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THE ALCHEMIST


The ritual proved successful, granting Ed a miraculous escape from a dying world and an opportunity to start a new life. What he did not expect was that this vibrant new world would be filled with dangers waiting around every corner.

Barely giving him any time to adjust, fate dealt its cruel hand once more. Ed lost his family and landed in the clutches of their enemies. But could this really discourage a talented alchemist, who has already accomplished the impossible once before?

Having escaped, Ed got another chance at a normal life. He has to start from scratch, but this wouldn’t pose a problem for someone who consistently defied the odds.

Ahead of him lies a new life in the capital, new friends and enemies, and a struggle to maintain his freedom. The abilities of a true alchemist are too powerful to escape the watchful eye of the authorities.

Will Ed be able to deal with the challenges, find balance, and finally live a normal life?


PROLOGUE




Olga Medvedeva neatly folded the sheets of paper, gave them a light tap on the table, placed them in a folder, and headed to her brother’s office. Because of their position, they resided where they worked — in the palace. This made it easier to ensure safety.

The former Emperor was destroyed right in his domain. The identity of the perpetrator — be it someone from his inner circle, his acquaintances, or a stranger — still remained a mystery. This always kept her and her brother on alert, but despite the inconvenience, safety had to be prioritized.

After making her way through the corridors, she knocked and entered the Emperor’s chambers. He was sitting in a chair by the window and reading. Seeing this large, imposing man with a book was akin to seeing a bear in a library. Weird and out of place.

“Don’t give me that look,” said Anastas Medvedev, without taking his eyes off the book.

“I’m here on official business,” Olga replied. “The conclusions regarding the educational project are ready.”

“We were supposed to have a day off today,” Anastas noted.

During the first months of their reign, they all worked tirelessly as a team, fully aware of the stakes involved. This continued for over a year, reaching a juncture where they needed to ease off to avoid burnout. Whether one was an Emperor or not, gifted with extraordinary abilities or an ordinary mortal, relaxation was essential for all.

“I promise not to burden you too much.”

“Uh-huh.” The Emperor didn’t believe it, but he put the book aside.

Olga nodded, accepting the invitation, settled into a chair, and put the folder on the table. She knew perfectly well what was in it, she didn’t need to peek, but she wanted to give her brother a chance to study the graphs and records himself.

“Firstly, my theory that there are intelligent children among the common folk in this country has been fully and unequivocally confirmed.”

“I have never doubted that.”

“You may not have.”

For a moment, Olga envisioned all the people who worked for them. The people who worked in factories, in the Emperor’s administration, or looked after houses — there were plenty of smart and talented individuals among them.

“But others definitely did.”

“Yes, yes, I remember your theory that the snobbery of aristocrats hinders the state’s proper development.”

The Emperor didn’t show his displeasure in any way, but Olga knew her brother too well. She also knew that he agreed with her. However, that didn’t stop him from getting irritated during conversations on such topics.

Aristocrats were the backbone of any state. Throughout history, they had always held power in their hands. And those who had power had never been shy about dictating rules and conditions to everyone around them or pulling strings from the shadows.

Their authority stemmed not only from personal abilities but also from wealth, influence, resources, assets and connections. Going against them was like destabilizing the very foundation on which your house stood. But not doing anything was equally dangerous. Because aristocrats...

Olga recalled the effort it took to persuade Izmailov Sr. to start creating a new Institute — a special high school for talented commoners and winners of the school Olympics — as a part of the Lyceum, with all proper infrastructure. And how much money it cost the ruling family...

“What’s next?” Anastas’s words snapped her out of her reverie. He was aware of his sister’s unusual habit of just getting lost in her thoughts in the middle of a conversation, pondering another idea.

“Oh, yes. Now we have proof. Despite the terrible, yes, terrible education system beyond the capital, we were able to identify talented children from all over the country.”

First of all, the country lacked professionals and skilled specialists who would make it a better place. Not that there was no visible progress already, but it certainly hadn’t been swift. Russia was trailing behind, and soon, this lag threatened to reach critical levels, if it hadn’t already.

The current system couldn’t adequately address this issue and offer a viable solution. Schooling typically ended after nine classes, with students either enrolling in nearby colleges or entering factories for on-the-job training. The quality of teaching varied from place to place. Many schools were under the control of local ruling families, who often prioritized obedient workers over intelligent individuals who might challenge the status quo.

“Groups of new students have been formed. Soon, their education at the Institute will begin. Izmailov promised to create and develop faculties where we can polish their talents.”

“Very well.” The Emperor nodded. He wasn’t particularly interested in this.

“We have already processed and tested those who live in the capital and nearby cities. We’ll handle the rest a little later, as they arrive.”

“And?” Anastas leaned forward.

“That’s it, more or less. We can continue to work on the developments that we have received from the Korshunovs. Only without unnecessary sacrifices and without the methods they employed. By the way, were you able to find out anything else from their heir?”

“No. The boy has been remarkably quiet.” The Emperor chuckled.

“I heard they were desperate. His mother is trying to find a home for his sister.”

“Let’s stay on topic,” Anastas reminded her.

“There’s nothing more to report. The data has been collected, the analysis is underway... We’ve identified a couple of dozen promising candidates. Once we delve deeper... it could lead to a breakthrough.”

“That would be nice.”

“There are also a few of them who are most likely waifs.”

This term referred to children who had been lost during the war — orphans. When a clan was destroyed, some children managed to escape. Without a surname and the support of any family, their lives were often full of challenges.

“Interesting. Have you already talked to them?”

“Not yet. I’ll do it as soon as school starts.”

“It would be good if we got a chance to restore several surnames and families.”

Olga nodded. As she thought just recently, aristocrats were the foundation of any state. And the blood that ran through their veins, their genes, and their traits were the essence of this foundation. Even if the heirs had lost all their social influence, their genes were of great value.

“I’ll take care of it and see how it goes. That’s all. As I promised, I won’t bother you anymore today.”

“Then go.” The Emperor waved his hand and returned to his book.


Chapter 1
TOWARDS A NEW LIFE




If you were attentive enough, you could notice how one cycle of life replaces another.

Olga gave birth, and a baby took my place at the Gvozdevs’ house. I embarked on a journey to the capital to pursue my studies, marking the beginning of a new chapter in my life.

Cycles were like currents in a river, often imperceptible to the naked eye yet undeniably present.

After I got to the region by bus, I went to the train station, bought a ticket and boarded the train. I settled by the window and watched people pass by. I had a few things, a backpack and a bag, which I put under my bunk.

A stout woman, aged and carrying trunks, approached me and took a seat on the opposite side. She waved her hand at someone through the window. Maybe her daughter, or even granddaughter. Soon others joined us. There was a guy with bruises under his eyes who immediately climbed up top, constantly apologizing and lamenting that he was too old for the upper berth. For some reason, he didn’t ask me to switch places, and I didn’t offer, curiously observing what would happen next. The fourth passenger was also a man; he threw his bag down, settled next to me, and silently stared out the window.

Gradually, the carriage filled with people, noise, hushed conversations, and various smells.

Observing the scene quickly became boring. A string of houses, and fields, and then we would spend several hours traveling through forests. It would be more interesting when we get to that part.

Less than five minutes later, the woman began unpacking her enormous bag, filling the air with the scent of eggs, chicken, bread, salads, cookies... I had nothing against food, but this was too much...

Trying to distance myself, I stared out the window and wondered what awaited me ahead. I was instructed to arrive at the Lyceum two days prior to the start of the school year, that is, August thirtieth. It was currently the twenty-ninth. I’d arrive in St. Petersburg in the evening, and from there I had another nine-hour ride to the capital. I would spend the night on the train and barring any unforeseen circumstances, be at the Lyceum in the morning.

“Young man, will you be eating now?” The voice startled me, as a head came down from above. That’s exactly what it looked like — a floating head with greasy hair was hanging from the upper berth. “If not, may I...?”

“Yes, of course,” I got out from behind the table that stood between the bunks and went to the junction between the train cars to try to get some fresh air.

Reflecting on my exam responses, I realized I’d been too liberal, lacking a solid cover story. It didn’t seem like such a good idea now. I was accepted to study as Eduard Gvozdev, although, in reality, I was Edgar Sokolov. Supposedly, I was the nephew of Sergei Gvozdev, with whom I had lived for more than a year, but there was no evidence to support this claim, and if the Lyceum had something like a security service that did background checks... Then my true identity could easily be exposed. Consequently, that could either lead to me becoming an aristocrat again, which, I hoped, would open up new opportunities, or make things much worse for me and I would have to go on the run. Or maybe it wouldn’t change anything at all.

The uncertainty gnawed at me. To calm down, I tried to devise contingency plans for each option. Escape was the simplest option. I’d already seen it all, I could survive in any conditions. Only if it weren’t for the Gvozdevs... I feared for their safety more than my own.

In order not to get overwhelmed, I set about polishing the positive scenario to perfection. I’d already rehearsed in my mind countless times how I would navigate my new life. The initial step involved settling into the dormitory, acquainting myself with my future classmates, and familiarizing myself with the Lyceum’s regulations. Next, I needed to investigate the fate of the Sokolov family. Maybe they had some relatives left. The third step was obtaining a separate workspace. I doubted that a dorm room would be suitable for alchemical experiments. However, acquiring such a space demanded both funds and resources, which meant I also needed to find a job. A job that I could combine with studies and that would leave me with enough time to do everything.

I returned to my seat about thirty minutes later, reasoning that during this time people had had time to eat, and more importantly, the awful mix of smells had had time to dissipate.

I was mistaken on both counts. My fellow travelers had just moved on to tea, but they kindly made room for me and even offered me cookies.

***

Since we were traveling late into the evening, most of us were already in bed. I managed to doze off, the rhythmic sound of the wheels lulled me to sleep, giving me a false sense of security and tranquility.

Suddenly, a sharp metallic grinding noise jolted me awake. Still sleepy, I forgot where I was. I clumsily hit my head against the wall when I tried to get up and fell back.

The grinding sound repeated. It was reminiscent of a hacksaw slicing through metal with swift, biting strokes. Soon, it was accompanied by an even more ominous sound of metal being torn apart. Panic-stricken screams erupted from the carriage ahead of mine, sending shivers down my spine.

“What is this?” the elderly food enthusiast timidly poked her head into the aisle. The men also got out. Soon, the other passengers also became curious.

A wave of anxiety swept through the carriage and everyone wanted to know what was happening. The dense crowd made it impossible for me to move. However, staying put was the right decision. The train jerked, abruptly slowing down, causing standing passengers to stumble in all directions. People fell out from upper bunks, in the aisles and collided with one another.

The grinding sound came again, somewhat drowned out by all the noise. Whatever was happening wasn’t good.

I helped a woman and a man up. She groaned and squealed in pain. Not only did she fall, but a hefty man had also landed on top of her.

Just in case, I threw on my jacket and grabbed my backpack, prepared for the possibility of a sudden evacuation. As the train slowed to a halt, we all saw the reason for all this commotion.

It was surreal. It was as if someone from above had lowered a knife and pierced the roof of the carriage. The blade hit a woman in the head and cut her in half, stopping at the waist. It then retracted, carrying her severed body upwards before it crashed back down, splattering blood across the horrified onlookers.

At this moment, panic erupted. Some huddled in their seats, the others rushed to the exit. Someone shoved me aside, and I collided with the table and fell into the seat, just as two more blades pierced through the roof, claiming more unfortunate victims.

This time it was different. The blades began to move, pushing the metal aside to create a hatch, through which some creature’s body could be seen. Whatever it was, it tore off a piece of roof as if it were paper.

I looked at it in fascination, quickly calculating my options. It seemed that this creature didn’t throw away the pieces of the roof, but devoured them! Just like the passengers.

Before my eyes, the monster picked up a corpse and swallowed it.

While it was devouring its prey, I quickly drew a seal on the window. The glass crumbled, clearing the way to my escape route. I took off my backpack. No matter what happened next, it could only get in the way.

I slipped outside, landing awkwardly on the sloping rails and tumbling into thorny bushes below — an undoubtedly foolish move that could expose me to the creature.

But I got lucky. I managed to escape without attracting the creature’s attention. As I crawled out of the bushes, I looked around and saw a dark silhouette making its way through the carriages, biting off larger pieces of metal, stuffing them into its mouth, together with corpses. I also saw that many people jumped out of the carriages and were now fleeing the site, seeking refuge in the surrounding forest, but I wasn’t sure it was a good hiding place for an ordinary person.

It took me a few seconds to make a decision. Realizing that direct confrontation was futile, I opted for alchemy.

I just needed to act carefully. Picking up a nearby stone, I ran to the carriage and began to stamp a seal directly on it. The power of any drawing was characterized by skill, precision, energy reserve, preparation and activation time. I knew that what I planned would require a lot of strength, so I decided that precision was secondary to speed in this dire situation, and I wanted to avoid wasting my entire energy reserve.

It took me thirty-four seconds to draw the seal. During this time, the beast killed several more people, but I couldn’t do it any faster. I was working in terrible conditions, in the dark, with a stone against metal.

My goal was to use the Law of Similarity that said that it was much easier to manipulate an object using its counterpart of the same nature and turn the metal in the creature’s stomach into spikes. The initial results weren’t outstanding, but at some point, the monster slowed down and even froze. Clinging to the window, it eventually felt its internal wounds and retreated into the carriage. Seizing the opportunity, I climbed atop the torn roof and made sure that there was no one left inside. All passengers either fled or were dead.

After my encounter with the demon, I thought a lot about how to deal with the gifted in the future. Unfortunately, I was already far from my full potential after drawing the seal. There was also the disadvantage of being here in a foreign territory, without preparation. I didn’t have much time either, which meant I’d have to take risks and go in blind.

I reached the wounded beast just as it began to move. Up close, the monster looked even more creepy. It was definitely a spider, but there was something distinctly unnatural about it. Its metallic sheen and spiky exterior only added to its menacing aura.

Realizing that retreat was no longer an option, I swiftly formed a seal and pressed it against the creature’s body with my palm. Yet, before I could complete the process, a sudden flash enveloped us both, shrinking the beast, and hurling me violently to the side where I crashed into a solid surface before falling to the ground.

When I got up, I realized several things. One, this damn thing teleported us. Two, I was unharmed. Three, the beast was also intact and was now straightening up, scanning its surroundings.

Reacting quickly, I activated the previously attached seal, causing chaos inside the spider’s body. In confusion, it rushed past me, almost demolishing me, crashed into a tree, and... Disappeared. Vanished into thin air.

I found myself at the edge of the forest, with open space stretching beyond. Looking around, I saw the beast reappear about three hundred feet away from me, walk another ten steps, and collapse as if it were drunk.

Sensing an opportunity, I hurried towards it. If I encountered a beast capable of moving through space and recovering quickly... Then I had to finish it off at any cost before it did so. Otherwise…

While I was running, I felt a short spike in my pocket, which I had forged from meteorite iron. Thank you, dear mercenaries for bringing me that cobblestone, capable of stopping spatial manipulations! With a metal-plated glove providing support, I aimed carefully and propelled the spike toward the creature with all the force I could muster.

It was time to find out whether this thing was really capable of stopping a Walker.


Chapter 2
ALCHEMIST VS. SPIDER




How to defeat a beast that had an unknown set of abilities, was twice your height, encased in metal, and whose extremities were sharper than any blades?

Well, actually, I knew about some of its abilities — such as consuming metal, people, and moving through space — but its resilience and blades made it a formidable adversary.

My seal dealt some damage to the creature, but by the time I reached it again, it had almost recovered. Even worse — it determined exactly who was to blame for its troubles.

A spike of meteorite iron struck the monster, but bounced off its tough exterior. However, even a small scratch proved enough for the animal to shrink, and temporarily immobilize. Unfortunately, this advantage was short-lived as the beast quickly regained its mobility and singled me out as its target.

The creature swung one of its blades, almost cutting off my head. We were in an open space, there was nothing to hide behind, and I was too weak to directly attack it, so I needed a more strategic approach. And alchemy.

I got lucky about twenty seconds later when I managed to predict its move and hit a joint of one of its blade-limbs with a seal of destruction. It had four of them. The spider also had ordinary legs on which it moved. Which was logical, because it couldn’t go far on the blades.

The seal took a few seconds to destroy the joint. The stump of the blade flew off to the side, but the monster didn’t seem to notice. It didn’t even make a sound. The only thing I heard was the whoosh of air being cut as it attacked again.

I was able to get around the monster so that I could retrieve the severed blade as a makeshift weapon and then began to retreat toward the forest, not forgetting to summon the meteorite spike. It wasn’t of much help in this particular situation, but I didn’t want to risk losing it.

For the next few minutes I ran, jumped, tumbled, and dodged the raging monster in every possible way. We were both exhausted. The creature slowed down, a distance of a couple of dozen steps formed between us and I was able to exhale.

It did try to teleport several times, but each attempt failed. At such moments, I was able to break the distance, catch my breath, and strategize my next move. Despite our mutual exhaustion, I remained vigilant, evading its relentless assaults and preparing my next attack with the help of that blade.

The blade was part of the carcass. According to the Law of Similarity, there was a connection between them, and the fact that it was in my hands meant that I could also influence the rest of the body, without wasting all of my energy and putting my life at risk.

I had a small trick in mind — it would take a little effort, and quite a bit of time. Using the blade as a conduit, I drew a complicated seal on it with my own blood, which flowed from the wound made with this very sharp blade.

“Meet your end, my friend,” I muttered, activating the seal.

The spider froze. I waited a few seconds, but nothing happened. Having seized the opportunity, I approached the creature, jumped up and drove its blade into its eye socket. Right into that vile little eye. I struck it several times, driving the blade directly into the brain.

The beast twitched a couple of times before collapsing and falling silent. This time for good. But I didn’t stop there. Methodically, I broke its limbs and separated the blades from the body. Just in case. In a world where there were creatures called “immortal”, there were no unnecessary precautions.

Having made sure that the creature was indeed dead, I walked about twenty feet away from the carcass and sat down on the ground.

Phew...

***

Half an hour later, I was knee-deep in the task of gutting the monster.

I was in an unknown place, the only things surrounding me were a small clearing and a forest. A very dark forest. The nightfall was approaching. At first glance, this wasn’t the most prudent thing to do at the moment, and yet this was exactly what I was doing.

After the fight, I took a brief respite to collect myself. However, as reality settled in, I cursed, realizing three things: I was lost, my belongings and money were still on the train, and I had missed my connection to the second train to the capital.

If I remembered correctly, we had at least a couple more hours before we reached St. Petersburg. According to the map I studied prior to my trip, we should be somewhere in the middle of a large forest. It should be a half-hour drive to the nearest scheduled stop. But I couldn’t tell for sure, because I was dozing off for the last hour on the train and didn’t know exactly what time it was when we were attacked.

Also, I had no idea where the train was. I heard no screams, I saw no lights… How far did this creature manage to teleport us? According to Sergei’s stories, it all depended on its power of as a Walker. Some of them could make it up to a few miles. So, it made complete sense to assume the worst.

Let’s suppose for a moment that the train was a couple of miles away from me. If I added to that equation the fact that I was in a dark forest, on unfamiliar terrain, and that the train could be in any direction from me, my options appeared bleak.

This meant it could take me hours, if not longer, to make my way back. Venturing out at night, risking getting lost, or attacked by another beast… It didn’t bode well.

As for being late for the first day of school… Well, something out of the ordinary happened. These were extreme circumstances. A beast attacked the train, tore apart the roof, ate a bunch of metal, and also killed at least a couple of dozen people, if not more. In such circumstances, one would expect a rescue team to intervene. In the best-case scenario, the passengers would be transported to the nearest city.

I had been contemplating my options for about five minutes. With the help of alchemy, I could make fire, and it would make it easier for me to navigate through the forest. I could also climb a tree and try to find some signs of civilization — lights, or some other landmark.

It sounded like a plan. Yet, as my gaze fell upon the carcass of the spider, my thoughts veered in a completely different direction.

I doubted anyone could truly understand my motives. All my past life I lived as an alchemist. Learning something new for me meant increasing my chances of survival. When I found myself in this world, in the body of a boy, I naively thought that the hard days were over. And then the Sokolov family was killed, my sister and I were thrown into the laboratory, and experiments were carried out on us. In short, it became abundantly clear that this world wasn’t such a friendly place.

It was also swarming with monsters. These included creatures like the spider capable of consuming metal and teleporting. There were also demons, a.k.a the immortals. Those were individuals with increased strength, reflexes, and regeneration — very difficult to kill. But what intrigued me the most were the Walkers. This spider was also a Walker — capable of moving between two points in space as easily as an ordinary person walked on the sidewalk.

My experiences in both my past life and this one had made me a little paranoid. But as I had already said, I firmly believed that knowledge was the key to survival. Thus, as I sat amidst the forest, gazing at the carcass of a creature capable of moving through space, I couldn’t help but feel a mix of fascination and caution. In my several years in this world, encountering such a phenomenon was a first.

So the question was, should I blame myself for the fact that I decided to stay in the forest for a while, putting all my other plans at risk, and properly studying the monster? In the worst-case scenario, the train would leave without me. If there was a train left in the first place. I’d lose my belongings and find myself in an inconvenient situation. But considering what I’d already been through, I was confident in my ability to handle it. At most, I might be a day or two late for classes.

I hoped this wasn’t a reason to be expelled. Also, I had a rock-solid excuse. A powerful beast attacked the train, I escaped, ran into the forest, got lost, and then wandered for several days until I reached civilization. It was a beautiful story that I hoped would touch the hearts of school officials.

At worst, I’d lose my spot at the Lyceum. Which would be sad, of course, but it wasn’t the end of the world.

With these thoughts in mind, I began cutting. I was eager to see how its body worked.

Employing diagnostic seals, I meticulously analyzed the creature’s composition and abilities. The spider’s potential index was small. Lower than that of the wolverine. But the danger index... While its regeneration capabilities were modest, akin to Sergei’s level, and inferior to mine, its speed, reflexes, and strength far exceeded my expectations. Remembering how the spider effortlessly tore through metal only reinforced this assessment.

Having found a dry branch, I made a fire and cast the light on the beast to examine it carefully. A very strange creature, with a significant amount of metal interwoven throughout its body.

Its digestive system was able to digest the metal it consumed and then... Whether the spider fed on the metal, used it for regeneration or somehow grew stronger from it remained a mystery to me.

Its teeth were hard and strong. Perhaps the strongest part of the body. Extracting them was difficult, but I figured I could make something useful out of them.

An hour later, I found what I was looking for. My research showed that the spider was essentially a vessel of the energy of the world, which it accumulated inside itself, mostly in its head. I didn’t discover any hints of how exactly it used it to walk through space, but at least I sensed that there were certain distortions around its brain. I had a theory that the spider’s brain, or at least a part of it, was able to able to manipulate the spatial field around itself in some way. Another interesting conclusion was that the stone wasn’t able to stop the creature from teleporting while it was in my pocket. It only destabilized the field in this case, and yet it deprived the beast of its ability to teleport as it scratched its chitin.

I checked the locations where the monster walked through space. First, where we appeared and where I was thrown, then where it jumped the second time. In both instances, I discovered a peculiar disturbance in the energy of the world — like a small lake of pure water clouded by dirt. Unfortunately, I didn’t have the strength and resources to create the seals necessary to conduct a thorough investigation. But that was why I stayed here, to study the phenomenon and understand what I had encountered.

My research was interrupted by a strange, clapping sound. I immediately put out the fire and went to the forest. The sound came from the sky, approached quickly, flew over me, moved away, but then returned again. The source of the sound turned out to be a flying car with a propeller that turned so fast that it allowed it to fly.

Rescuers?

When I saw unfamiliar people jumping to the ground and raising their weapons, the last thing I would have done was rush toward them. Especially after having delved deeply into gutting the beast I had previously killed.

Knowing that any such monster was of great value to the aristocrats, I thought these people may not be rescuers, but hunters, sent after the spider.

The squad approached the carcass and stood there for about twenty seconds. By this moment I had retreated even deeper into the forest and should not have been visible, but...

The bullet from the first shot flew dangerously close and crashed into a tree. I felt splinters scratching my skin. I ducked down and started to run.

They fired a couple of bursts after me. Some of the bullets missed. My improved protection against gunshots worked, but apparently not well enough. The impact propelled me forward, and I tripped and fell somewhere into a gap between tree roots. This partly covered me, as the hail of bullets whizzed over my head. When the gunfire ceased, I jumped up and started running.

I didn’t care that it was dark. I didn’t care that I didn’t know where I was running. All that mattered was saving my head.

Somehow, they caught up with me too quickly and surrounded me.

“Hey, you!” they shouted, “Put your hands in the air and come out!”

Demons. They were definitely demons. No one else could run so fast or navigate well in the dark.

I might have considered surrendering had they not opened fire a few minutes ago.

Gathering courage, I released my artifact ball, and the following fight quickly proved that my weapon design had its drawbacks. There were two opponents, and I could only hit one target at a time.

One of the demons was thrown backward and slammed against a tree trunk. The second one started shooting, which inadvertently gave away his position, allowing me to redirect the projectile toward him. I thought he was in a completely different place.

A second before the collision, I activated one of the seals. The ball split into two parts, releasing what was hidden inside — a thin, razor-sharp metal thread able to cut many things in half. The demon managed to react and grabbed onto it, but I had anticipated this. It spun around his arms and when I moved my hand towards me, summoning the weapon, the thread jerked back, severing his hand. A cry of pain echoed through the forest.

By now, the second demon had recovered and rose to his feet. He suffered the same fate. He leaped towards his screaming partner but didn’t notice the ball that followed my will. It blew his head off.

The screams quickly died down. The survivor tried to run and hide behind a tree. That was all I needed. Seizing the opportunity, I retrieved the projectile. Putting together the thread and the ball, I made sure that no one was around and ran as far as I could.

Fortunately, the forest soon gave way to open terrain, and I couldn’t call what happened next anything else than great luck. I jumped out of the thicket straight to the railroad. I didn’t run along it, realizing that I would be fully exposed. I dealt with one enemy, the second was seriously wounded, but there were others who arrived with them. So, I jumped over the rails, went down the slope, ran into the forest, and pressed onward.

I managed to break away and lost sight of my pursuers. No matter how hard I looked, I couldn’t see them anymore.

My heart was pounding, sweat was pouring into my eyes, and I was out of breath. Having made a short pause, I moved on, staying along the rails. About five minutes later, I saw the ill-fated train. Many people were gathered around it, some shouting, others being carried out. I walked to my carriage and slipped back inside through the window.

Then it dawned on me that if the demons had a good sense of smell, they could track me down. Ensuring the carriage was empty except for the corpses and blood-stained floor, I proceeded cautiously to the restroom. There, I quickly washed my hands and traces of blood from the ball. I also tried to clean my clothes, removing dirt I picked up in the forest.

My mind raced with the realization that if I wanted to return unnoticed, I had to look like a traumatized teenager, and not like someone who had just left a battlefield.

Having finished cleaning myself up, I realized that I didn’t remove all the traces, but the remaining ones could be attributed to something else. Returning to my belongings, I pondered my next move: remain hidden in a corner, feigning fear, or join the others.

The decision was made for me when someone entered the carriage, their voices echoing through the compartment. I couldn’t think of anything better than to hide and pretend that I had been sitting here all this time. I hoped I was a good actor.

Soon they found me. A man with a pale face first twitched when he saw me, but then he approached me and tried to comfort me.

“Don’t worry boy, everything is alright now. It’s all over. Come with me,” he extended his hand to me, “They will help you.”

I, trembling deliberately, slowly got out and followed him.


Chapter 3
THE JOURNEY TO THE CAPITAL




Things turned out relatively well, considering the chaos and the numerous casualties. They escorted me out of the carriage, checked me up, and gave me hot tea. I was traveling in the seventh carriage. The spider attacked the fourth one first and then progressed until it got to mine.

The rescuers arrived about twenty minutes after I left. These were definitely not the same people I met in the forest. After their arrival, the survivors were herded back onto the train, and it resumed its journey toward the nearest city.

Once we reached it, the wounded were hospitalized, and the rest were sent to another train, which took us to St. Petersburg. If anyone thought that the adventure would end there, they were gravely mistaken. When we arrived, we were greeted by police and detained.

“Who gave you the right to hold us captive?” I heard loud voices ringing with indignation.

“The Emperor himself!” the policemen responded and all the protests were somehow silenced.

The interrogation lasted for several hours. No food, water, or explanations. We couldn’t even go out onto the platform to stretch our legs. It dragged on for hours, with several people at a time being taken to a separate carriage for questioning.

When it was my turn, I stuck to the story I had prepared: that I had cowered in a corner when the monster appeared.

“Why is the window broken?” the interrogator asked after he wrote down my information. I didn’t like him. He looked like an ordinary guy, plump and well-fed, but his gaze... Too cold and calculated.

“How would I know? The monster probably broke it.”

I had heard people call the beast a monster more than once. Nobody called it a spider, so I followed suit, not wanting to show that I knew more than the others.

“Where are you going?”

“To the capital.”

“Why?”

“To study.”

“Where are your parents?”

“Dead.”

“What happened to them?” He didn’t even blink.

“They died in the war,” I answered according to the background story that Sergei and I came up with, hoping no one would dig deeper. I was just an ordinary student, nothing else.

After a few more questions, I was dismissed.

Despite my wounds healing, I still felt weak and ravenously hungry. But these bastards didn’t provide any sustenance.

The level of care displayed by the authorities left much to be desired.

***

As I anticipated, we were held until the morning and I spent the night in the carriage, wrapped up in my jacket. I didn’t get enough sleep, I was starving and in an awful mood. Plus, I missed my train to the capital.

When we were finally released and I made my way to the ticket office, it turned out that there were no seats available on the next train. The one after that one was late in the evening and it turned out that no matter what, I would arrive at the capital later than the appointed time.

Having begrudgingly bought a ticket, I decided to use my free time wisely, and I went to explore the city. Considering that I was famished, the first thing I visited was a diner with reasonable prices where I ordered a bunch of food.

Once I was full, I felt drowsy and figured that some sightseeing would keep me awake. The city was truly breathtaking. I walked along its embankments, admiring the monuments and architecture.

While I was walking, I remembered that in all this chaos, I had neglected to inform the Gvozdevs of my situation. I found a place where I could make a call, called Sergei’s workplace, and left a message for him, assuring him that all was well with me. The connection was expensive and I couldn’t wait until he was called to the phone.

The important part was that I checked in.

***

The Emperor was sitting at the table, leafing through papers, when the door quietly opened and a man entered. Anastas raised his gaze, scrutinizing the visitor.

“What brings you here, Rodion?”

“The investigation of the yesterday’s case has been concluded.”

“Come in.” The Emperor nodded.

“Yesterday, at approximately 20:45, an unknown animal attacked a civilian train,” Rodion stated matter-of-factly.

“Unknown? In the middle of an inhabited area?”

“An arachnid beast,” Rodion answered dryly. “Its flesh was semi-metallic. It tore through several train roofs, presumably feeding on metal, much like it did with the unfortunate passengers. When the train stopped, it disappeared. One of the witnesses claims that he saw someone’s figure rush towards the spider and they evaporated together.”

“Someone pursued the spider?” The Emperor narrowed his eyes.

“Allegedly. But it was late in the evening, the details remain unclear.”

“Did you find the animal?”

“Yes. However, we were not the first on the scene. Another group of beaters arrived there first. According to the report, a fight ensued, and in the end, they managed to escape, but they left behind the carcass and traces. Both sides suffered casualties.”

“How unexpected…”

Beaters were specialized teams present in most large cities. Their purpose was to respond to sudden threats. Nowadays such cases were rare, but they still happened. Many of these creatures could travel long distances and could appear anywhere. However, beaters were also tasked with capturing the creature to deliver it to those who sponsored it.

In this case, to the Emperor. 

It would be a waste of resources to keep a well-trained detachment in one place all year, so the beaters often went on expeditions. The Emperor knew that he could only marvel at the luck that the necessary detachment was nearby. 

“That’s not all. We brought the beast’s carcass to our labs. The scientists are examining it, but... For now, it’s just a hypothesis, but we think there was a third party present in the clearing. The beast was butchered. Its limbs were severed, its skull pierced with its own blade-paw, its abdomen opened up, and its internal organs laid out around it... I haven’t yet determined the purpose behind this.”

“Maybe they wanted the valuable organs for themselves?”

“I can’t say for sure.”

Anastas frowned.

“A person in your position should have verified the facts.”

“And once I do, you’ll be the first to know,” Rodion answered calmly.

The Emperor frowned even more. Rodion was a valuable asset. He was efficient, methodical, and, most importantly, he delivered results. But he was also so cold-blooded that it was annoying. If Anastas embodied the strength and ferocity of a bear, Rodion epitomized the calculated calmness of a snake.

“Please continue.”

“We found traces of a battle. The unknown squad was pursuing someone. Based on the tracks, it appears to have been a single person that managed to kill at least one of the pursuers. The forest is littered with blood and footprints. Eventually, this individual returned to the train and disappeared.”

“Did you find him?”

“Not yet, but we will. I already checked, there were no aristocrats among the passengers. This was the most common train.”

“A stray demon?”

“Maybe. The spider was a Walker.”

“How did the demon find him?”

“They teleported together. I don’t see any other explanation.”

“Are they somehow connected?”

“We can’t know until we find the demon.”

“Understood. Handle it.”

“That’s not all. The spider… It’s strange.”

“Strange?”

“Yes.”

“I will need to hear more than that, Rodion,” the Emperor said, clearly dissatisfied.

“Well, it is strange.” Rodion shrugged. “I’ve never heard of such a creature. There have never been reports of giant spiders in these parts. Considering that the unknown squad tried to take the carcass and fought with the passenger, I think it’s reasonable to assume that there is more to this than a beast going rogue.”

“Do you think the animal was artificially created?”

“I wouldn’t rule out that possibility.”

“What do we know about the beaters?”

“They disappeared in an unknown direction. They were able to shoot down the helicopter on which our beaters arrived.”

“That’s bad. Is there any other information?”

“No. I came just to update you and warn you that someone is conducting experiments on our territory,” Rodion concluded.

The Emperor nodded, absorbing the information. It wasn’t surprising to him that someone might be attempting to create new creatures. There were secret laboratories conducting experiments on animals and people all over the country. He even shut down a few of them, keeping the folders containing their research. Another question was why such an animal broke free, how random it was and what did the unknown beaters want? To get a sample of it? Cover someone’s tracks? And who was behind all this?

***

Sometimes it happened that one event led to another, and then they hit you like giant a snowball rolling downhill. I finally arrived in the capital, this time without incident. Then I got to the Lyceum. A day later than I should have. Having found the main building, I checked in and received further instructions and a reprimand for my tardiness.

I offered my sincerest apologies and then proceeded to the dormitory. The Emperor was kind enough to provide housing for the students. I didn’t know about the food yet; no one gave us those important details.

The first bad news was that the dorm wasn’t located near the Lyceum, but in a completely different area. It took five minutes from the main building to the metro, followed by another fifteen-minute ride, and finally, a seven-minute walk to the dormitory building. It looked like it was freshly rebuilt, which lifted my spirits after witnessing the dilapidated buildings on my journey here.

But as soon as I went inside, troubles started.

“Name?” asked the dorm supervisor, to whom the guard sent me.

“Eduard Gvozdev.”

He took out a hefty ledger, opened it, found my last name, frowned, turned his gaze to me, scanned me from head to toe, and apparently didn’t like my rumpled appearance.

“Have you had your medical check-up?”

“No. Not yet.”

“Why did you come then? Check-up first, then you may proceed here,” he instructed.

“No one informed me about that,” I explained.

“About what exactly?” He frowned even more.

“That the check-up comes first.”

“That’s not my problem. I have a lot of work, so find someone else to bother. Don’t come back without the necessary paperwork. And you better clean yourself up. It’s not proper for a student to look... like that.”

There was so much contempt and arrogance in these words that I immediately disliked this man. He seemed to dislike me too.

“And you better hurry up!” he shouted after me, “Check-in ends at four!”

I arrived in Moscow in the morning. By the time I got to the Lyceum and checked in, several hours had passed. And it was such a waste of time and money to come to the dorm just to be chased out.

An hour later, I found the hospital. I didn’t know why the check-up was necessary, but apparently, I had to do it, so I made peace with it. What I wasn’t prepared for was a huge line of students, waiting to do the same. There were at least a hundred of them.

“Hello.” I approached the nearest group. “Is everyone here for the check-up?”

“Yes. You’re late.”

“The train broke down,” I answered honestly.

I talked to a few of them and found out what was the point of all this.

“Everyone who wants to live in the dormitory and study is required to do a medical check-up,” a girl explained. “All of us here, me included, were winners of the school Olympics.”

“Oh, I see. Thank you. Do you know how many people have finished their check-ups since this morning?”

“About thirty.”

Thirty students in three hours. I hoped I would make it in time. Otherwise, I’d have to sleep on a park bench.

***

I left the hospital at quarter to four. I had to practically beg the doctors to see me, as I was supposed to arrive yesterday, meaning I belonged to a different group.

They did, but I doubted I could get to the dormitory in fifteen minutes. I’d be late again, and I’d have to try hard to persuade the grumpy dorm supervisor to let me move in today. In the worst-case scenario, I’d have to find accommodation elsewhere for the night.

Immersed in gloomy thoughts that part of my money would have to be spent on unforeseen expenses, I failed to notice a man blocking my path. I didn’t realize anything was happening until I looked into his cold eyes. He wasn’t alone. Two more men stood behind me.

“Eduard Gvozdev?”

“Maybe. Who am I talking to?”

“Come with me.”

“I’m not going anywhere before you tell me who you are.”

“You’ll go,” the man answered with indifference on his face, “In the name of the Emperor.”

I was grabbed by the elbows and pushed into a car. Even without the seals, judging by their steely grip, I guessed that I was dealing with demons. I didn’t resist. It would be better to deal with them in a deserted place than here. If they took me to a forest, for example, it would make hiding the bodies a lot easier.

But life had other plans. After a short ride, we arrived in front of a tall building. As far as I remembered, the Emperor’s palace was nearby. We drove into the yard, they let me get out of the car, and then ushered me inside. I wasn’t thrown into a cell, but they left me in an empty room furnished with only a table and a couple of chairs.

The man with cold eyes returned fifteen minutes later. During this time, I managed to prepare and discreetly place a small seal right on the table. If things went south, I could create a spike and aim it at his throat. Interestingly, I hadn’t been searched; only my bag and backpack were confiscated.

“What do you want from me?” I asked.

“First, tell us who you are.” The man sat down and looked at me carefully.

It was important to remember that powerful demons often had excellent perception, along with acute senses of hearing and smell. In other words, lying was dangerous.

“I’m asking myself the same question every day. Who are you?”

“My name is Rodion. I handle special tasks. That’s all you need to know.”

“And my name is Eduard. A failed student who won the Emperor’s school Olympics. Apparently, I’m also homeless, because I won’t have time to move into the dormitory today, thanks to you.”

I still didn’t understand who I was talking to, what all this meant for me, and what course of action to choose. I certainly wasn’t the most sociable person nor a master at negotiating. I felt like I was walking on a knife’s edge.

“I read your file. You claim that you are the nephew of a certain Sergei Gvozdev. Who, as far as I know, has no brothers or sisters. He is also considered missing. And a deserter. Just like his wife, Olga Gvozdev. The surname, by the way, is fictitious; in fact, they have different names, but you already know all about that.”

“I don’t understand what you’re talking about,” I answered slowly, feeling everything go cold inside me.

“You also probably know that falsifying documents is a criminal offense. For conspiracy, all of you face up to a year. For desertion...”

“What would you like to know?” Now there was coldness in my voice.

“What were you doing on the train?”

Oh, that’s it. Have they already linked me to those events?

“Traveling to the capital.”

“Young man,” he shook his head, “I need answers. And I’ll get them, one way or another. Do we understand each other?”

Looking into this man’s eyes, I realized that he was telling the truth. If necessary, he would imprison the Gvozdevs or torture me.

“What exactly do you want to know?” I gave up. Whoever this person was, he was able to find my weak spot. I couldn’t allow anything to happen to the Gvozdevs. Which meant... that I’d have to bargain.

“I want to know everything. What were you doing on the train, what did you see, how and why did you fight the beast.”

“What makes you think it was me?”

“It’s obvious. Otherwise, you would have been surprised and reacted differently.”

I sucked at being a spy.

“I need you to promise me that you won’t touch the Gvozdevs. They are good people.”

“Their fate,” he added with malice in his voice, “will be decided after our conversation.”

I told him everything. From start to finish, in all the details, except for my use of alchemy. How the beast attacked, how I broke the glass, how I got outside and saw the spider. How I made the decision to intervene to save people.

“Are you really that much of an altruist?” Rodion asked with no change in intonation.

“Does it seem strange to want to help people?” I answered with a question.

“Many people wouldn’t have done anything in your place. Others would do it for their own benefit. Continue.”

We delved into the details of the fight. I said that the beast was behaving strangely. When I attacked it, it teleported. Then it jumped again and then rushed at me. How did I win? By a miracle. I managed to sever its limb and drive it into its brain.

“How strong a demon are you?”

“Not strong enough to handle that kind of beast easily,” I answered with the truth.

“Why did you gut it?”

Did this man know everything?!

“Curiosity,” I lowered my gaze, “I’ve never met such creatures before. I wanted to study it. And…”

“And?”

“I wanted to take its organs. It’s still a Walker we’re talking about.”

Rodion nodded. I hoped this answer satisfied him. Maybe he would even be glad that I was motivated not only by altruism but also by interest.

“I didn’t have time to finish. A helicopter arrived. I thought it was the rescuers, but they immediately opened fire. I escaped and got lost in the forest. I roamed around for a while, and then I accidentally found the railway and went back onto the train. Nothing else happened.”

“Were you pursued?”

“At first, yes.”

“Tell me more.”

Damn it! It was clear from his tone that he really did know everything.

“What is there to tell? They were demons. They could see well in the dark, so I couldn’t escape. Two people followed me. I managed to deal with one, and then I fled. They didn’t pursue me any further.”

“How does a young man deal with an armed demon?”

“By taking risks. My regeneration turned out to be better than theirs.”

It was foolish to expect that the interrogation would end there. Rodion wanted a full account from the beginning. And then again. He asked even more questions, jumping from topic to topic. When he finished, I felt exhausted.

The evening didn’t end there. He left, and I was brought some food and water and allowed to go to the toilet. I didn’t know if that was a good sign.

Hours later, Rodion returned. Actually, I had no idea how much time had passed. Time blurred in that empty room. There was no clock, and at some point, I dozed off in a terribly uncomfortable chair. Upon his return, Rodion continued asking questions, right down to what the helicopter looked like, what marks were on it and if the people wore any uniforms.

