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THE ALCHEMIST 


In his world, he was the last remaining alchemist, one of the few survivors living amidst the ruins of a once-great civilization. Refusing to give up on life, but seeing that nothing could save his home, he challenged himself to find a way out of such an inhospitable place.

After years of dedicated research, he devised a ritual to transport himself to another world. But the outcome was far from anticipated. Instead of mere displacement, he underwent a rebirth.

He ended up in a new body, a new world, surrounded by new threats lurking around every corner. And they primarily manifested themselves in the form of other people. Aristocrats of the ancient empire who fight for supremacy, demons capable of healing the most terrible wounds, and Walkers who have the ability to teleport anywhere they wished.

But a true master of alchemy does not allow himself to be perturbed. Edgar’s intelligence, skill, and alchemic knowledge are still with him, and the one who has once accomplished the impossible won’t go down without a fight, regardless of the circumstances.




What to expect:

❖     Clan wars of aristocratic families.

❖     Aristocrats, demons, the gifted with their powerful abilities, and only one young alchemist who is hiding amongst them.

❖     Highschool drama and the tournaments between the geniuses of the empire.

❖     Fight for power.

❖     Tactical combat. Fighting is as much a battle of wits as it is a battle of muscle, after all.

Genres: portal progression fantasy, action, magic

Learn the spirit of a true alchemist!


PROLOGUE




The black wasteland stretched as far as the eye could see. Dried, cracked earth, all the way to the horizon, without a grain of promise for change. Even if you walked ahead for many many days, it would remain the same. Or get even worse.

The world was dying. A drought that had stricken many years ago destroyed the harvests and all hope of survival. The people prayed for rain, but when it came, it was acid instead of water — a final blow to what little remained. Hunger, disease, and wars for resources wiped out the remnants of humanity.

A man in a dark cloak gazed into the distance, thinking that people themselves were to blame for all the troubles that had befallen them. They were the ones who destroyed this fragile world. They were too consumed by their pride to notice it crumbling.

Turning around, he walked towards the hut. He had built it himself a few years ago when he buried the last member of his family and went into exile. He could have stayed. There wasn’t much variety in the dead world anyway — all the shelters looked alike. But back then, he wanted to leave the place he once called home. There was nothing left of it.

He dropped to his knees. Thin and bony, with a haggard face and circles under his eyes, he looked like a ghost. Poor diet, harsh conditions, loneliness, trials... All this had taken a toll on him. With trembling fingers, the man began to feel the grooves he had carved into the stone with his own hands.

He didn’t know exactly how old he was anymore. It was impossible to keep count when one miserable day was no different from the other. He was still young. But at the same time, he looked like an old man. It was a testament of hardships of those who survived in a dying world. Truth be told, it was overly optimistic to call dying what had long been dead.

But that was just the way this man was. All his life he had been stubborn, he defied death itself, refusing to yield. He buried his loved ones, defended his home, and never gave up. He uncovered many secrets, but it all became meaningless. There was no incentive in being alone. It took at least two to continue the human race.

“I won’t surrender so easily,” he muttered to himself.

After double-checking his calculations, the man stood up, removed his cloak, and took off the rest of his clothes. Completely naked, he stepped into the center of the gigantic seal. Two years of meticulous work. Two years of research, of testing crazy theories and refining the calculations. It all culminated in this moment.

A hundred years ago, such works would have made him the greatest alchemist of the clan, or even the entire country. Who knew... If he had been born earlier, maybe he would have been able to change the fate of the world.

It was a pity that he didn’t get the chance.

Standing in the center of the magical structure, he looked around the dying world for the last time, trying to memorize his life here. If everything worked out... He would carry these memories with him.

There was no need to snap his fingers, but the alchemist could not resist. By doing this he defied the Laws of the universe.

The perfect lines under his feet flared up. The focusers fired, starting the sequence. A flash of light flooded ethe world. One of the Laws of alchemy said that nothing was given without a price. To give himself a chance at changing the course of destiny, he paid with his own body.

When the light subsided, there was no one left on the stone. Just a handful of ashes, scattered by the wind.


Chapter 1
FROM FIRE TO FIRE




When I was planning my escape from my world, I had a couple of expectations. The first one was that I would be scattered and I would die. Not the worst option. There was nothing good left in my life, no prospects whatsoever, and to suffer in solitude for several more years in a frail body, in constant search of food... This wasn’t something I wanted to hold on to. The second expectation wasn’t the most joyful either. I assumed that I would be thrown into another lifeless world. This option was a little better. Finding out that my idea was a success and that I achieved something that no one had done before was quite satisfying. I would indulge my vanity and die with a giant ego if nothing else. Perhaps I would have made a second attempt, which would have given me an additional chance, but this seemed unlikely. The second attempt required a body. And if the world was lifeless, I might not have one.

Finally, my last expectation, the one that kept me going, was the belief that everything would somehow fall into place. I would be transported to another world and live a normal life.

I wanted for nothing more. The peak of my aspirations, when I thought about what kind of life I wanted, was the simplest, quiet, ordinary life, in a normal world. Filled with mundane pleasures of greenery, blue skies, and human interaction, while staying safe and sound.

Not to be one of the last ones standing in the ruins.

But… I only thought about what my ordinary life would be like. I never dwelled on what kind of body I would end up in.

