” He was holding out a seed. “A pwesent!”

“Oh,” I said, feeling moved. “How kind of you! Thank you! I’ll be sure to eat it!”

The ratling quickly sped back to his mom, who immediately began nuzzling his fur, evidently proud of her little boy.

A strange feeling came over me.

Seeing that, I couldn’t help thinking, how different are we, really? Moms are moms, and kids are kids, no matter where you go. Everyone wants to eat nice stuff and enjoy life. Why do people go to war? It’s crazy. There’s a whole ton of planets out there, and there are bound to be aliens, and they’re bound to be mean and out to get us. So what the hell are we on Earth doing fighting among ourselves?

“We’re going to change the world!” I said, clenching my fist. “Keep up the good work, people!”

“Yes, Master!”

I nodded.

I liked this. I felt inspired. The rats were amazing, and I was in a great mood! I wasn’t entirely convinced that rodents messing around with nuclear fission was a good idea, but we’d just have to wait and see.

After locating the cub, who had turned into a bus for curious rat kids, we headed back out. Two-Heads told me about their future plans, which included continued expansion, restoring sapience to other rats, dealing with the squirrels who kept stealing their nuts, and finishing the altar so that I could have the Horned Rat’s power bestowed on me.

That just about covered…

“Wait, what did you say?” I said, stopping at the door of the cottage.

“We remember! Believe in the Horned Rat, and the Horned Rat gets stronger-stronger!” Two-Heads nodded. “Magic! Summon us! Rule us! Telepathy! Teleportation! Like in the old-old frescoes. Yes-yes!”

“What the…” Well, today was just full of rat-themed surprises. “But how?”

Two-Heads shrugged. Their job was to build the altars. As to how power came from them, he hadn’t a clue.

Hell, absolutely everything now pointed to summoning magic. There were a million threads leading to it, from Jör to these rats. I NEEDED that magic! Argh!

*Pouf* — a familiar pop rang out, and Two-Heads and I turned around.

Standing in the doorway stood Baal, everyone’s favorite cat.

A magnificent beast of a cat with sumptuous whiskers and dazzling green eyes! A dashing fellow indeed!

He’d just opened his mouth to say something to me when his gaze fell upon Two-Heads, and he stiffened.

Oh dear.

“Stop! Stop right there!” I shouted, jumping between them. “Baal, no! Down! This is our friend. Rats are not for eating!”

“Hmm… what made you think I was going to eat him?” Baal said, licking his paws. “Maybe just, mm, the tail.”

My rat friend looked at me in alarm.

To cut a long story short, I had to put my foot down and explain that the rats were now my people, and if I found out that they were being eaten, I’d put a ban on sausages. Baal, being an understanding and reasonable kind of cat, sighed and promised not to eat their heads.

With that, we said goodbye to the rodent, and I remained alone with Cat.

“You’re all better, then?” I said excitedly.

“Mm-yes!” he said, proudly raising his head. “I’ve got all my strength back. Look how lush this fur is! It’s better than ever! I’m ready for anything! Ready to teach you, young sir, and help you lure out that Nameless clown!”

“Whoa! I’m on a roll!”

I’d missed Cat, I really had! He was a cool guy. Granted, he didn’t purr or let me stroke him like a normal cat, but he was a Demon Lord, so I could forgive him.

He was going to teach me, did he say? Teach me what, I wondered. I’d just about mastered all the tools I had at the moment. Okay, so the hyperfixation blast didn’t always come off in five strikes, but that was just a question of practice. I was ready for new powers and knowledge!

“Tell me more!” I said eagerly, my eyes shining.

“Well, Master, we’re…”

*Whoosh*

At this point we were interrupted by another familiar sound. Gran’s portal.

We turned around to see Vasilisa emerging from the fiery arch. And with her was…

O. M. G.

White, silky fur, enormous blue eyes, pointy ears, neat whiskers, and a perfectly shaped face with a dainty pink nose. And the tail… oh, that tail! Like the silken robe of a real princess, like a cloud, a snowstorm, a frothing stream!

Gran was coming towards us with a white cat in her arms. The most exquisite-looking white cat that I’d ever laid eyes on.

Baal froze at the sight. He went as still as stone, save for his pupils dilating again!

When Vasilisa bent down to set the cat on the ground, however, after taking just one step it teetered wildly, as if unable to balance on its legs, and began to tip over face first into the snow.

Baal was off the mark like a bullet! Wisps of demonic red smoke trailed behind him as he darted to the newcomer’s side, catching her before she hit the ground.

“Mademoiselle! Are you all right?” he asked.

The white cat raised her head. Their gazes met and lingered, his green eyes looking into her blue ones.

One second. Two seconds. It was as if time had stopped for them.

A spark.

A storm.

Madness.

Lov…

“Baal?!” the cat huffed indignantly. The voice was familiar.

“Aura?!” Baal answered as the penny dropped.

“Sssss!” the cat hissed, and she began to pummel Baal’s head with her paw, each blow landing with a comical soft thud.

Wait. This was Aurelia?! So Gran had once again placed the spirit of a higher being into the body of a cat, as she’d done with Baal?!

And they knew each other?!

* * *

News Bulletin on Imperial One

Sudden surge of interest in Olympiads

Teachers and Olympiad organizers have been astounded to see the number of junior school entrants rise by a record 300%. ‘The kids are champing at the bit — they all want to take part!’ said a baffled Peter Ukazkin, deputy head of School No. 1. Experts are at a loss to explain the sudden enthusiasm. Meanwhile, some parents suspect that the topic list was leaked and are demanding an inquiry.


Chapter 5

From Mr. Hyde’s Diary. Next entry. Handwriting more legible:

I tried it. I injected the drug.

I’ve never experienced anything like it.

It feels not as if I’m changing, but rather as if another version of me is awakening. Not Hyde, but someone entirely different. He, or rather I, refused to use the strength to walk without a cane, had no desire to mutilate people, and even…

Even stopped an old man from getting run over by a car.

I saved him! Do you hear? I SAVED A PERSON’S LIFE!

One drop was enough for me to be transformed. One injection was enough to lock away rage, spite, and sadism. And when darkness is no more… light begins to grow.

I’m in shock. I don’t believe it.

Life… can be different. The drug has shown me that.

I’ve got to try it again.

* * *

The black cat screwed up his face as the white cat went on slapping his head. The contact between holy magic and his infernal body caused Baal’s fur to singe, and before long a bald patch began emerging between his ears. Like a lake in the middle of a forest.

In next to no time, Baal had become a middle-aged man.

Sensing the peril to his newly lustrous head of hair, he let go of the female and sprang aside, arching his back as he landed.

“Yeow!” Aurelia cried, collapsing with a thud.

Okay, timeout.

“Wait, this is Aurelia?” I said, pointing. “Gran, you turned a higher being into a cat AGAIN?!”

“It’s all I know,” she said, spreading her hands helplessly. “Literally. Anyway, you didn’t specify.”

The white cat was trying to get up on her wobbly legs, but she was having great difficulty, her limbs refusing to obey her. I guessed it must be hard getting used to a new body. And while I hadn’t had much sympathy for the angel in her previous form, it was a different matter now!

She was a poor little kitty who couldn’t stand up!

“Baal, you actually know this girl?” I asked, turning to the cat with the bald patch.

“Well, let’s say I’ve had the honor of her acquaintance. I’ve known a lot of girls. But we kind of, you know, lost touch…”

“He’s a traitor!” the white cat snarled, struggling to her unsteady feet. “Baal is an outcast from Heaven! I knew him! Everyone knew him! And I witnessed him with my own eyes, flying straight to the Abyss still bound in chains! I saw his wings getting scorched!”

I looked at Cat with raised eyebrows. Baal used to be an angel? But… how? How was it possible for a former angel to become a demon lord? Physically, even? Shouldn’t he have died in the Abyss?

And quite aside from that, what had driven him to quit Heaven? To quit the Abyss? To become a cat?

It seemed Baal’s story was far from simple! There was clearly something amiss there. Still, it was unlikely anyone was going to fill me in just now.

Judging by Gran’s face, she was surprised too. She was probably aware of Baal’s background, but the fact that he knew Aurelia had taken her by surprise.

Eventually, the new cat found her feet, and her face, for all its cattishness, expressed a recognizably human emotion — anger.

Baal heaved a sigh.

“Dear me… I remember you as the tiniest soul,” he said, sitting down on the ground. “So you made it up to a Spear, then? The next-to-last rank in Justice’s army? Well done you.”

“I don’t need your praise, traitor! Ssss!” Aurelia hissed.

“Hmm, well, that’s what happens when you take a break. Close your eyes for a moment, and the next thing you know, a Spear turns up as a cat,” he said, patting down his bald patch, which didn’t help much. “Do I get an explanation?”

“Er… well…” Gran and I exchanged glances.

Sure enough, all this stuff had happened in a matter of a few days, and no one would have had the chance to tell him yet.

Gran picked Aurelia up off the ground and placed her on the table in the gazebo so that her paws wouldn’t freeze. There, we filled Baal in on the whole situation, starting with Justice and ending with… this cat.

“I see… Only… I mean, I hope… she’s not my replacement, is she?” Baal said, looking at us anxiously. “She’s not the new cat? She’s just a second one, right? You wouldn’t go and throw me out, would you?”

“Yes, Baal,” Gran sighed. “She’s just a second one.”

Baal was visibly relieved.

No cat wants to be tossed out — remember that! Even if it happens to be a demon lord.

“So once again it’s all partly because of me. It’d be funny if it weren’t so sad,” he said, shaking his head. Looking at Aurelia, he held out his paw. “Please, Aura, let’s put our disagreements behind us and…”

“The guardians of justice don’t forget treachery, demon lord. Ssss!” She raised her paw and swiped the air with it, narrowly missing him.

“You know… it’s an awful long time since I was a lord,” he said. “I gave up my domain. I’m a cat. Just a cat.”

“So, you betrayed the Abyss as well, did you? Only to be expected from a traitor!”

She swiped again, landing yet another blow between his ears. He grimaced as his bald patch got a little balder. Then he sighed glumly.

Obviously, he could have vaporized her with a click of his fingers. As he said himself, however, he wasn’t Baal the demon anymore, but a proud and dashing cat! He couldn’t exactly go twisting a girl’s head off just because she got mad at him.

It was the universal dilemma of all men, I supposed.

“Now, now, Baal, don’t you go hurting Aurelia!”

“You really think I’d hurt a lady? I’m a gentleman!” protested the demon lord, traitor to both Heaven and Hell. “Especially a lady as lovely as this. I wouldn’t dream of it.”

Aurelia screwed up her face.

He was right about that. Both as an angel and as a cat, she was a real beauty. I guessed Gran deserved the credit for the latter guise, but there was no doubt that it suited Aura perfectly. A fluffy white cat with a pink nose. Heh-heh.

But anyway. Watching the cats fight was all very amusing, of course, but what about the main business?

Aurelia should now have no problem keeping an eye on me. What Justice was trying to achieve, we had no idea, but it was important to make a good impression whether she was planning to kill me or make an angel of me. I was a good boy!

I supposed, once she got the hang of her paws, she’d come and visit me from time to time.

Hang on!

“Can you teach me anything? Like, angel magic?” I asked Aurelia.

“Alas… no, I’m sorry,” she said, shaking her head. “I possess neither magic nor skills. All this is innate power. Mm… mm… yes,” she nodded, evidently trying to resist slipping into a cat voice.

“Oh, man,” I grumbled, then turned to the other cat. “What about you, Baal? What are you going to teach me?”

“Where would you like to start?”

I took a deep breath.

‘Swarm, what’s the status of the Demonic Element in my core?’

‘At present, it acts as a key to Wrath’s capabilities. Without the Demonic Element, you wouldn’t be able to achieve the energy blast during hyperfixation. I suppose it would influence every demonic capability — if not as an aspect in its own right, then as a strengthening factor’

“Sooner or later, Baal, I’ll start to transform. Into a demon, I mean,” I frowned, examining my fist. “Now, I’ve seen demons… and I don’t want to become like them. I don’t want to lose myself. I want to go on being a boy. Michael Kaiser. Myself.” I looked at Baal. “Teach me how to connect with my demonic side. To control it. If you can do it, I can learn too. Please.”

At first, Baal knitted his brows, saying nothing. Then he turned to Aurelia and grinned, nodding his head at me.

“He’s my little squirt, this one. Mm-yes.”

Aurelia rolled her big blue eyes, then carried on watching me attentively.

It may seem like I was putting on a show for the judge. All that stuff about being good, not wanting to lose myself, blah-blah-blah — don’t throw me in Heaven’s jail, I’m no bad guy, and so on. But no…

It was what I wanted. For real. The Demonic Element was already inside me. It would grow, and I didn’t want to give up the power it gave me. But at the same time, I had no desire to cease being who I was.

Gran had told me not to deviate from the path. And I wouldn’t.

“Michael, I… I’ll teach you everything! This, that and the other!” Baal began.

“Even the other?”

“Mm-yes!” he nodded. “But Vsevolod’s right — it’s important to harness what you already have, so we’ll start with this and that, and then move onto the other. There’s a world of difference between true demonic capabilities and the scraps that demonologists pick up! A demon is a different kind of being. A different state of soul and energy. It’s a completely different kind of magic. And it’s within your reach.”

I beamed.

Mmm, sweet. Swee-eet.

“We’ll start with something small. Night vision. We’ll see how the Demonic Element reacts. Once you’ve mastered that, we’ll move onto the next thing.”

Aura clearly wanted to pipe up, but she was evidently under strict orders not to interfere.

*Whoosh*

Turning around, I saw Gran emerging from a portal with Mom. Huh? Had she left? When? I’d been so busy watching the feline fracas that I hadn’t noticed her teleport away.

“Aww, a kitty!” Mom squealed, rushing straight over to Aura. “What a sweetie!” She proceeded to kiss the cat’s face. “Mwah-mwah-mwah! Where did she come from?!”

“She fell from the sky.”

* * *

Sometime later

Heaven

Justice summoned her Spear.

When you send a soldier to act as a spy, you know it isn’t their strong suit. But soldiers were all Justice had, and Aurelia was the one who had informed on the boy, the one who had survived thanks to him, and so it was she, the great heavenly warrior, who had been tasked with this vital mission…

“Aura, why are you a cat?” Justice sighed. “Great heavens, you’ve only been with Kaiser for three days.”

The white cat with the big blue eyes stared into the crystal-clear water, making contact with Heaven through the reflection. Only, however, after she’d spent a little time patting the surface with her paw and staring with rapt fascination at the ripples.

“The mission required it, mistress,” she murmured.

“Sheesh!” If Justice had had a face, she’d have buried it in her hands. “Very well, what do you have to report?”

“Firstly, his great-grandmother, the Witch of the Apocalypse, has a pet who happens to be none other than Baal. He’s a cat too. Though he claims to have put his criminal past behind him, he’s always stealing sausages. Right in front of my nose, even! It’s awful! He can’t be trusted for a second! As for Michael, he’s adamant about not wanting to go over to the dark side despite having a collection of extremely dark powers. Baal has taught him demonic night vision.”

Baal? Why hadn’t Justice known about this? Although, given his character, it was hardly surprising that he’d given up everything and become a cat. The rebellious spirit in him was strong, and cats were well known for being rebels.

‘I hope he doesn’t have a bad influence on Aura,’ she sighed.

“Your initial impression?”

“I don’t much like being scratched behind the ears. But on the chin…”

“About Michael!”

“Ah, yes…,” Aurelia said, recollecting herself. “He learned night vision in one day. Is he really a child? He’s a phenomenally quick learner. If he starts veering towards the dark side, he should be destroyed immediately,” she sighed. “Before it’s too late.”

“He’s… that gifted?”

“Extremely, mistress, extremely. And there’s every chance that he could go off the rails and become a power-hungry monster.”

* * *

I was sitting with a cross look on my face.

Why, you ask? Well, I was an angry kitty, and we kitties like to scowl and meow for no reason. On this occasion, however, my indignation had a very specific cause.

‘When’s the next colony?’

‘It’s been ready for three days already’

That was why I looked cross.

‘Vat ze fak, bro? And you’ve said nothing all this time?!’

‘I did tell you, but you told me to shut up and let you sleep’

‘But do you HAVE to declare these things at six o’clock in the morning? Or couldn’t you have given me a reminder later on? Jeez…’ I scratched the bridge of my nose. ‘So, we have another colony, huh? I’m going to be even more of a mechanical freak? Excellent’

Whew, there was me thinking that the Nanomachines’ progress had hit a standstill. But it was just me being a moron! Thank goodness for that!

Much more importantly, what should I do? Where should I put the colony? It could be anywhere in my whole body. Even, begging your pardon, in my willy!

‘Swarm, what would a colony in my willy do?’

‘Control spermatozoa, edit whatever genes were transmitted. In short, it would give you full control over your progeny’

‘Wowzers! So I could even beget a monkey?’

‘A monkey… no’ — that was probably the first time I’d heard the Swarm sound nonplussed.

Anyway, I didn’t need that yet. The last thing I needed was to start hanging around with girls! I had enough on my plate with Katya. I couldn’t cope with another one.

All this chatting with the Swarm was actually just to while away time until Dad got back. And now here he was. Back from the army. Yes, he was an important guy these days! Soon he’d be teaching everyone how to fight the Europeans. Because, alas, it was a well-known fact that the Europeans outnumbered us in tactical mages and duelists. We just didn’t know how to handle them.

But Dad knew. And he was going to share his secrets. That was the deal he’d made with the Emperor.

“When are we going to carry on with our lessons, Dad?” I asked, wriggling my legs, as he came in. “I already know how to stop blood! I’m ready for new stuff now. Like long-range fighting. I’ve seen you shoot blades and fire beams that can cut through metal!” I said, waving my arms around. “Teach me to do that!”

My father sighed. Which wasn’t a good sign.

“Your problem, son, is that you’re cut off from spells. I realize you’re annoyed at me for not teaching you, but blood magic depends on the ability to take back spent blood. I can shoot it out and draw it back in, but you, unfortunately… can’t do that.”

I sighed. Alas, this came as no surprise. Although Dad and I had agreed to discuss this matter, I’d already begun to sense that there was a reason for my not having had lessons all this time.

Damn, that sucked! Here came those feelings of inadequacy again! Up to then, I hadn’t really studied magic much, so it hadn’t been on my mind. But that was a mistake, because this was going to have a very big impact on my life.

I just had to accept it — in some ways I was superhuman, in others I was inferior.

And I was big enough by now to quit sulking and do something about it.

‘Swarm, is there any way of making up for this defect?’

‘A colony in the blood stream. It would affect your bone marrow, thymus gland, spleen, Peyer’s patches, and lymph nodes. We’d connect your blood even more closely to your energy system, and I’d be able to go into either blood generation or blood enhancement mode’

‘Why do you have to make it sound so appealing? I was thinking about the digestive system!’

‘Improving the digestive system would enable you to eat iron and energy crystals, which could make new colonies appear twice faster’

‘Arrrgh!’ I clutched my head and began rocking to and fro like that kitten in the funny video.

“Everything all right, son?”

Then… Pouf!

The clock showed 20:31. Baal had arrived.

“So much noise, and no fight going on?”

“Yes, well, Misha here wants to learn blood magic, but he can’t control things outside of his body. So how’s he going to draw it back?” my father sighed. “And I feel guilty… I want to teach him, but I can’t.”

“Hmm…,” Baal said, adjusting his luxurious whiskers. “How about range expansion?”

“That’s tricky,” Mark frowned.

I looked quizzically at the men. Seeing the confusion in my eyes, they decided to relieve me of my ignorance.

“Every mage has an environment within his body. It’s dictated by the core. And there’s a technique for expanding that environment outside of the body. Crudely speaking, the space around you becomes a continuation of yourself. So you’d be able to control blood within that space.”

“L-let’s do it!” I cried, my eyes opening wide. “Wait… that would eliminate my main magical weakness! I’d be able to cast spells!”

“No, you wouldn’t. It wouldn’t let you cast spells, but it would let you manage skills a little further away than your own body. There’s no record of anyone expanding their range further than one city block. And that was a very, very strong mage. It’s a very specialized, very complex tool that I personally have no use for. The problem is, none of us knows how to do it. But…,” my father added with a sigh. “Max does.”

“Where is he?”

“Fighting a cartel in Yugoslavia. I’ll see what I can do. It’s time he came back anyway.”

It was decided, then.

If I could successfully learn how to expand my magical field, then I’d at least be able to pull blood back within a range of a couple of meters. Otherwise, the next colony would go in the cardiovascular system. For now, however…

Full steam ahead with the digestive system! I was going to be snacking on iron and sipping bleach!

“How’s it going with the vision, by the way, Michael?” Baal asked.

Taking a deep breath, I concentrated and activated the demonic night vision skill. Where there was light, there was now just a bright blur. Where there was no light, I could see. And that would have been all, had I been an ordinary demonologist, but…

I focused a little harder, as if trying to compress my heart, to squeeze something out of it. At first, nothing happened — it was a hard trick to pull off with such a small demonic core. But I’d been practicing for a week now, and so, when the Demonic Element connected with the night vision skill, my father, Baal and Bingus…

“Living beings light up. Like thermal imaging,” I said, knitting my brows. “Through darkness… foliage… fog… I can see living things. Like…,” — I clenched my fist — “like prey.”

“Same as demons,” Baal nodded. “It works, then.”

Yeah, it worked all right.

My night vision now highlighted all living creatures.

“You have started on the path of demonic greatness, Master. Congratulations,” Baal said. “At four years old… you have already surpassed all the world’s demonologists.”

I got up and went over to the mirror. While using the basic skill made my corneas go a little red, activating the Demonic Element made my pupils turn sharp and vertical.

Like a demon’s.

It hadn’t been easy to get this far. Baal and I had spent a long time trying to figure out how to connect with my demonic side consciously, rather than just when I was desperate for the toilet. And I still found it a little tricky. But I’d made marked progress.

The work would go on. No one said that magic was easy.

Incidentally, while I was at the mirror…

“Ahhh…,” I said, opening my mouth wide.

Ha! There they were! I could see them!

Teeth!

Let’s see who’s laughing now, Katya. You won’t get yours any time soon, while I’ve almost stopped lisping! Another week or so, and karma will get you!

What a great day this was turning out to be!

“Misha, what are you making faces at the mirror for?” Mom said, approaching. “It’s way past your bedtime, and we haven’t even cut your hair. Look how much it’s grown in three days. Chop-chop!”

“Oh yeah!” I said, remembering.

Of course. Tomorrow was a big day.

But for now…

‘Swarm, put a colony in my digestive system. It’s time I got a taste for heavy metal’

‘Got it’

* * *

It was morning. Dark and chilly.

I’d be missing school today. They knew about it and didn’t mind — I’d been given a leave of absence. Why, you ask? Just one reason.

“So, then, Kaiser,” said Alexei, the trainer in camouflage, coming up to me. “Your first tournament. Feeling good?”

“Shall I be straight with you?”

“Frankly, I don’t give a shit. Just go out there and do it, ha-ha! It’s time to become a man,” he said. “But there’s… there’s one thing I should warn you about.”

I frowned. Everyone was here with me. Mom. Dad. Grandpa. Gran. Only Max and Leo weren’t here, as they hadn’t been let off school.

We were standing outside a swanky gym in the city center. Other children were arriving along with their parents and, in many cases, bodyguards for the precious heirs. I’d already begun to feel uneasy. Something felt off. But I couldn’t figure out what.

Now Alexei laid it out for me.

“The aristocrats have decided that their little ones’ feelings have to be protected,” he sighed. “They don’t have your weight class here, Michael. You’re going to be fighting kids who are heavier and older than you.”

Dad and Grandpa frowned.

“What the fuck?” Typical Gran.

“B-but… that’s not fair. That’s crazy.” Typical Mom. “You can’t have big kids fighting little kids. That’s madness! It’s against the rules!”

“The rules are written by the organizers,” Alexei said, shaking his head. “I only found out about it myself half an hour ago. It’s all a shield for rich kids. A lot of the other gyms in the area have pulled out, calling it a farce. You can do the same if you like — no one would blame you.”

“We shouldn’t be dancing to their tune!” Gran said, indignantly. “What do they take us for — clowns?”

“Let’s go,” I muttered, pulling my bag over my shoulder.

Alexei grinned. Someone called out after me, but I was already climbing the steps to the entrance.

I’d been waiting for this for a long time… dreaming about it…

There was no way in hell I was just going to leave without tasting victory!

The building looked a hundred times grander than my gym. Everything was shiny and new here. There was a pass system to get in, lots of security guys and a gleaming reception area. And the people who came here had airs to match.

“You here for the tournament?” I was asked when I got to the metal detector.

“Yes, he is,” Alexei said, handing over a piece of paper.

While the security guy was checking my slip, I looked around. Parents, children, and older siblings. I saw the children split off into a separate group.

The security guy let us all through. The children, who until then had been chatting among themselves, now turned their attention to us.

I started to feel uneasy.

I heard the voices of the other parents. I saw the other competitors. They were all strong-looking boys and girls, all bigger than me. For all their aristocratic polish, they were athletes. And this wasn’t just a sparring session, where it didn’t matter if you screwed up. No! This was serious. There were people watching!

It was a battle for a prize, for respect, for family pride!

I never thought I’d say this, but…

I was nervous about fighting. I had butterflies. My hands were shaking as if I were cold, and my chest was tight with anxiety. I felt that everyone was looking at me, that if I took a step, I’d stumble, if I opened my mouth, it would crack like on a frosty day.

I wasn’t scared. Just nervous. But…

Ah, who am I kidding? I was scared. Not of getting hit, but of messing up in front of everyone. This was my first competition, and if I lost…

God, how ashamed I’d feel.

“It’ll be starting soon!” the security guy called from behind us. “Family members and trainer, please go to the spectator area!”

“But…,” Mom began, turning around. “The other parents are standing here.”

“They got here under a different status — they’re allowed. By the same token, their children get separate changing rooms.”

“You’ve got to be kidding!” Gran said, losing control. “This is bullshit! You’ll be telling me next that only aristocrats can win first prize!”

“No, the differences end there. You’re free to proceed to the exit at any time.”

At this point, Dad intervened.

“We’ve got the picture, thanks,” he said, standing between the women and the security guard. “Let Misha decide.”

I stood firm.

“We’re staying, then,” he nodded. “Come on, let’s go. No need to kick up a fuss. Misha’s a big boy, he’ll manage.”

Before they could object, he began gently nudging everyone towards the door to the spectator stands. Just before they disappeared from view, Grandpa and Dad turned back towards me and nodded, wishing me luck.

I glanced at the trainer. My head was swirling with questions. Why were they separating us? What was the point of it? What was I supposed to do? Where was I supposed to go? Why were the other kids allowed stuff that I wasn’t? Questions that were stupid, trivial, and naïve, yet so important and troubling for a child.

And here came the answer:

“It’s the adult world. Get used to it,” he shrugged, turning to follow my family. “Good luck.”

That was that. I was on my own. A chorus of voices started to drown out other sounds, as if cutting me off from the world. I felt utterly lost, clueless about what to do next. The butterflies in my stomach grew more intense.

I was nervous. I was scared. This was all new to me.

Okay, I just needed to find the changing room. Where was it? I decided to ask.

And boy, what a mistake it was to ask kids. Or perhaps a blessing in disguise?

“Excuse me,” I said, with a slight lisp but on the whole perfectly normally. “Where’s the changing room here?”

“We’re going that way,” a ginger-haired boy said, pointing behind him. Our changing rooms are there. The private ones!”

“I need the public one.”

They rolled their eyes and shook their heads.

“I see. A simple beggar,” he said. “You need the communal one. Find it yourself.”

“I’m not a beggar. I just asked where the changing room is,” I said, clenching my fists. “Is it that hard for you to tell me?”

“We could easily tell you! But we’re not going to. Papa says poverty is contagious! What… did you want to be friends with us?” he jeered, provoking smiles from his buddies. “I see you’re wearing one of those awful hats with the earflaps. Ugh, it’s so last century! And what kind of coat is that? Mine’s a Bolonchaga! And what happened to your teeth, lisper?”

“But everyone loses their teeth. It’s norm…”

“I didn’t! And I’m not going to either!”

They went on smirking, staring, making fun of me. There was nothing accidental about it, either. It was the reason they were hanging about here in the foyer. They were looking for victims to pounce on.

They knew their victories were guaranteed.

“You do know that all your wins are bought for you, don’t you?” I said quietly. “That without your parents you’re not capable of anything?”

“What? Who do you think you are, you dumb beggar?!”

“Why can’t you just be normal?! Why do you people always have to be so damn mean? We’re kids, for God’s sake! We should be friends!”

“We are friends. Just not with you,” the obnoxious ginger boy said. “And what you said isn’t true! No one bought me anything! I beat everyone all by my…”

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “You’re wrong. And you know it. All your victories… are worthless.”

The boy’s hand tightened into a fist, and his face went bright red. He puffed up like an enraged bull. Probably because he realized that I was right, that his victories didn’t give his parents as much pleasure as he’d like to believe. They just wanted to make him feel good.

His friends knew it too. They weren’t as dumb as all that.

I sighed and turned away. To hell with them. I’d find the changing room myself. So what if it was communal? A medal was a medal, wherever you got changed.

“Get lost! I’ll beat you!” I heard him bark behind me.

“Whatever.”

“And you won’t get to run away then, you chocolate smelling moron!”

“Uh-huh,” I said with a weary gesture, locating the changing room at last.

“And… and… how come you came with your mommy, upstart?! Do you know what I did with your mom? I… I took her to the movies! You hear?! And… and I pinched her butt!”

I stopped. Froze. And slowly turned around.

What did he just say?

“What has my mom got to do with it?” I asked, confused.

“Ha! Everything!”

“Why are you saying that stuff? What did she do to you?” I was genuinely nonplussed. “I mean… what the hell are you going on about?”

Realizing that he’d succeeded in touching a nerve, the ginger boy turned around and made to leave.

What? He dared to speak like that about my mom? My beloved mother? About that saint of a woman who was ready to tear down mountains for me, who spent her whole life giving me warmth, love and care? About the person who meant more to me than anyone else in the whole world?

“Hey, you! Apologize!”

“Get lost!” he said, throwing his hand up dismissively as he headed towards his private changing room.

His friends went off with him. I watched them go, my eyes fixed in a stare, my mind clouded in mist. I couldn’t believe it — he’d refused. And all those stupid, disgusting things he’d just said — how could he be like that?

It crossed all red lines. Did these aristocrats really think they could do whatever they wanted and get away with it?

Hearing the voice of an announcer telling people to get changed, I headed into the communal changing room. There were just a few people here, all of them wearing solemn faces.

I changed into my shorts and T-shirt and gathered up my helmet, gumshield and gloves.

My mind was a fog. Immersed in my thoughts, my feet carrying me on automatic, I went out into the arena. It was divided into three boxing rings. The competitors were waiting on a bench, while the spectators sat in the stands above.

I looked around. Yes, I could see them. There weren’t too many spectators, but my family stood out even against the rich folk. I saw their handsome faces, their radiant smiles, their anxious eyes.

My gaze fell upon Mom. That innocent angel had no idea she’d just been heinously insulted, and all over some ridiculous nonsense.

I stared into her eyes. Her big, blue eyes.

And as I did so… the fog began to dissipate.

“Michael Kaiser and Ivan Ivanov!” said the announcer.

I climbed into the ring. The ginger-haired boy had climbed in too. So his name was Ivan, was it? He was bigger and taller than me, clearly older. Nine, perhaps? Ten, even? The difference between us was stark. There was no way we should be facing each other in a boxing ring.

But that was what was happening. Because Ivan’s dad wanted him to win.

This was the first round of fights, so we had to listen to the rules being explained. There was to be no wrestling, no kicking, and fights were to go on until there was a knockdown, or they were stopped, or there was a win on points. Three fouls meant disqualification. Five wins were needed for a gold medal.

“What a dumb name,” Ivan grinned. “Michael. I bet you want your mommy already. Well, little boy — better start blubbing!”

I took a deep breath. I was still aware of the spectators’ gazes fixed upon me, and the distant murmur of their voices was all I could hear.

But it wasn’t nervousness that blocked out other sounds.

I stopped, exhaled, and raised three fingers. Everyone saw me do it. Then I lowered my hand and pointed the fingers at Ivan.

“At the count of three, you’ll be brought to shame,” I said. Then I turned around and went to my corner.

I put in my gumshield. Pulled on my helmet. Laced up my gloves.

The bell sounded.

This was it. The fight had started.

Ivan moved slowly but confidently. He had a good stance and knew how to advance. He was obviously a decent boxer for his age. He should make mincemeat out of a little kid like me, given the vast gap in both our experience and our dimensions.

But…

“One.”

I planted a kick in his thigh.

Ivan let out a cry and fell to one knee in the first few seconds, before he could even aim a blow at me!

‘Apathy scar hit’

“Stop!” the referee shouted. “Kaiser, first foul! No kicking!”

“I know,” I muttered.

Ivan raised his head and threw a bewildered look at me. Yes, I remembered the rules. No kicking. Three fouls, and I’d be disqualified.

“Get up,” I said calmly.

He got up.

My legs were the most powerful part of my body. I’d done a lot of running and jumping, and I’d learned to walk extremely early. Kicking was my strong point.

And so…

The bell sounded again. Moving less steadily now, Ivan stepped towards me, took aim and was about to throw a hook at me when…

“Two.”

Wham! I struck him with another low kick in the same place! I’d now delivered two sharp blows to the ginger creep’s thigh, bringing it out in a whopping blue bruise!

“AAAH!” he cried, falling down on one knee again.

‘Apathy scar hit’

“Stop!” the referee shouted. “Kaiser, are you kidding me?! Final warning!”

“Uh-huh. I know,” I muttered.

Ivan was grimacing and panting, clutching his leg. He looked up at me… with fear in his eyes.

He didn’t throw a punch or even try to approach me. However, he did realize that if I kicked him again, he would win automatically. Either I stopped using that trick, or I’d lose.

So he got up and limped to his corner, knowing that now he had a real chance.

Heh-heh.

“Fight!”

Ivan raised his hands and assumed a stance. To save him the trouble, I closed the distance between us myself.

Ivan thought we could do some boxing.

Ivan was right.

But to me, Ivan was just a piece of meat.

Because as soon as Ivan stepped on his lame front leg, his defense went down, and…

“Three.”

THWACK!

His gumshield flew out. His teeth flew out.

He began spitting blood and biting down on his lips.

“STOP!” the judge cried.

Ivan toppled sideways, clutching his mouth with trembling hands. He was groaning loudly, staring at the blood and the milk teeth lying on the floor.

His trainer hurried into the ring along with a man in a smart jacket — from the color of his hair I guessed he must be the boy’s father.

Ivan looked up at me, his eyes bulging, his face pale, his breath catching. He lay squirming like a worm in his own blood, gathering together his own teeth.

He looked at me from where he lay. Down there. In the dirt.

“Well, little boy — better start blubbing!” I chuckled, bending down towards him.

His lips began wobbling.

“Boo-hoo! Waterworks coming, huh? Come on, little girl, just let it all out!”

“Waaah!” he burst out. “Dad! Daddy! My wips! My wi-i-i-ips! It hurts!” His wailing started filling the whole hall.

“Ha-ha-ha! HA-HA-HA-HA!” I laughed, pointing at him. “You know, I’m actually a good boy. A nice guy! But assholes like you, Ivan, waken the beast in me. YOU’RE THE ONE TO BLAME FOR WHAT COMES NEXT!” I snarled, turning to the other children. “DO YOU HEAR ME?! I’M JUST GETTING STARTED!”

I tipped my head up and drew in a long, deep breath.

You smell so damn meaty.

All of you.

You’re all my victims. And victims that fail to run away…

Are called food.

* * *

Twenty minutes later

A side room in the same gym with a window looking onto the ring

The gym’s director urgently summoned his assistant — the one who had organized this ‘event’. After all, it wasn’t a tournament in any real sense — more a scheme to milk money from the rich.

“You’ve got to stop him! He CANNOT be allowed to win a fifth time!” the director yelled. “He’s about to go in with the son of our chief sponsor!”

“But how can we stop him?! It’s incredible! He just finishes everyone off in the first round!” the assistant shouted back. “He’s not committing any fouls!”

“So think of something else!”

“B-but… that would be totally…”

“DO IT!” the director thundered. “HE MUST NOT BE ALLOWED TO HUMILIATE OUR CHIEF SPONSOR!”

* * *

Meanwhile

A huge man in a black hat was standing in the shadows of the elite gym. His body had grown even bigger, his veins had swollen, and each tap of his cane made cracks in the sidewalk.

Mr. Hyde was breathing heavily. There was a wheeze in his breath. His hands were shaking.

“Why doesn’t he come?!” he growled. “Where is he? WHAT’S TAKING HIM SO LONG?!” he almost roared in a deep, inhuman voice.

There was no sign of Baron Samedi. But Hyde knew that Michael was a favorite of his! He had to come! This was the second time he’d thought the Baron was bound to show up — chaos and fighting being the things he loved most!

So where the hell was he?! Where had he got to?!

“ARGH!” Hyde groaned, clutching his head. “Enough! Enough! Stay in my head! STAY THERE!” He gazed furiously at the building. “What, do I have to break his legs myself for that lousy demi-god to come running?! I… can’t… hold out… much longer! Aah!” Another spasm of pain gripped his head. “I just need… the vaccine… to hold him inside.”

Hyde’s mind was falling apart. Jekyll, his good persona, was trying to break out more and more often, and the attacks were getting stronger by the day.

He needed that vaccine. He just needed a little more time to kill the goodness inside him once and for all!

“The boy’s protected. I can’t do it here! I’ll have to wait… for the right moment! And when it comes…”

“Oh! Hello, mister — what are you doing here?” A girlish, echoey voice sounded behind him.

Turning around, he saw… a little girl in a white fur coat, a fluffy skirt and a rabbit mask.

“Why are you spying on a children’s gym? Are you… one of those maniacs?!” the girl gasped. “There are so many of you these days! It’s dreadful! Just dreadful!”

“Why, you piece of…,” the monster growled, stomping towards its victim. “I’LL TEAR YOU AP…”

“Oh my!” The girl quickly stamped on the ground and vanished into a burrow.

Just before the ground sealed back up, however, a phone popped out of the hole.

“Hello? Did you get a look at the offender? Tell us where you are! Hello?!” came a voice. “Miss, unless you answer, we’ll be forced to ping your location! Please answer!”

“Damn her…,” the monster roared. “DAMN HER!”


Chapter 6

Mr. Hyde’s Diary. Neat, even handwriting. No sign of the former jagged strokes:

One drop is enough to ‘disappear’ for a week. When I inject myself with the drug, I sink into a wonderful sleep. I feel happiness even when I’m shut off from the world. I’m AWARE of feeling joy at life even when I’m not conscious.

But as soon as I wake up, the goodness vanishes. I feel desolation, panic and terror, knowing that sooner or later the drug will run out.

I must give it up, otherwise I won’t be able to live without it. I have to stop!

Plus, every spell of being good causes overcompensation. I get even madder, even more bloodthirsty. And I get stronger, too.

It was an interesting experiment that started with a random encounter (although now I’m wondering — was it random?) with… what was his name? Dr. Jekyll?

No. It’s time to stop.

——

Next entry in Hyde’s diary. Neat handwriting alternates with wild scrawl.

I gave it up. I stopped taking it!

But…

At some point I noticed that there was less drug left in the phial. I thought someone must be stealing it, or that it was evaporating.

Until I noticed that there was now a completely different date on it.

What does it mean? That I don’t remember injecting it? That I don’t remember falling asleep and handing control to my alter ego?

This is bad.

I’ll destroy the drug! I’ll get rid of it! Because if I really am injecting it unconsciously…

——

Final entry in Hyde’s diary.

I destroyed the phial. The drug is no more! And so why… WHY IS IT THAT I STILL KEEP FALLING ASLEEP?!

That son of a bitch, Doctor Jekyll… WHAT IS IT THAT HE GAVE ME?!

I can’t control myself. My rage keeps growing, and days… weeks… no, months just fly by ever faster! I go to sleep, I wake up, and I know for sure that once again I’ve been doing good deeds, once again I’ve been living another life!

And my alter ego… Jekyll… he really doesn’t remember a thing. He isn’t aware that I exist. He thinks that he’s the original!

BUT IT’S ME! ME!!! I’M IN CHARGE OF THIS BODY!

Something has to be done. These blackouts are getting more and more frequent! I need the vaccine. I need treatment. I need to reverse the effect. I don’t want to disappear.

I don’t want to… die.

If it goes on like this, Jekyll will take over my body forever. That can’t happen. It mustn’t.

I need that vaccine. It’s a question of life or death. I’ll kill whoever it takes, make mincemeat out of gods, out of children!

I WILL NOT. SURRENDER. MY BODY.

* * *

I was at Gran’s place. On the table was a huge cake and piles of delicious food. And around it sat my whole beloved family.

“Well, sweetheart,” Mom said, taking the lid off the cake. “Congratulations on winning your first tournament! Hooray!” And she clapped her hands.

I giggled and clapped too, my legs swinging. Everyone was in a merry mood. Even Baal! The rats, too, attracted by the smell of the tasty dishes, turned up hoping to partake of a morsel or two. They had no idea about the reason for the gathering, but they were happy to join in, whatever it was.

The only one who didn’t seem pleased was Aurelia. And I understood why.

“But… but he didn’t win…,” she muttered. “He was disqualified. On the basis of some completely made-up rule! How can you celebrate that?! It’s completely… UNFAIR! SSSS!” she hissed angrily.

I smiled warmly.

It was true. I’d been disqualified in the third round after knocking down a blond boy in gold-colored shorts. The reason?

My gloves were the wrong shape.

“How can they behave like that towards ordinary people?” Aura asked. “Are they above the law? Do the rules not apply to them?” Arching her back, she yowled angrily.

I guess a Spear of Justice was bound to get mad at injustice.

And yes, of course, it did seem strange at first, being in this situation, especially when you remember who my great-grandmother was. But when all was said and done, it wasn’t so strange.

Yes, the Emperor would help us with any problem — we only had to ask. But it wasn’t worth involving him on this occasion. Gran hadn’t even asked for his help in bringing Vsevolod back. The only time she’d gone to him was after I went missing.

In fact, it was only because of me that Vasilisa ever came out of the forest. She had zero interest in high status, or feuds, or anything to do with the aristocracy. She was perfectly content just to drink her mushroom tea and eat kebabs with us, and everyone else be damned. She was a hundred years old, for heaven’s sake — she deserved a rest!

In any case, she’d been working in exchange for the Keys of Solomon, which we’d now given back.

“Gran, are you still working for the Emperor?” I asked.

“No,” she replied with a languid wave of the hand. “I’ve no reason to.”

Well, that made sense. As I said, the Witch had run errands for the Emperor in return for access to a book, but now what? He no longer had any leverage over her.

So there it was. Vasilisa had no need for all that stuff. Dad was a big fish, but only in Europe and in the past. Vsevolod might have been a well-known figure, but under a different ruler. Not only did we not have status, but we had no particular interest in acquiring it.

But we’d get it anyway once Dad was confirmed in his post. In another year or so.

“Mua-ha-ha,” I laughed, remembering the looks on the organizers’ faces.

I’d almost laughed my head off. Everyone thought I’d gone mad! But what they did was so shamefully pathetic that I couldn't help but laugh at the sheer absurdity of it!

“Oh, to hell with the medal. Everyone knows that I won. Certificate, shmertificate… what do I care?! The important thing is I have no fear of tournaments now. I’m going to take part in as many as I can! I believe in myself!” I prodded the cake with a fork. “Come on, let’s eat!”

“We can’t just leave it like that…,” Aura murmured.

“You know, my dear, grouchiness is bad for you. Mm-yes. Your whiskers might start falling out,” Baal said, coming up to her. “Try eating a sausage instead. And get some liquor down you.”

“Ssss, I don’t need your sausages!” Aura still didn’t seem too fond of the big black tomcat.

“Well, as you wish. As for me, I’d like to down another glass. To Michael!” he said, raising a glass of vodka.

“To Misha!” everyone seconded him.

“To me, ha-ha!” I said, raising my fork with a piece of cake on it.

It had been a good day. No medal, but a clear victory, a confidence boost and vengeance for mom! The main thing now was not to get too stuffed.

* * *

Two hours later

‘Oh my God, I’m so stuffed,’ I thought, clutching my belly. ‘Help… help… Swarm, please save me… sa-a-a-ve me’

‘I can make you vomit’

‘Are you kidding? And puke out all these delicious ball bearings?’

I was walking out of Grandpa’s shed eating some ball bearings that I’d found there. Those little things were moreish as hell. I just couldn’t stop!

First there’d been tea and cake, then chicken, then kebabs, then cake again, then chicken again, then cake AGAIN, then lemonade. Then, when the food ran out, I started to eat the toothpicks and napkins. And when everyone left the table, I went for a stroll to work off the food. Going into the shed, I happened to see these little metal balls. A whole jar of ball bearings! And I started munching them like sunflower seeds.

I burped. “God, what a freak I am.”

By now it was late evening. It was dark and snowing. Everyone had gone to their rooms — some had even gone to bed. The cats were trying to settle down too, but…

“THIS IS MY PLACE, ME-O-O-O-W!” Aura protested. “I WANT TO SLEEP ON THE STOVE!”

“MWOW-OW-OW, SO BUDGE UP!” Baal cried in reply.

“I’M NOT LYING NEXT TO YOU!”

“I WAS HERE FIRST!”

“I’M A GIRL.”

“WELL, I’M A ‘TRAITOR’.”

“MU-U-UH.”

“M-M-MWO-OW!”

The two cats stood arching their backs and yelling irately at each other, their fur standing on end, their eyes full of feline fury. Aura was clearly in the wrong here — Baal really had got there first. And a gentleman he might be, but a doormat he was not!

Just as I was heading back to the cottage…

I heard a rustling. A suspicious kind of rustling, as if someone was hiding in the bushes. Sensing where it came from, I turned around, but I couldn't see anything beyond the fence. What now, damn it?

‘There’s no hiding from ME. I’m getting bigger and I’m getting stronger’

As I focused my gaze, my eyes began to stretch out vertically. Unfortunately, I couldn’t see as well as in daylight, everything being in shades of grey, but all living beings were clearly lit up…

Didn’t expect me to have demonic eyes, did you, creep? I see you there in that bush!

Picking up a stone, I hurled it at the bush where I’d spotted the silhouette of a living creature lurking among the leaves. Take that, scumbag!

Thud.

“Ouch!” I heard a muffled voice.

Whereupon a pair of long ears popped out from the bush.

“Oh, man…,” I sighed. “Come on out!”

The bushes rustled, and the long-eared figure slowly emerged. It was Bunny. She was rubbing her sore head, which made her ears rock back and forth in a comical way.

“You come to pay him a friendly visit, and he throws a stone at your head!”

“You shouldn’t hide, then,” I muttered. “What do you want?”

“What do you mean, what do I want? Let’s go and play! Look how pretty it is — all this snow!” she said, spreading her arms and spinning around, making her fur skirt twirl. “The last snowfall of the year!”

I looked around. She was right. It really did look beautiful. Snow was falling in large flakes, and the warm air and radiant moonlight gave you a sense of exhilaration.

She was right about it being the last snowfall, too. Very soon, spring would be upon us, and it would all turn into slush.

Ho-hum…

“Hey, come here!” I said, beckoning her to the fence.

“Oh yeah?” she exclaimed, weaving playfully towards me.

“Closer!”

“Oh yeah?!”

As we stood on either side of the fence, I took out Grandpa’s amulet and pressed it hard against Bunny’s forehead! Go on, work! Come on, tell me she’s a man-eating maniac!

Come on! It’d make things easier!

Tell me… that…

‘Wow… so soft,’ I thought on feeling the fur of her forehead. ‘And warm…’

It was so soft, I couldn’t help but start probe and stroke it, to which Bunny reacted by twitching her nose in a funny way.

So fluffy…

Hang on, how could she be twitching her nose? How could you do that with a mask?!

“Well, I think that’s quite enough of that,” she said, slapping my hand away and touching her forehead bashfully. “Quite a tactile young fellow, aren’t you?”

I looked at my hand where she’d hit it with her soft mitten. Bunny was so soft and fluffy all over. It made you want to cuddle her.

“And what are we going to do?” I asked with a sigh.