After another hour of interrogation, they left me alone until the morning. Needless to say, after all this, I looked even worse, exhausted and still dirty.

In the morning, I was served a decent breakfast. A couple of hours later, Rodion stopped by again.

“The primary issue has been resolved. Perhaps you really are just an accidental witness. A student, traveling to the capital for his further education,” he noted casually. “But there is one more thing. You still haven’t told me your real name.”

“What if I don’t want to share that information?”

“Then we have a problem. You’re a demon, using a false name, and entering the Lyceum… This whole story smells fishy.”

“I’m nothing more than a random witness and my real name won’t provide you with any additional insight.”

“That’s up to me to decide.” He arched his eyebrow and leaned forward. “So what should I call you?”

Sighing, I introduced myself.

“My name is Edgar Sokolov.”

Rodion didn’t show any sign of surprise. He pondered, frowned, and remained silent for about twenty seconds.

“What did your family do?”

“They were in textile business — clothes, fabric…” I knew that.

“So, a Sokolov. And why did you change your last name?”

“Because the Korshunovs killed my family and shoved me into a laboratory where they carried out experiments on me for almost two years. Is this a reason enough to go into hiding?” I responded irritably.

Rodion nodded slowly as if weighing my words. He got up and exited the room, leaving me alone with my thoughts.


Chapter 4
CONSEQUENCES




To gain access to the Emperor’s office, you needed a very good reason and a connection within a trusted circle of people capable of bypassing his busy schedule.

“I see you didn’t come empty-handed,” the Emperor remarked when Rodion came in. “You have fifteen minutes. Tell me everything.”

“I found the one who killed the beast. It’s a seemingly random boy.”

“A random boy? That can’t be right.”

“But it is. I checked his story as much as I could under the current circumstances. He was traveling to Moscow to enroll in the Lyceum. He is a school Olympics winner.”

“Is he?” The Emperor grinned. “It’s becoming more and more interesting.”

“Oh, that’s not even the beginning of it.” Not a single muscle moved on Rodion’s face, his intonation didn’t change in any way. “He has a fake name and false documents.”

“Continue.”

“I think he was just at the wrong place at the wrong time. According to documents, he is Eduard Gvozdev. His real name is Edgar Sokolov. His family was killed by the Korshunovs. However, he somehow survived. He was taken to a laboratory, and subjected to experiments for a year and a half.”

“Is it really him? Are you sure?” The Emperor tensed.

“I dug out the family photographs. Here, take a look.”

Rodion took out several photographs. Some of them were taken recently. On them was a boy in shabby, dirty clothes. One showed a family.

“The resemblance is striking.” Rodion pointed out the boy in the family portrait.

“It appears so,” the Emperor agreed, “But this evidence is still weak.”

“But compelling enough for me to bring it to your attention.”

“If this is true, that means we have a living witness to the atrocities committed by the Korshunovs.”

“Exactly. But this is no longer my area of responsibility. With your permission...”

“I need time to think.”

The Emperor froze, staring somewhere in the distance, dozens of facts racing through his head, forming links in a long chain. The fact that the Korshunovs were conducting research on human subjects was more of a rumor than a confirmed fact. No evidence had ever been found. No labs, no records… Surveillance of the remaining members of the family also yielded nothing. Either Roman Korshunov deceived those watching him or he was genuinely uninvolved in his father’s affairs.

The first option could be explained if the family were gifted — if they were Walkers. But Anastas didn’t have any record of that being true. He knew many examples from history, of families who carefully guarded their secrets and were able to do much more than they officially admitted. It could also be that the Emperor’s team made a mistake.

Anastas pressed a button on the phone and said:

“Call Ignat.”

In a couple of minutes, a man entered his office.

“Tell us again, briefly, what you dug up.” The Emperor turned to Rodion.

Rodion repeated the story, adding details.

“But how did he get out of the laboratory?” Ignat asked.

“Did you interrogate him on this matter?” the Emperor added before Rodion had a chance to speak.

“Not yet.”

“Fine. Do it together. Find out all the details. Make sure he’s really a Sokolov.”

***

Somehow, the appeal of the idea to reveal myself started to fade away. Rodion returned in the company of an old man. I became so intrigued that I took a risk and created two seals under the table to check their indexes. There was no reaction on their behalf, so it was safe to say they couldn’t see them.

The old man introduced himself as Ignat Filinov. An aristocrat, I presumed. His potential turned out to be close to zero, which wasn’t surprising, given his age. Another thing was his danger index. I was ten in my reference frame and he was seventy, that is, at least seven times stronger than me! Also, he was likely to have unique abilities that I had not yet learned to identify.

Rodion matched his strength. His danger index was even higher: eighty-five. These were, of course, rough estimates, lacking the precision of statistical analysis that numerous aristocrats and gifted individuals could provide.

In any case, I knew that I shouldn’t oppose these men — the gap between us was too wide.

“Tell us, young man,” Ignat spoke when the introductions were over, “how was your family killed and what happened after that.”

“Those are not the most pleasant memories for me.”

“I understand.” Ignat nodded. “I, too, have lost loved ones. But I’m afraid this is important.”

Certainly more important than my feelings.

While I was waiting, I had time to decide on how I should tell my story. My narrative served several purposes: first, to reclaim my aristocratic standing; second, to discredit the Korshunovs. I didn’t know whether any of them were alive or not, in the country or in hiding, and how much of a danger they were to me personally. But I knew for sure that I wanted to cause as much harm as possible. If they were indeed the Emperor’s adversaries, exposing their secrets would deliver a severe blow to their family. The third goal I pursued was to protect my own secrets. Which wasn’t an easy task when you were sitting in front of two powerful beings with an unknown skill set.

This interrogation wasn’t particularly different from the previous one. I told my story, and they listened attentively, occasionally interjecting with questions.

“Could you pinpoint the location of the laboratory?” Ignat interrupted me calmly.

“Only approximately. I survived staying in the forest for two weeks, and I didn’t have a map.”

In truth, I had already thought about this matter. Estimating my pace, finding the place where the Gvozdevs picked me up, factoring in my direction... and I always walked in one direction, guided by the sun. I could probably be able to locate the laboratory. And there was a river nearby, within a two-hour walk.

“Approximately is just enough. For starters.” Ignat kindly agreed.

I liked his demeanor. It felt as if I was with my grandfather, drinking hot cocoa by the fireplace, not at all like we were sitting in an interrogation room. But this kindness also made me shiver from what was hidden behind it.

“It would be easier if you could give me a map...”

Two minutes later, the requested map arrived.

“Here.”

“That is not approximately, but precisely,” Rodion noted.

“I’ve often contemplated this matter,” I admitted. “I’m sure you understand why. I have a big score to settle with the Korshunovs. What’s going on with them, by the way?”

“You don’t know?” Unlike Ignat, Rodion remained demonstrably polite.

“I wouldn’t have asked if I knew.”

“Thank you for the information.” Ignat stood up, ignoring my question. “Rest for now, we’ll talk more later.”

“There’s one more thing,” I added, not being entirely sure that my next move would be wise. “The scientists who worked there.... They escaped before blowing up the laboratory.”

“Can you describe them?” Ignat became interested.

“I can do you one better. If you give me paper and proper pencils, I can draw them for you. They are the ones who killed my sister. I’ll remember their faces for the rest of my life,” I explained, noticing the surprise on Ignat’s face.

“Fine. The supplies will be here shortly.”

He turned around and left. Rodion followed closely behind. About fifteen minutes later, they returned to escort me to what I hesitated to call a cell. It was more of a confined room with a separate shower and bed. Not luxurious, but it was better than sitting in an empty room. I was still locked up, but at least I could freshen up, and when I got out of the shower, the paper and pencils were already on the table.

***

On the first day, I still had hope that I would soon be released. On the second day, the hope began to fade. On the third day, it disappeared completely.

It was replaced by thoughts of escape. I started thinking that maybe I got involved with the wrong people. Maybe they planned nothing more for me than to lock me behind bars for the rest of my days, or worse, quietly strangle me now that they had extracted all the information they needed.

Rodion and Ignat visited me several more times, repeatedly seeking clarification on various details. Some scientist also came to see me. He didn’t introduce himself, but he had questions about the experiments performed on me. They subjected me to further examinations and tests, seemingly unsatisfied with the data already collected during the medical check-up I underwent the other day when I arrived in the capital.

On the fourth day, Ignat came to see me again.

“Hello, Edgar,” he greeted me.

“Will you let me go soon?” I immediately asked the question that concerned me the most.

“Yes, without a doubt. There are no charges against you.”

“It doesn’t feel like that, to be honest.”

“Your frustration is understandable.” He smiled. “There’s only one last thing left. We need to find the laboratory. And we need your help to do that.”

“I already told you where it was.”

“And we checked, but there’s nothing there.”

“What do you want from me then?”

“We want you to come with us. Get dressed.” He gestured toward my jacket and boots.

Damn it. This would take at least a couple more days.

“But what about my studies? I was supposed to be at school days ago.”

“We will sort it out, don’t worry.”

“Well, if you insist.” I sighed as if I could resist.

I thought that I would have to drive there, or at best fly, but what Ignat did next was beyond my imagination. He just opened... A portal. He used his hands to expand the gap right in the air. On the other side, I saw a field and a forest in the distance. The scent of nature filled the air as a cold breeze swept through.

Curiouser and curiouser…

“Please.” Ignat gestured, inviting me to step through.

I hesitated a little, wondering if I should create a seal to study this phenomenon, but I had no time, and it would be too obvious.

After taking a couple of confident steps, I found myself on the other side. Ignat followed me and closed the gap behind us. There was a helicopter and several people; ready and waiting for us.

“Do you recognize anything?”

“I need to look around,” I answered.

It had been over a year since I left the laboratory, and at that moment my memories were clouded by thoughts of survival and revenge rather than landmarks. Nonetheless, I trusted my memory, which had never failed me before.

“Then, please.” Ignat showed me to the helicopter.

Moving around in it was... a peculiar experience. I liked flying. Although it was scary, the view was breathtaking. We made several circles around the area and... We found the laboratory. Now it looked like an unremarkable, grassy clearing. But if you knew what to look for, certain details stood out. I recognized the area by the edges and the fallen trees around it, and when we went down, we found the ruins of the building under a layer of earth.

“Thank you very much for your help, young man,” Ignat said. “You can go back.”

He opened the passage, sending me back to the cell. As soon as I was alone, I immediately created seals, trying to capture the residual energy. Grasping at it, I took note of the parameters of what the area looked like after the process. But I was at a loss as to what to call it. Was the space torn? Spread apart? Linked between two points? With so little data to analyze, I found it challenging to capture the essence of what I had come into contact with.

One more mystery for me to unravel…

***

The Emperor finished his negotiations for the day, hung up the phone, stood up, and stretched before making his way to the next room, where Olga was already waiting for him.

“What do you have there?”

“Report on the Sokolov boy, as per your request.”

“Great. How about some coffee first?”

“It’s already late for coffee.” Olga declined.

“Tea, then?”

“How about cocoa instead?” Olga suggested.

“What are you, ten?” Anastas smiled.

“Thirty-eight and I don’t see any reason why I can’t enjoy cocoa.”

“As you wish.”

Having asked the servant to bring his sister a cup of cocoa and some strong coffee for him to perk up after a hard day, Anastas returned to the conversation.

“What have you found out about the boy?”

“He is sharp, with excellent judgment, and quite capable. The test results have shown that he’s undoubtedly a hereditary aristocrat, though not the strongest one. Averagely skilled, so to speak.”

“But he can kill mysterious beasts.” Anastas chuckled.

“Seems so.” Olga shrugged.

“Any thoughts on what to do with him?”

“As far as I know, he didn’t do anything worth punishing,” Olga answered carefully. “Let him go and pursue his studies. Talented young individuals will be invaluable to us.”

“And where do you suggest he study?”

“Good question... As a commoner, he intended to enroll in the newly established Institute. But now that we know he’s an aristocrat, he has no place there.”

“Agreed. So, what do you propose we do?”

“Why are you asking me? I can tell you’ve already made up your mind.”

“Where did you get the idea?” Anastas chuckled.

The door opened, a servant came in, put down the tray and quickly left.

“Mm... How do they make it taste so good?” Olga took a sip from her mug. “Do you mind if I take off my shoes? It’s been a long day.”

Without waiting for an answer, she slipped off her shoes and reclined comfortably in her chair.

“The boy still has relatives,” Olga added after a couple of minutes of silence. “Both in the country and abroad.”

“Their branch hardly maintained ties with other relatives.”

“But they are still relatives, which means they may be concerned about the boy’s welfare.”

The Emperor nodded, considering her words. He glanced at the reports scattered across his desk, all related to the Sokolov family — their actions, connections, and assets, and what became of them after the family’s demise.

“The boy is lucky,” Olga said after a while. “He survived. So far, his list of achievements suggests that he will do just fine in life. At the very least, he has potential.”

“And?” The Emperor prompted his sister to continue.

“I said everything I had to say. It’s up to you to make the decision.”

“You seemed to want to alleviate social tensions between the aristocracy and the common people.”

“I do,” Olga affirmed.

The Emperor just nodded again, without providing any further explanation. This habit of her brother’s had always infuriated Olga, but she wasn’t going to ask for clarification.

***

My imprisonment didn’t end quite the way I had expected. Instead of walking out through the door, Ignat opened up the space again, appeared in my cell, and asked me to follow him.

I found myself in a luxurious spacious hall. Elegant furniture, paintings, and a crackling fireplace greeted me... Together with the Emperor. He stood at the window, looking into the distance until Ignat nudged me towards him, I took a couple of steps and stopped.

We stood there, looking at each other. I probably should have bowed or said hello somehow, but, firstly, I didn’t know the proper protocol for addressing a monarch, and secondly, since I didn’t do it right away, it would have looked stupid later.

“Didn’t your parents teach you etiquette?” he asked.

“Somehow, we didn’t have much time for that. I was either lying in a coma or in a laboratory.”

My big mouth was my enemy.

Prior to this moment, I had only seen the Emperor from afar, on stage. Now, up close, he looked and felt much more dangerous, as if I had met a bear in the forest. My hands were itching to measure his danger index, but that would be even more stupid than being impolite.

“Then you better learn it on your own,” he remarked in all seriousness.

“Consider it done,” I promised, wondering why he summoned me.

“Tell me, Edgar, what are your plans?”

“First, I’d like to know the fate of the people close to me.”

“Your relatives…” He bowed his head benevolently.

“Relatives?!” I frowned, surprised at the fact that I still had any. “No, I’m talking about the Gvozdevs. Rodion threatened them. I want to know what happened to them?”

“The Gvozdevs?” The Emperor frowned. “Oh... Don’t worry, no one will touch them. They’re safe and sound.”

“Thank you,” I answered, pondering whether he could be trusted or not.

“Anything else?” The Emperor raised an eyebrow, continuing to look at me with interest.

“I came here to pursue my studies. If you allow me, I would like to go back to the Lyceum. Unless, of course, I’ve been expelled for my absence.”

Because someone kept me locked up.

“That’s not an issue. But there is one dilemma. According to your documents, you are a commoner, but in truth, you are an aristocrat.”

“So, what’s the problem?”

“You won the Olympics as a commoner. And yet, you must now study like an aristocrat,” the Emperor kindly explained.

“I see.” I nodded. “Schools for aristocrats likely come with a hefty price tag. I’m not sure I can afford it.”

“Indeed.” The Emperor thought, “But as far as I know, your family still has funds in their accounts that were frozen. The Korshunovs didn’t take what was in the banks. There are some legal nuances, but I’m sure they can be resolved.”

In my understanding, rulers often prioritized their own power above all else. They weren’t typically known for their altruism. Yet, I had witnessed acts of kindness from the Emperor before, such as organizing the Olympics to provide opportunities for young students from all over the country. Perhaps he had underlying motives then, and maybe he had them now too. The question remained: what were they, and what would it cost me?

“I apologize for my lack of decorum,” I said in response, trying to choose my words and not look too arrogant. “I don’t know how to properly address you and I’ve probably violated a hundred rules of etiquette. I also don’t understand what exactly you want from me or what you are offering.”

I felt like I said something wrong, or overstepped my bounds. At first, the Emperor frowned with displeasure and I realized that I had gone too far. But then his expression softened into a grin as he spoke bluntly.

“Let’s attribute it to provincial spontaneity. Your family still has savings. Your family also owned land and a business. It just so happened that the land came into my possession. Do you understand how important it is for an aristocrat to own land?”

“I guess it’s very important.”

“Exactly. I will return it to you. Surprised?”

“I don’t understand where this generosity comes from.”

“There are several reasons for this. I’ll tell you two. First, you have already helped us. Second, I need dedicated, talented young people.”

“Are you offering me a service?” I was even more surprised.

“No. Not yet, at least.” The Emperor smiled. “You need to learn and gain some experience. To ensure your education is comprehensive, you will study both at the new Institute and the old Lyceum.”

“But…”

“It won’t be easy. But if you’re half as talented as they say you are, then this won’t be a problem. You’ll manage.” He clarified, looking into my eyes. And his gaze was heavy, such that it rivets you to the floor. “You’ll go to the Faculty of Management at the Lyceum. You are the last heir of your family, so you have a great responsibility. At the Institute, you can choose your own major after the first year of study.”

“But why?” I dared to ask.

“Not everyone is happy with the creation of the new Institute,” the Emperor answered, as it seemed to me, frankly. “I hope that you, as a representative of both classes, will smooth out some corners. As for the service...” he paused and looked at me intently. “Prove yourself. Prove that you are truly talented. Study, make a name for yourself, and settle in the city. Learn proper etiquette. Then we’ll see.”

That sounded like an incomprehensible promise. Incomprehensible for many reasons. The Emperor didn’t offer me anything specific. I still had four years of school in front of me, and a lot more to learn about this world in general. As I contemplated the Emperor’s intentions, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was a mere pawn in a much larger game, manipulated by forces beyond my control. But perhaps, if I played my cards right, I could turn the tide in my favor.

“Then all I can do is thank the Emperor for his mercy.” I bowed my head awkwardly, uncertain of the proper etiquette.

“You can go,” the Emperor dismissed me and walked back to the window.

Ignat led me out of the hall, into another office, gesturing for me to take a seat. There were papers already waiting on the table.

“Take these and familiarize yourself with them. They detail your family’s accounts and where to access your savings. The necessary arrangements have been made, so proceed confidently. These are your new, authentic documents,” Ignat stated, no kinder than the Emperor a minute ago. “Here are the documents for the land. I hope you will use this wisely.”

“What about the Lyceum?”

“Further instructions will be waiting for you there, don’t worry. Any more questions?” It would be clear even to a fool that his tone left little room for further inquiry.

“No questions.”

“I’ll leave you in the city. It would be best if your visit to the Emperor remains a secret for now. Will you find the way?”

“I’ll manage.”

“Your belongings are there.” He pointed behind me.

“There’s more than I had,” I remarked, noticing the extra clothes.

“I added a couple of suits for you. Or did you think it would be acceptable to appear among the aristocrats wearing that?” he chuckled, “First things first, find yourself an etiquette tutor. The sooner you do this, the less trouble you will have in the future.”

“Thanks for the advice. Thanks for everything.”

“Go on then.”

The next thing I knew, I found myself in some kind of gateway, not far from the busy streets.

***

“Aren’t you being too generous with the boy?” Ignat asked once he and the Emperor were alone.

“You know that the aristocrats aren’t thrilled with the reforms I’m pushing,” Anastas answered. “This is my way of showing I can be kind. Or would you rather have everyone think I’m petty?”

“By all rights, you could have kept the land for yourself. Like a trophy.”

“I know. But I don’t really need that land. Helping the boy may serve us better. If he really is as good as he seems, then in ten years we will get a loyal vassal.”

“Few people remember acts of kindness.”

“We’ll remind him if we have to.”

“Whatever you say,” Ignat closed the topic. “What about the Korshunov boy?”

“We will see what happens once their paths cross.”

“If Sokolov takes down Korshunov, I won’t mind.”

“Nobody will. By the way, explore the laboratory thoroughly and interrogate Roman. For some reason, it seems to me that he knows more than he’s letting on,” the Emperor said, furrowing his brow in displeasure.

“I’ll take care of it,” Ignat promised.


Chapter 5
NEW LIFE




Once I found myself in the alley, I experienced a whirlwind of emotions. On one hand, I had achieved my goal — I was now officially recognized as an aristocrat. I got my hands on some money, and the Sokolovs’ land was returned to me, which brought me a profound sense of joy. It felt as if a heavy weight had been lifted from my shoulders, making up for at least some of the damage inflicted by the Korshunovs. Although my time with the Sokolovs had been brief, I strongly thought of them as my family. They were the first people who gave me warmth and cared for me. For a fugitive from a dying world, this was more precious than any amount of gold.

At the same time, I felt confused, not knowing what to do with everything that was given to me. Should I go to the bank? I didn’t even know where it was. Just like I didn’t know where my piece of land was, and what I could do with it. But I’d figure it out somehow.

My internal discord stemmed more from my interactions with the Emperor and his associates. For the first time ever, I had experienced the feeling of being completely at the mercy of someone else, obligated to obey. This was unfamiliar to me. In my previous life, conflicts were resolved through direct confrontation. But here, I faced a complex web of intrigue, manipulation, and power dynamics.

The Emperor wielded authority on a scale I had never encountered before. I felt like a trapped beast, unsure how to react. I had no reasons, nor means to go against the Emperor. My life wasn’t endangered — at least not directly — I was given money and land and had an opportunity to attend some of the best schools in the country. But still, in this situation, I had to obey and play by someone else’s rules.

This lack of freedom deeply unsettled me. Unexpectedly for myself, I discovered that I loved freedom, I loved choosing my own path instead of obeying the will of others. Perhaps this sentiment was more common for some, but at this moment, I felt an intense desire to prevent similar situations from happening in the future.

I decided to start by searching for housing. With that in mind, I made my way to the Lyceum.

***

The woman sitting in the reception office looked at me with a mix of confusion and surprise.

“Edgar Sokolov?!”

She composed herself, straightened up, and smiled.

“Yes, they told me about you. Follow me, please.”

And so I did. I arrived at the Institute where I originally intended to go. I needed to resolve the matter of housing, get myself in order, and put on new clothes before delving into aristocratic circles.

After navigating through several corridors and ascending three flights of stairs, we arrived at the door of an office without a sign.

“I must ask you, young man, to behave politely,” the woman warned me, knocked on the door, opened it, and shoved me inside.

Once inside, I found myself in a spacious office. Panoramic windows offered a stunning view of the capital, but my attention was immediately drawn to the extensive collection of books overflowing the shelves. There were more books here than in our entire school library, and it was evident that they were more than mere decorations — they had been read and marked, with several volumes even having bookmarks sticking out of them.

“You must be Edgar Sokolov,” said a woman’s voice, interrupting my reverie.

To my shame, I kept my eyes glued to the books, neglecting the person in front of me. I recognized this woman. She was on stage at the Emperor’s speech after the Olympics. I didn’t know who she was. I didn’t even know her name. But I remembered her face.

“Hello,” I greeted her with a half-bow, just in case.

“Your manners really are terrible.” She smiled.

Was she part of the Emperor’s circle?

“My name is Olga, you can address me like that. Titles are unnecessary at this point.”

So she did have a title.

“Put down your things and come over.”

I did as I was told. She appeared to be around thirty years old. This was the second Olga who came across my path, and I involuntarily compared them. Olga Gvozdev, in my opinion, was a perfect woman and wife. I sincerely envied Sergei for having her in his life. She was kind, beautiful, gifted, and a healer. She was also capable of blowing a mercenary’s brains out with a gun from fifty steps away. One could rely on such a woman, knowing that she wouldn’t let them down.

This Olga... I didn’t know what she was like, but I saw she was well-groomed. And pretty. Inconspicuous yet undoubtedly expensive earrings adorned her ears and testified to her refined taste. There was an aura of strength, confidence and sophistication emanating from her, which intrigued me.

“Here, this is your schedule for the first half of the year.” She handed me a folder. “Have you decided where you will stay?”

“In the dormitory?”

“Not the wisest choice.” She smiled softly. “You are an aristocrat. If you live in a dormitory, it will bring you closer to the students of the Institute but will distance you from the students of the Lyceum. I won’t insist, but where you live will definitely affect your reputation.”

“Where would you recommend an aristocrat to live?”

“It’s better to rent an apartment. Preferably somewhere nearby to avoid wasting time on transportation.”

“Thank you for the advice.”

Who was this woman and why was she helping me?

“Don’t mention it.” She smiled again and handed me a piece of paper. “Here is the contact of an etiquette tutor. That’s it. You can go.”

“Can I move into the dorm temporarily, while I look for an apartment to rent?”

“I think it’s possible. I’ll call them and arrange for them to give you a room.”

“Thank you.”

Olga nodded, I bowed again, gathered my things, and left.

***

The dorm supervisor greeted me with an unkind look, but he begrudgingly gave me access to the dorm. He even arranged for me to have a separate room.

I passed by a vigilant attendant who seemed to be doing crossword puzzles and paid no attention to me. I took the elevator to the fifth floor, walked to the end of the corridor, and found myself in my new room. Not bad. It was freshly renovated and looked like no one had lived there yet. I opened the window to let in some fresh air, took off my clothes, and went to find a shower.

***

Once I had a chance to go over my schedule, one thing became abundantly clear — I’d have to run around a lot. And also study a lot. More than the average student, for certain.

I also took time to explore the campus. I met a few students who lived in the dorm, and they were kind enough to explain to the new kid how things worked around here.

“As they told us,” Slava started, “the first semester will be the same for everyone so that we can improve our general knowledge of different subjects. Then, either in six months or during the next academic year, we’ll be able to choose our majors.”

I met Slava while I had been looking for a shower. I noticed where he came from, knocked on his door a little later, and directly asked if he could show me the ropes. We went outside because... Well, we didn’t see any reason not to. It was a sunny day and there was a park nearby where many students gathered. They sat on benches, right on the grass, ate, talked, smoked, read books... Slava showed me where I could buy food. I bought us some pears, which he devoured with pleasure.

“The food here is good,” he told me, slurping the fruit. “The cafeteria is cheap.”

“We have to pay for food?” I was unpleasantly surprised.

“Well, yes, it’s not like at the Olympics,” Slava laughed. “But we get an allowance every month.”

“We do? I didn’t know that.”

“Yes. Five thousand rubles. That’s enough for food if you eat at the cafeteria. There will even be a pretty penny left.”

“And where do I collect this allowance?”

“You need to go to the supervisor’s office.”

Hmm... If no one told me anything about this yet, then perhaps aristocrats weren’t entitled to an allowance. Which would be a bummer.

“We have been warned that those who do poorly in the exams will be left without the allowance.” Slava sighed sadly.

“When are the exams?”

“At the end of this year. In December.”

While we were sitting in the park, other students approached us. Slava greeted them and introduced me. The campus was like a whole separate town.

“Everything you need is here,” Slava confidently declared like he had been here for years already. “Classrooms, laboratories, workshops... And imagine, the children of aristocrats studying right next to us!”

There was a hint of admiration in his voice as if the aristocrats were almost mythical beings.

“But we hardly interact with them,” he said with some hidden resentment. “We’re practically nobodies to them.”

As I later discovered, commoners and aristocrats studied in separate buildings and rarely crossed paths. Whether by design or not, the students were segregated, living in seemingly different worlds.

My hectic schedule required me to run between the buildings of the Institute and the Lyceum all day. I was to study exact sciences at the Institute, and everything else at the Lyceum. My list of subjects included history, literature, management, economics, and about five other disciplines. Plus, I had to pick a physical discipline like gymnastics, fencing, or hand-to-hand combat.

All I could think about was how would I manage to be everywhere on time. And study in between? Was I capable enough to pull this off? And when would I ever have time to work on my alchemy skills?!

Since it was Saturday, most students were unwinding. I asked Slava for textbooks and notes for the first week. Though I should have gone to the bank to sort out my inheritance, knowledge worried me more than anything else. That was my priority. And to be honest, I was too lazy to go anywhere.

The textbooks provided me with a sense of comfort. Being under investigation and dealing with authorities had left me feeling morally defeated. So, for now, I allowed myself this moment of respite, engaging in the familiar act of studying.

***

On Sunday, I made my way to the bank. I wasn’t sure whether it would be open, but luck was on my side. I came there dressed in one of the suits that Ignat gave me. Considering that I was on my way to resolve the issue of inheritance, it was better to look respectable. I didn’t care much for clothes, but I was smart enough to understand that other people treated them differently. Especially aristocrats.

The bank staff was so kind that they ushered me to a separate room, where they called a personal manager. He was extremely polite and courteous, which left me feeling somewhat embarrassed. I wasn’t used to this kind of mannerism.

But this was a respectable state bank located in the heart of the capital, and I was now a newly minted aristocrat, which meant I was higher on the social ladder than an ordinary person. It was high time I got used to being treated this way and responding accordingly.

“We have already been informed about your case. Rest assured, everything is settled.”

I doubted that the Emperor himself called them, but even an assistant of his assistant would have been enough to set the right tone for the conversation. This once again reminded me that personal strength and power provided pleasant perks in life.

I wasn’t vain. I didn’t expect any special treatment. But I remembered how they treated me when I arrived at the Institute as a commoner, compared to the courtesy extended to me after assuming the Sokolov name. This was expressed in implicit details, but it seemed to add politeness to my interlocutors.

Which was nice. It made life easier. And, as I suspected, this could open the way to what I wanted so much — security, the opportunity to create new interesting things, and the freedom to do anything.

“Your account currently holds three million six hundred thousand rubles. Would you like to make a withdrawal? We can provide you with a checkbook if you prefer.”

“Sorry, I’m new in town, but maybe you can help me with something. Could you tell me, how much does it cost to rent an apartment? I am a student, and I need a place to live somewhere near the Lyceum.”

“I understand.” He nodded, slightly surprised. “It depends on your needs. If you want something very simple, then prices start from ten thousand,” he paused, waiting for my reaction, “but that would likely be on the outskirts. For something more suitable, expect prices to start at fifty thousand. Typically, landlords ask for a deposit equivalent to one month’s rent, with some requesting advance payment for several months.”

I closed my eyes and made some simple calculations. Three million six hundred thousand. Sufficient for rent, which was good news. Adding the cost of food — and I needed a better quality diet to maintain myself in good condition — likely around ten thousand a month. Subtracting five hundred thousand for a year of study at the Lyceum, plus the expenses for clothes, etiquette lessons, and other things, I realized that the inheritance wasn’t as large as I initially thought. However, it was enough for at least a year, possibly two if I tightened my budget. During this timeframe, I’d have the opportunity to settle into the city, understand its dynamics, and secure a steady income.

“How can I withdraw funds?”

“This can be done at any branch of our bank. It is enough to present a receipt.”

“Then may I withdraw fifty thousand and get a checkbook?”

“Of course, sir.” He nodded respectfully and proceeded to fulfill the request with far more proficiency than I could muster.

***

I dedicated the rest of the day to apartment hunting, which was a whole new adventure. First, I found a real estate agency, but they demanded such exorbitant fees, and their options were beyond my budget. I promised to think about it and left. Frustrated, I returned to the dorm for lunch. There I met Slava and asked him for advice.

“Why do you need an apartment?” he was surprised. “Why not stay in the dorm?”

“Well...” I fell silent, not knowing how to answer this completely valid question.

“In general,” he continued speaking without waiting for an answer, “If you are so well-off, then you should ask around the locals. Some of our fellow students reside in the city. Maybe they know. Are you rich?”

Charming tactlessness.

“Not as much as I would like. But my parents insist that I live alone. They said that the dorm would be distracting and morally corrupting.”

In fact, Sergei did actually say something like that in the past. He hinted that youth had many vices. Including a craving for fun, parties, casual relationships, and other frivolities.

“Strange. We don’t seem to have such issues in our dorm… But if that’s what you want, I’ll introduce you to a few guys tomorrow in class, and maybe they’ll be able to help you. You’re not in a hurry, are you?”

“Nope, I’m not.”

I guess.

Tomorrow, I had two classes at the Institute, then a couple at the Lyceum, and then one back at the new building.

I put the problem of accommodation aside for a while, switching to other matters. I gave the etiquette tutor a call, not knowing whether it was appropriate to disturb him on a Sunday. His daughter answered the phone and told me I could come by next Saturday. She also informed me that one lesson cost five thousand rubles. I clenched my jaw and exhaled, but agreed to the price.

Blatant robbery.


INTERLUDE




Roman Korshunov returned home in high spirits, which had become a rarity for him recently.

Life was getting better.

The looming threat to his family slowly and steadily receded, allowing them to breathe a little more freely. Roman could honestly admit to himself that he had done a good job over the past year and a half. He had turned unprofitable enterprises on the verge of bankruptcy into money-making ones, leveraging the current tides within the country — he was able to establish contact with everyone who wasn’t afraid to work with him, despite his tarnished reputation. There were few such people, but he had managed to find enough to ensure a steady flow of income. Roman even financed his sister’s studies for the upcoming year using his earnings, without dipping into the family’s unofficial reserves.

The crowning achievement of his recent success was the contract he secured with a foreign company a month prior. Over the past month, Roman had been tirelessly running around dealing with authorities, drawing up documents, personally supervising preparations, and doing a hundred other things in order to fulfill his obligations and ensure the success of the venture.

This business endeavor carried a lot of risks. The Emperor could have put a halt to his undertakings anytime. Until recently, Roman feared that he would be banned, detained, or interfered with in some way. However, to his surprise, nothing of the sort occurred. Either the Emperor lost interest in him, which Roman found unlikely, or his activities were considered acceptable. The order was modest — pick up cargo in Russia, deliver it to a Polish city, exchange it, and return it. For now, it was only three trucks. At first, he was concerned, so he sent one of the mercenaries trained by his father together with the cargo, and thankfully, everything went smoothly.

The small order was followed by a larger one, already involving a dozen trucks. If executed successfully, Roman would then get a six-month contract, which not only promised higher pay but also served as a testament to his reliability and competence in the eyes of foreign counterparts. Abroad, no one cared whom the Emperor liked or disliked, which made it possible for Roman to build a reputation based on his own merits.

Due to the importance of the task, Roman was absent from home for two weeks. He lived in an apartment in the city to save time. But today he decided to visit his mother and sister, see how they were doing, and unwind.

When Roman got out of the car, the first person he saw was his half-brother, Metamorph, as he called himself. Nobody knew that they were brothers.

His father was grooming him for big things, which Roman preferred to steer clear of. He was happy with the success he achieved. If this continued, then in a few years he could accumulate wealth, increase his capital and reputation, and then... Who knew? Maybe he could quietly and peacefully leave the country with his family and start a new life elsewhere.

Nodding to his brother in greeting, Roman walked into the house, only to realize that there were guests inside. Unfamiliar voices could be heard coming from the living room.

This is new. No one has visited us since Father’s downfall. Has everything changed that much?

When he walked inside, he saw his mother sitting with an air of importance, sporting a forced smile. His sister, meanwhile, was visibly shaken. Disgust, confusion, and horror were written all over her pale face. And there sat a corpulent, flushed man who reeked of sweat and tobacco, a smell Roman found repulsive, much like his sister did.

“Brother!” Camilla exclaimed, jumping out of her chair and running up to him to give him a hug.

Roman tensed at the sight of Camilla’s evident distress.

“Roman,” his mother stood up and addressed him formally. “Allow me to introduce you to this respected gentleman, Anton Kuznetsov. Anton,” she smiled, sipping on a glass of wine, “this is my son, Roman.”

“Hello, hello.” Anton jumped up, wiped his sweaty palm on his pants, and extended it for a handshake.

Roman looked at his hand as if it were something that needed to be purged by fire.

“What is the purpose of this visit?” he asked coldly.

“He never had any manners,” his mother chuckled drunkenly. “Roman, I’m pleased to present to you Camilla’s fiancé!”

Roman’s good mood immediately evaporated.

He clenched his fists, feeling a bloody veil cloud his vision. And not only metaphorically. Demons looked savage in a fit of rage.

Anton Kuznetsov turned pale.

“Is everything alright?” he stammered, sensing impending danger.

“You better leave,” Roman replied menacingly.

He said this in such a way that Kuznetsov shuddered, nodded, and hastily ran away without even a goodbye. His mother tried to protest but suddenly realized that she was scared too.

However, the alcohol had clouded her judgment, and she couldn’t hold her tongue.

“How dare you!”

“Shut your mouth,” Roman snapped. “If you try to pull something like that behind my back again... I’ll first tear apart any suitors who show up here, and then I’ll kick you out of the house. Mother,” he spat out this word, “I will make you a beggar and show you what real despair looks like. Without any hesitation.”

She just stood there, blinking in shock for a few seconds.

“You don’t understand!” she said in a trembling voice, “I’m already in despair! Camilla marrying this man could solve all our problems! He’s rich! We would have everything again!”

“Honestly, mother... I look at you and I can’t understand.” Roman calmed down and pulled himself together. “How did our father marry a woman like you? We don’t lack anything. I have already resolved the money issues. You have a roof over your head, and Camilla’s tuition is covered. All achieved through my own efforts and actual accomplishments, not by the desire of a crazy mother to sell her daughter. From this day on you won’t be drinking anymore. I forbid you.”

“You are too young to forbid me anything!” she squealed.

“I’m the head of the family now!”

Roman realized that his mother had drunk away the last drops of prudence. This should have been stopped long ago. He had enough problems without having to worry about his mother stabbing him in the back.

“You have two options. The first is that you stop drinking and stay in this house,” Roman said quietly. “The second is that you leave and do as you please elsewhere. I said my piece.”

Roman didn’t know what he would do if his mother escalated this conflict. But he had already dealt with many misfortunes; he would deal with an alcoholic too.

“There is a third option,” an idea came to his mind, “I will send you to rehab. Let everyone know that Lady Korshunov is such a weakling that she can’t control her drinking problem. After everything, I think our reputation will survive this as well.”

With these words, Roman turned around and went to the office. His half-brother lingered at the doorway, his impudent grin fading as his sister followed Roman. Yaroslav displayed ambition only in one-on-one encounters.

For now.

***

“Roman...” Camilla followed him up to the second floor.

“How are you?” He turned around to look at her.

“Much better now. Thank you for standing up for me.”

She did look better now than a couple of minutes ago, when Roman saw her in the living room.

“What happened here while I was away?”

“Mom has gone mental.” Camilla shook her head, brushing a strand of hair away from her face. “She’s convinced that we’re on the brink of ruin and the only way to survive is to marry me off to some fat hog.”

From her tone, it was evident how much Camilla hated this idea.

“Who is he anyway?” He sat down in a chair, stretched his legs, and leaned back tiredly.

“Nobody. He is not even an aristocrat. He runs a chain of construction stores. Money is the only thing he has.”

Roman nodded. For such a person, marrying even a disgraced heiress of an aristocratic family was a guarantee of having gifted heirs.

“I can understand why he would be interested. He wants to climb up the social ladder. But mother... Is she completely out of her mind?”

“You can’t even imagine.” Camilla nodded seriously. “Every day she laments how bad everything is. Her friends won’t talk to her, she can’t mingle in high society, she has no money for new clothes…”

“So that’s the issue? Does she want new clothes?”

Camilla shrugged.

“I’ll sort it out,” Roman promised. “If she tries to marry you off again, you can tell the suitors that your older brother promised to cut them into tiny pieces.”

“I would have broken his neck myself if he had touched me. Mother forced me to take those tests...”

Roman frowned. The personal power of each aristocrat was a closely guarded secret. Some people showed off their strength, but they never did it thoughtlessly. One way to put yourself out there was through tests of strength, speed, reflexes, etc, which indirectly determined the strength of a demon — an indication of lineage and blood quality. Any of the students at the elite school could take them. The oldest and most prestigious clans didn’t need such tests; any fool who underestimated their strength would quickly meet their demise. Tests were often taken to showcase talent or prowess, but sometimes they served other purposes. In Camilla’s case...

Their mother wanted confirmation that her daughter was gifted so that she could get a higher price.

“How did you do?” Roman smiled after a pause.

“Not bad,” she answered with a smile. “Will this cause problems?”

“Everyone already knows that we are not weak demons. So it should be okay.”

I guess.

“Maybe it’ll even work to our advantage,” Roman tried to cheer up his sister. “The key is not to overdo it. How are things going at school?”

“As usual. I’m already used to doing everything alone. I can’t wait for this to end.” Camilla sighed.

“Next year you will move from Junior High to the Lyceum. I hope you’ll take it seriously.”

“Today I realized that if I don’t take it seriously,” she emphasized these words, “then my best prospect will remain some fat creep with a lustful look and sweaty hands.”

For a second, Roman’s eyes flashed with remnants of rage. If he had seen that fat hog leering at his little sister... There would be bloodshed.

Camilla once again thanked Roman and left the office. He was about to go order the servants to remove all alcohol from the house, but he didn’t have time. The phone rang, he picked up and a heard panicked voice from the other end.

“Master! The trucks have been stolen!”


Chapter 6
STUDENT’S LIFE




The moment I had been preparing for was finally here. I had my first classes at the Institute today. Unlike in school, classes here lasted an hour and a half. But I didn’t mind. And even if I did, no one cared for my opinion.

The morning began with mathematical analysis. One hundred and eighty students were all crammed into one large amphitheater.

While listening to the lecture, I multitasked, jotting down notes and trying to connect the subject with alchemy. Convinced of my ability to absorb information faster than it was being presented, I created several seals and began scanning my fellow classmates and making notes about them in the notebook.

I wrote my notes in my native language, which, I hoped, was unknown in this world, and would ensure that my research stayed secret in case anyone glanced at my notebook. By the end of the lesson, I diagnosed everyone. Eighty percent of the students had extremely low potential and zero danger level. That is, they were ordinary people. The potential suggested that if they began to consume the flesh of beasts, perhaps some abilities would awaken. But without proper testing, that was just a speculation.

The remaining twenty percent were more interesting. Half of them displayed slightly higher potential and ability levels compared to the average person but didn’t yet present significant danger. I made careful note of each such student, intending to study them in greater detail later on.

The other half, seventeen of them, was even more intriguing. The weakest of them had a notably pronounced potential and level of danger. I remembered him from the school Olympics. He got here thanks to his success in sports. He fit the stereotype: muscular and disinterested in mathematics. As I continued down the list, each subsequent student exhibited slightly higher levels of potential and danger. However, the one I ranked first surpassed even my own scores. He had good reflexes, a fast metabolism, good regeneration, and more strength than me.

And this was extremely unusual. Who was he, and where did his powers originate from? I made a mental note to investigate this blond guy further.

When the lessons ended, Slava came up to me.