I woke up in a hospital ward. White walls, a soft bed, pillows and a blanket, smiling nurses, and serious doctors. Not to mention getting three meals a day! Fresh food!

The first thing that surprised me was, of course, the bed. The very fact that I had one and that it was so soft… I felt like I was drowning in it. It was a luxury I hadn’t experienced in what felt like an eternity. Having figured out that I wasn’t in mortal danger, and scanning my surroundings, I saw a woman in front of me. She looked at me, her eyes wide with astonishment, and started shouting something. I didn’t immediately understand what she was saying, because I was busy admiring her clean and intact clothes. It was a sight that made me exhale in relief.

There were no clean clothes in dead worlds. Especially not so snow-white. Which meant... I was afraid to admit it to myself, but the facts spoke for themselves — my plan was a success!

I was unwell. Euphoria and relief flooded me, my nervous system could not handle it, and I passed out. When I woke up, I saw an old man with a gray beard. This was another excellent piece of news.

In this world, it was possible to live to an old age and look decent.

They examined me, asked me a few questions, and fed me.

At the back of my mind, there was a thought that this could all be a hoax. It was just too good to be true. I could easily have been lying around in my old world, convulsing and hallucinating. But, could the brain do such a good job of generating such a vivid reality?

Bed, food, and living people were pleasant discoveries. The unpleasant surprises came later.

For starters, to my dismay, I woke up in the body of a small boy. It took a couple of weeks for my soul to assimilate with his. I was able to tap into some parts of the boy’s memory. I “remembered” his name, who his parents were, and was even able to figure out why he, that is, I, was in the hospital.

For the previous two weeks, I was in a delirious state. Once I fully came to my senses, joyful nurses were bustling around me. A few hours later, my “parents” appeared. The remnants of the boy’s personality rejoiced at their appearance. My own personality became tense. I felt a flash of shame that I had so brazenly occupied the body of their child, but the fear burned much more intensely. I was afraid that I would be exposed and killed. If this happened, I would undoubtedly win the prize for the dumbest way to die.

So I feigned weakness to give myself time to figure out what was happening. It turned out that the boy had been in a coma for the last two years. Little remained of his mind and personality, so I didn’t really appropriate much from him. And his body... Compared to the last days of my life, the difference was minimal. But I knew all too well the dreadful state I had been in. At least my new surroundings looked incomparably better.

“My boy…” A woman stroked my cheek. She was the mother of this unlucky boy.

The father stood nearby, reserved.

“When can we take him home?” he asked the doctor.

“The boy just woke up, sir. We will run some tests, observe him for a while, and I’ll be able to tell you more in a week. Rehabilitation will take another month or two.”

“Very well.” He nodded.

Could it be that I got lucky and ended up in a noble family?

***

Rehabilitation, as the doctor had promised, took a couple of months. Which I used to my advantage.

I was diagnosed with partial amnesia. The doctors asked me questions, and if I remembered, I answered honestly. And when I didn’t remember, I said so. After being in a coma for so long, my muscles had atrophied, so I had to learn to walk again.

But I didn’t care much about physical discomforts. There was a huge window in my hospital room and through it, I could see the sky. It was late autumn. The air was damp and cold, but I didn’t mind. I was ready to kill for a breath of fresh air. The nurses wouldn’t let me anywhere near the window for a long time, so I snuck out of bed to open it at night. I could sleep during the day.

I admitted to myself that even if I spent the rest of my days in a crippled body, it was worth it. Better than living in a dead world. I certainly wouldn’t be at a loss. Not after what I’d been through.

After a while, I learned to move on my own, my hands stopped shaking, and I tried to draw a few simple alchemic patterns. It was good to know my abilities were still with me. The magic of my world worked here.

Losing my powers was the only thing that terrified me. But everything seemed to be in order, which meant that my chances of getting by in this world just became a hundred times greater.

I found out there were mages among the locals too. Not like ours. Their magic worked on a different principle. The chief physician was considered a healer. He visited me twice a day and... What he applied on me looked like some kind of radiance. It tickled and cooled my skin, but accelerated the recovery process.

The nurses didn’t do that.

Having discovered the existence of magic, I decided to hide mine for the time being. Perhaps patterns were used here too, but could a boy who had been in a coma for so long know them? I doubted it. Well, if there was one thing I had learned, it was how to wait. I’d have to get out of here to make my move.

***

“Brother!”

What I didn’t expect was having a sister. A sixteen-year-old girl greeted me when my parents brought me home.

She ran down the stairs and hugged me tightly.

“Beatrice! Be careful! Your brother has not fully recovered yet!” my mother began to wail and tried to free me from my sister’s grip.

So this was to be my… home.

***

“How did it feel?” Bella whispered, leaning over me.

“What?”

“What was it like to lie in darkness for two years?”

“Nothing special.”

“Is that all you have to say?” She pouted.

“Yeah. Sorry, I’m tired, my thoughts are all jumbled up.”

“Oh, Edgar, have I completely tired you out?” she asked, looking disappointed.

“Yes.”

“That can’t be!” She protested.

Unfortunately, it turned out that I had no idea how to communicate with a teenager. Especially with a girl. Even more so, an annoying and hyperactive one.

“I’m really tired, Bella.”

“Don’t call me that!” she hissed. “Call me by my full name!”