“Just wander around, catch snowflakes! But I warn you — I won’t be taking my mask off! If that bothers you, put your own on.”

“Well, that’s the thing,” I said mischievously. “I don’t have the mask with me. Which means you’ll just have to take off…”

‘The mask is in your backpack’

Hearing this, I went dumbstruck, as if I’d been hit on the head with the butt of an ax. I’d already started noticing how often I unconsciously took the mask with me — to school, to Gran’s house… A couple of times I’d packed it in my gym bag, too.

But…

What the hell?

‘Swarm, is the mask… well… magical, by any chance?’

‘It’s an ordinary mask’

‘You’re lying! Liar!’

‘Not only am I incapable of lying, but it wouldn’t make sense in any case. Since my goal is your well-being, I would not lie.

As for the mask, I assume that it is your brain’s response to the psychological trauma you sustained in Hell. It was the mask that saved you then, and your brain views it as a necessity’

“I think I must be going loopy,” I sighed.

“I’m just the same, ha-ha!” Bunny laughed in her echoey voice. “I take after my parents.”

Shaking my head, I turned around and headed inside to fetch the mask. Sure enough, it was there in my backpack, its empty eye sockets gazing up at me.

What is it you want? Why do you keep sneaking into my backpack? Grrr! I should throw it away, but I was scared to, in case I needed it again. And I was damned if I was going to show Bunny my face! If she was going to wear a mask, so would I.

I put it on and went back downstairs. The cats were sleeping — one on the stove, the other next to it. My folks were probably drifting off, too, but I was so stuffed that I knew I wouldn’t get to sleep for another hour. In which case… why not go for a stroll?

Plus, despite her girliness, Bunny was pretty good fun to be with. You couldn’t whack her in the belly, like Maxim or Leo, but a snowball fight? Sure!

No sooner had I gone out of the gate than I heard footsteps behind me. I turned around to see two sad faces — one a hollow-eyed skull, the other about to howl at the moon.

“Can… play?”

“Arf?”

Sighing, I turned to Bunny.

“The more the merrier!” she laughed.

Oh, fine! I gestured them to come out. It was safer having the wendigo with us in any case, and if we left the wolf cub behind, he’d pee on the fence and get his ass kicked by Gran.

So the four of us set off together.

Keeping my demonic vision activated, not only could I see in the dark, however imperfectly, but I even spotted the faint stirrings of living creatures. A bird over there. A squirrel over there.

Oh, a caterpillar! Awesome little fellow, all hairy…

“Nyam!” The wolf cub gobbled it up right off the tree.

“Hey, you weirdo, knock it off!”

Just then… thwack! A snowball struck me right on the back of my head. Clutching the place where it had hit, I swung around indignantly towards Bunny.

“Hey! Are you crazy?!”

“That’s for my forehead!”

“So that’s how it is…,” I growled, gathering handful of snow. “There, take that!”

“Oh!” she squealed comically and started running away.

The battle had begun. Not for survival, but to the death! I couldn’t lose to a girl! Woo-hoo, I was the best snowball shooter in the world! Feared by the whole Wild West, I sowed terror in the hearts of little girls and made all Bunnies quake in their boots!

Only… how the hell was she so quick?!

“Catch the rabbit by the butt, boy!” I ordered the cub.

“Ha-ha! Oh! Hey!” Bunny pranced around, evading the cub’s attempt to grab her by the skirt. “Not my butt — there’s a tail there!”

We fooled around like that for a long time. I was a fit guy, but even I got exhausted. And did Bunny? Like hell she did! Bunny got away from Michael. She got away from the wolf… But she didn’t get away from the wendigo!

Yes. It was the all too intelligent man-eating freak who finally put an end to proceedings.

“Play?” we heard a voice. “Pla-a-a-ay!”

I was nearly on the point of grabbing my long-eared friend by her long ears when we both stopped and looked up to see…

… the seven-foot monster holding up a snowball big enough to put someone’s lights out.

“Nathaniel, stop!” I yelled. “Nathaniel. NATHANIEL, DON’T…”

“WEEEE!” The winter spirit went ahead and hurled the ball at us.

Bunny managed to leap clear, whereas I, hoping for the best, toppled over like a bowling pin. All that was missing was the sound effect.

“Ha-ha-ha-ha!” Bunny laughed.

“Ee-hee-hahaha-heeha!” the black-haired, big-antlered beast giggled likewise, a little scarily but just as earnestly.

‘You might be interested to know that only your adaptation to impact damage prevented you from suffering a fracture’

“Jeez…,” I said breathlessly. “I’m not playing with you guys anymore…”

Bunny almost fell off her branch from laughing so much, while Nathaniel was dancing around with unrestrained joy, his thunderous footfalls shaking the snow off the trees.

And as I lay on the ground, all three of them came up to me.

I felt warm. I felt happy. As stars twinkled in the sky above the clearing and fat snowflakes fell on my mask, I looked up at my three friends — at the rabbit, wolf and deer shaped heads leaning over me.

And somehow…

Somehow it all felt so right to me. Freedom. Friends. Games.

“There. You see. And you didn’t want to come,” Bunny smiled, holding her hand out to me. “We’ve had fun, yeah?”

“Where on earth did you drop from?” I asked, getting up.

“From the moon!”

“How could you have? You’d have been smashed to pieces…”

“The Moon Rabbit. Don’t you know that legend? Dear me, you don’t know anything.”

“And what brings you down here to Earth, ‘Moon Rabbit’?”

“Russian citizenship and free insurance,” she shrugged. Then a playful smile lit up in her eyes. “And interesting boys.”

I smiled. She was so damn cool. So funny. I might not understand her, but I enjoyed being with her. In fact, that sense of something unsaid only drew me to her even more. I felt like… I don’t know… a predator sniffing out its prey.

“What a fascinating menagerie you have! From all different corners of the world, and different mythologies too. The two-headed rat from Chinese legends, the wendigo from India… and I’ve no idea where this little nutjob is from.”

“Aaa-ooo?” the wolf cub said, flummoxed.

“They’re all magical. Why don’t you make a connection with them? A magical one.”

“If only I knew how,” I sighed sadly. “I’ve been dreaming of it for a long time, but I’ve somehow never gotten…”

“Want me to teach you?”

I froze.

Looking up at Bunny, I saw no trace of a smile on her face. She just stood gazing at me, waiting for my answer.

“Are you messing me about?” I asked. “Is this some joke that I’m not smart enough to get?”

“No. It’s something my mom taught me. I shouldn’t, bu-u-ut…,” she drawled mischievously. “But if you promise to come out and play more often, then maybe…”

“I promise! I promise!” I cried. “If you teach me fun things, I’ll play you with every other day if you like!”

“Heh. Boys!” she chuckled. “Sit down, call one of your pets and give me your hand. We’ll need a drop of blood.”

Nodding enthusiastically, I sat down in a lotus position and… wondered which pet to call. Which one did I want to form a connection with? And what would it entail?

I decided to play it safe and call the wolf. If I chose the wendigo, wasn’t there a chance I’d go mad? Or grow antlers?

“My mom taught me to make a magical tattoo to help connect with animals,” she said softly, coming round from behind me. “I need a drop of your blood, Misha.”

Taking off a mitten, I opened a small wound on my palm. There was a rustling sound, after which I saw Bunny’s slim, pale, girlish hand. It was small, neat, and quite normal-looking. Maybe she was human after all?

She dipped a finger in the blood, then walked around to the other side of me.

“Shut your eyes. Think of a symbol, then draw it on the cub and keep your hand there.”

The wolf cub sat in front of me, waiting patiently.

I had to think of a symbol? What kind of symbol would suit the cub, I wondered.

Hmm…

Once I’d decided on something, I opened up a wound on my finger and drew it on the wolf’s forehead. A half-moon. In honor of his fascination with the moon.

Bunny gently lowered herself onto the ground beside me. I felt her lean against me and quietly, carefully copy the symbol on the back of my hand.

“I’ll make the connection. It’ll sting. But don’t worry, my sweet, I’ll be gentle as I take your face off.”

Whereupon…

“Aaah!” I gasped.

A burning pain gripped my left hand, my lungs emptied, and I couldn’t resist opening my eyes. I found myself gripping the wolf’s fur tightly without knowing why. My eyes darted around wildly, and as for my nose…

Breathing heavily, I began looking around.

What was that?

What was it I was sensing?

I could smell the snow. Fir needles. Wet fur. I could smell the house. I could smell animals hundreds of yards away, and I picked up Bunny’s unique scent, which I hadn’t been aware of before.

The wolf cub’s eyes began to turn blue. There was a faint glow in them.

‘Your hair is turning black. Your eyes are turning blue’

The wolf rose. His muscles cracked, his body swelled, and I felt him beginning to overflow with energy. With magic. He was rapidly absorbing something, gaining power! And I…

Felt it too.

I held my hand out to the moon.

Its light was tangible.

I let out a long breath, opening the pores of my skin.

‘You are absorbing foreign energy. It’s blending with the moon wolf’s energy’

The moonlight intensified, as if it was shining specifically on us, on this little clearing, as if we were either enemies or best friends!

Letting go of the wolf cub, I activated the Gede Rhythm so as to seal this power inside me. I clenched my fist, trying to channel the moon’s energy through my body. My skin grew pale, my veins turned blue, and instead of nails I had long, black claws.

I didn’t feel added strength or power in the normal way. But I did feel…

A kind of godliness.

I could hear things from hundreds of yards away. I could see as if it was now daytime. Smells were so acute that I picked up the scent of a kebab someone had left in the gazebo. It was as if I was everywhere, as if nothing could hide from me under the light of the Moon.

And another thing…

Since my skin was connected to my energy system, it changed too.

Under the moonlight I became semi-transparent, almost invisible.

“You see, Misha,” Bunny smiled. “I told you — with me you can be whoever you want to be! A Lunar Lord if you like! With his own personal Moon Rabbit.”

I looked down at my black claws, then looked at Bunny.

Under the moonlight I could see better than ever. Demonic vision couldn’t begin to compare with what I was experiencing now in the form of a moon beast.

Now, I could also clearly see my new friend’s smiling eyes. I could see their true color.

Bunny had red eyes.

“Well, what do you think? Isn’t it just wonderful to try on someone else’s skin?” she asked, cocking her head. “Don’t you agree?”

“Teach me… teach me! How do you do that?!”

* * *

The same night

Aurelia opened her eyes. It was dark in the house. All the occupants were asleep, as were all the animals.

She got up, yawned and stretched, arching her back.

‘Ooh, my sides are all numb…,’ she sighed. ‘What an uncomfortable body this is’

She glanced up at the stove, where the ordinary, non-sentient cats had settled down happily along with their dark leader — Baal himself.

Amazing. It was really him! Baal — the fallen angel, bound in chains. Aura knew that he’d become a demon lord, and she knew that he’d abandoned his domain, but she never could have imagined encountering him in circumstances like these.

To think she’d once admired him, looked up to him as one of Heaven’s brightest, strongest spirits, second only to the Virtues. He’d been her role model, her guiding light! And if it hadn’t been for Solomon… that demonologist with his Keys, who managed to summon Baal as a spirit and corrupt him…

But what was done was done. All that was back in the last millennium. It turned out that even Baal, one of the finest, strongest souls there was, could abandon Heaven. Such was life.

But if there was one angel who would never abandon her true nature and principles, it was Aurelia.

After another yawn, she focused her mind and vanished in the flash of a teleport.

Even in a cat’s body, Aura was still capable of traveling through space — albeit not limitlessly, like she could before.

She alighted in the Kaisers’ apartment. Besides the sleeping hairless freak and the snake with the funny holes in its nose, there was no one here. But this wasn’t her final destination.

Passing through walls, she jumped down onto the street and spent the next couple of hours looking for one man. Just one! She had to go around the whole city to track him down!

And she found him.

An apartment in an elite residential neighborhood of the City of N. Fifth floor. A vast apartment — probably very expensive. The guy must be quite a big shot…

But justice pays no heed to wealth.

Aura jumped up to the fifth floor and went inside through the window.

There he was. Asleep in his bed, as if nothing had happened. As if he hadn’t committed a sin. As if he hadn’t shut his eyes to Avarice and Pride!

The director of the gym where yesterday’s tournament had taken place.

Aura sat on the floor. Breathing in, she closed her blue eyes, and…

Her body began to change shape, bones cracking as she grew outwards and upwards. Wings sprouted from her spine, her paws lengthened, and her claws grew sharper. She became a kind of cross between an angel and a cute house cat…

A kind of celestial beast. A shaggy-haired, winged monster with clear blue eyes.

The man woke up, took one look at the creature looking down at him and screamed.

“Aaah!”

“Why?! Why did you disqualify him?!” the monster roared, leaning over the semi-naked man.

“I… what are you… I…”

“WHY?!” Aurelia screamed. “IT’S DISHONEST AND UNFAIR! TO CHANGE THE RULES JUST TO SUIT YOUR OWN INTERESTS IS A SIN AGAINST JUSTICE!”

“I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” he cried, breaking down in tears of terror.

“I’LL RIP YOUR HEART OUT, WRAP IT IN CHAINS AND THROW IT INTO THE ABYSS TO ROAST FOR ALL ETERNITY!” Aura grabbed his face, and as she did so, her paw turned burning hot. “YOU HAVE ONE DAY TO RETURN TO THE PATH OF TRUTH!”

“NNNH-AAAH!” the man groaned in pain.

The creature let go of its victim, leaving on the latter’s face a permanently painful, permanently burning scar — the mark of a holy hand.

“It hurts! It hurts!” the man cried, clutching his face.

“The scar and the pain will remain until you do what must be done! I will not tolerate injustice on my watch!” the creature bellowed as it shrunk back into the form of a cat. “You have twenty-four hours. Meow!”

And leaving the man in a state of shock, having quite possibly soiled his bed, Aura jumped out through the wall, landed on her paws and sighed contentedly.

There. Now she felt a lot…

“Feeling better, are we?” came a familiar voice.

She sprang up, startled, and landed with an arched back.

“Baal!” she hissed. “Are you following me?”

“You have a very bright teleport, Aura. It woke me up,” Baal said, smiling. Smoothing his whiskers, he glanced up at the window. “It feels good, right? Doing what you want, I mean. Following your principles without waiting for permission. Admit it — it’s a nice feeling, isn’t it?”

“I…,” she began, flustered. “I follow Justice’s principles! I obey only…”

“Justice asked you to monitor the boy, not stand up for him. This was YOUR initiative, Aura. Justice has nothing to do with it.”

“I… I was just…”

“Putting things right?” he smiled. “Heaven… the Abyss… it’s all just a battle for territory, two extremes of the same thing. Real life lies somewhere in between, Aura. When you come down to earth, when you see people with your own eyes… it’s a bit different than watching from up there, isn’t it? You can’t help wanting to act.”

“Th-that’s enough! Stop trying to corrupt me with your fine speeches, demon. Ssss!” She hissed and swiped her paw at him, just missing his face.

Baal smiled.

“In any case, Aura, you did the right thing. Michael’s some kid, huh? It sucks to see him get wronged like that.” With that, Baal rose and vanished in a dark flash.

Aurelia was left standing there with an angry face. As she had no more business here, she teleported after him, back to the warm, cozy cottage.

When she appeared in front of the stove, she found that Baal wasn’t on it! Ha! Suck it, traitor!

With an impish smile, Aura jumped up and took her rightful place. Was it fair? Absolutely! Only…

‘Damn… my sides still feel numb…’ She began twisting around, trying to settle down. ‘Such an uncomfortable body! Oh, I’m fed up with all this!’

The other cats began waking up and casting disapproving looks at the wriggling newcomer. But she couldn’t help it! She just couldn’t get comfortable. Everything ached. It was impossible to lie down properly here. She didn’t know how!

“M-m-meow!” the cats protested.

“All right, all right!” she said, getting increasingly agitated. “I just… I can’t get comfortable! Don’t yell at me, please! I… I just don’t know how to…”

“Loaf position,” a voice said from behind her.

“What?” Aura turned around to see Baal. “Have you been following me again?! Don’t look at me! The gaze of a traitor stings my just heart! Ssss!”

“Actually, I got here first,” he said, approaching the stove. “Lie in the loaf position. Like this.”

Sitting down on his backside, he dropped down on his belly and tucked his legs beneath him. In the end he looked like a loaf of bread. His paws were completely invisible!

“What a pile of…,” Aura muttered.

“Try it.”

Warily, she lay down in the way he had shown her, pulled in her paws, and…

Let out a deep sigh.

Her body relaxed of its own accord, and her eyes began to close on account of tiredness, feline sleepiness and the warm stove under her belly.

“Well?” Baal grinned.

“Leave me alone…,” Aura murmured. “Demon…”

And so the day ended. The cats had finally settled down… and justice had triumphed.

* * *

I was sitting in class.

It was the moment of truth.

“Right then, students! You’ve all applied to take part in the Olympiad, and now the selection stage is finally upon us! Do your best! You’ll get the results in last class.”

“Yes miss!” we answered in unison.

We were each given a bunch of question papers and forms. Two class periods and two recesses had been allocated for the Olympiad.

‘Well, here goes!’ I thought, clutching my pen. ‘Next stop Moscow, and victory in the Russian Bear!’

With a face full of zealous fervor, I knuckled down to answer those questions!

Well, I say ‘I’…

‘Swarm, answer this lot for me, will you?’

‘No problem’

Two weeks had passed since that tournament. A curious thing — on the very next day the tournament organizer had turned up apologizing and handed me a gold medal. Not only that, but he’d practically crawled on his hands and knees in front of me!

No one had any idea what had brought it on. It wasn’t Gran taking revenge, or Dad threatening to rip out his aorta. It was all very strange!

Not to mention pleasant, heh-heh.

“I’ve finished, Miss!” I was the first to raise my hand.

The second piece of news was that my lisp had gone. My teeth had come through! Katya, on the other hand… oho! Boy, was she having a hard time! Karma was on my side now!

Anyway, I finished first, of course. After all, I’d known what would come up, and the Swarm’s memory had been loaded with all the right answers a long time ago.

Victory at the Olympiad was assured.

Meanwhile, Maxim and Leo were still toiling like crazy. I even saw drops of sweat running down their brows.

Finally, the two class periods and recesses were over. The bell rang, and the teacher collected all the papers and told us to wait until the end of the session.

“I think I answered everything… I think I got them right,” Leo said anxiously. “Wait, or should it have been ‘b’ in Question 10? Damn it!” he said, clutching his head. “Of course it should have been ‘b’!”

“I forgot abtholutely everything,” Max lisped, shrugging.

“What did we do all this for?!” Leo said hotly. “Did you even study?!”

“Jutht hoped for the betht…”

Just then I caught a familiar whiff of cherry and roses. Katya had started smelling like that a lot just lately. I remembered her bragging to her friends about the cool perfume her mom had brought her from France.

It did smell nice, actually, but obviously I wasn’t going to say that to Katya.

“You jutht copied everything, didn’t you, you little creepth? You had the antherth, didn’t you? Of courth you did, you’re like three amoebath — you’d never be able to anther them yourthelvth!”

“Anssswers. Yourssselvesss,” I said. “Come on, Katya, repeat after me!”

An epidemic of lisping was sweeping through the school. Evidently, Katya and I had started a trend, and now EVERYONE was losing their teeth. Even Max. Leo would be next. He was quite nervous about it, in fact, rather like a grown man gets nervous about going bald.

“Get lotht, idiot! I… I’ll have new teeth thoon!” she said, blushing. “There, you can already thee them — aaaah!” She opened her mouth to reveal two tiny teeth.

“Ha, there’s nothing there, lisp girl. The most you’ll ever grow is… boobies!”

“Pfft, well yeah! Like Mom hath, really big like thith!” she said, flicking her braid aside and spreading her hands. “You’ll be drooling like an imbethile. Although, come to think of it, you’re already an imbethile.”

“I’ve seen it all before,” I said, waving dismissively.

“N-not like mine you haven’t! And… and you won’t get to thee them either! Got that?!”

“What are they for anyway… boobies?” I wondered aloud. “What’s the point of them?”

Having heard all this, the other guys couldn’t stay out of the discussion.

“Yeah, big ones don’t look nice,” Leo nodded.

“No, you’re wrong there. The bigger they are, the more awethome they are!” Max said, thrusting his arms up. “Big ladieth with big boobieth — whoa!”

“No, a girl should be small and cute!” Leo insisted.

“Guys, guys…,” I said, smiling like an expert. “What matters most is a lady’s soul. Her character. And as someone with experience, I can say that after that come her thighs. They’re so nice to sit on!”

“Hmm, thighs…” They started scratching their chins.

Listening to all this, Katya grimaced as if she were looking at dung beetles. That’ll teach you to listen in on boy talk! Go on, scram, you toothless, boobless pest. When stuff starts growing, we can talk again. Although I’d prefer not to have any contact with you at all.

The next recess and the two classes after it passed off peacefully. Right at the end, however…

Oh man, it’s that bothersome blonde again! I’m sick of the sight of you today, Sinitsin!

“Ahem,” Katya began, addressing the combined class. “Ath the motht rethponthible clath monitor, I’ve been athked to read out the nameth of thove who have pathed…”

“Great idea to get a lisper to read it out!” I said, rolling my eyes.

Saying nothing, Katya grabbed a piece of chalk and threw it at my head. I caught it neatly in my mouth and gobbled down the valuable calcium. Since I was in the back row, Katya was the only one who saw me do it. Her eyes nearly popped out of her head!

“Anyway, the people going to Mothcow are… *blah-blah-blah*… Leonid Morovov!”

Leo blew out a breath. The sweat beads on his forehead soaked back into his skin.

Okay. That was one.

“*Blah-blah-blah*, Makthim Thmolentvev, *blah-blah-blah*”

“Ye-a-a-h! Woohoo!” he yelled directly into the ear of the girl sitting next to him. “YEAH BABY! EAT MY… ahem, never mind.”

What are you so triumphant about, moron — we literally had all the answers! Oh well, we’ll excuse his excitement.

That meant two out of the three amoebas were through.

Just one to go…

“*Blah-blah-blah*,” — Katya went on reading out the names.

Just…

“*Blah… Blah-blah! Blah-blah?!*”

Hello?

“*Blah-blah*, and finally, *Blah-blah*,” she nodded, folding the paper up, “That’th all! Thank you for your attention!”

A silence descended over the whole class.

Leo slowly turned around towards me, his face a picture of shock. For my part, I froze, unable even to breathe.

Are you kidding me?

‘Swarm… what’s happening? Did you fail me?’ I asked in disbelief.

‘No. The answers were correct’

‘In that case, why the hell am I…’

“Ha…ha-ha-ha-ha!” Katya burst out laughing. “You should thee your face, Kaither! Ha-ha-ha!” She clutched her stomach mirthfully. “Yes, you’re on the litht! Only don’t blub, because it’s thuch a thorry thight!”

Taking a deep breath, I closed my eyes and clenched my fists until the knuckles cracked.

Just wait until recess, Katya.

“I see you didn’t make it,” I snarled with a sly grin.

“‘I thee you didn’t make it’,” she repeated, mimicking me. “That’th becauthe my mom’th an Olympiad thponthor. I’m not allowed to take part. I’m better than you a prioli, Misha dear,” she said, spreading her arms. “But don’t worry, fartpanth, my mom won a… er… gender for the building of the arena in Mothcow, tho I’ll be going anyway.”

“Gender’s what’s in your head, stinky. What your mother won is a… grinder.”

“I know better than you what my mom won!”

Leo sighed.

“It’s called a tender, you morons,” he murmured.

“Don’t get clever, four-eyes,” I said, swinging round at him.

“Yeah, four-eyes, who athked you?”

Poor Leo just sighed again, shaking his head.

All this got me thinking, though. Who were Katya’s family? Who were the Sinitsins? They seemed to be sponsors of just about everything, and since they were linked to the construction of the duel arena — which I’ll remind you was a public facility — did that mean they owned a construction company? Maybe they even built this school? That would explain why Katya got treated like royalty here.

Not only that, but she was collected from school by a whole security team, and she always had the latest phone. If she dropped it and broke the screen, they didn’t get it fixed — she just got given a new one.

Katya Sinitsin was a VERY important girl. And it rubbed off in her character.

Never mind, never mind… soon my dad would complete his military training, and Katya would have competition! Once he got into the register along with the Witch of the Apocalypse, me, a former Apostle, and my beautiful mom, then we’d see who REALLY got treated like royalty!

Plus, I had a curly-haired cow.

“Anyway, I’ve got a gold medal,” I smirked when Katya sat down in front of me.

“Mm-hm… big deal… I’ve got eleven of them.”

“What for?!”

“Figure thkating, gymnastikth, and track and field.”

“You’re kidding?”

So that was why she was so quick that even I could never catch her! Hey, this isn’t how it’s supposed to be, Katya! You’re supposed to be a lazy, obnoxious aristocrat who needs to be put in her place, not an A-grade student, ace athlete and class monitor! Get with the script!

“You’re still a stinker,” I muttered.

“No, you are.”

“No, you.”

“Taketh one to know one.”

“I said it first.”

“Firtht ith wortht, thtink…”

“Kaiser, Sinitsin!” the teacher shouted. “Cut it out! You can save all that for recess!” Giving us a stern stare, she waited to make sure she had silence, then shook her head. “Anyway, congratulations to all those who made it through the selection tests. Now, regarding the camp trip. It will take place in one month’s time.”

Everyone pricked up their ears. Rumors were already flying around about all the stuff that would go on there, so…

Yes, everyone was counting down the days to the trip. Especially with all that stuff to look forward to. Jeez, if I missed this trip too, I’d fall into a coma, and my little heart would just explode.

“As for the Olympiad — that’ll be a month after the camp.” The bell rang. “That’s all. Class dismissed.”

Katya, realizing what was coming her way, quickly grabbed her backpack and bolted out of the room. Bitch! Screw you!

The guys and I were thrilled to pieces.

“We should celebrate! By playing on the PlayThtation at my house!” Maxim declared.

I smiled.

Of course we should! We were going to Moscow — to show the first-grade brainiacs in the capital city what we were made of. It was so long since I’d been there. And I’d only ever been once!

And there was the dragon there, who was bound to understand demonic speech.

Only…

“No can do today, guys,” I sighed.

“Huh? Why not?”

It wasn’t about them. Or about the Olympiad.

It was about the camp in a month’s time.

When I got back home, I gave everyone the good news about the selection tests. Then I told them the exact date of the camp trip.

Everyone understood what I was worried about.

“We still haven’t caught Nameless,” Baal sighed. “Well, I guess we’d better get on with it.”

Yes. Nameless. It would be extremely reckless to head off to some forest when a creep like that had promised to ‘return’ — especially as he’d been hiding in the woodwork for several months now.

These thoughts put an instant downer on things. This was no joke. It was serious. Nameless wasn’t someone you could just forget about in a situation like that — a long-distance trip far away from the city.

“In that case, let’s wait for your dad, and we’ll talk everything over at Gran’s,” Mom said solemnly.

“I think it would be a good idea to start with Solomon,” I nodded. “His can be the first core to be extracted. His heart’s still here, beating away.”

It was high time we dealt with this. The poor guy had been waiting to be resurrected for… how long? Half a year? His heart was lying in a drawer of our sideboard. Bingus had even tried to eat it a couple of times, the little hairless terror (I still loved him though).

This way, we might also find out what on earth he wanted from me.

“Solomon?!” Aura said, pricking up her ears. “I know that name! I can tell you! In fact, I know two of them! Both Solomons are very well known in Heaven.”

We turned to her in surprise.

What?

* * *

An inconspicuous building in the City of N**

The City of N was a very important town. Named after towns of the same name in Russian classics, it stood close to the borders with China and Korea. And its location made it a major center for trade, tourism, and international cooperation. It boasted a busy port, a huge metro system, and a host of beaches and tourist attractions.

For these reasons, the city had a plethora of dynasties and clans fighting over it. One dominated the dueling sector, another controlled the entertainment business, and so on. It was all subject to the Emperor’s approval, of course, but the Emperor encouraged robust competition. It suited him for the city to be controlled by the cream of society, and for the weak to fall by the wayside. Consequently, passions ran high here.

Everything would have been just fine if it hadn’t been for a certain very beautiful businesswoman insulting a fellow industrialist and then brazenly blocking his entry into the Russian market.

Maria Sinitsin.

A widow, a well-known beauty, and now the woman responsible for building one of the biggest dueling arenas in all of New Moscow.

Six months ago, at a ball for the high aristocracy, she had turned down advances from, and liberally bad-mouthed, another influential man, Anatoly Andropov, who was a direct competitor of hers and was partly at fault for her husband’s death.

And that might have been that. News of the incident got out and created a bit of a stir in the city, but it soon passed into oblivion as just another high society tiff.

But Andropov was consumed by resentment every single day. He’d been raised in an environment where there was no such thing as forgiving and forgetting, where sucking things up wasn’t an option. That was partly why he’d set up Sinitsin’s husband.

And having the tender stolen away from under his nose was the last straw.

“No… I’m not just walking away from this…,” he whispered in the manner of a man driven mad by power and money. He clenched his fist. “That bitch… that fucking whore will pay for this.”

He turned to his assistant, who also happened to be his younger brother and right-hand man. Both were standing in his office.

“I have an idea,” the younger brother said. “There’s a school camp in about a month’s time. Her daughter will be going.”

“Do you have any idea how many heirs there’ll be there? If we mess up… no, it’s too risky. Although it’s tempting. If we nabbed the girl, we could do whatever we pleased with her mommy,” he smirked, licking his lips. “But it’s a risk we can’t…”

*Boom!* A thunderous crash came from the hallway outside, followed by a blood-curdling scream and the sound of flesh being ripped apart. Both brothers froze with terror as they heard something coming their way. The walls shook, and cracks appeared in the ceiling. Something incredibly powerful was stomping through the hallway, tapping the floor with… was that a cane?

The door flew open, bursting off its hinges!

Standing outside was a blood-spattered, wheezing giant.

“I heard you,” it growled in an inhuman voice. “I know about the camp. I’ll help you. And you… will help me.”

* * *

News Bulletin on Imperial One

Construction boom in the capital

The new dueling arena in New Moscow will break all records in size. Experts are predicting a surge of interest in magical duels.


Chapter 7

OUR EARS PRICKED UP at the words of the smart, big-eyed white cat.

“Solomon…,” she said, frowning. “Heaven knows of two of them. Can you describe what he looked like?”

‘Swarm, display a picture of him’

‘You deleted it to make space’

‘You useless piece of…’

Damn it, I’d kind of forgotten how to rack my memory and remember stuff. It was a bad habit I’d fallen into. I needed to make more active use of my brain.

Anyway, what did he look like?

“He was a huge guy — bigger than Dad. And he had this cool plasma battle-ax! He was insanely strong. He chopped up Lucifer’s guard, the one protecting the portal, in a single blow! And… mmm, what else… mmm,” I went on, beginning to snuffle from the effort of thinking. “Oh! He had sawn-down horns. Yes, I remember now!”

“Just as I thought,” Aura nodded. “It’s not that Solomon. It’s the other one. For sure.”

“Er, yeah. That’s… what I thought too,” I nodded, raising a mystified eyebrow.

Just then, Mom got a call from Dad to say he’d be home soon. So we decided to wait for him, call the rest of my family and discuss everything together.

Now, everyone was here. We could begin.

Nameless and Solomon. It was high time we dealt with these two loose threads.

“A long, long time ago,” Aura began, “a demonologist called Solomon was responsible for causing a major demon invasion. There were two Solomons — the author of the Keys, who provoked the invasion, and a boy born a hundred years later who for some reason was given the same name.”

We all sat listening attentively. The story she told was really fascinating — it was like hearing about ancient history at first hand! How little I knew about the world I lived in! To think it had once been invaded!

Possessing amazing strength, this man wielded a battle-ax and went around killing demonic beasts every day. Chosen by the people, he shunned power and honors. He seemed to live for nothing else but hacking up creatures from Hell. Even Heaven decided to embrace him as a hero of mankind. They wanted to make him an Apostle of Diligence. He refused. And alas, in so doing he gave up… longevity. Solomon was a human being. And human beings are mortal. So the time came for him to die.

“But surely, he was destined for Heaven! He was a hero!” Mom said, getting emotional.

“Yes, he was destined for Heaven,” Aura nodded.

“And what happened?!”

“He killed himself, to prevent himself from getting there.”

A silence descended as we all digested this unexpected twist in what had seemed a conventional tale.

“It was all down to the anger inside him. He disagreed with Heaven’s policy of non-interference, and he didn’t particularly like us. So, he chose another way out — suicide. That, way, he’d end up in the Abyss, which was full of the very creatures he’d spent his life destroying.”

“He was THAT cool?! Too angry to die? Whoa!” I said, doing a somersault on the couch. “So maybe he was a reincarnation of the first Solomon — the author of the Keys? Maybe he decided to redeem himself.”

“Impossible. The first Solomon was destroyed by Heaven.”

“Oh, really? That’s funny. It’s a bit rich, isn’t it, telling me that I mustn’t disturb the cycle of life and rebirth, while you yourselves do what the hell you want?! It seems it’s not such an unbendable law, after all, as long as you’re the ones doing the bending!”

“That…,” Aura began quietly, giving me an embarrassed look, “… is an interesting observation.”

I shook my head.

Assholes. That was justice for you — everyone’s equal, except that those who make the law are more equal. Hmm, it kind of reminded me of… that stupid tournament, for example! The way they just made up a new rule when it suited them!

Screw your justice!

‘I’m the law here,’ I resolved, putting on a smart face. ‘I’ll put everyone in jail. Starting with Katya. For life’

“The thing is, we haven’t heard any news of him since back then,” Aura said. “Where’s he been all that time? And why has he decided to come back now?”

“The question that worries me is what we do with him now,” Gran said, knitting her brows. “He’s obviously deranged. And he asked to be resurrected. Why couldn’t he just stay in the Abyss if he was so eager to go there?”

Everyone frowned, reflecting. Solomon’s story was strange but clear. He’d refused to die a natural death because the demon invasion would eventually end, while his rage was eternal.

And there really was a question mark over what to do with him. The guy was insane! What was to stop him taking the Apostle power and doing EXACTLY the same thing?

Logic said — to hell with him! Cool guy, but too wackadoodle. However…

“He did save me, though…,” I sighed, breaking the silence. “If it hadn’t been for him, I wouldn’t have got out. He sought me out, then he sacrificed himself and entrusted himself to me. If he’d wished me harm or wanted me dead, he could have just not turned up. I would have died for sure.”

Everyone sighed. Dad went over to the sideboard, pulled out the box and brought it over to where the family was sitting.

There it was. The heart. Still beating and waiting for the core to be extracted. Perhaps, somewhere down there, Solomon himself was walking around, alive and well with a hole in his chest.

First, Bunny had had it. Then she’d handed it over, but we’d had more pressing things to deal with. Then we’d kind of… forgotten about it, I guess. Just as well it didn’t gather dust. Frankly, I felt a little awkward. It’d been lying there for half a year and had nearly been eaten twice! You could still see the cat’s teeth marks in it.

“So what do we do?” Mom asked.

“We need to extract cores in any case to lure Nameless. We can start with Solomon and see how it goes,” Gran shrugged. “He’ll have to be resurrected one way or another.”

“That’s decided, then,” Dad nodded. “We get ready and start summoning dem…”

“HUP!” I inhaled sharply.

Everyone fell silent and looked at me. As for me… I felt a sudden wave of pleasure, accompanied by goosebumps all over my body and a burning sensation in my chest.

I knew what that was!

‘Activate Lust’

“Misha, what’s the matter?” everyone asked, looking concerned.

“It’s… it’s a work thing…” Quickly leaping down from the couch, I opened a wound in my finger and used the blood to draw Lust’s seal on the floor.

I sat down, closed my eyes, focused. The skill activated. Whoosh!

The world around me faded, and space began to rush by. Flashing pink beacons came into view, and then I saw a room and heard voices.

Two female voices.

“Come to your senses, girl, I’m just a demon. I came out of the Inferno in search of carnal pleasures.

You and I have one meeting left — and it will cripple your soul for all eternity.

If you agree… you can have anything you ask for, anything you want. Literally. What are you looking for? Just say the word.”

I recognized the demonic voice. It belonged to the succubus. My subordinate.

Then came a human voice:

“That’s why I called you. That’s what you’re all about. I want the illusion of love.

Please.

You… you can take my heart. Only don’t go away. Just give me one more day.”

“Pu-uh!” I gasped, opening my eyes and gritting my teeth in face of this strange mix of confusing, completely new feelings.

‘The Gene is evolving. It’s starting to pulsate with a unique rhythm, as if deciphering a code. It’s affecting your core’

Clenching my jaw, I strained a glance at my right hand, on which a tattoo of a thorny vine was emerging. It crept slowly from the hand upwards, sinking into my arm, then spread across my chest and my stomach and twined itself around my throat until finally… it was simply absorbed into my body, settling somewhere inside forever.

Taking a quick glance around, I saw that the room was enveloped in a barely perceptible pink mist.

“Oh… oh my G…,” Mom gasped, blushing and adjusting her collar. Then she looked at my father and gulped.

He in turn looked spellbound at my mother. As did Vasilisa at Vsevolod, and Vsevolod at Vasilisa. Even Aura stole a quick glance at Baal, but then she frowned and shook her head.

Only Baal remained unmoved. He just went on sitting in the loaf position, same as before. Evidently, a Demon Lord was immune to such things.

Anyway, it appeared that the plan for the next few weeks had been laid. It was time to act.

We’d deal with Nameless before the camp trip. Nothing was going to get in my way!

“Mwa-a-a-h!” Aura growled fiercely. After casting one more glance Baal’s way, she ran up to him and began pounding him on the head. “Stop it! SSSS!”

“Huh?! What did I do?!” poor Baal cried, bewildered.

* * *

Two weeks later

Vivienne was sitting in her etiquette classroom, filling in her journal.

Truth be told, she loved being a teacher!

She had a growing sense of genuinely enjoying her life as it was now. Every day she got to teach funny little children, do the work she loved, eat delicious food and see that adorable boy who smelled of blood! His mother was an absolute peach, too. It was so tempting just to eat her up! Take a bite out of her juicy little cheek. She was pretty enough to be a beauty queen, let alone a fashion model. Perhaps she could squeeze her into one of her exhibitions. Why not?!

*Knock-knock* — There was someone at the door.

“Yes, come in!”

The door opened, and in came Vasilisa with a brown-haired boy who looked about fourteen. With his broad shoulders and blue eyes, he cut quite a dashing figure!

Vsevolod had certainly shot up! He’d grown as much in two months as you’d expect in two years. He was already up to his wife’s bosom!

Which Vivienne found very amusing.

“Ha-ha-ha!” she guffawed. “And YOU lectured me about MY tastes, Vasilisa! NOW who’s the ped…”

“This is different! And yes, you’re sick!” Vasilisa said, blushing.

Vivienne smiled and spread her arms helplessly. She’d known for a long time that she was unhinged, sick, a hopeless case. She accepted it. She’d even tried to get treatment! But what would life be without a drop of insanity? Grey and dull, that’s what, instead of bright and colorful.

True, those ‘drops’ had grown somewhat numerous in Vivienne’s case — but never mind. On the other hand, every day brought her a thousand reasons to smile!

“Are you here on business or just to talk? Or brag?” she asked with a nod at the young husband. “Because I might just get jealous!”

“I’m just tagging along,” Vsevolod said.

Vsevolod was perfectly calm in his reaction to Vivienne, having only second-hand knowledge of her affairs and having heard only good things about her. Well, apart from the Cannibal Society, that is. But who doesn’t make mistakes? He was in no position to condemn people for their Sins.

“We need your necromancy skills. We need to create a body for a core again,” Vasilisa said, approaching Vivienne.

“Show me.”

“Here.” Vasilisa held out the large, almost fist-sized core.

Vivienne couldn’t tell who it was. She couldn’t glance into the past and read their minds. All she saw as a necromancer was an imprint of what this being had been in its lifetime.

And based on what she saw…

“No,” she said, handing the core back.

“What do you mean, no?”

“I mean no, ma chère Vasilisa,” she said, switching to her native French. “I’m not going to resurrect him. I plan to live a little longer. Michael will be all grown up soon — do you think I’m going to risk missing out?” she smirked. “I don’t advise you to do it either — he’d kill that cat of yours.”

“Baal? Do you really think this soul, this demon, could slay a Demon Lord?”

“Yes, I do,” Vivienne replied without a hint of humor. “This is no ordinary soul, and certainly no ordinary demon,” she said. “Resurrect him if you like. Maybe Baal would be spared, given that he renounced the Abyss. But count me out. Because I haven’t renounced it.”

So there it was.

That was that.

Letting loose a few choice curses, Vasilisa put the core away and departed, leaving Vivienne alone. The teacher sighed, shaking her head. Where on earth had they gotten that core from? Why couldn’t that family just live a normal life? And she knew, she just knew, that once again it was all because of her little Michael.

That was what made him so fascinating, so attractive. There was never a dull moment with him. And every girl, whatever she might say, dreamed of dating a charismatic bad boy. As for the nice, stable, loyal kind — they would do as friends.

‘Who is it though? Who’s in that core?’ she wondered. ‘And why resurrect him? I can’t get it out of my mind’

Just then, she noticed a man looking in through the open door. Evidently not expecting to see Vivienne here, he jerked back and made to leave.

“Wait right there!” she shouted.

The stranger stopped in alarm. “Y-yes?” he said. “I… I’m sorry, madam, I thought the room was empty and needed cleaning. I’m a janitor! I’m new here. There’s still a lot I don’t know.”

“There seem to be a lot of new faces here all of a sudden,” Vivienne said, frowning.

There had certainly been a lot of staff changes at the school in the last two months. And while there was a tight ship where security was concerned now that Mark Kaiser was in charge, whoever was responsible for hiring janitors had clearly taken their eye off the ball.

“I guess you’re preparing for the camp, right? Is that why you’ve stayed behind?” the janitor asked.

“No. I’m not going,” she said, turning away. “That’ll be all.”

“Oh, yes of course. Sorry.”

And he left.

How strange.

* * *

“I knew it!” I roared. “Ugh, that bitch!”

Well, Vivienne, you’ve just gone and blown all your credit with me! I mean, true, she hadn’t actually done anything wrong. It wasn’t as if she was obliged to keep helping us all the time.

But she was still a bitch. Grrr!

“So what in shit’s name do we do with it now?” Vasilisa said, getting out Solomon’s core.

“Yeah, what in shit’s name?” I repeated, spreading my arms.

Mom gave Gran a very disapproving look.

“Well, we now have a vacancy for a necromancer,” Grandpa shrugged. “Any takers?”

“Me! Pick me!” I shouted, raising my hand and jumping up and down. “I want to do it!”

“Absolutely no way. We can’t have toddlers doing necromancy!” Mom said predictably.

“But Mo-o-om! I’ve even got a necrotic hand! If not me den who’s gonna raise dat zombie army?” I said, slipping into a rap voice. “And Solomon.”

“Children can’t be trusted with a zombie army, I’m afraid.”

Finding no answer to that, I made an angry cat face and started staring at the back of Mom’s head, trying to blow it up with the power of thought. It didn’t work.

Well, this sucked. God only knew how long we’d have to put off resurrecting Solomon now that Vivienne had refused.

What kind of creature are you, Solomon, if even Heaven can’t figure you out? And why do you need me?

Hmm.

Well, despite all these things happening around us, everyday life went on as normal. There was school, there was training, and some of us had work. Maxim won his first tournament. Naturally, he took first place.

Spring had finally arrived, the last of the snow had all but disappeared, and everyone at school was impatiently awaiting next week’s camp trip.

And I was still stuck with the same damn problem. Nameless still hadn’t shown up.

We got together every other day to collect demonic cores. This time I had Baal, Mark and Vasilisa with me, so I hardly did anything at all — just watched the demons’ heads go flying and harvested their cores. It was kind of boring, really.

More to the point, though, we got no end product. Nameless didn’t show.

“Hmm…,” I sighed, looking at the Day Wolf.

The little knucklehead had really grown! He was getting big and strong. His coat had grown lighter, in contrast to his black-haired brother, and his eyes had turned yellow.

Hang on… I wonder…

I looked around. There was no one about. Everyone had gone off somewhere. With a little effort, I could…

“Come here, boy,” I said, beckoning to the cub.

I used my blood to draw a hollow sun symbol on his forehead, then opened a wound of exactly the same shape on my back.

Then…

“H-u-u-u-uh…” I let out a long breath, and a golden mist began seeping into my hand.

One seal on your pet, one on you. Two successive seals in your imagination. Direct the energy. Open the core. Don’t be afraid of the symbiotic connection. It can’t happen without the animal’s trust in you. It can’t happen without respect. It’s important not to mess the drawings up, too!

But if it comes off…

Your cores will sing in unison.

I felt it grow warm around me as the rays of the spring sun bore down on me and the wolf cub. The cub’s fur became coated in a light golden dust, and his eyes began to shine.

Then I began to change too.

My hair grew lighter. My muscles creaked. A barrier appeared over my skin, patterned with small, shimmering hexagons.

I felt power. The power of the Sun itself.

It was in stark contrast to what I’d felt with the Moon. The Moon didn’t give you strength or energy, but it allowed you to hear, see, and smell things hundreds of yards away, it made your skin invisible, and its energy weakened gravity!

The Sun was different. Pure strength. Heat. Power. I was immune to the cold, my skin was tougher than ever, and a solar vortex swirled inside me, so potent that if I knew how to release it, I could reduce the whole house to ashes with my breath!

With the Moon I had omnipresence.

With the Sun I had omnipotence.

‘God, I have such power! The Moon. The Sun. My necrotic hand. The Demonic Element!’ I tightened my fist, and the slush around me instantly began to dry up from the sizzling solar heat. ‘But I just don’t have the knowledge I need to make use of it all’

Imagine if I soaked up Moon energy and waited till morning. I could fly up into the air, shout ‘So long, suckers!’, and then laser everyone in half!

I could actually do that! It was within my grasp! No messing around!

But I just didn’t know how.

‘That’s why it’s so important to know basic theory,’ I frowned, letting out the energy I’d absorbed. ‘How right Grandpa was. I’ve now learned to absorb energy from the MOON AND THE SUN, no less. And what for?’ I shook my head. ‘No. These things have to be mastered properly. Right now, I’m like a kid in a candy store’

And all those capabilities, all that potential — not to mention the wendigo, with whom I hadn’t yet risked making a bond, and Jör, who was due to wake from her winter slumber any day now — had become available to me thanks to… Bunny.

She and I had met up three times since that evening. Every time, there was fun and games. Every time, it was I who gave chase, while Bunny was like… like the prey that every predator dreams of catching. You understand?

Life had taught me to be a predator.

I heard Mom and Dad sweet-talking nearby. After that outburst of Lust energy, they’d kicked me out for a couple of hours, and afterwards they’d become closer than ever and started sweet-talking every day. Heh-heh, you see? Gran was right! Power doesn’t define you. I could use Lust to bring about love, too. Are you noting this down, Aurelia?

Right now, though, there was something else on my mind.

“Dad!” I called, doing a backwards somersault and springing out at them from around the corner. “Dad, I need some advice.”

“I’m listening, goblin.” They both looked at me, intrigued.

“There’s… um… well… there’s this girl… she keeps giving me presents — candies and stuff… and helping me out… she’s done a lot for me! But I’ve never done anything in return…,” I muttered, puffing out my cheeks. “What can I give her?”

My parents looked at each other for a moment, then Mom put her hand to her mouth.

“Ohhh…,” she said, her eyes fluttering. “This is it. Hashtag ‘it’s all over’. He’ll be waving goodbye to his mom soon. Moving out…”

“Annie, he’s in first grade,” my father sighed. He crouched down in front of me. “Son, shall I tell you what works every time for a girl? Flowers, son.”

“Flowers?! But that’s so cringe, Dad! It’s boring — and anyway, flowers die!”

He wagged his finger, smiling. “The more people think that way, the more there’ll be for us. You’re right, yes — flowers wither and die. They get thrown out! But what’s important, son, is not the flowers themselves, but the feelings that they stir in the girl. You can give a girl daisies, even just one daisy, and if she likes you, she’ll be glowing with happiness. It’s a universal opener for a girl’s heart.”

“And for her dorm room,” Mom nodded.