“Do you still need an apartment?”

“Yeah.”

“Then let’s go. Hey, Pete!”

One of the guys, who had been packing his backpack and talking to a pretty girl, turned around and looked at Slava.

“I need to talk to you,” Slava said.

“What do you want?”

“You’re local, right? I mean, you live in the capital?”

“You could say so,” he answered cautiously, casting a displeased glance at Slava.

The girl he was talking to smiled at me and disappeared in an unknown direction. Pete looked after her as if he was losing the love of his life, but he didn’t pursue her.

“My friend over here needs an apartment. Can you help him find one?” Slava nodded at me.

“Why does he need an apartment?”

“Well, his parents want him to live alone.”

I almost winced. Did he really have to spill all my beans?!

“I don’t know much about renting but I can ask around.”

“I’d appreciate it,” I said.

And hoped something good could come out of this.

***

To ensure I didn’t make a poor first impression, I dashed back to the dorm, changed clothes, and took the metro back to the Lyceum. When I approached the main building, I saw a vast parking lot where dozens of expensive cars were parked. Gentlemen aristocrats didn’t travel by metro, as the evidence suggested.

The students themselves also looked different. Impeccably dressed, glossy. It was clear from my other classmates’ appearance that they had come from different backgrounds. But the aristocrats... They seemed as though they had been mass-produced in a factory, and that each of them came with a standard set of obligatory smiles for all occasions.

Navigating to the main building without a car meant going through several buildings, then through the internal park, which served as a hidden zoning mechanism. Then I needed to pass by the Junior High — where the younger aristocrats studied — only then did I finally reach my goal.

They let me in without asking many questions. The guard asked for my name, looked at my pass, and lost interest in me. Just as I reached the right classroom, the teacher entered and closed the door behind him right in front of my nose.

I reached for the door to follow him in, but before I could, the air crackled and parted, revealing a broad-shouldered guy who emerged out of nowhere. He shook himself off, adjusted his disheveled hair, saw me, and spoke up:

“Sorry about that! Are you in this class? Let’s go in together, otherwise, Luchenko will eat our brains out.”

I nodded and followed his lead. The teacher gave us a displeased look, but we slipped inside quickly and he let us sit down without a word. I opted for one of the desks in the back.

“Make sure you take notes,” came the voice of Stepan Luchenko, aka the teacher of management fundamentals. “Today’s topic is ancient management systems. Who can tell me when human history began? Maybe the latecomers?”

I jumped the gun when I said we got off easily.

“From the tribal system. The first managers were the tribe leaders,” answered the guy who had the gift of teleportation.

“Mhmm… Anything to add?” The professor looked at me. “By the way, introduce yourself. I haven’t seen you before.” Luchenko frowned.

“Edgar Sokolov.”

“So what can you tell us about this topic, Edgar?”

My last name didn’t surprise him at all. Neither did the fact that I was here. This made it easier. I relaxed, straightened my shoulders, and answered.

“If management entailed organization, then the history of mankind began with self-organization.”

“What do you mean by that?” He raised an eyebrow.

“Before one person could begin managing others, they first needed to organize themselves as individuals. They would have learned new things, mastered skills, planned their day…”

“Not bad.” He nodded. “Perhaps I wouldn’t mind reading a report from you on the topic of what comes first: the ability to organize others or the ability to organize oneself, and whether one can exist without the other.”

Having said this, he lost interest in me and continued his lecture.

“Self-organization is, of course, important. I hope none of you neglect this.” Here, he allowed himself a condescending smile. “But our primary focus is on managing others. Let’s take a look at the tribal system. What reasons do people have for choosing a leader? By what methods could the primitive man control others, and what did this give him? Who wants to answer?”

In contrast to my previous experiences in school, where answering a teacher’s question felt like a punishment from the heavens, the atmosphere here was refreshingly different. With around fifty students in the audience, over a dozen hands shot up eagerly.

“The hope when choosing a leader and following them was that they knew better what to do,” a girl from the front row responded.

“Why do they know better?”

“Because they want to become a leader. They should know better.” She hesitated a little.

“Any other arguments?”

“They may not know what’s best,” said one guy. “But they might look like someone who knows better.”

“What comes first? If you know what’s best, but you don’t look the part, what happens then? And what will the situation lead to when you look the part, but you don’t know better?”

“In the first case, oblivion awaits you. In the second... there is also oblivion, but bloodier, up to the death of the entire tribe.”

“Then what is the conclusion from your statement?”

“That you can’t be mediocre and you have to live up to your role?”

“Not bad, not bad.” The teacher grinned.

The lecture evolved into a discussion centered around this thesis and what drove people to obey and subjugate. I didn’t notice how carried away I got. I raised my hand several times to express my thoughts.

It was a very engaging format. In my old school, I had no one to discuss my ideas with, except maybe Lena, but here I found myself among lively, active, and intelligent peers. Moreover, the teacher didn’t scold or suppress; instead, he encouraged freedom of thought. Throughout the entire session, I never heard any criticism. If a student presented a questionable thesis, Luchenko invited others to refute or support it.

When the lecture ended, I was disappointed that the time passed so quickly. My mind craved more of this. For homework, we were given a couple of books to read and prepare an argument on today's topic.

“You’re lucky,” said the guy who came in late with me.

“What?” I looked at him, confused.

Tall, well-built, with a casual demeanor, he exuded confidence. He also shared Luchenko’s graying hair and had an unwavering gaze.

“You got a personal task from Luchik. If you do it and he likes it, you’ll gain a couple of extra points on the exam. My older brother studied here and filled me in on the details,” he explained.

“Thank you for the advice. And here I thought it was a punishment.”

“It can be. It depends on you.” He smiled. “I’m Victor, by the way. Victor Morzhov. You are Edgar Sokolov?”

“Yes.” I shook his hand.

“Well, I’ll see you around! And good luck with the task,” Victor said before heading off.

After taking three steps, he disappeared, making a cracking sound. About half the students were still in the room. Some didn’t pay attention to him, others grimaced with displeasure.

Surprisingly, no one was astonished.

I imagined what it would be like to be able to instantly travel home. Probably practical. And incredibly convenient when you had to go back and forth between two schools, like me. I urgently needed to study the portals and work out my own solution. If others could do it, maybe I could too.

***

By the end of the school day, I felt tired. Fatigue and the understanding that the day wasn’t over yet settled in. If I wanted to stay on top of everything, I needed to rush back to the dorm and bury myself in textbooks to prepare.

The Lyceum also had a library, just like the Institute. I collected a pile of textbooks and books from both. If I sat down and started right now, skipped classes, and sacrificed some sleep, then maybe I’d get through it all in a month.

“Why are you all dressed up?” Slava asked me when I returned from the last class.

“No reason...”

“What kind of books are these?” he immediately became interested.

I realized that it wouldn’t be easy for me to lead a double life. Slava glanced at the stack of books and wrinkled his face, resembling an overripe fruit.

“We don’t have those subjects. Where did you get them?”

“From another library.”

“Which one?” Either he was incredibly inconsiderate or he deliberately ignored the fact that it was difficult and uncomfortable for me to hold a stack of books.

“Could you... move away? These are heavy,” I told him bluntly.

“Yeah.” He nodded slowly. “Cool suit. Where can I get one?”

“Don’t know. It was given to me.”

“By who?”

“By... ahem... an old man.”

After I was interrogated and kept in the dungeons for almost a week.

“Oh, you didn’t tell me where you got the books?”

“From the Lyceum library,” I answered directly.

I realized that sooner or later he would find out anyway. Lying now would only damage our friendship. I didn’t particularly need these connections, but there was no point in needlessly ruining them. Besides, he had already helped me several times by bringing me up to date.

“But that’s for the nobles. How did you manage to get in?” he was surprised.

“They let me in somehow.” I grinned.

It seemed Slava wasn’t as slow as he let on. I already knew he was good at math and talented in sports, but in terms of social interactions and understanding of life, he was a dud.

“If you say that you are an aristocrat, I will laugh. A lot.”

“My full name is Edgar Sokolov.”

“Just don’t spread it around,” he laughed. “It’s dangerous to have an aristocratic surname around here.”

“As you say,” I didn’t argue. “Okay, I need to study. I have a bunch of homework.”

“There wasn’t that much, I’ve already finished everything. Wait... Are you really…? I thought you were kidding!”

Having unloaded the books on the table, I took off my jacket and began unbuttoning my shirt. What a thrill. The aristocrats all wore suits, while ordinary students dressed in whatever way they could. The second option was closer to me.

“Slava, don’t be stupid. Why should I lie?” I looked into his eyes.

“But...”

“It’s a long story. Long and bloody. I’d appreciate it if you kept it to yourself.”

“Damn... How should I address you then?”

“Just like everyone else. Call me Ed. Don’t worry, I won’t rip your heart out for breaking etiquette.”

Slava turned pale, and I realized that the joke had failed.

“I’m kidding, calm down. Why are you so nervous?”

“Are you sure you’re not pulling my leg?”

“Do you want me to show you my passport?”

“No, no,” he said, embarrassed. “Okay, then I won’t distract you.”

Slava ran out of my room. Was my social status truly that shocking?

I didn’t dwell on it for long. I laid out my textbooks and set to work on the task Luchenko had given me. His next class was only the day after tomorrow, but it was better to tackle it now. Besides, I had plenty to say on the matter.

The art of alchemy was divided into several components, often referred to as the three pillars of alchemy. The first was practice. It included techniques with which the alchemist altered the physical world. The second was the body, as a vessel of vital forces. How to develop, strengthen, and fill this vessel was a separate topic. The third pillar was philosophy, as an understanding of life and alchemical laws. It also included the psychology of an individual alchemist, his way of thinking, self-understanding, and self-organization skills.

If you had the most powerful technique, but your body was weak, you wouldn’t do much. You wouldn’t have enough strength, or the recoil would kill you. If your personal philosophy was weak, you had strong techniques, and your body was healthy and full of strength, this wouldn’t lead to anything good either.

This was what I was going to write about, proving my point of view with examples. The first thesis that I voiced was that leaders weren’t born — they were made. It was crucial to cultivate a range of skills, even if they were narrow in scope, such as public speaking or inspiring others. I argued that a rational individual must do everything in their power to progress from an infant to a leader. Without self-regulation and constant change and learning, that wouldn’t be possible. External regulation could be present, but if an individual was controlled by others, it called their leadership into question.

I tried to explain, as simply as possible, the importance of control over yourself, your life, and your thoughts. Without fanaticism, because this could turn into endless neuroticism and self-torture, but with due responsibility for oneself and one’s own existence.

When I finished, I put the report aside. Tomorrow, I’d read it again and refine it. Now it was time to focus on my personal research.

While I was at the Lyceum, I was able to examine one hundred and twelve people. There were many more students in the building, but I didn’t have the opportunity to get close to everyone.

Consolidating my findings into a single table, I organized, ranked, and summarized the data. One glaring observation was that ninety percent of the students had realized at least half of their potential, with the remaining ten percent nearing full realization by their current age. According to my seals, they were already almost at the peak of their power. It made me doubt the accuracy of my analysis, whether I was able to consider all important parameters. One thing was for sure, it would be invaluable to conduct a detailed study of families across generations, particularly those with many siblings, and to ascertain the effectiveness of various methods they used for development. Like, for example, what beasts they had consumed and at what age. However, such research opportunities were unlikely to arise in my life anytime soon.

I studied this with such enthusiasm in order to compare it with my own strength and estimate what kind of monsters I might encounter among the aristocrats.

However, the conclusions were disappointing.

To begin with, it was worth pointing out that I was at the bottom of the list, according to the danger index. Given my index of ten, there were only a few people weaker than me. Half of the students didn’t rise above twenty, but the other half included individuals with astonishing indicators. The danger index didn’t always correlate with their high potential. Just the opposite. Those who were already strong had low potential in half the cases. Perhaps this was due to the fact that they had already maximized their abilities.

These disappointing conclusions led me to ponder the factors influencing my own power level as a demon. Was it linked to heredity or perhaps the way I was raised and fed as a child? Reflecting on my time with the Sokolovs, I recalled no mention or indication of extraordinary abilities. And in the laboratory, they were more likely to cripple me than to enhance my skills.

As a result, I reached two conclusions. Firstly, I needed to find a way to increase my own strength. Perhaps I could locate a convergence point of energy flows, establish energy collection seals there, and meditate more frequently. Secondly, it was essential for me to continue my research. At the very least, I needed to understand what to expect from the people I was studying with, as we’d be spending a lot of time together.

After setting aside my notes, I ate an apple and went to bed. It was already night-time.


INTERLUDE




When Roman received news that one of the trucks was missing, he dashed out of the house, jumped into the car without waiting for the driver, and rushed to the site to personally investigate what had happened.

The family estate in the suburbs was located twenty miles away from the main highway. Most of this path ran through forests and fields. The well-paved road made it possible to gain speed, but this turned out to be a mistake.

Roman pressed down on the gas pedal just as a figure appeared on the road ahead. He yanked the steering wheel to the side in a desperate attempt to avoid a collision, but he was too hasty, too unprepared. The car skidded off the road and rolled over several times before finally coming to a halt.

It took him a few seconds to recover. He could have sworn that the figure came out of nowhere, suggesting it could be a Walker. It just appeared, caused an accident, and vanished without a trace. It had to have been an enemy.

With the car door jammed Roman kicked out what remained of the windshield to escape. All the while, he braced himself for an attack, but none came. This absence of immediate danger hinted at something more sinister — it was meant to instill fear and uncertainty.

Once he was out, Roman saw the culprit nearby, standing on the side of the road. There were no traces of fear, guilt, remorse, or worry on his face. The tall man with ash-colored hair observed the scene coldly, intently, almost triumphantly.

“Who are you?” Roman yelled.

The urge to lunge at the man surged within him, but he refrained, unsure if they were being watched.

“I’ve been waiting,” the stranger replied calmly, “for you to slip up, for your family to suffer and fall into ruin. But that hasn’t happened yet.”

Roman straightened up, shook off the remains of the glass from his clothes, and walked away from the wrecked car, choosing a place with solid ground.

“So this is personal revenge?” he said mockingly. “Let me guess, my father hurt your family, and now you decided to get back at me.”

“It’s not enough just to get back at you,” the enemy spoke, “I want to destroy you. Ruin you, make you suffer and feel hopeless.”

Roman nodded, taking note. The fact that the enemy revealed himself was good. This would make it easier to deal with him. But the fact that he was a Walker and ready to act decisively was bad news. His family had no protection against that. This stranger could kill his mother, sister, servants, anyone for that matter, if Roman wasn’t around.

I need to deal with him, but I can’t demonstrate all my strength here. Maybe that’s exactly what he’s counting on…

Meanwhile, the stranger got tired of waiting. He produced a grenade out of thin air, pulled the pin, and threw it towards Roman, who immediately rushed in the other direction. While the grenade was spinning and falling, the attacker stood motionless. The shell hit the car and exploded, raising a cloud of flame. Roman was thrown back by the blast wave, momentarily stunned. When he stood up and looked around, the enemy was nowhere to be seen.


Chapter 7
THE SEARCH FOR ACCOMMODATION




Even on the first day of school, I realized that studying at two places at once was a pretty bad idea. At least if I continued to run between buildings and the dorm to change clothes a couple of times every day. So I decided to put an end to it. Not immediately, but in a week or so, to avoid alienating myself from either social groups.

Today, I finally began my search for housing. The guy to whom Slava introduced me really provided me with some contacts.

“This is an acquaintance of my father. Go see him, he could pick something out for you.”

“Thank you!”

Unfortunately, because of my busy schedule, I couldn’t make it before Thursday. Which didn’t suit me at all. I spent an average of forty minutes going back and forth to the dorm. In my situation, this was a terribly unjustified waste of time.

Having my own apartment in the city would benefit me. Even more so if it was located somewhere halfway between the Lyceum and the Institute.

I was almost late for my class at the Lyceum, just like yesterday. Victor Morzhov appeared in a dramatic fashion like yesterday too, just as I was about to enter the classroom. I really needed to develop a seal to predict his movement.

“Oh, hi!” He recognized me. “I guess meeting like this is becoming a tradition, huh?”

“Sort of.” I smiled and shook his hand.

“Teleporting in the corridors is prohibited!” a stern voice reprimanded us. We turned around and saw the teacher, Igor Samoilov, rightly enforcing the rule.

“Sorry!” Victor apologized sincerely before swiftly slipping into the classroom. I followed suit.

Today we had a lecture on legislation. In the end, Victor, I, and two other students who had managed to be late were assigned to prepare a report on the topic of regulating Walkers, as well as an essay on the importance of punctuality, with at least ten historical examples where being late ended in failure.

“Well, guys,” Victor said when the four of us gathered together. “We got lucky.”

“Dubious luck,” answered one of the guys. “Maybe we should introduce ourselves first?”

As it turned out, not all the aristocrats knew each other.

This guy’s name was Sergei Belkov. Despite being very skinny and shorter than me, his handshake conveyed immense strength. With reddish hair and a bored expression, he possessed thrice the potential and a danger level four times higher than mine.

Victor Morzhov, on the other hand, had three and a half times higher potential than me. It turned out he was weaker than this skinny guy. Appearances could be quite deceptive.

The last member of our group was Timur Lisyev. Tall, also thin, with dark hair, and wearing a bracelet of stones. His potential index stood at twenty-three.

As I understand it, Victor knew Timur, and Sergei was a stranger to us all, so it wasn’t a bad idea to break the ice by introducing ourselves.

“Are you Sokolov?” Sergei asked.

“Yup.”

“The one who had a conflict with the Korshunovs.”

“If by that you mean that my family was slaughtered in the middle of the night, then yes,” I answered a little dryly, trying to understand the intention behind his question.

Sergei fell silent, the others tensed, waiting to see what this would lead to. He bit his lip and calmly answered:

“I apologize for the tactless question.”

“It’s fine.”

“So, what shall we do?” Victor spoke. Apparently, he was that person who could defuse the situation with just his smile. “Shall we stop by the library after classes and draft a report?”

“Sounds good.” Timur nodded.

“I agree,” I replied.

Sergei also didn’t refuse, and thus, our plan was set.

***

The Lyceum had its own cafeteria. With a price tag five times higher than at the Institute. To avoid unnecessary expenses, today I brought food with me and went to the green zone between the buildings. I had an hour between classes, which was definitely not enough to find housing, so I took a book with me to lunch, planning to do some reading.

Having sat down behind one of the trees, I dived into my book. I was so carried away that I didn’t notice when a girl approached me. Judging by her uniform, she attended the Junior High, not the Lyceum. She looked around sixteen years old, so not much younger than me.

“You’re in my spot,” she said, staring at me.

“Under a tree?” I looked at her in bewilderment.

“Yes.”

“Feel free to join me.”

Without further engagement, I returned to my book. The girl remained standing there for a moment before eventually sitting down next to me. She unpacked her food — a couple of sandwiches and an apple — and ate quietly, keeping a couple of feet of distance from me and staying silent.

“What’s your name?” I asked as I finished my meal before I was about to go back to classes.

“Why do you ask?” She peered at me from under her brows.

“I figured since we had lunch together,” I explained. “I’d like to know who I shared it with.”

“Camilla,” she answered after a moment’s thought.

“I’m Ed. Nice to meet you, Camilla.”

We exchanged a brief look, and then I nodded and left. She was odd. I could have sworn she anticipated a different reaction from me. She was surprised that I didn’t leave immediately, and even more so that I asked for her name.

***

Electives, as I learned, were optional, but highly recommended. I learned this news from Victor when I asked if he, as a more knowledgeable comrade, could recommend subjects I should sign up for.

“You don’t have to attend lessons. Many people don’t. Especially those who have tutors at home,” he remarked.

“This is not my case.” I smiled wryly.

Victor nodded, taking note. If the absence of an influential family lowered my rating in his eyes, he didn’t show it.

“The point is... They want us to interact with each other as much as possible. Have you noticed?” he continued. “Pair discussions, group activities. The dynamic has shifted since the Emperor arrived. They started making changes last year, and this year they seem to have intensified. That’s where electives come in. Sports, debates, and language classes are particularly popular.”

“Debates? I haven’t heard anything about those.”

“Yes, those who want to improve their public speaking skills go there. It can be useful,” he chuckled.

“Got it. But are they really optional?”

“Yes. But if you want the teachers to treat you better, you need to take an active part in the life of the Lyceum.”

“And if you don’t, they will treat you badly, and this will result in...?”

“Nothing you can’t live with. It will probably make things more difficult during the exam. But really, does it matter?” He leaned in closer, speaking more quietly. “The Izmailovs preach equality within their educational institutions. They claim we’re all students first and foremost, not just aristocrats. But you understand... in our world, it’s best not to make enemies.”

Everyone may be equal, but some are more equal than others, I suppose.

“If you want to prove yourself as a demon, go for hand-to-hand combat or fencing. If you just want to train, then go for athletics. But feel free to explore your options first; you can drop by and have a look.”

“Thank you. What are you going to pick?”

“Debate. They teach me to fight at home. By the way, in the evening, there will be a demonstration from senior students. You should come.”

“What about our assignment?”

“Oh, crap...” He smacked his forehead. “I hope we can get it done in time.”

***

We managed to complete the assignment, albeit with some difficulty. At the appointed time, the four of us gathered in the library and got down to work. It was pleasantly surprising to see everyone approaching the task with dedication. No one slacked off or shirked their responsibilities.

Unfortunately, I was the weakest student on our team. Completing the task required knowledge of law and history, areas where I apparently struggled in comparison to the others.

“Haven’t they taught you anything at home?” Timur was losing his patience.

“No. There was no time,” I answered bluntly.

“Obviously.” He shook his head with displeasure.

All I could do was bury my head in textbooks, trying to absorb as much information as possible and contribute to the task as much as I could.

We made it to the debate. My head felt like a jumble of scattered information as we entered. Maybe that was why the senior students’ performance didn’t impress me much. They came out, faced each other, and started arguing. Was I missing something?

“Very good,” Victor muttered next to me, clapping.

There were unexpectedly many spectators. A total of fifty people gathered. The speakers changed five times in an hour, the performances lasted ten minutes, plus the breaks between them.

“I hate to admit my ignorance,” I whispered to Victor, “but what’s the point of all this?”

“Are you really not getting it?” he asked, looking at me... well, in a way an older brother would look at his younger sibling, who just asked him a very dumb question.

“Communication isn’t my forte,” I confessed.

“It’s not just about communication,” he explained patiently. “Each debater’s goal is to present convincing arguments and win over the audience to their side. Everything matters — speech delivery, facial expressions, gestures, the quality of arguments, the depth of their knowledge on the topic.”

All I could do was sigh.

“You shouldn’t forget about defense skills,” he added.

“Defense?” I became interested.

“Do you see that girl?” he asked quietly, nodding towards a tall, slender girl with thick, reddish hair. “Alice Lilac.”

“And what’s so special about her?”

“Not only her looks are charming,” he explained. “She has a gift for influencing others. She didn’t perform today, but make sure to see her do this sometimes.”

“Is she that good?”

“Unprepared students forget where they are, fall in love… That is if she decides to unleash her full charisma. Sometimes she does this when she comes across a worthy opponent. Therefore, if you have poor self-control, you better tie yourself to a chair,” Victor said.

“Are you serious?”

“Just imagine what will happen if you lose yourself in front of everyone and try to kiss her.”

I did. And then I quietly created a seal and saw that the girl had a danger index of twenty-seven.

I looked at Alice with newfound apprehension, realizing that there might be hidden talents among my fellow students that I should be careful about.

Meanwhile, Alice seemed to overhear our conversation and turned her head in our direction. One short glance from her was enough to make me shiver. And Victor somehow abruptly shut up and dropped the topic altogether.

***

I decided to shelve the matter of housing for the time being, hoping it would somehow resolve itself by the end of the week.

During the week, I communicated not only with Victor but with other students too. It was inevitable, as many tasks required cooperation, and whether we liked it or not, we had to spend time together.

One of the conversations shifted to my living situation. I didn’t hide anything and said that I was staying in the dorm. This surprised them. I had to tell them that I had come from afar, had no one in the city, and simply didn’t have time to rent an apartment.

“And how is it?” asked a girl named Nastya.

Nastya Sofo. With a danger index lower than mine, open-minded, and unpretentious, yet undeniably attractive.

“It’s... alright,” I replied with a shrug.

“Wait, wait, who let you into their dorm?” asked Evgeny Skvortsov. His index wasn’t particularly high either.

I fell silent, wondering whether it was worth telling the truth and to what extent. My hesitation stemmed from two conflicting factors. Firstly, it was evident that different students were treated differently, and reputation held far more significance here than among ordinary students.

Over the few days that I had been attending classes here, I had noticed several patterns. The more influential the aristocrat, the more privileges they enjoyed. These signs were subtle to someone like me, a bit of a rough barbarian, but still quite apparent. They were always addressed politely, spared unnecessary inconveniences, and even teachers cut them some slack. I didn’t know the extent of power concealed behind each last name as nobody disclosed their family’s background. However, it was evident that greater power gave you access to more resources.

Next to the big shots, there was a group of petty aristocrats. Those who had enough money to study here, but lacked the strength to stand out. To be honest, this made me a little uncomfortable. The weakest representatives tried to stay in the shadows like small predators instinctively avoiding the attention of larger, more formidable beasts.

I belonged to the second group, as one might’ve guessed. I wouldn’t be surprised if my rating was one of the lowest ones. But it didn’t matter. Since I was here, it meant I had the potential for advancement.

“It’s a long story,” I answered, collecting my thoughts. “In short, I enrolled at the Institute too.”

“Um...” Evgeny paused. “How?”

“I passed the Olympics, and got in.”

“The one for...” Nastya hesitated.

“For commoners, yes.” I finished for her. “I’m telling you, it’s a long story.”

“Is that why you don’t attend all classes here?” my third interlocutor guessed.

His name was Aslan Bykov. His index was slightly higher than mine but he was twice as large in size and powerful, with curly, black hair. At the same time, his voice was quiet, and his words were always to the point.

“Yes.”

“But how is this possible?” Nastya shook her head in confusion.

“It’s a bit complicated,” I replied vaguely. “But doable.”

“Would it be too tactless to ask how you came to this?” Evgeny asked.

If Aslan was extremely reserved, then Evgeny was his polar opposite. He knew it wasn’t appropriate to pry into someone’s personal history, but his curiosity was simply too overwhelming to resist.

“I don’t think it’s much of a secret,” I answered, hesitating. “After my family’s unfortunate fate, I went into hiding.”

“I see...” Evgeniy drawled, his eyes betraying his desire to ask a hundred more questions.

This story had no direct relation to solving my housing problem, but it seemed to pave the way for a bond. The conversation took place on Thursday. On Wednesday, we started working on a joint assignment, continued the next day, and then had lunch at the cafeteria together. I had to splurge a bit to keep the conversation flowing and to build relationships.

Yesterday, I ate next to Camilla again. She came, gave me an arrogant look, and sat down next to me. Fortunately, I arrived earlier, so I managed to secure a place by the tree. We just sat there and had lunch in silence.

On Friday afternoon, a guy approached me.

“Are you Edgar?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“I’m Matvey. Matvey Norkov. Are you, by any chance, looking for an apartment?”

“I am,” I answered, thinking to myself how quickly rumors spread.

“Are you considering the option of sharing it with someone?”

“If the offer is good.”

“What constitutes a good offer for you?”

As I later found out, Matvey wasn’t from a particularly wealthy family. His danger index was slightly higher than mine. Twenty-two. But his potential was impressive — four times stronger than mine.

Matvey came to the capital from another city, like many other students. Those who knew how to walk through space lived at home. Others rented apartments in the city. Matvey said that all the apartments within walking distance had already been taken. But he found one with two separate bedrooms, a kitchen, a living room, and other essentials. The only catch was that the price was beyond his budget for him to live there by himself.

I sensed the awkwardness in his proposition, but apparently, it was evident to him that I wasn’t as well-off as others, making me a potential candidate for his roommate.

In short, we struck a deal. The apartment was a ten-minute walk from the main building. We went there immediately after the classes. It was spacious and pleasant, with windows overlooking a quiet courtyard. The monthly rent amounted to seventy thousand, thirty-five thousand each. It was more than I had hoped for but less than I had expected.

“I’m in if you are,” I finally said.

We moved in that same evening.

I fell asleep in a new apartment and a new bed, thinking that sometimes the world was a friendly place and that there was a timing for everything.


Chapter 8
ETIQUETTE




First thing I did in the morning was to draw seals at the door and window to keep track of who would come into my room. Next, I crawled under the bed and made several energy-accumulating seals under it. In this particular apartment, there was offensively little energy. I had to lean out of the window and draw seals around so that they would attract energy here. It would be best if I could climb onto the roof and walk around the surrounding area, looking for points of convergence of energy streams in order to redirect the flow toward me.

When I left the room in the morning, I found my roommate at the stove.

“Hello,” I greeted him.

“Hey,” he muttered.

It was funny to see an aristocrat in shorts and a T-shirt, with a sleepy look, and disheveled hair. He looked entirely ordinary.

“Are you cooking?” I came closer and looked at what he was doing. Nothing special, just scrambled eggs. With ham and veggies. Proteins and fiber, as Olga would say. Just the right thing for a demon’s body.

“Yeah. What about you? Can you cook?”

He asked with hidden tension, glancing at me from under furrowed eyebrows.

“Yep. To be honest, I love cooking.”

“I didn’t know when you would wake up. I would have made some breakfast for you too.”

“It’s okay, I haven’t had the time to buy groceries yet anyway.”

“You can have some of mine”.

“Thank you.”

I didn’t refuse and I soon made myself scrambled eggs too.

“So, you like to cook? A strange hobby for an aristocrat.”

“I like eating delicious food. One thing led to another,” I answered, tearing off a piece of bread.

“Not always. This is rare among our kind.”

“Probably.” I shrugged.

“Is it true that you study at both the Lyceum and the Institute at once?”

“Yes.”

“How do you manage?”

“Barely. But they split the subjects for me. All technical courses are at the new Institute. The rest are at the old Lyceum,” I explained.

“So are you good at math and stuff?”

“I don’t suck at it.”

“Another odd trait,” Matvey chuckled.

“Apparently I have quite a few of them.” I smiled as friendly as I could.

Matvey finished eating, immediately washed his plate, and cleaned up after himself.

“Alright, I’m off for a run. Do you exercise?” he asked.

“I used to. Now I have just enough free time to eat.”

“I see. When you leave, don’t forget to lock the door.”

“Alright. Listen,” I said, looking at his training uniform. “Can you tell me where I can buy some gym clothes?”

“The same places where aristocrats shop for all their clothes — the central department store.”

“Thank you.”

Soon I was left alone.

***

Today, Camilla beat me to our usual spot. When she saw me, she first frowned, and then her face lit up with a victorious smile, which she quickly tried to hide.

“You win today,” I declared, striking a power pose.

She blinked for a moment, then chuckled. It seemed my attempt at a joke was successful.

“You didn’t show up yesterday,” she noted. “I thought you gave up.”

“I have never given up on anything in my life,” I answered in the same tone, before relaxing and sitting beside her, unpacking my lunch.

“A commendable trait for a man.”

That was the first time we actually talked. We ate in silence, as usual. I was lost in my thoughts, and Camilla didn’t show that she wanted to chat either. She still kept throwing curious glances at me, the nature of which I couldn’t discern.

“Well, time to hit the books,” I announced, standing up.

“Indeed,” she agreed. “Just make sure to dust yourself off.”

“Where?” I asked, scanning my clothes.

“A little lower, on your back,” she pointed out.

“So that’s where you’re looking.” I shook my head, dusting myself off.

She blushed and turned away. I laughed quietly and hoped my joke didn’t offend her.

***

We studied five days out of seven, and thank God for that because otherwise, I wouldn’t know when I would have had time to complete all the tasks assigned to us. As I looked at the list of assignments and the stacks of books that needed to be read in the near future, I couldn’t help but quietly groan, feeling overwhelmed and ready to pull my hair out.

I used to do so well at my previous school that the realization that I wasn’t the smartest and most talented around here, but just mediocre was a bitter pill to swallow. Moreover, this applied to both the Lyceum and the Institute — there were always others who were smarter and better than me, some excelling at multiple subjects simultaneously.

Unpleasant as it was, it was sobering. I had to work twice as hard to keep up, and even harder to rise to the top. Good thing I loved challenges.

Of all the subjects we covered this week, legislative law stood out. It was no wonder I spent so much time in the library. Although I didn’t manage to grasp everything thoroughly, I drew some important conclusions.

Firstly, it was evident that the law for commoners and aristocrats differed significantly. While I hadn’t fully comprehended the nuances yet, I grasped the general idea. Take, for example, the regulation of spatial movements. It seemed that there were no specific rules governing this aspect. The task we were assigned left me perplexed — I still couldn’t decipher what the teacher hoped to achieve with our report. In our discussion with Igor Samoilov, he emphasized that movements through space were essentially unregulated. The only protection against this was one’s personal strength and protective stones. In light of this inability to control movement, only unwritten rules existed.

During the next lecture, Igor Samoilov accepted our report on the topic of regulating Walkers and then he demanded we articulate these rules to the whole audience. Victor was asked first and he gave a very laconic answer.

“There is only one rule. Don’t disturb the others.”

The teacher, oddly enough, accepted this answer. And then when he asked why it was so important, Sergei stood up and elaborated.

“Because carelessly moving to a random place can harm someone. And that could result in a conflict.”

“Exactly!” Igor Samoilov exclaimed. “If you disregard the well-being of others, then be prepared to suffer the consequences.”

This gave me some food for thought, and a few realizations dawned on me. Firstly, whenever Victor Morzhov moved, there was always a sound preceding his appearance. This gave me a crucial split-second to react, which made me wonder if he possessed some ability to sense his surroundings before teleporting. It indicated that Victor might be much more dangerous than he appeared on the surface. Secondly, I pondered the possibility that everyone’s ability to move could be different. Unlike Victor, who made noise before his movements, there were others like the spider I had encountered, who simply disappeared and reappeared without a sound.

This revelation opened up a world of possibilities, including the potential for committing untraceable crimes.

Killed someone? If you teleported from the crime scene or disposed of the corpse somewhere far away, no one could prove your guilt. Unless there were witnesses, of course.

If one were to cross paths with an aristocrat who was a Walker and provoke them… They could come to your house, kill your loved ones, and destroy your property. It was a very dangerous ability against which there was almost no protection.

Teleportation was just one example of special rights and opportunities. There was another aspect that interested me. Land ownership.

The Emperor handed me over the documents to my family’s land. For me, it was almost an empty, meaningless gesture. I only felt satisfaction when what belonged to the Sokolovs returned to their descendant.

However, upon delving into the matter further, I realized the significance of owning land. You had the freedom to do whatever you wanted on it. You could build a house or an enterprise, whatever came to your mind...

I needed to take a look at my newly obtained property, but it had to wait. I was meeting the etiquette tutor this week.

***

The tutor lived in the city center, in a low building, on the penultimate floor. To get to him, I first had to convince the concierge that I really had an appointment.

“Edgar Sokolov?” a young girl greeted me. “Father is in his office. Please, follow me.”

“Thank you.”

She led me through a long hallway with paintings hanging on the walls. I walked slowly, taking time to appreciate the art.

Finally, I was ushered into the office of Aristark Smolny. Despite his gray hair, he exuded an air of sophistication. He wore a fashionable burgundy jacket. Even though I didn’t know much about fashion, it spoke volumes about his discerning taste.

“Good afternoon,” I greeted him.

“Good afternoon,” he said. “Come in.”

I got closer and stopped two steps away from the table.

“What brings you here, young man?”

“A few people pointed out my obvious lack of manners. They recommended you.”

“They didn’t deceive you.” He sniffed the air.

“Is it that bad?” I felt irritation building up within me. What could I have possibly been doing so wrong that he sensed it the moment he met me?

“Terrible,” he confirmed with a nod. “Tell me a little about yourself. I want to understand what I’m dealing with.”

“You know my name. I fell into a coma as a child. Then I recovered. Later, I was held captive, and when I finally escaped, it was impossible to find a master of etiquette.”

“It’s a tragic story. Tell me, Edgar, do you know how aristocrats differ from ordinary people?”

“There are many differences. What exactly are you asking about?”

“About what is called unique abilities.”

“I know about this.”

“Commendable. Then you should know that some aristocrats have an enhanced sense of smell and advanced perception.”

“I’m aware,” I answered cautiously, sensing a catch.

“Apparently, you didn’t give any importance to this. Or maybe you are not one of those who have such talents.”

The man scrutinized me, then lowered his head, studying my attire.

“How long have you been wearing that suit? I can see it’s new, but I feel like it hasn’t been cleaned in at least a week. I have no doubt that you took a shower before leaving the house — you smell like cheap shampoo. Is it alright that I’m so direct?”

“Not that I’m pleased to hear this, but you are the master here. Medicine doesn’t have to be sweet.”

“Nicely put.” He smiled. “How about you take a seat?”

“Thank you.”

“Tea?”

“Is tea also part of the lesson?”

“Of course.”

“Then how can I refuse?”

Aristark nodded and fell silent, continuing to observe me. Not even a minute had passed before the door opened and tea was brought in. Had this been prearranged? Or was Aristark somehow able to convey his request without me noticing?

“God, Edgar, I don’t bite,” he said as I took the cup. “It’s clear that you’re anxious. Uncertainty doesn’t befit an aristocrat. Relax, take a breath. It’s better to appear relaxed and make mistakes than to be nervous and still make mistakes.”

“Makes sense.”

“I see that you’re not familiar with the basics. So, let’s start with them. First and foremost is appearance. To understand the importance... Any mistake will be annoying for those whose sense of smell and vision are acute. This is especially true for smells. A loving woman may admire the aroma of your sweat, but those around you, believe me, will not appreciate it. A gentleman is advised to change his suit every day.”

“What if the gentleman is short on money?”

“Then he needs to get at least four suits so that they have time to air out. The most important thing is not to forget about showering. Especially after physical activity. You can also resort to special deodorants. Perfume is optional. Believe me, there is nothing worse than bad body odor that people try to cover up with perfume. It is better to use special powders. Here, peruse this.”

He took out several sheets of paper from the drawer, took a pen, and made additional notes on them.

“Firstly, here is a list of books that you should familiarize yourself with in the near future. There you will find most of the answers you seek. Secondly, here is a list of places where you can buy certain things. Thirdly, here are the masters who can help you with personal grooming, from hairstyling to dental care.”

“Do you have solutions for every situation?”

“You are not the first to seek my help. And not the first to come from another city, knowing nothing about ours. This just optimizes the process.” He shrugged, smiling.

“Thank you.”

“Now, let’s move on to what I call a basic survival kit.”

***

After leaving Aristark’s office, I found the nearest bench, sat down, and reflected on the numerous missteps I had made throughout the week. Now I understood why some people winced upon encountering me. It wasn’t solely due to my social standing, but rather my frequent perspiration while rushing between the dormitory and the Lyceum. How embarrassing.

The first rule of survival was: to avoid being annoying. Smell well, don’t make noise, don’t make sudden movements, always wear clean clothes, and shower at least twice a day. Behind each of the points was hidden the peculiarity of an aristocratic society. Some of them had a good sense of smell, others saw the world more clearly, and if you shaved poorly, your stray hairs could be glaringly obvious. Some had excellent hearing, and if you blurted out something, thinking that no one was around, you could seriously expose yourself. As for sudden movements... Some of the aristocrats reacted to them like predators. It was better to stay cautious than to attract unwanted attention.

Reflecting on the behavior of my peers, I realized with dismay that each of these rules was meticulously observed.

A complete disaster, in my humble opinion.

To avoid further embarrassment, I embarked on a shopping spree. Arriving at the city center, I found the central department store, went inside, and... Looking at the prices, I felt as if I was ascending the scaffold. Reluctantly, I bought suits, shoes, a bag, deodorants, skincare products, such as shampoos and soaps, and perfume for special occasions.

I left a hundred and fifty thousand rubles in the store. In total, I spent seven hundred thousand from my inheritance money; this included a year’s tuition and a month’s rent for the apartment.

I kind of wanted to go back to the forest. Everything was free there.

***

A man in a denim jacket sat at a table in a dimly lit corner of the bar, away from the other guests. He had been staring at one point straight ahead for several minutes now, lost in his thoughts, without blinking. He never paid any attention to the mug of beer that the waitress brought.

A couple of minutes later another man entered the bar. He looked around and headed towards Trofim. Having looked at him and the untouched beer, Sadov snapped his fingers in front of his accomplice’s face.

“How long are you planning to just sit there?” He sat down opposite him. “If you don’t want to drink that beer, I’ll take it.”

He reached for the mug, but Trofim’s hand snatched the glass first.

“Did you find out anything?” he asked dully.

“I did, I did. Belogrudov wants us to cover the delivery costs and send him three more.”

“I couldn’t care less about what he wants. Who is the guy?”

“Listen, maybe we should reconsider?” Sadov suggested, his expression shifting uneasily. “We’ve already caused enough trouble.”

“He killed my brother,” Trofim answered in an icy tone.

Sadov shuddered, feeling that he could be torn to pieces at any second.

“Okay, okay,” he said hastily. “He is someone named Edgar Sokolov.”

“Did you find out who he is?”

“Not yet. But I will. I need more time.”

“You do that.”

Sadov grimaced, got up, and went out.

It was clear that angering his accomplice further would only invite trouble.


Chapter 9
SATURDAY EVENING AND RELATIVES




Saturday evening was a surprise, courtesy of my roommate. When I returned, he wasn’t there, and so I took up my alchemical research undisturbed. But he didn’t come home in the evening either. He appeared in the middle of the night.

And he wasn’t alone.

I was sitting in my room when I heard a woman laughing. Judging by the intonations and the snippets of conversation I overheard, it was evident that this wasn’t just a casual visit from a friend. The pair migrated from the kitchen to the shower and eventually to the bedroom, their activities clearly audible even from the distance between our rooms.

I was happy for my roommate. As well as for the girl. But a slight sadness came over me because it reminded me once again that my relationship with Lena was over. Quickly pushing aside these emotions, I attempted to refocus on my textbooks, but it was difficult to concentrate. As a result, I got out onto the balcony, where it was a little quieter.

***

The following morning brought an awkward situation. Matvey traditionally went for a run in the morning. I went to the kitchen to prepare breakfast. The girl chose this moment to come out of his room. Naked.

“Oh!” she squealed and ran away when she saw me.

Soon she came back, wrapped in a sheet, which looked frighteningly sexy.

“Hello. Sorry about that. Are you Matvey’s roommate?”

“Yeah. Would you like some breakfast?” I nodded to the frying pan where eggs sizzled. “Or maybe some tea?”