I closed my eyes, pretending to be completely exhausted, which wasn’t far from the truth.

***

My discharge from the hospital proved to be an enlightening experience. Or rather, what happened afterward was. My parents led me out of the building and seated me in... a car. I was surprised to see so many cars in the city, and that none of them had weapons. They seemed to embody comfort, lacking the utilitarian appearance of vehicles in my world. You wouldn’t put a gas canister in one of these, or throw the corpse of a slain predator in it.

I made a note that the priorities of people in my world and this one were very different, and that I’d need time to acclimate.

I couldn’t tear my gaze away from the window the whole way. Through the hospital window, the view was always the same: trees, lawns, and houses in the distance. Now, I saw the city. Tall buildings, thousands of people looking peaceful and well-fed. No one was fighting, no one was making bloody sacrifices, and no one was shooting or using destructive alchemy.

Absolutely perfect.

The journey home took an hour. As I later found out, the family I ended up with lived on the outskirts. Our car was driven by a personal driver who also doubled as a security guard. When he came out to open the door for my mother, I noticed he had a holster hidden under his clothes.

Security, a chauffeur, an expensive car... And I figured that it was expensive by comparing it to the other cars on the road. Elegant clothes, a large house that looked luxurious... This was certainly an unimaginable luxury for me. Three floors, dozens of rooms, halls, a library, and even a swimming pool. In addition, there was household staff to serve the “masters.”

Apparently, I happened to inhabit an aristocrat’s body. I had no complaints about it. In my previous life, I belonged to an ancient lineage of practitioners. I admit that my ancestors put in a lot of effort to destroy our world. As their descendant, I tried to rectify it... and we all know how that turned out.

In addition to my parents, there were more people living in the household — the father’s brother with his wife and children, two grandmothers, one grandfather, and a sister. It didn’t look like a powerful clan, but... They were living relatives, who were glad to see me back home! And yet I ran away from them on the very first day. What could I do? Years of loneliness had taken their toll. I had grown unaccustomed to social interaction. It was difficult for me to find the right words, let alone talk for extended periods of time. The attention was simply too overwhelming. In my world, the norm was to shoot anyone you met because nobody would ever be friendly. If you encountered someone, they would try to kill you and take your supplies.

Here, I would have to get rid of my old habits and unlearn many patterns. I could finally have the uneventful life that I always wanted…

With this thought, I fell asleep.

***

“A teacher?”

“Yes, my boy. You’re running late, you need to get ready.” My mother ruffled my hair, making me relax and stretch.

Oh, gods of all worlds. I would kill for these touches, let alone attend classes. How easily you can manipulate me, woman.

“When will he come?”

“So you agree?” She narrowed her eyes.

“If you think it’s necessary...” I lowered my gaze, pretending to be shy.

My memory worked in a strange way. I remembered only parts of “my” childhood, but they were enough to form an impression about myself. I grew up as a loner. Shy, timid, and unsociable. My favorite pastime was spending time alone in my room. No, little Edgar wasn’t bored. He drew, sculpted, did his homework, and read books. This was enough to keep him happy.

This image suited me just right. In order not to give myself away, I portrayed natural modesty. So far, it seemed to be working just fine. The only thing that didn’t fit this image was my longing for love.

I, a grown man who had seen death in all its manifestations, melted away in hugs. And this feeling of being at home, along with the warmth, comfort, and love... I didn’t remember ever feeling so good.

And for this, I was ready to do anything. Including attending classes.

***

The Sokolovs. That was the name of the family whose heir I became. My father was Anton Sokolov. He was the head of the family. Louise Sokolov was my mother. She was a Frenchwoman who had married a foreigner and moved to Russia. All these names meant absolutely nothing to me. The countries in my world had long disappeared. Therefore, I devoured geography and history textbooks with zeal, in order to learn more about this unfamiliar realm.

My mother couldn’t be happier and she praised me every day. She also willingly answered all the questions that I risked asking. Coming out of a coma had its perks. I could afford the luxury of not knowing many things.

The rest of the subjects weren’t that interesting. Mathematics, geometry, fine arts, music — everything that was considered mandatory for an aristocrat to study. The logic behind it was clear. Studying these subjects was necessary to prepare one for studying magical disciplines. I hadn’t gotten around to magic lessons yet, but I was sure that if I exhibited some abilities, the topic would definitely come up.

***

Three months after leaving the hospital, I risked placing the first seal of enhancement on my weak body. Nothing special, just a little something to accumulate the energy of the world and use it first to restore and then strengthen my young body. I intended to add more seals later.

Gradually, life in the Sokolov residency returned to normal. Winter had come, and we celebrated the New Year. It was a local holiday of great importance. I didn’t really understand its essence. Why did the New Year begin in the middle of winter? But I was glad that this world could afford mass celebrations. This meant that it was quite abundant and safe since the people were so carefree.

At the end of January, I witnessed my parents’ first quarrel. My father returned home very angry and irritated. My mother approached him, and... I happened to be near the door, which allowed me to eavesdrop on their conversation.

“The Korshunovs have become so audacious! They want to buy our lands!”

“But how...” said mother. Her voice sounded confused.

“Just like that! They want to take advantage of our weakness!”

“Dear...”

“Leave... Just leave me.”