While I pondered this, my parents started sweet-talking again, reminiscing about their young days at the Academy and recalling how Dad tried to climb up into the women’s dorm and ended up falling bare-assed into a bed of nettles. Not wishing to witness any more of this, I kicked them out. Go and drool somewhere else! Filth!

But where could I get flowers? I was penniless. I’d blown everything I had on Brawl Stars characters! And the free ones in the ground hadn’t started growing yet — it was still pretty cold.

“Hey, buddy, maybe you could help?” I said to the sun wolf.

I set about absorbing the Sun’s energy again — only this time, instead of locking it inside me, I knelt down where I’d found some snowdrops, placed my hands on them and let out a warm draft of solar wind. Not only imbued with the Sun’s essence, but also possessing a regenerative effect, the golden dust penetrated into the earth, into the stems, and after a couple of seconds…

The flowers began to bloom.

It was nothing less than life magic — a real phenomenon happening right in front of my eyes! And it was I who had caused it.

“Heh,” I smiled. “Magic, baby.”

I’d helped the flower bloom and grow by sprinkling it with gold dust. But by touching it with my left hand, I could just as easily inject it with necrotic energy and destroy it.

What would I end up with if I learned to mix necrotic energy with solar energy? A dead Sun? Or what about mixing lunar and demonic energy?

I needed to equip myself with basic tools, damn it. I needed to learn the founda…

“You’ve grown a flower, have you? Interesting magic. How did you do that?” I heard a voice say.

Slowly raising my head, I found myself looking up at a man in a raincoat. He was about eight feet tall and wore dark glasses, beneath which there were sewn-up eyes.

I blinked slowly, trying to dispel the illusion. But it didn’t go away.

It wasn’t an illusion.

“I’m going to scream now,” I warned him.

“Go ahead,” he said, gesturing with his hand.

“Okay. AAAAAH!” I yelled at the top of my lungs. Then, switching to the demonic dialect, I added for good measure, — “DAAAAD! FASCISTS! FASCISTS ARE KILLING ME!”

The amulet hadn’t activated, so I did all the work myself. I was a human siren!

As soon as Mom came running out of the house, Nameless noticed her and slowly raised his hands. So he didn’t mean any harm? It made no difference… there was no way we were going to trust him.

No sooner had he extended his arms than all his limbs began turning inside out with an audible crunch. His arms twisted so hard that the bones popped out through the skin, while his legs turned into such a mass of bloodied jelly that it was impossible to stand on them, and he collapsed to the ground.

Turning around, I watched with awe as my father rotated his clenched fists as if rinsing an invisible cloth.

Holy crap. Where did my dad get so much power?

“What was that for?” Nameless asked quite calmly.

“Just in case,” Dad said, approaching. “Don’t worry, you won’t die — I’m in control of your heart.”

“I know that power,” Nameless smiled. “I know your teacher. I saw him about a job.”

I saw Dad’s eye twitch. Um… a little more detail, please? Who was this teacher of my dad’s?

Before Dad could answer, however, Mom came running up to me. Despite the danger, she grabbed me and pulled me away from Nameless and my father.

Gran came running out.

“Lie down and don’t move, creep!” she cried.

“Hey, it’s not like I’m resisting here,” he said, raising an eyebrow. “I’ve been wandering about in your yard for the last ten minutes. If I’d wanted to do any harm, I’d have done it by now.”

“So what is it you want, then?”

“To talk, first of all. Would you mind giving me my legs back?”

* * *

It was a strange situation.

For the first time in two months, Baal and Aura were on the same page, both staring malevolently at Nameless. Gran, Grandpa, Mom and Dad were there too.

Meanwhile, the cause of the gathering was sitting on a chair looking perfectly relaxed.

“I don’t suppose there’s any chance of a cup of tea?” he asked.

“No,” Gran said firmly.

“Pity. I’m very partial to earthy tea. With bergamot. Perhaps just a small cup?”

“No.”

We all went on looking at him in silence. And he went on sitting in silence. All that could be heard was the ticking of the clock and the snuffling of angry cats. All seven of them.

“Okay, that’s enough!” my father said at last. Tell us why you’ve come here, why you’ve been pursuing my son and stealing cores!”

“Oh yes, the cores…” Reaching into his pocket, he took out a box and handed it to me. “You can have them back. I didn’t really devour them. I was just bluffing in my letter.”

“Oh, thanks,” I said, taking the box.

“The reason I’ve come is that Lucifer asked me to bring Michael to him.”

“Jeez, you know how to ruin a good first impression!”

Everyone gasped, and Dad and Gran braced themselves to fight off an attempt to abduct me again. But Nameless just went on sitting where he was. Indeed, if you thought about it, he could have abducted me ten minutes earlier, not to mention those times when the amulets hadn’t even existed.

“Sure I can’t have some tea?”

“No.”

“Oh well,” he sighed. “In that case I’ll get to the point. Lucifer needs a certain power that Michael has. The Envy skill, which enables immortals to be killed.”

“Why doesn’t he just order Envy to give it to him?” Mom asked. “He’s king of the Abyss!”

“He’s king of demons. But the Sins aren’t demons. They’re the foundation of Hell, just as the Virtues are the foundation of Heaven. Together, they make up a system for filtering the dead. They’re not governed by the rules of the Abyss because they are the rules of the Abyss. And there’s a lot that Lucifer isn’t happy with, from the arbitrary behavior of the Sins to the nuisance being caused by Heaven. That’s why I was ordered to bring you to him.”

“So why are you sitting there asking for tea instead of dragging me off by the leg?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Because I too have need of your skill, Michael. Your abnormal ability to control it.” He put his hand to his chest. “I’ve come to offer you a deal.”

Wow. Was everyone really so eager to extract cores? Although it did make sense, given that it enabled you to kill immortals. It was something I could do thanks to the Swarm and the way it filtered different kinds of energy and adapted to changes in the core.

“What kind of deal?” I asked, knitting my brows.

“Free me from service to Lucifer, and I’ll betray him. I won’t take you anywhere.”

Then he explained.

After my escapade in the Abyss, Lucifer had become aware of my ability to extract, devour and, most importantly, burn off individual components of a core. Desiring that power for himself, he’d summoned his all-purpose henchman, Nameless.

The problem was, however, that Nameless wasn’t happy with his position. He was tired of it. But he couldn’t just abscond, as it was Lucifer who’d saved him from the fate of that deranged monster, the Nameless One. What he needed me to do was rid him of all traces of that ‘salvation’ — to purge his core of Lucifer’s energy.

Yes. Nameless and the Nameless One were essentially one and the same. A legendary beast who once sowed terror in people’s hearts. And he was right here in front of us.

“How did you end up becoming that monster?”

“While seeking answers to my questions I wandered into areas where life quickly unravels. The realm of suffering. Cursed lands with dark magic,” he smiled. “Nothing good comes of coveting the power of others.”

And there it was.

Since Lucifer had sent him on his assignment, he’d been wandering the world to see whether it was worth relocating here. And after sensing a new cluster of cores, he’d headed our way. In fact, all this time he’d actually been waiting for us to call him.

“I’m not bothered about a pension. A house, a bit of land, some simple work and time to put my feet up — I think I deserve that much,” he shrugged. “I’ve had a child from every wife. I can’t ask for more than that. It’s time to settle down.”

“How many wives do you have?”

“Fifteen.”

Mark and Vsevolod exchanged quick glances. Mom and Gran, noticing this, cut them disapproving looks.

But Aura had a different take on all this.

“You’re not planning to give this lowlife a second chance, are you? Do you know the things he’s done?” she asked, getting up. “Do you know how many of my sisters and brothers have vanished forever just because of him? Do you know how many people he’s turned into infernal creatures, how many he’s ripped to pieces! Don’t go telling me he’s worthy of forgiveness!”

“I’m not worthy of forgiveness. I’ll never deserve a place in Heaven. Nor am I asking for one,” Nameless answered calmly. “But tell me this. Is it better to force me to go on serving Lucifer, or to break this vicious circle once and for all? I’m sick of being a devil’s lackey, a slave to infernal spells. What you’re doing, angel, is calling for war instead of peace.”

“He’s right, Aura,” I frowned.

“B-but…,” she stammered.

“If there’s a chance that I can spare the world from evil and death, I’ll take it. What’s power for otherwise?”

Snorting indignantly, Aura turned away and left, loathe to go on looking at the beast that had killed her sisters and brothers. I understood her. The angel was overflowing with rage, but that didn’t make my words any less right.

It didn’t make sense to let war go on if it could be stopped. And I could stop it.

“But surely I could just kill you,” I said. “I could just devour your core outright, and there’d be no more Nameless — problem solved.”

“Then I’d die,” he shrugged. “And I’m ready for that. I’d feel sorry for my wives, who’d get sad. But as for death… I deserve it. I’m aware of the risk. I’m ready for it.”

“Okay then. So what’s to stop me cutting your head off right now, working some magic on your core and going to bed for a good night’s sleep?”

“If you’re ready for the demon invasion, then nothing. You can start straight away.”

“What demon invasion?”

Now we got to the fun part.

Killing Nameless would trigger a miniature version of the demon invasion that the first Solomon had provoked and the second Solomon had fought to stop.

Nameless had such a heap of infernal magic, contracts and heaven knew what else on him that his soul was like a lighthouse for the entire Abyss. As soon as it left his body, all Hell’s demons would immediately swoop in and try to snatch a piece.

Which would turn that simple job he was offering me into a mass slaughter. Thankfully, portals didn’t stay open forever, so we’d only have to deal with a few waves of infernal invaders.

“But what do we get out of it?” Mom asked, confused. “Say we agree to help. We sever the bond with Lucifer and expose ourselves to a demon onslaught! What do we get in return?”

“You lose an enemy, and you gain a friend. Plus, a few choice treasures and a couple of useful contacts. As for knowledge… no, I don’t want a second me in the world where I’m going to be living.”

Basically, the choice was this: fight Nameless and have to bust me out of the Abyss (it was quite possible he could just open a portal and drag me in there before we even knew what was happening) or agree to his proposal and fight demons.

It bothered me that he might just use us and then go back to his evil ways after I’d cleansed him. I mean… what would stop him?

In fact, I put that to him directly.

“I’m not averse to having a tracking spell on me,” he shrugged. “I have no intention of betraying anyone. You’d be able to find me wherever I was and destroy me. I’d even be happy for Heaven to arrange it.”

The silver-tongued devil had an answer for everything.

It would certainly be simpler to kill him, for us to betray him. It would be safer! But… I just wasn’t sure. I was faced with a dilemma. Once again, I had someone’s life in my hands. Once again, I had an important decision to make.

“We’d need time to prepare for an invasion,” Dad frowned. “How much have we got?”

“How much do you need?”

“A month. Misha has a camp to go to. He can’t miss it.”

“A month it is, then,” he nodded. “But no more. I’ve been dragging things out as it is. By the way, he won’t come seeking revenge. Lucifer, I mean. It’s not his style. Even against me.”

We all looked at each other again. Everything seemed clear at this point. Even if we refused, even if we asked the Emperor for permission just to annihilate Nameless the next time we saw him, we’d still have a month.

We had now a month of peace.

A month in which I’d get to go camping! And in which hopefully we could resurrect Solomon — he might help with the invasion.

“In that case we’ll take a month to prepare,” Mark nodded.

“That’s settled, then. Thank you for hearing me out. It’s good to know people have grown more bearable in the last thousand years or so,” Nameless said. “Now, perhaps some tea?”

We looked at Gran, as the mistress of the house…

“Oh, you and your damn tea!” she exclaimed, throwing up her arms. Then she got up and went to put the kettle on.

“Ooh!”

For the first time, Nameless displayed an emotion — pleasant surprise.

* * *

A week later

Europe

Franche-Comté Johann was standing in a room in his castle watching the training ground where children were being put through their paces, when the head of his secret office appeared to him from out of the shadows.

“We’ve contacted Andropov and told him what’s required,” the invisible man said.

“What about traces?”

“Nothing leads back to us — I’ve made sure of it. We only helped people hook up. Andropov has done the recruiting himself. Unfortunately, that means it’s impossible to guarantee success — we don’t have anyone on the ground there.”

“My expectations aren’t high. If it works, fine. If not, we tried. The main plan won’t involve that Russian nonentity in any case,” Johann replied quietly. “Let me know how it goes. That’s all.”

“Yes sir,” the man said, vanishing back into the shadows.

How quickly plans changed. It had started as a secret plot to kidnap a little girl. Then some individual referred to by Andropov as a ‘creature of incredible strength’ had joined in with the conspiracy, turning it into a large-scale attack.

But now that, by happy chance, Franche-Comté Johann had got wind of the plan, it had finally snowballed into…

An international terrorist operation.

Victor Knyazyev was widely disliked. He was too strong a mage, too ambitious a ruler. Many countries wanted to play dirty tricks on his country in much the same way as he played dirty tricks on theirs. That was all quite normal.

Johann had just helped certain people connect with certain other people. After all, the concentration of so many heirs in one place created an ideal target for enemies seeking to make life uncomfortable for the ruler. And although the camp would be heavily protected, it was still worth a try.

‘Maybe I’ll never even need to get my son involved,’ Johann thought, watching the boy.

His son had been working hard to improve his sword handling skills. He’d been training body and mind to master the numerous magical blades that were stored in their treasury and forge a bond with the cursed sword — their main relic.

But that was a long way off.

“Our children seem to have hit it off, then?” another man said, approaching.

“Yes, they seem to be kindred spirits,” Johann replied with a forced smile. “At least in their thirst for power.”

“Hey, Theodore!” Saltykov Senior shouted. “Start practicing with the sword!”

Theodore Saltykov, the boy from the Russian Empire, broke off his conversation with Franche-Comté Junior and nodded to this father.

The two boys had become friends, and they were both making much quicker progress together than they had been separately.

Johann smiled.

How had he got to know Michael’s chief ideological enemy? Oh, it’s a funny old story…

* * *

It was early morning. There was a chill in the air.

I was standing next to my friends along with the rest of my class. A little further away stood Katya’s class. Then came the second grade. The third. The fourth…

Everyone. The whole school.

We were all standing in the City of N’s teleportation center.

“Right, students! I am your teleportation instructor and one of your camp leaders! Listen carefully — don’t miss anything! I’m about to give you instructions on the use of the Teleportation Stele.”

The large sports bag that I was holding up began to stir, and a little snake’s head popped out, peering around curiously.

My eyes bulged.

“Jör, are you kidding?! Get back in there quickly!” I pushed her back inside.

Oleg was sitting on Maxim’s back pretending to be a backpack, while the diarrhea and electric shock wand was in Leonid’s bag, which Leonid wasn’t too happy about.

We were ready.

It was time.

The whole school was heading for a camp in a magical forest. Just the place for a little beast like me.

* * *

Mysterious giant terrorizes the city!

Panic is spreading after several sightings of a seven-foot-tall creature with sewn-up eyes. ‘He asked for tea with bergamot and talked philosophy!’ claimed a startled housewife. The police are shrugging their shoulders, while experts are at a loss. Some members of the public are already calling for a curfew to be declared.


Chapter 8

I DIDN’T EVEN NOTICE OLEG at first. When I saw Maxim, I just thought what a strange backpack he had on. ‘Why does it have so many straps?’ I wondered. ‘And what a weird handle.’ Then, however, I could tell from the sneaky look in his eyes that something wasn’t as it seemed.

That was when the penny dropped. It was Oleg! Holy crap, he was the size of a backpack! And I had to admit he was playing his part exceedingly well, just hanging there on Maxim’s back, not moving, his beetle eyes bulging.

“Max, you moron, we’ll all get found out!” said I, with the snake in my bag.

“Be quiet!” hissed Maxim, with the beetle on his back.

“We’re so gonna get kicked out,” fretted Leo, with the wand concealed among his things.

Our teacher, who was standing nearby, noticed us three goblins whispering at each other and looking nervous.

“Everything all right, boys?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Y-YES!” we all yelled unconvincingly, standing at attention.

She peered at us for a while, then shrugged and turned away to go on listening to the instructor. We all let out relieved sighs, and Oleg shifted his stiff feet a little.

It wasn’t long, however, before I began to feel… bored.

I’d already said goodbye to my parents. All that was left to do was finish listening to the instructor and teleport, but… man, was he dull! I looked around. Meh, Katya was too far away for me to jerk her braid. Why was I looking for her anyway?!

“Psst, guys, wanna see something funny?” I whispered. “Cover your ears.”

I should begin with a reminder of how magic is done.

The mage has to clear his mind and imagine an empty space filled with transparent water. Then a drop of ink falls into the water, and the mage uses the ink trail to draw a symbol. You draw one, then another, and so on until the spell is ready.

This is the problem that combat mages have — you try clearing your mind and visualizing a 3D shape while you’ve got fireballs slamming into your ass!

In my case, though… ooh.

While my friends covered their ears, I focused on the Lust Gene, cleared my mind and asked the Swarm:

‘Display the Pink Noise’

‘Sure’

A prompt popped up in front of my eyes — an exact drawing of the skill, which I needed to replicate.

Do you see what I’d be capable of if I could do spells, too? I didn’t even need to remember anything! All I had to do was ‘trace over’ the magic. I couldn’t go wrong!

Even with just skills, though, I could still take over the world.

“Tsss, haaa, amogus, popus, kakus”

I began whispering complete nonsense. The noise emanating from my mouth quickly spread all around me, and by controlling the strength of my voice I limited its radius so that it went precisely up to where the instructor was standing. And when the students heard my whisper…

They slowly began to turn their heads. Their necks quivered, their muscles resisted, but they were powerless to counter Lust’s force, their heads turning against their will!

It was freaky seeing dozens of heads all turning towards me at the same time! But it was totally cool, too, heh-heh!

I abruptly stopped whispering, and the Pink Noise stopped working. I did it quickly enough so that no one would realize it was me. Although it would be hard for them to figure it out in any case — there were no traces whatsoever!

“Am I boring you, students?” the instructor barked. “Do you want me to cancel the flight today?!”

“N-no! Sorry!” the students answered in chorus.

Mueh-heh-heh! What a stinker I was, what a little brat! Chaos and Mischief were my middle names!

My friends’ faces somehow managed not to crack until everyone turned away again. But as soon as things had settled down:

“How?! How the hell did you do that?!” They were almost leaping up and down.

“Heh! Just did,” I said, wiping my nose proudly.

They knew that I was awakened, of course. But I hadn’t told them about the sources of my powers.

In this case the source was pretty obvious — Asmodea.

It had been her second lesson. We’d gotten together literally the day after the succubus contract was made.

The basic effect of the skill had been tested — people felt compelled to admire me. But if it was activated together with the Demonic Element, it started resounding in the victim’s head, bypassing all obstacles.

The next lesson would be when — I quote — ‘you clearly feel the power from the contracts you have made’. Point taken. Because so far, I didn’t feel anything at all, although I ought to be getting stronger. In theory, the victim whose heart had been ‘stolen’ would be very obedient. Only I had no idea where to find her. Could I get her to donate to me in phone games?

But anyway, we were in business, folks! I was now a heart thief extraordinaire!

No one had any questions. It was all basic stuff, especially as I’d flown before. As had Maxim. Leo, on the other hand…

Put it this way — he was in for some unpleasant sensations after the teleport.

*Whoosh* — There was a flash, and our entire class was hurled through a spatial tunnel as if through a pipe!

A moment later, we popped out at the other end. Some had no problem keeping their balance, others tottered uneasily, while others still collapsed straight onto their knees.

Leo was one of the last. “Oh… oh, I’m going to puke…,” he said. “Oh, I don’t feel well. That was my first time…”

“It’s normal,” Maxim said with a dismissive wave. “On my first time I even crap…”

“You fly often, do you?” I asked.

“Well, every other week or so,” he shrugged. “Vacationing with Mom. We went to Egypt recently, and we saw statues that had come to life! It was so freaky,” he added. Our mister moneybags!

“You don’t say?” I said, taking a stick and whacking him over the head with it.

But never mind all that. Leo pulled himself together quickly enough. The important thing was where we’d ended up…

Man, it was like some kind of fairy-tale! Literally a FAIRY-TALE!

We found ourselves in the middle of a magical nature reserve. There were trees that glowed in the dark, magical creatures fluttering in the air and crystal-clear brooks teeming with fish of such bright, colorful shades that they seemed almost artificial! There was a permanent warm spring here, so we didn’t even need our coats. Weather mages used massive artefacts to keep the camp at a stable temperature. You could comfortably stroll about in just a windbreaker and a pair of pants.

The camp itself had been built in the old Russian style with wooden houses, little paths and gazebos. It was as if we’d traveled back in time!

What a great business model! Hire a few summoners, a few druids, and hey presto, before you know it you have a perfect nature reserve for people to come and stay in. They can feed biscuits to the fairies and stroke the dog-sized squirrels. At a million rubles per head. Ka-ching.

“Yo, is that a fairy?!” Maxim pointed to something that looked partly like a butterfly and partly like hell knows what. “Are you a fairy?! Yo?”

“It doesn’t understand you, Smolenkin,” said one of the camp leaders, approaching. “It’s a forest fairy. Its lack of rationality is what distinguishes it from the celestial kind. They used to be very fierce and mischievous, but they’ve calmed down now.”

The little creature with the glowing wings sat on a branch staring at us. It was kind of a cross between a human being and a butterfly, with a comical cap and a long snout!

In fact, it seemed to be looking directly at me. I’d somehow drawn its attention.

Why, I wondered. What had it felt? Evidently, it was nothing serious, however, as it soon lost interest and flew away.

‘Strange,’ I thought, frowning.

Just then, we heard a teleport in another part of the camp. It was the seniors. Yes, the junior, middle and senior graders would be staying in different areas. A good thing too, I decided, having heard the chit-chat among some of the seniors. The guys kept asking each other, ‘Did you bring rubbers?’, while the girls were all planning to take tablets of some kind. For God’s sake, stay home if you’re sick! Keep your germs to yourself!

“What, haven’t you buttheads ever been in a magical forest before?” said Katya, appearing with a couple of other girls. “Pfft! Do you know who my mom is?”

“A sponsor of this reserve?” I suggested.

“What the hell? How did you know?!”

“Well, what isn’t she a sponsor of?” I sighed.

“It so happens I come here quite oft…”

“Put a sock in it,” I said, picking up a cone and throwing it at her forehead.

There was a dull thud of wood on wood, followed by howls of “WHAT ARE YOU PLAYING AT, IDIOT?!” Then she launched herself towards me, and I started running away — I’ve no idea why. The upshot was that my two friends were left with her two friends, going ‘so… um… well… so you’re here too?’ and such like, trying to fill in the awkward silence.

This was going to be fun.

* * *

“Katya’s got some nice-looking friends…,” Leo said as we proceeded to our room after the roll call. “That one — what was her name — Nastya? She’s cute.”

We both stared at him. “Don’t say things like that…”

I didn’t know whether there had been a deliberate decision to separate us from normal people or whether three to a room was the norm, but our little group was inseparable, and we now found ourselves allocated to the same room. It had its own bathroom, some closets and a mini fridge.

“What the hell? Where’s the TV and PlayStation?” Max cried indignantly.

“You’re in the countryside! You can play that stuff when you get home,” I said, opening my bag. “Okay, Jör, you can come out now!”

The snake thrust its head out and began to look around curiously, tasting the air with its tongue.

Heh-heh. Jör, my baby! How I’d missed her funny little face! She’d woken up three days before the trip — great timing! And so that she didn’t cry, I’d decided to take her with me, because bringing a five-foot-long python to a children’s camp was obviously an excellent move!

“Guys, watch this!” Max pointed to Oleg, who was still on his back, then patted the beetle’s paw. “Okay Bro, like we rehearsed!”

Oleg spread his wings, gripped Maxim tightly, and with a loud buzzing… began to rise into the air, taking Maxim up with him!

“Who-o-o-ah!” Max yelled, hovering in the air.

I sat down, my mouth agape. I looked at Leo, pointed at Maxim, looked at Leo again and then clutched my head, unable to believe what was happening.

WAS THIS FOR REAL?! A JETPACK BEETLE?!

Leo just about fainted from shock.

In the end, Maxim’s head flew into the chandelier, Oleg took fright at the noise, and Maxim dropped face-first onto the floor. That didn’t bother him, however, as his head was empty anyway.

Flying down, the beetle shook its head and wiped its eyes. As it looked around, its gaze fell upon Jör. I don’t know what went through their minds. What, indeed, might a snake think at the sight of a beetle?

But they stared at each other long and hard.

“So doesn’t it bother anyone that there’s a two-foot-long beetle here?” Leo asked.

We all turned towards him. Even Oleg. Maxim and I glanced at each other, eyebrows raised, then at Oleg, then at Leonid.

“Er… no?” I replied. “Listen, we have a rule. No questions. Things are what they are. You’re welcome to play with the beetle. The snake too, only don’t give her frogs as she likes them too much — she might overdo it. Same goes for soup. Especially chicken.”

It was true — Jör was crazy for soup! First, she’d dip her face in it and blow bubbles out through her nose, then she’d drink the whole lot up. I didn’t get why, but there it was.

After unpacking our things, we decided to electrify me with Maxim’s wand, and at lunch I set about terrorizing Katya. It served her right. We happened to be standing just behind her in the queue, so…

“Aah!” she squealed when I poked her in the side, giving her a shock. “Kaiser!”

“Oo-hoo-hoo!” I stood making scary sounds with bolts of electricity leaping between my fingers. “I’m gonna zap your ass all over! Oo-hoo-hoo!”

“Aah!” she squealed again, starting to run away.

By the way, if I hadn’t suspected it before, it became obvious now, when all the children were in sight, that people were jealous of me over Katya. She was a popular girl and, I had to admit, not bad-looking, so the boys naturally liked her. And they viewed our constant warring as light-hearted fun.

But that was crazy. She and I were genuinely at war!

“Kaiser!” shouted some red-haired boy with freckles. “Just… just leave Katya alone!”

“Yeah, sock it to him, Denis, ha-ha!” Katya shouted, waving her fist.

Denis’s eyes lit up at this encouragement from his beloved. Wow. The masses had spoken.

Um…

Okay, here goes.

“Got something for you,” I said, and gave him an electric finger-flick on the head.

“Aaah!”

“Denis, you useless carrot top! Some gallant knight you are!” Katya yelled and ran away from me again. “Aaah!”

Yep, this was fun all right. I was already having a great time, heh-heh!

* * *

A day later

The organizers’ and leaders’ building

Senior graders were allowed in, too, to observe how things were done. After all, some of them were destined to be security chiefs for their clans.

Mark Kaiser was pacing up and down the office, which was heaving with… members of the fairer sex.

“You don’t need to worry about the loyalty of the security team — I picked them all myself. My experience and my… coach, let’s say, have taught me how to identify reliable people. However, I had no say in the hiring of cleaners, technicians, and so forth,” he explained.

Mark was one of the security organizers for the camp. Unfortunately, the key phrase there was ‘one of’. He hadn’t been given overall responsibility.

Even so, the security presence was huge.

There was a response unit outside the camp, there were men patrolling the forest, and back in the city there was a whole mini army standing by at the teleportation stele, ready to fly in at a moment’s notice.

In other words, even if someone tried something, they wouldn’t stand a chance in a direct confrontation. And even if they managed to cut off the teleport and stop the backup from the city, they’d still need pretty much a whole army. There were a lot of trained fighters here.

Plus, if it came to it, they’d come up against some surprise opponents in the form of Mark, Vasilisa, and Baal.

Either there would be war, or everything would be just fine.

Mark explained all this to his audience. Except for the part about Vasilisa and Baal.

“Any questions?” he asked.

“Y-yes! I’ve got one!” said a senior girl, raising her hand. “Are you married?”

“Yes.”

“Oh… what about a lover?”

“Not interested.”

“Oh, man!” Half the girls clutched their heads in despair.

‘Even so,’ Mark thought, frowning. ‘There’s something about those recent staff changes I don’t like. I’d better tell my men to be extra vigilant’

Either it was paranoia on account of his son, or… something very bad was afoot. And it would have to be REALLY bad. Because very few people would risk attacking this place.

Only those who were willing to die.

* * *

Well, that was that. So much for fun and mischief.

What was the purpose of a camp, other than keeping kids entertained and siphoning money from sponsors? Education! Did you think they’d let us off learning for a whole two weeks? Like hell they would.

Next day after morning exercises (which half the students didn’t turn up for) and breakfast, the whole junior school set off with their leaders to the edge of the camp.

We were given a talk on weather mages and weather spells and taken on a tour!

“Wow!” The children walked open-mouthed under the rays from the steles.

“Weather control, children, is one of the most difficult disciplines there is! Only a very few mages can do it single-handedly. Most need an artefact and people to help them.”

“Is it possible to change night into day?” I asked

“Yes, it is. The Archon of Light, for one, was capable of that.”

“And I will be too, heh-heh!”

“You’ll be an asshole, Kaiser!”

I turned around and threw a fir cone at Katya.

As a matter of fact, I’d often heard about these Archons, but I’d never got round to finding out who they were. It was a good time to ask.

“The Archons, Michael, are the heirs of Theos — a demigod who ruled the Earth a long, long time ago. He had seven wives and seven children, who inherited his power. And the children were, let’s say, quite an amorous bunch, much like their father, so very many people now carry Archon genes. And when one of the seven dies, his replacement immediately awakens. There are ALWAYS seven Archons in the world. They are catastrophe-level mages, which is the next and final level after tactical.”

Wow. We were getting treated to some genuine magical lore here!

I knew about Theos — people had mentioned his name as one of my possible past incarnations. But the seven Archons? This was the first I’d heard about them! And catastrophe-level mages? Were they the kind that could wipe out a whole country single-handedly?

“Do we have Archons in our country?” I asked, putting my hand up.

“At least one, yes. The Archon of Blades. We did have the Archon of Light, but… he was killed by Victor Knyazyev for sins against the country.”

I scratched my head pensively. Our emperor must be really powerful, then, right? I knew he was a necromancer, a devil, and so on, and that he was feared in Hell, but to kill a catastrophe-level mage all by himself? That took some doing!

Later, when the tour was almost at an end, we saw further proof of what a badass Knyazyev was.

I’d actually seen them before. Outside the preschool. But I still found them kind of… startling.

“And these, students, are hellhounds!” the leader said as we approached one of the dogs.

Well, I say ‘dogs’… they had exposed, scarlet-colored muscles, a skull for a head, and red lights for eyes. They were pretty huge, too, coming all the way up to the leader’s chest. A real fighting machine!

For some reason, though, all the children were in raptures at the sight of them.

“Wow, a Bobby!” they exclaimed delightedly.

“They answer directly to the Emperor, and they can’t be taken out of his control. They’re guarding our camp!” the leader said, giving the creature a scratch behind the ear, which made it wag its tail comically. “Some interesting facts for you! All hellhounds have a collective consciousness, which means that they’re effectively one dog. Also, although they get called ‘Bobby’, they’re all girls.”

Hmm… a girl hell-dog, huh? I had two very eligible boy-wolves who might be interested.

It was good to see that security was being taken seriously here! To be honest, it was a little unnerving to think of so many heirs of wealthy families being concentrated in one place. On the other hand, nothing terrible had ever happened before, so why should that change now?

Right?

Because if any bastards dared to ruin this very special trip…

I’ll leave no one alive. Everyone will see my Wrath. And they’ll die looking into the eyes of the child whose fun they spoiled.

But let’s hope it won’t come to that, heh-heh! Now then, how about I go and give Bobby a stroke too? Or would Bonnie be more appropriate?

“Hello, girl, how do you feel about autistic wolves?” I asked.

“Woof?”

The tour ended, and we went for a treatment session — which today was mineral baths!

“Oh, hee-hee-hee, it tickles my ass!” I chuckled, squirming about in the Jacuzzi.

Leo, typically for him, sat stoically as ever through the bubbles pounding his backside, while Maxim, typically for him, squealed like crazy. Classic.

After that, there was lunch, then free time.

And this was just about how things were set to carry on at the camp. Hands-on learning, delicious food, a great location, free time to play games, and lots of organized activities! For example, during the next three days, we went to observe a colony of roaming mushrooms! Can you imagine? Mushrooms… THAT WALKED.

“Can I eat you?” I asked, licking my lips.

“Kaiser, don’t, they’re semi-sentient. Not to mention poisonous.”

“But I just want a taste,” I said, going up a small mushroom. “This little one, for instance.”

The mushroom child took fright and darted away from me. Poisonous, huh? Heh… that only added to the flavor…

It turned out the world was full of surprises! Seriously. Semi-sentient mushrooms with legs. Whatever next?

“Hey, mushroom colony, how do you feel about a rat colony with a nuclear weapon?”

“Zog?” was the sound they made in reply.

It was at about that point that I began to notice some strange things. And I don’t mean the walking mushrooms or the dog-sized squirrels. No.

Was it just me, or did the staff seem kind of agitated? Not in the sense that something had happened, but more as if they didn’t know what they were doing. Some didn’t know how to put up a tent, while others forgot to tidy up. Even though it was their job!

The Bobbies, who you’d think would already know the staff, had started sniffing at them more and more often, memorizing their scent.

Plus…

“We’re going to take a roll call now, to check that everyone’s here!” one of the camp leaders said. “First name and surname, please.”

“Katya Sinitsin.”

“Sinitsin…,” the leader said, making a note.

“Michael Kaiser.”

“Kaiser, yes?” He made another note.

I began looking around. Sniffed the air. I didn’t detect any meat smell, and I saw no apparent danger. Either a bunch of imbeciles had been hired, or something bad was afoot. But there were no obvious reasons to kick up a fuss!

‘I came here to relax… why am I getting all stressed again?’ I wondered to myself.

‘User, Wrath is activating’

‘And with good reason, Swarm’

Today we were starting on a two-day stay in a tent camp. I’d been looking forward to this! Toasting marshmallows, guzzling kebabs, munching on coal and wood shavings… mmm! But damn it, these niggling fears, these doubts — I just couldn’t shake them.

I was standing among the trees, away from everyone else. Standing and thinking… if something were to happen… if I had to fight…

‘Would I be able to borrow your power?’ I mused, stretching my hand out to the Moon.

I tried to soak up its energy, to become omnipresent and invisible — but alas, I didn’t have a particle of the night wolf inside me; nor was he on hand to provide it. I couldn’t do it. The Moon didn’t respond.

Sighing, I clenched my necrotic hand. So much power… it was so near, and yet so far.

The forest fairies were watching me with interest from the trees, the glow from their wings illuminating the clearing in which I was standing. And while the walking mushrooms hadn’t recognized me, these cute creatures with the long probosces clearly saw something that the ordinary eye didn’t notice.

“Is it something from the past? Do you know who I was? Or… is it my present that bothers you?”

They wouldn’t answer. They couldn’t. They went on observing me as if I was the oddity here rather than them.

Oh well.

*Thwack* — I felt something hit my head.

I turned around to see a rolled-up ball of paper on the ground. I picked it up and unrolled it.

‘Fancy coming to play today?’ the note read in neat handwriting, followed by a picture of a cute rabbit face.

Heh. Now my friend had turned up. And I was glad! She and I hadn’t met up since that last time, and I never had given her the flower I’d put by.

We could pretty much roam about the camp as we liked. The Bobbies would always find us if need be, but in any case it was very hard to get lost here, so I had no trouble walking from the tent camp back to the main building. As I was setting out along the path, however, I heard a voice from behind the trees.

“K-Katya! Could you… could you come with me for a minute?”

The voice sounded familiar. Peering more closely, I saw Denis, the red-haired boy, and Katya. They’d wandered away from the crowd. Katya was staring at the boy with haughty indifference while he trembled, his face a deep shade of red.

“I… I’d like to give you these flowers!” he blurted, handing her a bouquet of nine red roses. “W-will you… will you take them?”

“Er, well I…,” she sighed taking the bouquet. “Oh, Denis, Denis…”

“Th-thank you, Katya! I… I’ll talk to you again soon!”

And he ran off, leaving the object of his affection holding a bouquet of nine roses. The thing was, though, she looked less than thrilled by them.

Which got me thinking — if nine roses didn’t cut it with a girl who really liked roses, what on earth was I hoping to achieve with my daisies?

‘Damn it…,’ I reflected, ‘Should I call it off? I’m just going to make a fool of myself’

But I remembered Dad saying that even a daisy would do…

In any case, I’d already gone to the trouble of bringing them. Fine. If I got laughed at, I got laughed at. It didn’t matter… probably. Although I must admit, I was shaking inside. I’d never given a girl anything. I didn’t want to make a fool of myself! I’d never live it down!

‘I went and took two of them, as well. What a jerk I am…,’ I sighed, opening my bag.

If you sprinkle a flower with sun energy, it’ll go for ages without withering. Up to two weeks! The gold dust goes on feeding them. That was why I’d decided to bring the daisies with me from home.

But who knew that it wasn’t done to give an even number of flowers? Who the hell thought that rule up?! As for me, couldn’t I at least have brought four, so I could give her three?! Argh! What an idiot…

In the end, I zipped up the backpack with the mask and the one stupid flower and turned back.

By now, the merriment of the tent camp was in full swing. I’d try to enjoy myself, of course, but my head was now occupied with other things.

“Miss, Kaiser’s eaten all the kindling for the fire, the stupid beaver!” Katya shouted.

“Wha’? It wovvent me…,” I spluttered, wiping the sawdust from around my mouth.

The camp leaders told us we’d be going river rafting the next day. So everyone stuffed themselves with as much meat, marshmallows and soup as they could hold and then crawled into their tents. This was when I realized that we three really had been deliberately separated from normal folk, because everyone else was four to a tent. I wonder why?

I didn’t go to sleep, however. I had other plans for the night. And so I lay staring at the roof of the spacious tent, listening to Maxim’s snuffles.

I lay there thinking that any moment now, Bunny would appear. But as soon as I got up, I heard someone shuffling around too. Peering out, I saw a golden-haired girl with a thick braid sitting on a bench next to the fire. It was Katya. She was just sitting there looking into the flames.

She must have heard my movements, because her head jerked towards me. Damn it!

“Why aren’t you sleeping?” she asked.

“Why aren’t you?”

“I don’t feel sleepy enough.”

“Same here.”

I looked around. There was no Bunny. Damn it, now I’d have to wait until Katya went to bed. With a heavy sigh, I sat down on the bench too. I still had some marshmallows left.

I felt Katya’s eyes on me. She just kept staring and staring.

“Toast one for me, too,” she said.

“What the hell? Toast your own!”

“I don’t know how. I won’t go until you toast me one.”

What had I done to deserve this?

Taking two skewers, I threaded the marshmallows onto them and held them over the fire. One for me, one for her. And while I was doing that, things got even worse, as usually happened with Katya.

“What’s that you’ve got? A flower?” she said, noticing. “Is it for me?”

“No, I…” I felt too embarrassed to tell her the truth. “I just found a daisy and picked it.”

“Give it to me.”

“Are you for real? No,” I said, shooting her a glare. “Try to get it into your head, Sinitsin, that not EVERYBODY’s going to fall at feet at your every command! How spoiled can you be?!”

“I… I can do without the marshmallow. Give me the flower instead!” she persisted.

“You just got given a whole bouquet of roses! What’s one little golden daisy to you?”

“How did you…,” she began, her eyes widening. “Maybe I like daisies!”

“I know for a fact that you like roses,” I muttered, turning away. “Stop lying. You’re always trying to take my stuff…”

That was my final decision — I made that clear by turning away. And Katya got the message.

Zip it, girl. Don’t push me.

And yet… as I went on toasting the marshmallows, I had a perfect view of Katya’s face from the corner of my extended vision. With the fire flickering in her emerald eyes, she sat staring blankly ahead, her eyes filled with unmistakable sadness and even… disappointment.

Argh, what the hell? It wasn’t for her! She was the last person it was for! Did she have to spoil my life all the time?!

Why did she look so sad? Man, she was such a pain!

“Oh, whatever…,” I said at last, handing her the flower. “There, take it.”

Katya looked at it coldly.

“Out of pity, right?” she murmured. “Well, in that case I don’t want it…”

“One of my top ten wishes is your complete annihilation. I wouldn’t even lend you fifty rubles out of pity. Take it before I change my mind!”

“You’re giving it to me?”

“Yes! And then I’m going to crunch your skull!”

She gently held out her hand and took the daisy between her dainty little fingers.

The white petals with their gold dusting sparkled in the light of the fire, and for a good ten seconds the girl just sat staring at the flower, saying nothing, as if spellbound.

“Kaiser…,” she whispered.

“Mm?”

“You stink.”

I threw up my arms. Screw this.

Seeing my reaction, Katya chuckled merrily, resting her head on her knees and looking my way.

“Now you stink of daisies, Kaiser,” she smiled.

“Whatever,” I sighed, getting up. “Rub the flower over you, then maybe you won’t smell so bad yourself.”

I’d now officially given up trying to understand women. Never had understood them, never would.

Making no reply, Katya just went on looking at me, smiling. As if everything was settled, and she’d won. How do you make that out, you freak? You didn’t win anything!

Anyway, I snuck off to get the other flower. It was a good thing I’d been really smart and taken two flowers, allowing for precisely this eventuality.

The Moon was shining at full brightness, magical fireflies lit the path, and there were a couple of Bobbies lying on the verge, guarding the nocturnal wanderer. It wasn’t dark here. Or remotely scary. Now I understand why we were free to stroll around — because it wasn’t as if anything could hap…

“(… … … … ready?)” I heard a voice.

I froze. Had I imagined it or…

No, wait. I had enhanced hearing, I could hear things around me, and I could have sworn I just heard a voice. A man’s voice. Not far away, but muffled. Somewhere… somewhere over there!

Leaving the path, I moved quietly, but I couldn’t see anyone. What the hell? Someone had been here, I was sure of it! Had they left? Or…

‘Demonic Vision’ — calling up the skill, I activated and strained my Demonic Element.

The darkness melted away, and through my now vertical pupils I saw… two silhouettes in a spot where there was no one else around.

Two men under a veil of invisibility. Most likely, their voices were muffled because they were under a dome of silence, which my hearing evidently bypassed since I could hear them talking from within.

“(We need another day),” one of them said in English, which I understood well enough. “(The suicide guy is ready. He’ll use a sacrificial spell to expand the area and get rid of the hounds. We need to get more men in).”

“(Hyde is on edge. He wants to break in today — he has very little time. We need to speed things up!)”

My mouth went dry. My hands were shaking, my heart pounding like a drum.

They couldn’t be seen without special vision. The hounds didn’t suspect them because they were used to them, and their voices could only be heard by someone with special hearing.

For a moment, I was paralyzed. Shock clamped my feet to the ground, and the confusion in my head prevented me from moving.

What was going on here?

At that moment, the men began to turn in my direction. Caught off guard, I started thinking about where to run and hide. And that split second of indecision almost landed me in trouble.

But I was rescued in the nick of time.

Someone grabbed my arm and yanked me down behind a bush! As I fell, I felt a hand being pressed over my mouth with great force. By now, I’d recovered my balance well enough to be ready to fight, but then I felt something very soft and furry against the back of my neck.

I slowly turned around. Bunny?!

She was holding a finger to her lips. I nodded, calming down. Quiet. We had to keep quiet!

The men hadn’t seen us, and it looked like they were leaving. Whew.

“What’s going on?” I whispered.

“Horrible, nasty, grown-up things,” she whispered back. They’re planning to kidnap half the children here and kill everyone else. Tomorrow, if not sooner.”

That much had been clear from what I’d heard, but…

But… why?

Why, why, why?! I was having such a great time here! It was such an awesome place. WHY COULDN’T PEOPLE LEAVE ME ALONE?!

‘Wrath is awakening’

‘I don’t care!’

“We’ve got to do something,” I said, slipping off my backpack and taking out my phone. “I’ll text my dad and he’ll…”

“You mustn’t!” Bunny hissed, grabbing me by the hand and then pointing upwards. There’s a technomancer monitoring everything. If you try sending a signal, he’ll just flick a dome on. No one would come.”

“So what do we do then?!” I clenched my fists, Wrath stirring inside me. “Yet again people are spoiling my fun. Yet again they’re dragging children into their grown-up bullshit! Why can’t they just let us be?! Why…,” — I felt like roaring with frustration — “Why is it that wherever I go, trouble follows? What kind of life is this?!”

“Hey, calm down!” she said, grabbing my hands again. “It’s just the way things are. It’s the fate of the strong. Instead of getting upset, just be glad you found them out first!”

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath.

Yes, I needed to calm down. Getting upset wouldn’t help anyone. I could leave that for when I got home. Right now, though, I needed to be a tad more grown-up.

“We can’t let it happen,” I whispered.

“No, we can’t,” Bunny nodded. “We need to outsmart them. I’ll burrow you out of the technomancer’s field, and then you…”

She suddenly broke off. Her head jerked upwards, her nose began twitching nine to the dozen, and her ears began to twist this way and that. Then she jumped abruptly aside.

Turning around, I saw one of the men! He pulled a radio out of his pocket and held it to his mouth.

Quickly. I had to think quickly!

‘Pink Noise’

“Tsss, haaa, amo.”

The sound from my mouth paralyzed the man. He’d scarcely managed to open his mouth when he stopped dead, his head shaking as he lowered it to look my way. He was trying to resist, but the Pink Noise was seeping into his brain, and he couldn’t… he just couldn’t throw off the spell!

“Aaah!” he cried, covering his ears.

Uh-uh, you won’t get away from me that easily, skunk!

I strained my core, seeking out the red particle inside me, and activated the Demonic Element, unlocking an aspect of Lust.

“LOOK AT ME!” The noise began to break through his defenses and reverberate directly inside his head!

“Nnnh!” he groaned, unable to move normally.

It wouldn’t last long, though. My power wasn’t great enough. Another couple of seconds, and he’d break free!

It was Bunny who came to my assistance.

Taking a long run-up, she launched herself feet first at his chest, knocking him back against a tree!

Switching off the Noise, I activated psychosis and sprang over to him in two leaps. My first kick knocked the radio out of his hands. The second struck him in the torso. The third in the liver. The fourth in the abs. And then…

I hit him right in the jaw. Thwack! Hyperfixation energy was released at the fifth blow, literally dislocating his jaw with an audible crunch.

With a strangled cry, the man went limp and slumped to the ground.

I turned to Bunny. She nodded to me, and I nodded back. Neither of us was hurt.

“(Do you copy? What happened? Do you copy?)” came a voice from the radio. “(Answer! Give the all-clear code!)”

I slowly turned around. N-no…. no-no-no-no! Oh shit!

Bunny and I exchanged glances. The man had managed to open the connection but hadn’t managed to say anything. They were going to start the operation. There was nothing we could do to stop them. They were going to start a day early!

Nodding, Bunny stamped on the ground and a burrow opened up between us. We had to jump in. Now! RIGHT N…

CRASH! Something landed on the ground behind me — something so big that the ground shook and the trees started rocking back and forth. Barely able to keep my balance, I turned around.

A huge, ten-foot monster, swollen with throbbing muscles…

“(MISTER HYDE HAS GONE TO FIND KAISER! LAUNCH OPERATION!)” a voice yelled from the radio.

And then…

I saw a column of light shooting up to the sky and the hellhounds being instantly incinerated as they sped towards us. I saw a dome spreading over the camp, and I saw…

The monster, in whose face I recognized Jekyll, swinging his cane…

“I need the BARON! HE’LL COME WHEN HE HEARS YOUR SCREAMS!”

I had no chance of dodging the blow. It just swept me off my feet.

‘Bone fracture. Practically a broken rib,’ I heard in mid-flight.

I hit the ground, bounced up and went flying into the building. There was a sudden bright flash, and the whole place became engulfed in fire. Before I could even get up, I saw the burning ceiling caving in on me, showering me in jagged pieces of debris.

* * *

At the same moment

Vasilisa’s house

She was sitting on the couch staring at the little pearl.

“Lisa, if you stare at it any longer, you’ll burn a hole in it,” Vsevolod sighed.

“But what if something happened? What if we didn’t make it in time?” she whispered, her eyes boring into the bead. “I still get nightmares, you know, about Annie’s hysterics after Misha went missing. About the relentless tears. I remember it almost every day when I look at the smile she wears now. I don’t ever want to see her like that again. Ever.”

This was something that only Vsevolod knew about. Vasilisa wasn’t in the habit of opening up about her feelings. Very few people knew what went on in her head, and for that reason many thought her cold and emotionless. In truth, however, Vasilisa’s mind was a whirlwind of pain, memories and hopes.