“Will Matvey be back soon?”

“In about twenty minutes,” I estimated.

“In that case, I won’t say no to some tea. Do you have any toast?”

“I can make it.”

“What’s your name?” she asked. “I’m Zlata, by the way.”

“Edgar.”

“Strong name.”

“My parents chose it.” I smiled, pouring tea into mugs, and placing the plate with toast in front of her.

“Thank you. How long have you been living together?”

“A couple of days.”

“Are you both students?”

“Yes. And you and him…?”

“Um, no,” she said, slightly embarrassed. “We met yesterday.”

We sat, ate, and chatted. Soon Matvey returned.

“Oh, you’re already up.” He kissed her on the cheek. “I’m going to take a shower, wanna join me?”

“Sure.” She nodded, glancing in my direction.

I tried not to lose my face. It was a little hard to sit like that next to a half-naked girl without letting my gaze wander. Was I missing feminine affection that much? Or was it simply the natural urge of a young man’s body? I made a mental note to discreetly ask Matvey about where he had met this girl. I wouldn’t mind exploring such places myself.

Matvey sent Zlata home about an hour later. He called her a cab and went downstairs to see her off when the taxi driver arrived. It wasn’t that I spied on him, but I couldn’t help but observe his actions with keen interest. Due to the specificity of my life experience, I wasn’t exactly well-versed in how to care for women. I saw an opportunity to learn from Matvey’s expertise in this area and decided to use it.

“I hope that didn’t bother you,” he said when he returned.

“It’s okay,” I assured him. “It was just a bit unexpected.”

“Really?” he was surprised. “How?”

“You seem to have settled in here just as recently as I have, and yet you’ve already found a girl.”

“Oh, that,” he responded casually. “It’s not as complicated as it seems.”

“Is that so?” I feigned surprise this time.

“Hmm... it appears we could be of use to each other,” he suggested.

“How’s that?”

“You’re good at math and stuff, aren’t you?”

“I suppose so.”

“Well, then you can guess how we can help each other.”

“I’ll help you with math, and you’ll tell me how you meet girls in this city?”

“I will not only tell you but show you. Just not today. We still have school to attend. How about next Friday? Or Saturday?”

“I’m in. What do you need from me?”

“To stop looking so serious, relax, and get dressed up.” He smiled.

Oh, if I have to spend even more money on clothes, I might just lose it.

***

Monday surprised me too. As soon as I arrived at the Lyceum, the security guard informed me that they were expecting me.

“Who?” I asked stupidly, mentally going over what I had done and thinking about what problems I had run into.

“Your relatives,” answered the eternally gloomy man.

This really was a surprise.

My relatives turned out to be a man and a woman, both about fifty years old. They were waiting for me in... I guess you could call it a meeting room. It was a separate office with a sofa, armchairs, and a table between them.

“Edgar.” The man stood up.

I looked at him, trying to remember his face. But it didn’t ring a bell.

“I’m Alexander Solodov, this is my wife, Anna,” he introduced himself. “I’m your father’s cousin.”

“Hello. I don’t mean to be rude, but I don’t remember you.”

“Yes, yes, I know.” The man nodded. “We didn’t communicate.”

“Then why are you here?” I asked directly, not quite understanding what to expect from these people.

“They called us.” He spread his arms. “You are a minor, and we are your closest available relatives.”

“And?”

“And here we are.” He was confused.

“I still don’t understand why.”

“You’re underage,” he emphasized the last word. “That means adults should take care of you.”

Realizing what he said, I couldn’t help but laugh. I laughed out loud for a long minute, not holding back at all.

“Pardon my manners,” I said, wiping away my tears. “How exactly are you going to take care of me?”

“I don’t see why that would be funny.” If he tried to look friendly at first, it somehow quickly faded away. “We’re going to get custody of you until you come of age.”

“For what?”

“To provide you with guidance,” he answered, pursing his lips.

“For what?” I repeated.

“We are your relatives.”

“And we’ve never seen each other before.” My amusement was fading rapidly. “Perhaps I’m too rude, but I hope you understand me. We’re strangers to each other. What are your intentions? What goals are you pursuing? You haven’t said a word about it. I don’t need guardians. I dealt with all my problems until now, and I will keep dealing with them on my own.”

“But that’s just wrong,” Alexander was indignant. “You are a child, you cannot manage money and your life.”

“What money?” I squinted.

“Your inheritance!” he said irritably.

“My inheritance is mine. What do you have to do with it?”

He hesitated, seemingly at a loss for words. I felt like I was missing something right now. Did he want to... exploit me? Be my guardian just to get the money?!

I had two reasons to think so. First, before entering, I created a seal and checked their indexes. They were ordinary people, they didn’t even smell like aristocrats. Second, they looked poor.

Neither of these were reasons for me to treat anyone badly. But these “relatives” were strangers to me. They weren’t even on friendly terms with the Sokolovs. They couldn’t offer me anything. But they wanted to take control of me.

Why the hell should I be happy about this?

Meanwhile, Alexander began to lose his composure. He wanted to say something, but his wife stood up, grabbed her husband by the elbow, and began to wail.

“Alex, don’t you see how ill-mannered and ungrateful this boy is? Don’t waste your time on him!”

Her statements left me dumbfounded. Grateful for what?

“We will sue you!” Alex barked and quickly ran out the door with his wife.

What a pleasant conversation.

***

As I stepped out of the room, there was no trace of them. Glancing at my watch, I realized I was dreadfully late yet again, which meant I would get scolded by the teacher again. Crap.

I hastened my pace towards the lecture hall, but then I was called out to.

“Sokolov! Why aren’t you in class?”

Turning around, I saw Olga. She was going somewhere about her business, carrying a pile of papers in her hands and looking at me sternly.

“My relatives showed up. They threatened me with taking custody of me. And of my inheritance.” I admitted.

“Ah...” she drawled. “Never mind, hurry up.”

“Sorry...” a thought came to my mind. “Maybe you can tell me where I can get advice on this matter? They’re threatening to sue me.”

“Interesting.” She thought. “Come see me after your classes are over. Now go study.”

“Thank you.” I smiled and headed into the classroom.

I didn’t run. An aristocrat never rushed. Running meant sweating, sweating led to odor, and odor equated to embarrassment. Since meeting the etiquette tutor, my perspective on many things had shifted. While I had never neglected hygiene, the standards here were much higher. Thus, despite my eagerness to reach the lecture faster, I maintained a steady pace.

***

I knocked on the door and waited for permission to enter. Olga pushed the papers aside irritably and glanced at me.

“You had some pretty interesting answers on the Olympics exam if I remember correctly. Bold in places. Tell me, how would you solve a problem if there is a lot of work, but there are few competent specialists?”

“Is the personnel shortage the problem that needs to be solved?”

“Yes.” She nodded, clearly not expecting me to answer.

“Hire elsewhere, train new staff… But these are obvious solutions. If we’re considering all possible options, I would utilize the resources at hand. I would enlist the young and ambitious individuals, assign them tasks, and allow them time to grow and develop.”

“Young people can’t handle that,” she chuckled.

“Why are you so sure of this?”

“They are young.”

“Everyone was young once.” I shrugged.

“It’s strange to hear this from a young man.” Olga cheered up.

I didn’t say anything more. Here, even without an etiquette tutor, it was clear that my status was ten times lower than hers. It wasn’t my place to lecture her, especially without knowing all the conditions of the task and the difficulties with which she had to work. But her question intrigued me. Perhaps it held a deeper meaning?

And if...

“Maybe I’m young, it’s hard to disagree with that. But young people differ. Some people live in luxury without worrying about anything. They have no motivation to strive. No drive. And others have to survive. For such people, speed of learning and developing skills is often the key to survival.”

“Are you one of them?” She narrowed her eyes.

“Now, my conditions are far better than they used to be,” I answered carefully, choosing my words. “But I hope certain traits remain unchanged, despite the easier circumstances — my thirst for knowledge, willingness to work, and the readiness to tackle challenges.”

“If only that were enough.” She shook her head, scrutinizing me. “Okay, I don’t have much time for chit-chat. It seems like you have a question.”

“Regarding guardianship. I don’t know these relatives. They showed up out of nowhere and behaved strangely. Not very friendly.”

“I’m familiar with your situation.” She nodded. “Do you know that you were officially declared dead? Your inheritance should have gone to these people as your closest relatives. I mean, those still living in our state. They wouldn’t have gotten the land, but the money was supposed to end up on their accounts.”

“Why didn’t they receive it then?”

“Because our country is a mess,” she stated bluntly. “The bank didn’t want to give away what didn’t belong to it. It used the excuse that the bodies of the heirs weren’t found, which meant they could be considered missing, which was a sufficient reason to delay the case.”

“Then how… Ah, I understand.”

The Emperor’s intervention worked wonders.

“How did you get the money so quickly? Yes, the answer is obvious.” For some reason she became amused.

“Do I have anything to fear?”

“How old are you?”

“Seventeen. I’ll be eighteen in February.”

“Then no. Tell them to go to hell,” she said this so casually. “Or wherever you prefer. You are an aristocrat, and they are nobodies. I hope I didn’t hurt your kindred feelings.”

“I appreciate the directness. Thanks for clarifying this for me. It’s a weight off my shoulders.”

“You don’t know your way around our society yet. But I see that you visited the master of etiquette.”

She grinned and I blushed. This woman had a danger index above seventy-five. At such high values, my analysis methods malfunctioned and didn’t produce accurate data for sure. She was a monster, not a woman. She could potentially be far stronger than anticipated, with heightened senses of smell and perception. To her, I might have seemed like a barbarian lacking basic self-care skills.

“Wait,” she said, continuing to smile.

She took a piece of paper and wrote a few lines.

“This is a list of book recommendations. Explore at your leisure. We’ll discuss it sometime.”

Eleven titles. I nodded, trying not to show my excitement. There was a lot to be nervous about. Would I find time to read all this? And when a woman of significant influence at the Lyceum said, “at your leisure,” what did it really mean? I couldn’t help but see it as a test.

But I was glad. Glad that my speech about youth and hunger had resonated.

This week had given me a lot of food for thought. It taught me to appreciate how the aristocrats lived. To accept that money was a necessity, together with social status, influence, and personal power. A lot of things were needed to just live and not risk being accidentally trampled by some demon who didn’t like something about me.

Youth and the need for strength led me to a simple conclusion: I needed to learn. And what better way than to study alongside those at the top? Making myself known, becoming useful, and perhaps even securing some assignments or employment — those were my goals. It seemed like the first step on this path had been taken.

Despite my mood being spoiled by my relatives and the hefty essay I had to write as payback for being late, my spirits lifted.

It was a good day.

***

The first elective I went to sign up for was hand-to-hand combat.

The sports complex was located in a separate building, and I regretted not exploring it sooner. There was even a swimming pool, and I made a mental note to buy a swimsuit. The sight of a large amount of water, clear and clean, where I could splash around, impressed me. I didn’t know how to swim. I saw the sea in my world, but plunging into it was like death, so I never tried. That was why I wanted to catch up.

Fencers and hand-to-hand fighters practiced in one common, gigantic hall the size of a school stadium. When I walked in, the students were warming up. I saw familiar faces among them. Spectators were there too, including Matvey, who waved his hand at me and invited me to sit next to him.

“You haven’t picked the electives either?” I asked him.

“Nope. I’m trying to figure out which direction will be the least waste of time.”

“You don’t sound very enthusiastic.”

“Well,” he suddenly became embarrassed, “I’m not exactly a fan.”

“Of fighting?”

“Yeah. I’ve been trained and can hold my own, but I wouldn’t say I take it seriously. And you?”

“Something like that too. I prefer to have a strong body, not throw fists around.”

For an alchemist, physical activity was crucial. The body served as a vessel for the world’s energy. The stronger it was, the more energy could be accumulated and channeled.

“So you’re just in it for the exercise?” Matvey observed me.

“Something like that. Before coming here, I trained seriously every day for more than a year. When I arrived here, I decided that I could rest and relax a little. And schoolwork... I didn’t expect to have to read so much, to be honest.”

“Yeah, right, you’re also juggling two schools,” Matvey said, smiling at me.

“You see anything you like yet?”

“Not really.”

“In theory, using a weapon is more promising,” I noted.

“Well, I’m not so sure. Have you ever seen how Higher demons fight?” he asked.

“I saw ordinary ones.”

“Is it just me, or is there some grudge you’re holding?” he chuckled.

I hesitated, realizing my reaction had given me away. Yes, I harbored a personal distaste for demons.

“Let’s put it this way... I met different people on my path here.”

Matvey chuckled again and didn’t continue the conversation.

When I arrived here, I had certain expectations. After all, these were the pursuits of aristocrats, half of whom possessed unique abilities. However, in my fifteen minutes of observation, I didn’t witness anything extraordinary. Just regular workouts.

“I must admit, the Izmailovs tried their best,” Matvey said quietly.

“Izmailovs?” I quietly asked, remembering that demons had very sensitive hearing.

“The people who run this place. Don’t you know about them? I thought everyone knew.”

“I heard something about them. But I’m still new here, I don’t know much.”

“You know, most people never admit their weakness. And you talk about it so easily.” Matvey smiled.

“Why deny the truth?” I shrugged.

“You’ve got a point,” he conceded.

“So what about the Izmailovs?”

“Do you know that two years ago there were ten times fewer students here?”

“Really? Because of the lack of a ruler and the ongoing struggle for power?”

“Yeah. But the Medvedevs won and, to their credit, they managed to restore order. This year, as you can see, the families decided to send their children here to study again.”

I couldn’t fully appreciate the extent of the work done, but I recognized the efforts made by the Izmailovs and the Medvedevs.

“By the way, did you know that the Emperor’s children are enrolled here too?”

“Nope,” I answered, pressing my head into my shoulders.

My lack of knowledge was annoying.

“They are like a guarantee. Therefore, it’s better not to act weird and do something stupid.”

“Do I look like someone who would cause trouble?”

“No offense. Just a heads-up.”

“Thank you.”

Interesting information. If the Emperor’s children were here, he must take extra care of their safety. I was sure he had plenty of enemies.

While I was watching the training session, I was thinking about what I wanted to achieve in the end. When the warm-up ended and sparring began, the coaches paired the students of similar strength, and it became evident that the focus here was on regular skill development.

I was wondering how I could combine alchemy and weapons. There were options, there would always be, but the question was whether the investment would pay off. I didn’t need a weapon to create a seal. Maybe I could add some properties to the blade?

Of course, I could always change my mind and opt for a different elective. I checked. As soon as the training session ended, I went up to the coach and signed up. The day after tomorrow I’d be on the training ground too.


INTERLUDE




Roman realized, with every fiber of his being, that he had become dangerously complacent as he strolled to his destination. Suddenly, a car screeched to a halt beside him, and three figures emerged. Had they approached him politely or even introduced themselves, he might have complied. However, their intentions were clear from the start.

They surrounded him and attacked, with such precision that he didn’t have time to react. They used tasers, which caused his muscles to immediately cramp, and Roman turned into a vegetable. When his body began to regain control, he found himself bundled into the car and driven away from the scene of the abduction.

“Don’t make a sound,” said one of them.

The kidnappers remained vigilant, covering his head with a bag and shocking him again whenever Roman stirred.

“Who are you...” he tried to ask but received only another shock.

It didn’t take him long to learn his lesson. He relaxed his muscles, although it was difficult for him. He pretended to pass out and it worked. They didn’t shock him again. While they were driving, Roman was thinking about who they were, what they wanted, and whether it was time to start acting. He wouldn’t be able to deal with three or even two of them at once. They were demons, far from weak, which meant they were guaranteed to withstand the first blow.

It looked like his best course of action was to calm down and wait for the right moment. If they intended to kill him, they would have done so already. He was handcuffed. They drove for half an hour, and when they pulled him out of the car, they also shackled his legs. Roman twitched a couple of times, checking how sturdy the shackles were, and realized that things were going badly for him.

He was dragged from the car and thrown into a cell. No one removed the bag from his head. He froze on the floor, listening to the sensations. There was silence all around. It was difficult to breathe. He felt the coldness of the stone on his skin. But the worst thing was uncertainty.

He had no idea how long he was trapped in the cell. He attempted to assess his surroundings, but the cell was empty, offering no clues to his captors’ intentions. He pulled the bag off his head, it was dark inside. It didn’t really bother him, but the situation still put pressure on his psyche. He fell asleep twice, but he kept waking up in restless anxiety. He wanted food and water, something to warm him up, but it was as if they had forgotten about him.

But all this time, Roman was sure that he was being watched. He felt it in his gut.

He really wanted to create a passage and get out of there. But if the Emperor’s people threw him into the cell, then he’d be signing his own death sentence. Medvedev wouldn’t tolerate a Walker among the Korshunovs. And, most likely, this place was blocked by stones, so he wouldn’t be able to leave.

But Roman doubted it was the Emperor who came after him.

Suddenly, Roman heard the cell door open.

“Take him out,” said an unfamiliar man.

His assistants quickly dragged him out, then along the corridor, and sat him on a chair in the interrogation room, not forgetting to chain him to the floor.

“What do you want from me?” Roman asked coldly when they were alone.

“As expected of someone of your caliber,” the man looked at him. “Even in a situation like this, you remain unflappable.”

Roman looked into those cold eyes, and a shiver ran down his spine. Strong demons, as his father once told him, possessed an innate predatory instinct. In the presence of a weaker victim, they felt anticipation; with an equal, mixture of challenge and excitement; but facing a stronger adversary, they trembled with apprehension.

“Has the Emperor decided to get rid of me?” Roman asked directly. He would like honest answers.

“You deceived him.”

“How did I do that?” Roman grinned.

The thought that he had deceived the Emperor amused him. Yes, he did. But what exactly he was accused of, was what he needed to find out.

“You withheld some of your father’s work.”

This sounds dangerous.

“My father’s work?” Roman frowned. “You fucking starved me in the dungeons because you think that I had withheld some documents?!”

The man’s expression didn’t change at all. There was no irritation in his eyes. No anger.

“You’ll tell me,” said the man.

Roman swallowed. He felt that there was no way for him to get out of this.


Chapter 10
THE SCIENCE OF SEDUCTION




Having lunch in the park had become a cherished tradition for me. I didn’t want to spend money in the cafeteria, and... It wasn’t just about money. Being surrounded by aristocrats, I was constantly under pressure. I had to take care of myself and behave properly, which was distracting and unnerving, and hadn’t yet become a habit. I wanted to eat in peace.

There was an option to eat in the canteen of the Institute, but it didn’t always fit my schedule, and I loved open spaces and fresh air, even if the weather wasn’t pleasant every day.

Today Camilla was late, so I settled comfortably under our tree with a clear conscience. Its crown was high enough to shield me from raindrops, and by placing a bag under my butt, I minimized the risk of getting dirty. I noted that I wasn’t the only nature lover present. At least a dozen aristocrats and a couple of dozen ordinary students occupied the park, though they were situated on the other side of the hedges. The park resembled a labyrinth, concealing its secrets behind verdant foliage. To reach the opposite end, one had to embrace the serendipity of getting lost — a valued aspect that allowed for seclusion and relaxation.

I ate and delved into the journal in which I scribbled personal notes and ideas.

Recently, I made a breakthrough: I had successfully created seals capable of detecting spatial manipulation abilities — an achievement made possible thanks to Victor’s help. He often sat not far from me, preferring the back rows, so being so close to him allowed me to do some analysis through Alchemy of Form and Law of Similarity. That was a great first step. The former allowed me to scan my friend and select a list of interesting attributes and the latter to look for them in others. Despite him being unaware of his contribution, I was confident in the validity of my findings. The next step was to conduct more research and delve deeper into the processes responsible for such abilities.

I got lucky since Victor wasn’t my only source. I discovered special portal rooms used by some students with weak spatial abilities to move efficiently within the city and not waste time on the road. Observing these rooms and studying the students who frequented them allowed me to identify other Walkers. Through rigorous analysis, I derived patterns and created a test seal that I used all next day and revealed that approximately twenty percent of tested students possessed this ability in some form or another — which posed a significant threat in the grand scheme of things.

I would also like to understand exactly how they moved through space and if I could reproduce their abilities.

That was what I was thinking about.

Camilla showed up fifteen minutes later than she should have. She glanced at me, looked at the tree, and got ready to leave.

“You can stay,” I had to say. “I just finished.”

“I don’t need you to pity me.” She raised her head.

I saw that something was bothering her.

“I don’t. It’s just common courtesy.”

“Why would you be polite?”

“Do I need a reason?” I was surprised.

“In my case, yes. And a good one.”

“Um... I didn’t notice your horns and hooves, or the hellish flames behind your back.”

She turned around as if she wanted to check if there really was hellfire behind her. Standing there, she pondered for a moment before ultimately joining me on the lawn, throwing her bag down, and sitting beside me.

“Do you really not care about who I am?”

“And who are you?”

Camilla didn’t answer. She bit her lip and looked away.

“Nobody talks to me. So it seems strange that you do.” She admitted.

“Are you really such a bad person that everyone avoids you?” I blurted out without thinking. “Sorry, it’s a joke.”

“Funny.” She smiled.

“So, what happened? If you don’t mind me asking.”

“Well... Apart from the fact that my mother recently wanted to marry me off to some idiot, my brother disappeared somewhere and has been gone for two days now, so everything is fine.”

“Sorry for the tactlessness, but aren’t you... in Junior High? It’s too early to for you to get married,” I remarked, realizing how out of place the idea seemed.

Camilla’s gaze resembled two black coals. She looked like a crow. Dark, thick hair, delicate facial features, pale skin, thinness bordering sickness... I thought that this was probably not due to the fact that she was a teenager, but because she was under constant stress.

“Where are you from? Somewhere far away?”

“Something like that.”

“I noticed that you attend both the Lyceum and the Institute. And you talk to all kinds of people.”

“Do you mean aristocrats and commoners?”

“Yes.”

“It so happened that I study at two places at once. I don’t want to be a pariah.”

“Why?”

“I’m receiving a comprehensive education.”

“And how is that going for you? Do you like it?”

“Apart from the hellish workload and the fact that my brain will soon melt from the amount of information I acquire on a daily basis, yes, it’s not bad. What year are you in?” I asked to find out her age.

“In Junior High? Senior year.”

“Will you be attending the Lyceum next year?”

“Don’t know,” she admitted with a hint of doom. The conversation somehow died down by itself. We sat together in silence for a moment.

“Thank you for talking to me,” Camilla said goodbye. “I don’t know if I’ll be here tomorrow.”

“Don’t worry, this spot will always be yours.” I patted the ground near the tree.

Camilla smiled and left. I looked at her, thinking that rich, famous kids had their own problems. And quirks.

***

Did I mention that feeling weak sucks?

After training with Sergei, I thought I knew how to fight. And the couple of skirmishes I got into suggested that this was true. But the very first proper training session put me in my place, making me understand that I was only at the beginning of my journey.

“Have you done this before?” the coach asked when I came to class.

“Yes.”

“How long?”

“About a year.”

“That’s all?” He narrowed his eyes.

It was worth mentioning that the senior coach, whom we addressed simply as “master,” was a demon whose danger level was about fifty. He exuded an aura of brutality, with a small scar on his cheek adding to his intimidating presence. Bald-headed with a neatly trimmed beard, he commanded respect and authority. His demeanor was far removed from what I had been taught at etiquette class: he didn’t hesitate to line up students, shout at them, or even curse them.

The most interesting thing was that I didn’t notice any dissatisfaction on the students’ faces. In the context of all this, his dismissive question “That’s all?” didn’t come as a surprise.

“That’s all,” I answered.

“How strong are you?”

I knew the answer, I just couldn’t tell him.

“I can’t know how strong I am relative to others,” I admitted.

“I see. Then we’ll check.”

He let me warm up and then called a couple of students and placed one of them opposite me. It was here that I became aware of my own weakness. The guy who went up against me wasn’t very far ahead in terms of ability. But he outclassed me in technique. I was able to hit him several times, but he didn’t notice, never getting tired.

“That’s enough,” said the coach. “Now with him.” He pointed to the second student.

He was slightly stronger but less technical. He acted like someone who liked to fight: rudely, not very skillfully, but with great enthusiasm. My skills were enough to hold my own against him, but I quickly realized that I couldn’t afford to let my guard down and have any of his blows land. The difference in strength was apparent.

The fight lasted for a couple of minutes. My hands felt like lead, sweat blurred my eyes, and my breathing became labored. My strength was coming to an end. The break I took from training took its toll. I was now getting tired a lot faster.

“Continue,” the master said to the students, and they returned to their training. “And as for you... Why did you come here?”

“Don’t you teach us how to fight here?”

“Yes. But what is your goal? Some people come because they are afraid of being judged by teachers. Then this is a fair and acceptable answer. Are you one of them?”

“No.”

“You can speak directly. I’ll let you stay in the group, I just won’t waste any extra time on you. And you won’t have to give it your best all the time.”

“It’s tempting, but I think acquiring new skills won’t hurt.”

“What skills?” he asked patiently.

“What are the skills you need to defeat an enemy demon who is trying to kill you?”

“Survival skills.” He didn’t bat an eye.

“Then I would like to learn those. Is that an option?”

“Yes.” The corner of his lips twitched upward. “We’ll talk about this in a couple of weeks. If you don’t run away.”

A little later I learned that the Lyceum was divided into two social groups. Those who actively participated and those who didn’t. The latter were dark horses, and their reputation depended on the family name. Among them were such monsters that there was no doubt that they could tear anyone apart with their bare hands if necessary. The first group, those who studied, were divided into subgroups. There were those who fought for leadership, those who were weaker but sincerely wanted to learn something, and those who went for general development and liked to show off.

Be that as it may, strength played a significant role. Unfortunately, I found myself at the bottom of the hierarchy in this regard as well. The knowledge that there were many stronger students out there made me anxious, fueling my determination to improve.

***

I was lucky that the officials of both the Lyceum and the Institute met me halfway and provided me with a separate, unique schedule. Depending on the department at the Lyceum, they also had certain technical disciplines, such as mathematical analysis and other mind-blowing subjects. After looking through the notes, I came to the conclusion that aristocrats were taught these subjects in a greatly weakened format. Their education was more general.

That was understandable. I doubted that any of them would become mathematicians. Among aristocrats, oratory skills held greater value, with debates being a favored activity. There were no mathematical competitions. If you could speak eloquently, people would respect you for it. No one cared if you could prove some cool mathematical theory.

“If mathematics is not so important, why are you worrying?” I asked Matvey when he turned to me for help.

“You really don’t understand?” He looked at me with a strange expression.

“No.”

“Hm...”

“Tell me the truth, please.”

“Hmm...” he became even more gloomy. “If you insist. If you have a powerful family behind you, and enough wealth and influence for a dozen lifetimes, not to mention the abilities of demons and Walkers, then you don’t have to fuss about education. If you have no money, then...”

“Is education considered a luxury?”

“Exactly.” He nodded. “To put it bluntly, the best that I will receive from my family is support during my studies. After this, I will have to start from scratch.”

“How will mathematics be useful to you?”

“Maybe it won’t be useful.” He sighed. “But I want to get the most out of my studies. I want to be remembered as a smart guy.”

I didn’t ask any more questions, and as agreed, I tutored him.

“You really have talent,” he said half an hour later when he began to understand. “If the teacher had explained it the way you did, there would be no problems.”

“Thank you. But it’s easier when you already heard a few things about the topic and, let’s be honest, it’s not that complicated.”

I tutored Matvey on Thursday evening. And the next day, Friday evening, he decided to fulfill his part of the deal.

It all started with a knock on my door.

“Are you ready?” he asked.

“To go out?”

“Let’s talk first,” he chuckled. “I don’t belittle your merits as a seducer,” here he chuckled even more. “But I got an impression... Um... That you are slightly dense.”

“Poorly socialized.”

“Yes, that’s more correct,” he laughed. “Therefore, I apologize in advance if I hurt your tender feelings.”

“Nah, you haven’t.”

“Good. Shall we begin?”

“You’re the teacher, you lead the way.” I raised my hands.

“Let’s go to the kitchen.”

When we sat down, Matvey was silent for a minute, collecting his thoughts, and then spoke:

“So, here’s the deal... It’s not difficult to pick up the girl. But it depends on which one. If you approach aristocrats, then... Basically, it is possible but prepare for the fact that they will look at you through the prism of your value, strength, and the prominence of your last name. In other words, you and I are not particularly likely to hook up with aristocrats. Especially with those from influential families.”

“There’s no chance at all?” I asked more out of curiosity than genuine concern. So far, life had protected me from falling in love with an aristocrat. I wasn’t planning to enter a profitable marriage, which meant I wasn’t worried about whether someone there would like me or not.

“Relax, we are young. We have time to prove ourselves. Earn social capital... Once you manage that, you can count on a wife with a good pedigree in the future. And it’s easier for us as men. You may not get married until you’re thirty, or at most thirty-five. It’s more difficult for women in this regard. If you’re single by twenty-five, there’s something wrong with you.”

“What if she’s studying? Or if she works?”

“Most Institutes end by the time we’re twenty-three. And work... well, think for yourself how important that would be for golden girls.”

He was probably talking about the ones from influential families. It was logical if you thought about it... They didn’t have to work for a living or fight for survival.

“Let’s get back to the point. Girls have their problems, we have ours... Marrying an aristocrat would be great for you and me, but let’s start with something simpler. There are plenty of beautiful girls with whom you can have a good time among the common folk.”

No doubt.

“But you gotta understand some things. First, we are aristocrats.”

“And?”

“This brings both advantages and disadvantages.”

“How?”

“Girls love money and a beautiful life. Especially those who don’t have it.”

“It sounds cynical.”

“Don’t interrupt,” he waved me off. “Maybe we should have some tea?”

“I will make it, you continue.”

“So,” he said while I got up, put the kettle on, and prepared the tea leaves. “It’s clear that not everyone is like that. But these are the ones we are interested in. Those who want to have a great time with a generous guy.”

“How generous?”

“This is where the fun begins. I usually meet girls in nightclubs. Bars work too. Have you been to such places?”

“No.”

“Lost cause.” He shook his head.

He and I had already become close enough that I knew this was a joke and not an insult.

“I’ll take you. People come there to dance, drink, and meet other people. In general, to have fun.”

“Dance?”

“Yes. Don’t tell me you don’t know how to dance?”

“I never had to.”

“Well, you can skip that if you want.”

A weight lifted off my shoulders.

“Let’s leave dancing for those who don’t understand anything about women. Ah, thanks,” he took the cup of tea, threw a spoonful of sugar into it, stirred it, took a sip, and continued: “The most important thing is your appearance. If you look like a sucker, then forget about spending a good evening. Ideally, you should look like an aristocrat. Or like a guy from a good family with a lot of money. You have suits, but they are too official, suitable for classes, not for clubs. Don’t give me that look. I’ll show you where to find normal clothes without breaking the bank. Actually, the high cost of your clothes plays a role, but not as much as how you carry yourself. Confidence. Remember this word. You should exude confidence and be relaxed and spontaneous. You should feel at ease, like a fish in water.”

So far, his words sounded logical.

“The other important thing is not to be stupid. You go into the club, walk around a bit, and see who’s there. Order yourself a drink. Mingle.”

“What if I don’t drink?”

“Order something that looks like a drink, but isn’t. Ask for a non-alcoholic Mojito. The price of the cocktails is the same.”

“Got it.”

“Okay, all these are empty words for now. I promised you some practice. We can arrange a test run tonight. What do you think?”

“Great, I’m in.”

I could set aside a few hours to relax a little and let off some steam. Also, what Matvey was about to teach me was also considered valuable life experience.


Chapter 11
NIGHTCLUB ALCHEMY




First things first, Matvey and I went out to get me some clothes. I became a little poorer, but I could now blend in at the nightclub.

“Awesome,” Matvey approved. “If you relax a bit, you’ll be completely fine.”

He took to the task with an inexplicable zeal. He delved into his favorite topic, hence the enthusiasm. We returned home, each going about our business until around ten o’clock in the evening when we set out in search of adventure.

I felt just a tad uncomfortable.

“We don’t need anything too high-end. The drinks there cost upwards of a thousand, and the competition among the guys is fierce. Really seedy clubs are also uninteresting. Wrong crowd. We need something in between. One where the girls are pretty, and where we won’t feel out of place.”

We left at ten thirty, arriving at our destination within half an hour. We wandered the streets a bit more, scoping out local bars, until around twelve o’clock when we decided on a club. At the entrance, the guard gave us a stern look but said nothing and let us through. I noticed that not everyone was as lucky, as some had to wait.

Inside, music blared loudly, accompanied by an indescribable smell of cigarettes and alcohol. For a non-smoker like myself, it was annoying.

“Take a walk and look around,” Matvey shouted in my ear. “Make sure you feel comfortable here. And stop looking so gloomy!”

I walked around the club, glancing at the girls. After all, that was why they came here. Some glanced back at me, and I even caught a couple of interested looks. I found Matvey at the bar, where he ordered himself a cocktail. I followed suit, opting for a cola. Sweet, fizzy, and cold. Overall, nothing special.

And then it began. It turned out that Matvey knew a lot of people. He effortlessly approached anyone, talked to them, introduced me, generously sang my praises, telling everyone how cool I was.

Before I knew it, I had relaxed and started actively engaging with the girls. Following Matvey’s advice, I treated one to a cocktail.

“No one comes to the club to look for a spouse. They just want to have fun. If the night ends with sex, good sex, then no one will be offended. So, don’t act like a monk. If you like someone, go for it. But don’t expect instant success. If you have several options, choose the girl who seems to like you the most. Remember, we’re not here to find wives, okay?”

It was a joy to watch him in action, effortlessly captivating everyone around him. I wished I could take notes. In comparison, I felt clumsy, but somehow, Matvey’s magic seemed to extend to me as well. The girls hovered around him like bees, and I noticed that several were disappointed when he chose one of them. It was some kind of magic.

Everything flowed smoothly, even leading to a kiss with the girl I had been chatting with. The drinks had loosened her up slightly, and I had indulged in a couple myself, which my body quickly processed. All in all, we were having a good time.

At some point, she and her friend with whom Matvey hung out, went to the toilet, and the two of us were left alone.

“Listen,” he leaned towards me. “I will invite them over now. We’ll call a cab.”

“Do you think they will agree?”

“No, no.” He shrugged philosophically. “Ladies can refuse, that’s their right. And our right is to offer. And do it in such a way that they want to agree.”

At that moment he seemed so goddamn wise to me.

The girls returned, the fun continued, and Matvey was able to somehow persuade them to come home with us.

In alchemy, particularly in its philosophical aspect concerning the study of life cycles, there was a point that describes the structure of an adventure. I’d never applied this philosophy to going to nightclubs, but the essence remained the same. In every adventure, there was a moment of challenge and subsequent reward, as well as internal and external conflicts.

This story was no exception. When we went down from the second floor, where the main dance floor was located, we met three guys at the bar. The girl next to me tensed, it became clear that something was about to happen.

“Who is that?” I asked.

But she didn’t have time to answer.

“Rose!” the guy shouted loud enough for us to hear over the blaring music.

Rose was the girl with a beautiful name who was about to go home with me. She smiled forcefully and pulled her hand away from mine. Needless to say, I didn’t appreciate it.

“And who is this?” the guy looked at me angrily as he approached us.

“I have the same question for you,” I answered.

“I’m not talking to you.” He didn’t look at me but kept staring at Rose.

“Let us go,” she asked plaintively.

“Rose, who’s this jerk?” Matvey intervened, looking at us with mild surprise.

The conversation was interrupted by a security guard. Somehow, he realized that a conflict was brewing, and came up to say:

“Take your issues outside the club, gentlemen.”

The guy and his friends cracked their knuckles, and then he asked me:

“Shall we step outside?”

“Sure,” I answered, not at all afraid.

“Don’t.” Rose tried to stop us, but no one listened.

“Can you handle them?” Matvey asked when the guys headed out.

“Yeah.”

“Aren’t you going to help him?” His girl was indignant.

“It wouldn’t be fair.” I smiled wryly.

“What do you mean?” She didn’t understand. “Three against two isn’t fair?”

“For them, yes.” I nodded.

“Ed.” Rose grabbed my elbow.

“What?” I looked at her. “Who is this, by the way? Is he your boyfriend by any chance? I’d rather not get involved in that kind of situation.”

“No!” she exclaimed. “He’s just an idiot who won’t leave me alone!”

“Then we’re good.”

“Are you really that confident?” The fear began to fade from her eyes.

“Let the man protect his lady,” said Matvey.

He said it in such a voice and tone that the ladies somehow immediately fell silent. I wouldn’t be surprised if he had some kind of gift of persuasion.

When we went out, I managed to discretely create several seals to study the danger indexes of these guys.

Nothing special. There were no demons among them.

“Guys.” I stepped forward. “You still have a chance to get out of this. And as for you, forget about Rose once and for all.”

“Who the fuck are you to tell me what to do?”

He acted predictably. A physically fit and muscular guy, he landed a solid blow right on my nose. It stung, and I could feel the blood trickling down, but I held my ground.

I dodged the next blow and punched him in the chest, at the same time embedding a seal of weakening into his body. In the heat of the moment, I didn’t consider the implications of my actions; my adrenaline was spiking. I doubted that anyone here would be able to track what I was doing. And so at least I’d get a chance to test some of my ideas.

The guy was thrown back, staggered, and fell on his ass.

“What about the rest of you?” I turned to his friends.

They hesitated, never daring to make a move. Instead, they rushed to their fallen companion’s aid, dragging him away from us.

“What happened to him?” Rose asked, dumbfounded.

“Oh, nothing. He’ll get a good night’s sleep and be as good as new.”

“You’re bleeding!” Rose saw my face.

“I’m fine, it’s already healed.”

“I told you that Ed would take care of it,” said Matvey. “I feel that after such an adventure, spiced wine is in order! My special recipe!”

Not even a minute had passed before the tension went away and we found ourselves in the car, happy, young, and carefree.

Upon arrival, Matvey showcased his expertise. He concocted a drink that set our hearts racing and serenaded us with sensual melodies on the guitar, captivating the girls entirely.

As for the rest of the night... We were still gentlemen. It went as expected.

***

We woke up late. I got up earlier and gazed at Rose for a few minutes. She looked peaceful, a far cry from the events of the previous night.

I got up to go to the bathroom, which woke her up.

“What time is it?” she mumbled.

“Ten. Go back to sleep if you want,” I replied.

When I returned, she slid off the bed and went next to freshen up. She rejoined me in bed, snuggling close.

“How’s your nose?” she inquired.

“Fine. I’m tougher than I look.”

“Then you’re more than meets the eye.”

Her fingers trailed lower, touched my chest, threw a blanket over us, and... We stayed in the room for another hour. Matvey and his girl had already eaten and were now drinking tea. I made breakfast for Rose, soon after which she and her friend left. Matvey, according to tradition, called a taxi for them, we escorted the girls downstairs and returned to our apartment.

“Well done for keeping your cool and dealing with that guy,” Matvey complimented me, collapsing onto the sofa in the living room.

“Are you out to find a new girl every weekend?” I asked.

“We have to,” he replied matter-of-factly.

“You say it as if it’s an obligation.”

“It is. Don’t you understand?”

“I’m not sure I follow,” I confessed.

“Then I can only hope that you took precautions.” He laughed.

“What does this have to do with it?” I was embarrassed.

“We’re from different classes. You can’t afford to knock up some random girl. Either marry her and ruin your life, or deal with the unplanned pregnancy. We’re ideal genetic donors for these girls. A strong offspring is always a win for their families. Do you get it now?”

“Not really.”

“We can afford one-night stands.” He sighed. “For an actual relationship, you need to look for someone inside your circle. I mean, if you want, you can date anyone. But then what is the point of your last name?”

It sounded cynical, but it was Matvey’s view on life, so there was no point in arguing.

I was yet to figure out how to approach this myself.

***

To make the most of the rest of the day, I went to where I should have gone a long time ago — to my old house.

I didn’t really want to go there. After such an eventful night, my spirits were high, but the thought of visiting my family’s estate brought a sense of melancholy. Nevertheless, it was a task I couldn’t postpone any longer.

The journey there turned out to be a long one. First, I took the metro, then the bus, and in the end, I caught a cab.

My land wasn’t exactly on the outskirts, but even farther away.

I recognized the place immediately. After all, I lived here for six months. The Sokolovs’ estate, though modest by capital standards, now lay in ruins.

“Can you wait for me here?” I asked the taxi driver.

“For how long?” he asked, displeased.

“I don’t know, but I will pay for your patience.”

“Then I’ll wait.” He nodded, changing his attitude.

There was nothing left of the house. There was no point in looking for anything there. Everything was either burned down or succumbed to decay.

As I gazed upon the skeletal remains of the house, memories of that fateful night and the time spent in the laboratory resurfaced. Anger and a thirst for retribution flared up within me.

It was time to seek some answers about the Korshunovs.

***

For an alchemist, seals were his main power. A seal could be created or drawn from pure energy, but the question was where to find this energy. The seal could also be created from some material.

In practical terms, it looked like this: for simpler seals, an alchemist could use saliva or water to draw the necessary symbols. This method reduced costs, but the application was temporary as the moisture would eventually evaporate. I used this technique while studying the students, discreetly using water from a bottle to draw seals on my notebook. This helped conserve my energy and prevent exhaustion.

A step further involved drawing seals on paper. While these designs lasted longer than those made with liquid, they still required the same amount of effort since the drawing itself didn’t accumulate energy from the world. I used this method on the students as well, but eventually abandoned it to avoid accidentally falling asleep in class.

If a seal was forged from metal, for example, it would exhibit greater reliability and durability, capable of withstanding hundreds of repetitions.

Beyond metal, various materials such as stones, wood, minerals, and liquids could be used for seals, each with its own unique properties and effects tailored to specific tasks. Some materials were considered special and bordered on the mystical. I once encountered a dagger imbued with the ability to absorb blood and aid its owner in recovery, but the consequences proved disastrous, leading to the alchemist’s demise.

In addition to materials, certain objects could accumulate and store the world’s energy, with gems being among the most effective, particularly those of the highest quality. Precious metals like silver and gold also demonstrated excellent conductivity.

I thought about all this when I climbed on the roof of our apartment building and drew seals to collect energy. Their effectiveness would be minimal, but it was better than nothing. If I wanted to make something really cool and achieve more significant results, I needed gems. The other day, I went to the jewelry store but got discouraged by the prices. And yet, I purchased a ring with a small diamond. It cost fifteen thousand rubles, but I hoped the investment would pay off.

I was busy here until the evening. I left the lock on the hatch open, intending to return frequently. With a steady stream of energy flowing into my room, focused through the gem in the ring, I could recover faster through meditation.