It wasn’t really much of an argument. Rather, my father, tired and tense, couldn’t find the energy for a normal conversation. I moved away from the door to avoid running into my mother. She quickly left and retreated to her chambers.

This was how I learned that the family had enemies — the Korshunovs clan.

I didn’t like that at all. I intended to live calmly and peacefully, and not participate in tribal conflicts. I’d had enough of bloodshed and wars.

Rule number one of my previous life was that I could think whatever I wanted, but I should never easily dismiss any threat. From that moment on, I began to eavesdrop on my parents’ conversations more often. I even created small seals that transmitted sound. I strategically placed them in all the halls and offices. It was a risky step, but I’d studied the house enough to make sure that there weren’t even the most basic seals in it. Which meant no one would detect mine either.

I soon learned that the conflict was much more serious. My family, as it turned out, was once strong and powerful. So much so that it took full ownership of a vast piece of land. This was where we lived now. Here, we had factories and workshops. The family was involved in textiles, clothing, and supply, both domestically and abroad. It might not have been the most remarkable business, but it all depended on the scale. There was enough money to maintain the estate, lead a comfortable life, hire security, pay for elite education for the children, and... I guess that was it. Looking at it, it was probably quite substantial. I still had a limited understanding of finance, not grasping how this world worked.

The Korshunovs were different. They were strong enough to make my father fear them. His pride didn’t allow him to admit it, but I saw everything quite clearly.

I saw and I prepared, just in case. An old habit of turning the place I lived in into my fortress, impenetrable for my enemies.

My preparation didn’t go to waste. They came in early spring, on a rainy day.

***

“Dad... Mom...” I called, entering my parents’ bedroom.

“Son?” Mom woke up.

“Edgar?” father muttered sleepily. “What are you doing here in this ungodly hour?”

“Someone’s sneaking up on us, Dad. Someone bad.”

“What?” He instantly woke up. “Did you have a nightmare?”

“No. I saw some armed people through the window,” I said more directly.

I hoped they wouldn’t remember to ask why I wasn’t in bed. I didn’t actually see the intruders with my own eyes. They just landed at the edge of our property and were stealthily sneaking towards the house. I had over a month to prepare and I used that time well.

If only it weren’t for the limitations of my small body... I could create a maximum of one seal per day. And even after that I would feel sluggish. My mother was worried; my pale complexion frightened her. But I couldn’t help it. The slightest hint of danger pushed me to prepare.

One of the seals woke me up and informed me of the breach of perimeter by a dozen people. Whether they were armed or not, I didn’t know for sure. But it didn’t take a genius to figure out that peaceful guests did not come at night.

“Take him to his room,” father said. “I’ll go see what’s going on.”

“Be careful.”

There was genuine concern in my mother’s voice. She grabbed my hand and led me to the bedroom. I tried to find words to get out from under her watch. The lights turned on in the house. My father contacted the security and asked them what was going on. I heard muffled voices as I entered my room.

At that moment it all began. There was the sound of glass shattering, followed by gunshots. They fired at the first floor. Turning on the lights was a tactical error. The attackers weren’t holding back. The parents’ bedroom was bombarded with dynamite. It triggered an explosion and flames burst out, lighting up the corridor.

Because of its might, part of the roof caved in and the walls collapsed. My room was located at the back of the house, so we were safe here.

“Hide!” My mother pushed me... under the bed.

What are you going to do, woman? Despite the attack the house had suffered, I wasn’t worried. I’d been in worse situations. But mother... Her eyes were wide in horror, and, without listening to my objections, she pushed me under the bed.

“Sit tight and keep your head down!”

“Where are you going?”

“To get Bella.”

She ran out into the corridor. More shots could be heard from downstairs. I didn’t stay put for too long. I got out from under the bed and followed her into the corridor. War and bloodshed again... It all found me even in another world.

The fire was spreading too quickly. Smoke filled the entire second floor, and I started coughing. Oh, how inconvenient this child’s body was! If I still had my previous powers, the enemies wouldn’t have been able to even come anywhere near me.

Looking over the railing, I saw bodies on the floor. I found my father among them. He was shot, and a pool of blood spread under his body. His eyes were empty.

A group of fighters was climbing the stairway. It was so large and wide, that it was a miracle that they didn’t notice me right away.

I didn’t have much time. Concentrating, I activated the seals. The ones on the wall and stairs exploded, throwing sharp splinters and pieces of stone with such force that they pierced the bodies of the attackers. Three down. Kind of... They fell, clearly wounded, but not killed.

Mother emerged from the smoke, holding my sister. They were coughing and trying to run away from the flames.

What happened next would stay imprinted in my memory forever. Behind them, a black figure emerged from the glow of the fire. It aimed its weapon and fired a short burst. Bella was thrown aside, and our mother fell dead. The bullets hit her straight in the head. She didn’t stand a chance.

I roared and slammed the floor. The wooden flooring exploded, and the splinters crashed into the killer. This time it worked better. I avenged my mother’s death.

I didn’t rush towards her. It was useless. The dead could no longer be helped. I would mourn later. I needed to get out... And take care of my sister. I rushed to her and I tried to lift her, which wasn’t so easy. Bella was terrified and didn’t understand what was happening.

However, I never managed to pick her up. Feeling someone’s gaze on me, I turned around and the last thing I saw was a gun right in front of my face.