“This little pearl is the key to Michael’s freedom and our family’s happiness,” she whispered. “I’m just afraid that despite this, we might not get to him in time.”

“I understand…,” Vsevolod sighed, taking his wife’s hand. “And I’m not trying to convince you otherwise. Just remember to be…”

Time suddenly slowed down.

After 0.1 seconds — the pearl heated up.

After 0.3 seconds — Vasilisa vanished into a fiery vortex.

After 0.5 seconds — an anti-teleportation dome spread over the camp, cutting it off from outside help.

The first thing Vasilisa saw when she emerged from her portal was a warm pearl lying on the ground at her feet. It was the one Michael always carried with him. Looking up, she saw a burrow closing up in the earth and a ten-foot monster brimming with magical power. She got the picture. Instantly.

And then, for the first time in a long time, something clicked in Vasilisa’s head.

The Witch of the Apocalypse awoke.

“You’re not the baron!” the monster growled. “I NEED THE BARON…”

“I doubt you’ll live to see him come,” Vasilisa snarled, removing her jacket so that it wouldn’t be torn by her transformation. “I doubt you have more than ten minutes to live.” Her skin began to slide from her body, exposing her true form. “Where. Is. My. Great-Grandson?!”

Explosions rang out all around. Children’s cries could be heard.

The operation had begun.

What the two of them didn’t know was that they weren’t the only monsters on the battlefield in the magical forest.

Because now a third had gone hunting.

* * *

I was lying under the debris. The air was filled with smoke, and a sharp piece of wood had pierced right through my stomach, making it impossible for me to breathe properly. There were noises all around me. I could hear the inhuman roars of two monsters locked in battle. Children’s screams. The crackle of fire.

Just then, as I lay buried under that smoldering heap of devastation in what might turn out to be my grave, I felt… a prick of coolness. Something wet and smooth touched my hand.

I turned my head. It was Jör.

“Jör, girl…,” I rasped, coughing blood. “You found me! You came to me!”

Her face hovered over mine. Such an elegant, beautiful face. She might be a snake, but goodness, how clearly I saw the fear in those little eyes of hers!

Don’t be afraid, girl. You’re here, and everything’s going to be okay.

I was waiting for you.

“I… I need your help, my precious…,” I whispered faintly, opening a wound on my big finger. “I haven’t done this with you before, but… now’s the time, Jör.”

The snake obediently began to coil herself around my wounded body, and I drew on her white head the symbol of the Horned Rat — a sun with different-length rays.

Do you trust me, Jör? Are you ready?

Our cores began to become entwined. I felt my skin thickening into snakeskin, my wounds closing over with scales, and my joints growing soft, supple, much more flexible.

Jör had been born from my energy. She was a part of me. And so, when we fused… I too became a snake.

‘I think I understand you now, Solomon,’ I thought, clenching my teeth. ‘Sometimes you really are just too angry…’

“TO DI-I-I-I-E!” I yelled with an inhuman voice, pulling out the wooden stake and snapping it with my bare hands.

'Wrath is swelling. Record energy surge recorded’

All of them…

EVERY SINGLE ONE…

I’LL SEND EVERY LAST PERSON INVOLVED IN THIS TO HELL!


Chapter 9

Ten minutes later

Same forest

MAXIM WAS RUNNING towards the building where he and the guys were lodged. He was running as fast as his legs could carry him, thinking he wasn’t going to make it.

The attack had come out of the blue. He’d been woken up by a din from somewhere in the forest, and the next thing he knew there were flames everywhere, a dome was closing over the forest, and the hellhounds were being instantly burned up and sent back to the Abyss!

Figures dressed in black had come running out of the darkness, and a battle had ensued between them and the security guards, causing the children to scatter.

Maxim had seen children getting caught. He’d seen them fleeing the scene of the magical battle with panicked screams. Thank heavens, though, he hadn’t seen any children die. They weren’t being harmed. They were clearly meant to be taken alive!

And realizing that he had to get away from the magical mayhem in any case, he was running to the rescue of those who stood little chance of saving themselves.

“Oleg! Oleg! OLEG!” he shouted, bursting into the burning building.

The place had been deserted for some time, so he was on his own. He was taking a big risk, because the building had started to fill with smoke, but he couldn’t abandon his friend. And Jör! He had to get her out too! The snake and the beetle were their dear friends, their family! He couldn’t let them burn to death all alone!

But when he got to the room, all he saw was a smashed window.

“Oleg! Oleg! Jör!” He began checking every corner, looking under every bed, opening every closet, but there was no sign of them. “Where are they?!”

Had they fled? Had they realized the need to escape and made off through the window?! If so, how would he find them? There were two giant monsters fighting in the woods — they might get squished!

‘Wait, what’s that?’ He heard footsteps. ‘Is someone coming?’

Was it rescuers? Security guards? Camp leaders? Or… kidnappers?

Hiding under Leo’s bed, he pulled his friend’s bag down and began rummaging inside it.

“He ran this way! Get him!” someone yelled in English.

One man ran past, but another, in black uniform, came straight into the room.

It was a kidnapper. They were all wearing the same military fatigues.

Maxim held his breath and kept as still as he could. His heart was pounding like crazy, and his hands were shaking. The kidnapper paced quickly around the room, opening a closet and glancing into the bathroom. Maxim shut his mouth, too afraid even to draw breath. His eyes followed the kidnapper’s black-trousered legs as he yanked up a blanket, opened another two closets, and then…

Bent down to peer under a bed. Not, however, the one where Maxim was hiding.

‘He’s bound to look here too!’ Maxim thought, clutching the wand. ‘AARGH!’

Gathering all his courage, he pushed off from the wall with his feet and jabbed the electric crystal into the man’s leg!

“UNNH!” the man grunted as a jolt of electricity went through him.

Maxim decided to switch things up. Realizing that the blast hadn’t felled the man, he turned the wand around, jumped up and poked the brown crystal right into the man’s belly! The debilitating curse flowed instantly into the enemy’s body, and at the same time Maxim zapped him with the electric end again, this time in his neck!

“AAAH!” This time the man felt it, and he screamed out.

There was a sound of shattered glass as the man’s protective shield crumbled. He went limp and collapsed, unconscious.

Maxim was shaking, his eight-year-old body overwhelmed by a confusion of adrenaline and nerves, elation and fear. He could barely keep his feet.

He’d knocked him out. Caught him off guard. He’d beaten a grown-up mage!

But there was a problem — he wasn’t on his own here. There was someone else coming. He must have heard the commo…

“AAAH!” The sudden cry was followed by the sound of a body collapsing right there in the corridor.

‘W-what?’

Maxim gripped the wand tightly, ready to jump through the window or run screaming at the enemy, when suddenly…

Who should appear in the doorway but Leo, looking pale and unsteady. And crawling on the wall behind him was Oleg.

“Quick! We’ve got to get out!” Leo shouted. But he was interrupted first by an explosion, then a crash, then two pairs of heavy footsteps running their way.

“Right here!” they heard a voice say in English. Kidnappers.

‘Shit. Shit! Shi-i-i-it!’

They were in big trouble.

* * *

Around the same time

The attack had separated Leonid from the rest of the class. At first, he’d been captured and led away with other children, but a giant monster had swooped down from nowhere and crushed their captors, allowing Leo to get away.

Not having a clue what to do, he lay low in the bushes, keeping an eye out for enemies, when suddenly he saw Maxim running towards the main building.

‘Where the hell are you going, you idiot?’ Morozov thought, clenching his fist. ‘The whole place is on fire!’

But Maxim just kept on going. He almost flew into the building. Of course! He was going to find Oleg and Jör!

So he was running into a burning building to save a beetle and a snake? Was he insane? Didn’t he have any regard for his own life?!

‘I’ve got to find a security guard…,’ Leo decided, turning around. ‘I’ve got to… I’ve just got to…’ Then he stopped, tightening his fist and blowing out a long breath. ‘Damn it, Maxim, you idiot!’

He turned around and ran after him, figuring that one child on his own was an easy target, and he’d at least stand a better chance with the awakened Leonid.

Moving from tree to tree, Leo watched the battle unfold.

He saw good guys in security uniforms, and bad guys in black camouflage outfits. He saw spells whizzing in all directions. He was witnessing a real-life battle. In the flesh!

But it wasn’t just ordinary mages that were fighting. There were two monsters doing battle too. Somewhere in the distance, the ground was shaking, firebolts were flying and monstrous roars could be heard. Boom! Suddenly, the earth split open in front of him, and Leo almost tripped over the crack. What the hell was going on there?!

As he ran into the building, he spotted two men in black going up to the second floor. Damn it, they must have seen Maxim! The fool!

Leo quietly climbed the stairs after them and peered around the corner. They were searching through the rooms. And Maxim had to be there somewhere.

‘I’ve got to do something…,’ he thought, his trembling hands curling into fists. ‘I’ve got to… Wait,’ he thought. ‘The wand’s there! For God’s sake, Maxim, don’t be an asshole. Figure it out…’

And as if in answer to his pleading, a crackle of electricity and a yelp of pain sounded from their room. Yes! Maxim had caught the first enemy off guard. Unfortunately, the other one had heard it too and was already hurrying out of another room.

‘I can do this. I’ve practiced. Misha even let me try it out on him!’ Leo tried to silence his thoughts. ‘Clear the mind… clear the mind… one… one… two… whew!’

Peering out, Leo formed the weakness spell that the Baron had taught him and held his hand out to the victim. The man became covered in a purple glow, and his body began to shake.

‘Give it everything you have… everything…,’ Leo urged himself, trying to get a telekinetic grip on the man. ‘Damn… he’s protected!’ His strength was failing, and the enemy was starting to come round. ‘I can’t… I can’t get through! His shield is just too strong!’

Just then, something black glinted on the wall behind the bad guy. Allowing himself to steal a glance at the dark, looming patch, Leo saw… a huge beetle emerging from its camouflage.

It spread its wings, buzzed loudly and flew at the guy’s head, squeezing his neck between its horns!

With the enemy’s defenses now weakened by both the spell and Oleg, Leo seized his opportunity. Letting out a cry and mustering every ounce of his strength, he unleashed another telekinetic attack on the man, gouging out his eyes.

Two bad guys had been defeated. That, however, was the limit, because Leo had used the last of his strength, and Maxim had lost the element of surprise.

Which was unfortunate. Because there were two more bad guys on the way.

* * *

‘Do you hear it, Jör? Do you feel it?

Are you in a rage too, now?’

I opened my eyes. Below me, beneath the tree, I saw two men running along in black uniform, speaking English. They looked frightened. It was clear the attack hadn’t gone to plan! Sure, they’d caught everyone unawares, but the security men had offered stiff resistance, getting rid of the hounds hadn’t helped much, and Jekyll had got waylaid.

Nonetheless, maybe it would have worked out for them. Maybe they’d have succeeded in nabbing the kids and getting away…

If it wasn’t for a certain predator that was prowling the woods.

“(Hurry!),” one of them yelled into his radio. “(We’ve got to get out of here fast! It’s all gone to shit! Hyde got distracted, and we couldn't…)”

Activating psychosis, I pushed off from a branch and drove both hands into the enemy’s head at full speed! It was the fifth well-prepared blow, and this time the energy surge tipped the man’s head right back, snapping his neck.

“(You piece of sh…)” his companion began.

Jör shot out from my body like a spring and buried her fangs into his neck, instantly releasing her venom! Wheezing heavily, the man frantically tried to push the snake away, but our connection made her jaw’s grip extra powerful.

She gave my body a sharp squeeze, prompting me to push off from the ground. Then she yanked me towards the victim, and I thrust a knife into his chest at full speed!

He gave a strangled cry, his eyes bulging.

Pulling the knife out, I looked my victim in the eyes.

‘Painful, huh? Well, that’s just for starters!’

I plunged the knife into his chest again. Beneath the ribs. Into the liver. Four blows of the knife, and I was ready for the next energy surge!

Just then, I heard a crack behind me and turned to see the man with the broken neck slowly getting up and a necromancer waving his hands close by.

‘Necromancy,’ the Swarm informed me.

‘Got it’

Rushing over to the stirring corpse, I thrust my hand into his chest and pulled out the core. Steam began to rise from his wounds, his mouth, his eyes, and within a couple of seconds I had a pearl gleaming in the palm of my hand. Its transformation into a zombie now thwarted, the corpse fell still.

“(W-what… how…),” the necromancer stammered, nonplussed. “(You little bastard!)” he shouted, holding his palm out towards me.

“Tsss, haaa” The Pink Noise threw his concentration, and the electrical spell exploded in his hand, ripping it to shreds.

“AAAH!”

Detaching herself from my body, Jör swiftly crawled up to the target and sank her fangs into his leg. The necromancer tried again to cast some magic, aiming a hand at the snake, but Jör quickly slithered away, and the poison began to take effect. His leg buckled, half of his body was paralyzed, and his eyes began to turn red.

Strangled groans escaped from this throat as he realized with horror that his lungs were giving out. “Nnnh! H-how… w-what… what…”

“Oh, you speak Russian,” I smiled.

I relaxed out of my combat stance and walked slowly up to the enemy. The paralysis was taking more and more of a grip on him, locking him in a crooked pose with blood pouring out of his eyes, nose and mouth.

I knew that Jör was venomous, but I hadn’t even suspected what horror her poison could inflict, what facet of the World Snake would be unleashed by fusion with me!

It wasn’t just paralysis and necrosis of body tissue. No. Jör’s venom made the victim bleed out of literally every orifice. Blood filled your eyes and streamed out of your nose, your mouth, even your butt. You went blind and deaf, and unless you got the poison out, you were guaranteed to die of a stroke or heart attack in no more than a minute.

“Ch-child… in the mask…,” the lowlife muttered, choking out his last words. “What… what are you… who… are…”

“I don’t know,” I said, taking my knife. “But I know what you are. Food.”

And I plunged the blade into his throat.

While I was pulling out the cores to stop enemy necromancers from summoning extra help, Jör quickly crawled up to me and began coiling herself around me. The connection between us was re-established, our skins literally fusing together.

“Hu-u-u-h….” I exhaled venomous vapors.

I felt her emotions, her thoughts, her intentions. And she felt mine. We were like autonomous continuations of one another. I was conscious of what she saw. She knew what I was planning.

If I needed to strike, Jör would attack. If I needed her to pull me close with her mighty body, she would do so.

Not only that, but my fusion with the snake had regenerated my own body. The hole in my stomach had healed over, and the bone fracture didn’t hurt nearly as much as it had before. My saliva was venomous. My pupils were vertical. My skin was covered in white scales, and I’d become very flexible and strong even without psychosis.

Picking up a radio, I twisted it around, figured out how to receive transmission and pressed the button.

*Pssss* I heard in the distance.

Thank you, super-hearing! I’d just found myself some new victims. Two of them. It sounded like they were running somewhere. Or chasing someone.

Rolling my neck, I crouched down, activated psychosis and set off running.

The absolute symbiosis between Jör and me had spawned a monster that our enemies had never expected to face. Small, quick, venomous…

And very, very ANGRY!

Was I running away? Was I seeking reinforcements? Was I trying to contact my family? Ha… ha-ha-ha! No! Oh, no, no, no!

I WAS HUNTING!

‘Two of them. They’re running into the lodge!’ Having climbed a tree again, I saw two kidnappers. ‘Uh-uh! You won’t get away!’

It was amazing how much Wrath had cleared my mind, how much better I fought by staying in control.

Amid the chaos, the confusion, and the thwarted plans, I was so angry, so furious that… my mind kept its focus. I was conscious of who was where, I didn’t get into situations I couldn’t handle, and I didn’t get in the way of the security guards.

I was too angry to die, and I was certainly too angry to lose.

I was the enemy that should have been dealt with at the very start. Because from that point on, with every minute that passed, I would only enjoy myself more and more.

I had zero doubts. Zero fear. My head was clear. As was my purpose.

To avenge. To kill. To gorge myself. For the children. For myself. For the ruined vacation.

You will all die.

Today, Wrath and Justice will sing in unison.

Letting out an inhuman howl, I leaped down from the tree.

Before the enemy could even turn around, I drove the blade of the army knife into the back of his neck. I didn’t activate hyperfixation, so the man just crumpled from the blow rather than flying forward. His partner, however, was quick to react. He wasn’t as useless as he looked!

Wham! He used telekinesis to push me away and sent a swirling vortex of fire flying into my face.

Grimacing with pain, I raised a hand and tried to leap out of the fire.

Though my fire adaptation stopped me getting badly burned, my adversary was alert and pinned my foot to the ground…

Only, however, for my telekinesis adaptation to allow me to break free and skip clear of the vortex.

“(HOW THE HELL?!)”

Did it hurt? Yes. Was my skin covered in blisters? Of course. And the end result?

More power. For me.

‘Wrath is generating energy in response to the damage’

“NYAAAH!” I cried, my hands upraised.

My veins were throbbing. Brace yourself, scum! You threw fire at me, and I ATE IT! That’s combat meditation, baby! I had to learn it all on the fly!

CATCH, ASSHOLE!

BANG! Smashing my fist on the floor, I unleashed the fifth blow, causing the fire energy to fly in all directions. The man screamed, covered his face and stumbled backwards. It wasn’t a knockout blow, but it was enough for…

Someone else to finish the job.

Maxim! Ha! My very own buddy! He ran screaming at the man from behind and zapped him on the neck with his wand. The man shook from the electric blasts and tried to brush off his assailant, but Jör sealed the deal with a clean bite to the neck.

“HA-HA-HA-HA!” The dopamine surge made me erupt in wild laughter.

My regeneration rate was off the scale now. Not quite as amazing as that of my father, of course, or the really awesome mages, but my skin had already started to renew itself, and the blisters had begun to dry up. Thanks, Wrath! Thanks, Jör!

Leo came down from the second floor, too, holding Oleg in his hands.

“You’re alive… you buttheads are alive!” I cried with genuine delight.

Leo recoiled at the sight of me in my mask. Maxim had seen it before, of course, but he hadn’t seen…

“M-Misha?” he said. “Why are you covered in scales?”

I looked down at my hands. Oh boy! The fusion with Jör was still in full swing. My wounds were healing cover with white scales instead of new human skin! I guessed that would pass once I uncoupled myself from the snake, but for now it was an extra layer of protection… plus it would freak our enemies out, which could be a big help.

“Misha?” Leo said, catching up with us at last. “Man, you’ve changed. Are you like… you know… are you even human?”

“I’ll explain later!” I said. “Are you two okay?! Do you know where to go?”

“I’m not quite…,” Max began.

“I know,” Leo cut in.

We both looked at him. How come he was always the one getting us out of trouble? What was he, a guardian angel?

He sighed.

“Or rather… I know where the source of the anti-teleportation dome is,” he said. “I listened in on some guys talking. If we could knock it out, a whole army would swoop in.”

“B-but how?!” Maxim said, gesturing with his hands. “There’s bound to be lots of them there! I know Misha’s a lean, mean killing machine, but he can’t handle a whole unit!”

This was true. All my successes so far had come from quick surprise attacks. All I’d really had to do was finish the victims off. It was unlikely I could handle a straight battle.

Just then, however, as if understanding the dilemma we faced, our black-carapaced friend stepped to the fore with a surprise trick.

Shuffling his feet, Oleg dropped to the floor, lifted his head up towards us and… began to change his body color to match our surroundings. A perfect camouflage.

I looked at him. I looked at the electric-tipped wand. And I looked at Jör, who appeared mightily impressed by the beetle’s performance.

Wait a minute…

* * *

At about the same time

Outside the forest

“I WANT EVERY LAST MAN IN THAT FOREST NOW!” Mark yelled. “GET MOVING!”

He was bursting with rage. He was trying not to give in to it, trying to think rationally. But he didn’t have the Wrath gene. He didn’t possess that gift!

He couldn’t… he couldn’t even teleport.

AND HIS SON WAS THERE!

His hands were shaking, his core was ablaze, and he thirsted for blood with every fiber of his being.

How COULD they? How could anyone attack CHILDREN?! Shameless lowlife scum! How could those bastards have so little respect for human life? How did they get to be like that?

Just give him one chance… just a toehold, and he’d…

“The dome is down,” someone yelled from the base. “The anti-teleportation dome. Someone brought it d…”

Mark didn’t hear the rest.

He didn’t wait for an order from his superiors. He didn’t wait for an instruction to attack. He didn’t care about any of that.

That did it.

His enemies were doomed.

* * *

At the same time

From the viewpoint of one of the kidnappers

Unfortunately, the Russian guy who hired them hadn’t been able to afford a professional army. He’d been mostly concerned with quantity, while leaving quality to the demonologists, the technomancers, and the whole covert nature of the operation.

Which was why the main warriors tasked with fighting the guards were not particularly strong. They were there mainly as backup. As Plan B.

And they had little in the way of life experience.

A lowly hired thug stood with his arms at his sides watching a creature resembling a woman ascend slowly into the air. Rocks and uprooted trees flew up with her, the sky around her was inked in scarlet, and behind her a rift had opened up in space. From it came a buzzing and crackling of mounting intensity, as if the creature was storing up energy. As if there would soon be a blast of such power that there would be nothing left for miles around.

Little did he know, however, that he wouldn’t live to see it.

“Nnnnh!” he heard his partner groan.

Turning around, he saw his fellow-kidnapper clutching his throat. His eyes had turned red, blood was dripping from his mouth, and…

“AAAH!” he cried, just before a bloodied hand shot out of his mouth!

A hand. A HAND! SOMEONE’S HAND HAD JUST BURST OUT OF HIS MOUTH!

The now dead kidnapper remained planted to the ground while the hand that had emerged from his throat took hold of his skull and began pulling it apart, making way for a second hand to emerge.

Something was splitting the victim’s head apart from within. Or rather, someone.

A blood-drenched, dark-haired man in military uniform climbed out of the victim, tearing apart the skull and chest to make room for himself.

It was Mark Kaiser. And this was how he teleported.

Like master, like apprentice.

“Oh God…,” the other kidnapper said, falling to his knees. “What the hell did we sign up for?”


Chapter 10

Ten minutes before Mark’s arrival

THE MONSTER LOOKED at the woman.

“I know you…,” it said. “I saw you with the kid. And judging by that skin…,” he smirked, “I know who you were. Jekyll knows. Meaning I do too.”

“And who’s that?” Vasilisa snarled back.

“A downtrodden, unwanted little girl who longed to burn the whole world down,” he grinned. “Except that, as soon as she took aim at the World Tree, its roots twined themselves around her, crushing her body for all eternity.”

Vasilisa’s skin slid off and dropped to the floor, exposing beneath it… a blend of flesh and snow-white wood ribboned with fiery, throbbing veins.

“Her bones crack, and roots pierce through her muscles,” the monster went on gleefully. “Eternal pain for one who deserved just that. For the Witch of the Apocalypse. Tell me, dear girl… does it hurt a lot?”

“Does it hurt?” Vasilisa sighed, looking up to the sky. “Oh, I’m no stranger to pain. When you lose your children, that hurts. When your granddaughter runs away, that hurts. And when your great-grandson goes missing, that hurts too. But as for flesh being burned and torn apart for all eternity…,” she smirked, pointing her fingers at Hyde and then jerking them upwards. “That’ll just make things all the more painful for you.”

The next moment, two cracks opened up beneath the monster, and molten rock burst out of the ground at tremendous speed, shredding the creature’s feet.

“AAAH!” it roared.

The lava rock went on spurting out, demolishing the monster’s legs up to the knees. With one swift movement Vasilisa pulled a sharp branch out of her own body and hurled it at the fiend’s head. Hyde raised a hand to deflect the blow, but…

“Grow,” the Witch commanded, clicking her fingers.

“AAAH!”

The branch quickly swelled and spread, penetrating the beast’s hand and crawling up its arm. The eternally burning wood instantly incinerated all muscles in its path, and the dripping blood hissed and sizzled even as it fell to earth.

Bellowing in pain, Hyde swung his other arm and sliced off the afflicted one, stopping the growth of the world tree!

“My pain is my strength,” Vasilisa said, tearing the skin from her face. “My pain is your death.”

Hyde was panting heavily, bloodied saliva dripping from his mouth. His veins were throbbing, his breath growing ever quicker. Digging his remaining hand into the ground, he pulled out a huge slab of solid rock, which he hurled at the Witch. Vasilisa slid nimbly along a fire trail to dodge it, but that second was enough for Hyde to recover completely.

The wound from his severed arm bubbled up, and a new one grew back almost instantly, while his legs reassembled themselves with a crunch. Yes, it was painful, but the pain made him even stronger, even bigger. His muscles cracked, his veins swelled, and the look in his eyes grew even more deranged.

“It’s no use,” Vasilisa snarled, crossing her arms. “Nothing but pain awaits you.”

“UUUURGH!” the revitalized monster cried, rushing into attack.

The battle between two mighty aberrations of the magical world had begun.

* * *

Five minutes before Mark’s arrival

Katya had been abducted. She was one of the first to be taken, in fact, and it even felt as though she had been the main target. Although the explosions and rumbling had started before the people in black appeared, it was after Katya Sinitsin’s abduction that the main horror had begun.

She and several dozen other children, from the first to the tenth grades, were now sitting in a forest clearing. They had all been tied to trees, and they were scared out of their wits.

When an awakened senior-grader had tried to put up a fight… oh, how savagely they’d beaten him. They’d left him alive, but he was in a bad way.

Many of the children were crying. Katya had cried herself at first, but now she felt calmer.

‘No. They won’t kill me,’ she figured. ‘My mom’s too important. They want to sell me!’

But still…

‘Someone… please…’ She looked around, her lips trembling. ‘Help us…’

She was frightened. Very frightened. She was a little girl who’d gone to bed with a happy smile and woken up in terror! She’d never been abducted before. She’d never been attacked before. She’d never seen anything as dreadful as this at first hand.

People were dying. Children were being kidnapped. And somewhere in the distance, two monsters were locked in battle.

One of the best days of her life had turned into a nightmare.

‘Somebody…,’ she implored. ‘Anybody… please…’

Just then, out of the corner of her eye she spied… a little creature. It had a comical little hat, big, butterfly-like eyes and a proboscis. It was a fairy! Her wings weren’t glowing now, and she was neatly camouflaged against the tree, although she was deliberately making herself visible to Katya.

Their eyes met, whereupon the fairy instantly flew away. Just a minute or two later, however, another one flew up. A most unusual one this time. With a face that looked almost human, she wore a dress made of red leaves and funny boots on her feet. She wasn’t, however, wearing a hat.

“Oh, indeed, indeed! Very wicked!” she squeaked, nodding at Katya with a smile.

Katya was nonplussed. What the…

Wait, they could speak?! But the camp leaders had said they couldn’t!

“Can you… talk?” she asked in a whisper.

“I can. The others, alas, happen to be under a curse. Boring old Theos got sick of our jokes, so he cursed our whole kind!” she said, waving her arms. “But some, like me… heh-heh.”

“And… what do you want with me?” Katya asked, looking around nervously in case the kidnappers were watching.

“We’re very bad fairies!” the micro-girl squeaked proudly. “Wicked as can be! And we like ve-e-ery bad humans too! The girl with the big ears told me to go to her Boy. Meh! He’s so-o-o scary! Big-Ears thinks she knows everything, but she knows nothing! If only she saw what’s hidden under that cute face of his… brrr! Turn away for a second, and you’ll be gone. He’ll gobble you up! Although he does smell nice,” she went on. “But you… heh-heh, you’re a different matter. Do you want us to help you?”

“B-but I’m… I’m not wicked!”

“Oh, yes you are. You’re a bad, bad girl! Horrible! In the olden days we used to smother babies like you at birth! People used to fear us back then. But now… dear me. Oh, but I’m getting off the point,” she said, waving a hand, from which particles of dust flew off. “The thing is, that… scary boy, so to speak, is on his way here. He’s angry. And he’s strong. There’s no telling what he might do. It might be curtains for you too.”

“But I don’t want it to be curtains,” Katya said, frightened. “I want my mom. I want to go home!”

“In that case we’ll help! The wicked help each other! Only promise me that…”

“W-what?”

“Look after us. Fairies haven’t got much longer left. The era of magical creatures has passed. Rats, dragons, lizards… we’ve all been replaced by man,” the fairy said sadly. “Just as rats and dragons can’t do without their gods, so fairies can’t do without a Queen.”

“Hang on. Are you suggesting…”

“My name is Mireska!” the fairy said, holding out her hand. “Let’s have some fun, Wicked Queen! Ha-ha!”

* * *

Three minutes before Mark’s arrival

Bunny was making her way through the forest. She was furious with the fairies for not going to the Boy as she’d asked. For some reason, they’d gone and picked some girl with big green eyes instead, the squeaky-voiced little fools!

So now it was that girl, rather than the Boy, who was in charge of those dreadful creatures. Now it was around her that the fairies danced, on her orders that they crept into the eyes, ears and mouths of their victims. She only had to point her finger for the full force of fairy magic to fall upon a person.

‘Strange…,’ Bunny frowned. ‘Is there something I don’t understand?’

She was walking through the forest. She couldn’t get out in any case — travel via the Rabbit Trail was blocked by the dome. She had to hide somewhere here.

And as she made her way through the trees, she heard a faint cry. A kind of plaintive murmuring. Pricking up her ears, she looked around and saw…

“Oh my God…,” she gasped.

Corpses. The bodies of those semi-sentient mushrooms. They’d been killed during the attack. No doubt they were mistaken for summoned creatures.

And amid the carnage, the mass slaughter of living beings with feelings, just one survivor remained.

A little mushroom on legs was wandering around and nudging his relatives, desperately trying to wake them. The child hadn’t been found because he was too small, no bigger than the palm of Bunny’s hand. Now that the humans had gone, he’d ventured out to join his kinfolk.

But there was no one left.

“Pew… pew… pew…,” he squeaked, going up to each relative in turn.

“Poor little mite…,” Bunny said, taking the mushroom up in her hands. “Look what those horrible grown-ups have done to you…”

“Pew… pew…,” the mushroom burbled, pointing to his dead relatives. “Pew!”

He was clearly asking Bunny for help. He wanted her to wake them up. He was too young to understand that they were beyond help. And they’d been dead too long for the Boy to extract their cores.

“Don’t worry, little fellow,” Bunny sighed, pressing him to her furry cheek. “Everything’s going to be okay. As soon as it’s over, we’ll go and find the Boy. You’ll like it with him. Everyone likes it with him. Right now, though, it’s best to lie low…” — she looked up at the electrical monster soaring into the sky above her — “Because the Boy is in a dreadful rage.”

* * *

Three minutes before Mark’s arrival

The kidnapper was racing through the forest. He was gasping for breath, sweat was pouring down his face, and blood was gushing out of one ear. He’d barely managed to pull out the damn fairy that had burrowed its way in there! They literally gnawed their way inside you and ripped your brains, your throat and your lungs apart from within. Not only that, but they kept laughing like crazy the whole time!

As he ran, he looked around to check that he wasn’t being chased by any more of the creatures. He wasn’t.

He had to report to his superiors. The operation had to be aborted! It had all gone horribly wrong. The Sinitsin girl had got away, and the guards had put up a stiff fight. Even Hyde, their trump card and the reason for this whole venture — even he was having a tough time with some fire mage!

“Sinitsin got away!” he yelled, running to the shield’s source. “Kill the dome! We’re getting out of here!”

“How can we leave, you idiot? They’ll skin us alive! We’ve achieved NOTHING!”

“IF WE DON’T LEAVE, WE’RE DEAD!” the first man screamed. “DON’T YOU GET IT?! WE’RE BEING SLAUGHTERED! EVEN THE FUCKING FOREST IS AGAINST US! EVERYTHING IS AGAINST…”

They heard a rustling of leaves. The two men who had split from the main group looked up and peered at the trees. One of them clicked his fingers, lighting up the area around them.

There was no one there. They must have imagined it. Either that, or it was some fairy. If it was just one, that wasn’t so…

“Sh-h-h-h-a-a-a-a!” There was a hissing sound, and a purple mist flew directly at them from one of the trees.

Dense and quick-moving, it instantly enveloped the kidnappers. They burst out coughing, their skin turned numb, and their eyes began watering. They could hardly… breathe. It was a poisonous vapor! Someone had blown a poisonous vapor at them!

It wasn’t too potent, though. If they could just get away from it, they’d be okay. They just had to…

“Aaaah!” the first man shouted.

“W-what?! What’s wrong?”

“I’ve been bitten. On the leg. Something… some… s…” His speech grew more and more slurred, until eventually it became nothing more than incoherent grunting.

Realizing that the enemy was already upon them, the second man leaped out of the poisonous mist and stretched out a hand…

WHAM!

A blow from above snapped his neck. Death was instantaneous.

* * *

One minute before Mark’s arrival

“FUCK! FUCK!” the kidnapper yelled.

Half the men guarding the generator had just gone missing. Lured by some noise, they’d gone off into the forest and hadn’t come back. They weren’t answering their radios or responding to shouts, and they’d given no warning of an attack. It was sabotage! Someone invisible and very deadly had drawn them out one by one, avoiding large groups, and killed them… slaughtered them without mercy!

It had long become clear that something was hunting them. Something in the forest, amid the trees.

“WHERE ARE THOSE FUCKING NECROMANCERS?! THE ONES WE PAID SO MUCH MONEY FOR?!”

“They can’t do anything!” his partner yelled. “They can’t raise anyone!”

“WHY THE HELL NOT?”

“BECAUSE THEY’RE FU…”

Bang! A gunshot. Some of the attackers had been carrying guns with them just in case, including one of those who had vanished without trace into the forest.

The wounded kidnapper clutched his back and crumpled onto one knee.

“Bastard!” his partner shouted, waving his hand in the direction the shot had come from.

He saw movement in the bushes, as if something invisible was darting aside. You won’t get away, scum! The man unleashed a volley of wind blades, which sliced through the bushes, slashed the earth and clearly hit someone too! The mighty gust that propelled the blades knocked the enemy over and tore off his shield of invisibility!

And emerging from the camouflage came…

Holy shit, what was this? A small child. He was wearing torn clothes and a horned mask that seemed to have melded into his face because of all the blood. Half his skin was covered in white scales, and his eyes, which had slit-like pupils, glowed red in the dark like a demonologist’s. Furthermore, his left hand appeared withered, as if stricken by necrosis.

“A child?” the man growled. “WE’RE BEING SLAUGHTERED BY A CHILD?!”

“Who knew that you’d all follow the noise one by one, like in the games?” the boy replied in perfect English. “You should have spent your money on fighters, not necromancers. Losers.”

“NYAAH!” the mage cried, thrusting his hand upwards.

The child reacted swiftly by blowing out clouds of purple vapor, but the mage’s wind instantly dispersed them and lifted the boy into the air. The wind currents held him in place, allowing the mage to take aim and…

Oh shit! On the left!

He was just in time to dodge the snake as it flew directly towards his neck!

“Son of a…”

He was about to slice the creature in two when he heard a clink of metal and leaped clear of a gunshot.

Darting past him, the snake sped to its next victim, sinking its fangs into the leg of the injured man. Well, that was the end of him. That venom was dangerous. More than dangerous, in fact. No one had survived it.

*Bzzzz* — there was a sudden loud crackling.

The forest was lit up by brilliant blue electrical sparks. The child was holding some kind of wand and pumping magic directly into his own neck, groaning with pain through gritted teeth.

But the strange thing was that he didn’t fall. Every blue streak seemed to be absorbed into his skin, and even the snake, who by now had returned and begun literally to fuse with its master, was enveloped in electrical discharges without being harmed by them.

Not understanding what was happening, the man put out his hand, but the boy was quicker. He jumped onto one branch, then another, and used the momentum to leap higher and further. It was all done so deftly, and at such lightning speed, that the man first had to raise his head, then swing it round the other way!

Time seemed to slow down, and he was able to watch everything like a scene in a movie.

A child… a boy… no, a creature bristling with blue electric bolts against a full moon sky. Horned. In a rage. With a fixed, bloody grin. And a snake that had fused to his body and become a continuation of it.

This was no human being. This was no child. It was… something bigger.

‘We never stood a chance, did we?’ the man sighed.

Having no time to take aim, he missed the boy, who came straight at him, the snake driving its fangs into his neck while the boy himself grabbed his head!

“It’s amazing how much you grow in battle…,” the masked child whispered as he squeezed his victim’s temples. “Who knew that it could be like this?”

“NnnnnAAAAH!” the man screamed.

The electricity accumulated in the boy’s body instantaneously passed from his small hands straight into the man’s head! Bolts burst from his eyes, danced in his mouth and made his whole body shake. A little longer, and his head would have exploded. But before that could happen, his brain was cooked to a crisp.

Leaving the now dead man with smoke rising from his charred head, the boy looked up at the small stele — the pillar from which a grey-colored beam shot upwards.

There it was.

The teleport blocker.

“Okay, Dad. Show ‘em what you can do,” he sighed. Then he looked at the reddening sky. “Cripes. Is that you, Gran?”

* * *

A minute after Mark’s teleportation

“Boss?!” the guards were shouting. “Kaiser! Mr. Kaiser!”

Covered from head to toe in blood, Mark was walking with someone’s severed head in his hands, panting heavily. He’d been set upon by a group, so he’d had to raise his game. He was a dueling specialist, after all. But the attackers still hadn’t stood a chance against an enraged father.

“Report,” he commanded.

“They were well prepared! They took the hellhounds out using a banishment spell coupled with a sacrificial ritual. They have quantity rather than quality. One of our men is worth three of theirs! They do have some talented necromancers with them, but the corpses can’t be raised, so they’re useless!”

“Can’t be raised, you say?” Mark said pensively. “And who destroyed the shield?”

“We don’t know. Not one of ours. The enemies are being squeezed from three sides. There’s us, that wooden creature and some kind of electrical freak with a snake. I spotted it leading kids to safety. It has horns and red eyes and leaps from tree to tree.”

“I see,” Mark smiled. Then he sighed, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “Well, he’s going to get the best present ever.” He looked up at the fighters. “What about the other kids?”

“They’re not being harmed. We haven’t come across any fatalities yet. We’re taking everyone we find to a safe place. It’s an abduction attempt, one hundred percent. There are foreigners among the attackers, too. It’s a terrorist operation.”

“Keep looking for children,” Kaiser nodded. “I’ll deal with the enem…”

A sudden crack made them swing around. Where the sky had split open, in the mysterious void between realities, they saw a female figure. And behind her, creeping phantom-like across the whole firmament, spread the branches of a giant, burning tree.

“Oh, shit. I think it’s time to run.”

* * *

At the same time

A black cat and a white cat were running through the forest. They’d flown in separately from Mark, but likewise as quickly as they could.

“I see some!” Baal shouted, spotting kidnappers dressed in black.

“Stop!” Aura cried. “Sinners must be accorded a fair…”

“AAAH!” With a great roar, the black cat instantly turned into a huge beast with long, tentacle-like feet, rushed up to the group of thugs and felled them in a single swipe.

Brains, guts and limbs went flying in all directions!

The white cat froze at the sight of such savagery. She’d been taught that people ought to be taken alive. For sentencing.

But to be honest…

Aurelia had felt like killing them too. And when she saw Baal’s ruthless mutilation of those murderers, those bastards…

Well. Hardly any point in denying it. She was glad.

“Death — that is their sentence!” Baal roared. “And if you can’t kill, Aura, have no fear,” he said, landing on his paws in front of her. “I’ll do the difficult jobs. I’m a man, after all. Mm-yes.”

For some reason, Aura blinked very slowly at the sight of her blood-covered companion. Who, she now noticed, had exceedingly distinguished-looking whiskers.

Er… well…

Not knowing what to do or say, for some reason she slapped him across the forehead.

“We need to look for Michael. I suggest we split up,” she said. “You search the forest clockwise, I’ll go anti-clockwise.”

“If I see any children or wounded men along the way, I’ll get them to safety,” Baal nodded.

Aura pondered for a moment, furrowing her brows, then slapped him across the forehead again.

“Why do you keep doing that?!” he erupted.

“I don’t know. Mm… mm-yes,” she nodded. “That’s what we’ll do then. We’ll meet back…”

A loud crack rang out. Tilting their heads to the sky, the cats saw the shadow of a once great universal entity. A world phenomenon that connected realities.

In the rift amid the heavens, they discerned the figure of a burning tree.

“Oh… meow.”

* * *

And finally

A few minutes earlier

The problem with Hyde lay not in his amazing strength. When it came to it, raw physical power was all he had. Yes, he had thick skin; yes, he could tear an ordinary mage in two in a flash; and yes, he moved very quickly for someone of his size.

The problem lay in his persistence.

If you blew up his body, either it simply fused itself together again or it started bubbling and regenerating. Hands, feet, intestines, lungs, even his heart. Whatever Vasilisa destroyed just kept growing back again and again.

Just when she thought he’d finally been vanquished and she turned to go looking for her great-grandson, she was knocked off balance by a piece of wall flying into her back.

Hyde just wouldn’t die. Nor would he retreat. For some reason, he was waiting for the arrival of the Baron, and such was his conviction that the latter would answer the call of chaos, that he just didn’t stop.

Every passing minute made him angrier, and anger made him ever stronger and ever more bloodthirsty. It was a sure bet that if the Sin of Wrath was active, he’d have chosen Hyde as his duke.

Hyde’s strength was enormous. Phenomenal. He didn’t need magic, ice, fire, teleportation — any of that. Why would he, when he was quite simply unkillable, when he could move faster than any wind mage, when he could tear people to shreds with his bare hands, breaking through protective shields as if they weren’t there?

“RAARGH!” the monster cried, hurling half a stone building at Vasilisa.

Twisting to the side, she darted out her hand, and the flying fragment came apart in the middle, the two halves whizzing past on either side of her body.

Flicking her fingers, she shot crescents of fire energy at Hyde, slicing off his extremities. His huge hands and feet flew off in different directions, knocking trees over with their sheer weight.

But with another roar, Hyde instantly grew new ones, leaped aside and swung his fist at the Witch. Just managing to cross her arms and block the blow, she was flung back dozens of yards, her feet churning up the earth as she went, leaving a deep furrow. The wood of her body cracked, oozing sizzling hot sap instead of blood.

“Seize him! Help her!” shouted some guards. “Seize that… AAAH!”

Landing with a crash, Hyde grabbed one of the men and squeezed his head into a pulp in one swift movement. It burst like a watermelon! A second guard almost managed to get away, but Hyde pulled up a tree by its roots and hurled it at the moving target.

“URGH!” the young guard groaned as branches pierced right through his body.

“Weaklings,” Hyde growled. “IS THAT ALL YOU’VE GOT?! A FEW LOUSY GUARDS AND AN ANCIENT WITCH?!” he yelled so loudly that the ground shook. “BARON, I’M WAITING FOR YOU. COME AND SAVE YOUR PRECIOUS BOY! I’LL TURN EVERYONE HERE INTO MINCEMEAT UNLESS YOU…”

“I’ve had just about enough of you, asshole…,” Vasilisa sighed, rising into the air.

Hyde turned around to see a female figure slowly floating above him.

“You shout. You scream. You think you can do what the hell you want. You think you’ve gone on living because of your strength, and not because others have let you. And you know…” She paused as roots grew out of her back, her neck, her arms, starting to draw apart the space behind her. “I planned to have mercy on you. To bring back Jekyll. But you’ve really pissed me off.”

Hyde roared.

“So you can regenerate from a piece of flesh, can you?” she said, raising her hand with a grim smile on her face. “Well, regenerate from this, motherfucker.”

And then…

The end came.

The might of burning Yggdrasil, the world tree, fell upon the earth, right on top of Hyde.


Chapter 11

When it was all over

MARK WAS WANDERING AROUND what felt like a scene from a nightmare.

Back when Mark was a soldier serving in Europe, he’d seen something resembling a volcanic eruption — a combined tactical spell cast by geomancers and fire mages. He knew what it was like when smoke choked the sky, blocking the light of the moon and the sun, casting darkness all around.

But this was a lot worse.

Smoldering leaves fluttered in the air, and the whole sky was concealed by a layer of ash so dense, so impenetrable, that it was clearly destined to remain like that for many years. It crunched underfoot like snow and coated the trees, the earth, the bodies of those who lay dead.

The aftermath of the apocalypse. That was what it looked like.

Fortunately, however, this was the consequence of a single attack that had affected almost no one other than the intended target. For that reason, Mark was confident of finding his son alive.

“Misha!” he called out as he hurried through the grey-coated forest.

Then, from behind a tree, he spotted him. His boy. He saw…

A crouching, wound-ridden creature covered in scales and wearing a horned mask. With his back turned to Mark, he was bending over someone’s body and… eating something. Munching, swallowing, stuffing more and more into his mouth.

“Misha?” he said quietly, a shiver of dread passing through him.

The boy jerked his head around quickly, like a startled beast. His red eyes with their vertical pupils glowed through the ashen smog, and the mask was so drenched in blood that it appeared grafted to his face.

The boy peered at his father. Did he even recognize him? Michael looked at him so piercingly, for so long, that it felt as though…

“Dad!” he cried through an obviously stuffed mouth from which something dropped out. “Hooray! Ha-ha, Dad!” And he ran to his father, throwing up his arms.

“What are you eating, son?”

“Huh?” He stopped and opened his little hand. “It’s some kind of sawdust. It started falling out of the sky! Whitewood, really delicious! I can’t get enough! My stomach was rumbling, you see…”

Hearing a rustling in the ash blanket to his side, Mark turned around to see… a cute snake head peeping out of the ‘snow’.

Mark’s heart had probably skipped a good couple of dozen beats in the last few hours, but now, as he looked at Jör’s funny little face and at Michael, alive and in good spirits, he felt at last… a sense of calm.

“Whew…,” he said, blowing out a long breath. “Dear oh dear.” He wiped the sweat from his face.

“What’s the matter?” Michael asked, confused.

“Misha, that’s Gran. Don’t eat her. Spit it out.”

“Huh?” Sawdust dropped from his mouth, and he swallowed heavily.

His fear now allayed, Mark finally discarded the idea that this was Michael’s past incarnation and rushed towards the boy!

“Misha! Son!” he cried, kneeling down and embracing the child with all his might. “Thank God you’re okay! Are you okay? Are you hurt?”

“Dad,” Michael smiled, returning his father’s embrace with just one hand. “One fracture, a couple of bruises. I lost two teeth — both of them milk teeth. And a bullet wound, which has already healed. But… I’m okay, Dad,” he said, drawing back. “I’m in one piece.”

Just then, more rustling was heard, and two almost identical cats sprang out of the ash-covered bushes. Of the two, one was bigger, the other fluffier. Both being coated in grey ash, they looked almost identical. But it was easy to tell from their eyes which was which.

“Aura! Baal! You’re here too?!” Michael looked at them, beaming.

“Young Master!” the green-eyed cat cried, bounding towards the boy.

The blue-eyed cat was carefully stepping over and peering at the dead bodies that were lying around. She’d been just as pleased to see Michael at first, but she quickly grew suspicious, and her mood began to darken.

“Michael…,” she said quietly, almost in terror. “Where… are their cores? Michael, did you eat them?!” she said, raising her eyes at the boy.

No one who saw him now — this blood-drenched child with horns, scales, and inhuman eyes — saw an ordinary first-grade boy. What stood before them was something else entirely.

It was a stark reminder that Michael was the reincarnation of an ancient being. And there was no telling when his past might catch up with him.

“Why are you all looking at me like that?” he asked, perplexed. “There are necromancers here! Everyone knows they can’t resurrect someone without a core,” he said, slipping off a black army bag. “The cores are all in here. I collected them so that the bodies couldn’t be raised… and so that they can be questioned later.”

Everyone looked at him, speechless. So it was Misha who’d stopped the necromancers doing their job?! And he was right of course! Having the cores meant they’d be able to interrogate the souls!

As for Michael, judging by his voice, his eyes, his puffed-out cheeks…

He was sorely put out by their suspicious gazes.

“I’m not a monster… Yes, I got into a rage. But why do you think I’ve been practicing Wrath techniques for the last six months?” he said, lowering his eyes. “I don’t know… you save everyone, you help everyone, you shut down the shield, and people look at you like you’re a… like you’re a…” He trailed off, his lips trembling.

That was how it all finally ended. The terrorist operation was completely crushed. No schoolchildren were killed, and of the guards who had so fiercely repelled the attack…

Only a few died.

Because the boy in the horned mask, like a priest in the field, had gathered their cores. As many as he could manage. Their souls hadn’t flown away. They could be given new bodies.