No one noticed me, and even my roommate didn’t realize I was gone. He stayed in his room, as per usual.

With a sigh of relief, I finally allowed myself to relax.


Chapter 12
VOLKOV




After a fun weekend, I was overwhelmed by the routine of my everyday life. I went to classes, wrote reports, completed assignments, and spent every free minute of my time reading. I read, read, and read some more... I even put my alchemy studies aside, recognizing that now, more than ever, it was important for me to fully focus on my education, quickly adapt, and establish myself as a capable student.

It was unnerving to think that conventional subjects like mathematics wouldn’t protect me in a serious crisis, but I consoled myself with the notion that alchemy wouldn’t help me integrate into local society or gain legal recognition. Sacrifices had to be made, and I took conscious risks. On one hand, despite being in the capital, seemingly sheltered from conflict, I was aware that danger could arise unexpectedly. On the other, with time ticking away, I had to prioritize.

The week flew by. It was like one long leap into the abyss of knowledge. A jump that dragged me deep into the depths with no end in sight. I had to admit that this civilization had accumulated a lot of knowledge on various topics.

On Friday, Matvey asked if I wanted to go out again. I flatly refused. A little earlier, students from the Institute invited me to play board games in the dorm. Although reluctant at first, I agreed, recognizing the importance of maintaining some level of social interaction.

I didn’t regret going. We had a good time and chatted, and some girls from our year were there too.

The weekend flew by even faster. I was able to catch Sergei at work. I called him at the plant and I was glad to learn that everything was fine with him and Olga. This news lifted my spirits and I wanted to pay them a visit as soon as possible.

My whole life consisted of classes, studying, and making plans for the future, until one fateful Thursday when everything changed.

It was the second half of September. The crowns of trees were almost all orange and yellow, but the weather was still warm enough to have lunch outside. It had been raining for a couple of days, so I couldn’t eat under my favorite tree and I had not seen Camilla for a long time. I figured she probably preferred warmer and more comfortable places.

But that day, she was already seated under the tree, lost in her thoughts and she didn’t pay attention when I approached. One glance was enough to understand that something had happened to her. Dark circles under her eyes, pale face, slightly disheveled hair... She clearly wasn’t doing well.

“Hi,” I greeted her, throwing my bag next to her. She flinched at the sound of my voice. “It’s just me. Why are you trembling like an autumn leaf?”

“Hello,” she greeted me but didn’t say anything else.

“Would you like some food?” I took out a couple of sandwiches. “It would do you well.”

“What?”

“I said some food won’t hurt. You look bad.”

“Wow, thanks.” She shook her head.

“Sorry for... being blunt. So, food?”

“What do you have?”

“Proteins and carbs.”

“A sandwich?” she remarked, examining the contents of my container.

“Yeah. With chicken.”

“Okay.” She took one.

“You know,” she said, chewing slowly. “I wouldn’t be surprised if there was poison inside.”

“What?” I was taken aback. “Why would I poison you?”

“I am constantly under attack.”

“Um...”

“At school, at home, everywhere I go.”

It seemed that I had arrived at a moment when she needed someone to confide in. The thought of whether I should get involved crossed my mind, but I pushed it aside. She was clearly distressed, and the least I could do was listen.

“Someone tried to poison you?”

“What?” She seemed distracted for a moment, forgetting that she actually had an interlocutor. “No... I’m talking about another kind of bullying.”

“Is it that bad?”

“I told you that my brother was missing. He never returned. Mother is going crazy, trying to find me a new husband, and she wants to marry me off. No one talks to me at school. I’m constantly trembling with fear, thinking that someone will set our house on fire or something like that.”

It was strange to hear all this from a young girl. She was too troubled for a teenager.

“If you’re not exaggerating… Well, your life really sounds crappy.”

“It is.”

“Can anything be done about it?”

“Like what?” She looked me in the eyes, seemingly hopeless.

At that moment, a guy emerged from behind the hedges. Or rather, a young man. It wasn’t particularly surprising to see someone here, but the look on his face and the coldness with which he regarded Camlila made me tense. I instinctively sensed danger.

She saw him too and silently squealed. She tried to retreat but bumped into the tree.

“Hello, baby,” said the stranger with an icy smile. “Your brother seemed to have disappeared somewhere. Where is he?”

He spoke as he approached, without stopping. I quickly got up to shield Camilla.

“What’s the problem here?”

“Who are you?” He frowned. “Go away.”

“I don’t think so.”

“Listen, pal, you better mind your own business.”

“If have any questions for the lady, step away and ask them politely.”

“Get the fuck out of my sight,” he muttered. “Or are you going to protect this disgrace? Does her family really have any allies left?”

His words dripped with disgust and sincere surprise, fuelled by pure, unadulterated hatred.

Meanwhile, Camilla stood up and tried to escape. I was glad she did this because her sitting behind me had limited my room for maneuvering. The guy noticed her attempt to flee and grew visibly angry, attempting to push me away.

I tensed up and used all my strength to slow him down, which only seemed to enrage him further.

Before I knew it, I found myself flying sideways, crashing into the bushes and breaking them in the process. I got up and rushed back to Camilla, but the guy already grabbed her hand and was shouting in her face. I created a weakening seal on the go, but he was too fast. He appeared next to me and punched me one more time.

My second flight was much more painful. I felt that my ribs cracked, I couldn’t breathe, and I also hit my back against a tree.

Damn it…

But our conflict wasn’t meant to result in an epic battle. As I stood up, a new character appeared on the stage. I had never seen this man before. He looked very old in the light, but there was a sly glint in his eye and his demeanor spoke of confidence and strength.

“Just who is making a mess on my territory?” he asked displeasedly. “Volkov? Is that you?”

“Sir...” the guy let Camilla go, causing her to stumble and fall on the ground.

“What do you think you’re doing?” the old man’s voice thundered, and I felt even more danger emanating from him.

It was as if I had been wrestling with a young wolf before, and now a dragon had entered the fray.

“Are you protecting her?!” Volkov shouted.

“I protect all students in my Lyceum. Now get out of my sight!”

Before I could even blink, the old man snapped his fingers and Volkov was forcibly teleported. He just vanished into thin air.

The old man approached Camilla, helped her up, and said something quietly. She then ran off towards the building. The old man then turned his attention to me.

“What’s your name? What year are you?”

“Edgar Sokolov. First-year at the Lyceum and first year at the Institute.”

“I remember you.” He nodded. “Standing up for a girl is, of course, noble, but on my territory, any conflicts are strictly prohibited. Understood?”

“Got it. The next time someone is attacked, should I just stay away?”

As soon as I opened my mouth, I realized that I sounded rude, and I saw disapproval flash across the old man’s face. Belatedly, it dawned on me that he could teleport me anywhere. Or expel me.

“You can fly into the bushes again,” he chuckled, pulling himself together.

Then he turned around and left. I was left alone. I looked around the battlefield... The broken bushes, a few students staring at me, and myself, standing in a suit torn to shreds. It had cost me a ton of money!

At that moment I developed hatred for this Volkov. Damn him.

***

Anton Volkov was accustomed to moving instantaneously over short distances as part of his daily routine. But being forcibly transported to an unfamiliar location by someone else was a new experience entirely.

He found himself in a cell with two chairs and a table between them. Anton could have easily fled the scene, but... He realized that he had gone too far.

Not even two minutes had passed when the door opened and a man entered. Large, plump, with chubby cheeks.

“Well, hello, young man,” he said.

“Who am I talking to?”

“Maxim Alabaev. And what’s your name? They didn’t have time to tell me who exactly broke the rules.”

“Anton Volkov.”

Anton shuddered. He knew who the Alabaevs were — the Emperor’s faithful dogs, in charge of safety and security, across the city and beyond. So he knew it would be better for him, the last heir of his family, to shut up and be on his best behavior.

“Volkov, Volkov...” he muttered. “Did you have a dispute with Camilla Korshunov? Please sit down. Tell me what motivated you to disturb her. Well, apart from your own foolishness, of course,” the man asked good-naturedly.

Anton clenched his fists under the table. It was an insult. But also a hint. A subtle reminder of the impropriety of conflicts within the territory of the Izmailovs, and by extension, the Emperor’s domain.

“Why the silence?” Alabaev leaned forward. “Was it a personal vendetta? I can understand that. Do you know what’s most interesting? The other boy. Edgar Sokolov. You share some similarities with him.”

“Sokolov?” Anton frowned.

He knew this name. He knew everyone who fell or suffered at the hands of the Korshunovs.

“Why did he intervene? It doesn’t make any sense.”

“No idea.” Maxim shrugged. “But here’s something more interesting. What should I do with you?”

“What are my options?”

“A fine that will bankrupt you, deportation from the country, several months in prison. Take your pick.”

“I choose to walk away free.”

“And do something rash again?”

“No. I promise to act more wisely.”

“And you won’t cause any more problems for the Emperor?”

“Never. I shouldn’t have done this. I apologize for my actions.”

“Alright. I choose to believe you. You can go.”

Maxim stood up, which confused Anton.

“I can go? Just like that?”

“Do you want us to have a more serious conversation?” The smile disappeared from Alabaev’s face. “If you continue to cause problems, rest assured, we will. In the meantime, you’re free to go, young man. And think about your behavior.”

Maxim Alabaev walked out the door. Anton looked after him for several seconds, contemplating the situation. He got off easy. Translated, Alabaev’s words meant that the Emperor had nothing against his conflict with the Korshunovs, but he needed to carefully choose when and where.

Anton stood up, went outside, and relaxed. The rules of the game had been laid out.

***

The first thing I did when I was left alone was create a seal and scan the surrounding territory for any energy traces of that teleportation ability. People who could forcibly teleport other people, that was a new take on that matter.

I couldn’t sense anything special. So all I got was one more reminder of how weak I was against aristocrats. Therefore, I went home with the most decisive attitude, deciding to skip the remaining classes. I couldn’t attend them in torn clothes anyway. And I didn’t have enough time to go home to change and come back.

Once I was in the apartment, a disappointing realization settled in: on my own turf, I might be able to handle demons. I’d done it before. But those were ordinary demons, not aristocrats. Against them, I was utterly powerless. Today, that truth hit harder than ever.

To change this fact, I didn’t need to improve my alchemy or combat skills. I had to apply the former in a much better way and focus on developing the demonic potential of my body. My internal strength had been growing too slowly during my trainings and it could take years.

To carry out the transformation process, I needed the right catalyst — the one responsible for the phenomenon of gifted individuals — and that was the energy of the world. My energy-gathering seals in their current form were working in this regard, but they were clearly not enough, I needed something different and more powerful.

Having decided to go all in, I changed my clothes, grabbed my bag, packed some food, and headed out. I got to the metro, determined to find a suitable park — a large, open space where I could harness the energy I sought. There were always more powerful energy streams in places like that.

The park I chose was partially well-maintained. There were paths and lanterns, but also plenty of wild areas where I could work undisturbed. Near a river, I found the convergence of energy streams I was looking for.

With a knife, I traced a large seal on the ground and arranged a couple of stones around it. Seated at the center, I immersed myself in the process. I wanted to test a theory: what if I channeled not a mere trickle, but a substantial surge of power? In my world, it would have been perilous.

But here, I had a different body, adapted to high loads, with the potential to withstand even greater ones.

It was strange that this thought didn’t occur to me earlier. Apparently, life in the forest made me closed-minded. But here, having been exposed to new experiences, my mind was open to new possibilities, pushing me to take risks.

We’ll see what happens.

***

I stayed in the park until late at night, absorbing and channeling rather powerful energy streams through my body. First, I made sure I could withstand that load and there seemed to be no side effects. And then I got out of the forest and... stole a lantern. I hoped no one would notice it missing.

Its metal frame was just what I needed. It took me several hours to create a large seal on the ground even with its little help, and several more to significantly refine and enhance its efficiency.

This was just the beginning of the creation of the energy source from this place. I was going to continue improving the formula, maybe steal another lantern, but first I had to think about what exactly I was going to do. So far, the effects of my experiment were impressive; despite the darkness outside, I felt invigorated and cheerful.

Having washed my hands in the river, I set off to leave the park, wondering whether my experiment would be enough to truly enhance my performance.


Chapter 13
BAD REPUTATION




Three conflicting desires waged war within me. The first one was to live an ordinary life. Sitting in the park, admiring nature, spending time with people, quietly and calmly going about my business, maybe even starting a family and having children. The desire to “just live” encompassed a long list of aspirations. The second one was to study at the Lyceum, integrate into society, and get a job. I liked learning new things.

The first two desires had a common thread, unlike the third one that was at the same time part of both wishes and part of none.

My third desire was to survive. A voice within me, the one that had defied the odds and escaped a dying world, incessantly reminded me of the dangers lurking behind the façade of humanity. “Listen, buddy” it seemed to say, “there are plenty of monsters out there, disguised as people. Do something about it!”

Today, the third wish conflicted with the first two. That was why I didn’t leave my room in the best mood this morning. Even though I was cheerful, a constant feeling of unease gnawed at me. I was unsure of which path to pursue. Each of the desires was important, but I didn’t know how to combine them and prevent disasters from happening.

The thought of postponing my ambition to simply live deeply saddened me. I understood the logic of the “short-term discomfort for a comfortable future” strategy, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that the “future” had arrived. Yet, it seemed incomplete or not quite the future I had envisioned.

Unfortunately, this wasn’t just my whim or laziness. For an alchemist, internal state and harmony were important. Burnout could have dire consequences. Therefore, I had to somehow combine and find time for all three of my desires, while simultaneously staying alive, not dropping out of the Lyceum, and maintaining social connections.

In any case, staying at the Lyceum was imperative not only because of the knowledge but also because of access to a large number of aristocrats who served various purposes.

“Hello, hero,” my roommate greeted me when I entered the kitchen.

“Hello.”

“I heard you got into a fight with someone yesterday,” Matvey was looking at me with a newfound appreciation, as though seeing me in a different light.

“It was incidental,” I replied.

“And you came home late. I thought that...” he fell silent.

“That I ran away?”

“That is what people do when they cross the wrong person’s path.”

“No, I didn’t run away. I had some matters to attend to.”

“I hope a squad of Walkers won’t drop by our place.” Matvey laughed, but his eyes remained attentive and serious.

“I hope so too,” I answered in the same tone.

“But seriously? Are there any troubles on the horizon?”

“Probably not. I didn’t do anything. I was just at the wrong place at the wrong time. Or right… Some idiot attacked a girl from Junior High.”

“Attacked as in tried to kill?”

“No, not really. It seemed like he wanted to talk... Or threaten her.” I thought, recalling the details.

“Then it’s not so bad. But rumors about you have already begun circulating. They’re recounting how spectacularly you flew and broke the bushes.”

“What happened, happened.” I shrugged.

I didn’t even know what was more annoying. My tattered suit, the fact that I was weak, or being known as the guy who ended up in bushes.

***

Anastas Medvedev stared at the door. He had already heard quiet footsteps approaching and expected a visitor. As predicted, the secretary ushered in Rodion. He entered the office, briefly bowing his head.

“Well?” asked the Emperor. “Will I be pleased by today’s results?”

“Not entirely.”

The Emperor grimaced. That wasn’t what he wanted to hear.

“Speak.”

“For starters, we managed to determine where the monster came from. It escaped from one of the trains. Presumably, it killed the guards, teleported, and walked away free.”

“I can’t say I’m surprised.”

“If the creature was on the train, it means someone put it there.”

“Is the transportation of the creature a hypothesis or a confirmed fact?”

“I’m almost sure it’s accurate. Several workers went missing. I traced those who assisted in clandestinely loading several carriages onto the train. They were incorporated into the general composition.”

“So, who placed the order?”

“I don’t know yet. They quickly cleaned up after themselves. They bribed people through proxies. The witnesses were killed. Their deaths looked like accidents, but we all know such accidents don’t occur naturally in such frequency.”

“I see.” Anastas frowned. “Continue.”

“If the creature was transported, it means someone either caught it or created it. Someone with enough resources to carry out such endeavors. I’m inclined to believe we’re dealing with the illicit business of supplying dangerous creatures.”

“And what would be their motive? Money? If someone breeds these creatures, why wouldn’t they use them for themselves?”

“This leads to the second point. We were fortunate to obtain the corpse. Despite Sokolov’s dissection, our researchers have made significant discoveries. They suggest the creature was artificially bred.”

“You’ve mentioned this possibility before.”

“My speculations are one thing; validation by scientists is another.”

“Understood. Please proceed.”

“There is a creature in nature that feeds on metals — a small spider, roughly the size of a fingernail. It holds no value in terms of resources and is considered a minor nuisance. They’re typically exterminated to prevent metal corrosion. There’s a hypothesis that the creature in question is a genetically modified version of this tiny spider. If so, it might not be a wholly new creation but rather a modification of an existing beast.”

These findings didn’t leave Anastas surprised. He had known well about experiments aimed at enhancing demons, so why wouldn’t such experiments be conducted on animals first? But so far, he had never encountered anyone succeeding in such an endeavor. Were the first samples really out there? Not just isolated breakthroughs, but attempts to establish a business? Or a whole market? If so, they needed to factor this into their plans.

Ideally, he and his people would create their own experiments... but progress on this front was slower than desired due to a shortage of specialists.

“What makes this small spider so special?”

“It dissolves and consumes metal, thereby strengthening its own body. It knows how to move imperceptibly and is quite shy, which is why you won’t see it in big cities.”

“Then the question remains, why would anyone invest resources in such a creature?”

“That I don’t know yet. But the larger version of the spider was dangerous enough to kill a couple of dozen people and damage a train. Imagine the devastation if you release several of these in a densely populated area...”

“Then there would be many more casualties. It’s amazing what the world has come to. I didn’t consider the prospect of a terrorist attack with the help of genetically engineered animals,” Anastas said thoughtfully. “Find them, Rodion. Be sure to learn more about those who orchestrated this. Both about the organization who managed to produce, and the buyer who decided to order this creature.”

The Emperor nodded slowly to his own thoughts. The buyer was within their jurisdiction. And they certainly didn’t order the monster to dispose of scrap metal.

“There is one more issue, unrelated to this. Korshunov, Sokolov and Volkov.”

“What’s the matter with them?”

“Korshunov swears that he doesn’t know anything else. He made no attempts to escape.”

“How long have you been holding him captive?”

“The second week has begun.”

“Let him stew a little longer. It won’t hurt. He’ll either start talking or incriminate himself eventually,” the Emperor said firmly.

“As you say,” Rodion bowed his head. “As for the other two, a conflict occurred at the Lyceum. Anton Volkov showed up and attacked Camilla Korshunov.”

“I imagine Izmailov was greatly upset?” The Emperor grinned.

“I dropped Volkov off at Alabaev’s. He scolded him and let him go for the time being.”

“Volkov, Volkov...” the Emperor thought.

“His family also suffered at the hand of the Korshunovs. He is the only heir, and until recently, he was in hiding. Now he resurfaced, looking to take revenge on the Korshunovs. Not to kill them, but to ruin their lives. I learned that he had stolen and burned three trucks, robbed Roman’s company, and caused his recent accident.”

“Not bad.” The Emperor smiled. “And then Roman ended up in prison...”

“But that’s not the whole story,” Rodion continued in an even tone. “Edgar Sokolov stood up for Camilla Korshunov.”

“Oh, come on.” The Emperor slammed his palms on the table. “Really? Is he on their side?”

“I doubt it. It seems more like a coincidence. From what I gather, Sokolov often spends his time alone, having lunch in the park. The girl is an outcast and she also hides there during breaks.”

“There’s something about it that doesn’t sit right with me. Sokolov and Korshunov.” The Emperor shook his head. “Rodion, talk to him...”

“Emperor...” Rodion bowed his head. “If I may, I would suggest letting events unfold on their own. I feel like it could be an interesting development. If Sokolov really doesn’t know who he’s dealing with, then when he meets Roman...”

“You mean if?”

Rodion straightened up.

“I don’t think he’ll talk. If he knows something, he will most likely remain silent. We’ll either have to release him or kill him.”

“Hm...”

“I would suggest releasing him and seeing what happens. If the three of them collided, that would be interesting.”

“Hmm… You say Edgar killed the demon and the spider in that forest?

“He definitely has skills, although he’s far from being the strongest student at the Lyceum. If he finishes off Korshunov...”

“Then he will have to be punished.”

“And then forgiven,” Rodion added carefully.

The Emperor slowly leaned back in his chair and gave it a thought. Aligning a vassal to his cause was always good. But was it really necessary to put in so much effort for one student? However, it wouldn’t cost him anything. He’d just have to wait and see how things unfolded.

“If Korshunov attacks one of them...” Rodion continued.

That would create an opportunity to get rid of him officially, on account of breaking the trust he was given and refusing to live peacefully.

“Go.” Anastas pointed to the door. “For now, focus on the main task. Try to break Korshunov. I feel like he’s not as simple as he seems. Not with such a cunning father.”

***

The lecture hall was set up so that the upper rows towered over the lower ones. At both the Lyceum and the Institute, I preferred the seats higher because I often took notes of my own research during the less engaging classes.

As soon as I entered the classroom, all eyes were pointed at me. It had been a couple of days since the incident, and in that time, rumors had spread like wildfire.

Before that, only Slava knew that I was an aristocrat. The others knew I lived in a rented apartment, and just assumed that I had wealthy relatives. I didn’t go into details. I didn’t see the point.

What would I even say? Hello, I’m Edgar, an aristocrat, let’s be friends. It would probably ruin my relationship with them.

But then this fight happened. With not just anyone, but an aristocrat. Attention was drawn to me as students speculated about who I was, why I dressed so lavishly, why I lived separately, why I didn’t attend all classes, and most importantly, why I often headed toward the Lyceum building.

I could feel the change in their attitude toward me. As soon as I walked in, in addition to the wave of glances, whispers started spreading.

Some of my classmates looked at me with interest, some with caution, and some with hostility. I felt tension in my chest from the excessive attention I was getting. I tried to compose myself and went to take a seat, but on my way to the back, one of the guys deliberately crashed into me. Caught off guard, I stumbled and almost fell onto one of the tables.

“Be careful.” He grinned and went downstairs.

All eyes were on me. People were waiting for something. Maybe for me to rip this idiot’s head off? Because that was exactly what I wanted to do.

Having pulled myself together, I calmly proceeded to my seat, trying my best to ignore the curious gazes of my peers.

“Are you okay?” Masha came up to me. She was one of the girls in our class, and arguably the cutest among them. I met her when we played board games in the dorm a few weeks ago.

“Yes, I’m fine.” I smiled. And so did she.

At that moment, the teacher entered the classroom, and the conversations died down. The students began to take their seats, and Masha looked at me and asked:

“Do you mind if I sit with you?”

“No, not at all,” I responded, slightly taken aback by her proposition. Previously, Masha had preferred to sit at the lower rows with her friends.

“Is it true that you got into a fight with an aristocrat?” she whispered after a couple of minutes.

“It could hardly be called a fight. Rather, I was tossed around a bit and ended up in some bushes.”

“But you were unharmed.”

“As you can see.”

We were silent for a few more minutes, taking notes of the lecture.

“Is it true that you fought over a girl?”

Masha questioned me in the same hushed tone, which combined awkwardness, intense curiosity, and embarrassment.

“It’s true.”

“Is she your girlfriend?”

Glancing at Masha, I saw her cheeks turn red, which made a stark contrast against her fair complexion. She had blond hair, soft cheekbones, and a little redness that would add to her charm, but right now she looked like a ripe tomato.

“No, she’s not my girlfriend. I just happened to be nearby.”

My words seemed to give Masha some relief. Meanwhile, the attention directed our way only intensified. Or classmates kept turning their heads to the back rows and casting glances at us more and more frequently.

For the first time, I felt the weight of reputation so clearly. One event and suddenly all eyes were on me. This newfound attention felt like abrasive sandpaper against my bare skin.

Masha didn’t ask any more questions. She got here by passing biology with flying colors. Now we were in math class, in which she didn’t really excel, so she pulled herself together and concentrated on the lecture.

***

When the class ended, the teacher left the classroom, Masha said goodbye to me and went downstairs.

The same guy who ran into me said a few words to his friends and headed in my direction. I remembered him from the school Olympics. He was slightly taller than me and outperformed me in strength. While his potential might have been limited, his physical abilities were remarkable. However, I had the upper hand when it came to regeneration. Overall, he wasn’t the most dangerous adversary, but certainly not an easy one either.

He positioned himself in a way that said that he was waiting for me to go downstairs and probably push me again. The students expected a culmination of a brewing conflict. Some stopped, stared at us, and started whispering again.

“Is there a problem?” I asked him, looking into his eyes.

“I don’t like you.”

“I’m not here for you to like me.”

He stood up and stepped forward, blocking my way down.

“Walk away. While you still can.”

He couldn’t think of anything better than to push me. A simple, brutal push intended to knock me over.

It wasn’t in vain that I studied law in the first days of my stay at the Lyceum. It wasn’t in vain that I took an etiquette lesson and then read the books that the tutor recommended. It wasn’t in vain that I immersed myself in history textbooks to learn more about this society.

Aristocrats had many rights that elevated them above the commoners. They also had many responsibilities. Both within the territories they controlled, and within the state, if they swore an oath to the Emperor. In a world where demons and Walkers walked the earth, strength was the key to survival. Not only for an individual but for all those under his wing — his family, loved ones, servants…

All these factors led to the formation of a certain mentality, which wasn’t so important among commoners but was of great significance to aristocrats. Proving one’s strength wasn’t just a matter of personal pride but a necessity for maintaining a normal life — and that meant accepting and responding to the challenges thrown at you. Responding in a manner that would make it clear to everyone that treating you badly wouldn’t be tolerated.

Being challenged by a commoner carried a different weight altogether. It wasn’t just a matter of losing face; it was a threat to one’s status and dignity. In such cases, responding to the challenge wasn’t just a right but a duty — a chance to assert dominance.

I wasn’t surprised by the conflict. I had prepared myself mentally, recalling the laws and nuances I had observed among the aristocracy.

When he pushed me, I reacted instantly, employing everything Sergei taught me. I grabbed his hand, pulled him towards him, and twisted his arm. There was a crunch, followed by a cry of pain. I then pushed him away, and he crashed into the table and broke it.

“Anyone else?” I glanced at his friends.

Unfortunately, his friends, lacking in both intelligence and combat skills, foolishly attempted to retaliate. They rushed at me, but this wasn’t so simple in a classroom cluttered with desks. And their lower vantage point worked against them.

The one who got to me first received a kick to the stomach and flew back, hitting several desks, and causing a terrible roar.

My next opponent turned out to be more skillful. He managed to crash into me and knock me down, but I was able to slip out and kick him off. Then I threw myself on top of him and punched him in the face several times.

As the dust settled, I looked around: one writhing in pain with a broken arm, another struggling among the debris, and the third lying defeated nearby. The remaining students watched in silent horror as I calmly retrieved my belongings and made my exit, attempting to maintain an air of nonchalance.

I went to the bathroom, washed my face, and wiped the blood off my fists. When I walked out, the school guard was already waiting for me.

“Edgar Sokolov, please come with me to the principal’s office.”

It was time to find out how much trouble I was in.


Chapter 14
PUNISHMENT




In the principal’s office, I expected to see the same stern old man who yelled at Volkov. However, to my surprise, it turned out to be a completely different person.

The sign on the door read:

Dmitry Izmailov. Principal

I waited for half an hour until the secretary finally invited me in. Dmitry Izmailov looked intelligent and calm. With smart eyes adorned by glasses, he stared at me like I was a problem he didn’t want to have.

“You must be Edgar Sokolov. What brings you here?” he spoke quietly.

“I defended my honor.”

“So, you were in a fight?”

“I was attacked,” I answered in a dry tone, trying to maintain an impeccable posture.

“Attacked?”

“They didn’t give you the details?” I was surprised. They marinated me for half an hour for nothing? During this time, he could have interviewed all the witnesses and found out what happened.

“They informed me that one student single-handedly beat three others and caused damage to school property.”

“Then they should have informed you that it was these three students who attacked first.”

The principal leaned back in his chair and fell silent. He stayed silent for about three minutes, which felt like an eternity to me. I started thinking that maybe I had gone too far in defending my honor.

“Mr. Edgar,” the principal drawled, continuing to look at me without blinking. “You don’t seem to understand the gravity of the situation and the precariousness of your position. You, young man, were granted an opportunity to study at both the Lyceum and the Institute at once with the intention of bridging social divides between two social groups. But what do you do instead? You start a fight and injure two of your classmates. Instead of fostering harmony, you are inciting hatred. This is the second conflict you’ve been involved in during the past week, Mr. Edgar.” He shook his head. “You may be under the impression that aristocrats enjoy certain privileges — I won’t deny that. However, you’ve forgotten a fundamental truth: might make right. And frankly, you’re not in a position of strength here. You have unique access to a bastion of knowledge, thanks to the mere grace of other people. Do you comprehend the gravity of this situation, Mr. Edgar? I am ready to believe that you were provoked. I’m even ready to admit that it’s within your right to answer them. But none of this matters, because you’re on my turf now, young man. Not at home, not on your land, but on my territory. If you keep causing trouble, you will very quickly be denied quality education you've been granted. The next time someone insults you, remember that a real aristocrat must demonstrate higher qualities than brute force and aggression. You are suspended from both the Lyceum and the Institute for the rest of the week. Use this time to carefully think about how to not create any more problems.”

Once outside the principal’s office, I took a few deep breaths and tried to relax. His words and cold gaze sent a chill down my spine. He scolded me, put me in my place, and told me not to show off. And I got suspended! But on the other hand, I didn’t regret what I did. Maybe there was some other, more peaceful way to resolve the conflict, but I did what I did to signal that I wouldn’t tolerate further disrespect. Time would show whether I made the right decision.

I’d use my week of suspension to rest, read a couple of books, and mind my own business. I hoped it wouldn’t made it harder for me to pass some exams later.

***

I decided to make the most of my days of suspension, and spent them mostly in the park, next to my source, immersing myself in meditation and literature.

I also talked to Matvey and learned something interesting about the people who run the Lyceum. At first, he laughed at the fact that I was suspended, and then he confirmed that I should definitely expect more trouble to come my way.

“I don’t know about punishment at your Institute, but at the Lyceum, problematic students pay higher tuition.”

This was just what I needed. I asked him who the Izmailovs were, to which he responded by shaking his head at my ignorance, but he still provided a thorough explanation.

“The Izmailovs are a branch of an Anglo-Saxon family, and they’re not known for their friendliness. The head of the clan is Victor Izmailov. He’s the one you met when you confronted Volkov. There are countless legends surrounding him.”

“Why would the head of a strong family personally deal with hooligans?” It didn’t make much sense to me.

“He likes to be involved. Everyone knows that for the Izmailovs, their business is like a beloved child. If even one serious conflict were to happen here, it would greatly damage their reputation. Which has been impeccable for centuries, I must note. Therefore, you may well find yourself expelled if you create problems.”

“I see... And who is the principal then? His son?”

“Yes. Victor has two sons. They’re twins. Stepan is the principal of the Lyceum, and Dmitry, as you already know, is the principal of the new Institute. You better not anger any of them. The Izmailov family has always maintained neutrality and good relations with everyone, and they really have a lot of allies. The Emperor clearly sympathizes with them. In general, things aren’t looking up for you, my friend.” He patted me on the shoulder.

“Thanks for the heads up.”

After our conversation, I packed some food, paper and drawing tools, books, and an umbrella, and left for the park.

I was rarely at home. I even spent a couple of nights in the park, not wanting to waste a second.

During the days of my suspension, I diligently conducted tests, refining old tools and inventing new ones. I closely monitored the effects of energy saturation on my body, and I was able to increase the efficiency of the seals a couple of times, which finally gave measurable results. My danger and potential indexes increased by a few percentage points. While the danger index going up made sense, the rise in potential was strange.

This hinted that I didn’t know my body as much as I thought I did. It suggested that my research was incorrect or that it contained errors, and that I needed to devote more time to this topic.

Another interesting discovery I stumbled upon was the abundance of energy in this world, possibly explaining the existence of beasts and gifted individuals.

For me, this opened up great potential. So great that I didn’t immediately realize what it was about. In alchemy, any action an alchemist performs required an appropriate sacrifice. You couldn’t make something out of nothing. Sometimes alchemy required so much effort that it was easier to work with your hands. Hence the rule: what could be done without alchemy must be done without alchemy.

But perhaps this philosophy held true in environments where energy was scarce. Here... It belatedly dawned on me that I could now create much more. It seemed obvious, but when you got used to scarcity, abundance seemed like something alien.

Regrettably, the possibilities increased only at the source that I had prepared in advance. But even so, this was a significant breakthrough in my research.

My daily routine revolved around creating the so-called empty seals for several hours, honing my fundamental skills in manipulating energy. Their only purpose was training — by creating an empty seal, the alchemist practiced how to make seals as such, and pass energy through the body.

I would repeat this process until my fingers began to tremble — that was a sure sign that my body was overexerted. Afterward, I would take time to rest, read, meditate, and start training again, increasing the load.

Another puzzle I was trying to solve was the mystery of moving through space. My attempts to devise seals for teleportation proved fruitless. Whatever I did, I couldn’t figure out what exactly was responsible for movements through space.

I realized I’d need to come up with a new approach to solving this particular puzzle…

***

When I returned to the Institute on Monday, I encountered several problems. First of all, the students looked at me like I was a pariah. I felt an exclusion zone forming around me. Nobody greeted me, they all just gave me sidelong glances. The guys I hurt were wearing casts and looking at me angrily, but they remained at a distance. They didn’t dare to approach me or say anything.

Secondly, the teachers weren’t going easy on me. On the first day, I was bombarded with questions on the topics covered and buried in so many tasks I probably wouldn’t have time to sleep this week. The consequences of suspension were harsher than I expected.

***

Roman Korshunov left the building of the Internal Security Service on the twenty-fourth day of his imprisonment. He was greeted by biting cold, leaden skies, and icy rain mixed with gusts of wind.

All his belongings were returned to him — a watch and some cash, enough to get him home. Roman hailed a taxi, sinking into the backseat and attempting to catch a glimpse of his reflection in the window.

His face was dull, his hair was greasy, and there were dark circles around his eyes.

There wasn’t a single thought left in his head. He was completely drained and devastated. During the first hours of captivity, Roman naively calmed himself down, thinking he would be able to escape if need be. Then he finally realized that the space around him was blocked by stones and it would be impossible to leave.

For twenty-four days, he was subjected to endless interrogations, sleepless nights, exhaustion, hunger and thirst, and beatings. This time, they had shown him no mercy. How he managed to miraculously stick to his story, avoid revealing anything, and prevent his body from using its full potential and recovering from injuries instantaneously, Roman couldn’t say.

When the servants saw Roman, they froze and stared at him, blinking, like they had just seen a ghost.

“Bring me food and prepare a bath,” Roman said quietly.

One of the mercenaries came out to him, but he shook his head. Now wasn’t the right time.

Hours later, still soaking in the soothing hot bath, Roman could feel the internal damage slowly healing. He would have to continue pretending to be hurt for at least another week, but that didn’t mean he actually needed to stay hurt.

When Roman came downstairs, his sister was waiting for him.

“Brother!” She rushed to hug him.

“How are you?” He looked at her intently.

“Okay...” She looked away.

Roman sighed. He had been away too long and now he felt anxious about what he might learn.

“Ah… Tell me everything.” Roman pulled himself together.

Camilla told him all about how Volkov attacked her, how her only acquaintance intervened, how the head of the Izmailov family showed up, and how she was suspended from school for a week. Roman was invited to see the principal and settle the issue.

“Who is this new acquaintance of yours?”

“Just an ordinary guy,” she said, embarrassed. “We eat lunch together at the park. He’s the only one who’s nice to me.”

“Does he have a name?”

“Ed.”

“Ed? Short for…?”

“I don’t know, I didn’t ask. He introduced himself as Ed.”

“What is his last name?” Roman frowned. For him, this seemed suspicious.

“Well... we didn’t introduce ourselves to each other officially...” Camilla blushed.

“What? Why not?”

After a few minutes of persuasion and questioning, he managed to find out that Camilla deliberately avoided introducing herself, convinced that he would stop being nice to her as soon as he found out who she was.

“What’s the point?” Roman shook his head in frustration.

“I have no friends! No one even says hi to me!” Camilla was slightly upset.

Roman sighed. A student, whether an aristocrat or a commoner, had approached his young sister. His identity, origins, motives, and even his last name were all a mystery. Roman couldn’t shake the feeling that this encounter was anything but coincidental. He might have been one of the Emperor’s men or just someone who wanted to take advantage of Camilla... There were plenty of options.

“Are you hurt?” He changed the topic, thinking that he needed to meet this guy in person and find out who he was.

“No. Your guards have been watching over me ever since. I don’t leave Junior High, I try not to appear in public, but...”

She didn’t even have to finish that sentence. Her unspoken words hung in the air – if their enemy was a Walker, then even the most defensive measures would not help.

“What about mother? Where is she?” Roman was expecting some troubling news and wasn’t disappointed.

It turned out that their mother had left. In the initial days of Roman’s disappearance, she panicked, then seemingly calmed down before leaving home and disappearing somewhere, leaving Camilla unaware of her whereabouts.

“Well, it could have been worse, I suppose.” Roman sighed.

The fact that she abandoned her daughter at a difficult moment and ran off to God knows where wasn’t that surprising for Roman, given her recent behavior.

When Camilla left, Yaroslav came into the office. He personally guarded Camilla and took her to school and back home every day.

“Tell me your version of the events,” Roman said, looking at his half-brother without blinking.

“Your mother appeared at the enterprises several times. She doesn’t want a security detail, so I don’t know what she did behind closed doors. Volkov showed his face in the area six times. We tried to catch him, but he was very careful. He was looking for you. I caught him following Camilla twice, but that was all he did.”

Roman nodded and closed his eyes, letting the information sink in. Yaroslav said nothing more. Which indicated that someone might be listening.

After what the Emperor did... Only a fool would leave Korshunov unattended. A bitter and angry aristocrat who was constantly denied peace and being punished for the sins of his father... He was a ticking time bomb.

Roman understood how vulnerable his position was. He also knew that nothing could be done for the time being. He needed to lay low.

***

The next day, having recovered a little, Roman went to the logistics company where bad news greeted him.

“Master, I’m so glad you’re back,” the director stammered nervously.

“What happened?” Roman asked, wanting to get straight to the point.

“Your mother... Is it true that you want to sell the company?”

“What?!” Roman yelled.

He felt the ground tremble beneath him. His anger stirred as the director updated him on the situation.

First, the company failed to fulfill a foreign contract, which permanently damaged its reputation. Roman expected a setback like this and was ready for it. It was fixable. But then an intruder broke into the office, emptied the safe, and vanished. The cameras captured a man, but he made sure to hide his face. He took all the proceeds, savings, and future salaries, leaving the company in financial ruin.

As if that wasn’t enough, Roman’s mother appeared. She held ownership rights over the company too. While he was absent, she asserted those rights, acquired the documentation, found out how things were going, and then ordered the director to prepare the company for being sold. Furthermore, she forbade him from sharing the news with anyone.

“From now on, everything must go through me,” Roman said. “I’ll rip your head off if you disobey. Where is my mother now?”

“She didn’t come in today.”

At that moment, he heard the clicking of heels, and his beloved mother burst into the office.

“Roman!” she shouted, surprised. “What are you doing here?”

He glanced at the director, and he quickly disappeared, jumping out the door. Roman turned his gaze to his mother.

Don’t lose your temper... Roman reminded himself, but any attempts to calm down were of little help.


Chapter 15
MEETING




For several days, I walked around the portal rooms at the Lyceum. I wanted to place the seals inside and collect data because I firmly believed that answers to many of my questions lay in these rooms.

The problem was that only Walkers had access to them. For me, peeking inside meant drawing unwanted attention. There was no point even considering entering the room during the day when the corridors were bustling with people. Not only might I encounter a Walker, but other students would see me and wonder what I was up to. Was I a Walker too? Or was I up to no good?

The situation was further complicated by the fact that it took me about ten minutes to draw the seals, not to mention finding a spot where they wouldn’t be noticed. Mission impossible.

Faced with these obstacles, I devised a plan to approach one of the portal rooms from a different angle. More precisely, from the floor above.

Downstairs, on the lower level, were offices inaccessible to students. To the right and left were rooms where the Lyceum’s staff worked. Upstairs was one of the lecture halls. That was what I focused on.

At home, I developed a seal that would collect data, taking into account the fact that it must be done through the floor. I waited for the right moment when I was left alone in the lecture hall. It was a risky move, so I first made sure that there were no cameras in this particular room. While there were enough of them all over the Lyceum — on the stairs, in the corridors, above entrances, outside — they were mostly absent from the lecture halls. Which worked in my favor.

Bending down, I took out pieces of metal from my bag, placed them on the floor, and positioned my palms next to each other. Concentrating, I willed the metal to float, penetrate the parquet, form a three-dimensional seal, and freeze in place. After confirming that nothing was visible from the outside, I stood up and exited the room, feeling dizzy. The process was draining.

Now I just had to wait.

And create other seals as data receivers for other portal rooms, because I didn’t spend much time in this particular lecture hall.

***

The men’s locker room was quite spacious. With rows of lockers, benches, a large shower, and two saunas, it represented a full package for the aristocrats’ children to stay immaculate after gym classes. There was also powerful ventilation and light aromatization of the air, ensuring a fresh scent at all times.

“Hey, you’re Edgar, aren’t you?” One of the guys distracted me from my thoughts.

“Yes.” I nodded, glancing at him.

Sturdily built, much like everything else in the room. I think his name was Konstantin Belogrudov. He was in my fencing class. We studied together, but we had never talked to each other. His danger index was sixty-three, and it could rise if he continued to develop. He was a dangerous guy.

“Are you the one who beat up the guys from the new Institute?” he asked, looking at me carefully. He seemed to either have friends or an entourage. A couple of guys, standing next to Konstantin, grinned, looking down at me.

“Yes.”

“A man of few words.” He chuckled. “Well, if you did take care of them, that’s a good thing. I heard they were getting too bold.”

“They didn’t like me.”

“Didn’t like you? Sounds like they lost their minds.” He slapped his thigh, the movement too quick for me to register fully. “I don’t understand why the Emperor even opened that school. It’s complete garbage.”

Hearing such direct criticism of the Emperor was...unexpected, to say the least. It was the first time I’d encountered someone openly questioning the Emperor’s decisions.

“Shall we go?” One of the guys seemed to be getting uncomfortable.

“Wait.” Konstantin waved him off. “I’d like to hear what Edgar thinks about this.”

And just what should I say to avoid making a new enemy?

“I think that the country needs talented specialists,” I said cautiously.