And darkness.


Chapter 2
IN THE WRONG HANDS




Black clouds loomed in the sky. Rain began to fall, sprinkling the ground with small drops. This wasn’t enough to extinguish the raging fire. The entire estate was ablaze, and columns of smoke rose into the air. The closest neighbors, even if they saw it, preferred to pretend that nothing was happening. At such times, people were glad that trouble didn’t come their way.

“Are you done?” asked the man in a black coat. He didn’t pay any attention to the raindrops.

“The house is secured,” a soldier answered. His face was hidden by a mask.

“Casualties?”

“Three of our men were killed. Four more were wounded, but they are recovering fast.”

“Survivors?”

“We carried out the task as instructed. The heirs are still alive. The rest are dead.”

“Decapitate them. It’s best to be thorough, just in case.”

“As you wish, sir,” the soldier said without showing any emotion.

“Take the captives to the base. Make sure the house burns to the ground.”

The soldier saluted and went back to the house. The man in the black coat, Vyacheslav Korshunov, watched him leave and sat back into the car.

“Vyacheslav, are you sure about this? Isn’t it a bit too audacious?” a gray-haired old man sitting in the back seat asked him. The driver’s seat was covered with impenetrable glass; allowing for private conversation.

“Father, you know this as well as I do. After the death of the last Emperor, there is no one left to hold us back.”

“The civil war was over. And now you’ve started it again.”

“The war never really ended, father, we have already discussed this. We should take the lands while we have the chance. Don’t worry, I’ll make everything legal so that no one can question it. The Sokolovs owe us a lot.”

“You’re right, son. I trust you. What will you do with the captives?”

“They’ll join the others. We need to continue our research.”

“Do you still think that there will be another confrontation?”

“I do. Our opponents will not give up the throne. And neither will we.”

“You will never find peace.”

Vyacheslav Korshunov remained silent. His first taste of combat came at the age of fifteen. He was on the road with his father, who had picked him up from school. Their car was attacked, and they miraculously managed to get out alive. It was a result of their family’s weakness and, to some extent, his father’s poor policies, which had pushed their lineage to the brink of becoming just a footnote in some textbook.

Three years after that day, Vyacheslav found himself in the role of the attacker. The clan was suffering greatly, and there was no one to protect what was left. He had to take matters into his own hands. His father had become weak and vulnerable, and he wasn’t in a condition to rule anymore.

In a way, Vyacheslav was glad that things had turned out the way they did, though the word glad felt inappropriate. He saw it as paying tribute to the series of events and challenges that had forged his character and shaped him into who he was.

After twenty years of being a leader, he got used to war. He lived it, and was always ready for battle. This had transformed their fragile family into a powerful and influential one, close to the very top.

Today, one of the pawns was taken off the board. Now it was time to prepare the faithful knights. One of these days, Vyacheslav was going to make another calculated move.

***

What I saw when I woke up was the opposite of a peaceful life. My hands and legs were tightly secured with straps. My neck as well. I felt the cold touch of metal against my back. I lay on some table in a white, sterile, and unpleasant room.

People in lab coats scurried around about their business, ignoring my questions. I was conscious for a short time. All I managed to do was curse under my breath, thinking about the ironic twist of fate.

Have I survived hell just to die in some laboratory like a rat? Fuck this.

Rule number two of my previous life was that I should always look for opportunities, and once I found them, I should seize them without hesitation.

Alchemy was based on mathematical perfection. The core rule reflected the perfection of life. There were always options. And if they didn’t exist, then they just needed to be created. But I didn’t have time to think it all through. They injected me with something and I fell into oblivion.

***

Wherever I was, this place wasn’t known for its love for children. They called me “test subject number thirteen.” A cursed number, and I wholeheartedly believed that I would become a curse for my captors. I had plenty of reasons to despise them.

Almost every day, they took samples from me — mainly blood and urine. I had nothing against the latter. But blood... Every drop contained the life force crucial for an alchemist. The less of it there was, the fewer possibilities. The power within this body was already scarce, and these scoundrels were diminishing it further.

This only increased the bill that I was going to present to them. Sooner or later.

Their routine alternated between extracting something from my body and injecting me with something else. This made me feel terrible. Pain would come in waves, my muscles would cramp, bones would crack, and I would start hallucinating. They either kept me bound to an examination table or stuffed me into a straitjacket and left me in a cell, where I lay for hours.

With my hands pressed to my body, I was helpless. Otherwise, I would have broken free a long time ago and wreaked havoc here. Most likely, it would have cost me my life, but the only thing worse than death was living in captivity, like a lab rat.

At some point, I lost track of time. Whether it had been a month, two, or more — it was impossible to tell when you spent most of your time lying bound in a cage, not to mention the constant state of oblivion.

Whatever they did to me, greatly affected my body. I felt that something was happening to me, but I could not understand what exactly.

I didn’t give up trying to get out. I just put it on hold when things got really shitty. The experiments were destroying my body. And it was brand new! I had to focus on the seal I had placed on myself and strengthen it. I tried my best to prevent it from falling apart, but my hands were always tied. Sometimes they let me go to the bathroom or take a shower. I could refresh the seal and add new ones only during those moments. To the supervisors, it seemed like the boy was just idly tracing his fingers over his body. They had no idea what I was planning.