Everyone spent a long time apologizing to Michael.

* * *

A few days later

The City of N. Anatoly Andropov’s estate

The middle of the night

“Shit, shit, shit!” he cried, packing his things in a panic. “How could this happen? HOW?!”

Nothing had gone right. Nothing! NOT A SINGLE DAMN THING!

“How, though? HOW?” he yelled.

He’d been put in touch with foreign mercenaries. He’d had contacts on the ground. Hyde had agreed to help him. Putting all those things together, how the hell could it have all gone so disastrously wrong?!

Why hadn’t they managed to scare off a single guard? Why had the necromancers, for whom so much cash had been laid out, done absolutely nothing? Why had Hyde, who was meant to sow chaos and confusion, spent the whole time tied up with one lousy mage, who had ended up getting the better of him? Why had the fighters been mown down in the forest like frightened rabbits?

Who? Why? WHAT was it that Andropov had failed to anticipate?

He had to scram, and quick. Abandoning everything, just pack a bag and flee to the country where the mercenaries had come from. Screw his family, screw his clan! He could build a new fortune abroad. The main thing was…

“Well, well. Where are we off to in such a hurry, Andropov?” A male voice sounded from the darkness.

Swinging around, the aristocrat saw, enveloped in the shadows, a tall figure with gleaming red eyes. His heart missed a beat, his body froze, and his voice trembled as he spoke.

“W-who… who are you?! How did you get in here?! Guards! GUARDS!” he yelled.

“Hush, now. No one’s going to come. There’s no one left,” the shadowy figure answered in a mocking tone. “Why are you so afraid, Anatoly? Why that tremor in your voice, why that fear? After all, when you were planning your little operation, all those murders, you laughed in the face of Death, did you not?” The speaker stepped out of the shadows. “And yet now, for some reason, you’re not laughing.”

Andropov’s eyes bulged even wider. And fear turned to terror.

“E-Emperor…,” he whispered. “H-how did you… how did you find out…”

“A young man helped gather witnesses.”

“Emperor, forgive me! Please forgive me! Forgive a fool!” he pleaded, falling on his knees before the ruler. “I don’t know what came over me! I’ll atone for everything! Everything. I’ll spend my whole life…”

“Now, now, Andropov.” The Dark Emperor’s smile turned into a deathly grin. “Raise your head.”

Andropov felt his chin being propped up by a sharp sickle made of black steel. As he lifted his head, his gaze met the gleaming green eyes of Victor Knyazyev.

“Of course you’ll atone for it. And you’ll tell me all I need to know,” Victor said, holding the sickle against the aristocrat’s neck, “After all, dead men don’t lie.”

“N-NO-O…” Anatoly Andropov barely managed to utter a cry before his story ended forever.

Seizing the emergent soul, Victor Knyazyev tossed the aristocrat’s body into his subspace vault, shook his head and looked out of the window — at the enormous moon.

Gosh, he thought, the sky’s so much clearer here than in the city. Perhaps it’s time I got myself a place in the country…

* * *

The pleasant, familiar aroma of our apartment was a balm to the nose, while the hot chocolate, made especially for me, made my belly plead for mercy.

Now, sitting at home, I realized… how wonderful it was to be able to relax. To have people around you.

How glad I was that it was all over.

‘All that effort really did pay off,’ I smiled, taking a sip from my cup. ‘Ouch! That’s hot!’

It had all ended so much better than it could have. A few children had, unfortunately, been abducted, and some guards had been killed. But far fewer than might have been.

Because I’d managed to extract the cores of a good half of them.

It was sad that it wasn’t all of them, but Core Theft had a short window for action. I couldn’t help everyone. That was a life lesson I’d had to learn.

The whole terrorist operation had been an abject failure. They’d achieved precisely nothing. All they had to show for their efforts was a public uproar, frazzled nerves and a lot of damaged property. And, yes, a few abducted kids, but I felt sure they would be found very soon.

Stupid, stinking losers!

I was at home now. A week had passed since the incident. Everyone seemed to be getting over what had happened. Physically, I was back to normal — my scales had fallen off. But there was something on everyone’s minds.

“But Michael, you… killed people,” my mother said, pursing her lips. “A lot of people. An awful lot for a little boy like you! Please be honest with me. Please! Tell me what’s going on in your head. A child can’t just go through something like that and move on.”

Everyone was here except Dad. Even the cats. And they were all looking at me closely.

Yes, the fracture had healed, my skin had grown back, and my eyes were cute and cherry-red again. But as for my mind… everyone feared that it would never recover.

And I understood their concern. I was sure that, for other kids, an experience like that would leave an indelible impression.

“Honestly?” I sighed. “Killing so many people at my age is a frightening, horrible thing. It could drive anyone out of their mind. Me too. Except that, whether it was my brain switching on a defense mechanism or something else, I didn’t think of them as people.”

Everyone exchanged anxious looks. It didn’t sound too healthy, I have to admit. And considering that I might be an ancient chthonic being, it sounded downright scary.

But having started with the honest truth, it was only right that I should go on that way.

“You taught me that man is a friend to man. And if those people were committing atrocities like that… killing… destroying… then it meant they’d stopped being human,” I said, looking down at my hands. “They became targets. Obstacles. Wild animals… whatever you like, but not human. A girl once said to me that everyone wears masks. And I realized that those scumbags were wearing the masks of human beings, but beneath them they were monsters. I got no pleasure from attacking them and killing them. It was like… a job that had to be done. A test, an exam. They were nothing but targets to be eliminated. If they’d forgotten that we were human beings, then I would too. So… no, I don’t feel anything. And that’s probably bad,” I sighed, looking up and smiling. “I’m glad that I managed to help everyone, and no one got hurt. Heh-heh — that feels awesome. But as for those slimeballs, let them burn in hell! I’d do the same thing a million times over. They deserved it. Hurting kids stinks! It was Wrath and Justice working in harmony! So, yeah…”

There. I’d said my piece. The question had been hanging in the air for a long time, but they’d kept it to themselves, giving me time to recuperate. Now that things had settled down, it was time to come up with some answers.

That was how I looked at things.

I’d completely blocked out the idea that they were living beings with their own thoughts, personalities and life stories. After all, why should I think about that when they didn’t think the same way about us kids? I had a servant of Justice at my side, so why shouldn’t I behave justly?

That was the sum of it.

Everyone listened attentively to my speech, then they took time to digest it. I could tell from their eyes that my answer was much more complex and grown-up than they’d expected from a first-grader.

But I was no ordinary first-grader. It would be stupid to forget that.

“Aura, what’s your view?” Baal asked.

“It’s not my place to say. I’ll pass on everything I heard.”

“No, no, Aura. I’m not interested in what Justice thinks. I’m interested in what YOU think.”

The white cat raised her eyes at him, her nose and lips twitching. Glancing at me, she lowered her eyes again.

“I… liked his answer…,” she said bashfully.

“Ha!” For some reason, Baal wore a smug grin on his face.

Which was surely a mistake. Because that always earned him a firm slap on his already flattened black head!

Aura glowered angrily at him, raised her paw and… Huh? What was this? How come she didn’t slap him? Had she… changed somehow? You could even see from the twisted expression on her face what an effort it cost her to hold back.

Why was it that everyone except me was going through changes and traumas after the attack? I was the one who should be going crazy! I was the toddler here!

*Slap*

Ah. Okay, so she didn’t hold back after all. Everything was as it should be.

“Misha, sweetheart,” Mom said, coming up to me and pressing me tightly against herself. “You’re growing up to be the best boy in the world. I’m so… so proud of you!”

I smiled warmly.

Thanks, Mom. It’s thanks to all of you that I might avoid turning into… a monster. I have every chance. I’ll say more — I WANT to become a monster. I feel drawn that way. I have this burning desire to cause chaos, like it’s the easier path! But for someone like me to be born in a family like this — it’s just a miracle.

Remember that, folks! If I’m on your side, you have my family to thank! And the cats. And Caramel Crunches. And wood. I love them all.

Now, it was fair to say that it really was all over. Final outcome: sour moods all round, many people killed and resurrected, a magical reserve lying in ruins and a whole bunch of adaptations for one angry toddler.

I’ll list the latter in order:

[Fracture: 2/5] — a new one, two levels straight away, thanks to Hyde.

[Exhaustion: 5/14] — two levels added.

[Cut damage: 3/9] — one level added.

[Air filtration: 2/4] — one level added while I was lying under debris breathing smoke.

[Puncture damage: 3/9] — two levels added.

[Impact damage: 4/9] — one level added.

[Joint dislocation: 2/5] — one level added.

[Fall damage: 2/5] — one level added — evidently, getting knocked to the ground by Hyde’s fist counted as a fall.

Isn’t it about time I had new colonies, Swarm? Give me some goodies! What’s the hold-up?! But wait — I’m forgetting that the Swarm’s main strength, its essence, lies not in colonies…

But in adaptation. People had tried to slash me to bits with wind blades, suffocate me to death, even shoot me! But the Swarm had gone on working. It was always working. And whenever things got tough, it got better. More perfect.

And I with it.

One thing was for sure — I’d survived only thanks to the Swarm. For a start, it had saved me from getting concussed and bleeding out after the blow from Hyde.

The battle had only made me mentally tougher, more experienced and better adapted.

I’d passed the exam with flying colors.

So there it was.

Gran turned out to be pretty tasty, by the way!

I did wonder exactly what it was that she’d done back there in the forest. I got the explosions and the cracks in the earth, but that stuff at the end…

I’d seen it. At first hand. In fact, I’d had a front-row seat, almost directly beneath where it happened.

I’d seen a tear in the fabric of space, and inside it a tree of unimaginable proportions, all ablaze. It was so beautiful! The eternally burning branches, the leaves falling from them. The cosmic scale of it, the incredible light…

“What was that, Gran? How did you do it? Can you shoot lasers out of your eyes? Can you slow down time?!” My eyes were shining with curiosity.

“That’s my past life, Misha,” she smiled sadly. “The Witch’s body is doomed to eternal pain if she tries to exercise her powers. I’ve learned to suppress the pain, but that also entails suppressing my powers.”

“Could you give me some more of that wood?!” I asked, swinging my legs. “I’ve never tasted anything so good!”

“Some call it Yggdrasil, others Teldrassil, others the Erdtree. Basically, according to the myths, it’s an enormous tree that grows from the nether worlds to the upper worlds. And apparently, it has the tastiest wood on Earth,” she added with a smile.

“Give me some!” I said, holding out my hands.

“We’ll, er, come back to that subject a little later, Misha. There are things that need to be discussed.”

I raised an eyebrow. Huh? What could there be to discuss? Was she refusing me a little snack? There must be something she was keeping quiet.

And I could hazard a guess what it was.

‘Swarm, did you pick up something special when we were eating the World Tree?’

‘Yes. A unique kind of energy. I didn’t have the data needed for a full analysis’

O…kay…

Something about Gran’s pensive look hinted I had an interesting discovery and some new capabilities coming my way. She knew something; she was mulling something over. But all that would have to wait. Because right now:

“Oh, it’s starting!” Mom said, grabbing the remote and turning the TV up. “Damn, we missed the beginning!”

This was what we’d been waiting for.

My dad was on TV! True, all our yapping meant we’d missed the beginning, but we caught the main part.

“A thorough investigation conducted by the Imperial Office didn’t find a single traitor on my side, on the security team,” he said, addressing an audience of journalists, reporters and some of the city’s aristocrats. “My people fought tooth and nail, and some of them lost their lives, to protect civilians. We feel a deep sense of loss for those who sadly could not be brought back. But all of them, every single one of them, fought to the very end.”

It seemed like an ordinary statement to the public. And the public certainly needed answers! It was a long time since anything as outrageous as this had happened. The whole nation was in uproar! After all, if someone had targeted aristocratic kids, who was to say ‘ordinary’ kids wouldn’t be next?

And this was where things had worked out rather well for my father.

“In view of what I have just told you,” he continued, “the governor of the City of N, the Imperial Office and the shareholders of the city’s education network have decided that from this moment on, I, Mark Kaiser, will take full responsibility for all recruitment and will assume the position of Head of Security.”

We all felt a huge surge of pride. Even Gran, although she tried not to show it. The exception was Aura — being a cat, she didn’t get what it meant.

But we did.

My dad had indirectly played one of the decisive roles — the most decisive role as far as the public was concerned — in the favorable outcome of the incident. He had proven his competence, and the aristocrats, who were massively rattled by the whole affair, had handed him all the cards.

What did it mean? He’d be Head of Security for the whole network of private schools and colleges. It meant money. It meant power. It meant prestige.

It also obliterated any chance of my being excluded from the school. Dad would fire any teacher quicker than he could file a complaint about me.

“May I ask something?” said a journalist, putting his hand up. “Your name is Mark Kaiser, right? Are you a foreigner? How does the state view your roots?”

Those weaselly journalists spent another hour trying to catch him out! Half their questions were automatically answered by his military uniform. Our wary Emperor would never let it be worn by a person he didn’t trust.

Speak of the devil…

*Knock-knock-knock* — there was someone at the door.

We all raised puzzled brows. Who could it be? We weren’t expecting anyone. Dad was still at the briefing!

Mom got up, looked through the eyehole and froze. Her big blue eyes bulging, she shot us a startled look, then turned back to the door and nervously began opening it.

“Hello, Anna. Do you mind if I come in?” came a pleasant male voice.

“H-h-hello!” Mom said fretfully. “I… You… Yes, of course, come in!”

“Thank you.”

Mom came back in with shock written all over her face, closely followed by a tall, dark-haired man. Wearing a long coat over a dapper suit, his hands were sheathed in black gloves, and he held a cool-looking cane. There was an amiable smile on his face, and his eyes shone with a faint scarlet glow in the dimness of the corridor.

Hang on. I’d seen this guy somewhere! He looked uncannily like…

“Victor?” Gran said, leaping up. “What the he… I mean, what brings you here?!”

“Just dropping by. I happened to be in town. Hope you don’t mind,” he smiled. “Hello, Baal. And you would be…,” — his eyes rolled away peculiarly, as if scouring for information, then snapped back into place — “Aurelia, isn’t it? Nice to meet you.”

Aura, who had hitherto hissed at anything demonic, shrank back and froze like a startled girl confronted with her worst phobia. Her white fur began to stand on end, but she was rendered incapable of either sound or movement.

She was paralyzed at the sight of Victor Knyazyev, our Emperor.

Baal stood in front of Aura, whereupon Victor smiled and winked at him.

Er… Er…

What?

“I can see that I’m making some of you feel a little uncomfortable. I understand,” he nodded, looking around our apartment. “Shall I get straight to the point?”

Then he shifted his gaze to me.

‘I sense all bodily systems being scanned. It’s not getting through my adaptation’

“Michael, it’s you I’ve come to see. It’s high time we got to know each other.”

* * *

A day earlier

On the border between Europe and the Russian Empire

It was night. Just a few lamps lit the large tent camp in the middle of a dark, dense forest.

It was an ideal hiding place. It couldn’t be seen from the outside, and although it was possible to reach it by teleport, they preferred not to risk it. And so, the tent camp had gone completely unnoticed for several months. It would be impossible to find without a tip-off, and anyone who did dare come would find themselves confronted by the might of the large private army that was stationed here.

Now, however… their location had been betrayed.

Assembled by some trees at the edge of the surrounding forest was a group of people. Forty in all.

“It’s just like they said. A thousand enemies,” nodded a dark-haired twin sister, “and twelve kids.”

“And just forty of us,” the second twin said, swiveling around.

Looking back at Daria and Maria Knyazyev were thirty-eight pairs of eyes. All in black cloaks and body armor with swords, artefacts and other weapons at the ready.

There were only forty of them.

Forty versus a thousand.

“There’s a lot of them. They’re strong. And they’re armed to the teeth. A private army!” Maria said, raising her voice. “But they attacked our citizens. Our country! And they’re holding our children hostage.”

“And in accordance with the World Magical Convention, under the rules of blood vengeance, even Heaven won’t condemn us!” Daria added. “Today, we will exact vengeance for sins against the Empire!”

“Forty versus a thousand!”

“We will have no fear, and we won’t back down! What is our life?” they asked in unison.

And the answer came likewise in unison.

“Honor is our life!”

“What is our fear?”

“Defeat is our fear!”

“What is our trade?”

“Death is our trade!”

“What do we swear?”

“We swear eternal service!”

“GLORY TO THE EMPEROR!”

“MAY OUR ENEMIES SWELL OUR LEGION!”

Today, the enemies of the Empire would come up against a force more terrible than anything they had imagined.

Hardly anyone had ever seen them. The world knew nothing about them. And they were dispatched only in extreme cases, when tactical mages couldn’t be used.

Terror would strike the hearts of those sought by the Death Templars, the Personal Guard of the Dark Emperor.

* * *

News Bulletin on Imperial One:

A large-scale operation to rescue the kidnapped children ended successfully!

Security forces routed a terrorist camp on the border. ‘All the abducted children have been returned home safely,’ a spokesman for the Imperial Office announced. The details of the operation have been kept secret.

Plus!

A new Head of Security has been appointed in record time.

Mark Kaiser, a foreigner on the Empire’s payroll, has been made security chief for the City of N’s elite educational establishments. ‘His conduct during the crisis was impeccable,’ the city’s governor commented.


Chapter 12

“WOW, YOU REALLY are invisible,” Victor said, raising his eyebrows. “You’d make an excellent hired assassin.”

Er… um… what was that he said? Get to know each other? Like in dating? Sorry, but my heart is already taken by Caramel Crunches! I’m not interested in boys, and I have too many girls as it is. Even one of them is enough to give me a headache.

“You already know everything about me,” I mumbled, looking at the Emperor.

“I do,” he nodded. “But it’s always better to talk in person, don’t you find? Especially with a child who’s caused a stir on quite a few occasions. You’re rather a restless sort, Michael, has anyone ever told you that?”

“Yes, only they say I have ants in my pants.”

“Well, I prefer to keep things polite,” he smiled.

Asking my mother for permission to sit, he lowered himself onto a squeaky armchair.

I felt a little ashamed. Well, a lot, actually.

It was the Emperor himself. Victor Knyazyev. I’d heard so much about him. He’d killed an Archon, staged a coup d’etat, and opened people’s eyes to the dark arts. Okay, I know all that sounds a little negative. But it was also really cool. And here he was, visiting us in person in our home!

But our apartment was so small, so dated-looking, and that armchair had been squeaking for as long as I could remember. I felt ashamed. And so did my parents. I could see it in their eyes.

Victor himself, however, paid no attention to it. He didn’t even raise an eyebrow.

“To answer your tacit question — no, I haven’t come to ask you for anything. A devil doesn’t always make demands,” Victor smiled. “On the contrary, I’m here to thank you. In person.”

“Mm?” I raised an eyebrow.

“Let’s be honest: you played a huge role in what happened at the camp. Not the main role, of course, and you wouldn’t have stood a chance on your own. But you, Michael, were that little part that kept the whole machine going. And it pains me that the country doesn’t know about it.”

“Why would it pain you?” I mumbled, unwittingly acknowledging that he was right.

“Well, I know how easy it is for child stars to get exploited on the world stage!” he laughed. “But let’s dispense with the formalities. The fact is that you’ve earned a reward. Tell me, what would you like? Since I happened to be in town on business anyway, I thought I might as well ask you in person.”

My family exchanged glances. My eyes lit up. Goodie alert! This was serious!

Not that I was surprised to be rewarded. Frankly, it was only right given all the stuff I’d done. And it was true that no one would know about it. All the credit had gone to my father and the security team. There was no sense in giving a super-toddler more exposure than was necessary.

What surprised me was that the Emperor had turned up in person to announce the reward. Of course, if he was here on business, then it wasn’t so surprising — our meeting had been only a question of time.

But even so, it all just seemed a little too neat, the way this literal devil had rolled up as cool as you like, bearing gifts and acting all Mr. Nice Guy and as far removed from a dark lord as you could imagine. This is the real you, huh? Well, try this for size!

“In that case I want half the kingdom!” I declared, striking a pose and making the most moronic face I could muster.

At first, I thought of asking for an infinite quantity of candies, because why not? You can never have too many candies! But then I engaged my brain. What could the Emperor give us that we couldn’t get for ourselves?

Mom and Grandpa were alarmed by my impudence and would have told me off if our guest hadn’t stopped them with a signal. Gran, on the other hand, nodded approvingly.

“You’re a cheeky little fellow, has anyone ever told you that?” Victor smiled.

“Yes, only they call me a brat.”

“Well, I prefer to keep things polite,” he said, shaking his head. Then, for the first time, the smile vanished from his face, making me feel uneasy. “I’m asking in all seriousness, Michael. I know that you’re smart beyond your years. Let’s skip the games. You’re a big boy, and big boys don’t joke around with things like this.”

His sudden shift of mood made everyone stiffen, and as at the flip of a switch, my expression instantly changed from moronic to serious.

Wow… now I understood why people were so reluctant to go to him for help.

He’d turned up in person, berating injustice and offering a reward. All smiley and dapper, full of grand words and noble sentiments. But when he felt like it, he could change the whole atmosphere in a room in an instant.

He was a manipulator. A devil. He made you dance to his tune from the get-go, and the only way out of it was to consciously defy him. Only… what was the point? That was what was so scary. Even if you knew you were caught in his net, you somehow just didn’t want to escape.

And honestly?

I didn’t want to either.

‘I need to think. What can I ask the Emperor for that I can’t get for myself? But without being too greedy, so I don’t inflame the tension here,’ I frowned, looking around at my family.

Money? A house? Status? No, we could earn all that for ourselves! Artefacts? They could be bought, probably.

A monkey?! Hell, that was tempting…

But thinking back, what was it that had REALLY boosted my power?

“Maybe… another book from the Great Library?” I said, puffing out my cheeks and lowering my gaze.

Mom nodded approvingly.

So it was a good choice?! Really?! Whew! Meanwhile, Gran, Grandpa, and even Aura looked skeptical. I was crazy enough as it was — wasn’t it a little too much power to put in the hands of one little tyke?

Evidently not.

“Yes, of course,” Victor shrugged.

“Er… um… how about two?!” I blurted, my mother’s genes still working overtime in my brain. “Well, I did do a lot! Didn’t I?” I said, looking around.

Everyone nodded convulsively, as if they were all having strokes.

“Yes, yes!”

“Mm, yes, more than anyone!”

“Best boy in the world!”

Furrowing his brows, the Emperor surveyed my support group with a wry smile, then peered closely at me.

Oh dear — I’ve gone too far, huh?

“Let’s do it this way,” he said. “You’ll get one book. Knowledge from the library gets passed on through generations — many clans owe their survival to it! And you’ll have had three books as it is, which is rather a lot for a fellow of your age. But! It’s true that you did a lot, so how about a pass for the annual international auction and… oh, let’s say, an account containing five million rubles to bid with?”

Honestly, I hadn’t expected anything beyond a pass for the Library. I’d heard that ninety percent of people never made it there in their whole lives.

I was thrilled at first. The annual international auction? Never heard of it! But five million in a shopping account sounded pretty sweet. Then came a realization, and I suddenly felt a little less jubilant and a little more suspicious.

He was a devil. And it didn’t do to forget that.

“What do you get out of all this?” I asked. “I mean, all these favors, all the help you give us, this turning up in person, the auction thing. There’s more to it than that, right?”

“Well, naturally. Look at it from my point of view. The Witch of the Apocalypse. A mysterious blood mage with a secret past. Baal. A former Apostle of Kindness. A beautiful woman who could easily be a global modelling sensation! How do I hold onto these people? How do I worm my way into their favor? How else, but through their beloved little boy?” he shrugged. “I make no secret of it. First and foremost, you are valuable assets. All of you. Next, I happen to like you. But you’re hardly likely to believe the second thing, coming from a devil,” he smiled.

We all watched him in complete silence as he got up, adjusted his coat and pulled his gloves out of his pocket.

“You’re heading to Moscow for the Olympiad, aren’t you? In that case I could give you your reward there. If you prefer otherwise, then I’ll send it here — it’s no big deal.” He turned to leave. "Thanks for your hospitality. It was great to see you all in the flesh. A family like this wouldn’t look out of place in an exhibition of wonders, ha-ha!”

He headed out into the hallway, making it clear that his business here was done. Before he left, however, there was something I wanted to check. With my powers of empathy, I’d be able to tell whether he was lying or holding something back!

“Mr. Emperor, Sir!” I cried, running after him. “This might sound strange, but… could you tell me what you think I smell of?”

Turning around, he looked at me closely. He sniffed, then stiffened for a moment, then broke into a sad smile.

“A home. Very distant, yet within reach.”

“I see…,” I sighed.

The Emperor smiled, then looked at my family and nodded goodbye. Just before he went out, he said:

“This apartment, by the way — it’s a little small for a family like yours. I’ll get a nice plot of land reserved for you. In advance.”

And on that note, the unexpected, though not improbable, meeting came to an end.

All this would have happened sooner or later. The meeting with him, the truth about our value, and most likely the reward for me. But I hadn’t reckoned on it happening quite like that.

And although I was loathe to admit it…

Facts were facts. Victor Knyazyev had all the qualities of a role model. Like my dad, like my grandpa. Vigorous, strong, smart. He had style, too, the swine! He was such a polished performer, such a charmer, that he was like the Duke of Lust, but without the Lust.

‘Now I get why people avoid asking for his help and advise me against it…,’ I sighed.

On the other hand…

Hey, look on the bright side! Yet again, I was going to get power that no one my age should have, ha-ha!

Yet again, I was going to be stirring up panic across the nation! Hooray! Chaos! Woo-hoo!

One thing was for sure. My trip to Moscow was going to be fun.

* * *

A few hours later

New Moscow

Victor Knyazyev was pacing around his palace. Although he had absolute-level teleportation, the Emperor was extremely reluctant to use it. He always said that nothing could beat a plain old stroll.

And as he strolled now through the palace’s corridors, he found himself collared by a certain long-eared vixen — very cunning and extremely bored.

“Victor, you were away ages!” cried the red-haired girl, leaping out at him from around a corner and clinging to his neck.

“It was only two days…”

“You know how lonely I get in the spring — I get bored every other day,” his wife complained, pressing her cheek against him. “How was the boy? Did you go and see him?”

“Uh-huh. Funny little fellow. Our daughter would like him. If he could refrain from rising up against humanity, that would be just great,” he sighed. “Where’s Lynette?”

“Out on business somewhere, seeing that she’s so important and all,” the girl said, rolling her eyes. “How come she gets stuff to do, and I’m not even allowed to gobble up those kidnappers? Why did you send the templars? I could have done it on my own! You knew very well…”

And she was off. Goodnight and good luck. A bored woman who’s got your ear is a nightmare for the male brain.

An intriguing fact, by the way: it was after Victor came to power in Russia that the vogue for polygamy returned. It turned out that some people were by no means opposed to tying the knot with multiple partners! Often, of course, such marriages were motivated by profoundly mercenary considerations — for example, it was an easy way of taking over dynasties — but more and more often, it was love that lay behind them!

Admittedly, there were an awful lot of divorces, too. With property being split three ways instead of two.

But enough about matters of love. Having miraculously escaped the clutches of his wife, Victor resorted to teleportation after all, moving into the shadows to descend into the palace’s dungeons. There, in a remote room off a secret passageway, was his sister, Sveta, a dark-haired beauty. She was the first and only necromancer to have been taught by Victor.

Opposite her hung a backbone with a skull… in which life still smoldered.

“I see you managed it!” the Emperor exclaimed in delight. “Well done, Sveta, I was convinced you’d screw it up.”

“Wow, such faith,” she answered, rolling her eyes. “If only the people knew the way you talk to your sister…”

“If only the people knew how you get through public money. Sochi one day, Thailand the next, Egypt after that.”

“Hey, that’s out of my salary!”

“You’ve outsourced half your responsibilities to a bunch of Indians. You can’t pull the wool over my eyes, Miss Workaholic,” he smiled, ruffling his sister’s hair. Then he went up to the skull, which hung on black threads. “Well, hello there, Hyde. Perhaps it’s time you and I got introduced?”

The skull, on which flesh was very slowly growing back, jerked to attention, the already regenerated eyes rising towards the speaker. It gave out a protracted wheeze, like a deep sigh, followed by a voice:

“There’s no Hyde. Only Jekyll remains.”

“Is that so?”

“Hyde… was keenly aware of his imminent demise,” the skull rasped. “Do you know why he attacked when he did, instead of even a day later? Because he wouldn’t have survived that long,” it said with a bitter smile. “So many deaths, and all in pursuit of one life. God, how I regret not killing myself while I had the chance. Forgive me,” Jekyll gasped. “Please forgive me.”

“Your apologies won’t bring back those who were killed. Just as your death would be futile,” the Emperor answered unsmilingly. “Only in life can there be redemption. And I can give it to you. In our Empire, death is just a comma. The question is, Jekyll,” he went on, peering into the skull’s eye sockets, “Are you ready for eternal atonement?”

“Eternal service, you mean.”

“Even dead men can save lives. So atonement too,” Victor smiled. “How about… a contract, hmm? You killed nineteen people, and you’ll serve the legion until you’ve saved a hundred times more. After that — freedom. How does that sound?” The devil held out his hand. “Shall we shake on it?”

Do you know why necromancers have become such a nightmare on the battlefield?

Because now, you can’t even die.

* * *

Here I was again. This was my third attempt, and every time I got ridiculously nervous! It felt so strange, so unlike me, so against my principles! And what would I tell the guys?!

But it had to be done. Dad said a man should be true to his word. Or as Gran put it: ‘If you’re going to do something, do it. Don’t sit fiddling with your nuts — that’s your girlfriend’s job’.

So I just had to get on with it!

Having sniffed out the sun wolf, I channeled strength, willpower and Sun energy into my fist and raised that damn daisy yet again. Its petals glittered with gold dust.

I looked around. No one had seen me. Phew. Because if anyone saw me giving flowers to girls… that would be, like, shameful, man. That would go against everything the street had taught me! Remember, ‘Guys don’t apologize’. Except when people threaten to call their mom to the school. Then they apologize.

As you might have guessed, I was at Gran’s right now. There were two days left until school, and I’d decided to spend them in the countryside. I missed the camp! Bring back the health treatments, the messing around, the tours! I’d enjoyed living with the guys, too — that had been fun. Maxim had kept showing us his butt. Tsk, so immature.

I could have been dead right now. Things could have been so much worse if it hadn’t been for one person. Although, was she a person? It was hard to tell. But she was a girl — I knew that much. And girls liked flowers.

Evening had descended, the sun wolf had gone to sleep, and the moon wolf had woken up. As always, the moon drove him mad because… why, exactly?

Once I was sure no one would bother me, I ran to fetch the mask, re-read the note with the pretty handwriting, and sat down on the porch. The wolf cub settled down next to me, its body nice and warm, and together we sat peacefully watching the rats scurrying hither and thither.

Man, there was nothing to beat a quiet life. It was worth being strong just for that. My loved ones were safe and sound, my enemies had been punished, and my biggest worry was about a present for a girl. Wasn’t that happiness right there?

*Shh-shh* — I heard a rustling amid the bushes.

I got up. This time my long-eared friend didn’t try to hide. I walked straight out of the gate, letting the wendigo and the wolf cub out with me, and went up to the patiently waiting girl in the grey fur coat.

Was she molting or something? It had been white before.

“What’s the matter? What’s with the face?” she asked in her echoey voice. “Aren’t you pleased to see me?”

“I… er, well… I want to… the thing is…”

My heart was pounding. Ooh.

My chest felt tight. My whole body was trembling like I was having an adrenaline rush. My breathing was rapid and heavy. It felt as though walls were closing in around me, and I needed to get out! Panic had set in.

Whew… oh boy… goddamn it.

I just couldn’t calm down. I seriously regretted having decided to do this. Oh dear… oh boy. If only Bunny… Come on, what are you waiting for? Force me to take the plunge! But no, she just stood there waiting for me to work myself up to it.

Argh! Damn it, was I a man or what?! Wasn’t I going to be four years old in a week’s time?!

Say it firmly, clearly and loudly — so that everyone can hear!

“Um… well… basically… this is for you,” I mumbled quietly, holding out the flower. “You’ve always helped me… and twice saved my life… so, yeah, this is for you…”

Bunny’s eyes opened wide under the mask, and she stared silently at the sparkling gold daisy. It was as if she had no idea what I was doing, or how to respond. As if she was seeing something that she’d never seen before.

What was it? What had happened? I’d gotten used to her always teasing me. She had an answer for everything I said, as if she always knew what I’d do and say.

But now… it was like she’d frozen.

“Ha…ha-ha-ha-ha-ha!”

Ah, there it was. She’d unfrozen again. The long silence was followed by loud, girlish laughter.

Well, screw this. I’m never giving anyone flowers ever again.

“Oh dear, ha-ha-ha!” She was clutching her stomach and wiping away tears that had sprung out of her scarlet eyes. “A flower? For me?!”

“…” Unable to reply, I just stood there, paralyzed, with my arm still stretched out.

“I expected a lot of things. Resentment, suspicion… even a telling-off! But this… ooh-hoo-hoo.” Having done laughing, she straightened up and looked at me with a broad smile. “What a sweet boy you are. Especially when you’re blushing like that.”

“Are you going to take it or not? Otherwise, I’ll just throw it…”

Bunny took a step forward, bent her head and looked me in the eye while gently taking the flower with both hands.

“Thank you,” she whispered. “I’m really touched.”

Feeling the warmth of her hands and inhaling the foresty aroma of her coat, I stared, mesmerized, into those scarlet eyes that shone in the moonlight. For a few seconds I was literally paralyzed in contemplation of a girl I felt I hadn’t known until that moment. Because Bunny had never behaved like that before.

*A-oo?* — the wolf cub cocked his head quizzically, wondering what was going on.

As Bunny took the flower out of my hand, a great load seemed to fall from my shoulders. My chest straightened out, and I inhaled deeply. It was done! She’d taken it! I was rid of the burden!

Turning away with a shudder, I detached the horned mask from my belt and began hastily putting it on. Oh man, I just wanted to hide my face, hide my embarrassment after that shitshow!

Nonetheless… the deed was done. I’d been planning it for over two weeks. And screw it if I hadn’t been shaking like a leaf! I didn’t tremble when I was fighting to the death, but I trembled giving a flower to a girl. Turned out doing that was a big…

*Crunch* — I heard a sound behind me.

With my mask now on, I turned around to see Bunny making rapid, rabbit-like munching movements with her mouth and the green stalk slowly disappearing inside it.

I stared at her, my eyes bulging. Noticing, she looked back at me and froze. A brief silence ensued.

Having stopped chewing, she swallowed, and her rabbit lips began to stir again — slowly, hesitantly. *Crunch*

“Vot za fak?”

“What?”

“What… are you doing?” I asked. “Why are you eating it?”

“It’s a flower. What else am I meant to do with it?” she said with the stalk still in her mouth. “It’s tasty, by the way. I haven’t had one of these before.”

I blinked. Scratched my neck. Thought about it.

No use. I didn’t get it.

*Crunch-crunch-crunch* — she began munching rapidly again.

Well, I guessed my present had been a success, then? Dad had told me that girls liked flowers, but no one had warned me they liked them that much. Although I regularly snacked on twigs and ball bearings, so I was hardly one to talk.

Did this mean she was actually a rabbit? But I could tell there was a face under the mask. Argh, I didn’t get it! Stupid girls! How was I meant to understand them?!

After polishing off my present with gusto, Bunny wiped her furry, green-stained lips, and we set off walking.

The wendigo and the wolf cub splashed merrily through the grubby melting snow (Gran was going to have her work cut out getting them clean), while Bunny and I walked peacefully under the trees and discussed recent events. She railed against the cruelty of grown-ups, while I just sighed and agreed. Alas, she was only too right.

“By the way, since you gave me a present, I’ve got one for you!” She stopped and thrust her hand into her coat pocket. “The world is full of dangers now… there are trying times ahead of you. Here, take this. It’ll help.”

I held out my hands, and into them Bunny placed… a mushroom.

We both looked down at it, to which it responded by looking up. “Pew?” it said.

“What’s this?”

“A mushroom.”

“How will it help?”

“I don’t know,” she shrugged. “But he’s cute!”

I looked again at the creature. Yes, I remembered it. It was that same chubby white mushroom on legs that had run away from me in the forest. He’d looked a little startled back then, but at least he’d looked lively. Now, he just looked… sad, I guess. Thinner, too. He looked around hesitantly, wondering what to expect next.

Then, however, Bunny produced another one just like him.

“Actually, there are two,” she sighed, warming the little mushroom in her hands. I nearly missed this one. He was stuck under a pile of dead relatives, close to death himself. The poor fellow was badly hurt. He barely made it out alive.

The mushroom lay hunched up in Bunny’s hands, feeling her warmth. The one that I was holding shivered from the unaccustomed cold and crawled under my sleeve, folding his chubby little legs beneath him.

I sighed. A gloomy feeling came over me.

“They’re the last two left. Two children,” Bunny whispered. “So many lives destroyed, and all for what? Stupid adult greed.”

I looked at the mushrooms.

They didn’t appear to have faces, but I could tell that they were awake and looking around anxiously. They were still just babies. They felt our warmth, so they didn’t try to run away, but they realized that we were two giants who had taken them away from their family. They were too small to understand what had happened.

“And what do we do with them?” I sighed.

“I don’t know. I’m handing them over to you.”

“Huh? Why me?”

“Because you’ve already taken in a wendigo, a weird cow, some sentient rats and two magical wolves. Not to mention several cats not long ago. And they’ve all settled nicely. Believe me, they’ll do better with you. If only those stupid fairies had done as I asked,” she mumbled in an irritated tone.

Sighing, I took the second mushroom. Seeing his brother, that one began squeezing under my sleeve, too, wriggling his legs.

Dear me…

I didn’t really have a choice, did I? Grandpa had started working in the garage since I got back, intending to restore the heated space to the garden, so it would be perfect for the mushrooms in there. In any case, Gran’s place was such a madhouse by now that a mushroom here or a mushroom there wouldn’t make much difference.

“Pew,” “Pew-pew…,” they snuffled.

Where the sound came from, I had no idea. Was it from under their caps? Could they take them off? Like hats?

“I’m telling, you, we’ve got to get out of here!”

“But there are magic mushrooms here! It’s spring! We can brew potions!”

“Screw that!”

I could hear voices. Not in my head, I mean, but somewhere in the distance. Judging from the way Bunny’s ears pricked up, she heard them too. Turning in the direction of the sound, we heard them again. Three men.

I looked at my companion, raising an eyebrow.

“This is a magical forest. There’s a lot of cool stuff here, and people often come here to gather it,” she said in answer to my tacit question. “You don’t come walking here very often, do you?”

“And you do?”

“How else would I ensnare you?”

“Are you some kind of maniac?!”

“We-e-e-ll…,” she began, turning away. “Oh look, an owl!”

“Hey, quit changing the subject!”

I wasn’t too happy about alchemist guys roaming around my patch. I’d already witnessed the death of one magical forest.

I wouldn’t let that happen again.

‘Swarm, go through all the times when I slipped and fell off trees at the camp. Highlight those branches that I wouldn’t be able to jump up to now and the parts that I wouldn’t be able to cling to. It’s time to work on my agility’

* * *

At about the same time

Three villagers in search of a better life took out a loan to buy one of the best teach yourself guides to potion-making that ever existed. Then they set out for the magical forest that grew not far from their village.

They wandered for a day. They wandered for a week. And after a month they realized it was winter, and there was jack shit to find. Three months later they came back and — lo! — it was spring. The forest was emerging from its sleep, the wendigos were in hiding, and the plants were beginning to throw up thirsty shoots.

They gathered for a day. They gathered for a week. And after a month they realized that they were in the money.

The book for which they’d be paying off the loan for forty-seven collective years was no ordinary book! It was the kind that couldn’t be copied without special magic and a particular ‘key’. Rumor had it that the author was an apprentice of an apprentice of the Father himself!

Strength potions. Energy pills. Love charms, aphrodisiacs, euphoretics, psychedelics… the list went on and on! And the money was serious. As you might expect for concoctions as dubious as these.

Alas, however, the apprentice in question was a mage of his time, and there had been no handy chemicals back then. People brewed only from natural products — and what was natural then was magic and all that it yielded.

You needed magical creatures. Magical plants. It was in those things that the power of potion-making resided! And potion-making from that manual was the first step towards the alchemy of the Father. Or Paracelsus, his benevolent creator. Take your pick.

But there was a problem.

“Guys, I’m telling you, this place freaks me out. There’s something not right about it. We should go to a normal forest for our mushrooms,” one of the men muttered.

“Quit grumbling, Lex!” one of his companions said, stooping to cut a luminous toadstool and startling an enormous rat that happened to be underneath it. “Tsk, damn rats. No wonder all the luminous caps have vanished!”

“There, you see! It’s a bad omen! Just like my gran said! Why would there be rats here? And why do you think the forest has a spell on it to stop you ever getting to the middle unless you know the right path?! Guys, I’m telling you, we’re asking for trouble here.”

“There’s nothing in this forest but wendigos, and they’re asleep! Stop whining!” his bolder friend snapped. Then his face lit up. “Oh look — wild hemp, with pretty little heads. Heh-heh, we’re gonna be tripping.” And he went off to gather his find.

*Hoo-hoo!* — a sudden sound came from above.

The men jerked to a halt. Raising their heads, they peered up to see an enormous owl swooping down from a branch.

They heaved sighs of relief. It was an owl. Just an owl. They could relax.

“It’s a bad omen, a bad omen I tell you!” the first man began bleating again.

“Ah, will you shut your lousy, toothless piehole, Lex!”

This time, however, his irritated outburst sounded different. To be precise, it sounded so much louder against the total silence of the forest.

Everything had suddenly gone quiet. Only after the owl’s sudden appearance did the men realize that there hadn’t been any sounds for quite some time, that the forest was no longer singing to them and even the trees had stopped their whispering. There was nothing to be heard in these sleepy, magical woods but the murmur of the spring breeze and the soft padding of their own footsteps.

And when a forest falls silent… it’s rarely a good sign.

“Maybe we really should just leave?” the third friend said quietly. “Remember those hunters who went looking for an enormous wolf a couple of years back? They were found ripped to pieces.”

“That was a wendigo. They do live here, but they only come out in the winter! Stop being such scaredy-cats — we used to come here as kids, and it was only in the winter that anything bad happened! There’s nothing here. Nothing and no one!”

“There wasn’t… until recently…,” Lex whispered. “Do you know what my grandpa told me? He was a tourist in the Japanese Shogunate about twenty years ago, when the borders were still open. And do you know what he saw?”

The others gulped. W-what did he see?

“He saw…,” Lex said, gulping too, “… a fox with tits!”

“Your grandpa’s an idiot!” his friends spluttered scornfully — “Jeez, you really had us going there!”

“I’m telling the truth — that’s what he told me. A really enormous one. With furry tits!”

“If I had a fox like that, I’d…”

LOOK. AT. ME.

What they heard was a whisper. Insistent, bewitching, and very, VERY loud. Crackling in your head like a stuck record, it was so overpowering that it made your neck muscles contract.

Slowly, jerkily, against all your efforts to resist, your head turned in the direction of the voice.

The men all found themselves lifting their heads and gazing somewhere above them. Although they sensed the effect was growing weaker, they still couldn’t control their actions. They were as if in a trance, like zombies, like helpless dolls.

The whisper was coming from somewhere up there! From that branch! It was coming right from… right from…

From a semi-transparent horned figure, looking down at them with bright red, blazing eyes.

A human being. Standing on the branches.

“Grrr!” A menacing, wolf-like growl cut through the air, and another gleaming pair of eyes, blue this time, came into view from somewhere to the side.

Then, from behind a tree stepped a huge monster with antlers rising from its skull-like head. A wendigo. And one so enormous, so inordinately plump, that there was no telling how many people it must have devoured.

Well, that was that.

It looked like they were done for.

Whoosh! Suddenly, a large burrow hole opened up beneath Lex’s feet and he fell through it, screaming. That broke the voice spell, and the men came out of their trance.

“AAAH! PLEASE, I WON’T DO IT AGAIN!” one of the men screamed, and he went bolting out of the forest as fast as his legs could carry him.

“FORGIVE ME, MASTER OF THE FOREST, FORGIVE ME! I’LL PUT ALL THE MUSHROOMS BACK. AND THE HEMP TOO! AAAH!” the other one said, bolting after his friend.

As for where the third one had gone — that was a mystery. The ground seemed to have swallowed him up. But Lex was the last thing on the mind of the fleeing friends.

Even the extra weight that they were now carrying in their pants didn’t slow them down. Yesterday’s drunks became today’s record-breaking sprinters…

“Ru-u-u-n! RU-U-U-U-N!” the wendigo screamed in varying voices, pounding after them.

The men felt on the verge of certain death. Not from being ripped apart by claws and fangs, but from heart failure. They could never even have imagined being as terrified as they were at that moment.

There were only two thoughts in their minds:

The first was ‘Run!’.

The second was ‘Forgive us!’

Later, over a glass of vodka, they would conclude that it was the second one that had saved them. After all, the Master of the Forest had been leaping after them from tree to tree, the wendigo had been roaring close behind, and the wolf had vanished from sight altogether, but none had caught up with them… as if they hadn’t meant to.

After flying out of the forest, the men went rolling down the hill. Biff, boff, bang! Their heads crashed against tree roots, rocks and other heads! The first man crashed into the second, the second into the third, and the third…

Hang on — the third?

“L-Lex?!” the other two exclaimed in unison.

Their superstitious companion sat with a bewildered stare, clearly oblivious to how he’d gotten there.

All three of them quickly turned to look back. Was there anything running after them? Or flying towards them? Or already standing behind them, preparing to gobble them up?

No, there was no one there. Just the silent, expectant forest. As if they’d imagined the monsters chasing them. As if they’d crapped themselves for no reason.

Nothing. Just the dark forest.

But instead of rejoicing, Lex patted his pockets, opened his eyes even wider and stared in horror at the woods.

“The book… I dropped it.”

Lex was a good fellow, all told. He did drink like a fish though. Which was why he sometimes forgot to leave the book safely at home and carried it with him.

Today, he’d had it with him.

And now it had gone.


Chapter 13

I WAS IN THE BATHROOM.

‘Okay, wait, damn it. This goes in here… that goes in here… and this… er… why is it boiling? Is that supposed to happen?’ I scratched the back of my noggin. ‘Okay, wait’

That wasn’t in the instructions. But to be fair, I couldn’t even begin to understand half of it. Not only was it in Latin, but it had obviously been written by some kind of dimwit.

Nonetheless, I kept plodding on. It was going almost perfectly!

“Assistant, give me the infusion!” I said, holding out my hand without looking.

*Dink-dunk-dink* — the mushroom came running.

The reagent was placed in my hand, and I was about to pour it in when I noticed something wasn’t right.

“Assistant, what the hell, this is toothpaste! What’ve you brought me this for?!”

“Pe-e-e-w…,” the mushroom replied, cringing apologetically.

It pains me to say it, but mushrooms make truly mediocre lab assistants. You can’t get the staff these days.

It turned out that besides their chubby legs, they also had short little arms, which they kept tucked out of sight in their bodies.

The ingredient I needed was an infusion of some kind of moss. Fetching it myself, I poured it in. The boiling mixture calmed down and turned a pleasant shade of green. Yes! I’d mastered chemistry! All that remained was to give it a stir.

“Assistant Two, stirrer please!” I said, holding out my hand without looking.

*Dunk-dink-dunk* — the other mushroom came running.

The stirring implement was placed in my hand, and I was about to finish preparing the potion when I noticed something wasn’t right.

“This is Mom’s hairbrush!”

“Oooh…,” the second little fungus boy squirmed.

Who hired these people?

‘Anyway, what’s next? This goes in here, right?’ I stirred the mixture with a plastic coffee spoon. ‘Oh! It’s turning white! It’s working!’

It was working! Ha-ha, it was actually turning white just as the instruc…

*Kaboom!*

The mixture suddenly went black, fizzed up and exploded right in my face! I only just managed to shut my eyes and mouth in time before it splashed all over me.

It didn’t hurt. It was just like being blasted with soot.

Then I opened my eyes, looked up at the blackened ceiling and tried to wipe my face.

It didn’t come off.

“Oh no…,” I mumbled, looking in the mirror and hearing rapid footsteps coming my way. “Oh no!”