“Since when are commoners talented?” He was surprised.

“They’ve always been, I guess.” I shrugged, feeling like I was about to get in trouble.

Konstantin froze, looking at me. He frowned, his cheeks tensed, emphasizing his square, thoroughbred jaw.

“You’re right, we should go.”

And they really left. But for some reason, I still had a feeling that I had gotten involved in something bad.

***

“Ed!”

I was sitting under the tree, stoically ignoring the lousy weather. It was a perfect match with my mood.

It was nice to see Camilla. I was glad that she was okay. But at the same time, I was annoyed. Hanging out here with her had already caused me problems, and I saw no reason to continue it.

“Hello.” I waved my hand at her. “Long time no see.”

“Hello.” She came closer. “At first I was suspended, and then I avoided leaving the building for a while. But none of that matters! My brother is back! And he’s alright!”

“I’m glad to hear that.” I smiled.

“Here’s the thing,” she said, embarrassed. “He talked to the principal today and he wants to meet you. He says he can’t let his sister hang out with someone he doesn’t know. Will you meet him?”

“Um...” I hesitated, feeling awkward.

“I’m sorry for springing this on you out of nowhere. He also wants to thank you for standing up for me.”

He wants to thank me?! Does someone really want to say something nice to me these days?

“Well, if that’s the case, I wouldn’t like to be rude.” I stood up. “When should I meet him?”

“He’s with the principal now. Will you take a walk with me? There is a restaurant nearby where we can sit and wait for him.”

I knew the restaurant she mentioned — it was one of those fancy places where you could easily spend a small fortune. I didn’t like the idea, but it seemed petty to decline.

“Lead the way.” I nodded.

“Thank you!” Camilla was genuinely happy.

I knew her life was tough, and I didn’t mind doing something nice for her. At the same time, maybe I’d finally find out who she was and what I’d gotten myself into.

***

Roman Korshunov listened to the principal’s speech in silence. In essence, it boiled down to a stern warning: no showdowns on his territory or Camilla would be expelled, regardless of whose fault it was.

Roman nodded, took note, assured the principal that it wouldn’t happen again, and then left, maintaining a facade of indifference.

Every person had moments in life when it felt like a tightrope walk, on the brink of collapse. Roman stood on that edge, balancing on his toes, and any new shock could push him over. Therefore, he tried to minimize the damage and salvage the situation as best he could.

The other day, Roman had a conversation with his mother, enduring her flattery and her ludicrous plan to sell the company and... Lo and behold — get married. She couldn’t marry off her daughter, so she decided to find a home for herself and take the company as a dowry.

Somewhere amidst the whirlwind of chaos, Roman bottled his rage to avoid breaking down and choosing violence. The mere thought of what might have happened if he hadn’t held it together was too painful to consider. He knew such actions would only worsen his situation.

Another interesting meeting awaited him now. With a certain Ed.

Roman asked Camilla to bring the guy over to the restaurant located outside the Lyceum’s territory, which excluded the possibility of causing any disputes on the Izmailovs’ turf if it came down to it. Roman wasn’t afraid of the boy. He was rather worried that Volkov would appear.

Roman saw his sister and Ed from afar. He was tall, dark-haired, wearing a coat and suit, just like Roman. He couldn’t help but note their resemblance. Ed seemed younger, though equally serious and gloomy.

This comparison brought a grin to Roman’s face.

“Good afternoon,” he greeted them, extending his hand.

The handshake was firm, signaling strength. Roman relaxed; Ed didn’t pose much of a threat.

“I heard that you protected my sister.” Roman began.

“Protected is a strong word,” Ed answered.

“But regardless, I really appreciate it. Please accept my gratitude. How about we have some lunch?” He pointed to the restaurant.

“I would love to, but my class starts in ten minutes. I wouldn’t want to be late. I was already suspended for three days, and as I’m sure you understand, this didn’t reflect well on me in the teachers’ eyes.”

“I understand.” Roman nodded. “Then we could meet another time. Can I know your name? I know Camilla calls you Ed, but I guess that’s not your full name?”

“My name is Edgar.”

“Nice to meet you.”

Roman felt something stir inside of him. Edgar...

“Do you have a last name?” The question was rude and tactless, but Roman was now in no condition to make polite remarks.

“Oh, he does. And you will be very surprised when you hear it!” a loud, mocking, familiar voice rang out.

The trio turned around to see Anton Volkov standing nearby and obviously enjoying the situation.

***

Camilla’s brother behaved primly and formally and looked at me with an expressionless, but certainly far from a sympathetic look. Camilla stood to the right of us, silent, visibly uncomfortable, her aristocratic upbringing preventing her from speaking out.

I could understand the skepticism and coldness toward me. If I had a sister, I would also look at her friends with suspicion. But Camilla and I weren’t even friends, we just ate lunch together, often in silence.

Her brother asked about my last name, but then Volkov made his unwelcome appearance.

I involuntarily clenched my fists. Personally, I had nothing against this bastard, besides the fact that he ruined my expensive suit, but I wasn’t glad to see him.

“Oh, he does. And you will be very surprised when you hear it!”

I had no clue what he meant by that.

“Let me introduce you.” Volkov approached, not at all afraid of us. “This is Edgar Sokolov.” He pointed at me. “Yes, Sokolov.”

At the mention of my last name, Camilla’s brother’s eyes narrowed, and Camilla herself visibly shuddered and turned pale. Volkov grinned even wider.

“What do you want?” I asked irritably.

“Wait a second, my dear friend.” He smiled. “This young man’s name is Roman. Roman Korshunov. The same Korshunov whose father killed your family. I’m surprised you survived. I’d love to hear your story. By the way, I’m Anton Volkov. My family was also killed by these bastards, just like yours.”

I barely heard the last words he said. As soon as he mentioned the Korshunovs... As soon as the meaning reached my consciousness...

It was one of those moments when the heart failed. It stopped, as if in thought, and then broke into a mad dance. My blood rushed to my head. My gaze narrowed to one point — I was looking at Roman.

Roman Korshunov.

And I saw nothing on his face except concentration and readiness for a fight. He didn’t make any excuses, didn’t deny Volkov’s words.

He really was a Korshunov.

A clear image of that night arose before my eyes. Memories flooded back in a torrent. Fire, shooting, dead bodies. My mother’s screams as she tried to protect my sister, only to be shot in the head. Then the laboratory, countless weeks in captivity, and my sister’s lifeless body, broken and abandoned.

“You...” I hissed.

I swung my fist, aiming for the head of this monster. Korshunov easily dodged, moving just enough to evade the attack. But it was futile. It only fueled my rage. I lunged forward, crashing into him and knocking him down.

At that moment, reason left me. I only wanted one thing. Blood.

And I got it. My fists smashed his face. Lips, nose, eye. Korshunov came to his senses and threw me off, sending me flying several feet away. I registered someone laughing nearby, but I didn’t pay attention to it.

All I wanted at that moment was to kill.

Jumping up, I rushed at Korshunov again and this time I didn’t hold back. I used alchemy. The first blow should have weakened him, but the fool didn’t dodge, blocking it with his hand. Luckily, the seals could be activated from afar.

The blow seemed to strike Korshunov’s head hard. He staggered, beginning to collapse, and I intensified the pressure, knocking him down onto the asphalt again.

Suddenly, something hit me in the back, throwing me to the side. “Volkov!” I thought, but I was mistaken. He stood a couple of steps away, mockingly applauding. I was pushed aside by Korshunov’s security, which I had completely forgotten about.

I charged at them too, but it was over quickly. One guard helped Korshunov up while the other restrained me until he lost his temper and punched me in the face. I was thrown back toward Volkov. The latter finally joined the fight, hitting the guard, causing him to fold up and retreat.

Camilla’s squeal reached my ears. She screamed and started sobbing. More people came running.

“Let them figure it out themselves,” Volkov said.

He touched me and we were transferred.

***

I found myself in an ordinary, unremarkable yard. An elderly woman passed by, nearly dropping her grocery bag upon seeing us before quickly scurrying away in fear.

Volkov, looking at me, laughed out loud, sounding nothing like an aristocrat.

“This was the highlight of my week! No, my entire year!”

I examined my hands. There was blood on my fists. Both mine and Korshunov’s. Taking out a handkerchief, I carefully wiped my knuckles, collecting every drop of the precious liquid. Folding the handkerchief, I tucked it into my inner pocket, then turned to the laughing Volkov. I remembered he was stronger than me but at that moment...

Swinging, I punched him in the jaw.

“Hey, what’s wrong with you?!” He immediately stopped having fun. After the blow, he jumped away from me and stared at me angrily.

“You ruined my suit, you freak.”

“Suit?” He was confused. “Ahh... your suit, the bushes… I remember now. You’d punch me over a suit?”

Hmm... Come to think of it...

“Definitely.”

“Are you always this rowdy?” He calmed down and slightly tilted his head, studying me.

Instead of answering, I looked around, trying to understand where we were. I hoped we were still in the capital, and not in another state.

“Where are we?”

“Not far from where I picked you up. I can take you back if you want,” he offered.

“No, thank you.”

The madness that had taken over me was slowly receding. It went away enough for sobriety to take hold. I got into one more flight... Damn it!

“That was quite a spectacle,” meanwhile, Volkov felt like chatting. “And since I set you up and ruined your suit... How about I buy you lunch? I think we have a few things to discuss.”

I studied him carefully. Was he my enemy? I wasn’t sure.

“The enemy of my enemy pays for lunch? Not the worst thing that can happen.”

“So you agree?”

“Yes. Lead the way, since you brought us here.”

“My car is nearby. Let’s go.”

As we exited the yard, I caught a glimpse of the Lyceum in the distance, towering above the surrounding houses. We really hadn’t moved far. Volkov pulled onto the road, and ten minutes later, we arrived at a restaurant. Inside, he went to the table, and I excused myself to go clean up in the restroom.

“What did you want to talk about?” I asked after I returned and placed my order.

“What do you think?” He narrowed his eyes. “Let’s start with something simple. Are the Korshunovs your enemies?”

I thought about it. For some reason, I couldn’t bring myself to label Camilla as my enemy. She was quite young, about the same age as me, maybe younger. When the Sokolovs were killed, she was even more so and, therefore, couldn’t be held responsible... But who was to blame?

I wasn’t invested in the affairs of the Korshunovs, but I had gathered some information. I learned that they played a significant role in the power struggle, although not the primary one. However, they lost. While the Rysev clan was completely wiped out, some of the Korshunovs survived. They became outcasts, withdrawing from aristocratic society, and no one cared about them. That was probably why I managed to learn so little.

It was naive to assume that their outcast status meant complete isolation.

“You still have doubts.” Volkov shook his head.

“How could I not?” I looked at him. “I doubt that Camilla could be involved in the death of my family.”

“Agree. I hold no grudge against her. Almost. But what about Roman?”

“He looks young too.”

“So what? He is his father’s son. And his father took your loved ones from you!” Fury flashed in Volkov’s eyes.

Having calmed down, I couldn’t say that I was going to forget about the Korshunovs and leave them alone. But I also couldn’t unequivocally say that they all needed to be destroyed. To be honest, I was confused. It was a complex situation. If the Korshunovs somehow vanished on their own, I wouldn’t object.

But there was something else that haunted me. At the very beginning, when I first saw Camilla’s brother, I managed to create a seal and study him. His danger level was five times higher than mine, that is, equivalent to fifty on my scale. His potential was three times higher than mine, indicating he could achieve something truly transcendental.

Korshunov was a strong demon. In addition, he was also a Walker, even though his family was never known for having this gift. One thing was for sure, his threat couldn’t be ignored.

And I just got into a fight with him! It was like poking a bear. Or a venomous snake. What if he targeted the Gvozdevs? I couldn’t disregard these threats, which meant I had to do something.

“Did he personally take part in the crimes of his family?”

Even if Korshunov wasn’t directly involved, it wouldn’t change my opinion now.

“No. Officially, he was on the Anglo-Saxon islands,” Volkov answered reluctantly. “But do you know that your parents’ factory is now in his possession?”

Hearing that was... painful. My parents’ legacy now lay in the hands of the family responsible for their deaths. Another layer of grief added to an already heavy burden.

But I couldn’t stop thinking about Camilla... I managed to get to know this girl a little and develop some sympathy for her. Destroying Roman Korshunov wouldn’t be a murder of a faceless enemy anymore, but of a living person, the protector of a young girl who, quite possibly, would not survive without him.

My sister’s lifeless face appeared before my eyes. Silent, her expression frozen in horror and resentment. She was so young...

“What do you suggest we do?” I asked Volkov.

“Nothing yet. I want to understand who you are and whether you would be of any use,” he said bluntly. “I commend your actions today. If Roman hadn’t been in such a bad shape today, he would have torn you apart.”

“Yes, he is much stronger than me.” I didn’t deny the truth.

Stronger as a demon. But as an alchemist, I would destroy him.

“But maybe you’ll make a smart decision,” Volkov continued. “How do you feel about uniting forces?”

“First, tell me what you propose. Korshunov is stronger than me, but you two are almost equal. You can take him down without my help.”

“How would you know that?” He frowned.

Because I studied you too, idiot.

“Lucky guess?” I grinned, masking my true thoughts.

Volkov leaned back on the pillows, crossed his arms in front of him, and stared at me.

“Let’s say that’s true. But even if we are equal as demons, I can deal with him on my own.”

“Then I don’t understand why you need me.”

“I’m not saying that I need you. My goal is to destroy Korshunov’s life and everything he loves before killing him.”

The passing waiter shuddered at Volkov’s words, almost dropping the tray before hurriedly retreating.

“Good luck with that,” I replied.

“You could join me. I respect your right to seek revenge. But I would be grateful,” he grinned, “if you don’t get in my way.”

“I think I can do that.”

I doubted Volkov would enter the Lyceum’s territory again, and I had no desire to cross paths with Camilla ever again.

But then, a troubling thought crossed my mind. If my conflict with Korshunov persisted, and I managed to kill him, Camilla would be left alone. As his relative, she could also be a potential Walker. She was a weak demon. Her abilities weren’t active yet. But in case they awakened, she could pose a more serious threat to me and my loved ones.

What should I do? This was a very complex issue.

“Here is my phone number.” Volkov put his business card in front of me. “If you want to join the fun, give me a call.”

Volkov paid the bill, said goodbye, and left. I took the card, although I had no intention of calling him. Anyone who called revenge fun wasn’t an ally I could trust.

***

“What have you done?” Camilla yelled as Roman got into the car.

They had to first deal with the restaurant security, then with the police, and then with the Emperor’s guard, responsible for any conflicts among the aristocrats. All of that took a few hours. They also had to pay a fine because the other two culprits fled the scene.

And now this. As soon as she climbed inside, his sister gave vent to her feelings.

“What are you talking about?” Roman asked tiredly.

“You ruined everything!”

“What the fuck did I ruin?!” he exploded. “Your friendship with Sokolov?! Nice friend you’ve got there! Well done!”

Camilla fell silent at his harsh words. Roman knew that he would regret this, but now he desperately needed some peace and quiet.

Too many problems... Too many.

Problems with the Emperor, the business, his mother, Volkov, and now Sokolov. Roman remembered the look in his eyes. Mad, full of hatred and determination to kill. If it weren’t for the security, he would have died. It was strange, but Roman admitted to himself that it was a possibility. He felt weak.

Although he didn’t understand why. After Sokolov’s hit, Roman felt sick for another hour. It was as if all his abilities had somehow been cut off. That had never happened to him before. He didn’t think it was even possible. Could Sokolov be some kind of ancient mythical hero? The world knew many examples of truly unique abilities, but could Sokolov have them?

Roman knew that he had ended up in his father’s laboratory. And now it became clear to whom he owed his imprisonment and three-week-long interrogation. The pieces of the puzzle were starting to fit together, painting a troubling picture. Sokolov had probably revealed the location where he was kept. It was the most obvious assumption. In this context, the questions, persistence, and attempts to find out where the Korshunovs’ scientists were being held made sense.

The question was just how dangerous this guy was. If... more precisely, when he teamed up with Volkov, the problems could escalate.

Great, one more thing that he would have to take care of.

***

As on previous occasions, Sadov met Trofim in the almost empty bar.

“Hello.”

“Sit down and tell me everything,” Trofim said impatiently.

“I learned a lot. He lives in an apartment close to the Lyceum. He also often goes to the park for some reason. I don’t know why, but he spends a lot of time there. He even stayed overnight a couple of times.”

“Did he?” Trofim raised his eyebrows. “That makes things easier.”

“We can grab him either at home or in the park, which would be a better option.”

“Is he being followed?”

“Only at the Lyceum. The place is heavily guarded, we shouldn’t even think about going there.”

“That goes without saying,” Trofim agreed. “Well done, you did a good job.”

“What’s our next move? You know what’s at stake.”

“What?” Trofim grinned. “We fulfilled our contract. The client got what he wanted. Now we can go about our business.”

Sadov nodded. He understood that Trofim couldn’t be stopped, and he was ready to put everything at risk to get a chance at revenge.


Chapter 16
THE ATTACK




After the fight with Korshunov and lunch with Volkov, I decided to skip classes for the rest of the day. I was already late, and my head was a mess. I wouldn’t be able to focus on my studies anyway. There were more pressing matters that demanded my attention.

I hurried home, darting into my apartment and making sure that Matvey wasn’t there, before rushing to my room and opening the windows wide. There would be unpleasant odors during work I was about to engage in, so it was crucial to hide any traces. Ideally, I wouldn’t be working in a residential area, but... First, I had to stay alive until the time I’d have my own workshop.

I took out the metal extracted from the spider, thinking about its origin. Obviously, it was still metal, but it was digested and used to strengthen the spider’s body. Could it be called organic metal? It didn’t matter, though. The main thing was that it was strong enough, with unique properties, capable of harnessing the world’s energy.

Before Matvey returned, I had two things made out of this organic metal. First, I crafted an amulet using Korshunov’s blood that would warn me if he was nearby. Second, I made a simple blade — that I proudly called a dagger — also embedded with a piece of his blood. I wasn’t delusional about Korshunov’s power. He could end me in the blink of an eye. My only chance was to launch this dagger first if he suddenly appeared nearby and activate the seals I created specifically for him inside this weapon.

I still had a little blood left, and I planned to work with it in the park tomorrow. Exhausted, I already completely ran out of strength.

I couldn’t sleep that night. I kept tossing and turning, waking up startled as soon as I dozed off. I greeted the morning with a sense of relief, though anxiety still clouded my thoughts.

I needed to decide on my next course of action. Should I look for Korshunov and seek vengeance? It was doable. With his blood, I could create something like a compass. The radius would be limited, but it was a start, at least.

The rest of my day was foggy. I was afraid of a new call to the principal’s office, but it seemed that the Izmailovs weren’t worried about what was happening outside their territory.

The only thing I managed to focus on was collecting data from one of the portal rooms. I came in early on purpose, determined to monitor everyone who arrived to school this way.

As soon as the classes ended, I quickly popped home and went to the park, intending to work late into the night. There was much to be done, and time wasn’t on my side.

I entered the park just as it was starting to get dark, but I already got used to that. Creating the compass and finalizing the dagger with the amulet weren’t supposed to take long.

The tasks at hand were relatively straightforward. Drawing upon the schematics I had devised back at the Lyceum and thanks to the source, I was able to quickly implement my ideas — in just three hours, not three days. To control the dagger, I used the ring with the small diamond, finding it to be a more efficient method than my previous attempts with the ball-manipulator. In a confrontation with a demon, every second counted, and the delay caused by the previous control method could prove fatal.

The idea of robbing a jewelry store lingered at the back of my mind, gems would be of great help. Purchasing the necessary materials for my work was out of the question, I needed too many of them. It was a pity that the Korshunovs didn’t have a jewelry store. I wasn’t comfortable with the idea of robbing strangers, but I would be happy to rob him.

During breaks between work, I mulled over methods of blocking spatial movements. I did have a piece of meteorite stone that was supposed to protect me. I was surprised to see it wasn’t taken away when the Emperor’s people searched my belongings. I did camouflage it to resemble regular metal, so it could have been missed. On the other hand, a Walker should notice the interference coming from it. If Rodion figured out what it was, he didn’t show it.

When Volkov teleported me, I didn’t have the stone on me. I was afraid that carrying it around might create interference for Walkers, who were plenty at the Lyceum. By the way, there was separate protection there. I even determined exactly where the meteorite iron was located, but this wasn’t important now.

Today I took the stone with me to the park. I had no idea whether it could stop Korshunov while just lying in my pocket or what its range was against Walkers of different strength. All I knew that my encounter with the spider proved that it wasn’t a perfect tool. My dream was that I’d develop a jammer to strengthen its blocking area. Fifty feet seemed like a reasonable distance to start with, providing a buffer of safety both at home and on the streets. It was enough to notice the threat and react.

When I felt that the protective circuit of my source was broken, I shuddered. Had it really begun?

Having activated several seals, I determined that a person was sneaking towards me. Alone. Not a Walker, but still a demon. Their danger level was about thirty-two, so I knew it wasn’t Korshunov.

I quickly took out the ball-manipulator. There were a lot of trees here, I couldn’t just release the thread, but this long-range device would still be useful.

It took the unknown person about ten seconds to reach me. I stood behind a tree so that they couldn’t see me, but that didn’t help. The demon spotted me.

“Hey, what are you doing here?!” he shouted, pretending to be a random passerby or a park ranger. “You can’t be here at this time!”

“Sorry! Um, nature called.” I looked out from behind the tree, shrugging. I remained vigilant, estimating the distance between us. Even if he attacked, he was on my turf — I had developed defense mechanisms in the area — so I had a good chance of survival.

Suddenly, the man withdrew his hand and, upon making eye contact, raised his weapon and fired. I only heard a quiet bang, but I felt the bullets being deflected to the side. My protection worked in such a way that, based on the Law of Similarity, it intercepted any metallic, fast-flying objects. It also transferred their impulse outward, making the bullets simply fall on the ground.

“What the...” the man drawled, putting away his weapon. “We’ll have to do it the old-fashioned way...”

He charged towards me. I released the ball in his direction and he tried to block it, but the force was overwhelming. It dislocated his wrist and sent him crashing to the ground.

I was about to activate more seals, but then I felt a couple more assassins appear on the other side. They opened fire. I had to duck and run behind a tree, realizing my protection had its limits.

Meanwhile, my first attacker recovered and rushed towards me. Even though I prepared the dagger for Korshunov, I decided to test it on this man first.

The demon again tried to block but underestimated the force behind the throw. The blade severed his thumb and entered his chest, causing the attacker to spin and collide with a tree. Retrieving the ball, I launched it towards the other shooters.

The effect was more severe than I expected it to be. Somehow, I forgot that I made this weapon for use against demons. These were ordinary people. When the ball hit the first one in the chest, I heard the sickening crunch of broken ribs even from a distance. He was slammed into a tree and slid down.

The second shooter froze for a second, shocked by such a turn of events, and then resumed his attack. He lacked precision and the bullets scattered everywhere except in the direction of the tree behind which I was hiding. When the shots stopped, I retrieved the ball and launched it at him. He tried to jump away but failed. The shell crashed into his shoulder, and he spun around.

I ran towards him, taking the ball on the go. He didn’t try to get up. I broke his collarbone. He was clutching it, groaning and screaming in pain. I ran up and kicked him in the head. He quickly fell unconscious, and I took hold of his weapon and clip.

Meanwhile, the demon I had wounded earlier regained consciousness and pulled the dagger out of his chest. Taking a couple of steps to the right and forward, I aimed and fired. To my shame, I only managed to hit him three times out of the entire clip. But one shot found its mark — directly in the eye — which was the most effective way to neutralize a demon.

But this bastard didn’t lose enthusiasm. Still holding my blade, he started running... Away from me. Asshole... I used my ring and summoned the blade back. No way I’d lose this weapon.

Catching the dagger on the fly, I chased after the demon. It was dangerous to leave such a witness running loose.

After ten seconds, I realized that I was hopelessly behind. There was no point in trying to compete with the demon. I sent the ball after him, but I missed. The forest was too dense. The fact that it was a pitch-black night wasn’t helping. I quickly lost him.

Shit...

There was blood left on the dagger... If my fellow alchemists could see what I was about to do, there would be severe consequences. Blood was a prohibited substance. But I was experienced enough not to harm myself, and sane enough to refrain from becoming a bloodthirsty alchemist, creating seals from the blood of countless victims.

Having collected the scarlet liquid, I hastily created a seal and... The blood flared up and evaporated with a bright spark. The latter was clearly a sign of my mistake. If everything had been executed flawlessly, the demon’s blood would have turned into ice. Or at least cool down significantly, which was when a regular person would die. But due to the rush, the distance, and the fact that I was dealing with a demon... The outcome remained uncertain.

Hoping that I had at least slowed him down, I followed his trail, but I couldn’t find him. Either he was lying in a ditch somewhere, or he had escaped.

What a debacle... I concluded that I still didn’t have a weapon effective enough to kill demons. All I could do was to make them flee. Not bad, but not good enough.

It was also clear that a peaceful resolution with Korshunov was no longer viable. He didn’t want to get his hands dirty, so he sent assassins after me.

This meant war.

***

Trofim bolted through the forest, almost reaching cover, when a sudden surge of pain and cold overwhelmed him. He collapsed as if he had been knocked down.

Even if he wanted to, he couldn’t say how long he lay there like that. When he woke up, he felt frozen.

He knew demons’ gifts varied greatly, often coming with their own costs. Some could regenerate limbs without consequence, while others suffered extreme hunger after minor healing.

Today, Trofim went out hunting, but he greatly underestimated his target. When his chest got pierced with a dagger, he was able to free himself and then heal. However, he had reached his limit. He could only heal one wound at a time before needing rest. Seeing how the boy easily dealt with his two partners, Trofim decided to retreat.

Revenge was important to him. But he wasn’t ready to die. For the time being, he decided not to take any unnecessary risks and run. It was better to regroup and return stronger.

But in order to prepare, he first had to understand what exactly he had encountered. First, there was a flying projectile, then a dagger, and then this cold. Such things were unheard of. Apparently, he ran into a very strong demon, which changed the whole situation. He needed a new approach.

It took a while for Trofim to recover, but as soon as he could move, he took out a nutrition bar. He personally prepared this mixture before all of his missions, anticipating hunger after recovering from an injury.

As soon as the cold had receded, Trofim got up and cautiously left the park, praying not to run into the demon. He was too weak to defend himself. But the fact that the enemy failed to find him meant that he didn’t know how to track his prey, despite having plenty of other surprises up his sleeve...

He was still shivering and shaking, as if he was cursed. Did curses really exist? He heard about them but thought those were fairy tales. The dagger could have been poisoned. But if so, it meant their target was prepared for a confrontation with demons.

Weakened, he escaped out of the park and didn’t notice that he was surrounded. When a man appeared in front of him, Trofim recoiled and fell.

And then a rifle butt hit him in the head.

“Pack him up,” said Rodion.

“Sir, he looks somehow strange,” one of the men who stood next to him noted.

“He’s been wounded. There’s blood all over his chest,” another man said confidently.

“His lips are blue as if he’s freezing.”

“We’ll figure it out,” Rodion answered.

He watched Trofim being dragged to the car.

“What about the boy, sir?”

“Leave him. Let him run. For now.”

***

The Emperor held all his meetings in his office, rarely leaving the palace, but today was an exception. Anastas was in Rodion’s office.

It was a spacious room, with a large table and a chair against one of the walls. The other two walls were lined with shelves holding folders containing case documents and dossiers. On the fourth wall hung a large board where Rodion kept notes on the most important matters.

When Rodion saw the Emperor, he stood up and bowed. Anastas, not paying attention, walked to the wall with notes and began to study it.

“We got him,” said Rodion.

“Who exactly?”

“The one responsible for the supply of spiders. His name is Trofim. Trofim Ivanov, but the latter is not the true name of his family. At first, he refused to reveal his last name. He said that he had renounced it. About a hundred years ago his family lost their real surname, and since then... they have been living in the shadows.”

The Emperor looked into Rodion’s colorless eyes, thought for a moment, and nodded.

Sometimes it happened that aristocratic families, having done something wrong before the Emperor, lost influence and ultimately lost their surname as well. They became commoners with the blood of aristocrats flowing in their veins. Without rights, wealth, without power — they became nobodies but retained some of their abilities.

Such occurrences were rare. It was even rarer for these families to survive longer than one generation and remain strong and thrive. No one wished to marry into them, making it nearly impossible for their family to prolong their lineage.

“To be precise, they lived in the shadows. Trofim is the last heir. His parents died in the civil war. Brother was recently killed.”

“Who was his brother?”

“He was in the cleanup team sent for the spider. He was killed by Edgar Sokolov. Trofim was in the park tonight seeking revenge.”

“Did he have any success?”

“The boy is alive. He was able to wound Trofim and kill two people.”

“Capable lad.”

“Not the best description.”

Anastas turned around again and tried to discern the emotions behind these words. Nothing. It was like looking at a block of ice. Even despite the fact that he had a very high perception even in comparison to other demons of his level.

“But first things first,” Rodion continued. “Trofim revealed the location of their base. I have already sent people to stop their operations. Once the signal is received, I’ll join the operation.”

“Ensure nothing is overlooked.”

“We won’t miss a beat,” Rodion assured him. “There’s another critical matter. Sokolov. Many are aware he was aboard that train, but it appears the leak originated from our side.”

Anastas frowned. Moles, just what he needed.

“I’ve identified the mole and am monitoring him closely. I intend to uncover who he’s divulging information to.”

“Rodion...” Anastas began.

“Everything’s under control. According to my calculations, word of Trofim’s capture should reach his customer today. They may strike their base, target his remaining associates under surveillance, or attempt to eliminate Trofim himself.”

“You’re playing with fire. Trofim didn’t reveal who he worked for?”

“He claims to have numerous clients, but he hasn’t turned anyone in yet.”

“Are you kidding?”

“No. During the interrogation... Hm… Complications arose. His condition was critical when we picked him up. He’s suffering severe internal frostbite.”

“How’s that possible?”

“It’s as if all his blood was cooled at once. Our doctor has no idea how this could have happened. He’s baffled. The interrogation exhausted Trofim further, and he passed out. We are waiting for him to recover.”

“Is there any way to speed this up?”

“It is possible, but there is a risk that he will die.”

Anastas clenched and unclenched his fists. The beast inside him demanded he take control of the situation. He needed to crush those who dared oppose him. But he understood patience. He had learned it long ago.

“When did you bring him in?”

“Five hours ago. We found out that there is another person in the city who works with him. Artyom Sadov. My people have already located him. They're keeping a close watch.”

“Is the base far away?”

“My people have about an hour of flight left.” Rodion checked his watch.

Rodion’s desire to fry a bigger fish was understandable. Yet, something was bothering Anastas. His intuition whispered that excessive intrigue would not bode well.

“Grab Sadov right now. Don’t wait. Take him to a secure location and interrogate him thoroughly. Beat the answers out of him if you have to!” the Emperor roared.

Rodion didn’t argue. He picked up the phone, dialed the number, dictated the code, and made the call.

“I’ll oversee it,” he promised.

“I beg you, don’t make mistakes,” the Emperor demanded. “If you need support, tell me.”

“I can handle it for now,” Rodion replied nonchalantly. “But let’s return to Sokolov for a moment.”

“What about him?”

“He accidentally ended up on the train that was attacked by the spider. He dealt with it first, and then with two demons in the forest. They had weapons, but he didn’t. He isn’t among the most talented students. And even before, his family wasn’t considered strong.”

“In other words, he couldn’t have accomplished such a feat.”

“Exactly. But he was trained by a former military man for over a year. Perhaps he was also taught to fight against demons. Tonight confirmed he’s no ordinary fellow. He faced three adversaries: Trofim, a mid-strength demon, and two mercenaries. Regular guys handy with firearms, who don’t mind doing the dirty work.”

“And our lad came out victorious again.” The Emperor nodded affirmatively.

“Yes. The mercenaries are dead. He buried them in the forest, so much so that we could barely find them. He left no trace and hid their things in another place. Not to mention he went to the park at night, where he sat until they came for him.”

“What was he doing there?”

“No idea. He’s been there several times in the past two weeks. I investigated thoroughly but found no explanation. Judging by the tracks, Sokolov spent a lot of time near the river in the park, away from prying eyes.”

“Continue.” The Emperor nodded slowly, pondering what he had heard.

“After the battle, Sokolov disposed of the bodies, cleaned up, returned home in the morning, stayed there for about an hour, and then headed to school as if nothing had happened. Currently, he’s in class.”

“And this is a seventeen-year-old boy.”

“Remarkable composure for his age.”

“Look who’s talking,” the Emperor chuckled. “Cold-blooded, knows how to fight, dangerous. The results clearly contradict his stated strength. Anything else?”

“The mercenaries died from strong blows.”

“Which is something a strong demon can easily do, but not someone like Sokolov. Maybe he isn’t showing his true strength at the Lyceum?”

“Maybe.” Rodion didn’t argue. “But what haunts me is the state we found Trofim in. Barely alive, freezing, disoriented, with numerous internal injuries. Sokolov pierced his chest with a dagger. He also threw some kind of a metal ball at him. But that was not enough to cause such damage.”

“A dagger and a ball?” The Emperor raised an eyebrow in slight disbelief.

“According to Trofim, yes. He says the boy threw the ball with such force that he, a demon, almost lost his arm.”

“You can sneak a small ball into the Lyceum...”

Anastas said this for a reason. His children studied at the Lyceum.

“There are cameras at the Lyceum. The ball is not the biggest danger. But it’s still worth taking it into account.”

Anastas nodded. At the Lyceum, everyone was a walking weapon themselves.

“We could interrogate Sokolov,” Rodion suggested. “There are too many peculiar things about him.”

“Maybe it’s worth it,” Anastas said thoughtfully. “Are there any theories about what he was doing in the park? Could running into Trofim be a coincidence?”

“I am exploring any possibilities. Including the one where they collaborated but had a falling out, which led to conflict. Even though it doesn’t make much sense for Trofim to obtain information about Sokolov through other sources if they were allies. And his brother’s death suggests they aren’t on friendly terms. I would rather bet that Sokolov noticed he was being followed and went to a secluded place to deal with the problem. He had lived in the forest for a long time before, which means he’d know his way around there well. That’s likely why he chose the park.”

“It doesn’t sound very convincing, but it’s better than nothing.”

Anastas always trusted his instincts. The beast inside him could smell danger. In Sadov’s case, it told him to act urgently. But in the case of Sokolov, it was silent. For some reason, he wasn’t perceived as a threat.

“It may turn out that Sokolov was hiding in the park, and not only from Trofim. The day before this, he clashed with Korshunov. I watched the footage. It was like a scene from the best theatrical productions.”

“If I didn’t know you, I would think it was a joke.”

“No, sir. It was quite the spectacle. I have a recording from the restaurant. Sokolov once hit Korshunov so hard that he was unable to walk, and he was sick for several hours afterward. Although it looked like a regular blow.”

“I’d like to see that recording.” The Emperor became interested. “So, the cards are laid out? How did their meeting end?”

“Sokolov was taken away by Volkov. They then had lunch together, but the details of their conversation remain unknown.”

“Has Korshunov demonstrated any new abilities?”

“No. His security protected him.”

The Emperor turned away from Rodion and began to inspect the folders’ labels. It was bad when different intrigues intersected, overlapped, and became entangled.

“Leave Sokolov alone for now. Watch all three of them. Talk to Trofim and Sadov. When you get to the base, let me know and I’ll send reinforcements.”

“Consider it done.”

When Anastas returned to his office, he thought about ancient blood. One of his sister’s studies suggested that the blood of aristocrats was degenerating. The number of strong animals was decreasing, they were becoming increasingly difficult to catch, they weren’t bred in captivity, and many species had completely disappeared from the face of the Earth. Aristocrats... Initially, they, like a plague, devoured animals, forever changing the ecosystem, and then, for centuries, they had been devouring each other. Families were like endangered species.

Perhaps ancient blood had awakened in Sokolov. This happened sometimes. History recounted numerous examples where a family with a centuries-old history first became smaller, and then gave birth to a unique individual. Edgar wasn’t there yet, but the way he acted spoke of him as a prepared, decisive, and capable person. Strange occurrences followed him all the time… Sooner or later they would become clearer.

The Emperor sighed and sat down at the table, gazing into the distance. He wanted answers right away, but sometimes it was better to wait.

And Anastas Medvedev was a patient man.


Chapter 17
DETERMINATION




Sitting in class, I couldn’t shake the feeling that my classmates could hear how loud my heart was pounding. I absentmindedly tapped my fingers on the tabletop, struggling to focus on the teacher’s words. My mind kept drifting back to the night of the attack.

The battle had ended without major incident. I was alive, not wounded, and the only bad thing was that the demon escaped my grip alive. But I had bigger concerns than just the fight.

Firstly, he was a witness to my abilities. Secondly, there was a risk of him returning, armed with the experience of our encounter, or worse, informing Korshunov about what he saw, who might send a more formidable adversary after me.

I wanted to punch myself in the face for such an oversight. I got too relaxed. The sight of a peaceful life had dulled my vigilance. In the past, I wouldn’t have been so careless.

I was also worried that my hideout had been compromised. This meant that all this time, someone was watching me, and I didn’t even notice. I needed to create some kind of artifact that would track demons, but implementing it required too many calculations, supported by tests and observations. Making it work would be difficult, daunting, and expensive.

I couldn’t devote sufficient time to solve this problem. I had a lot of pressing matters to deal with now.

Due to the fact that my lair was uncovered, I had to abandon all my work there. There were no longer any traces of the source in the park. The loss of such a valuable location dampened my spirits. Finding a new place wasn’t an option for now. There was no way of knowing if I was being watched. I didn’t know who was watching me, and how much they saw, but maybe they were currently trying to decipher what exactly I was doing there.

In general, I was in a shitty mood. I managed to pull myself together by the second class. There was no point in beating myself up. It was better to focus on coming up with a solution.

My main problem was Korshunov. I first needed to figure out how to protect myself from him.

Blocking his spatial movements would immediately solve a number of problems. It would make it possible for me to sleep peacefully and not be afraid that Korshunov could flee during our confrontation.

When I go after him, I want to be sure I’ll catch him.

The meteorite stones were the key. It prevented Walkers from moving relying on distortion. This otherworldly material somehow introduced interference into the surrounding space. And not only for Walkers but also for energy as such. It was like a drop of detergent dispersing grease in a dirty pan.

I wanted to find a way to replicate this effect, strengthen it, and gain control over it. Learn how to create controlled chaos. Therefore, I spent the rest of the day analyzing data from one of the portal rooms, which I continued to monitor, drawing new seals to see exactly how the movements structured the space. I thought about how to disrupt it, and surprisingly, I made progress.

***

Having made sure my roommate was out, I contacted Volkov from the comfort of my apartment.

“I’m listening, Edgar.” I heard a familiar tired voice with a hint of excitement in it.

“Can you tell me Korshunov’s address?”

“So, straight into the lion’s den?” He laughed.

“Something like that.”

“What are you planning?”

“Nothing yet,” I lied.

“No, that’s not how this works.” I didn’t see him, but I clearly imagined him shaking his head. “Have you forgotten that Korshunov is my target?”

“So… You won’t tell me the address?”

“Tell me what you have in mind and then I’ll give you some advice.” He proposed.

“No.” Now was my turn to shake my head. “I won’t discuss my plans over the phone.”

“Meaning, you do have a plan…”

“For now, I simply want to know where my opponent lives.”

“You enjoy making things complicated, don’t you?” he grumbled. “Fine, have it your way.”

He dictated the address to me, but that didn’t make my task any easier.

I had to confront a strong opponent, who was undoubtedly prepared and well-protected. I assumed that he didn’t show his true strength in public, but if I encountered him away from prying eyes... Who knew what surprises awaited me?

I had already thought about the ideal venue. The easiest way to eliminate him would be in a public place, but... that also meant risking innocent lives, and potentially revealing my own capabilities. So it wasn’t an option. On the other hand, a secluded location would allow him to unleash his full power, and I had no idea what he was capable of. It would be a risk, but not a fatal one, if I prepared properly and went all in.

For that, I would have to use alchemy. And if I revealed my abilities in front of Korshunov, I’d definitely have to kill him.

***

Roman Korshunov exchanged glances with Yaroslav. His half-brother wasn’t the most patient man, but he had remained in the background until the incident with Sokolov. Only then Yaroslav insisted on a conversation, and for Roman, that took effort. His recent trip to the Emperor’s dungeon had fueled his paranoia, leaving him feeling like he was constantly watched in his own home.

They went out for a walk and after a while entered an abandoned building, intentionally choosing a deserted spot and navigating through its labyrinthine floors. Although someone eavesdropping on them was still an option, Roman hoped for at least a few minutes of privacy.

“You are not like your father,” Yaroslav said, breaking the silence. “You are weak.”

“Is that all?” Roman narrowed his eyes.

He felt that something had broken inside him. Not because of Yaroslav. But now, he could become the drop that would cause Roman to lose his temper.

Yaroslav was a walking proof of his father’s affairs and problems.

Roman understood that if the Emperor decided to communicate directly with his guards, it would be the end of them. Medvedevs remained unaware of the shape-shifting abilities, a secret their father was able to unravel in his laboratories. It opened up a lot of room for manipulation, but a single mistake could prove fatal.

How ironic. Father had been on the brink of victory. Had he completed the metamorphs project, he could have obliterated the Medvedevs and anyone else in his path. Yet, he opted to remain in the shadows, losing ground to the Rysevs. Why risk taking the lead if, if anything happened, you could replace anyone with your own people, and no one would know? Sadly, the project remained unfinished.

“What are you waiting for?” Yaroslav was irritated. “Everyone is wiping the floor with you. How much longer will you tolerate it? Isn’t it time to start executing the plan?”

“Are you really that dense?”

“Are you really such a coward and a weakling?” Yaroslav asked contemptuously.

“Don’t forget that you are nothing without me.”

“Oh really? I can leave at any moment, and then what will you do? Without protection, you will be torn to pieces. Volkov alone is enough to put an end to the Korshunov family.”

And he’s right.

Volkov was a Walker. His strength remained a mystery, but thus far, he had been successful in messing with Roman’s endeavors. Robbery, failed business deals, even the accident on the road. Roman had to buy a new car, which further depleted his already stretched budget. If this continued, he would quickly run out of money, even the funds left by his father.

“If the Emperor found out about the laboratory from a witness, then it’s a matter of time before the scientists are captured. If they apprehend them, that’s it for us. I can’t wait any longer,” Yaroslav said, visibly impatient.

He’s very openly rebellious. Something needs to be done about that. I’m losing control of the situation. Although I’ve never truly controlled it...