I wouldn’t be me if I didn’t find a way out of here.

***

There were two people in the laboratory. One was busy examining the test results. He input new data to compare it with the measurements from previous days, confirming the trajectory of either positive or negative dynamics. The other sat at a table.

“We’re in deep trouble,” muttered Tikhomir Vladimirovich, the head of the third secret laboratory of the Korshunov family, who had just put down his phone and turned pale.

“What happened?” The deputy became wary, looking up from the test results.

“Our men lost,” the man sighed. For him, this meant the end of his career. Perhaps even his life. “We received orders to take out all the documentation and lie low. All samples and materials are to be disposed of. The laboratory is to be destroyed. It’s Order 13.”

“We’re in deep shit,” echoed the bald man, looking around the room at the work he had been devoted to for the past few years. “We had just started achieving some stable results! And it’s all going down the drain!”

“It doesn’t matter. If the Korshunovs survive, they will eventually resume their work,” he said in a way that left it unclear whether he was trying to comfort himself or his colleague.

While Tikhomir was speaking, he walked through the office and pressed the emergency button. Three buttons stood in a row on the wall. Two were responsible for cases like fires or threats from samples. The last one was for total cleanup. The laboratory had a staff of seventeen people. They lived, slept, and only left for vacation every six months. Each knew their role in such a situation. In addition to the personnel, there was a permanent security detail of ten men from the clan. Once they received the signal, they would have to eliminate the samples while others prepared and packed up the documentation.

“Hurry up,” said Tikhomir. “If a signal has been received, it means they might come for us.”

***

When you have been used as a lab rat for months on end, sooner or later there came a point when you had to end up at the scrap yard. If any of my captors thought that life here would break me, they were sorely mistaken. I’d endured worse shit.

Gunshots rang out nearby. One, then another. Ten seconds of silence, followed by two more shots. A routine check.

I somehow got up and hobbled to the door. I bit my lip, and let the blood run, drawing patterns on the wall with it. They came out crooked. In places where precision wasn’t achievable, you had to resort to force and at a cost. Transformation always demanded a significant price. Blood, one of the most valuable fluids, carried a wealth of information, and therefore, value.

When the door of the chamber opened, a pistol barrel appeared in the corridor, followed by a hand and its owner... The guard didn’t see me until he went inside and found me in the corner on the right. He probably thought I was scared. And he was very surprised when he noticed my bloody smile.

Stepping forward, he aimed his weapon and was about to shoot, but he didn’t have time. The wall exploded and tore off his arm. He fell to the floor, screaming in pain, and I ran up, jumped, and stomped on his skull. His body shuddered, and he soon fell silent.

I was in a straitjacket and barefoot. My fingers were immobilized, but my feet were free. Standing still, I began drawing patterns directly from the blood flowing beneath the man’s body.

When the second guard appeared in the corridor, a bloody arrow pierced his chest and pinned him to the opposite wall. And now for the most unpleasant part... I drew the second symbol, and a bloody blade appeared in the air. Pressing it against my body, I got on my knees and began to crawl around, cutting the restraints. The problem with this kind of alchemy was that the blood became very sharp. I ended up with cuts on my chest and abdomen, but I was able to free myself.

Once my hands were free, I breathed a sigh of relief and straightened up. With my left hand, I pressed against the wounds, while my right hand started drawing another seal.

The guards realized that some kind of devilry was going on here. It wasn’t hard to figure out, given that their colleague had first hung on the wall for a moment and then slid down when the blood arrow lost its shape. This time, the guards fired their guns first, and then looked in, hiding behind metal shields. The bullets hit my bloody shield. I didn’t have the strength to create a big one, but my body wasn’t large. I managed to take cover by huddling.

The bloody blade flew into the passage and cut off half the skull of the guard who looked inside, piercing both the shield and his unfortunate head. The same fate befell the second guard.

Dipping my palms into someone else’s blood, and generously mixing it with my own, I ran outside and scanned the area. There must have been an exit somewhere. And my sister was here too. But I didn’t know where. Darting down the corridor, I peered into the windows of the rooms.

I found my sister in a room that was one room away from mine. Her face changed. She had transformed from a teenager into a young woman. The holes in her head and heart ruined her beauty. She could have lived a happy, joyful life if it weren’t for those bastards.

Hearing someone rushing up the stairs, I dropped to the floor and drew another seal on it, and then continued to run. It was time to finally leave this hell hole. The guards noticed me, rushed after me, and their bodies were torn apart as soon as they triggered the trap. That’s my revenge for you, jerks.

The siren started wailing louder and smoke filled the corridor. Grabbing one of the guards’ weapons, I emptied it into two more men who had come out of another room, where they were attempting to conceal evidence. They were busy pouring something that burned very well throughout the building. Smoke was spilling from the direction they had come. They were clearly trying to burn down the laboratory.

Well, little sister, at least you will have a proper funeral in this pyre.

Giving it another thought, I decided that I’d be going in the opposite direction. Upstairs, where the guards were coming down from.

***

The laboratory was hidden underground, among the forests, god knows where. I stood knee-deep in a snowdrift, hiding among the dense trees, and watched as the glow of the fire and smoke from it rose high into the air. It was nothing short of a miracle that I managed to escape. It was like fate once again decided to see what I could come up with this time.