With my enhanced hearing I could tell the weight of a moving object, and I recognized the approaching micro-feet as belonging to Mom.

I scoured the bathroom for a solution, pouring bleach, liquid soap, body milk and shaving foam into the sink, but nothing, absolutely NOTHING helped.

The door opened. “Misha?!”

I slowly turned around.

Mom said nothing.

She looked at my black face, then cast her eyes around at the blackened bathroom, her mouth dropping open.

We froze. Only the mushrooms looked pleased. They really liked my mom.

“Pew! Pew!” they shouted, jumping and waving their arms excitedly.

“Misha… Misha, sweetheart… what on earth have you been doing?” she asked, her face drained of color. “We’ve got to be at school in half an hour.”

I stood there in my underpants, half-black, feeling very guilty. There was nothing I could say. It turned out that mixing ingredients from a Latin potions book, in the bathroom, in a teacup…, was a bad idea.

Well, now I could record my conclusion. The experiment hadn’t worked too well.

* * *

At about the same time

The village near the forest

On the one hand, they were delighted to be alive. On the other hand, there was the gloomy prospect of debt collectors shoving a broomstick up their asses.

It had all been going so well! They’d been rolling in money! The grimoire had been sold to them by a gambling addict from a ruined family who was desperate for cash. One man’s stupidity had turned into an unmissable opportunity for others.

As for what it was that he’d sold them at such a knockdown price…

There once lived a man called Paracelsus. An alchemist. Smart, sophisticated, and wealthy. He’s a well-known historical figure, in fact, one of the pillars of the art of healing. But he had a problem: he couldn’t have children. And one day it occurred to him: why not just make a person from scratch?

Paracelsus fashioned a homunculus out of his own blood, literally a copy of himself, and taught it everything he knew!

Unfortunately, being of the same body did not mean being of the same mind.

The homunculus called itself ‘the Father’ and developed its own, dark alchemy. While Paracelsus taught people to heal and help, his evil facsimile taught them to kill and enslave.

Now, in the modern world, anyone can buy a guide to ‘nice’ alchemy — curing diarrhea, protecting your allotment, strengthening your skin, and so on. But what about ‘nasty’ alchemy — the kind that lets you drive someone out of their mind, get drunk from a single drop, or keep a boner up all night?! That’s rare. That’s valuable. And all that was in the grimoire…

That they had gone and lost.

“We’re finished,” the first friend said, shaking his head. “We’re done for! We should never have gone into that damn forest! We could have stuck to making psychedelic mushroom drops, and everything would have been just fine. But no-o. No-o-o! It’s right what they say. Greed is a sin!”

“How am I going to pay my alimony?” the second friend wailed, clutching his head. “And… and… I don’t want to go back to shitty vodka!”

“It’s not vodka you should be worrying about, you idiot, it’s the debt collectors! How are we going to pay the loan back? We never saved a penny of what we made. We drank our way through the whole lot! What on earth are we going to do?” They all clutched their heads. “What are we…”

Just then, Lex, the one who was actually responsible for losing the book, heaved himself up and took his coat.

“What are you doing, Lex?”

“If my grandpa was right,” he said, frowning, “then I know something we could try.”

The forest had a Master.

And he could be reasoned with.

* * *

After twenty minutes of hard scrubbing…

I still looked pretty much the same.

It was rare for my mom to raise her voice, but a son plastered in black grime that was well-nigh impossible to remove turned out to be one of her exceptions.

“You could have done it yesterday, when it was the weekend. You could have done it tomorrow, when missing school wouldn’t have been so bad. But no, you just had to go and fool around today of all days, when you absolutely have to be there! Do you ever think?!” She was really mad. “Well, you’ll just have to go as a little black boy! Let that be a lesson!”

I stood in the hallway, sulking and upset. Some of the dirt had come off, but I was still decidedly dark grey. I felt like storming out and leaving home forever — that’d teach them to shout! I’d gather my candies, my undies and my phone and go and live in the forest!

On the other hand, though… she had a point. Couldn’t I have waited until tomorrow?

Dad could only shake his head. Male solidarity prevented him from yelling at me, but he could hardly step in and defend me when I really had acted like a prize knucklehead.

And while Mom was cursing and fretting about how she was going to clean the once white bath, I went up to Dad aiming to somehow defuse the atmosphere.

“By the way, Dad,” I said. “I gave flowers like you said.”

“Oh yes? And how did it go?” he asked.

“It was brutal. They just snatched them off me. One of them almost bit my hand off!”

“‘They’?” He looked at me quizzically. “Although I guess that kind of thing isn’t frowned upon these days…,” he mused, stroking his beard. “The main thing is, don’t go hurting or upsetting anyone, okay? Whether it’s one, two or five.”

“I won’t! Well, except Katya. But she’s stupid, and she doesn’t even wash,” I said. “Dad, when’s Max coming?” I asked, changing the subject. “You promised.”

“I’m working on it, son. It’ll happen,” he nodded. “But for now, say sorry to your mom, tell her you won’t do it again, and let’s go.”

I heaved a sigh. Damn — it was hard saying sorry… but it had to be done.

Kicking my inflator system into gear, I approached my mother with big, puffed-out cheeks. “Sorry, Mom…”

I was forgiven. Not only was she a mom, but she was my mom. Her record for staying cross was, like, two and a half seconds, max.

In short, we left on a good note.

It’s just a shame the good notes ended there. The thing is, expecting sympathy and solidarity from first-graders is… naïve. Although I’ll admit, I had hoped for something better. I had faith in human kindness!

Uh-huh. Yeah, right.

“AH-HA-HA-HA-HA!” Maxim almost pooped his pants. “You’re not Michael Kaiser! You’re Michael Jordan!”

“Pfft!” Leonid was always more restrained, but in this case, restraint was out of the question. “Hey, Michael,” he snickered, “Can you show us a slam dunk?”

Great. Now I’d started off a comedy club.

I gave them a look full of cool, world-weary indifference. Although who was I kidding? If the boot had been on the other foot, I’d have peed myself laughing too.

“I could have made friends with normal kids, you know…,” I said, rubbing the bridge of my nose and walking on into the school building.

Unfortunately, today really was an important day. There was no way I could have stayed home. There’d be lots of news not only about what had happened at the camp, but also about the Olympiad. I just had to be up to date with it all!

People didn’t even recognize me when I entered the classroom. I mean really. I’d thought that people would just accept it, that they’d understand, but…

But.

“Kaiser?!” Katya exclaimed.

Everyone turned around to face me.

“How did you…,” I began.

“I’d recognize you in a pile of turds!” she said, pointing. “Although it would be difficult, because you look like one. Especially now! Ha-ha-HA!” Putting her hand to her mouth, she burst into exaggerated laughter.

All the other children giggled along with her. Thanks to my reputation, they were too scared to taunt me to my face, but they couldn't hold back from laughing.

“I… I was doing an experiment, okay?!” I began defiantly. “It’s… er… ancient Egyptian paint. Yeah, that’s what it is. I can actually see ghosts now!”

The classroom fell silent. Everyone stared at me.

“R-really?” someone piped up from the back row.

“Uh-huh,” I nodded. “Over there, by the board, for example, is the ghost of the former director. And he’s not very pleased at the way Peter is copying his math homework.”

Peter, who was in the first row, jumped in his chair as if he’d been electrocuted and quickly shut the exercise book in which his phone lay. I’d known for a long time that he copied his homework. I had a good view of things from my desk at the back.

“Also,” I went on, getting onto a roll, “There’s the ghost of a cat sitting in the corner. She says she got bricked up inside the wall when the school was being built!”

The girls at the front desks peered around, startled. They began whispering: “It’s true… Michael can see ghosts!” I knew kids were gullible, but really?!

Everyone sat open-mouthed. While the girls twisted their heads around in nervous excitement, the boys kept a look-out for paranormal activity. Only Katya looked annoyed by it all. She cast withering looks at the other children, and the more attention I got, the worse her mood became.

Just then, however, she pulled back the collar of her white blouse a little, inclined her head to it as if listening, and then jabbed her finger at me.

“He’s lying!” she shouted. “There are no ghosts here! Not one!”

“How would you know?” I smirked.

“I… I have it on good authority!” she replied, proudly raising her head.

‘Meaning fairies,’ I realized, tutting.

Bunny had told me everything while she and I were gathering ingredients. That day, she’d sent the fairies to find me, but they’d changed course to an even wickeder child than me. Namely, Katya.

Like I needed them anyway! I was better off with the cute little mushrooms! Plus, fairies had a strict matriarchy, so they wouldn’t have taken orders from me in any case. The only way I could hope to control them was by marrying the Queen of the Fairies. In that case, yes, they’d obey. But that wasn’t going to happen. Not in this life.

“Sinitsin’s right, there can’t be any ghosts in here, we’re protected,” the teacher said, coming in. “Stop scaring people, Michael. And how come you’re all black? Oh, never mind.” She clapped her hands. “Listen, children. I have a whole bunch of important news for you!”

Katya threw me a gloating grin, and I rolled my eyes. That’s what you get for giving flowers to snakes.

Finally, the class began.

First, there was a long discussion about the events at the camp. The teacher said that all children had been offered counselling, that the school apologized for what had happened, and that there would be two further trips to make up for the one that had been cut short. Formalities, in other words.

“A lot of people have taken their kids out of the school,” Leo whispered to me. “That’s why some are missing.”

“Jeez…,” I whispered back.

It was true, the classroom was missing a few faces. Even though no children had been hurt, many had been moved to other schools. People had lost friends in this way, and all in all, there was a kind of empty, gloomy atmosphere in the room.

Then we moved onto another topic.

The Olympiad. It had been postponed for obvious reasons, but it hadn’t been cancelled. After all, no other schools had been affected by the incident, so why cancel it? It would take place in three weeks’ time in Moscow.

In short… there was plenty to think about.

As for the math class itself — it didn’t happen. Hooray! And there’d be no History, PE or Social Studies either, because my dad had fired the teachers on suspicion of conspiracy. Yup, my dad was that powerful now. He could appoint whomever he liked as teachers!

The math class ended, we sat through a computer studies class, and then I noticed something odd. I’d had no inkling at all that anything untoward was in store.

But life had other plans.

There was a cat in my backpack.

“Aura?!” I exclaimed. “What are you doing here?!”

“Meow?!” She was lying belly up and staring at me with startled eyes, not having expected me to find her so soon. “Well… I’m… you know, observing you! That’s, mm, what I was sent to do, mm-yes.”

“Why are you talking like Baal?”

Man, so that was why my backpack had felt so heavy and kept squirming about! I’d assumed it was me going crazy. Had she sneaked in there early in the morning, then? Or…

For heaven’s sake, cat, have you been sleeping there all night?!

Aurelia had become so much part of the family that I’d kind of forgotten that she was an angel from Heaven sent to watch over me. In fact, she seemed to have forgotten herself, because just recently she’d done nothing but eat, sleep and warm herself on the stove. And occasionally slap Baal on the head. But not nearly as often as before.

“M-Michael,” some girl said, coming up to me. “Is it… is it true that you’re contagious?”

“Huh?” I lifted my head.

“The black stain. Katya said… it’s contagious,” she went on. “She said if we breathe the air next to you, we’ll turn black too.”

Everyone peered at me. I let out a long, angry breath, clenching my fists. You stinker, Katya! I swear, if ever I go mad and turn into a monster, yours will be the first neck I twist! What a pain in the butt she was! She just couldn’t leave me alone!

Still in the backpack, Aura watched me closely, awaiting my reaction. Tsk.

So now I was to go from being badass Michael, feared and respected by all, to being some kind of diseased wimp. Thanks a lot, Katya. It took you less than a day.

No, this had to be nipped in the bud. I had to find some way of getting that idea out of the children’s heads. I could see it was worrying them.

Hmm…

Hmmmm…

Okay, I’ll play my trump card.

‘Tactical kitty, advance!’ Plucking Aura from the backpack, I tossed her among the children!

The diversionary device landed on its paws and attracted everyone’s attention, giving me the chance to run out of the classroom!

“Oh, a kitty! It’s so cute! Here, kitty-kitty!” They all set about petting her mercilessly.

It had worked perfectly. Kids are stupid. They have memory spans of about ten seconds. I just had to survive until tomorrow, and everything would be okay.

Especially as I had stuff to do.

Going into the boy’s restroom, I shut myself in a cubicle and drew a pentagram with a piece of chalk I’d stolen. Activating Lust, I saw the aura of the three succubi and sent them a signal to meet me.

Eager to be of service, the girls arrived in five minutes flat. And they weren’t alone.

“As you commanded, Mr. Duke!” they declared triumphantly. “We’ve found another one!”

“Oh, he looks cute! How come he’s all grey, though?” asked the older boy who was with them.

Yes. We’d made an arrangement about this before the camp.

I needed power.

All I had was that damn Whisper, and it was getting so old already! How many times had I used it? How much had it really helped? And alas, Asmodea had insisted that I had to have ten completed contracts behind me before I could progress any further. Given that one contract took at least twenty-one days, that made almost three months! Nightmare!

I’d given the succubi a clear instruction to search quietly and discreetly for new recruits. It was time to expand the Duke of Lust’s sphere of influence. And with the Demonic Element inside me...

I could become a Sin myself.

“So who are you?” I asked.

“Johnny,” smiled the blue-eyed, shaven-headed senior. “Johnny Sins. A pseudonym. I love to love. I can be a plumber, a doctor, an astronaut — whatever takes their fancy.”

“Johnny’s a real stud, sir,” the girls nodded approvingly. “The perfect candidate! And he’s on the student council.”

“I wanted access to the storeroom keys. It’s come in handy quite a few times,” he grinned again, wiggling his eyebrows.

“Oh, er… okay? Isn’t a bit dusty in there?” I asked, confused. “Well, I see no reason not to admit you to our interest group. Please sit.”

I forgot to mention that back in our first lesson, Asmodea taught me not only to seek out clients, but also to recruit employees.

The seal was under me and the young guy. There was full awareness and understanding on both sides. And his agreement…

Literally to sell me his soul.

It wasn’t a devil’s skill, but the principle behind it was similar. Asmodea had told me right away that once I’d mastered Lust, I’d easily requalify as a devil, since the two things had a lot in common.

‘Swarm, display the contract words for me’

‘Displaying now’

The lines flashed up, and I began reciting them:

Lust blazes, desire burns.

By the power of Sin, by the force of longings,

I appoint you to govern passion.

Your heart is my possession -

Swear on your blood, your passion, your honor…

To be a faithful Slave, a demon of flattery.

“I swear,” the young guy grinned.

The seal lit up, and I felt the symbols beneath my legs begin to channel energy into me.

‘Fourth virtual encryption key to another’s energy system received. Lust Gene strengthening. Demonic Element growing’

I gasped out loud, screwing up my eyes.

My bones cracked and my eyes began to burn. I could literally feel my body trying to change, something sprouting inside me! As I clenched my fists against the flood of sensations, I noticed a painful feeling in my hands. Opening my eyes to look down at them, I saw that my fingernails had grown longer and harder.

“Our Lord is growing,” exulted the succubi, who had begun to change appearance under the influence of my aura. “Our Duke… is getting stronger!”

The girls’ pupils had become vertical, fangs had sprouted in their mouths and their whole appearance had taken on demonic features. Not quite like in the Abyss, however. My succubi were just beginners. Their strength depended directly on mine.

And now we had grown stronger.

The power of Lust was growing.

The incubus, meanwhile, was silent. He was experiencing acute pain from the transformation of his body and soul. The human in him was literally being burned away! After a few moments, however, the agony ceased, and in its stead came…

“Ah… bliss,” the young man smiled, now sporting horns, scarlet eyes and a tail.

His face had become even finer-featured, his tongue longer, his ears a little sharper.

An incubus. In my power.

“Serve me faithfully, and we will achieve greatness,” I said.

“Yes, my Duke,” smiled the incubus, kneeling. “I feel that I was born for this. This power… these desires… oh, how grateful I am to fate. I won’t let you down.”

“Do your best,” I nodded. “That’s all, meeting closed! I’ll go on searching for contracts, and you look out for new people!” My mind was buzzing from a sense of power. “The heights that Asmodea dreams of, we shall remember as plains. Together…,” I went on, raising my fist. “Together we shall…”

*Psshhh* It was the sound of a toilet flushing. Loud and protracted.

We all turned towards the cubicle it had come from. No one said anything. As soon as the water stopped running, complete silence descended.

Er….

“I… I just needed a poop. I pressed the flush by accident with my head!” came a boy’s squeaky voice. “I won’t tell anyone! Only please don’t kill me…,” he sniffled. “And… and give me some paper… please. There isn’t any in here…”

I looked at the incubus and the succubi and shrugged. Who were we to judge? Having tossed a toilet roll into the cubicle, for which we received profuse and sincere thanks, we began to leave the restroom one by one.

And as if the pesky boy wasn’t enough, now a pesky girl appeared too.

Coming out last, I saw Katya standing there with her mouth hanging open.

“WHAT THE HELL WERE YOU DOING IN THERE?!” she screeched. “I… you… I’m going to tell everyone, Kaiser!” Grabbing her phone, she took a picture of me. “I have evidence!”

“A picture of me coming out of the restroom?” I said, raising an eyebrow. “If people find that in your gallery, they’ll send you to get your head examined.”

Her eyes widening, she hurriedly made to delete everything, nervously poking the big screen with her little fingers. I just sighed, shook my head and went off to the dining hall.

Three weeks… another three weeks to wait until Moscow, the Library, the Dragon and the auction. Enough time to get other things out of the way.

Nameless had promised to come tomorrow. He was awaiting our decision.

Did we choose to fight him or face a short but full-on demonic invasion?

* * *

A couple of days earlier

United Korea

Seoul city center

Today, the Kwons were spending time together. Mr. Kwon was sitting with his arm around his young and beautiful wife, Soo-min.

Before that day on which little Suvi had almost been killed, Kwon had devoted all his time to work and the power struggle in the still young state of United Korea. But after receiving the call informing him that his wife and daughter had nearly burned to death in an assassination attempt, and that his daughter had been saved by some Russian toddler…

He realized that he’d been living all wrong. What was it all for? Money, power, influence — was he pursuing those things just for their own sake? That was a madman’s path. It didn’t lead anywhere.

And if it was all for his family’s sake, how come he’d virtually forgotten about them?

Everything had turned out all right, thank heavens, and Kwon Sung even felt grateful for what had happened, since it had set him back on the right path.

Nowadays, they quite often got together like this to bask in each other’s embraces and enjoy family life. That was what it meant to be happy, wasn’t it?

And so, here they were — husband and wife cuddling on the couch while their beloved little girl… well, did pretty much what she always did.

“Suvi, sweetheart… don’t do that, it’s not nice,” her mother said, shaking her head anxiously.

“The Slavic race! The Slavic race!” Suvi chanted.

Her parents sighed.

Suvi, that sweet little girl, that big-eyed cupcake, her mother’s joy, her father’s pride… was fixated on the idea of racial purity at the tender age of six. Not only that, but it was specifically the Slavic race that she favored. And if you tried to explain to her, ‘Suvi, you’re a pure-bred Korean, a model of Asian beauty, you haven’t a drop of Slavic blood in you,’ she would just cry, wriggle her legs and refuse to believe it.

She’d gotten it into her head that Asians were ugly and Asian culture was inferior. On the other hand, she couldn’t get enough of Russian pancakes, and as for those big chocolate truffles, the ones the Russians nicknamed ‘potatoes’, she’d happily eat them every day — before meals, during meals, after meals and instead of meals. If you opened Suvi’s heart, you’d find a Russian chocolate potato inside.

“Well, there we have it,” Soo-min sighed.

“Well, it is what it is,” her husband replied.

In truth, Kwon Sung was something of a nationalist himself. But at least it was for the Koreans that his heart burned. You’re fighting on the wrong side, Suvi!

Still, she was still their cute little darling, so all would be forgiven. Being born a pretty girl is a guarantee of an easy life. Fact.

Just as the little Korean girl was dreaming of galloping on a bear with a traditional Russian fur hat on her head, Kwon’s assistant knocked and entered the room. In fact, this whole scene feels rather familiar, don’t you think? The last time something like this happened, the call came from…

“Sir, Mr. Kaiser is on the phone.”

“Did Suvi sense the Slavic spirit or something?” he sighed, taking the receiver. “Hello, Mark, long time no hear. Has something happened, or is this a social call?”

Mark’s son had saved the person Kwon held most dear in the world, and so as long as he wasn’t asking for anything too outrageous, then…

Why not?


Chapter 14

“WHAT’S THAT FOR, KIDS?” Maxim’s mother asked, eyeing our equipment curiously. “You planning to do some cooking?”

“Yes. Um, er…,” I stammered, glancing at the recipe hologram in front of my eyes, “Pys… che… delics. That’s it.”

“Well, as long as you don’t hurt yourselves.”

“Okay!”

Since my parents didn’t know about my collection of recipes from the Father, I couldn’t ask them for money. So how did we go about getting hold of expensive equipment, which it would have taken me five hundred and ten years to save up for myself? How else, but by appealing to Maxim and his limitless resources!

He was all for it. This was Alchemy! Back when I was small (even smaller than I was now), I used to enjoy mixing up different shampoos while I was in the bath. Alchemy was more or less the same, except that things sometimes went bang.

It was so cool! Like a playground in which childish curiosity could roam free! I loved learning more about the world — it was so damn huge and amazing!

“Aren’t you going to invite any girls over?” Anastasia asked. She was bored, which was why she was pestering us.

“You’ve got to be kidding, Mom. Girls?! They stink! Come on, don’t get in our way,” Max said, trying to push his mother out of the room.

“Later, then, perhaps. Oh well. You’ve got everything ahead of you. It’s so easy for you little ones to find love,” she sighed sadly. “Soon you’ll be starting on such a wonderful chapter in your lives. Be sure to enjoy it, guys, don’t miss the boat. Otherwise, you’ll end up like me.”

I looked at her. Man, I felt kind of sad for the woman. Her husband had cruelly abandoned her at the most difficult time, and whatever consolation she must get from her son and her wealth, she still felt lonely. Gran once said the more successful a woman was, the more unhappy she was, because pretty boys were no good for her and she didn’t need a sugar daddy.

If only a man as strange and lonely as Anastasia could be found, she’d be much, much happier. She was, after all, a very nice, very good-looking woman!

We’d have to hope that a suitable candidate would soon materialize.

The evening came around, and it was time to go home. We put all the vials and mixers neatly away and went our separate ways. Before going to bed, I was soundly rubbed with some kind of ferocious chemical for, I quote, ‘Babies who have fallen in coal dirt’, and I was all rosy and clean again!

“What happened to your fingernails, Misha?” Mom asked, noticing them. “Why are they so… like they are?”

“Ah, well…,” I sighed.

What could I say?

Today marked another step in my transformation into a demon.

Remember how my hair fused with my core and the Lust Gene? Well, now my nails were doing likewise, except that they fused with my Demonic Element. They were growing faster. They were stronger. And they were naturally sharper.

Mom was freaked out at first, thinking this was it, her son was now a devil who was going to kill people and eat them. But she was reckoning without the Sadism Theory! Grandpa’s philosophy had taught me that I could control all my hidden impulses. I was less demonic now than in the first months of my life, when I’d been much more feral.

‘Maybe I’ll avoid becoming the old monster in any case? Maybe I’ve gotten past the point of no return,’ I mused, scratching the back of my neck. ‘Ouch!’

Just a couple of light movements were enough to tear my skin and draw blood. I stopped the bleeding straight away using the skill, then winced again, drawing a sharp breath. Ouch! It really stung!

‘Swarm, why does it hurt so much?’

‘A kind of demonic infection has entered the wound. It doesn’t harm you, but yes, it stings’

Hell, I really was turning into a demon. Was I going to have to cut my nails every three days now? What next — a tail?!

“Bingus, spit Solomon out, now!” I shouted, noticing the cat running away with the core in his mouth. “How did you get it, anyway?”

“Mrrrr!” Bingus growled.

He was like a cross between broiler chicken and a cat. Such a freak. And I loved him very much.

The next morning, we asked for permission to miss school. Obviously, we got it, given that my dad held half the power there, ha-ha!

I was sitting at Gran’s, sipping tea and watching the brook, which had now thawed completely. A pleasant spring breeze tickled my nose, and the sounds of the forest and its dwellers caressed my ears. The world was finally waking up. The winter sleep was over.

Ooh, was that a fox?! Over there, just ran past. Awesome little fellow…

“Mighty fine, isn’t it?” I heard a familiar voice say. “You’re lucky to have been born in this age. In my age, all this would have gone up in flames.” It was Nameless.

A ten-foot-tall freak whom even Lucifer had to reckon with was contemplating the same forest through sewn-up eyes. Watching the fox chasing some little creature, observing the sad yet beautiful cycle of life and death, the never-ending hunt.

I sighed.

I didn’t want the world to go up in flames. I liked it here.

“Firstly, have the courtesy to knock!” came Gran’s angry voice. “And secondly, I couldn’t figure it out the last time either — how did you get through my barriers?!”

“Good day to you too, Vasilisa,” he nodded. “I’m an anti-exorcist. I can manipulate good and evil in a person’s soul, expelling the former. A barrier reacts to ‘evil intentions’, so I just find the right key for it,” he shrugged. “You’ll have to forgive me for intruding in this way — I’m still getting used to good manners. No one usually knocks in the Abyss.”

I waited for Gran to get cross, but she just grew pensive, probably starting to rethink the whole protection system for her beloved cottage.

She was followed by the rest of my family, including the cats.

Nameless turned around. His gaze fell upon the curly-haired cow, and he peered at it gravely for a good few seconds. What was that all about?! What did people have against the cow?! It was freaking me out! And what was it chewing all the time? There was literally nothing growing here!

“Greetings to you all,” the hoarse-voiced giant in the coat said. “I’ve come for an answer.”

Well… the time had come to make our decision. Who did we want to take on?

Nameless or a demonic invasion? A battle was inevitable — we just had to decide on the opponent.

* * *

At about the same time

The forest around the cottage

Winter is the time when magic goes quiet. The cold air not only lessens energy conductivity but also puts to sleep the magic ley lines that run through the whole of Earth. Forests sleep, animals sleep, and energy disturbances in the air are at a minimum. It is truly the best time for magical experiments.

Sooner or later, however, winter ends, and magic awakens once more. Plants bloom, animals stir from their slumber, and forests come to life.

And of course, the Masters of the forests wake up too. Those at the top of the chain. The alpha predators.

A huge Siberian tiger with a human-like body was lying beneath a rough shelter of magical vines. He let out a long breath, his body twitched, and his tightly shut eyes finally opened.

The tiger demon, a yaoguai by the name of Tai, was awake.

“Darling. You took your time.” The soft, feminine voice was that of a snow leopard, whose face was nuzzling against him.

“I must be getting old,” the tiger smiled, and he lovingly pressed his head against the female. “Happy New Spring.”

“Happy New Spring,” she whispered back.

Tai looked up. The snow beneath the warm shelter had melted, the first flowers had come up, and he could hear, in the distance, the voices of the Forest — the growls, the chirrups, the bleats. Many creatures were already up and about.

And this was the first year in which Tai’s awakening was met by:

“Papa! Papa!” the kittens cried, leaping around excitedly.

The three fluffy little scamps were already walking on their hind legs! The old, nay, ancient Tai laughed in surprise.

“Grrr, when do we go hunting?!” asked a leopard cub, pouncing on his father’s thick tail and beginning to gnaw at it, although his teeth barely penetrated the fur. “Teach us sword fighting! We don’t want to bite with our teeth! We want to swoosh with our swords!”

“Sure, I’ll teach you.” He patted their heads and yawned.

He stretched his nine-foot frame like an ordinary tiger, but then slowly rose onto his hind legs. Taking a long draught of spring air, he closed his eyes and…

Smiled.

‘Forty years old, and it feels like life has finally come together,’ he thought, shaking his head. ‘Amazing’

‘Yaoguai’ is the Chinese name for a demonic were-animal. And the fate of such creatures is, alas, nearly always the same — suffering during their lives and suffering afterwards.

Seeking to evade this grim lot, Tai fled the Eastern Empire and went into hiding, trying to harness his inner power. He spent long years training, meditating, striving to overcome the curse upon him.

Thirty years of hard work, and here he was — in a magical forest, where he was the strongest. Where he had found his wife. Where he had three delightful, albeit crazy, cubs scampering around him. And no one disturbed them during the winter, since wendigos didn’t eat animals and the Witch would never let the forest be destroyed.

After thirty years, Tai could finally say that he’d forged himself a happy life. With his own paws.

“There’s someone asking to see you,” his leopard wife said. “It’s Owl. She says she saw someone calling himself the Master of the Forest.”

“In the winter? I thought there was no one around in the winter except wolves and wendigos,” he said. “How strange.”

“You show ‘em, Papa!” one of the kittens shouted, swiping his furry paws.

“Yeah, gobble him up! Show him who’s boss! Grr-a-a-a!”

“Of course I will, scamps,” Tai smiled. Then, licking his fangs, he stretched his enormous muscles. “A master always defends his domain.”

That was the nature of things. Always had been, always would be.

There could only be one Master of the Forest. And for his own peace of mind… to protect his dream… Tai would crush anyone who trespassed on his realm.

* * *

“We agree to help break your connection to Lucifer,” my father said.

Almost everyone nodded. Aura was glum-faced but said nothing, quietly accepting reality. It wasn’t her place to decide anything — she was here as an observer. Nonetheless, I got the feeling that she wasn’t exactly opposed to this outcome.

Aurelia had begun to change. It was noticeable.

Experiencing real life in the real world was very different from being in Heaven. There, she’d had only one goal — to obey Justice. But when you started thinking independently, it turned out that life wasn’t all black and white.

It was funny, really. Aura had accused Baal of ‘demonic sweet talk’ from the get-go, and yet she’d ended up falling for it! He was quite the charmer, it seemed.

“I’m glad you’ve come to that decision,” Nameless nodded as detachedly as always. “In that case, let’s discuss a plan of action. The aim is to take out my core and rid it of Lucifer’s contagion. The problem lies in the contracts on my soul, since obviously that would be exposed along with my core. Once that happens, they’ll come for it, and there are so many domains involved that it’ll be a full-blown demon invasion.”

“And exactly how many domains are out for your ass?” Gran asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Thirty-two. That’s how many domains they’ll come from.”

“Holy shit…”

“They’ll stop once we complete the operation. Basically, we’ll need to protect Michael from the invaders until he has extracted my core.”

Everyone fell silent, reflecting on what they had just heard.

I just sighed. It looked like this was to be the culmination of my dealings with the Abyss, Lucifer and Nameless.

I was about to have a showdown with the Abyss.

This had been pretty clear already, but Nameless had now confirmed it. Yes, basically, I would be the target of the invasion, and it would be up to the others to snuff out the waves of attacking demons.

“What chance is there of Lords showing up?” Dad asked.

“Zero. They’re scared of Lucifer. I’ve already checked.”

“How long will it take?”

“Assuming the core is extracted in a few seconds — about five minutes.”

Five minutes of battling a relentless onslaught of demons. It sounded incredibly dangerous, yet at the same time, given the immense power at our disposable, perfectly doable. Baal alone had been more than a match for them, and this time we’d have everyone else, too. There wasn’t a shadow of doubt that we’d be able to destroy them.

The question was how to keep me safe.

It was going to be one hell of a fight!

“Aura?” Baal asked. “Could you put up shields?”

“No. Anything but that. Sorry, but there’s no way I’m helping Nameless,” she said, shaking her head.

“I can do it,” Vsevolod sighed. “My body is already like a fifteen or sixteen-year-old’s. If I focus purely on the shield, I’ll easily be able to hold it even under serious pressure.”

That rang true. If I’d been able to hold off that enormous creature in the Abyss for several seconds, Grandpa would have no trouble keeping back a few little devils.

The general plan was pretty clear by now. We had to prepare the battle site and do a little practice in working as a team.

All the same… it wouldn’t hurt to boost our forces further.

“Would Solomon help us?” I asked.

“He has experience of killing demons and stopping an invasion. He lived to fight. I think if we handled it right, he would,” Aura said.

“But who’s going to resurrect him?” Mom said anxiously. “It should definitely be done, as he has to explain what he said to Misha, but… where do we find a necromancer strong enough? Vivienne refused, and we can’t ask the Emperor. So who?”

Yes, Solomon would be a great help here. But where could we get a necromancer? Who the hell could we ask?

The first candidate to spring to mind was Baron Samedi. The problem was that even Nameless had lost touch with him.

Where could we find him? How could we reach out to him?

Hmm…

“Wait — I think I know what to do,” I said getting up. “I can summon him. But I need help.”

Everyone listened attentively.

“I need… alcohol.”

* * *

Mom and I were standing in a supermarket in the City of N. One of many, but crucially one that specialized in the sale of liquor.

We’d hit a snag, however.

“We don’t sell liquor to children,” the fat checkout woman said in a bored monotone.

“Huh? Excuse me?” Mom said incredulously. “I’m not a child! I’m twenty-five!”

The checkout woman gazed in weary silence at the diminutive girl who stood fuming indignantly alongside little fur-hatted me.

Tsk. I’ll be honest — since going to work for Vivienne, Mom had started wearing all the latest designer clothes, and she really did look like a trendy senior-grader, so things like this were to be expected. But even so, what the hell?! Let me at her, Mom, I’ll gnaw through her skull!

“What’s up, Annie?” Dad asked, coming up to us with a pack of cigars.

“They won’t sell it to me, Mark! I’m not being taken seriously!”

The checkout woman perked up instantly when she saw my father. Color appeared in her cheeks, a smile broke out across her face, and all her weariness vanished. Wow!

“Oh, is this your daughter?” she asked. “I’m sorry, but I can’t sell this stuff to her, ha-ha! Only to an adult.”

“She’s my wife.”

“Huh?”

“And I’ll take these cigars, too.”

Mom grinned with impish triumph at the woman as she took her husband’s hand. Standing behind them, I just showed her my middle finger. In solidarity, you understand.

After we left the store, Mom said goodbye and hailed a taxi. Partly because she needed to get to work, and partly because she was afraid.

Afraid of what, you ask?

Of cemeteries, of course. We needed to find the first grave.

We’d done an internet search to find where the oldest cemetery was, and that’s where we were headed. On the way, I heard something shuffling about on the back seat and turned around. It was a cat!

“Well, I am supposed to be observing you, mm-yes,” Aurelia said.

She’d definitely grown more active of late. Justice must have given her a tongue-lashing for spending all her time munching kibble and warming her furry little butt on the stove.

In fact, I’d suspected she might come, and, heh-heh, I had a little surprise up my sleeve. But that was for later, if and when the need arose.

We drove up to the cemetery.

Since Victor Knyazyev took the throne, cemeteries had become strictly regulated. Because of the surge of interest in necromancy and all that. Old burial grounds, however, were unaffected — at the insistence of the general public.

The cemetery we’d arrived at looked truly ancient. It had a very distinctive smell, too. Very… cemetery-like. It was a combination of earth, trees and bushes with an admixture of old tombstones and wood rotting below ground. I got why Mom hadn’t wanted to come — there was plenty to freak you out here.

It didn’t take us long to find the watchman — in the one and only building.

“Could you please tell us… where the first grave is?” Dad asked.

“Uh?” the warty old man replied. “How the hell should I know?”

“Couldn’t you look at the records?”

“Records my ass! Get out of here, you junkies! I don’t get paid for this shit!”

I realized at this point that some people were less devoted to their jobs than others. Our task had just gotten several times harder.

Dad and I went back out to the graves and looked around with a heavy sigh.

Hmm… how did we go about looking for the first grave? We didn’t even know whether our plan would work. Nameless had said it had a chance as long as the Baron hadn’t seen sealed up. After all, EVERY first grave was his — even if someone else happened to be lying in it.

We had to find it, damn it!

‘Swarm, can you analyze the age of the headstones?’

‘Only with a third colony in the digestive system. Then I’ll be able to determine the age of corroded materials’

‘When will the next colony be, by the way?’

‘In two weeks’

‘Before Moscow, then,’ I sighed.

I looked around again. It was a conundrum, all right. None of us had any kind of necromancy skills. I had my necro-hand, of course, but that was no help.

Dum-dee-dum…

What was Aura staring at? She appeared to be gazing not at me, but at the space next to me.

“What is it, Aurelia?” I asked.

“I’m looking at the girl.”

I froze, goosebumps running down my spine. Dad and I exchanged glances, then looked towards where Aura was looking.

There was no one there.

“Aura, can you see ghosts?”

“Of course, I’m from Heaven,” she nodded. “The girl asks me to tell you that you’re both very handsome and you should drop in more often — it gets dull here.”

Dad and I exchanged glances again. Well, well… Sure, I knew I was a good-looking dude, but to get appreciation even from the other side…?

Hang on… wait a minute!

“Aura, could you ask her where the first grave is?”

“I could. But I’m not going to.” And like a real little princess, she lifted her head haughtily, stuck up her fluffy tail and walked primly away. “I’ll remind you that I was sent here to observe you, not help you. Mm-ye-es.”

Where had she gotten this attitude from?! She hadn’t been like this at the start! Was it the default setting of all cats and women?! The thing was, though…

I knew this would happen! I knew it! I was ready for it. I knew the moment would come! Ever since Aura had started traipsing after me, ever since she’d started refusing to help me with this or that, I knew that sooner or later, a little persuasion would be necessary.

And so…

“I wonder what might help change your mind,” I said, fishing a pack of something green out of an inner pocket.

“Nothing’s going to change my…” She spun around, her pupils dilating, then started leaping up and swiping her front paws. “What’s that?! Give it. Give it!”

Ha. It was that simple.

Spear of Justice? Senior Angel? Beautiful girl? All that had long gotten confused with the pink-nosed, blue-eyed, fluffy-bellied creature I saw before me now. It was springtime, and Aura was finding it harder and harder to resist the cravings of the body. Warmth, munchies, birds — all the things that cats liked, she liked.

So how could she resist catmint?

“Give it here, I want it!” She went on jumping, waving her paws, and spinning around on the spot. “What is it? What is it?! Give it to me!”

“I’ll give it to you if you help us find the first grave.”

“B-but… that’s wrong!”

“Aura, surely it’s only… just?” I countered with a shocked expression. “Are you, a Spear of Justice, telling me that one favor doesn’t deserve another?” I gasped.

“This is… this is… sheer manipulation!” Driven half-insane by the mint, the poor cat couldn’t stand still for a second.

“It’s the way of the world, Aura. You scratch my back, I’ll scratch yours. It’s called fairness.”

She made a cross face, sniffed, and looked first at me, then at Dad. He’d been a little nonplussed at first, but now he was totally on my side and just shrugged his shoulders. Or at least he played along. It didn’t matter.

Because the main thing was…

Heh. Silly cats.

“O-Okay! Grrr! But you’d better keep your word! And I want the whole packet!” Then she turned around and stared into empty space. “Miss, could you please tell us…!”

I chuckled and winked at Dad. There it was. Was it a mean trick? Of course. But I couldn’t help feeling pleased with myself. There was a definite… impish streak in me, starting from Mom’s genes and developed by Lust’s contracts. The hustler in me was evolving!

Aura trotted about the cemetery with a regal demeanor, busily conversing with thin air, until eventually she homed in on one area.

Minutes later, we were standing in front of a particular grave.

“This is it,” she grunted.

“You’re sure?”

“Yes. The oldest of the undead assures me that his was the second grave in the cemetery. And this one,” she added, nodding at the gravestone, “was already here.”

“Well, thanks!” I said, taking out the catmint. “There you are. I’m a man of my word.”

I tossed the packet onto the ground, and Aurelia immediately pounced on it, her blue eyes blazing. She thrust her nose into it, inhaling deeply, and judging from the look on her face she clearly didn’t understand what was happening to her! She kept rubbing herself against it, mumbling “What is it? Mm, what is it? Mm, what is it?”, and rolling on the ground.

Cats will be cats…

Anyway, never mind the junkie. We were here on business.

The first grave in the city. Obviously, it hadn’t been dedicated to the Baron, but I clearly remembered what he’d said.

‘What was it again, Swarm?’

‘In every cemetery my grave, alas, is the first,’ answered the Swarm’s robotic voice.

I had my doubts about the ‘every’ part, but it might at least hold true at the oldest cemetery. So… whew, time to take the plunge!

Dad used his teeth to pull the stopper out of the bottle of expensive rum, then he carefully poured some of it onto the headstone and sprinkled it over the earth. Setting the bottle down, he clicked his fingers to make a flame come out of his thumb. Awesome! Then he lit a cigar, fanned the emerging smoke with his hand, and laid it next to the bottle — right beside the headstone.

We stood with bated breath. Rum and cigars were what the Baron loved most! Even that book that Nameless had taken from the bookstore, which we’d later bought too, said that if you wanted to win the Baron’s favor, you just needed to bring him liquor and something to smoke. We were doing everything right.

And yet… it didn’t seem to be working.

“I get the feeling we’re missing some kind of trigger. Like we’ve poured out the gasoline, but we haven’t lit the match,” Dad said, frowning. “Isn’t he a Voodoo god or something? Try using the Rhythm, son.”

“Of course! You’re a smart guy, Dad!”

“Well, I didn’t get an A in magical logic for nothing!” he grinned proudly. Then he added, mumbling, “But then, of course, I got As in everything…”

What a nerd!

Come to think of it, I always got top marks too. But anyway.

“You know what else I can do?” I said, raising my eyebrows and adjusting my fur hat. “Get this!”

I sat down in the lotus position, exhaled and went into meditation. My open pores began to absorb energy, and the necrotic construct in my hand activated, beginning to charge my body, slowly but surely, with necrotic energy. In a cemetery, of course, there is more of that than anything else.

“Misha, you’re a genius!” Dad said with genuine delight. “Of course! He’s a god of the dead. Necrotic energy is just what we need!”

“Heh-heh, thanks,” I said, drawing the back of my hand across my snotty nose.

“It’s a good thing you don’t get that from your mother.”

“Huh?”

I looked down at my left hand. Hmm… interesting…

It looked different now I had the Demonic Element. Before, it used to turn pale and shrivel up, as if it was withering away. Now, however, it hardly looked any thinner at all. And rather than pale, it was more… ashen grey. My nails had grown darker and longer, and my veins looked distinctly black.

It was a direct combination of necro-energy and the Abyss. As for what would happen if you thrust it into a human being, I couldn’t even imagine.

I was changing. I was growing. I was getting stronger. I didn’t want to admit it, but…

Who was I kidding? All my powers were monster-like. Apart from the ‘excavation’ spell and a couple of other exceptions, it was all in some way abnormal and inhuman. I was getting to be more beast than man!

Although that wasn’t such a bad thing.

Anyway, where was I? Crouching over the grave, I placed my hand on the earth and… bub… bub… bub… boom! On the fourth heartbeat I activated the Gede Rhythm!

Immediately, I heard something stir beneath me. Then I felt the earth shaking and leaped away just a moment before a bony hand shot out of the grave! First a left hand, then a right, both of which began noisily breaking apart their prison. Then, one of the hands suddenly brought up a skull!

“Uh?” came a low, coarse voice. “Blah? Blah-blah?”

“B-Baron?” I said hesitantly. “Is that you?”

“Blah-blah? Ble-e-eh… blah-blah…,” the skull jabbered.

“Um…, it’s me — Michael! You taught me…”

“Blah, blah-blah! Blah-blah? Meh.”

It was his voice all right. Only… wait a minute. We were being duped! The voice wasn’t coming from the skull — it was coming from behind!

Dad and I clocked this at the same time and swung around.

Behind us stood the Baron — a dark-skinned, muscular man in a tailcoat and a top hat.

“Blah-blah?” he went on mockingly, making gestures with his hands which were copied by the bony hands in the grave.

“Are you teasing us?”

“Ha-ha, well sure I am, my little demon scamp!” he laughed. “Did you really think I was going to crawl out of the grave? What would I be doing in there? It’s cramped as hell! Not even room for a cowgirl to take a ride, know what I mean? Heh-heh!” He prodded Dad in the shoulder. “Much obliged for the rum and cigar. They’re sorely needed.”

He casually tipped the bottle into his mouth, half the liquid dripping down his painted face, and took a drag on the cigar.

“Man, that’s good,” he said, breaking into a broad grin. “Well? To what do I owe the honor?”

“Er… well…” He’d given me such a jolt that it took me some time to collect my thoughts. “Where have you been?” was the first question that came to mind.

“First, I was boozing and messing around with the dames. They’re so damn hot these days! With their tight little skirts, and their pantyhose… ooh!” he exclaimed, clenching his fists. Then his shoulders sank. “But then my wife showed up, and boy did she kick my ass. In fact, you might say you’ve untethered my nuts, so I’m free to roam the world once again, ha-ha! So ask away! Think of me as a family friend!”

“We need to resurrect someone. It would mean creating a new body for him.”

“Meh, necromancy. I’m more into orgies, fights and parties,” he said, rolling his eyes. Then he sighed. “But… you did set my ass free again. Well, all right, show me what you got, and I’ll see what I can do.”

Oh.

Oh, ho-ho! Hooray, it had actually worked!

* * *

Solomon’s core was at Gran’s place, so we flew straight there.

As soon as he saw the forest, the Baron whistled and smiled. Pretty nice here, huh? You bet!

Taking a drag on his cigar, he blew out a cloud of smoke and began to look around. At the sight of the wendigo, the weird little wolf cubs, and the rats, he just smiled. But when his gaze fell upon the cow, it lingered, as if frozen.

This had to be some kind of joke!

“There’s no smoking here, fella!” Gran shouted.

“So that’s how you greet your gues…,” he began, swiveling around. As soon as he saw Gran, he stubbed his cigar out on his tongue. “Whoa! Girl, where’ve you been hiding that radiant beauty of yours? I’ve seen some knockouts in my time, but this is the first time a ray so bright has shone upon my dark visage.”

“Baron…,” Gran sighed, showing the ring on her finger. “I know all about Brigitte, you know. Do you want me to call her?”

“I hear you, heh-heh,” he said, turning pale. Then he turned the other way, towards Mom. “Whoa, but you’re not the only one! I see beautiful flowers wherever I turn! What is this place — parad…”

“Taken.” Mom cut him off, likewise displaying her ring.

“Oh well, so be it. If a girl’s not willing, it’s game over — there’s got to be passion! I’ll have you know I’m a gentleman first, and only then a horny old dog,” he said.

The wendigo and the wolf cubs were watching him with interest, but they weren’t growling. Did that mean they didn’t sense evil in him? Well… I wouldn’t say he was evil either. Eccentric, yes. Wacko even. But evil? No. On the contrary, in fact! The Baron was kind of like what you’d get if Maxim became an immortal drunkard. Or like Dad’s friend Max.

The Baron nodded, frowned again at the eternally munching curly-haired cow, and took a step towards the house.

“Okay, let’s see what you got. Lead the way.”

We led him inside and showed him Solomon’s core.

“Curious fella,” Samedi said on examining it.

“Do you know him?” Dad asked.

“No. But we’re the same age. Dude goes back a long way. He’s a tough one, too,” he said, scratching his chin. “Well, no one’s saying we have to restore all his power, right? The aim is just to resurrect him, you say? In that case, we can do it. I need a couple of hours peace, and then I’ll let you know exactly how long it’s going to take.”

“Sure,” we nodded approvingly. “We can wait a couple of hours!”

“And some liquor would be nice.”

“We don’t drink.”

“Ah, too bad…,” he said, shaking his head. Taking the core, he went outside to sit in the gazebo, where he began drawing something with his blood on the table.

My family and I looked at each other and… heaved a sigh of relief. It had all gone perfectly. Granted, Aura had gone crazy, and someone’s grave had been churned up, but hey, apart from that, everything was just dandy! We’d even helped untether the Baron’s nuts. What kind of woman was that wife of his?

We all agreed to meet again in one and a half hours, unless the Baron came back sooner. Mom and Dad went to smooch in front of the fire, while Grandpa, Gran and Baal went off to discuss the invasion. As for Aurelia, she wasn’t here. She was back at our apartment — using.

I went outside and sat down on a step. It was warm. It felt nice. I liked all the seasons! In winter there were snowball fights, in summer you could go catching bugs, and in spring you could push Katya in the mud. Awesome!

“Psst.” I heard something. “Psst!”

I twisted my head around, but I couldn't see anyone.