What Roman wanted most now was to punch his half-brother in the face and teach him his place. He may be a metamorph, but as a demon, he was weaker. But what would be the point? It would only create new problems.

Emotions aside, Yaroslav’s position was clear. He was a product of his father’s laboratory. Without the special ampoules, he would remain ordinary. To resume the production of the substance, it was necessary to gather scientists who had hastily abandoned the laboratory. And they had to find them before the Emperor’s people.

“Fine,” said Roman. “We will start.”

“I’m waiting for further instructions, sir,” Yaroslav answered sarcastically.

“Don’t be absurd,” Roman said irritably. “We need to establish our priorities first. Volkov, Sokolov, the business, the scientists, the Emperor. Any ideas about who to deal with and in what order?”

Roman asked though he doubted Yaroslav could contribute anything meaningful. He had yet to prove himself as a strategist. As a security guard, yes, he excelled. But could he handle something more complex?

“Sokolov is the least of our issues,” Yaroslav answered. “He’s nobody now. And from what I saw... He won’t cause trouble. Eliminating him will only attract unwanted attention. I can always take his guise, go to the Lyceum, and do something stupid. Kill the Emperor’s children, for example.”

“No!” Roman barked. “Are you a complete idiot? The Emperor would turn the whole country upside down for his children!”

“So what? All blame will fall on Sokolov.”

Roman remained silent. His initial reaction was a strong rejection of such heinous ideas. It was dangerous, and just plain vile. He had killed before, but he did it to protect his family, challenging his actual opponents and not their children. Yet, on the other hand... If there was a chance for them to survive, it would be in chaos. They needed to sow confusion and strike at the weak points.

“No,” Roman shook his head. “We won’t touch the children. And I doubt you’d leave the Lyceum full of aristocrats alive.”

“We’ll see. I can shapeshift into Sokolov and attack Olga Medvedev. She hangs out at the Lyceum often. If I escape, that could be the end of him.”

“Too risky.”

“Here we go again. Everything’s too risky for you.” Yaroslav rolled his eyes. “If you’re a coward, just say so. We won’t accomplish anything by tiptoeing around.”

“If you act thoughtlessly, we’ll get even less done.”

“I’m not suggesting rushing into anything.” Yaroslav stepped forward, determination burning in his eyes. “Let’s think it through, draw up a plan, and I’ll assume someone else’s identity...”

“You yourself said that Sokolov is the least of our problems. Let’s move on to other points. Volkov. What do we know about him?”

“Almost nothing. I wasn’t able to track down his address. He teleports every time. Can you put a mark on him?”

Roman winced. His brother knew too much about his abilities.

“I can, but that requires physical contact. We have to lure him out somehow.”

“We can use you as a bait.”

Roman nodded. They needed to choose a place where they would be away from prying eyes. Just like their current hideout, for example. But for some reason, Volkov was in no hurry to attack.

“Let’s go,” Roman said. “We’ve been here too long.”

“This conversation is not over.”

“I know. For now, I’ll start searching for the scientists. You gather information about the man my mother got together with. I don’t like that situation one bit.”

***

Rodion belonged to the class of immortals. Thanks to his pedigree, he had high regeneration, reflexes, increased speed of perception and all nervous processes. He had a poor sense of smell, compensated by the ability to sense heat, and highly durable skin.

But there was also a trace of Walkers in his lineage. Although the gift hadn’t fully manifested, Rodion could sense the spatial vibrations, knowing in advance where a Walker intended to appear.

At the moment, he looked like he was simply sitting in a chair. If anyone here had a keen sense of smell, they would have detected some blood. Rodion was immaculate, so they would have guessed that he had recently been in a fight.

With his eyes closed, he reviewed the known facts. Twenty minutes ago, the mission of locating Trofim’s base ended. Initially, the first strike force had been deployed, followed by Vasily Krach, a powerful Walker known for his ability to traverse great distances, who opened the passage for the second strike group.

After a brief battle, the base was secured. Rodion personally inspected the site — about a dozen residential buildings for the staff, along with a few other structures and a warehouse housing live weapons. There were two spiders, much more modest in size than the creature that attacked the train.

Their initial findings were disappointing. The base wasn’t a production facility, but a transit point where the “merchandise” arrived and was prepared for distribution.

This left Rodion with more questions than answers. But, one thing at a time…Right now, his team was interrogating Sadov and the others from the base. Nine people were detained, and he anticipated the report would be ready within a few hours.

So he waited patiently.

A couple of hours later, Rodion left his office after reviewing the interrogation results and headed to the place where Trofim was kept. It was in the same building, a couple of floors below. Halfway there, he sensed that something was wrong. Someone wanted to teleport here.

Hastening his steps, he rushed down the stairs, narrowly avoiding colliding with a guard who happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. When Rodion burst into the dungeon, he realized that he had made it in time. Trofim was conscious. He understood what was happening and threw an angry look at Rodion.

In the meantime, Rodion focused on how the space was slowly expanding to the sides. Whoever wanted to visit them, wasn’t able to do so quickly. But the very fact that someone managed to breach the security measures was deeply unsettling. This place was fortified with protective stones, making it inaccessible to outside Walkers.

The security reacted right away. They came running, ready to repel any attack, even though they didn’t understand what was going on.

Rodion jumped towards Trofim and hit him in the head. The prisoner passed out, and Rodion threw him towards the exit.

The space finally parted, and a grenade materialized... As expected.

The detonation was timed perfectly. The explosion covered the entire room. Trofim was propelled out the door, his body crashing into the wall. Rodion was thrown in the opposite direction. He managed to close his eyes and shield himself, but still, the blow was devastatingly strong. The next second, his wounds began to heal and his bones fell back into place.

When Rodion looked at what was happening, he saw how a stranger decapitated Trofim. Wearing a black suit and with his face covered by a helmet, it was impossible to determine who this Walker was.

A second later, he disappeared.

***

“Sir, you’ve got mail.” The maid entered the house, holding a white envelope in her hands.

Roman frowned and squinted at the message.

“From whom?”

“We don’t know. A messenger delivered it to the house with instructions for it to be handed directly to you.”

Roman tensed. It could be anything, starting from poison and ending with bad news.

“Put it on the table,” he said.

The maid did what she was told and ran out of the office.

How long will it be before the servants run away from the sinking ship like rats?

Roman observed the envelope for several minutes, hesitant to touch it. An inexplicable sense of dread washed over him, but eventually, he resolutely took the envelope, tore off the wax seal, and took out a handwritten note.

“I propose to resolve our issue once and for all. Come to the designated location. I know you’re a Walker.”

Below was the address, meeting time, and signature “E.S.”

Roman read the message several times and then tore it into pieces. Unable to calm down, he called a servant, ordered him to fetch him some matches, and burned the letter.

The least of our issues, my ass...


Chapter 18
AND THE WINNER IS…




No matter how much I wanted it, the issue couldn’t be resolved swiftly. Ironically, the main reason for this were my studies. I waited for the weekend to ensure there would be no distractions.

I found it amusing that the classes at the Lyceum served as a reason to postpone the duel. I wondered if other students had the same problems?

However, despite the delay, I didn’t waste time. On the contrary, I poured all my efforts into preparation so much that I felt drained at the end of each day. Constantly glancing over my shoulder on the way to and from the house only heightened my tension.

With Korshunov, I was straightforward. I made an appointment with him on Sunday, outside the city, in the forest. I went there on Saturday morning and spent the day preparing the ground.

If an alchemist was given time, nothing could stop him. I converged lines of energy to sustain me and dotted the forest with dozens of small traps. These traps were designed to aid me if something went wrong. Additionally, I set up several basic traps, mindful of the fact that I would be facing a dangerous demon Walker.

I believed Korshunov would try to deal with me alone, considering his outcast status and the fact that I knew about his secret. But even if he brought an army, I believed I could handle it.

All that remained for me was to wait for the appointed hour. After my extensive preparations, it would be ironic if he didn’t show up or forgot to altogether.

Finally, at the appointed hour, I received the signal that Korshunov had crossed the first circuit. Soon after, I saw his figure. He walked slowly among the trees, casting glances behind him every now and then. The temperature outside was zero, and the ground was damp from the recent rain, so if he rushed, he could slip. The dense forest obscured visibility after just a few steps. I waited for Korshunov in the clearing, where he emerged, scanning his surroundings.

Bringing the enemy to the right time and place was an art of its own. I chose the forest because terrain was familiar to me, granting me an advantage. I hoped Korshunov, being a city dweller, wouldn’t be able to match my skills of navigating through a forest.

“Sokolov!” he shouted. “I didn’t expect you to challenge me.”

“You could have guessed it after your assassins failed!” I shouted back while discreetly assessing whether he came alone.

It appeared he was alone.

“My assassins?” Korshunov looked genuinely surprised. “I don’t understand what you’re talking about.”

Of course you don’t, I thought to myself.

No other signals came, so I decided it was time to act. I released the ball. As I jerked, Korshunov pulled out a gun and opened fire. The bullets bounced off me, and the ball crashed into his chest.

He either didn’t have time to dodge, or he underestimated the danger. His body was thrown back. With a slight cry, he fell to the ground.

It was too simple... His speed and reaction time should have been better... Before I could finish that thought and make the next move, a shadow flashed from the side. I backhanded the enchanted dagger and hit someone, but that someone was so fast and strong that they easily overpowered me.

They grabbed me and hurled me into a portal.

***

Roman called his half-brother to his office and told him about Sokolov’s message soon after it arrived on Saturday evening. They didn’t have much time. Edgar invited him to meet and resolve their issues tomorrow.

“The least of our issues, right?” Roman remarked sarcastically.

“I don’t see how this is an issue,” Yaroslav replied.

Roman remained silent, although his mind raced with concerns. The fact that Sokolov decided to take action could lead to disaster. Eliminating him could become a reason for the Emperor to intervene. In the event of Edgar’s death, the Korshunov family would be the primary suspect, even if there were no witnesses.

“You have no choice,” Yaroslav said. “The time for decisive action has come, whether you like it or not.”

Roman kept thinking in silence. Where Sokolov was involved, Volkov was likely to follow. The fact that Sokolov had learned of his Walker abilities changed everything... But how? And from whom? Had he already disclosed his secret to others?

“I have a plan. Get ready, we’ll move out at night.” Roman made a decision. He really had no choice.

A few hours later, they ventured out together, leaving the other guards behind to look after Camilla. His mother was still missing, but he had no time to think about her now.

By dawn, after executing several evasive maneuvers, Roman believed they had successfully eluded any spies.

“Care to share your plan?” Yaroslav inquired.

“I don’t believe that Sokolov wants a duel. This must be a trap. So, you’ll pretend to be me.”

“Is that so?” Yaroslav chuckled.

“You’ll distract him.”

And if he kills you, it won’t be much of a loss.

“And I’ll intervene, open a portal, and take him with me. The battle will take place on our territory so that Volkov can’t interfere.”

“What’s next?”

“Then we’ll kill him,” Roman stated confidently. “You will assume his form. For a couple of days, you’ll act as if nothing happened, attend classes, and do what he does. I’ll provide myself with a solid alibi. Then you’ll simply disappear, just like our annoying problem.”

“Sounds good. But I would still make the most of posing as him.”

“No murders.”

“We can do a lot of things. For example, pick a fight with someone strong to have a reason to run away.”

“It’s an option.” Roman nodded reluctantly.

It really was. But he knew that the more Yaroslav interacted with others as Sokolov, the greater the chance that he would be discovered.

***

I fell out of the portal in an unfamiliar place. I somersaulted, jumped up, swung the dagger again, but didn’t hit anyone. I saw how the black blob was closing, and Korshunov was lying next to it.

How? He had been in a completely different place just now...

There was no time to think. The only reason why I was still alive was the dagger. I made it to block Korshunov’s healing abilities — that was why he was now clutching a wound, blinking at me in bewilderment.

Jumping up to him, I struck him with the knife again, but he intercepted my hand, squeezing it so hard that he almost broke it. I released the weapon, and the ring on my finger activated the dagger’s movement. Korshunov didn’t expect this. The blade slid across his cheek, narrowly missing his eye. He let go of me, stepped back, and tried to create distance.

I pulled the dagger back and threw it at him, this time with more success. The blade went straight into his stomach, sending him crashing to the ground. As I attempted to retrieve the weapon, Korshunov seized it, pulled it out of the wound, and held onto it.

“What the hell,” he croaked.

Quickly taking a bottle out of his pocket, Korshunov jumped even further away from me and gulped its contents. It took him less than two seconds. Wounds that weren’t supposed to close began to heal right before my eyes.

Despite my preparations for the fight, his rapid recovery and the portal caught me off guard. We were in the middle of nowhere, somewhere in the mountains. It was a little warmer here, which meant that we were far from the capital.

Korshunov recovered, he grabbed the dagger more comfortably and charged at me.

“BASTARD!” His roar full of hatred told me that I shouldn’t joke with the demon.

Screw him! I still had a few tricks up my sleeve. I hit the ground with my palm. The ready-to-go seal was activated, and a stone spike flew towards Korshunov from under his feet. Next, I pulled the dagger again, and it jumped out of his hand.

“Who the hell are you?!” Korshunov continued to yell, as he got stuck with a spike sticking out of his stomach and trying to pull it out.

I threw the dagger in his direction, accelerating it to its limit. The enchanted blade reached its goal once again. But Korshunov also managed to attack, blood gushing from his wound. He pulled out a knife out of his jacket and threw it at me. I saw it flying towards me, but I didn’t have time to react, everything happened too fast. My dagger pierced Korshunov’s side, while his knife struck me in the chest, throwing me backward.

Damn demons...

I didn’t understand how Korshunov ended up next to me. He fell on me, pressed me to the ground, and grabbed me by the throat. But, by being so close, he gave me the opportunity to activate the mark in my dagger.

Which I did.

He arched in pain, and I threw him aside, feeling the blood flowing down my neck. Somehow, he was able to hurt me. Feeling my chest healing and the wounds slowly closing, I crawled to the side, still struggling to understand what was happening.

When I came to my senses, I saw Korshunov. He was disheveled and pale, but his gaze was wild and frantic. He held an empty ampoule in his hand. Another one… Damn it!

We clashed again. He lunged at me, and I, using my and his blood, created a seal of destruction, into which he fell. According to the plan, his body was supposed to turn into dust, but I didn’t see it happen.

The bastard slammed into me, pushing me back and throwing me down. I didn’t even have time to realize when my soul sank into my heels and the feeling of solid ground under my feet disappeared, as Korshunov abruptly moved away and disappeared behind the ridge.

A moment later, the rocky earth enveloped me in its embrace.

***

I woke up in the same place where I had fallen. Alive. My wounds healed, but a strong feeling of hunger overwhelmed me, signaling that I had reached my limit.

Things had gone terribly awry. I hoped that Korshunov was dead, but that was just wishful thinking. He was able to surprise me twice. First by sending his double, and then by these damn ampoules that strengthened his abilities. What was in them?

Struggling, I sat up, catching my breath for a moment, before summoning the strength to stand. Anxiety gnawed at me with each passing second. Korshunov could still be lurking nearby, ready to strike.

My first move was to get away from this patch of grass I ended up on. I had fallen about fifteen feet, as far as I could tell. If my enemy wasn’t wounded, he could attack me from above. I remembered how fast he was.

The second thing I did was create an attack seal. If he came for me, I would be ready to retaliate. But as I created it, I realized I had very little strength left. Insufficient for continuing the fight.

Despite my weakened state, I had prepared a few more traps to thwart my pursuer. I also kept the meteorite iron within reach. Even though Korshunov clearly had a different approach, I caught a glimpse of what his gift looked like. He didn’t expand the space but opened black holes. Or something like that... Not only was he a Walker, but his ability was so unique that my defense had been useless.

Before coming to the duel, I made some tests for enhancing my spatial-blocking defense, and now my third step was to try to make adjustments and add the blood of my enemy. The future fight would show whether this would be enough.

The fourth thing I did was checking my connection with my dagger. I didn’t know where it was, but the bond with it responded, indicating it was somewhere above. So, I decided to leave it there, because, for all I knew, it could still be in Korshunov’s abdomen, preventing him from recovering.

Rushing seemed pointless for many reasons. Mainly because I didn’t see a way to get to the top. I needed a little time to accumulate strength before devising a plan.

I had some of Korshunov’s blood left and took out the compass I had crafted. It immediately pointed to where I expected. Dead or alive, Korshunov was somewhere above, where he had thrown me from.

There was a chance to escape, but I just dismissed that idea. I had no idea where I was and there was no way that I’d leave the enemy alive behind my back. This was the duel to the very end. So I knew I’d have to climb up once I got ready for the next round.

***

When I climbed up, I immediately saw Korshunov. Alive. He was sitting on a stone, motionless and staring at me.

“Who the fuck are you?” he asked.

He held the dagger in his hands. Surprisingly, I didn’t notice any traces of wounds on him. Even though he looked just as worn out as I did, if not worse.

“Before we continue, can you tell me where we are? I want to figure out how to get out of here.”

“What makes you think that you will survive our meeting?” He squinted at me unkindly.

“Why, do you still have a lot of those ampoules left?”

From the way his face twitched, I knew that he had run out of this miraculous remedy. And he realized that I knew.

“Why, do you have any more tricks left?” He shot back angrily. “You’re too weak to survive this fight.”

If that were the case, he would have killed me already. His hesitation suggested that he was either afraid, or he had suffered greatly. I poured all my knowledge into the dagger to block his abilities, and according to my calculations, it should have been fatal for him. But I couldn’t have predicted that he had those ampoules and their effect — which now made anything possible, including the scenario where he was fully recovered, ready to kill me, and the only reason he hesitated was the desire to find out what I had done to him.

“Why the hell did you even challenge me?” He broke the silence.

“Are you seriously asking me that?” I was surprised.

Every second of delay was an ounce of additional strength that I was gathering.

“Because of what my father did to your family? I was in another country at that time!”

“Lame excuses...”

I attacked first, wanting to retrieve my dagger. It almost popped out of his hand, but he was able to hold onto it, although it made him slip off the rock.

Having regained his footing, he ran towards me. He was slower now. I met him with the weakening seal. We clashed fiercely, exchanging blows without much regard for defense. He tried to strike with the dagger, but it was my weapon. I easily deflected the blade and almost turned it against him a couple of times.

We traded kicks, punches, and blocks, inflicting and enduring pain in equal measure. I landed a blow to his jaw, and he countered with a punch in the ribs. I split his lip, he broke my nose. He nearly crippled my knee, and I managed to twist his arm. Panting, we paused, locked in a stalemate. I could have broken his bone, but he attempted to strike me with the dagger, forcing me to hold back.

Breaking free from each other’s embrace, we rushed into battle again after a minute. Now we were equal in strength. Our wounds were slowly closing, but not fast enough to grant either of us a decisive advantage.

At one point, the dagger was flung aside. I would have retrieved it, but I lacked the strength even for such a simple task. We staggered away from each other, gasping for breath.

Then, as if in sync, we lunged back into combat. Our legs shook, muscles burned, and sweat stung our wounds. Korshunov attempted to conjure a portal, evident from the circles he traced with his hand.

But to his surprise, nothing happened.

I couldn’t help but laugh. It was an evil, offensive laugh.

“Doesn’t work?”

“How... You little jerk!”

Korshunov roared, crashed into me again, and... Today was clearly not my day. Or his, for that matter. We fell together from a small cliff, but a couple of feet were enough to sap the last of my spirit.

We lay there for several minutes, groaning and putting ourselves back together. When I was able to turn over, I realized that I’d have to put an end to this right now or I’d be finished.

Spitting blood, I drew a seal on a stone, feeling everything inside me going cold. At this moment, Korshunov also stood up. I saw black claws glistening on his fingers, but I had no strength left to be surprised.

He lunged at me, but I managed to react. A red arrow entered his shoulder as he dodged. I was aiming for his heart. The blood turned into a weapon, pierced him right through, and threw him away from me. He didn’t get up. But I couldn’t get up either. I collapsed right there, exhausted, and passed out.

***

The second awakening was far less pleasant than the first. Night had fallen, bringing with it a biting cold. It was a miracle I had woken up at all. Suspended animation had been too close, but evidently, my body had a strong desire for life and managed to scrape together some crumbs of strength to recover.

Struggling to turn over, I finally managed to get up. Korshunov was also there. The bastard had also woken up and crawled about twenty feet away from me. A large pool of blood glistened beneath where he lay.

I listened to my body and concluded that it was better to forget about alchemy for the next hour and a couple of hearty meals. Creating the last seal almost killed me.

Blood was a peculiar substance. Forbidden. It possessed great power, mostly destructive. But it also imposed demands on those who turned to it. If you weren’t strong enough, it left you weak, exhausted, wounded…

“Sokolov!” Korshunov croaked and shouted. “Why won’t you die already?!”

“Fuck you!” I wanted to shout, but only a quiet whisper came out.

“Where do you think you can go? The city is hundreds of miles away,” Korshunov mocked desperately.

It felt like not only my plan had collapsed, but his had as well.

Gathering what remained of my strength, I summoned my dagger. It descended to where we were. As its handle touched my palm, I felt considerably more confident than Korshunov did.

My imagination painted pictures of how I would reach him and finish him off. But life had other plans.

There was a howl. Strong, bone-chilling. At that moment, Korshunov and I looked into each other’s eyes and shared a silent acknowledgment that the howl boded ill for us both. Especially in our weakened states.

I rushed to the nearest tree. Korshunov followed suit, choosing a tree on the left.

I climbed up before him and saw several gray figures jump out of the forest. If they had done this a second earlier, Korshunov would have been torn to pieces, but… He was safe and sound among the leaves. How was he so agile? I climbed higher and grabbed a branch, feeling dizzy.

“Gray wolves!” I heard Korshunov’s hushed voice. “They always travel in packs. Have you heard of them?”

I didn’t, but I said nothing. The fact that there were beasts here meant that the city was indeed far away. Just how powerful was he as a Walker to move across such a distance?!

We sat in the tree for a few minutes, watching the wolves circle below. They tried to reach us by jumping high — at least ten feet. I silently cursed our luck and the twisted humor of fate. We were lucky that the trees were tall and strong enough to protect us.

“You mentioned they travel in packs,” I broke the silence. “How large?”

“It depends on how lucky we are. From seven to twenty of them.”

Just great.

“Meeting a pack is great luck,” Korshunov mocked. “If you are full of strength. Come on, throw your dagger at them.”

“Better yet, let’s tear them apart with your claws. Go ahead. I won’t even interfere.”

Korshunov didn’t respond. Among the yellow foliage, I could hardly see him. He climbed higher, just to stay on the safe side and, apparently, had no intention of coming down. He definitely tried to open a portal once, but it didn’t work. I checked my pocket to see if the meteorite stone was still there — and it was, undamaged.

“How do you block the portals?” he couldn’t resist asking.

“Through thoughts and prayers!”

Did he really think that I would tell him my secrets?

Perhaps Korshunov had moved us here intentionally. There was a possibility that this was his territory, and if so, there could be vast uninhabited miles surrounding us, making this situation even worse for me.

It could take me anywhere from a week to a month to return to the capital.

About ten minutes later, having recovered a little, I created a weak diagnostic seal to check the beasts’ level of strength. Fortunately, in this form it required little energy. The results were disappointing: strong skin and regeneration were all I could determine with precision. Surely wolves had some other abilities, but I was still too hungry and weak to make any stronger seals.

In an hour or two of meditation, I could accumulate enough strength to finish off a couple of wolves, but if there is a pack of them...

Moreover, if I finished them off, I’d expend energy again, while Korshunov accumulated strength. It wouldn’t be difficult for him to kill me.

“Nobody knows you are a Walker, right?” I asked.

“And no one will!” he stated confidently.

“You don’t think I didn’t take any precautions, do you? If I don’t return by morning, the Emperor will receive a letter.”

There was a ringing silence from a nearby tree, interrupted only by a wolf’s howl. The beast didn’t like us talking.

“Damn you, Edgar!” An angry voice rang out.

“Right back at you! You’re the one who started this!”

“Me?! I didn’t even know about your existence, you fucking idiot! If it weren’t for that meeting at the restaurant, I would never have known!”

“You’re an idiot!” My cheeks were burning. “It was you who sent assassins after me, not the other way around!”

“What assassins?! I didn’t send anyone! If I wanted to, I’d kill you myself!”

“Oh, cut the crap. After our meeting, your people came for me.”

“You’re delusional!”

Well, if he didn’t want to confess, that was fine. It wouldn’t change anything anyway.

“Wait a minute! So, you challenged me because someone tried to kill you?!” He sounded confused.

“Not just anyone, but your people!”

“What makes you think that they were mine?!”

“And whose else could they be?” I laughed.

No, really, who else could want me dead?

“What happened to those people?”

“They’re dead.” I didn’t try to lie.

“You are a fool, Edgar. If I wanted you dead, you’d be dead already. I would have personally made sure of that. As a last resort, I’d sent my guards to distract you. But all of my guards are alive.”

“You can tell that to someone else, Korshunov. I don’t trust you.”

“Why would I lie now?”

The question hung in the air. Maybe he was trying to devise a plan to escape while we were chatting. Meanwhile, I focused on strengthening the blocking artifact. I had to prevent Korshunov from leaving this place at all costs.

***

After about twenty minutes I felt confident enough to try to attack one of the wolves. I hurled a dagger at it, accelerating it to pierce the creature’s skin. The beast squealed and ran away, hiding behind the trees. I just batted my eyes at this. The creature quickly ran away so far that my connection with the dagger disappeared.

“What, did you lose your toy?” Korshunov burst out laughing.

“Go to hell.”

“We’re so formidable, aren’t we,” he continued laughing. “Listen, Edgar, it looks like you and I will have to come to an agreement.”

“About what?” I put all my skepticism into the question.

“About how to get out of here. You can’t finish me off, and I can’t finish you off. This is a stalemate. Remove what is blocking me, and I will open the portal back.”

“Are you taking me for a fool? As soon as I remove the blocking, you will immediately disappear.”

“So, what then? The Emperor will find out that I am a Walker?”

“He will find out, no doubt about it.”

“So don’t doubt that I will be taken in for interrogation. Where I will gladly tell them about all the miracles that I saw here. Walkers blocking device? Flying daggers? Weakening demons? Oh, Edgar, your tricks can get you into big trouble. What do you think will happen to you after this? Will the Emperor pat your shoulder or lock you away? Or worse?”

“He’d probably prefer to enlist me in his service. Personally, I don’t mind. I quite like the Emperor.”

In truth, I didn’t feel all that confident, otherwise I would have already taken Korshunov to the Emperor’s people instead of fighting him to the bitter end. Unfortunately, my abilities would raise too many questions. I hadn’t forgotten what it felt like when your loved ones were threatened. And the feeling of powerlessness... Falling into the clutches of the Emperor would be a guaranteed loss of freedom.

Moreover, there was no letter. It was pure bluff. A desperate attempt to assert control over the situation. But to agree to Korshunov’s proposal... I wasn’t fooling myself. If he got a chance, he’d kill me. And I would do the same to him.

There was silence again. It seemed to be getting colder by the minute. The temperature couldn’t have changed that much, but it was windy up here. I felt my body stiffening. I was dressed in autumn clothes: a jacket, pants, and boots. Usually, that would suffice, but I didn’t expect to find myself in the mountains. Running and fighting warmed me up for a while, but after sitting on a branch for a while…

“Sokolov...” I heard a tired voice. “No matter how you’re blocking my movement, how long do you think it will last? You may fall asleep or pass out. Sooner or later, I will overcome you and free myself. Agree to my offer while it’s still on the table.”

No wolves were visible in the darkness. Maybe they were gone. But I didn’t want to go and check.

“I have a better idea,” I replied, rubbing my palms. “If I toss you on the ground, the wolves will be very pleased, don’t you think?”

“Do it then,” he replied irritably. “What are you waiting for? I’m bored out of my mind, to be honest.”

I was tempted to take that risk. Gather my strength, blast the tree out from under him, or come up with something else. But then what? I couldn’t stay here forever.

“What do you suggest?”

“You remove the blockage, I open the portal, and we both leave.”

“What’s stopping you from escaping first and leaving me here?”

“Your letter.”

“I doubt it. You might intercept it.”

“If I don’t, I’ll come back for you, don’t worry,” he mocked me again.

“It won’t work that way. Can you open a portal to any place?”

“Of course not.”

There was no faith in his words, but I accepted the answer. What else did I have left?

“Can you open a portal to the city center, not far from the Lyceum?”

“No way. We can’t have anyone see you appear out of nowhere.”

“I’ll only agree if you transfer me to the city. Your people could be still waiting for me at our meeting place. By the way, who was under your guise?”

“It doesn’t matter,” came the answer after a minute of silence.

Another secret. I didn’t understand how Korshunov pulled off this trick, but I was sure that the Emperor would be interested in it.

“Just so you know, the blockage will not disappear with my death. You’ll stay here if anything happens to me.”

“Interesting. So, do we have a deal? I open the portal, you leave, and then I leave? What guarantees that you won’t put a stop to my transfer after you leave?”

“Don’t be stupid, I’ll have to turn it off for you to open the passage.”

“It doesn’t sound very convincing.”

“This is your plan, not mine.”

Just in case, while we were chatting, I drew a seal on the tree trunk with my keys. With no other sharp objects at hand, it was my best option. I checked several times to see if the wounded wolf had returned. It might have, but it did so without the dagger.

Having finished with the first seal, I began working on the next one. I needed guarantees that Korshunov wouldn’t immediately move after the blocking was removed. That’s why I sculpted an anomaly detector on my knee. If he opened a portal not for me but for himself, I’d immediately reactivate the blocking.

An hour later, having made all the preparations, I called out to him.

“Are you still alive?”

“Of course,” he answered calmly. Apparently, sitting in the cold helped him clear his mind and calmed him down.

“I removed the blocking. Don’t try to escape.”

In truth, even if I failed and he escaped, I wouldn’t be too upset. I would have to deal with the wolves on my own, that wasn’t that bad. If anything, they would serve me as a hearty lunch. And then I’d get out somehow. I had seen myself through worse situations before.

The leaves rustled. In the gap, I saw Korshunov’s figure. He extended his hand as far as he could and then began to move it through the air. Soon I noticed the portal opening. When it was fully formed, light appeared. Not from the portal, but from the night streets of the capital.

“I can’t reach it from here.” I shook my head in annoyance.

“Fuck, Sokolov, don’t be stupid! Do you think I can open them just anywhere?! Jump through it and get lost! I hope I’ll never have to see your stupid face again!”

“How long can you hold it open?” I didn’t fall for his fiery speech.

“About ten minutes. But it’s better not to wait that long. It takes energy, you know.”

Great. This gave me a unique opportunity to study the existing portal. Not a short flash, but a stable hole in space. I also wanted to make sure that this wasn’t a hoax, and that the passage led to the right place. On the other side really was a city. But was it the capital?

There was a direction in my craft called the Alchemy of Fixation. A perfect tool when you needed to secure something. I created a seal based on it and pushed it towards the portal. It trembled a little and froze. I did it!

“What did you do?!” I heard Korshunov’s dissatisfied cry.

I didn’t answer. I just jumped forward, straight into the portal.


Chapter 19
THE AGREEMENT




As soon as I was on the other side, I exhaled with relief. I turned around and created a seal to study the portal. It looked as if the night itself had thickened and created a hole.

Before the portal began to collapse, I took note of all its parameters for future use. For about two minutes, my research was accompanied by Korshunov’s angry screams and swearing from the other side.

A second before the alchemy stopped working, I activated the blocker and saw the portal suddenly collapse. Great! This meant I could destroy an open portal.

On my way home, I had time to think about what had happened. I lost the battle. The only thing that consoled me was that I was able to get a lot of invaluable information. Korshunov was far from simple. He had a double! I had never seen that before! What was that anyway? An illusion? A clone? No, it couldn’t have been an illusion — my seal detected a living person who was very similar to Roman. A twin brother?

Be that as it may, I had to take this possibility into account in the future. I would like to know what other secrets Korshunov was hiding.

I could hardly call our fight a complete defeat. Considering the difference in strength, I did pretty good. Half of my ideas worked. If it weren’t for the trick with the double and the transfer, I would have won. Having broken down what had happened, I found where I made a mistake. When the false Korshunov approached me, I scanned the perimeter to see if anyone else was sneaking up on me. I checked, made sure that no one was there, and relaxed.

No, seriously... Who would have thought that another Walker would attack me? Where did he come from? I knew the Korshunov family was disgraced, their social ties had been all destroyed. No wonder Camilla complained that no one talked to her. Roman was the last man left. Who else could attack me? Camilla? I considered this a possibility but didn’t believe it.

This wasn’t the first time I had underestimated my opponent. It seemed like nothing ever went according to my plan. There were still many things I didn’t know about this world. And I couldn’t prepare for something I didn’t even know existed.

This time, my mistake was that I prepared for a completely different fight, focusing on the enemy. Unfortunately, alchemy didn’t grant constant control the surrounding space.

The movement blocking needed to be improved. The seal I created on my knees was sheer luck, not a precise calculation.

As we had agreed, Korshunov opened a portal in the center, not far from the Lyceum, in some kind of courtyard. I quickly saw familiar surroundings and went to the apartment, trying to be as inconspicuous as possible. I was covered in dirt and blood — if anyone saw me, they would call the police.

I was starving, and I couldn’t wait to get home. I tiptoed into the apartment so as not to wake up my roommate, but quickly realized that this wasn’t something I should worry about. Judging by the moans coming from his room and women’s shoes at the entrance, Matvey was having fun. Fantastic.

I took off my shoes, picked them up, and carried them to the bathroom. I quickly washed my face, wiped the blood off my hands, and went to the kitchen to grab a bite. Chewing as I walked, I returned to the bathroom and began to clean up.

After about thirty minutes, I relaxed. The feeling of warmth returned and my body began to recover. Not all the damage was healed at once, but I felt much better.

That night I slept like the dead, with the blocker under my pillow.

***

Roman found Yaroslav where he left him — in the forest where they met Sokolov. He looked unchanged since their last encounter, except for the pallor of his face. In the darkness, it was impossible to discern, but Roman had long ago honed his ability to perceive subtle shades of color.

“You took your sweet time,” Yaroslav said instead of greeting. “I see you got screwed. Please tell me this carrion is dead.”

“Sokolov is alive.”

“You left him in the middle of nowhere? Let’s go back and finish him off.”

“No. He returned to the city. We made an agreement.”

“Brother...” Yaroslav was taken aback. “Are you a complete idiot?”

“Shut up. You naively thought that Edgar wouldn’t be a problem. Well... Today we learned otherwise. Stop lounging around; it’s time to leave.”

Yaroslav visibly tensed. For several seconds Roman thought that he would attack him, but that didn’t happen.

The next moment, Roman opened a portal and moved them to another place. It wasn’t exactly a secret hideout, but rather a room stocked with medicines, a first aid kit, clean clothes, food, and everything else a man may need to recover from a fight.

“What happened between you two?” Yaroslav asked, watching his brother dive into the food.

“We gave each other a good beating. Then we reached an understanding.”

“You do realize that he’s seen too much, right? By morning, our heads will be on the Emperor’s table.”

Roman didn’t answer. Such a risk really existed.

“I learned a lot about him too. We are in a stalemate.”

“Are you sure his secrets are important enough for him not to rat us out?”

Roman thought about it. He remembered that Sokolov was able to fatally surprise him multiple times. First with the dagger... Roman was ready to swear that it was no ordinary weapon. He couldn’t heal the wounds it inflicted, and it practically deactivated his further regeneration. His body refused to obey, his reaction speed dropped, and he became weak. If it had been an ordinary knife, Roman would not have felt anything. And the fact that Sokolov controlled the dagger? What kind of telekinesis was that?! Impossible! It felt like he didn’t go up against an ordinary aristocrat, but met a wizard from a fairy tale. But that wasn’t all. His ability to block portals was the biggest surprise.

“Yes, I’m sure,” Roman answered. “Let’s put this topic aside for now.”

As they made their way home, he mulled over the twists and turns life had thrown at him. Now he had another adversary. The memory of the pain Sokolov inflicted on him lingered in his body. What a cunning guy... And why had he lied about the assassins coming for him? Or was he telling the truth? If so, then Sokolov had enemies.

The thought sent a shiver down Roman’s spine as he sat in the car on the journey home. The question lingered: would Sokolov run to inform the Emperor’s agents about their skirmish? There was a slim chance he might not. But if someone else were to eliminate him... The prospect of incriminating evidence coming into light filled Roman with dread.

He could feel the executioner’s axe hovering above him, ready to fall at any moment. And he wouldn’t know when that moment would come.

If he were Sokolov, the first thing Roman would do, even if there was no letter, would be to fabricate the said evidence. He would take the documents to the bank and order that in the event of his death, the news be conveyed to the Emperor.

In this scenario, if someone were to kill Sokolov, it would spell disaster. As he sat in the car, gazing out the window, Roman contemplated the extent of their stalemate. What if all of this was orchestrated by the Emperor? What if... he found someone, trained them, and set them against his family? If so, a punitive squad might come knocking on their door that very night.

Roman felt panic and anxiety overwhelm him.

I’m not ready for all this... It’s too difficult...

He felt as though the entire world had turned against him. Should he just give up and disappear? He would take Camilla with him. But where would they go? Back to the islands? There was at least something familiar waiting for him there.

Roman imagined what that would look like. Without his father’s support, he was nothing there. Just because he studied there before didn’t guarantee anything. It was one thing to be an aristocrat from an influential family, even if from a foreign land, and another to be a fugitive. No one would give him a chance to rise. Without a name, power, loyal people... At best, they would be able to start a modest, ordinary life. Working in a factory? Funny. What would Camilla do? Become a secretary for some small businessman? A mistress who would give birth to an heir with a good pedigree?

Roman didn’t see any bright prospects in escaping. Just as he had never seen them in his homeland.

I need to come up with something... I need a plan...

His thoughts were racing. He was looking for peace but couldn’t find it. Yaroslav was sitting next to him, dissatisfied and irritated, silently staring out the window.

I need to prepare an escape plan. If they try to grab me again, I won’t go quietly. But for now, they haven’t made a move...

***

The Emperor personally visited the explosion site. No one had wiped away the traces of blood yet. The body was taken away, but the room still reeked of death. The beast inside Anastas growled. He was furious that a strong attacker had managed to enter his territory.

“Are you done playing, Rodion?” Anastas turned to him.

He met the gaze calmly. Without fear, doubt, or guilt. He didn’t even bow his head, which irritated the Emperor even more.

“Aren’t you at all afraid that I’ll punish you?”

“To be honest, sir, no,” he answered indifferently.

Anastas chuckled, contemplating whether to put the impudent man in his place. For a moment, their primal instincts clashed. But how could a bear intimidate a venomous snake? Their minds operated in such different realms that they hardly noticed each other. Until the bear crushed the cold-blooded creature.

Or the snake bit the bear.

“How do you explain your mistake?” the Emperor asked dryly, regaining control of his emotions and instincts.

“There was no mistake.”

“The death of a witness is not a mistake?”

“This is an exchange of figures.”

“Hmm...” The Emperor came closer and effortlessly towered over Rodion, who was a head shorter than him. “Explain yourself.”

“Two of the three stones protecting this place have been melted. A little more and they would have completely collapsed. Today, we received confirmation that there are individuals capable of this.”

The Emperor nodded, accepting the explanation, though it only worsened his headache. Meteorite iron had allowed for peaceful nights, free from fear of his children being killed.

And this illusion of security had been dispelled today.

“That information is... important. But did you find out who is behind this?”

“Trofim acted as a middleman. He received the goods, delivered them to his base, and cultivated them using someone else’s technology. I haven’t yet found the mastermind. Clearly, they are foreigners, but their identities remain elusive. Sadov claims that the suppliers preferred to stay anonymous.”

“How long have they been doing this?”

“This was the first batch. We were fortunate to discover it early. Otherwise, the spiders would have been delivered to the customers.”

“But why? Why would anyone buy these creatures? What’s so valuable about them?” The Emperor struggled to see the bigger picture.

“A spider can destroy any plant. They get stronger by absorbing metal. Their destructive potential... is impressive.”

“Have there been similar incidents worldwide?”

“Foreign intelligence isn’t my purview.” Rodion shook his head.

The Emperor grimaced. Foreign intelligence was another thing giving him a headache. Because it was almost nonexistent. As it sometimes seemed to the Emperor, the only reason why the country had not yet been captured by enemies were Walkers and demons. If the invaders were to attack, the families would have united. History had already known examples when internal conflicts were cast aside in order to fight a common enemy.

But there was no guarantee that it would happen again. Power struggles and family wars had shaken the overall trust, hindering unity. Anastas worked tirelessly every day to fix this. He made alliances, bribed, intrigued, gave relief to some, punished others, introduced new reforms, and tried to make the country work as it should.

It was amazing how fragile a nation could be. If he was to perish now, the country would likely descend into chaos, becoming a fragmented collection of principalities. Even the sale of these spiders looked like a deliberate action against the state — the criminals had chosen to do that here and now because of the lawlessness that had been prevailing during the power struggle.

“We managed to find out who bought the first spider,” Rodion added.

“And who was it?” Anastas asked, his voice full of curiosity.

“The Belogrudovs.”

“Oh, well,” was all Anastas said. “Can’t two bears get along in the same territory?”

Rodion shrugged at the rhetorical question. The Belogrudovs were a strong clan. A family around which many families united. Their symbol were white-breasted bears — strong, fierce, and agile. In the event of Anastas’s death, they might be among the contenders for the throne, possessing the influence, strength, and resources to take up this challenge.

For some reason, these people were now buying artificially produced weapons. What for?

“You know what to do,” the Emperor said. “Keep me informed.”


Chapter 20
DAY-TO-DAY




In the morning, surprisingly, I woke up well-rested. It was Monday, which meant the beginning of another school week.

“Rough night?” Matvey asked when I came into the kitchen.

“Yours or mine?”

“Well, my night was good, I won’t deny it.” He grinned contentedly. “But yours was clearly rough.”

“What are you talking about?” I pretended that I didn’t understand.

“The smell.” He pointed to the bathroom. “Why does the bathtub smell like blood?”

“Um...”

I was taken aback, thinking that I had thoroughly cleaned everything and left no traces. Did Matvey really possess such a keen sense of smell?!

“That is my specialty,” he clarified for some reason. “I sense blood well, a partial version of an animal sense of smell. I can’t imagine how others live with its full version. Probably terribly.”

“Probably...” I nodded, hiding behind the refrigerator door.

“I don’t want to meddle, but I have a question.” Matvey continued from his seat at the table. “Should I expect trouble? Is there a chance someone will show up here looking for you?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Are you sure about that?” He squinted at me.