I didn’t encounter any more guards on my way out. I crept up the stairs and then through the area where the main staff worked. I recognized some of them. They were carrying out the last items and loading them into cars before driving off. The last three guards were left behind. I heard them trying to contact other guards, but they, being dead, didn’t answer.

The remaining men sealed the doors to the underground floors and activated the explosives. Then they jumped into the car and drove off. I waited ten seconds and rushed into the forest.

The explosion sent me flying and threw me into the snow. When I recovered, I crawled to one of the trees, from where I stared back at what used to be my prison.

How long had it been? A year? Two? The years were stolen from me, along with my newly-acquired family. I’d be damned if I didn’t get out of here and get my revenge.

***

Two people were driving along a lonely road through a winter forest.

“The weather is really awful today,” Olga sighed.

“We’ll be home in an hour,” answered the man behind the wheel.

They were driving an old car, its best days long gone, but thanks to the man’s skillful hands, it got a second wind.

“We’re quite deep in the wilderness,” Olga remarked.

“You always say you want peace and quiet,” the man chuckled.

“This wasn’t exactly what I had in mind. I was thinking of a picnic on a flower field and a sunny day.”

“And we got snow and deep snowdrifts. But don’t you worry, you’ll have your summer too.”

The woman stared out the window, watching the snowfall. Suddenly, her husband slammed on the brakes, and Olga jerked forward, almost hitting her forehead on the dashboard.

“What the hell?!”

“Look,” her husband answered in a hoarse voice. “It’s a kid!”

“What?!”

Olga finally focused her gaze on the reason why they almost flew off the road. It turned out to be a creature vaguely reminiscent of a human. Covered in dirt, with blue skin... At first, it seemed like a forest monster, but then something switched in her head, and Olga saw a boy who, wrapping his arms around himself, was shivering in the cold.

“Boy, what are you doing here?” Sergei got out of the car. As pitiful as the boy looked, he didn’t hesitate to pull out his gun. These were dangerous times, after all.

The boy said something, but Olga could not make out the words. Sergei stuck his head back into the car, looking perplexed.

“He’s asking for help.”

“Help?”

“Yes.”

“Well, help him!”

If Olga had any doubts before, fearing that this was some kind of a cunning trap, they had vanished. This child was in trouble and he needed help.


Chapter 3
A NEW LIFE




Watching the fire was pleasant. The fact that it was a lively fire in the fireplace, fully under human control, framed within the clear boundaries of the stone hearth, made it even more enjoyable.

“Would you like some tea?”

Sergei knew how to ask in a way that left little room for refusal. In his left hand, he held a teapot, worn with soot at the bottom and steam rising from the spout. In his right hand, he clutched two large mugs. Putting the kettle on the stand, he pushed one of the mugs towards me and gestured to the tea bags lying on the table nearby. Sergei returned to the kitchen and grabbed some cookies Olga had prepared in the morning.

Seeing that I had not touched the mug, he took two tea bags, tossed them in, poured some boiling water over them, and moved the tea even closer to me.

“Here you go.”

I reached out from under the blanket, grabbed the mug, and felt my skin burn. I didn’t pull away. I was so tired of the cold that I was ready to exchange it for anything, including burning heat.

Sergei settled into an old chair, which creaked pitifully. A furrow formed on his forehead, his eyebrows hovering over his eyes, making him look like a crow. If there were crows weighing two hundred pounds. He wasn’t fat, but he was a very stocky man. His arms were thicker than my legs. Judging by the tattoos on his body, habits, manners and some items in the house, this married couple had some military background.

“Who are you, young man?” He turned to me, closely examining me. “You have to start talking. I can’t have a complete stranger lingering in my house.”

“What do you want to know?” I answered, sipping hot tea.

It took me two weeks to get out of the forest and reach civilization, find a road, and come across a car. Olga and Sergei were newlyweds. The wedding photos were no different from what I saw in front of me. Sergei had the same beard, and Olga’s hair was of same length.

“How about your name?”

“Edgar.”

“Last name?

“Is it important?”

“A last name can only be dangerous for an aristocrat. Are you one of them?”

“Even if I was, would that change anything? Are you going to kick me out?”

They hadn’t bothered me for a week. They let me sleep, eat, recover, and warm up properly. They allowed me to sit quietly on the sofa and stare at the fireplace for hours. Their house was somewhere in the forest, far from the city. When Sergei left on business or to get groceries, he would be absent for at least several hours.

“Depends on what you say. You can sell that fairy tale of an innocent child to Olga. But I see through it.”

“And what do you see?”

“How long had you been in the forest? Don’t lie.” He frowned even more.

“Two weeks.”

“And how did you survive?”

“On stubbornness.”

“Good answer, I won’t argue. But I’m asking about something else.”

“There is no other answer. I want to live too badly to die in a forest.”

Snow and mild frost could not kill me. By the standards of my previous world, these were heavenly conditions. Life was always thriving in the forest. The forest itself was the personification of the forces of nature. Finding food and warmth in such conditions was something I could handle. I was able to hunt and get some meat and clothes. Sergei didn’t know that before going out onto the road, I left most of the things I had obtained in the forest. I only took the animals’ skin.

“Did you kill the beast yourself?”

“I found it dead.”

“You’re lying.”

“What do you want from me?”