“Psst! Hey!” came a whisper. “Over here!”

Screwing up my eyes, I peered carefully and spotted… a pair of long ears. Surprised, I went out to the bushes, where Bunny was crouching and beckoning to me.

Not only had I not expected to see her, but I didn’t recall ever having seen her in daylight! We’d only ever met in the evening and at night!

Ma-a-a-n… how come she looked so soft?

I wanted to touch…

“W-what are you doing here?” I asked, embarrassed by the thoughts in my head.

“I want to show you something. Let’s go quick, before it’s too late!” she said, beckoning to me with her hand.

“B-but…” Looking around, I went into a whisper. “I’ve got things to do! I can’t come out for long!”

“It won’t take long!” she whispered, smiling, her red eyes gazing at me from beneath her mask. “Trust me, Misha, you’ll always have fun with me. You’ll never regret hanging with me!”

“Sounds suspiciously like what a maniac would say…,” I said. Then I took another look around, sighing, and said, “Okay, but it’ll have to be quick!”

The wendigo and the wolf cub had keen ears too! As soon as they heard Bunny’s voice they popped their heads out from behind the gate. It was like a dog hearing the word ‘walk’ or ‘fetch’. They were very fond of this long-eared girl.

Okay, fine, you can come too!

I wouldn’t even bother fetching my mask if this was just a quick trip. My face was no secret in any case. Plus, it was exceedingly cute! The succubi and my mom told me so.

I opened the gate for the animals, whispered to them to keep quiet, and…

“Quickly, ha-ha!” Bunny giggled. Then she took me by the hand and led me swiftly away into the woods.

Hey, what’s going on? What’s with the hand holding?

Chuckling quietly to herself, she was squeezing my hand tightly and darting between trees. I didn’t even have time to make a reply. It was as if I’d been sucked into her whirlwind of fun and high spirits. She was moving so fast, so hurriedly, that I couldn’t help but feel intrigued!

The excitement. The laughter. The freedom. The forest. It was all so… so…

Eager to stay with the flow, I squeezed my friend’s hand in return.

The wolf cub and the wendigo were happily bounding along somewhere to the side — except that Nathaniel had to choose his route carefully, as it was hard for a creature his size to move swiftly among the trees. He’d been getting bigger and bigger with each passing month. Dad had been right. Since Bunny’s appearance, Nathaniel had gotten even happier, which in turn made him grow stronger and taller. These things were directly connected. He was enormous! If he’d been a little over seven feet before, now it was more like nine when he stood up straight. An absolute giant.

“Quiet! We’re here!” Bunny suddenly stopped and hid behind a tree, crouching down. “Look!”

We’d reached the very edge of the forest. It was around here that I’d chased the drunkards out. Exactly why I’d done that, I’ll never know — what would they have done to me? They were just ordinary drunkards, after all. On the other hand, I’d earned a book for my efforts!

Peering out from behind the tree, I saw a man on his knees.

“Oh, Master! Please answer! Please take these gifts and my apologies!” he pleaded, bowing to the forest.

Raising an eyebrow, I looked at Bunny,

“They’ve got it into their heads that you’re the Master of the Forest, and one of them now thinks you’re an ancient spirit. Isn’t that hilarious?!” she said. “Grown-ups are so funny! As soon as they get frightened, they start seeing gods everywhere. It’s even quite sad, really.”

I peered out again. The man was still pleading. In front of him lay some kind of food, a few shiny objects, some fur boots… you name it!

“So… what do we do?” I asked.

“It’s you he’s calling. You decide,” she shrugged. “But he genuinely believes in you, Misha! You could make use of that,” she said, a conspiratorial grin spreading over her rabbit face.

Sounded kind of mean to take advantage of a gullible grown-up…

But what the hell. I liked the idea.

Taking a deep breath, I felt under my arm for my mask and pulled it on. Something flashed in my mind at this point, but the thought quickly evaporated when I noticed the man getting ready to leave. I had to act!

Calling Nathaniel over, I jumped onto his back, gripping his antlers so as not to fall off, and told him to move as loudly and majestically as he could. When he rose on his hind legs, I almost pooped myself from the sudden height, and… stomp! The first loud step made the trees creak and sent birds fluttering into the air. Stomp! Bushes cracked beneath his tread.

The man, who had begun to walk away, froze and slowly turned around again. Eyes wide with terror, he gulped, shuddering at the sight of the nine-foot, bare-skulled beast emerging from behind the trees!

Nathaniel stopped. From my lofty perch, the man looked so small…

I don’t know why, but I felt supremely confident.

“Speak,” I said, activating both the Whisper and demonic speech so as not to give away my puny child’s voice, and to make my words vibrate through his head.

“Master… is that you? Is it really you? I… Thank you for hearing me!” The poor guy fell on his knees again. “Forgive us. Forgive us for our behavior. I’ve come to beg your forgiveness! If you could find it in your heart to show us mercy… if you could condescend… please, accept these gifts! And forgive us!”

He was speaking sincerely — from the heart. With fear, with faith!

Heh… heh-heh. I liked it.

“Well, I don’t kno-o-ow…” I drawled with a smug, childish grin.

“Misha, gods don’t talk like that!” Bunny whispered.

Oh, yeah, right.

But it hadn’t shaken the man’s belief.

“W-what do I need to do to for you to forgive us?”

“For a start, you say ‘us’, yet I only see one of you.”

“I’ll bring them. I’ll bring the others!” the man said. “I promise! And they’ll apologize too!”

“What is it you want? Speak plainly — I have no time for games, mortal!” I said, remembering phrases from some anime movies I’d seen on TV.

“I… I’ll be honest. I’ve come out of need. While running away from you, we dropped a book,” he said, lowering his head. “It’s… it’s very valuable to us. Our lives depend on it. Filthy capitalist greed will ruin us all if we don’t get it back!”

Aha, so that was it! He’d come for the book. And judging by how scared he looked, they must be in serious debt.

Well, I could give it back to them, no problem. The Swarm had memorized the whole thing, so I didn’t need it. It was unlikely to be a book from the Library that I could turn over in exchange for a ticket. It was cool, but not that cool.

Bu-u-u-t…

Heh, I was Mom’s little goblin, wasn’t I? I could get some fun out of this!

“And what would you do in exchange for the book?” I asked.

“Huh?” The man looked up, alarmed.

“Do you expect me to give it to you for nothing? You came to my forest, picked my fruits, and now you expect me just to forget the whole thing and hand back your treasure? I’ll ask you one last time. What will you do in exchange for the book?”

Come to think of it…

Didn’t the rats need energy crystals to help them master nuclear fission? While I needed extra hands. And money. And a passport so I could buy artefacts!

Not only would I have devotees, but I’d have guinea pigs for my experiments too! After all, those recipes contained all kinds of mutagens… muah-ha-ha!

“Come back in a week. That will be your last chance to get back what you’ve lost.”

“V-very well! Very well!” he nodded. “We’ll come back!”

I tapped Nathaniel on the neck, and we moved off through the trees. As soon as we were far enough away, I jumped down from him, removed my mask, took a deep breath, and…

Broke down in fits of laughter.

Ha-ha-ha-ha! It was too funny for words! They were so spooked, they were ready to take just about anyone as some ancient forest spirit! Even if Bunny had played the part, they’d still have believed it!

Hmm, this could be promising. Not to mention fun!

“Didn’t I tell you, Misha?” Bunny said, coming up to me with her hand behind her back. “It’s always fun with me. Well? Do you enjoy wearing a different face?” she asked, touching my cheeks.

She was wearing velvet gloves, but I could still feel the warmth of her hands, as if she really was a warm, fluffy rabbit.

We looked closely at one another.

I smiled.

She was right. It was extremely mischievous, and a lot of fun.

“Uh-huh,” I said. “You were right. It was hilar…”

Bunny’s ears suddenly twitched, her gaze shifting towards something behind me. Lunging forward, she grabbed me by the shoulders and tried to pull me towards her. Alas, however, it was too late.

Blue vine branches came bursting out of the earth around us. There were lots of them — hundreds! They began rapidly shooting upwards, forming a dome over us. It all happened in a matter of seconds!

‘Thought Acceleration!’

Activating the skill made time slow down. Out of the corner of my eye I saw a huge, ginger paw flying towards my ribcage.

Time froze still. I could just make it!

Wham! The blow landed on my raised hand.

“Aah!” I cried as I went flying against a tree.

‘Impact adaptation is partially blocking the damage’

I fell to the ground, gasping for breath, but then a rush of adrenaline brought me back to my senses! Gritting my teeth like an animal, my fingers digging into the earth like claws, I lifted my head.

A huge creature — half-tiger, half-man — was towering over me on its hind legs. A giant dome of gleaming vines had grown around us, and through the gaps I could see lots of animals, all gathered together.

Nathaniel and the wolf cub were cut off from me. They were outside the dome, while Bunny was inside with me.

“So, you thought you’d seize power while I was asleep, did you? Pretty smart, on the one hand, since I wasn’t there to respond,” the tiger said, rolling its neck. “But pretty dumb, on the other, because I was bound to wake up eventually.”

“Who are you?” I snarled, sensing Wrath starting to bubble to life.

“Tai. The Master of the Forest. Your immediate rival.”

He was an extremely muscular, obviously magical tiger with a loincloth and a sword on his back. He was looking at me… strangely. As if he’d noticed something but wasn’t quite sure what it was.

On the other side of the vines, I saw a snow leopard of a similar stature, along with what I took to be three of its cubs. Perhaps their cubs. The leopard looked like a woman.

The whole forest had turned out to watch this.

“I… I’m not the Master,” I said, realizing where all this was heading. “I was pretending, that’s all. It was just a joke!”

“Perhaps, had we met an hour ago, I would have taken you at your word, and there would be no fight.” His voice was low and growly. “But thanks to my feline stealth, I got here without making a sound. I heard you. The joke’s over, rival.”

I could feel the amulet heating up around my neck. It was working! In which case, why the hell was no one coming?

“It’s the vines,” Bunny whispered. “He’s a yaoguai, a magical beast. The vines block the signal and prevent teleportation inside or around the dome.”

It was an arena. He’d created an arena to stop anyone coming to help me.

I clenched my fists. My heart was racing, adrenaline was starting to build, and Wrath was responding to it. My pupils narrowed. My breathing steadied.

Wrath was thirsting for battle.

“Such is nature,” Tai sighed. “We both live by its laws. The Alpha rules, the Alpha must be obeyed. The best mates, the best offspring, you know all this as well as I do,” he said, nodding at the leopard with the cubs, then at Bunny. “But alas, the forest can have only one ruler. And I don’t know what kind of ruler you’d make. So…,” — the demonic beast gripped the handle of his sword, and the vines behind Bunny parted — “I can’t allow you to destroy my paradise. Your woman can leave.”

“What… so you’d really kill a child?” I scoffed. “A child who has rejected any claim to your stupid status?”

“A child? I see anything but a child before me. You can’t pull the wool over a predator’s eyes. I see someone of my own kind.” The strange look in his eyes became even more intense. “But if you really reject the status… then I won’t kill you. I’ll just break you. I’m sorry, but the duel has already been declared. I can’t back out of it now.”

I looked down at my hands. They weren’t shaking. It was a long time since I’d seen them shaking. Since Wrath had appeared, I’d forgotten what battle nerves were.

I felt calm. My mind was clear.

In my mind, I didn’t want this fight. It was all a stupid mistake. But…

Something inside me was urging, exhorting, insisting!

I didn’t like not being feared.

“Bunny, go,” I whispered.

“B-but…”

“I assure you…,” I said, adjusting my perfectly fitting mask. “It’s better not to stand too close right now.”

“Okay,” she nodded. Giving my shoulder a squeeze, she left the arena.

Tai, the demon tiger, huh? The yaoguai? The Master of the Forest?

There was a mistake right there. A big mistake.

Where, you ask?

In the word ‘demon’.


Chapter 15

A long time ago

Far, far away

A VILLAGE. LATE SPRING. By the fence of a modest but cozy Chinese cottage sat an old man. He heard soft footsteps approach from behind him.

“Gramps, my tummy hurts…,” complained a little tiger cub in a diaper, clutching his belly.

“Tai. Come, child,” the old man said, beckoning him.

The tiger cub was gingerly putting one hind paw in front of the other and walking like a human. Or trying to. His face was full of expression, too, like a human’s.

Tai was a yaoguai. By birth rather than by curse. He had strength, energy, guts, and intelligence, but so far at least, life hadn’t been too unkind to him, and there was every chance that he wouldn’t grow up to be a monster like his murdered parents.

The cub went up to the old man who had taken him in and stared at the ground with a sad, pouting face. The old man leaned down, touched his belly, and smiled.

“You’re fine. Just have something to eat, and it’ll pass. Go to Granny — she’ll give you some porridge.”

“B-but it keeps spinning round… and… and I get these strange feelings,” the little tiger mumbled.

“Maybe it’s your tiger senses starting to work!” the old man laughed. Then, wincing hard from the pain in his back, he sat back on his rocking chair. “Ooh dear…”

“Are you all right, Gramps?”

“Yes, Tai, I’m all right. I’m just… old,” he sighed, closing his eyes. But he felt anxious for the sniffling cub in the diaper. “Listen, Tai. Sooner or later, Granny and I… we won’t be around anymore. We’re not immortal. And we don’t have awakened cores. I’m not saying it’ll happen today, but… sometime.”

“N-no, I don’t believe you!” Tai protested in a near growl, and he stamped his foot.

“Listen, Tai,” the old man sighed. “You have a magical nature. You’re descended from demonic beasts. You’re smart and strong! And one of the things you got from your ancestors is intuition. Something inside you that senses things coming. Right here!” He touched Tai’s belly and chest. “It’s a gift that we humans don’t have. I just want… When you grow up to be a big, strong tiger I just want you to always remember that there are all sorts of dangers around. Trust yourself. And only yourself.”

“No. I’m not going to grow up!” the cub protested. “I’m not going to be without Gramps and Granny! I’m going to eat porridge and play with other children! I don’t even want to be a tiger! I want to be a human!”

“All right, all right, scamp,” the old man smiled, tousling his adopted grandson’s furry head. “Now you’d better go eat, and quick. Look how fierce you’re getting!”

It wasn’t a tummy-ache that Tai had back then. It wasn’t a sickness. It was a completely new feeling, something he hadn’t experienced before.

It was animal intuition.

Very soon afterwards, the village was attacked by men searching for the last of a brood of man-eating beasts. There was a massacre.

The only survivor was little Tai, who had taken refuge in the cellar of his burning home.

* * *

The present

‘Something’s… not right here,’ the thought reverberated in the giant tiger’s mind like an insistent whisper.

It hadn’t been there when he’d first tried to figure out what was going on. What was all this about someone seizing power in the winter, he’d wondered. What, were there now sentient wolves in the forest? Or owls? Or had the wendigos regained their senses and decided to rule instead of just eating people? Or was it the Witch, who tacitly owned the forest in any case?

It was all very strange. Tai could see that, yet his gut had remained silent. Anything was possible. What if this usurper was a vagrant from the Eastern Empire just like Tai himself? Another yaoguai?

No. Tai’s gut had only started talking after he saw him.

‘Something’s not right here,’ he thought, looking at the boy.

Or was he a boy? He’d tamed a wendigo. A wendigo so big that it was frightening to think how many people he must have eaten. He was followed around by a wolf that Tai recognized as having a magical nature not unlike himself.

His intuition told him: ‘Figure this out. Don’t rush it! You’re not a demonic beast anymore, you’re a rational creature with a mind honed by years of meditation. Stop this while you still can’.

But the beasts of the forest were watching him, his wife was worried, and the cubs were urging their Papa on. They wouldn’t understand. He couldn’t just turn around and leave now. It was too late.

The boy had claimed it was all a mistake. Was that what his intuition was trying to tell him? That he was lying? It looked that way. Otherwise, the boy wouldn’t have gone on pretending to be the Master in front of those wretched humans.

Or was it to do with his female companion? The rabbit. There was something off about her. He got almost as much of a bad feeling from her as he got from the wendigo and the self-proclaimed ‘Master’.

Tai didn’t get it. And that was just it — he couldn’t figure out where the problem was.

He glanced around at the faces of his funny little cubs and his beautiful Siberian wife, and he looked at the forest animals, who would never miss the opportunity to witness a duel at first hand.

His stomach was spinning more and more. This was bad.

“Bunny, go,” the boy whispered.

The red-eyed girl left the arena, which closed behind her. Now, it was just the two of them. The wendigo and the wolf were trying to get inside, but Tai’s magic was too strong.

“Where I’m from, it’s customary to know your enemy by name. What might yours be?” Tai asked.

“Kaiser.”

“Which means ‘Emperor’, I believe.” Tai made a slow bow. “In that case, prepare to defend yourself, Emperor!” he roared, springing forward.

He covered the distance between them in two quick bounds of his tiger legs. The boy jammed his foot into the ground and pivoted to one side, but not in time to prevent the onrushing yaoguai from catching him with an uppercut to the stomach. Tossing his adversary’s body into the air, Tai swung his fist down and pinned him to the ground. He opened his claws, but they failed to pierce the boy’s skin, and with a great roar Tai flung his opponent across the ground, churning up a deep furrow.

Apparently in an effort to bring himself to a stop, the boy flung his hands about chaotically, scoring visible lines in the earth.

The animals yelled, roared and twittered in delight. The wendigo and the wolf cub were howling as they made desperate attempts to get through to their master, but the long-eared girl didn’t seem worried. On the contrary, she was trying to calm the frantic beasts.

‘Something here isn’t right…’ — there was that feeling again.

Again those sensations — the tightness in his chest, the churning in his stomach. And again the confusion about who was causing it — the boy or the girl.

He mustn’t let this go on too long.

Kaiser slowly got up, coughed, and for some reason just looked around. Then, coming to a decision, he began hobbling around Tai, who was standing in the middle of the arena. Hobbling badly, in fact — dragging his leg. Had he broken it? It didn’t seem likely…

Tai hesitated to attack. Intuition stopped him. Accustomed to trusting his instincts, he was playing it safe. But nothing came of just watching the boy either. There was nothing to react to! He just kept limping around the whole arena, keeping a wary eye on Tai.

And as soon as the boy bent down a little…

‘Now!’ — the yaoguai sprang straight into action.

He stamped his foot on the ground, knocking out gravitational forces! As everything in the arena flew up, Tai pulled the boy towards him with his right hand and gave him an almighty punch with his left!

He thought he felt something crack inside his foe’s body.

Landing some distance away, Kaiser lay coughing again. He jerked his hand, sprinkling the earth with blood. He was clearly suffering, clearly in pain, and yet… he still didn’t go on the offensive. Clutching his ribs, he coughed again and rose on half-bent legs, drawing his hand across the earth.

Tai’s animal intuition howled.

‘There’s something wrong here!’ Crouching on all fours, Tai lunged towards the enemy like a wild beast! But as soon as the boy raised his eyes, Tai felt alarm bells ring! Veering to one side, he leaped onto the vines and used his claws to sprint along the wall until he was directly behind the enemy!

Dropping down, he smashed his fists on the ground, sending everything flying up into the air again! As the boy floated up, Tai grabbed the handle of his sword. Then, with one swift movement, he yanked the blade from its sheath and swung it through the air, aiming at the child’s body!

Just then, however…

Tai didn’t know what had come over him. Was it something to do with honor? Some impulse to behave as humans did? Or the way his grandparents had raised him?

‘No, don’t kill him,’ — the thought flashed through his head — ‘I promised’

And a split second before the sword was about to slice through his adversary’s body, Tai twisted the handle and knocked the boy to the ground with the blunt edge.

He jumped back.

‘I don’t get it,’ he frowned.

How had the boy tamed the wendigo? What made him so confident? Maybe he ought to have killed him? It was obvious he couldn’t keep up with Tai. Even if he wanted to attack, it was clear that his reactions just weren’t quick enough.

Kaiser got up. There was pain and exhaustion in his eyes, but still he picked himself up, as if adrenaline canceled out all his sufferings.

He looked around. Drew breath. Slowly nodded to himself. And then…

Time froze for Tai. A spring breeze blew outside the arena, ruffling his fur. There were no animals around now. There was nothing. Silence. The forest. The wind. And the boy.

‘Something’s… not right’

Yes.

Now he was sure of it.

‘You were right, Gramps. I should have listened to my instincts’

The boy’s eyes flared bright gold, he clapped his hands, and the blood that he’d sprinkled all around, the furrows that he’d made in the earth while flying about the arena lit up with a bright glow, forming a perfectly drawn seal!

A golden barrier went up around Tai. Though he tried to leap away, his body couldn’t pass through the enclosure. Glancing quickly around, he gripped his sword tightly, filling it with demonic energy. He had to smash it. Smash the barrier. He had to…

If only…

If only he’d killed the boy while he had the chance.

Raising his left hand, Kaiser pointed a finger pistol at Tai.

“Jacob’s Ladder,” he said, as a second layer of seals lit up. “Bang.”

From the sky came a thunderous roar and the sound of a horn. The clouds parted, the blue sky tore open, and a column of burning light descended, crashing through the roof of the arena and falling directly on the yaoguai.

“AAAH!” he howled, instantly collapsing under the weight of raw celestial power.

He rolled around, squirming and screaming as he tried to get away. Pain tore through his body as the holy light burned away all the demonic essence inside him!

The attack barely lasted a couple of seconds, but that sufficed for it to drain almost all the tiger’s strength and vigor.

Coughing blood and panting heavily, Tai tried to pick himself up. He was blinded in one eye, but with the other he looked first at his own singed paw and then, as he raised his trembling head, at the boy.

He’d gotten out. He was outside the arena, standing next to the wendigo and holding a bony hand on the monster’s head, on which a symbol had been drawn in blood.

And he was changing.

“Nnnh!” he groaned, gritting his teeth against the pain. “NNNN-AAAH!”

* * *

My bones cracked. My limbs grew longer. My body became hunched-over, monster-like, and my claws turned an even darker black. On my left hand, which had survived the Ladder and was now just bone, a new covering of dark flesh was beginning to grow.

The mask had melded with my face, becoming part of my head, and the horns felt as though they were my own. I became aware of a second row of sharp teeth in my mouth, sensing that these beauties would grow straight back if they were knocked out!

Pain racked my body. My mouth was full of saliva, and my stomach ached with hunger.

Taking my hand off the wendigo, I fell on all fours. I’d grown bigger. Bulkier. I was shaking all over. My jaw was tensed in readiness to roar like a beast!

The forest animals around me had fallen silent, shrinking back in fear.

‘The wendigo aspect is generating psychopathic waves, provoking terror’

‘No, that’s not what I want,’ I said, collecting myself. ‘I’m not an animal and I’m not a monster’

And so, framed against the hulking wendigo, his body enveloped in black vines, I slowly rose too. Onto my feet. Like a human being.

Tai had been watching all this. Coughing blood again, he slowly got up.

He was alive. Which was amazing. A miracle, in fact! It might only have lasted a couple of seconds, but it was the Jacob’s Ladder, damn it! The ultimate technique!

It meant that he wasn’t fully a demon. As indeed I’d suspected. I’d burned out all the demonic essence in him, and now he was just a wounded overgrown tiger.

I had to finish this off. I didn’t feel too good.

‘Ice aspect acquired. Incredible coldness is being generated inside you’

“Hu-u-u-u-h!” A breath of cold, hungry winter burst from my throat.

Instantly, a white mist spread over the whole clearing! Tai put his hands to his face, and I dropped onto all fours and rushed at him. He reacted swiftly, grabbing his sword and swinging it with tremendous force right at the space into which I was running. This was bad. What should I do? How could I avoid getting sliced in two?

Think. Remember. Adapt!

What was it that Tai had done? I’d steal his technique.

I swerved abruptly to the side, and the sword crashed into the earth! And just as the tiger had done, I didn’t stop but leaped at full speed onto a tree! I dug my claws in, hanging on!

Tai spun around in a daze, but before he could see where I’d gotten to, I sprang onto the next tree. I flew from branch to branch, trunk to trunk, leaping and pushing off. Tai kept twisting his head, trying to figure out my next move, but then I abruptly stopped and pushed off a tree right onto my enemy!

“AAAAH!” A wild cry erupted from my throat.

‘Your cry, infused with the wendigo aspect, causes short-term paralysis’

Tai froze, giving me time to thrust the claws of my right hand into his badly burned back!

“Grrr-aah!” he roared with pain.

Blood spurted out of his back, and his skin frosted over. Clutching his sword, he swung it around, trying to slice off my head!

‘Thought Acceleration!’

Time froze. I could see it. I could see it clearly!

Ducking down, I let the sword’s blade pass barely more than a hair’s breadth over my head, then plunged my bony left hand directly into the tiger’s stomach.

“AAAAH!” I roared like a frenzied animal as I tried to dig deeper and grab hold of his innards!

“GRR-AAAH!” Fighting against the paralysis, the tiger tossed away the sword, tensed his stomach muscles and grabbed my hand with both of his.

It wasn’t working. My icy claws had stopped half an inch into my adversary’s flesh. I had to go deeper, pierce further, break through!

Flesh… FLESH… EAT!

Opening my mouth wide, I sank two rows of razor-sharp teeth into the tiger’s shoulder! Tai roared in pain, and his grip on my arm weakened, allowing my left hand to thrust further into his stomach.

‘The wendigo aspect allows you to grow stronger from another’s blood. Regeneration capacity is improved severalfold’

Once again, my bones began to crack. My horns, which had become part of my skull, began to grow, and my bony hand became even more fully encased in black flesh.

I jerked my neck, ripping away a piece of Tai’s shoulder!

Swallow… eat… I want to eat him! I’m hungry! But… but…

No. I wasn’t going to lose myself.

I spat out the chunk of flesh. The flesh of a sentient being.

The yaoguai’s stomach had begun to pale in color. Necrosis was slowly poisoning his body, and he was growing weaker. Realizing this, I tensed my muscles, braced my legs and jerked both hands upwards, using all my strength to lift the tiger off his feet.

Then I swiftly hurled him to the ground.

As he lay gasping and coughing blood, I slid out my claws and kicked him in the stomach with such ferocity that he rolled away.

‘Your successful attacks are boosting hyperfixation’

‘What strike are we on?’

‘The third’

I rushed up to the tiger and hammered him into the ground with two fists. Then, grabbing him by the leg, I swung him around and hurled him against a tree.

‘Fifth strike’

My arms now fully charged with wendigo ice energy, I was ready to deliver the fatal blow. There was no way he’d survive it. Not after the Ladder. I didn’t know exactly why he hadn’t succumbed to the holy magic, but with the necrotic damage and the wounds he had now, the energy blast would be sure to finish him off.

I let out a groan of pain, clutching my ribs.

‘Critical impairments. The energy psychosis is reaching a fatal point’

‘Yes. It’s time to finish this…’

Don’t get up, Tai. Please, I can’t take any more. After all the blows I’d taken, all that rushing around the arena drawing the seal for the Ladder and the barrier, I was on the brink.

Don’t get up… don’t get up.

I limped up to spot where he lay, clutching his damaged stomach and wheezing heavily, his dark, weary gaze cast skywards. Yes. He was in a much worse state than I was.

I’d defeated him.

I’d won.

Standing right next to him, I sighed and looked around. All the animals had moved off a distance and were watching the scene with frightened eyes. Gone was that mood of gleeful excitement. Now there was only fear.

I looked again at Tai. He was in a very bad way, but he wasn’t fatally hurt. If I left him, he’d get up again for sure.

Clenching my fists, which were throbbing with energy, I raised my arms.

This was it. The final assault.

“G-get away from him!” I heard a child’s voice say.

“Grr-aah!” came two others.

Feeling blows on my shins, I looked down to see three fluffy white tiger cubs attacking my legs. One had his teeth in them, another was trying to scratch them, while a third was pummeling them for all he was worth!

“Get away from our Papa!” they roared frantically.

“Don’t touch him! Grr-aaah!”

Naturally, their efforts were fruitless. A human-shaped snow leopard, evidently their mother, attempted to come to their aid, but a look from me froze her to the spot.

Tai cast a glance at his children. Lifting a hand, he pushed one of the cubs away. Was he trying to save him from the energy blast he sensed was coming? In any case, the little one paid no attention and resumed his attack on me. A little furry ball of rage.

All the animals were looking at me. The wolf cub. Bunny. The wendigo. Tai’s wife.

Clenching my fists, I tensed my muscles and…

Let out a long exhale.

“Tsk.”

No.

Bang! I clapped my hands, and a blast of ice energy sent the cubs flying and caused the whole area around us to freeze over. The animals screwed up their eyes and covered their faces, while the tree branches swayed from the sudden gust!

The wounded tiger looked up at me.

“You didn’t kill me, and I won’t kill you,” I rasped.

Lowering my arms, I let out a breath and turned around. It was over.

There was nothing left to prove.

Wincing hard and clutching my broken ribs, I limped away through the parting crowd of forest beasts.

“Papa! Papa!” shouted the cubs, rushing up to their stricken father, followed by the leopard.

So much damage, and so much that had come down to chance. What if the Ladder hadn’t worked? What if I hadn’t been able to do the drawings? What if Tai had broken though the barrier and caught me unawares? What if I hadn’t had the wendigo with me? What if Tai had had help?

Finally, what if he hadn’t twisted the sword blade around when he did?

There were so many ‘what ifs’ that it was clear I’d prevailed through good fortune. It had been sheer good luck that I’d had precisely the set of tools needed to deal with the situation that presented itself, and that the tiger had chosen not to finish me off. But then…

Wasn’t that set of tools the result of my efforts and hard work?

Thanks for the battle, Tai. It’s only made me stronger.

‘Outcome of battle:

[Dislocation: 3/5]

[Fracture: 3/5]

[Impact damage: 5/9]’

“You had me worried there for a moment,” Bunny said, coming up to me and putting my arm around her shoulders for support. “But you’re my special boy. Of course you won.”

“As for you… I have questions,” I said, wincing with pain as my transformation wore off. “How on earth… did things work out so perfectly?”

“What if I told you that it was all just a fluke?”

“You’d have to be… very… convincing,” I said, breathing heavily. “Oof…”

The delighted wolf cub began jumping up and trying to lick my face. Not now, my crazy friend — I’m at death’s door here.

As for the wendigo.

His transformation wasn’t fading. His horns had twisted slightly into a spiral, and black vines had grown out of his back and twined themselves around his body.

I peered closely at him, and he looked back at me…

“Mi…chael,” he growled in a voice that wavered and echoed yet remained one and the same. “I think… my mind… is coming back. I think I’m… finally… waking up.”

He was looking me right in the eye. You understand? Looking at me meaningfully. Like… a rational being.

Like a wendigo that had conquered its madness.

Oh boy.

* * *

Ten minutes later

Vasilisa’s house

The Witch was watching the golden gemstone closely. She didn’t even have to hold it in her hands now, as Vsevolod had recently made her a ring with a special bezel. He probably shouldn’t have done, as now she’d become even more addicted, barely ever taking her gaze off the stone.

“Stop hypnotizing it, Lisa,” Vsevolod said, approaching her. “I made the ring so you could keep it in sight, not hold it in front of your face the whole time.”

“What if it goes off again, though? What if there’s only a second to respond like last time?”

“It’s possible. But what are the odds?” Vsevolod, stroking his anxious wife’s back and giving her a hug. “Things like that are hardly likely to happen every three weeks!”

“With Michael, they just might! They wouldn’t happen to any other child. Other kids go down with a cold or the measles, but Misha has a habit of getting into deadly battles and vanishing off to hell!” she said. Then, however, she sighed and calmed down. “But I guess you’re right. He can’t get into trouble that often.”

However long Vasilisa had stared at the artefact, it hadn’t given off any signals. Which probably meant that there really was nothing wrong.

She shook her head, lowered her hand and looked up at her husband.

He’d grown taller, his shoulders had filled out, and his face was getting increasingly chiseled. He was becoming more and more like his old adult self.

“You’re getting taller by the month,” she smiled. “Every month that goes by, I feel less and less like a deranged pedophile."

“I won’t turn you in, big lady,” Vsevolod winked. “I won’t tell anyone about the things you’ve been showing me.”

“You’d better not, pretty boy,” Vasilisa replied, nudging him with her hip.

Just then, at the height of their flirting, they heard a protracted creak. It was the sound of the gate opening. Turning slowly around, the two lovebirds peered over and saw… Michael.

His face was a patchwork of scratches and torn skin. In his right hand he held his mask, while his left was nothing but bone! His clothes were ripped to shreds, and what remained of them was filthy, as if he’d been rolling in the mud.

He looked back at them, exhausted but in no way shaken. Like someone who’d seen it all, done it all.

Yet he’d been gone for less than half an hour…

“M-Misha?”

“I had a fight with a kitty,” he said, clutching his ribs. “Ouch…”


Chapter 16

“IT’S A RECORD, Misha. An absolute, goddamn record. You used to disappear for a good couple of hours before you came back all beaten up, but this time… oh-ho-ho, it took you all of TWENTY MINUTES!” Gran yelled. “How do you even get into these scrapes in the first place? Is it some special talent you have?!”

“I think it’s kind of cool” the Baron laughed. “That kid of yours is a walking shitshow, ha-ha-ha!”

“Nobody asked you!”

I was lying on my bed watching the whole performance. Mom, Gran, Grandpa… everyone! Even the cats kept shaking their heads, sighing and saying, ‘he’s up to his old tricks again’.

Yeah, well, so what if I was?

As you’d expect, I told them everything. Except, that is, for why I’d been there in the first place. I decided to leave Bunny out of it. She swore she hadn’t intended for any of that stuff to happen and, given what she’d done for me in the past, I’d put my long-eared friend on notice, but no more. What reason could she possibly have to save me and then get me killed? What was suspicious was her propensity for attracting trouble. Things had a habit of turning into chaos around her.

Or was it around me?

Anyway, if she needed her ass kicking, I’d do it myself.

‘Hmm…’ While the others were yelling at me, my mind was on other things. ‘I wonder, is her ass furry too? I’ve only seen her paws. And does she have a tail? She said she does…’ I pondered this for a moment. ‘Eww, wait a minute, a tail comes out of your ass. Eww!’ I screwed up my face. ‘Altho-o-ough…,’ I mused, unscrewing it again.

No, no, it was eww. What was I thinking?

After I came back, everyone had been glad at first, but then all they could think about was the sheer scale of my capacity for getting into mischief. So here I was, lying on the bed and listening.

“How did you bump into Tai, anyway? He and I had an agreement that he wouldn’t harm humans, that he wouldn’t harm me or my family! I’ll rip that tiger’s ginger nuts off!” Vasilisa roared.

“Don’t, he’s a cool dude,” I said. “Yo.”

“Yo? YO?” Gran shouted, on the verge of a heart attack. “You come back without a hand, and you say YO?!”

“My hand’s fine…,” I mumbled, wiggling my bone fingers.

“He needs to go to the hospital. We need to grow it back again!” Mom looked ready to drop dead, too. “How come he’s lying here at all when we can see his BONES?! I mean, hello?!”

At this point we heard a loud chuckle and turned to see the Baron stepping towards me with an extremely smug look on his face. Adjusting his top hat, he examined the hand, then took out some kind of powder and some candles. All this instantly burst into flames, and a mixture of ash and molten wax fell onto my hand, where it began to bubble and fizz. With a lot of unpleasant popping, crackling and squelching, new flesh began to grow on my hand like rising dough.

I almost screamed!

One minute of Voodoo magic later, I had a brand-new hand! Thin, pale, and rather numb, but a hand all the same. Just like after the operation.

“It is, after all, a necrotic construct,” the Baron smiled. “It can be healed by natural regeneration, or by healing magic, or by necrotic energy. I gave you a quality product, not a dud. No need to thank me,” he said, making a slight bow.

“We won’t,” Gran nodded.

“Oh.”

“But… what about his rib?” Mom wouldn’t be Mom if she didn’t keep worrying.

‘Swarm, report’

‘Besides the normal energy psychosis damage and the hematomas caused by the blows you sustained, the worst damage is a cracked rib. However, no intervention is needed — it’s not broken and nothing went through it. It just needs rest’

“It’s just cracked, not broken,” I said, frowning. “And Wrath dulls the pain. A couple of days’ rest, and I’ll be tickety-boo.” I gave a thumb-up. “Ouch…”

“Tickety-boo, he says…,” Gran said between her teeth. “What you need is a whack over the head and a belt on your butt so you don’t go roaming the woods on your own!”

All in all, then, it would be fair to say everything had turned out pretty well. A couple of adaptations, practice in using my skills and some valuable experience. All for the price of one cracked rib! It seemed I’d have to get used to losing my extremities. It was a bad habit. One that Dad had too.

I just hoped I wouldn’t have any problems over the fight with Tai. What if he turned out to be crazy and came seeking revenge?!

“Well, he seems to be okay. Look at that grin on his face, the little shit,” Gran said with a sideways glance at me. “But that’s twice now that the amulet has been disabled. That’s not good. Either it needs to be adjusted, or… well, or we need to make Misha stronger.”

“The latter,” I nodded.

“You be quiet, skunk! You’re grounded — there’ll be no forest for you a month! You can sit in the gazebo and play with that weird cow of yours!”

My jaw dropped. Shock ripped through me, and my brain refused to believe it. Had I imagined it? Were my ears deceiving me? Or was all this an elaborate trick designed to drive me mad?!

Was I actually being grounded?

Me? Cute, adorable me?!

Seeing that I was okay, and still having the Solomon business to attend to, the others left me to recuperate. I lay there in a daze, incapable of processing the fact that I was being… punished.

No, you don’t get it. This wasn’t funny. I was, like, actually being punished. Not in a jokey way, but for real. I even asked again when Mom brought me my soup.

“Mom… Mom… is it true I’m not allowed into the forest?”

“Well…,” Mom said, caving in under the intensity of my gaze. “Well, as long as you don’t go too…”

“HE’S BANNED!” Gran yelled from downstairs.

Oh, I got it. I just needed to work on Mom.

Bringing to mind the saddest kitten video I could remember, I looked up at her, set my lips trembling, and…

“Would you like your tea with sugar or… my tears?” I squeaked, clutching the blanket.

Mom gasped.

“But Gran, he’s got tears in his eyes…,” she said, hovering on the brink of blubbing herself.

“Annie, don’t be such a gullible fool! Michael, I know what an actor you are. Don’t you dare try any of that stuff. One month. No forest for one month. And if you carry on terrorizing your mother, it’ll be one and a half!”

I tutted crossly and began eating a wooden spoon. To take the edge off my stress.

Guys, I can’t handle this. I’m done. I’m leaving home. This is complete discrimination against children! Er… guys, I’m like… a grown-up, yo. What’s going on here, yo?

And while I was lying in shock and disbelief and imagining how everyone would cry when I left, Baron Samedi had wasted no time. Using my super-hearing to listen in on his conversation with my father, I learned that in another ten minutes or so, everything would be ready.

The pain in my rib passed surprisingly quickly, and since it now only caused me a slight discomfort, I decided to go downstairs.

‘Swarm, it used to be only during a fight that I didn’t feel pain, but now it’s the same afterwards. Why’s that?’

‘Wrath is evolving, and the development of the Demonic Element increases its influence still further. The Sins are growing inside you. It’s worth highlighting your psyche and mental training in the Sadism Theory here — it’s very hard for Wrath to establish itself in your head’

‘Meaning that, for the hundredth time, Grandpa’s teachings have turned out to be right? First harness, then add?’

‘It appears that way. The theory is demonstrating its effectiveness’

Yes, well, one thing you could say for sure about Grandpa was that he was old — he’d lived and learned. He had experience. And that, as well as luck, was why I hadn’t lost to Tai: experience and skills. I was strengthening the abilities I already had. And every battle was an exam in how well I’d learned my ‘subject’.

Making sure that Gran was out of earshot, I hobbled up to Grandpa while he was sitting alone by the fire.

“Grandpa…,” I said, hobbling up to him and sitting down next to him. “Could you… weaken the amulet?”

He turned around and peered closely at me.

“Why?” he asked, furrowing his brows.

“I’ve realized that I can’t get real experience from meditating in my room. Every battle I’ve had, I’ve grown, evolved, adapted. I even used one of Tai’s tricks against him after seeing it just once! That’s where my talent is. I NEED to be tested. Without that… I won’t grow up big and strong,” I sighed, not quite believing my own request. “Could you weaken it, Grandpa? If it’s Lucifer, by all means come and help, but if it’s just some thug with a knife… well… I’d rather deal with it myself.”

Grandpa looked around, fearing that one of the women might hear. But no, we were on our own. He looked into the crackling fire, deliberating, then glanced down at the calluses on his hands and sighed.

“Very well. But not a word to the ladies. You can tell your dad if you like. I’ll take it down just a notch, so you can fight random thugs. But that’s all! If you get stronger, we can weaken it further.”

“Hooray, thanks! You’re the best grandpa in the world!” I cried, throwing up arms to embrace him. “Ouch!”

I’d forgotten about that cracked rib.

Anyway, there it was. I couldn’t hope to become super-strong if I didn’t take risks. I’d taken risks with Tai, albeit reluctantly, and what had come of it? Nothing but upsides! Enemies were my food, and battles were my fuel. Theory was all well and good, but only practice could help break the plateau.

“Anyway, that stupid amulet has only helped me two times out of seven. It’s pretty useless…,” I mumbled.

“Blocking signals is normal practice in combat magic. You’re only going to come across more of that in the future.”

I sighed.

Just then, the rest of the family came back into the house, followed by the Baron with his painted skull face. And there had been a surprising development!

“Where’s your hand, Samedi?” Gran asked, wearily rubbing the bridge of her nose.

“Up my ass! Any more questions?” He clearly wasn’t feeling quite so cheerful anymore.

One of the Baron’s hands was missing. Literally. It had been ripped off. In the other one he held Solomon’s gleaming core.

What a day this was turning out to be.

“So, I’ve got good news and bad news. The good news is I can resurrect him in a week. The bad news is, I don’t see that crazy asshole supporting your invasion plan.” Huffing loudly, he repeated the hand regrowth ritual, this time on himself.

“What makes you think that?”

“Well, maybe because I talked to him when I was fingering his soul? Any stuff that sticks out — you gotta prod it, squeeze it. That’s the truth. Butts, boobs, souls — everything. And that screwball went and woke up! Asked me who I was and why I was resurrecting him. I didn’t give you away — I’m no rat — but I thought it worth mentioning help with the invasion. And this is how that motherfucker responded,” he said, nodding at his hand.

We all looked at each other. Damn it, Solomon, we were counting on your help! Great timing, buddy!

Was his mind really THAT made up on this issue? Or was Samedi just joking around as usual and nobody got it? And anyway, how the hell could a DEAD MAN have torn off the Baron’s hand? Who was this guy?!

In any case, we’d have to scratch the idea of Solomon helping us against the invasion. If we were going to resurrect him, it would have to be afterwards.

‘That makes things harder,’ I frowned.

“Well, that’s one less weapon in our arsenal,” Dad sighed. “That’s unfortunate. It makes the risks that much greater. How about you, Baron? Could you help?”

“I like you guys. I really do. But trust my sorry old ass when I say there are some tests you gotta face yourselves. And the stuff that you’ve got coming — that’s just kind of shit you have to clear up with your own hands.”

We all sighed.

So far, we had Dad, Gran and Baal. I’d be guarded by Grandpa, and possibly by Nathaniel too, given how jacked he’d gotten lately. If only we had one more…

*Knock-knock-knock* — we heard a loud knocking from outside.

Needless to say, we never had guests here, and a knock at the gate was something to get nervous about. So we got nervous. It was like a knock at the window in the middle of the night. Mom got really scared.

We all went over to the door, pulled it open just a little, and peered out like meerkats.

“You gotta be kidding!” the Baron blurted. “What do they call those things nowadays? Furries, right? I mean, I’m no expert, but…”

“It’s Tai’s wife,” I said solemnly.

“Well, hello doll!” Samedi exclaimed, throwing up his arms.

Standing outside the gate was a snow leopard. Human-shaped, like Tai, only smaller. Like all leopards, she had a regal, aristocratic air about her, with a pointed snout, a luxuriant coat and a long, thick tail. A pretty kitty for sure.

And yes… the similarities with a human woman were plain to see in terms of her waist, hips, and so forth. But there was clearly something amiss with Samedi’s brain. Perhaps it was age. Or was he just unable to help himself?

She couldn’t get through the gate, so she was pacing nervously up and down on the other side of it. In her hands… her paws… her paw-hands — hell, what were they? — anyway, she was holding a little bag.

We proceeded outside.

The leopard glanced first at the wendigo, who never took his eyes off her, and then at the cow, before finally shifting her gaze to us.

“Hello,” she said in a slightly growly but distinctly feminine voice. “I… Forgive me for disturbing you. I don’t know how humans do things. I decided to knock.”

“That’s all right,” Gran said, frowning. “You’re Tai’s wife, are you? I’ve never seen you before.”

“I… came from another forest. I’m a snow leopard with a core. Tai helped me to elevate myself and become a yaoguai.” She looked around hesitantly. “I’d like to… I came to see Kaiser. Could you call him?”

Me? What did she want with me?

“I’m here,” I said, raising my hand.

“But where’s…,” she began, pointing to her face.

“It was a mask. I’m human.”

“Oh… hmm, okay,” she said, raising her feline eyebrows. “Well, in any case… I’m here to thank you, Kaiser. From the bottom of my heart.”

Now it was my turn to raise my eyebrows.

Thank me? I’d literally beaten her husband to within an inch of his life! Although I could guess what she meant.

“You could have killed Tai. Left me without a husband, the cubs without a father. You had every right to do it, and no one would have blamed you. But you didn’t. You showed mercy even though you knew he might seek revenge.” She blinked slowly and bowed. “Thank you. I’ve brought you an… ointment. It helps with fractures. I’ll leave it by the gate. I know it’s nothing, but I hope you’ll accept it. I’ll leave you in peace now.”

“How is Tai?” I asked with a sigh.

“He’s on the mend. He’ll pay you a visit too.”

With that, she bowed her head, turned around and vanished among the trees, leaving only silence behind her. None of us made a sound, and no murmur came from the forest. Nothing could be heard save the cow’s incessant chewing. I still hadn’t figured out what it managed to find to eat.

Hmm…

Well, what could I say?

“Hee-hee.” I grinned proudly.

That felt pretty damn good!

Why the hell would you choose to be evil? If you’re strong, others will fear you in any case, and you still get to beat up fiends and yank their heads off when necessary. But if you grow up evil, you won’t even get any thanks. And that would suck!

Chaotically Good — that was the ideal path! You could steal a monkey from the zoo, and punch your enemies in the face, and help save the world!

“You’re still a knucklehead!” Gran said, slapping me on the back of the head.

“Ow!”

She went out of the gate, opened the bag and screwed up her face at the smell.

“Yes. An ointment. Lord, what a stink…,” she said, turning her head away. “Okay, squirt, it’s time to pay for what you did. Now you’re going to suffer,” she smiled sadistically.

Even before she reached me, even through the closed bag…

The wolf cub whimpered and ran away, Mom put her hand to her mouth, and the Baron’s eyes nearly popped out of his head from the horror of it.

I swear I have never… ever…

Known a stink like that.

‘The smell alone increases your body’s regenerative capacity. Only by around one percent, but it increases it all the same’

“Gran, please…” I turned around and made to run off, but with my cracked rib, alas, I just couldn't.

“Needs must, Misha. Needs must.”

“GRA-A-A-A-N!” I screamed like a girl at the sight of a cockroach.

The Baron pulled his hat down over his head and slunk away. While I was trying to crawl into the wolf kennel, I heard him say goodbye and promise to drop by again with an idea about how to resolve matters.

What matters? And what kind of idea could the Voodoo god have in mind? We’d just have to wait and see.

Because right now…

The time had come to stink. To stink hard, and recover fast.

* * *

Next morning

Aurelia appeared to Justice again. It was true that the Spear had begun to lose sight of her mission recently, but an admonishment from her boss had quickly put her back on track.

Peering into the cup of crystal-clear water, Justice saw the reflection of a cat’s face with a pink nose. While waiting for the Virtue, the cat had been staring raptly at the water and trying to catch the ripples with her paw.

“Aurelia?”

“Me-o-ow?!” Startled, she leaped up as if on a spring and landed with an arched back. “Oh, Mistress, it’s you.”

“What were you doing?”

“I was just… er… checking the connection… mm-yes,” she replied, nodding earnestly.