“Yup!”

He crossed his arms, giving me the stink-eye.

“Fine,” I relented. “You want the truth? I don’t know. I am not such a significant figure that Walkers or demons would come looking for me. So, you can rest easy. If anything changes, you’ll be the first to know.”

“Look, no offense, but I want to live a quiet life, you know?”

What else could I say? I almost didn’t lie. The movement blocker worked, and we should be safe at least from Walkers here.

“Should I move out?” I asked, realizing that I could be putting him in danger.

“Hell no!” Matvey waved his hand. “Where would I find a new roommate? I just want to know what to prepare for, that’s all.”

“There’s no need to prepare for anything.” I shook my head. “We carry on as usual.”

I hoped my words sounded convincing enough because I didn’t feel particularly confident in them.

***

The week dragged on like thick honey.

On the first day back at the Lyceum, I met Camilla in the park. The weather was bad, but for some reason, it seemed to me that she would show up.

I wasn’t mistaken. She waited in her usual place, hood pulled over her head to shield herself from the rain.

“Hello.” I waved.

“Hello.” She nodded, hesitating a little. “My brother asked me to pass on a question to you.”

“What is it?”

“Can he count on confidentiality?”

“Is it mutual?”

“Yes.”

“Then he can.”

What else could I say? At the moment, a fragile peace seemed preferable to another round of war. I wasn’t such a fool as to write off Korshunov’s threat. I didn’t think we’d become friends, but right now, I wasn’t ready for another confrontation. If we could both just stay quiet for a while, that would be great.

“My brother also asked me to tell you that he had no involvement in the attack on you,” Camilla said in a dry tone. “He really didn’t do it, Ed,” she added.

I nodded, accepting her words. Maybe he really didn’t do it. But then, who did?

“Will you... take revenge?” Camilla asked when I was about to leave.

“On whom?”

“My family.”

“I don’t know. It’s not that simple. I know your brother didn’t participate in it, but…” I answered honestly, not knowing why. “Your father killed my family. He threw me and my sister, who was even younger than you, into the laboratory where they conducted experiments on us. We were held captive for more than a year. My sister died.”

“I’m sorry.”

As was I. With that, the conversation came to an end.

***

I spent the whole week refining the blocking device. I arrived at the Lyceum early each day to gather readings. Thanks to the assistance of some willing students who preferred not to rely solely on their feet, I regularly received valuable data. By now, I believed I had identified all the Walkers at the Lyceum and learned to assess their strength levels, primarily based on the distance their portals could cover.

I also identified those who hid their gift. It was a quite fascinating study. In some cases, the gifts were so weak that they posed little threat, but in others, there were genuine monsters capable of anything.

Despite my focus on these matters, I didn’t neglect my studies. I quickly caught up and filled in the knowledge gaps. After my fight with Korshunov, I began to feel that my life could be destroyed at any moment. This meant I needed to make the best of it while I still had the opportunity. The feeling was somewhat paranoid, but I was in no hurry to get rid of it. Paranoia also served as a motivating force, pushing me to give my best.

It was a pity that I had to abandon the energy source in the park, especially as I had only just begun to make progress. But after giving it a thought, I decided that it would be for the better.

From the point of view of my philosophy, the body was like a tool. It was an important part of me. It served as both a limiting factor and a platform for elevation.

Being physically weak was annoying — I used large flows of free energy like fuel to reinforce myself in battle or to recover, but that meant I had to be tied in place. My strength depended on my location, which wasn’t good. I needed a fundamentally different approach.

Based on this thought, I formed a new idea — to train my body to generate energy on its own. To generate, absorb, and retain it. It was a completely different approach, and I was just starting to figure out how to implement it. To kickstart it, I consolidated the energy inflows within my apartment, creating an area of energy deficiency. Towards the end of the week, I experimented with meditation techniques to reconfigure my body, teaching it to generate energy autonomously if it was scarce.

The results remained to be seen.

In mid-October, I was stunned by a series of tests and quizzes at the Lyceum.

Based on the results of these midterm exams it was decided whether a student would receive an allowance and keep their spot at the dorm or not. We were warned that underperforming might even lead to expulsion, a prospect I aimed to avoid at all costs.

During this period, I put the Korshunov issue on the back burner. There was simply no free time left. The workload had steadily increased each week. I spent every day studying from dusk till dawn, trying not to lose my mind.

In the days leading up to tests, the tension was increasing. Everyone was on edge, some even succumbing to panic and hysteria.

“Buddy, how are you holding up?” Slava asked me after the third test.

“Barely,” I admitted.

Slava looked pale and exhausted.

“When was the last time you ate?” I asked him as we waited outside the classroom.

“Who has time for food?!” He looked at me in bewilderment. “I lost four pounds over these logarithms!”

Before I had a chance to say anything, the teacher opened the door and we stepped inside.

At the Lyceum, things were outwardly better, but essentially the same. Everyone was consumed by stress, but none of the students fainted from hunger. Surely the aristocrats knew how to take care of themselves and, as I noticed, didn’t like to show weakness. The master of etiquette explained to me that showing obvious weakness was like provoking the beasts within the aristocrats. And no one needed that.

Nevertheless, tension was in the air everywhere. I spent several evenings tutoring Matvey in mathematics. On one occasion, a few more students joined us. Nastya Sofo, the girl whom I met before. Igor Tsaplin, Matvey’s friend. A tall guy with gray hair and a weak danger index. And Victor Morzhov, the only Walker in our company. Somehow it happened that Matvey started a rumor about how well I explain mathematics, and word by word, they all ended up at our apartment for a study session the evening before the exam.

While I excelled in mathematics, I could barely keep up with the others in other disciplines.

What was considered basic knowledge to an ordinary aristocrat was a whole new world to me. Analyzing legal cases, for instance, required a deep understanding of laws that I had not been taught. I lacked crucial knowledge that others had been given through aristocratic education or homeschooling.

Consequently, I had to work twice as hard in almost every subject.

At the end of the week, I found myself, though not at the very bottom, somewhere in the middle of the bottom third in terms of academic performance. Frankly speaking, it was a poor result. Part of this third didn’t care about studying — they were here either for appearances or to make connections.

This didn’t mean I did poorly. Others simply did much better.

The last test was on Friday, at the Institute. After it was done, a few of us stayed in the hallway discussing our results, and Masha Tolmachev invited me to a party.

“We need to unwind.” She shrugged and smiled cheerfully.

“Where’s the party?”

“Bass invited everyone over to his home today. His parents won’t be there. There’ll be food... and alcohol too.” She became a little embarrassed.

“Will no one mind me coming?”

It wasn’t that I wanted to go to someone’s house and waste time on this, but... I needed to build relationships with my classmates. After that fight, they mostly avoided me, but the tests occupied their attention, and they began to talk to me again.

“Bass doesn’t mind. If you want to go, just talk to him, he will explain the details.” Masha pointed to the guy whom she called Bass.

His real name was Sergei Smirnov. According to his parameters, he was stronger than an ordinary person, at the level of weak aristocrats.

Sergei noticed us looking at him, said something to those standing nearby, and headed towards us.

“Ed, are you coming to my place tonight?”

“If the invitation is not a joke, then sure.”

“Not a joke,” he assured me. “The dress code is casual,” he added, eyeing my suit with amusement.

I didn’t have time to change between taking tests at the Institute and the Lyceum. I always wore expensive suits, which made me stand out among students at the Institute.

Sergei also gave me the details of the party — what to bring and what to expect. We could even stay overnight, and everyone should bring a snack. It seemed like a chance to unwind after a stressful week.

Having agreed, I went home, where I met Matvey.

“There’s a party tomorrow,” he said as soon as I entered.

“A party?”

“Yeah. A couple of us are going to the club. You wanna go?”

“I guess.”

“It will be fun. And there will be girls.”

I wasn’t yet sure if I liked the idea of going to two parties.

***

After changing clothes, I left the apartment and got to the dorm, where I met up with Masha. She, her friend Sveta, Slava and I shared a cab to Sergei’s house, which was located on the outskirts. I was much larger than Slava, so I took the front seat. The girls were openly teasing Slava, who usually didn’t receive much attention from them. But today, in the relief of finishing tests and the anticipation of a fun weekend, they seemed more playful.

We also talked about Smirnov.

“Is it true that Sergei is a bastard?” Slava asked. Either out of genuine interest or to change the subject. The girls made him blush with questions about whether he had a girlfriend and which of the girls from our class he liked.

“Rumor has it,” Masha giggled.

“How come?” I turned around as much as I could, noticing the driver’s sudden interest.

“That’s his nickname. Don’t you know?” Sveta seemed surprised.

“Know what?” I didn’t hesitate to ask.

“Well...” She looked at the back of the driver’s head. “I’ll tell you later.”

The girls returned to tormenting Slava, and twenty minutes later we arrived. The house was impressively large — two floors, huge and spacious. Several guys had already gathered there. When we got out of the car, I heard people laughing.

Sergei himself came out to meet us. He hugged the girls, shook our hands, and took some of the bags from the car. I took the rest. Slava seemed overwhelmed and lost in this unfamiliar environment.

“Ed, do you barbecue?” Sergei asked quietly.

“Certainly.”

“Really?” He raised an eyebrow. “Sorry, I’m genuinely surprised. None of our classmates can cook. We’re all a bunch of nerds, poorly adapted to life.” He grinned kindly.

“I lived in the forest for a long time. So I can even hunt an animal down, skin it, and cook it.”

“That’s cool.” He laughed. “Let’s go.”

The girls and Slava went into the house, and Sergei led me to the back of the house, where there was a barbecue.

“Can you light a fire too? I’ve been planning to do this myself, but I need to greet the guests. I’ll send someone to help you,” he muttered hastily.

“Don’t worry. I’ve got it covered.”

“Awesome. But let me show you guys around first.”

I soon learned that Sergei, or rather, his parents, were wealthy. The house was cozy and tastefully furnished. The other students were delighted. I recalled Matvey’s words about the various indicators of wealth that could influence how others perceived you — expensive suits, perfumes, watches, cufflinks, or even your home. Maybe that was why the interest in Sergei seemed to grow among the female students right before my eyes.

I felt a brief hint of jealousy. Masha, whom I thought was showing some interest in me, was now eagerly engaged in a conversation with Sergei, seemingly forgetting about my presence. Catching myself on this petty thought, I focused on tending to the meat. Stirring up anything with Masha now would only complicate things, not simplify them. So, I shrugged it off. I had no time for such distractions.

Gradually, the house filled up. I lit the fire, and a few people approached me, volunteering to help. The girls cut vegetables and fruits and laid the table in the house. Others just stood around, chatting.

There were about twenty-five of us in total. Only nine girls. That sparked a little bit of competition between the guys. The nerds remained on the sidelines. Some of them tried to flirt, taking advantage of the general atmosphere, but they fell short... It was clear who had a chance and who didn’t.

I was glad to see people didn’t shy away from me. I was a mysterious aristocrat who barbecued. Everyone wanted to spend at least a little time by the live fire, and of course, enjoy the meat. Throughout the evening, I managed to chat with everyone, more than once.

With alcohol and food bringing us closer together, I felt myself slowly relaxing. Which made it all the more terrible to feel that somewhere nearby, outside the territory of the house, a portal opened.

The good thing was that my medallion worked! But this mean that someone was probably coming for me.

I froze for a few seconds, checking to see if it could be Korshunov. I quietly walked away and went outside on the street. Where I saw… Volkov.

“I was wondering whether you would sense me coming or not,” he chuckled, remaining in the dark.

“What do you want?”

“I came to see how you’re doing.”

“As you can see, not bad.”

“I thought that having obtained Korshunov’s address, you would attack him.”

“I did.”

“You fought him?”

“A little.”

“Edgar...” His voice was filled with irritation. “Why can’t you speak like a normal person?”

“What do you want from me?” I asked dryly, not feeling inclined to share the details with him.

“I want to know why Korshunov is still alive! Don’t tell me you were nice enough to leave him to me.”

“Your deduction skills need work.” I made a brief pause. “We fought. And we’re both still alive. Can you do the math?”

“Listen...” he jerked forward and stepped closer to me.

I understood that he could tear my head off with one movement. But for some reason, I wasn’t afraid. Maybe because I had two seals at the ready: one for weakening and one for destruction.

Volkov appreciated my reaction. He frowned, thought, and backed away.

“You either have balls of steel or you’re an idiot.” He shook his head. “So what about Korshunov? Will you take revenge on him?”

“Not in the near future. If you want him, he’s all yours.”

In fact, if Volkov took care of Korshunov, it would make my life much easier.

“I see... I didn’t expect anything different,” he said disappointedly and... disappeared.

Exhaling, I turned around and spotted Sergei near the gate.

“You alright?” he asked, smiling.

“Yeah. I just needed some fresh air.”

“I thought you were chatting with someone here. Are you coming back inside?”

I closed the gate behind me and returned to the barbecue.


Chapter 21
THE PARTIES




Roman Korshunov, completely cloaked in black, was sitting in a tree, observing the house where one particularly unpleasant individual resided.

This man, Kirill Timiryazev, was unpleasant for several reasons. Firstly, because Roman’s mother intended to marry him — a prospect Roman found deeply distasteful. Secondly, Timiryazev was a mediocre entrepreneur, possessing some wealth but not enough to enter the high society or even command respect. And most importantly, he clearly lacked intelligence. If he were smarter, he wouldn’t have planned this ill-fated scam.

It took Roman two weeks to gather the facts. His Walker’s abilities helped a lot with this. He infiltrated Timiryazev's offices, perused some documents, and eavesdropped on conversations, piecing together a comprehensive understanding of the situation.

During this time, Roman had anticipated an attack from Volkov. He and Yaroslav set traps and thought about how to eliminate him, but he seemed to have disappeared, affording them a period of relative calm to focus on other matters. The level of the Emperor’s surveillance also decreased. Roman didn’t know what led to this, but he had no complaints.

Kirill Timiryazev, now past his prime, lived in a modest home that had seen better days. It would be nice to make repairs and update the facades, but the owner lacked funds. His business ventures were floundering due to a series of poor decisions. Roman observed his mother’s association with Timiryazev with bewilderment, attributing it to an impairment of her judgment caused by alcoholism. If Roman were asked to briefly describe this man, he would say he was a typical loser.

He didn’t know how Timiryazev met his mother. She avoided her son, hid, and lived in this man’s house. Timiryazev, oblivious to Roman’s presence, jovially poured wine for Roman’s mother as they discussed their plans to acquire Korshunov’s business interests in the coming days.

Roman didn’t immediately believe this story. It all sounded like nonsense to him. He would understand if someone strong tried to take over his logistics and textile factories. But this clown? He hated to think that this baboon could pose a genuine threat, nonetheless the situation demanded his attention.

He waited for his mother to leave the room. He saw her go downstairs, and Timiryazev stayed alone on the second floor. With a swift motion, Roman opened a portal and emerged behind the man. Before he could even think of anything, Timiryazev was grabbed and pulled into the portal.

“What’s happening?!” he squealed, falling into the darkness.

At the same moment, Yaroslav, who had already assumed Timiryazev’s appearance, entered the house. The portal closed, and Roman was left alone with this extremely unpleasant man.

“What were you hoping for?” he asked. “When did you decide to try and screw with Korshunovs?”

“Who are you?” Timiryazev turned pale.

“It doesn’t matter.”

Waving his hand, Roman punched him in the face. The second blow targeted his legs so that he couldn’t escape. The third one broke his larynx. Watching Timiryazev wheeze, Korshunov spat on him, turned away, and opened another portal to return back to the tree.

About a minute later, his mother ran out into the yard. Behind her was the false Timiryazev, who shouted at the top of his lungs:

“Get out of here, you stupid drunken whore!”

Roman grinned. His mother was probably utterly shocked when she got kicked out into the street in the middle of the night. He wasn’t worried about her future. There wasn’t a drop of compassion left in him for her. The best Roman was willing to do for his mother was to pay for a rehab clinic.

His mother quickly came to her senses, and began to shout back. The neighbors witnessed a heated scene full of hatred and passion. If the Emperor’s people started digging, they would find out that Timiryazev, of his own free will, kicked the woman out. Which led to a spectacle that lasted about twenty minutes and even devolved into a physical altercation.

I wonder if Yaroslav is enjoying this?

He was fully invested in his role. He scolded, yelled, and threw insults at his mother. Lights came on in the neighboring houses. Mostly common people lived here, who were able to get a good job and earn decent money. Someone even shouted at the couple to stop making noise.

After this night, the Korshunovs’ reputation would be tarnished for good. The widow of the great Vyacheslav Korshunov had evidently gone completely out of her mind.

Finally, his mother walked away. Roman hoped that she could find a taxi to get to... well, somewhere. He was angry with his mother but didn’t want anything to happen to her along the way. However, there was no time to think about that. His attention quickly turned to the next phase of the plan.

The fake Timiryazev returned to the house, where he grabbed a bottle and put on a show for his neighbors. Half an hour later, he stumbled out of the house, got into the car, and drove off. Another twenty minutes later, he stopped in a desolate area, awaiting Roman’s arrival.

“Wait here,” he said to his stepbrother.

The most unpleasant part lay ahead. Roman placed Timiryazev, who was barely clinging to life, on the front seat and doused him with alcohol. He threw the empty bottle at his feet. With the help of some tricks, he made the car accelerate. When it picked up speed, Roman directed the vehicle toward a pole, and he jumped out. His body would quickly heal the few scratches he earned.

The car collided with the pole, flipped over, and crashed. Timiryazev slammed into the windshield. Roman poured gasoline over it, igniting the fire, before quickly departing to avoid detection.

***

The party ended with a mixture of awkward situations, isolated dramas, and emotional gatherings, typical of young, carefree students indulging in alcohol-fueled antics. From heartfelt conversations to impromptu kisses and bouts of nausea, it was a night to remember, albeit for different reasons for each participant.

I only pretended to drink, wetting my lips with what was regularly poured into my glass. Getting drunk when there were those who wanted me dead would be stupid.

I still hadn’t figured out who tried to kill me in the park back then. If it was Korshunov, why would he deny it? With the ample dirt I had on him now, the assassins sent after me seemed insignificant in the grand scheme of things. But, if you thought about it... He really had no motive to send them after me. Now, more or less sober, I understood this. There was a lot of bad blood between our families. But, he wasn’t directly involved in any of it. Whether children were to blame for the sins of their parents remained a question, and our personal conflict hardly warranted an assassination attempt. Or did it?

Although some aristocrats were known to resort to extreme measures for trivial slights, the Korshunovs didn’t strike me as such. From Camilla’s accounts and the rumors I had heard, they seemed more desperate than vindictive. If Korshunov truly sent the assassins after me, it would only cause him further scrutiny from the Emperor. Or would it? I still struggled with the nuances of local customs.

I went home around two in the morning, when the fun began to subside. About half of the group left together with me. The others decided to stay overnight.

Of all the things that happened, a conversation with Bass stood out. He took a moment and came up to me when no one was around.

“Aren’t you bored here?”

“No, I love fire.”

We stood there watching the coals crackle and the meat sizzle.

“So, is it true that you are an aristocrat?” Sergei destroyed the idyll of the moment.

“My last name is Sokolov, so yes.”

“How did you end up in our Institute?”

“I’m an aristocrat only on paper. In reality, I’m just an ordinary guy.”

“Oh, no...” He shook his head. “I saw how you handled those guys. Brutal yet elegant.”

“And what about you?” I looked at him. “They say you are not of common blood either.”

“It’s complicated. My mother slept with an aristocrat eighteen years ago. Nine months later, I showed up. I’ve never met my biological father or even known his last name.”

“Didn’t your mother tell you?” I was surprised. “Sorry, that was inappropriate.”

“No, it’s cool... I learned a long time ago to accept this situation with humor.”

“Smart.”

I tried to imagine what it would be like to live without a father and not know what his last name was. And I couldn’t.

“I got it from my mother,” he said with hidden pride. “She’s a tough lady. She earned all this,” he nodded towards the house, “with her own hands.”

I didn’t know why Sergei was so open with me. For some reason, it felt like he wanted something from me, but he didn’t directly say what. We talked for a while about all sorts of things, and then he went back into the house.

As I drifted off to sleep in my bed later that night, I concluded that overall, the party wasn’t a bad experience.

***

The way the aristocrats partied was starkly different from the was the commoners did... in every aspect. Our meeting spot was a pretentious club.

“What’s the plan for today?” I asked Matvey, who was getting ready as if gearing up for a battle to the death.

“To have fun, of course,” he looked at me in bewilderment, as if wondering why I would ask such an obvious question.

This was part of his personal philosophy. Every time, he went out with the intention to have a good time, not at all attached to the result.

“So, you understand...” he said as if by chance. “At these parties, subtle displays of wealth and power play a significant role. It’s a way to assert dominance and put others in their place.”

“How exactly?”

“There are plenty of ways,” he answered, looking at himself in the mirror. “Take watches, for example. If you own one worth over a million, you can compete with the wealthiest individuals in our circle. If not, it’s better not to wear one at all.”

A million... Yeah, at such a price it was no longer a timepiece, but a magical artifact with a built-in property of humiliating others by the mere fact of its existence.

“You and I will not be able to compete in terms of wealth,” he continued. “Nor influence, eminence, personal power, and other parameters that are so important in our society. Therefore, we have to rely on charisma.”

He desperately wanted to make his way in life. To achieve this, he diligently devoted himself to his studies at the Lyceum. Secondly, he engaged in conversation with women. A lot. In fact, he communicated with everyone. He had many acquaintances and friends, but...

During my second etiquette lesson, Aristark explained to me one important point — misalliance. This term primarily referred to marriages and relationships. When someone rich and influential was associated with someone poor and uninfluential, that was misalliance. But it could extend to friendships as well.

If I, being almost a nobody by the standards of aristocrats, approached someone who was at the top of the social ladder, it would look like an attempt to benefit from such a connection. Even the act of conversing with someone of higher status could enhance my reputation. And that person’s status, on the contrary, would be on the decline.

From this simple rule stemmed hundreds of nuances and difficulties that could be encountered. I couldn’t just talk to whomever I wanted. Anyone could talk to me. In Matvey’s case, it was the same; he and I were somewhere on the same level.

Indeed, the aristocratic society operated under its own harsh laws. The higher one’s position, the more privileges they enjoyed. Matvey and I couldn’t ask any aristocrat on a date; we simply didn’t have that privilege. We couldn’t do much at all.

Among our peers, my proficiency in the exact sciences had earned me some recognition. But Matvey had other talents. He was renowned as a favorite among the ladies, a fact well-known among other aristocratic men. Despite their wealth and status, not all of them were good at picking up girls. There were those who liked to invite him along because it almost guaranteed that the night would end successfully. I experienced this myself when we went out together.

Matvey’s unique talent opened doors for him among other aristocrats. If the invitation came from the other party, one could interact with anyone. The same applied to women; if any of them showed interest, it signaled permission to pursue. This was the essence of Matvey’s behavior. He could attract attention to himself without being overbearing. And he called it charisma.

I didn’t like this evening. The club was expensive and pretentious. Matvey swiftly distanced himself and turned on his charm, seemingly captivating all the women at once. Maybe he had demonic blood running through his veins with this particular gift? I couldn’t explain it any other way.

We arrived at ten. At eleven, a small miracle happened. The club had a stage. There were live musicians playing there — a band whose name I didn’t know. After them, the student I saw at the debate, Alice Lilac, came out. And then I saw her magic happen.

My heart skipped a beat, the world around me faded away, and all attention focused solely on her. She resembled a goddess wreathed in flames descending from heaven.

“Ed, snap out of it.” Nastya poked me in the side with her elbow.

“Um, what?” I froze.

“It’s all over. It ended a couple of minutes ago, in fact. You’ve been completely out of it. A little more and your mouth would start watering.”

Damn... Looking around, I saw that I wasn’t the only one under the influence.

“That was mesmerizing,” I said. “I didn’t even notice you coming.”

“Yes, you do have a way with compliments. But just so you know, girls don’t like it when you compare them with other girls.”

“Noted. You are beautiful and charming, I don’t see why you would have doubts about that?”

“Of course I don’t have any.” She raised her chin and laughed a second later. “Let’s dance!”

And we danced. I had observed enough to know the basics. Nothing too complicated. The key was to relax and worry less about looking foolish.

Once we finished, we talked for a while, and then Nastya went to mingle. I did a bit of chatting myself before quietly slipping away. I’d had my fill of partying for the night.


Chapter 22
THE TEST




The following Wednesday, I seized the opportunity to put my newly created blocker to the test. I had concerns about potential legal issues if students were rendered unable to move, but there was no way I’d end without proper experimental results once again.

I was eager to see if my artifact would function as intended. A big complex of seals added to the metal plate with meteorite iron in the center had three power levels and a regulator. The lowest setting was intended to cause minor interference, enough to hinder movement but not completely block it. The next two levels could do something bigger.

To conduct the test, I sat on the windowsill near the portal room during breaks between classes. When one of the students went in there, I activated the blocker to the second power level. According to my calculations, the distance had to be just enough for me to block the portal, but not stand next to it.

After about a minute, an angry, irritated, and confused student came out of the room, not understanding what had happened. At that moment, another student who wanted to use the room came up, they started talking and I heard complaints that “for some reason, the administration blocked the movements.” I immediately turned off the blocker and tried to look as nonchalant as possible.

The second student entered the room and never came out. Cursing, the first one followed and also disappeared. Pleased, I concluded that the artifact worked.

The first part of my big plan had been successfully completed.

***

At the end of October, we had foreign guest lecturers at the Lyceum. A whole week was dedicated to this. Initially, I failed to grasp the significance of it. What could some foreigners possibly teach us in three lectures each?

However, my perspective shifted as news of the event spread among students, sparking lively discussions.

“You don’t understand! How can you not understand?!” exclaimed Nastya, the first person with whom I discussed the news.

“Will you enlighten me then?” I asked, curious.

As I noticed in the first days, Nastya was as simple as possible for an aristocrat and she easily engaged with everyone. Moreover, she came from a good, respected family. Not one of those that held immense influence, but rather at a level akin to the Sokolovs.

“You’re aware of the challenges facing educational institutions, right?” She began. “They’ve been operating sporadically for the past decade. It’s a major problem. Qualified specialists are in short supply! You wouldn’t believe how difficult it is to find someone intelligent,” she lamented. “In any field!”

“So, what about the lecturers?”

“Hold on, I’m getting to it. In the international arena, our country lags behind. I’ve had the chance to travel and see it firsthand. Not everything here is so bad, and with the new Emperor it may get better, but... In short, having foreign lecturers, especially of this caliber, is a very big step for the whole nation. It’s amazing how the Emperor managed to organize this.”

“Do you think he did it alone?”

“Certainly not. It couldn’t have happened without the Izmailovs and their teams. They are obliged to make sure their territory is safe, but the Emperor oversees the entire country. Can you see the difference?” she asked, flashing a smile. “Pretty impressive, don't you think? Imagine being a highly sought-after specialist with a global reputation. Would you go just anywhere?”

“I don’t know.”

“Well, I wouldn’t. I would choose the best offer. Why would I waste time in some backwater? A lot of effort was put into this week. And considerable funds. They need to ensure the lecturers’ security and provide for the entire event, from travel arrangements to entertainment.”

While I still doubted whether the event would be personally beneficial, my skepticism vanished after attending the first lecture.

Although this format wasn’t conducive to practical skills development — since it involved listening rather than hands-on practice — the lectures served another crucial function: broadening our horizons.

The event wasn’t limited to students of our Lyceum; outsiders with an interest in science were also invited. Roughly a couple of thousand people attended, about a third of whom were young enthusiasts eager to learn.

I was particularly impressed by the lecture on quantum physics. It was a mind-blowing experience that expanded my understanding of the world. It got me thinking about how I could leverage the Law of Similarity at the quantum level, among other laws. Hm...

There were other captivating topics as well. Economics, management, philosophy, biology, genetics, computer technology... I didn’t understand the last topic at first, but then I got into it. As it turned out, the world had invented machines that perform complex calculations! Although these machines weren’t yet widespread, they were being utilized in laboratories and enterprises where extensive calculations were necessary. Rumor had it that we might have access to such machines next year. I pondered whether I could use them to compute particularly complex seals…

***

As for me, one of the most unsettling moments in life was when an idyllic situation was disrupted by something destructive.

This happened on Friday, the last day of the foreign lecturers’ presentations. Actually, it happened during the last lecture. It was around seven in the evening, I was sitting in a large conference room, taking notes on new ideas for myself.

Suddenly, the lights went out.

As I later learned from the news, it all happened far from our location, near the nearest power plant, which was apparently severely damaged. As a result, the lights abruptly went out, causing a commotion. While it was initially disconcerting to be plunged into darkness, the lecturer, a Frenchman discussing historical and modern art, remained unperturbed.

“If no one objects, we can continue like this.”

Using a mechanical projector, he proceeded to showcase many masterpieces, captivating the audience, including myself.

The lecture ended half an hour earlier than planned. During this time, the electricity was never restored. At the time, no one knew what the real reason was.

When people got out into the corridor and went outside, the first of them saw several columns of smoke rising in the city.

“What the hell is going on?” Matvey asked, baffled.

“Something is burning.”

But what?

Those who were Walkers disappeared for a few minutes and then returned. By this time, a crowd had gathered in the courtyard.

“There are fires all over the city,” Victor Morzhov informed us. It just so happened that I ended up next to the place where he returned to. “But I don’t know what caused them. I didn’t go close to them.”

The news quickly spread among the students.

“Maybe we should go?” Matvey, who was standing next to me, suggested.

“Aren’t you interested in what’s going on?”

“Nope. Firefighters are probably already on the scene. The issue will be resolved without us,” he chuckled as if I had suggested that we personally needed to put out the fires.

I nodded thoughtfully, trying to grasp the strange feeling. It felt like something important was happening, but I didn’t know what exactly.

We headed home. There wasn’t really anything else we could do. Matvey and I were on our way to the metro, together with other students who weren’t Walkers or didn’t have personal drivers.

Out of nowhere, there was a pop and a flash. I was lucky that I was looking in the other direction, but even so, my vision blurred momentarily. When I regained focus, I was met with a familiar sight — the beast, the same spider-like creature I had previously battled, albeit larger and clad in metallic armor, with lightning crackling along its body.

“Holy fuck!” Matvey burst out.

And with that, chaos ensued.

***

Officially, Rodion’s title was “Director of Internal Security.” His job was to ensure that peace and tranquility reigned on the city streets, and ideally throughout the country. Talk of national security was premature, given the vast territory and the dominance of clans and families in remote cities. That discussion would have to wait for a couple of years. For now, Rodion’s primary focus was the security of the city and all events within its borders.

It came as no surprise to Rodion when he received immediate notification of the power plant’s demolition. He swiftly assembled a rapid response team specifically trained for such scenarios and headed to the scene.

Upon arrival, they found a destroyed power plant. The ominous darkness enveloped part of the city.

The culprit was right here. Rodion had no doubt that another “spider” was behind it. But it was difficult to call this creature a spider while watching it eat a power plant. It was enormous, and clad in metal.

“Stone!” Rodion shouted.

He remained in the back rows. It wasn’t his job to fight. According to the protocols Rodion had established, there were those responsible for the protective stone or meteorite iron, as it was called. It was extremely difficult to catch a creature that could jump, so they brought a stone and were about to establish its blocking field.

Which didn’t have time to work. The spider, as soon as it noticed the group, shrank, exploded with discharges, and disappeared. The flash hit several demons, sending them flying.

Having made sure that the spider was nowhere to be found, Rodion went back to his office. The response team remained near the power plant. Their task was to examine the surroundings and look for the creature. Rodion immediately contacted the Emperor’s office, relaying urgent news and mobilizing the police and other relevant parties to report any sightings of the spider.

Minutes later, news of another attack came. A new location, and a new rampage.

And again, history repeated. The spider attacked. It ate metal, destroyed cars, and wreaked havoc. It especially liked the lights and power lines.

Rodion’s team opened fire on the spider and threw nets, but it just teleported again, ignoring the stone. One time could be considered an accident, but the second...

As the situation escalated, a troubling realization dawned on Rodion: the beast ate metal. Meteoric iron was also a metal. Did someone really go so far as to feed the creature extremely valuable material so that it would develop immunity and not get caught?

At the third point, they acted more carefully and harshly. They tried not to capture the beast but to destroy it, and yet it escaped every time. Large-caliber bullets bounced off its skin. It either cut the nets or devoured them. Demons were strong, no doubt, but they couldn’t compete with metal…

With every passing minute, the situation became more critical. Once they were able to inflict a wound on it, but the spider immediately disappeared. The next time they tracked it down, it had recovered the damage and became angrier.

The spider reached the center, heading straight to the Institute and the Lyceum.

***

When I saw the spider on the subway roof, my instinct kicked in.

“Run!” I shouted to the frozen crowd.

“What do we do?” Matvey asked with determination.

I didn’t see any fear on his face. Just concentration and composure. Dozens of options flashed through my head. I knew for sure I couldn’t use alchemy in a place this crowded.

“It’s aggressive, targeting people. We need to evacuate everyone we can.”

As the spider devoured metal and caused chaos, Matvey sprang into action, yelling at the bystanders to run away. Maybe not everyone could be saved, but we had to do what we could. And maybe I could still find a way to use alchemy…

I thought that it was good that it was quite dark here, but I couldn’t forget that some aristocrats could see well in the dark. There were too many witnesses... But all the attention was focused on the spider, not on me.

I bent down to the ground and took out the amulet. It was actually the tooth of the spider I had encountered before. I kept a small piece for myself as a keepsake trophy. By quickly creating a seal, using the Law of Similarity and the Alchemy of Destruction, I launched the disruptive process inside the spider’s body.

It was supposed to disrupt its digestive tract. The downside was that I didn’t have time to carefully calculate and prepare everything. There was some effect. The monster froze. It creaked and crackled with lightning discharges, but froze. It stood there like that for two long minutes, which made me incredibly happy.

Two minutes might not have seemed like much, but it was enough for the people to flee. Matvey’s assistance was invaluable, ensuring the safety of many. Only the stupidest and most stubborn remained behind.

I helped him, otherwise, it would look strange for me to just stand there and do nothing.

Our respite was short-lived, but it was just enough for the special forces. When the creature started moving again, Rodion and the Walkers arrived. I didn’t know how surprised they were to see the shell-shocked spider, but they took advantage of the situation. They showered it with dense fire from something heavy. Explosions roared, the creature was blown off the roof, and it collapsed onto the asphalt. It was lucky that at this point there were no people left there.

“Let’s go.” Matvey pulled me.

I ran for about a hundred feet with him and then stopped.

“Ed, what the fuck?” He stopped next to me.

“I want to see what happens.” I couldn’t think of anything better on the spot.

“Are you crazy? You’ll only get in the way!” Matvey protested.

“I’ll observe from a distance. I’ve encountered such spiders before when I was on my way to the capital. Trust me, I can handle myself,” I assured Matvey.

“Well, if you say so,” he hesitated, clearly torn between concern and determination.

“You should go. There’s no need for the both of us to take risks.”

“I won’t leave you,” he answered stubbornly.

The blaze from the metro station grew more intense, and the gunfire shifted to another location. The spider crashed into one of the Institute buildings, advancing menacingly.

“Let’s evacuate the bystanders,” I suggested, feeling a mix of gratitude and irritation toward Matvey for refusing to leave my side, hindering my ability to act to my full potential.

That was why I had to deceive my friend. Matvey agreed and went to disperse the onlookers. Meanwhile, several more troops arrived at the battlefield, but they focused on the spider.

The police also arrived. They worked to evacuate the area and control the crowd, but their numbers were insufficient for the scale of the situation. People drove past and stopped to see what was going on, forming a traffic jam.

While Matvey left, I slipped away, disappearing into the nearest yard, ran through it, and got to the scene of the fight. Well, to the nearest place from which I could see the battle and stay hidden.

This time I worked a little longer. I created a three-dimensional seal, combined the melted amulet with the blocker, and... Transferred the effect directly to the spider. The goal was to prevent it from teleporting again. Judging by the smoke rising in several places, this was a big problem for the hunters.

And it seemed I had just solved it.

For the next three minutes, the beast aimlessly rushed between the buildings. The men showered it with fire and explosions, and tried to confuse it with nets, while it shot lightning at them in return. It could easily explode with an electric flash, wounding the men or even killing them.

It belatedly dawned on me that the creature was a walking generator and a storage facility for a colossal amount of energy.

Simultaneously with this realization, thousands of thoughts flashed through my head. I started moving before I realized what exactly I wanted to do.

I needed electricity and metal, which I borrowed from the nearest car. May the person who left the car here forgive me. I ran to the hood and began to draw the first seal with the almost destroyed amulet.

When I activated the seal, several things happened. A rush of cold swept through me, indicating that I had pushed myself to the limit and beyond. Simultaneously, the hood of the car began to radiate intense heat, and then...

The spider ignited and exploded.

It was a beautiful sight. In the night, without the light of lanterns, in flashes of fire, explosions, and rare car headlights, it froze, turned scarlet, and then rumbled, splashing the area with hot metal.

With a satisfied smile, I took a few steps back so that the car wouldn’t burn me, and fell face down into the frozen flowerbed.


EPILOGUE




Anastas Medvedev personally appeared on the battlefield. Next to him stood his sister, Olga, and Ignat Filinov. The three of them observed the aftermath of the battle that had died down an hour ago.

“I propose to introduce a new term — this isn’t a beast, but a monster,” Olga suggested.

Anastas looked at her thoughtfully. He, like no one else, understood the hidden emotions beneath her seemingly composed demeanor. Five years ago, Olga had lost her husband in the war with the Rysevs. Six months later, the perpetrators vanished, bringing her some semblance of closure. While she claimed she was disinterested in battles, any threat to her family or her projects elicited a fierce response. Anastas recognized the simmering wrath within her — a beast demanding retribution.

He felt the same.

“I’ll go see our guests and try to mitigate the damage to our reputation,” Olga said.

“Take security with you.”

She nodded and left. There were a lot of people bustling around. Doctors tended to the victims, and the guards cordoned off the scene of the clash and didn’t let anyone unauthorized in. Other people were already taking care of the rubble — one of the Institute buildings was destroyed, and others were damaged.

The space next to the Emperor flickered, and the infuriated Victor Izmailov appeared nearby. The enigmatic figure of the old man, known for his dark reputation, exchanged a meaningful glance with the Emperor before vanishing. They silently agreed to postpone any confrontation until later.

Rodion came up next. Ignat opened a portal for the three of them, and they moved to a safe place.

“Report,” demanded the Emperor.

He, together with Ignat, settled down in a chair and stared at his subordinate.

“This wasn’t what we prepared for. The spider ignored the meteorite iron. Presumably, because it was fed with it.”

“Who thought of this?!” Ignat shook his head.

“We couldn’t have anticipated any of this. Neither the fact that it would ignore our attempts to block its movement, nor the iron armor, nor its size, nor the electric shocks. Someone has learned to create animals with new properties. What we are faced with is the perfect machine for destroying an entire city.”

“Could it be Belogrudovs?” Ignat asked irritably.

“There is no evidence that they are behind this,” Rodion answered calmly. “Although they are the first ones who come to my mind. We must consider three potential parties: the creators, middlemen, and buyers. With Trofim’s demise, the middlemen ruled out. Today’s incident points to either the creators or the buyers. However, I cannot guarantee that Trofim was the sole middleman. There may be multiple groups involved, making it difficult to trace the buyers.”

“True, but we only have one suspect so far. Did you manage to find out anything about the Belogrudovs?” Ignat asked.

“No. Surveillance hasn’t confirmed that they own anything like that.”

“Which means absolutely nothing,” the Emperor concluded. “Continue.”

“We failed. None of our weapons could kill the spider.”

“What do you mean, you couldn’t kill it?!” The Emperor leaned forward, his eyes wide.

“When the creature moved towards the Lyceum, something strange happened. It froze for about two minutes. Then it started moving just as we appeared. This was the first strange thing. Second, it suddenly stopped teleporting. This also happened near the Lyceum. The third oddity was its death. It melted. We didn’t have any weapons capable of doing that. Presumably, the spider has accumulated a large amount of energy, that melted it from the inside. But...”

“Go on,” said the Emperor, when Rodion hesitated for the first time.

“What was the reason? Why did the spider first slow down, then stop teleporting, and then its abilities turned against it? There is a fourth oddity. A car. Not far from the scene of the events, we found a car that has been taken apart.”

“That’s strange.” Ignat frowned.

“It’s obvious that a third party intervened.”

“Who?”

“No idea.”

“Could it be any of the students?” the Emperor suggested.

“That’s a plausible theory. My team is currently questioning the witnesses. Once we establish who was present and what they did, the situation might become clearer.”

“Was the boy there?” Ignat asked.

“Sokolov?” Rodion immediately understood who he was talking about. “Yes, he was. Together with his roommate, they showed remarkable courage, helping to evacuate people swiftly. Without them, the number of casualties could have been much higher.”

“So, now he’s a hero and not a suspect?” Ignat clarified.

“I don’t know yet. We can’t rule out anyone at the moment. We need to question everyone, which is not easy, considering that we are dealing with aristocrats.”

The Emperor clenched his teeth. He could allow them to interrogate everyone who was there. But it was a delicate task and some families might not be happy that someone was interrogating their children.

“Go ahead,” he said in the end. “Find out who was where, and who did what. Leave no stone unturned.”

Rodion nodded and added:

“Perhaps there was no third party. As with any new technology, there could have been a malfunction with this one too.”

“Are you saying that the spider... simply broke?”

“I can’t rule it out as a possibility.”

“I find that hard to believe,” the Emperor replied sternly. “Investigate thoroughly. You may go.”

Rodion bowed, and Ignat created a portal for him to return to the scene.

“What do you think?” the Emperor asked his adviser.

“Nothing,” answered the old man. “But the events are certainly troubling.”

“I don’t believe this was a random event. Someone targeted us.”

“The Belogrudovs?”

“Maybe. But perhaps his family just a small part of a larger scheme.”

“There is no point in guessing. We’ll have to wait and see. I guess I’ll go too. We need to restore some order.”

Left alone, the Emperor closed his eyes, breaking down the situation in his thoughts. No matter how much he would like to, it was impossible to accuse the Belogrudovs without any evidence.

Whoever was behind this, chose a good moment to attack. Just at the end of the students’ conference. Instead of celebrating and showing their foreign guests that it was possible and profitable to work here, they allowed chaos to take over the streets. So much work went down the drain in one evening.

You will feel my wrath. Anastas Medvedev was going to find all those involved and ensure they faced the consequences of their actions. They would regret crossing him.




END OF BOOK 2
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