Justice frowned at the change in her warrior’s behavior. That hint of haughtiness in her face and manners, that habit of playing with the water…

After that, however, things went normally. The warrior reported everything she’d seen and highlighted the incident involving Tai.

“He didn’t kill him?” Justice said with a thoughtful air.

“He pointed to the fact that Tai had spared him.”

“Strange. Suspicious, in fact.”

“What’s wrong with that, Mistress? It all seems good to me.”

“It’s all just too perfect. It’s like he knows all the answers! It’s just not possible for a creature with his past to behave like that.”

“But Mistress…,” Aurelia countered, giving Justice a serious look. “The real world is… different. Nothing here is black and white. Here on Earth, everything is grey. And human beings, these creatures who are born weak, are forced to survive and make choices in this grey paradigm. They have a lot of options! Michael isn’t perfect. He’s already a killer. But among the shades of grey, he really does choose the lighter end of the spectrum. It’s the way he’s been brought up, and his experience tells him that this is the right thing to do. I… I can’t even imagine what would have happened had he been born to a bad family. But now I can say for sure: freedom and choice are both a gift and a curse. We don’t have that. Michael does. And so far, the choices he makes are, as you say, perfect. He makes them himself, because that’s the kind of boy he is.” She paused to think for a moment, then nodded. “Mm-yes.”

Justice peered very, very closely at the reflection of her servant.

Now she saw it clearly.

“You’ve changed, Aurelia.”

“W-what? No. Why would I change? Under whose influence? No, please don’t worry about…”

“You’ve even started to lie,” Justice said, sighing and shaking her head. “I’ve heard your report. Now, is there anything else you’d like to tell me?”

“Mm? No.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes… sure.”

“Very well. In that case I’ll let you go,” Justice nodded.

With just a little more pressure, Aura would have crumbled. After all, it was true that she’d started to lie. To her mistress.

She’d said nothing about Nameless and the planned invasion.

* * *

Two days had passed.

I was sitting outside enjoying the warm spring sunshine and watching my relatives train.

“Vasilisa, couldn’t you try to control your magic field? How am I supposed to fight?!” Dad said heatedly after being hit by a fire wave.

“Control it? Oh-ho-ho, well excuse me, but my magic’s natural. I didn’t have to spend years slogging over books. Not everyone’s blessed with innate talent! No can do, I’m afraid,” she said, spreading her hands impishly.

“Mm, ladies and gentlemen,” Baal began pompously. “I do think we need to find a common language and combine our…”

“You be quiet, Whiskers — your magic is completely damn invisible!” Gran said, pointing to her cut ear.

“This is exactly why I’m a duelist. It’s nuts. It reminds me of my old army brigade…,” Dad said, rubbing his eyes.

It turned out that if you put together three completely contrasting styles, they didn’t combine so well! Baal’s attacks were invisible, Vasilisa’s were too sweeping, and Dad kept being distracted by all the stuff the other two were firing from behind him.

But they persevered! The brain of the group was, of course, my father, as the most sensible of them and the most experienced in combat tactics.

What else is there to report? The good news was that the ointment fixed my rib in two days! The Swarm was just about purring at my increased rate of natural regeneration — it went up by, like, thousands of percent!

The bad news was that I stank like crazy.

Going to school like that would have been suicide. In fact, going anywhere public would have been out of the question. It would have triggered a terror alert! All mages would have been mobilized, the Emperor would have been alerted, deities would have flown to the scene, and corpses would have risen up and started marching. But it was just little old me! Misha, the local skunk!

There was a reason I was sitting outside, after all. It was so I didn’t stink the whole house out!

“Here boy…,” I said, stretching my hand out to one of the cubs.

Covering his nose with his paw, he cast a sideways glance at me and walked away. I was stunned. That bad, huh?

Just then, my phone buzzed. I had a call. Yes, Gran’s house now had a phone signal. She’d said a firm no to the internet, however, going on about masts and waves that turned people into zombies.

Taking my phone out, I looked at the caller ID. It was Maxim.

“Hello? Who’s that?! What do you want?!” he asked as soon as I accepted the call.

“Max, are you crazy?” I sighed.

“Misha! Where are you? That’s two days you’ve been gone. Are you in Hell again? In Omsk? You need to get away from there as soon as possible.”

“I… well, at the moment I stink too bad.”

At this point I heard Katya burst out laughing in the background: “I knew it!” she cried gleefully.

Had the numbskull put us on speakerphone?

In any case, however, I could hardly say anything about the invasion.

“I see…,” he sighed forlornly. “So when will you be back?”

I paused for a second. I wanted to say ‘soon’, but… was that true? Would I really be back anytime soon? We were expecting a full-blown invasion from the Abyss. And the closer it got, the more I watched my family train together, the more anxious I was getting. My confidence was ebbing away.

“I don’t know, Maxim, I just don’t know,” I sighed, closing my eyes and drawing my hand across my face. I hope next week. I hope… I’ll celebrate my birthday with you.”

‘I sure don’t want to be anywhere other than home that day,’ I thought.

Now it was Maxim’s turn to pause for a moment. And I sensed that everyone around him had gone quiet and were looking at each other.

At last, my friend just sighed.

“I see. In that case, good luck! I know you’ll come through! We’re thinking of you, missing you. And we’ll book a trampoline park for your birthday! I know a really cool one!”

“Thanks…,” I whispered, smiling sadly. “Thanks…”

Maxim had the intuition to understand that it was best not to bother me for too long, and we said goodbye.

Taking a deep breath, I squeezed the phone and tried to get a grip on my feelings.

I remembered how my last encounter with the Abyss had ended — with my going missing for one and a half years. I really didn’t want a repeat of that.

But I couldn't be sure that nothing bad would happen.

It was all very serious.

*Knock-knock-knock* — there was someone at the gate.

A wolf howl sounded, followed by the wendigo’s loud footsteps. Mom wasn’t here — she was with Vivienne — and the others were on the riverbank, so I had to holler to them.

We all gathered together to meet the visitor at the gate. It was Tai.

His burned fur had grown back. His eye was still a little swollen, but it was open, and although he was hobbling slightly, he didn’t seem to be in pain. He hadn’t brought his sword with him.

“You have permission. Why don’t you just come in?” Gran asked.

“It would be impolite. And not everyone’s pleased to see me,” he said, nodding at the wolf.

I whistled to the cub, and he ran to me. As for Nathaniel, he understood the situation perfectly well for himself, but he went on staring anyway.

The huge, muscular, yellow-eyed tiger passed through the gate.

Judging from the amazed look on his face, he wasn’t very accustomed to the sight of human dwellings. He was especially struck by the satellite dish on the roof and… by the cow, at which he peered for a good few seconds.

But he wasn’t the only one who was amazed. We all were. At what, you might ask?

At the vast menagerie bringing up the tiger’s rear!

Deer, badgers, some kind of bug-eyed thing, squirrels, owls… all the beasts of the forest had come to our house and were now hiding behind trees, closely watching Tai… and me.

“What brings you here, Tai? Was beating up my great-grandson not enough for you?”

“Your great-grandson, you say? Well, that figures,” he chuckled. “No. I’ve come to talk. No swords, no claws.” His gaze fell on me. “So, you really are a human, Kaiser. Amazing. How are you feeling, by the way? Did the ointment help? It’s my grandfather’s recipe!”

“Yes, it helped, thanks,” I nodded, frowning. “Although I do stink.”

“Ha-ha! Well, the best medicines are either smelly, or bitter, or sour. It’s the only way!” he laughed. Then he rubbed his neck awkwardly. “All right if I join you?”

He came right in, though without lowering his guard for a second. His predatory eyes scoured every corner of the enemy’s lair, his muscles poised to attack.

None of us flinched or felt uneasy, however. Why? Because we knew that here, our victory was guaranteed.

Tai came over to the gazebo where we had gathered, looked around again and sat down on the bench. The forest creatures went on watching us. There were even more of them now.

“Well, I guess power is changing hands,” he chuckled. “From a yaoguai to a human. It’s funny, but this forest has never been ruled by an ordinary animal.”

“Wait. Power? Rule?!” I said with a jump.

My parents jumped too. Tai looked at us in surprise.

“Well of course. That was what the duel was all about! The forest is ruled by the strongest, and since you defeated me in front of everyone, Kaiser,” he said without a flicker of hesitation or resentment, “you are now the rightful Master of the Forest.”

I cast a nervous and somewhat shellshocked glance at the adults. Help me out here, big people, I’m not ready for this stuff!

And yet it all made perfect sense! We really had been fighting for the title. But… I’d thought it was a joke, a ruse, a reason to kill me. It had never crossed my mind that I actually stood to win something.

“And what about you? Won’t you seek revenge, challenge him again?” Gran asked.

“I will if I don’t like the way he rules,” he nodded. “This forest is my paradise. It’s my home. But if Kaiser can make it flourish, then what difference does it make who the Master is?”

Everyone tensed up at his words. But the tiger had expected that reaction and didn’t flinch. There was something… stoical about him. You could tell he was a warrior. From the look in his eyes, from his movements. He was accustomed to dangers. They were part of his life, and he faced them with confidence.

He was one cool dude. An awesome cat-dude with a beautiful cat-wife.

“But I, um… I can’t do it,” I said, shaking my head. “What’s there to rule? Groundhogs? I was just messing with those men…” I put my hands wearily over my face.

“It’s the law of magical forests, Master. Every forest must have a ruler. Otherwise, those in the next forest will come and take over,” he explained, spreading his paws. “But don’t you worry, ha-ha, I’ll give you some tips!” He gave me a friendly clap on the shoulder which nearly sent me flying into the river.

I laughed too, but with nervous laughter. It felt like I’d been accosted by some old Chinese war dog who’d been honing his strength for the past thirty years, and I didn’t know what to do with him.

Come to think of it… that was exactly what had happened.

Just then, we heard a scratching sound and looked down to see a two-headed rat trying to clamber onto the bench. He couldn’t manage it, though, because he was too fat. Even fatter than before. It was unbelievable! What was he feeding himself on?

I lifted him up.

“Yes, yes. The Horned Rat is a good ruler-ruler!” he nodded, holding a potato in his paws. “The Underground Empire is thriving-thriving, and so will the forest!”

“The forest is a lot tougher to rule than your rat hole,” Tai snorted.

“Of course it is. Forest animals are much dumber-dumber than rats.”

Tai — who I’ll remind you was one big cat — slowly turned towards Two-Heads and began licking his claws. The rat wasn’t remotely fazed, however. Puckering his brows, he looked the cat boldly in the eye. Wow… this roly-poly rodent certainly didn’t lack guts! But then, he’d survived the Abyss! Lived in Hell! As if he’d be scared of a yaoguai! Pfft!

I did, however, get the feeling it would be better to keep them apart.

“And what do I have to do?” I asked.

“Basically, just keep things from getting out of control,” the tiger said, turning his attention away from the rat. “In any forest, it’s important to maintain harmony, nip bad behavior in the bud. Stop humans cutting down trees. Discipline predators who get above themselves. Control the herbivore population. It really boils down to one thing — don’t let the forest go to ruin.”

“And don’t let other Masters move into your territory — right, Tai?” Gran said. “You seem to be forgetting that point!”

I looked at her, puzzled. Tai sighed.

“Some Masters… aren’t up to the job,” he said in a low growl. “They hold onto power for the sake of females and food, but they don’t give a damn about the forest. And as soon as their own patch starts dying out, they move on to another, sometimes with a huge family and a bunch of hangers-on. That’s happened a couple of times here. Anyone like that has got to be killed. No discussion.”

“Is that how you got to know your wife?” I asked.

“An evil monster came and devoured everything in sight. Only a handful survived. Literally. Out of thousands,” he sighed, clenching his paws. “Thankfully, the monster went somewhere else. I don’t know if I would have been able to take him. But!” he laughed, thumping me on the shoulder and nearly sending me into orbit again. “Now there are two of us! Even more, in fact, ha-ha!!”

My folks just shrugged and sighed. They seemed to have got used to the idea that we’d never just have a normal life. Not with me around.

What did he mean by ‘us’?! Was I really expected to spend my time laying down the law to raccoons? Come off it! Get back to the forest, Tai, you and I can’t be friends!

Although… Tai was so friendly, and so principled, too. Maybe I could just shift my duties onto him? And he just looked so awesome — every bit the warrior who’d sown his wild oats and settled down. Who raised him to be like that? I wondered.

“Will you teach me to fight, then? I really liked that gravity trick, pow-pow!” I said, punching the air. “It was amazing! You stamp your foot, everyone flies into the air, and while they’re floating about, you cut their heads off!”

“Of course, no problem! You can train with my kittens. I’m always happy to help a friend.”

“In that case, let’s be friends,” I nodded, holding out my hand.

The tiger nodded back and shook my hand.

Hey, don’t judge me…

Anyhow, I got the feeling there was no getting out of this Master of the Forest thing. After a heap of coincidences and a ton of luck, here I was having to discipline hedgehogs, terrorize squirrels and console deer.

‘Master of the Forest…’ I tried the words out in my mind. ‘I’m Michael Kaiser, Master of the Forest’

It did sound seriously cool, come to think of it. For that matter, being the Rat King wasn’t too shabby either. When you remembered that a horde of rats could eat absolutely anyone alive, it was no joking matter.

Plus, you could bring all kinds of creatures to live in the Forest — Ents, Dryads, you name it. You could just delegate all the problems to them and keep all the good stuff for yourself!

“Well, if that’s the way it is, and there’s no wriggling out of it…,” my father sighed. “Would you help us, Tai?”

“Help you with what?” Tai said, cocking his head.

We explained the situation.

“That’s definitely something to keep out of the forest,” he said, frowning.

“Yes. For a start, we need a space. A flat clearing, preferably a large one, with ground that’s not too soft.”

“There’s a place not too far from here. By the foothills over…,” the tiger began.

“We know-know that place!” Two-Heads nodded. “By the foothills on the southern path out of the forest. We’ll take-take you!”

Once again, Tai slowly turned his head towards him. And the look the rat gave him… in short, if he’d known how, he would have given Tai the middle finger. He screwed up his eyes, clenched his paws and began munching on his potato even more furiously.

“Well, anyone can show you the place,” Tai snorted. “Give me about five nights, and I’ll help. I’d be no use against a dozen vavakias, but I can certainly handle one or two!”

We all heaved sighs of relief and nodded thanks.

There it was. We had another fighter. Our chances of victory had increased.

“Well, in that case…,” Dad said, clapping his hands. “It’s onward to the final stage.”

* * *

Exactly five days remained until the deadline set by Nameless. That was when he was supposed to bring me to Lucifer, and either he’d do that, or on the last day we’d free him from his shackles. Five days. That was all we had.

So we squeezed as much as we possibly could out of them. There was a great commotion, with everyone running around making preparations. Even Mom! She was in the city, scouring the alchemy stores for potions.

Unfortunately, Max was tied up abroad, so he couldn’t be with us. We had Tai, which was good. If only we had someone else… to make sure of things…

‘I’ll give it a go,’ I sighed, going up to Nathaniel.

The wendigo had grown to such a size that if he stood up straight, he could look into the upstairs windows. I could only assume that this sudden growth was down to the fusion between us. It appeared that bonding with me unlocked the internal aspects of magical creatures, and Nathaniel was destined to be… like this.

Enormous. With black vines enveloping his body. With branching horns. With an eternal frost instead of a heart. But above all…

Rational.

The monster sat watching with rapt attention as Vsevolod worked on an artefact. There was real interest, genuine curiosity, in his gaze. He wanted to know what was happening. He wanted to learn!

“What… are you doing?” he asked in a low growl.

“I… um… I’m adjusting this artefact, Nathaniel.” Everyone felt slightly disconcerted by the man-eating creature’s sudden air of intelligence.

“Artefact? Magic?” he said in a slow, shrill voice like the wail of an ice-cold wind.

“Yes. There’s magic in the object.”

“I see…”

Well, it was worth a try. Making up my mind, I thought about what to say and realized that in our case, in Nathaniel’s case, it was best to speak plainly.

I waited for his attention to wander, then approached him.

“Nathaniel, there’s something I wanted to…”

The wendigo was sitting on the ground, holding up his paw and contemplating his fingers and the rays of sunlight playing between them.

“Is this… my hand?” he asked, as if wondering aloud. “My. Hand. Mine.”

“Yes, my friend. Yours.”

“Strange… it was always there… but it’s only now that I see it so clearly…” He still had some difficulty finding his words. “Has something… happened, Misha?”

“Yes. I want to ask for your help. I… you’ve probably heard what we’re all getting ready for here? To protect me, we’re going to have to fight a whole bunch of demons. To the death. And if you helped… we’d have a much bigger chance.”

There was a reason I felt uneasy even now. Let’s be honest — up to this point Nathaniel had been a brainless monster. Yes, with a mind of sorts and a smattering of words, but that had really just been mimicry, like parrot talk. In truth, he’d been no more than an animal.

Now, however, I felt certain that he was more than that. He was a rational being. And now that he’d gotten his mind back… he could just refuse.

Yes, I’d refrained from killing him, and we’d played together, but would the real Nathaniel want to risk himself for me? Who was I anyway? A victim that got away? A friend? A housemate? I didn’t know. I didn’t know what he saw me as. And…

Oh boy. How sad it would make me if it turned out he saw me as a stranger. Because I considered him a friend.

“Fight?”

The wendigo raised his paw again and contemplated his sharp, black fingers. Light flickered between them, and he carefully examined them — first one side, then the other.

Then, lowering his head, he looked at the wolf cubs, at Vsevolod and Vasilisa. At the house. At the cow. He looked at them for a long time. Then he shifted his gaze to me.

“I consider Michael… my brother.” I discerned a conscious gaze in his empty eye sockets. “Michael is my… elder brother. Together… to the end. Of course I’ll help. I’ll do anything you ask. You want me to kill? Then I’ll kill.”

“Thank you,” I smiled, patting him on the paw. “Thank you…”

I blew out a long breath. An enormous load had just fallen from my shoulders.

I had some good news to give my family.

For me, too, it meant much more than getting another helper for the battle. It meant that Nathaniel was still my buddy. He even saw me as a brother. How great was that?!

And the day’s good, positive moments didn’t end there!

*Knock-knock-knock*

The cat family had a habit of always announcing their arrival. And there it was again — another loud knock at the gate. Gran was nearby, so she went to let them in.

This time, however, the tiger had brought a surprise.

No sooner had the gate opened than three little tiger-slash-leopard cubs burst into the yard!

“Grraaah! The enemy’s lair!” the cubs roared.

After a brief glance around, they immediately went on the rampage! One started climbing up a post, another dived into the wolf cubs’ food bowl, while the third bounded up to Gran and began pummeling her legs with its fists.

“There, take that!” he roared.

Raising an eyebrow, Gran looked down at the little oddball, then picked him up by the scruff of the neck. The striped terrorist instantly went quiet, tucked his paws away and just hung there with wide bulging eyes, like a bag of potatoes.

“Who’s this violent fluffball?” she asked.

“Lemme go, I won’t do it again…,” the fluffball muttered.

Gran looked at Tai.

“They begged me to bring them. I tried to refuse, but they started crying! I’m sorry. You don’t mind if they let off a little steam here, do you? It’s just… my wife needs a rest too,” Tai said awkwardly.

Gran sighed and, evidently out of female solidarity, lowered the little leopard squirt onto the ground. The cub immediately stood up, looked around, and set about attacking Gran’s legs again!

But like human children, the cubs had an attention span of about four seconds, so as soon as they spotted a new source of fun, they sprang over to it right away.

“Whoa, look at him! He sure is big!” The three diaper-wearing cat-toddlers rushed over to the wendigo. “We’re gonna be even bigger! Take that! Grrr!”

Tai gazed lovingly at his little terrors. As lovingly as my parents used to look at me when I ran around the apartment brandishing a knife. I guess it’s a universal thing, right? We’re not so different after all.

One of the little ones was white with tiger stripes. The second was ginger with leopard spots. And the third was white and ginger with marks like percentage signs.

Their appearance lightened the mood considerably. They were so funny! Their sheer energy was a joy to behold! Granted, I suffered least of all from their antics, probably because they respected me after my victory. As for the others — let’s just say that keeping still was their best policy unless they wanted to become the next target.

Over this air of merriment, however, there hung a dark cloud.

It was the last moment of tranquility before the invasion.

* * *

The day was overcast. A wind roaming over the plain ruffled my overgrown hair, sometimes even penetrating through my clothes. Or was that just nerves? Yes, probably nerves.

I covered my eyes and took a deep breath.

It was time.

*Whoosh* — a teleport sounded.

We turned around to see Nameless. Still in the same clothes, still with the sewn-up eyes. He emerged right in front of me.

“I assume you’re all ready?” he asked.

Dad was doing some stretches, and Gran was drinking a potent painkiller to help her keep her focus when the time came to change form. Tai was standing with his hands clasped around the hilt of a sword that he’d thrust into the ground. The wendigo was eyeing the newcomer with interest. Baal couldn’t be seen, but he was there, ready to make a surprise attack. As for Grandpa, he was right behind me.

Yes, we were ready.

Our tactics were simple, and we’d gone over them multiple times. I would extract Nameless’s core in the middle of the field. Grandpa would be there with me, keeping up a barrier. The main attacking force was a triangle composed of Baal, Mark and Vasilisa. Their job was to destroy every creature that appeared through the portals. Between me and the battlefield there would be a second layer of defense consisting of Tai and Nathaniel. They had to pick off anyone who breached the first layer.

We’d done everything we could. I’d even fused with the wendigo again, making my bones heavier and boosting my regeneration rate. I’d made myself stronger. Just in case.

We were ready.

“Yes,” I nodded. “We can start.”

One final push, and it would all be over.


Chapter 17

Vsevolod

NAMELESS WAS HERE, so everything was ready. There was no going back. And what would be the point in any case?

They could, of course, quickly change plans and attack Nameless himself, try their luck, but… there was a strong feeling that facing down a five-minute demon invasion was much easier and that they really could get through it unscathed.

Nameless lay down and placed his hands on his chest.

“I will now stop my life,” he said to Misha. “Five minutes, Michael. You only have to hold out for five minutes. Under no circumstances swallow Lucifer’s energy! Just draw it out and release it into the air. One more thing — you can discard my body if you need to. The main thing is to preserve the chest.”

“Understood,” the boy nodded.

Nameless nodded back, exhaled, relaxed, and… boom! With one loud heartbeat, his body went limp and his breath stopped. Seriously? Was it really that easy?

Kneeling down, Michael placed his hand on the man’s chest, closing his claws around it, and began pulling upwards. Vsevolod had seen Misha do this before and knew that it normally him two seconds, max. But now… now his hand shook with tension, and the energy flow was as slow as if he was pulling a giant fish from the bottom of a river.

10 seconds into the invasion.

There was a sudden stench of sulfur in the air.

Vsevolod gulped. ‘What kind of horrors must be on Nameless’s soul if it smells like this even before the demons have arrived?’

Everyone grew tense as they waited for the first signal of the invasion, the first portal. Their eyes scoured the meadow in search of rifts. So far, no one. Ten seconds gone. Maybe it wouldn’t be so…

Then came a whistling sound.

“Grrr!” Tai growled.

Before anyone else knew what was happening, the tiger leaped forward on all fours and swung his sword into the path of a steel crossbolt that was flying out of the forest directly towards Michael’s head. The missile broke into two pieces and fell at the feet of the startled boy!

It was at this point that the sky began turning a deep shade of scarlet.

Clouds twisted into dense swirls, the sky darkened, and all birds within a half-mile radius simultaneously took off into the air and then immediately dropped down dead. Whispering, growling and hissing could be heard from dark corners, and unwanted thoughts crowded the mind.

The invasion had begun.

Vsevolod pounded the ground with his fist, and a golden dome rose around him and Michael.

Whoosh! Whoosh! Whoosh! Portals began to pop up. Three. Five. Ten! Even before the demons could run out, Vasilisa swung her arm and unleashed dozens of fiery chains right at the rifts themselves. Screams were heard as the portals crumpled and disintegrated, crushing the demons already inside them.

But the smooth sailing didn’t last long. New portals opened around the extinguished ones, and it wasn’t long before several creatures managed to break out.

Vsevolod looked around, taking in the unfolding scene.

‘So many of them already…’ His anxiety was growing. ‘We can’t hold out under the dome. I don’t have the strength’

The demons might be small, they might be weak, but there were so many of them that one concentrated attack could penetrate…

“Behind you!” someone shouted in his direction.

Spinning around, Vsevolod saw a hail of fireballs coming from a group of imps. The little creatures were so puny that any teenager could have dealt with them single-handedly, but together they mounted such a fierce onslaught that Vsevolod’s dome simply cracked, letting half the projectiles through. There were too many of them at once. The dome was no shield. It was fragile, stretched.

Vsevolod’s protection was failing. It couldn’t withhold the attack. Misha could get hit at any moment!

“Who-o-o-h…” He drew a long, deep breath.

His concentration soared. Time slowed down. Putting out his hand, he calmed himself, and…

after 0.2 seconds, he switched off the dome so that all the energy returned to him…

after 0.7 seconds, he formed a solid shield in his hands, parrying all the blows…

after 1 second, he re-erected the dome.

BOOM! A mighty explosion rang out, which didn’t even leave any smoke as it was swept away by the power wave!

One little creature managed to jump inside and raise a dagger aimed at Michael, but Vsevolod instantly leaped between them, clenching his fist, and punched the demon right in the chest. Wham! Heaven’s touch separated flesh from bone, burning the creature’s insides!

Michael, who had almost soiled his pants, looked with wide-eyed astonishment at his great-grandfather. At the teenage boy whose veins were gleaming gold.

At the young man who, albeit weakened, was still a former Apostle.

“This is why it’s so important to keep yourself sharp,” he smiled. “Don’t worry, Misha, we’ll protect you,” he added, casting his gaze over the clearing.

The battle was in full swing. The demons had already gotten close to Michael. And they were still only…

Thirty seconds into the invasion.

* * *

Vasilisa

‘This is bad,’ she couldn’t help thinking.

She’d lost track of time. At first, of course, it had been easy enough, as the creatures that emerged from the portals were nothing but small fry. Imps, and so on. During the first minute, the defense held out well, and save for that incident at the start, no demons got to the barrier.

But time went on.

Two minutes into the invasion.

The smell of sulfur had grown unbearable, and even Vasilisa, with her immense reserves of resistance, was beginning to feel the influence of the Abyss. The voices. The whispers. The dark shadows luring you into their embrace. The crushing tightness in your chest, so bad you felt your heart was about to stop. The world of Sins and nightmares did everything it could to suck you in, to implant a sense that all was futile, to sow panic and apathy.

The sky had turned blood-red, and the rays of the scarlet sun barely managed to seep through the haze. The whole world seemed to shake. There was a constant, piercing drone. But more importantly…

There were more and more demons.

Nameless’s soul was provoking disturbances throughout the Abyss, making portals shoot up everywhere. And the longer they stayed open, the more demons found out about them and ran to jump through them. The onslaught would only intensify.

It had begun with small groups of puny imps. Now, however, came the first vavakia, a twelve-foot, scaly-skinned giant of a demon — half-man, half-lizard.

After slicing the head off some minor monster, Vasilisa glanced around for a second. The vavakia had gone for Mark. He was coping. After all, dueling was his thing. Baal was fine too. Everything seemed to be going okay, but…

While a minute ago Tai and Nathaniel had had to wait for new enemies to appear, now they were fighting them off non-stop. Yes, they were managing easily enough. But this was only the beginning. Things were going to get exponentially tougher.

Boom! A loud explosion sounded by the barrier. Startled, Vasilisa turned around to see another vavakia emerging. It made straight for the wendigo, and the two monsters were soon locked in combat!

There were more portals, and more monsters pouring through them. And the influence of the Abyss was only growing.

‘No. There’s no getting out of it,’ Vasilisa decided. ‘It’s time’

She glugged down another super-potent painkiller, tossed the bottle aside and, digging her claws into the skin on her hand…

Began to flay herself!

She cried in pain as she felt the eternally burning flame begin to flare up.

Amid the piercing background drone and the explosions, she heard a crack, and her head flooded with memories of the main sin of her past life — the burning World Tree.

The Witch’s skin began to fall off, exposing white wood with smoldering veins, and the throbs of pain intensified. The fire grew stronger. The echo of the burning tree was pounding inside her.

Throb. Throb. Boom. BOOM!

“AAAAH!” With an unearthly howl Vasilisa tore off her own face, and a wave of pure destruction burst from her body!

The ground shook and split open, and the creatures caught in her attack began to topple over, burn up and fall between the cracks in the earth.

The pain was almost intolerable. The noise drowned her thoughts. But for Misha, for her beloved great-grandson… for her family…

It was nothing.

She might not be capable of the mightiest mass attacks, but she would do her utmost to ensure that nobody got hurt.

Three minutes into the invasion.

Vasilisa has taken the form of the Witch of the Apocalypse.

* * *

Baal

The cat dodged a blow from a huge, transparent spear. With a swing of his paw, he split the weapon in two and sliced off the giant demon’s arm as if it were a piece of salami. Roaring in pain, the creature staggered away and strayed into Mark’s zone, whereupon its stomach exploded, scattering its innards all over the place.

With a final grunt, the monster fell dead, and Baal met Mark’s gaze. They nodded to each other.

Boom! The ground shook, and the cat saw a huge crack threading quickly towards him from where Vasilisa was standing. He only just managed to jump aside and avoid tumbling into the fiery fissure!

‘Wow…,’ Baal thought, startled. ‘That’s the power of the Apocalypse, all right. Pure destruction’

“ONWARD!” the demons cried. “THERE ARE MORE OF US! SEIZE HIS SOUL!”

“THERE’S A WHOLE LEGION OF US. WE’VE NOTHING TO FEAR!”

Baal twisted around. Another three portals lit up in his zone. What the…

How? Where were they all coming from? He could understand the number of demons, and realized their growing strength, but THIS MANY portals?! Goddamn it!

‘Time for me to follow suit…,’ he sighed.

His bones cracked and his feline flesh began to tear apart, a black fluid gushing out of the wounds. In next to no time, his body had swollen to an abnormal size. His hind paws went limp and split into parts, becoming tentacles. His ears morphed into curled horns, and fur hung off him in ugly, twisted strands.

The enormous black monster drew the attention of all around it.

Thirty-two demons were slain instantly, transformed into sizzling piles of dead meat. But…

Even more of them immediately appeared in their place.

Three and a half minutes into the invasion.

Baal has adopted his true form.

* * *

Tai and Nathaniel

There was no more small fry. No more imps. Word had got around in the Abyss that it was pointless for weaklings to enter the portals.

Now only the strongest were coming.

A two-headed winged beast, the size of a small car, was making a beeline for Michael. Having somehow gotten past Vasilisa and Baal, it was swooping down directly at the boy!

Tai looked up.

It was coming in fast. Very fast! There was no way they could let Vsevolod’s barrier come down now. It would be game over. The situation was dire, and it was only thanks to the barrier that the boy hadn’t been killed. If this creature got through…

‘I’ve got to catch it,’ the tiger thought. ‘I’ve got to!’

Thrusting his sword into the ground, he assumed a stance and his heart went still. He was so completely focused that time froze. Even an explosion just behind him didn’t distract him.

‘Must catch it…’ His feline eyes narrowed. ‘Must catch. Catch. Catch.’ Energy coursed through his meridian lines. ‘Must catch it!’

“GRRR-AAH!” he roared furiously, stamping his foot on the ground.

The beast was less than a yard away. Less than a yard from striking the barrier! But Tai caught it in less than a second.

The gravity wave knocked the monster off course, causing it to crash to the ground and bounce up towards Tai. The yaoguai kicked it away, whereupon the wendigo rushed up and nudged the creature back up into the air, allowing Tai to thrust his sword right into its side. As the enemy’s body stiffened, the wendigo grabbed it by the leg and smashed it into the ground before swinging it around and tossing it back towards Tai.

Gripping the handle of his sword, the yaoguai swiftly brought the weapon down, slicing the thick-skinned creature in two.

“Whew…,” he sighed.

Wiping the blood from his sword, he looked at the wendigo. The blood-drenched monster looked back at him. They exchanged nods.

‘We have every chance. With fighters like these we have every chance. We’re going to win this battle. And I’ll go back to my family. My wife. My children,’ Tai thought, breathing heavily. ‘We’re going to win. No doubt about it’

But the worst was yet to come.

Four minutes into the invasion.

One minute left.

* * *

Vsevolod

The sky had long since vanished, growing not just dark but black like old, infected blood. The light of the scarlet sun could no longer get through.

A full-fledged Abyss had materialized on Earth.

And it was then, a minute before the end of the invasion, when an exhausted Michael was drawing out the last remnants of Nameless’s soul, when the sphere had almost fully formed in his hand, that the ground began to shake.

At first, Vsevolod paid no attention. It had been shaking the whole time! Baal’s and Vasilisa’s strikes had broken it into pieces, creating little islands. Some of the cracks were so big, the demons couldn’t jump over them!

The difference now, however, was that the quaking didn’t stop. At all.

It was getting stronger.

Vsevolod twisted his head this way and that. ‘This is bad,’ he thought.

But what was even worse, and what signaled things to come, was that that the demons had suddenly stopped still. Hundreds of them. All at once.

‘This is very bad!’ As he looked around, Vsevolod could feel something stirring beneath the ground. ‘THIS IS AS BAD AS IT…’

CRA-A-A-ASH!

The earth split open, sending huge pieces of rock flying in all directions, and bursting from the epicenter of the blast came a massive centipede, wide enough to swallow an entire van whole. The main thing, however, was its length.

One meter. Two. Ten. Thirty. Fifty.

Everyone watched in stunned terror as more and more of the creature’s body emerged from the ground. It rose, coiling in the air, and the human face on its head was looking furiously at Nameless.

The monster’s colossal body shut out the last flickers of light seeping through the blood-red sky.

Humans and demons alike were paralyzed with fear. None of them had ever seen anything like this.

‘It’s headed this way…,’ Vsevolod realized with horror. ‘OH, SHIT!’

The demons standing beneath the centipede began to scatter in panic, abandoning everything they’d been fighting for.

There was no surviving this.

“VASILISA! IT’S COMING FOR US!” Vsevolod yelled across the meadow. “MARK, BAAL! DON’T LET IT FALL DOWN HERE! I WON’T BE ABLE TO HOLD IT!”

Vasilisa, who had shed all her skin, cast a horrified look in Michael’s direction. Without hesitating for a second, she raised her hands, and huge wooden chains sprang from the cracks in the earth, beginning to wind themselves around the giant centipede.

With a roar, Baal galloped up to the beast and thrust his claws into his body, tearing it apart from within.

Mark gritted his teeth. He was a human being. He had limits. But for the sake of his son…

Blood began dripping from his nose. Holding his hand out at the flying creature, he clenched his fists. Ba-boom! The sound of a loud heartbeat rang out all over the clearing.

“GRRRR!” the creature roared.

Mark felt his capillaries bursting, blood spurting from his ears, pain gripping his chest, but…

Using the much maligned, forbidden Blood Marionette skill, he took control of the creature’s flesh.

“AAAAH!” he cried, twisting his hands.

“GRRR-AAAH!” the falling beast bellowed even louder, realizing that something was pulling it off course.

The centipede’s progress had slowed. Baal’s attacks were killing it, and it was being pulled aside. And yet, standing beneath it, you realized…

That it was too late.

It was going to fall directly on Michael in any case, whether it swooped on him with its mouth wide open or crashed down dead on top of him.

Vsevolod closed his eyes. Taking a deep breath, he deactivated the barrier, then put out his hand…

‘Jacob’s Ladder’ — He opened his gleaming eyes and clicked his fingers!

The sound of a horn rang out, followed by a low thrumming. The blood-black darkness was riven apart by Heaven’s attack as a column of brilliant, sparking light fell right onto the centipede’s body.

Vsevolod’s body began to give way. Clenching his jaw, he dropped to one knee, but he went on holding his hand in place, incinerating the creature alive! Its flesh burned and turned to ash. Little by little, the monster was vanishing. It was being destroyed.

But…

But!

It was still poised to fall right on Michael!

‘We can’t… we can’t do it…,’ Vsevolod realized with dismay. ‘WE CAN’T STOP IT!’

CRASH!

The hacked-up body, with bones and ribs protruding and blood gushing out, fell directly onto Misha and Nameless.

Vasilisa retracted her chains, Mark spewed blood, and Vsevolod ran up in horror, almost dropping unconscious.

The demons fleeing from the middle of the clearing stopped and turned around. The battle came to a standstill.

“Misha… MISHA!” Vsevolod cried helplessly as he reached the spot where the slain monster had fallen on his great-grandson. “MISHA!”

Horror and dismay tore at his chest. His mind refused to believe that Michael was dead. That he’d been crushed. That it had all happened right in front of his eyes!

Just as the dust had settled, however…

He heard the sound of ripping flesh.

* * *

I knew that it would fall on me. The Swarm had calculated the trajectory, and I even knew where the other parts of the creature would land. Pretty convenient! And so, when I realized that my family’s collective attack had failed, that the shrieking centipede was about to collapse on top of me and Grandpa had deactivated the barrier…

I plunged my free hand into Nameless’s chest, gathered all my strength and sprang aside together with the dead body. I darted away as far as I could. The Swarm highlighted all the safe spots, and just a second before the monster’s crash landing, I dived into a small crevice where there was no chance of getting flattened!

Crash! As the ground shook, I lost my balance and fell onto one knee, barely able to keep my focus on the task at hand.

I’d made it. I’d jumped clear. Right in the nick of time, I’d landed in an ideal spot amid the seven separate chunks of the giant creature!

I looked around. I saw demons in their hundreds, eyes burning bright. I could tell right away that they’d recovered their senses.

This was bad. Really bad. There was no barrier. Everyone was exhausted. And in any case, no one could properly protect me here, amid the swirling dust and the hulking pieces of the endless centipede. I’d gotten too far away from everyone.

Now, the demons were going to get me.

‘Swarm, analyze Nameless’s body and highlight the ligaments between the bones’

I opened my hand, still sharp-clawed from my fusion with the wendigo. Taking a deep breath, I collected my thoughts.

Well… here goes nothing!

I thrust my claws into the corpse’s shoulder. Nameless had been dead for four minutes, so his defenses had switched off, and I could pierce his flesh. I pulled my hand away, then plunged it in once more! This time I felt bone!

“Argh!” With a roar I tore off his arm.

I did the same again with the right arm, tearing it right off. Then the left leg. I ripped it up from within, plunging my claws between the bones, and off it came. The demons were already racing my way.

Now for the right leg. Plunge! Slice! Blood!

I was quartering Nameless, ridding myself of excess weight!

Now the head. Quickly! With my strength boosted by adrenaline and hyperfixation, I tore the head right off!

“GRAB HIM! KILL HIM! KILL THAT LITTLE SHIT!” the creatures cried.

‘How much time, Swarm?’

‘Thirty seconds’

Thirty seconds…

It sounded so little. Like no time at all.

I exhaled through gritted teeth. Spreading my claws, I thrust them into Nameless’s chest, clutching his ribs. Then…

Crouching down, I activated psychosis and sprinted out of my hiding place!

I ran as fast as I could, scraping the ground with the corpse in my hand, galloping like a little beast, using everything I had to put on speed!

With fiery lightning bolts and arrows whizzing past me, I jumped over a crevice, dashed between two warriors in infernal armor and leaped clear of a chunk of the centipede.

“GET HIM! CATCH HIM! HE’LL HAVE FINISHED SOON!”

‘Twenty seconds’

I flew towards a tree at the edge of the clearing. My folks were far away. I wouldn’t make it to them in time. I’d have to manage by myself.

Jump. Dodge. Survive. I could do it. The invasion had tested me to the limit. So many distractions, so many disturbances, so many dangers! But not once… not once had I lost my focus on the task of extracting the core!

And I wasn’t about to lose it now.

Run. Jump. Keep going.

“ARGH!” I roared, hurling Nameless’s body and leaping after it.

Just then, a fireball crashed into the tree I was heading towards, smashing it into pieces.

The Envy skill was almost interrupted, but I quickly made it over to the corpse, thrust my free hand back into it and used it as a lever to spring aside. Whoosh! A spear slammed into the ground in exactly the spot I’d just vacated.

“CATCH HIM! SEIZE HIM!” the demons screamed.

“WHY DOES HE HAVE TO BE SO FUCKING QUICK?!”

‘Fifteen seconds’

‘Thought Acceleration!’

Time slowed almost to a halt.

‘Swarm! Calculate the trajectories of the arrows!’

I saw the paths of the missiles, some of which were flying straight towards my head and chest.

When normal time resumed, I twisted my body so that everything went sailing past me.

“HOW?!” the crossbow shooters wailed.

‘Thirteen seconds’

About a dozen creatures lunged towards me at once. Just then, however, I heard a kind of gurgling sound, and half of them were cut down in mid-stride, sliced in two by a swishing blood jet. Thanks, Dad!

I leaped aside.

We’d almost won. Without any casualties! There was no way… no way I’d let us lose in the dying seconds!

A vavakia came thundering up from behind. I was wondering which way to run when it was felled by an invisible attack that sliced off its head. Much obliged, Baal!

‘Ten seconds’

Darting up a tree, I leaped away from a lightning bolt, and as I did so I saw another one heading right my way! Being in mid-flight, there was no way I could dodge it! But a split second before it could hit me, Tai’s spinning sword flew between me and the magical projectile, absorbing all the electricity!

‘Eight seconds’

The core was almost fully formed.

Dropping down from the tree, I jumped up and sped away. The demons chased after me. They didn’t care that Vasilisa was mowing them down in their dozens, that because of her only a handful had any chance of catching up to me. Getting me, killing me, was all that mattered.

I had to keep running. Keep dodging. Just a little longer!

‘Seven seconds’

I leaped up onto a tree, then swung myself away again!

The core had started buzzing. Cracks formed on its surface as it hardened into a pearl.

‘Six seconds’

Hearing a roar and a crash behind me, I glanced around.

‘Five seconds’

An enormous, sharp-fanged toad the size of a house, its mouth fully open and easily big enough to fit the whole of me inside it, was hurtling straight towards me.

Out of the corners of my eyes I saw enemies all around me. Even if I dodged the toad, I’d run up against something else. I was trapped. There was nowhere to run.

No…

No!

‘I’m not getting caught,’ I resolved, gritting my teeth. ‘I’m going to live to see my birthday.’ I clutched Nameless tightly. ‘I WON’T LET US LOSE’

“AARGH!”

With a roar, I hurled the body right into the open mouth. Then, pushing off with my legs, I leaped in after it! A whole bunch of arrows and magical weapons crashed into the spot where I’d just been standing.

Now inside the monster’s mouth, I planted my feet over its sharp, pointed teeth and pushed down, impaling my soles on them. Howling with pain, I then thrust my head upwards with all my might so that my horns jammed fast into the creature’s palate. The toad tried to shut its mouth, tried to bite through me, but I strained every sinew not to let it!

‘Four seconds’

The toad’s whole body shook from its effort to crush me between its jaws.

‘Three seconds’

I had Nameless in my hand. The core extraction was in its final moments. Just a little longer!

‘Two seconds’

Any moment now.

COME ON!

‘One second’

The core was ready. It grew heavy in my hand. The cracks healed over.

It was over...

We’d won.

‘The core is fully formed. The invasion is ov…’

Then came a flash.

* * *

Everyone

Had Michael been swallowed? Or had he jumped in there himself?

“Misha!” Vasilisa cried, holding her hand out towards the beast. But her attack never came.

Baal got there first. Running up, he swung his paw and sliced off the giant toad’s limbs. He was closely followed by the wendigo, who, with a great howl, plunged his claws into the demon’s body and began furiously, yet systematically, ripping it to shreds.

And as the toad collapsed, at that very moment… a sudden sense of ease came over everyone. As if a switch had been flipped.

“The portals… the portals are closing!” Vsevolod said, looking around. “THE INVASION IS OVER!”

The sky rapidly grew brighter as the grey mist was literally sucked into the earth.

Dozens of fiery vortexes were collapsing in on themselves and vanishing. The demons, realizing with horror that the disturbance caused by Nameless’s core had ceased, looked frantically around, searching for a path of retreat.

“We won… We won… HA-HA, WE WON!” Tai roared.

Ripping open half the toad’s belly, the wendigo spotted a small human body and held out a helping hand.

But Michael declined to take it.

He sprang out himself, leaping quickly and very high, and landing at a distance from everyone else.

Everyone immediately froze. A strange, heavy and very unpleasant feeling crept over all of them.

“Something… isn’t right here…,” Tai said, taking a step back. “This is bad. This is really bad!”

Michael had never jumped like that. He just wasn’t capable of it.

“Misha? Misha, son! You made it!” Mark cried.

The boy looked down at the ground.

Chuckling loudly to himself, he raised his hand and looked at the core.

“Oh, Nameless, Nameless. Did you really think you could deceive ME?” he said with a malevolent grin, tossing up the palm-sized core. “You evaded nearly all my traps, but in your desperation for freedom you failed to notice the main one, the final one…”

That was not his voice.

“M-Misha?” With his hand outstretched, Mark stepped towards his son.

“Ah, Michael, you mean? Michael isn’t here right now. He’s sleeping very, very soundly.” He smiled, turning around. “Right now, there is only Lucifer.”

And a blood-red pentagram — the symbol of the King of Hell — began to carve itself on the boy’s forehead.
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A Historical Portal Progression Fantasy Series

by Alex Toxic

Thousand Brethren

An Action & Adventure Portal Progression Fantasy Series

by Roman Prokofiev

The Odd Doctor

A Historical Portal Progression Fantasy Series

by Sergei Izmailov

Solo

An Action & Adventure Progression Fantasy Series

by Vasily Mahanenko

Emperor of the Borderlands

A Historical Progression Fantasy Series

by Eugene Astakhov & Alex Toxic

Backstreet Evolutionist

A Progression Fantasy Adventure Series

by Anton Panarin

Guardian's Journey

A Portal Progression Fantasy Series

by Roman Savarovsky

„Earth“ Release

A LitRPG Adventure Series

by Vasily Mahanenko & Vladimir Koshcheev

The Last Paladin

An Action & Adventure Progression Fantasy Series

by Roman Savarovsky

The Coming of God of Death

A Portal Progression Fantasy Series

by Dmitry Dornichev

We Are Legion

A RealRPG Action Adventure Series

by Dmitry Dornichev & Evgeny Fox

The Doctor from Nowhere

A Historical Progression Fantasy Adventure Series

by Anatoly Drozdov

The Selected

A LitRPG Action Adventure Series

by Vasily Mahanenko & Yuri Vinokuroff

The Artificer

A Portal Progression Fantasy Series

by Marcus Cass

The Dark Summoner

A LitRPG Apocalypse Adventure Series

by Andrei Tkachev

Me and My Demons

A Portal Progression Adventure Fantasy Series

by Oleg Sapphire & Alexey Kovtunov

Banned

A LitRPG Apocalypse Adventure Series

by Michael Atamanov

The Other Side

A Post Apocalyptic Survival LitRPG Series

by Rodion Korablev

The Blood Code

A Historical Progression Fantasy Adventure Series

by Michael Borz

Law of the Jungle

A Wuxia Progression Fantasy Adventure Series

by Vasily Mahanenko

The Order of Architects

A Portal Progression Fantasy Series

by Oleg Sapphire & Yuri Vinokuroff

The Hunter’s Code

A Portal Progression Fantasy Series

by Oleg Sapphire & Yuri Vinokuroff

The Strongest Student

A Portal Progression Action Fantasy Series

By Andrei Tkachev

An Ideal World for a Sociopath

A LitRPG Apocalypse Adventure Series

by Oleg Sapphire

The Healer’s Way

A Portal Progression Fantasy Series

by Oleg Sapphire & Alexey Kovtunov

How I Built a Magic Empire

A Portal Progression Fantasy Series

by Konstantin Zubov

The Afflicted

A LitRPG Apocalypse Adventure Series

by Konstantin Zubov

The One Who Changes the Future

A Dystopian Portal Progression Fantasy Series

by Boris Romanovsky

The Last Portal Jumper

A LitRPG Progression Fantasy Series

by Konstantin Zubov

The Dark Healer

A Historical Progression Fantasy Series

by Alex Toxic & Nadya Lee

Lord of The System

A LitRPG Progression Fantasy Series

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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