I didn’t really expect to stay in a stranger’s house for a long time. They warmed me up, gave me some clothes, and that was enough. I could survive on my own just fine. Maybe I would even go back to the forest.

“I want to understand who or what you are.”

“I’m just a kid who was left alone in what turned out to be a dangerous world.”

“Hah,” he leaned back in his chair, which made it creak even more. “Do you have any relatives?”

“Dead.”

“Clan wars?”

“I wouldn’t rule it out.”

“Are you always so witty?”

“Only when I don’t understand what is expected of me.”

“You’re not making this conversation any easier.”

“I’ll be leaving then. Thanks for the help.”

“Where are you going?”

“I’ll figure it out on my way there," I answered nonchalantly. “I will be grateful if you could give me some shoes, though. If I have to work for them, that’s not a problem either. Just tell me what needs to be done.”

“Work for them? That’s a surprise.”

“Why?”

“You’re too young to work.”

Young... Thanks to the assholes from the laboratory who held me captive for a year and a half. I found a recent newspaper at Sergei’s house and looked at the dates. What I saw left me surprised, and to be honest, freaked out. A year and a half of my life! Bastards! I hate them!

Now I had to figure out how to fit into this world all over again. Without a family, it wouldn’t be easy. No one needed a lost, orphaned child.

“Don’t you worry about that. I can work, just tell me what you need.”

Sergei was silent. He sipped his tea, ate a cookie, and looked at me with curiosity.

“Get some sleep. We need to get up early tomorrow.”

“Why?”

“You want to work so I’ll find you a job.”

“Fine.”

I slept in the living room, on the sofa. The house was small; there was no separate room for me, but I didn’t complain, of course. If I had to, I would sleep right by the fireplace. What else could a person who had escaped captivity need to be happy?

“Hey, kid,” Sergei called, having already reached the stairs to the second floor.

“Yes?”

“Will the killers come for you?”

“Nobody knows I’m alive.”

“I see,” Sergei sighed.

I wasn’t the best guest to have. After all, someone might actually come for me.

***

Olga was sitting in a chair in front of a mirror by the window, combing her hair.

“Did you talk to him?” she asked when Sergei entered the bedroom.

“Yes.”

“And?”

“Nothing.

“Nothing?” Olga frowned. “Come on, tell me.”

“He’s a troubled kid.”

“Well, normal people don’t roam around the forests barefoot,” she snorted.

“He’s probably from one of the clans. From a destroyed family, most likely.”

“Maybe a Korshunov?”

“I don’t remember them having such a kid in their family. Rather, it was they who held him captive. You know their reputation.”

“They’ve had a hard time.”

“So what?”

“Maybe they won’t come for him?”

“He says no one knows that he survived.”

“What now? What should we do?” Olga put away the comb and turned to her husband.

“I don’t know.”

“I won’t let you kick him out,” she said confidently.

“Olga...”

“What? I won’t allow it! How old is he? Fourteen? My brother died when he was that age!”

“Olga...”

“Don’t Olga me!” She clenched her fists on her sides and looked angrily at her husband. “What if this is a sign? An opportunity to atone...”

“I’m not going to kick him out!” He interrupted her hastily. Their life hadn’t been peaceful. That was why they escaped. To start over.

“You won’t?”

“I won’t. Not tomorrow, at least. We’ll see what happens. He can stay with us for now. No one will find him here.”

“That’s good.”

“Maybe I’ll find some work for him.”

“He’s a tough kid, despite being so skinny.”

“You noticed that too?”

“How could I not notice? He definitely killed that beast. Could you kill a beast?”

“With weapons, yes.”

“Any fool can do it with a gun. Can you do it unarmed?”

“I don’t know. And I wouldn’t want to have to check. We’ll have to put traps in the yard. It’s dangerous to have such creatures walk around freely.”

“You do that,” Olga agreed. In matters of safety and beasts, she completely trusted her husband, knowing full well what he used to do in his youth.

***

The sun had just recently risen above the treetops. The forest air was clean, crisp, and pine-scented. I had never seen anything like this in my world. From that moment on, the forest took the number on spot on my list of favorite things in this world.

“Do you know how to handle an ax?”

Sergei went out into the cold wearing only a shirt. His demeanor didin’t display any discomfort. On the contrary, he seemed invigorated as we carried logs. Earlier in the morning, a truck with supplies of firewood arrived at the house. Judging by the quantity, there should have been enough to last us the whole winter, or even longer. I thought this was strange, considering that there was a forest around. But maybe it was forbidden to cut trees, or perhaps it was more practical than chopping damp trees. Sergei and Olga moved here quite recently, just a little earlier than they met me. They were still unpacking and arranging their furniture.

When the truck arrived, I also got out and joined the unloading.

Silently holding out my hand, I waited for Sergei to entrust me with the ax. I grabbed it comfortably and twisted it, getting used to the weight, after which I gave the first log a try.

People certainly lived well in this world if they used wood for heating. I would rather install heat collection seals, which would significantly reduce the costs. But I guess I shouldn’t mention that?

On the other hand, this wasn’t considered a luxury by their standards. In my old world, big, healthy trees were a rare occurrence. A sight to cherish. But here, I saw an abundance of them just by gazing through my hospital room window. There were more trees around the hospital than in my entire world alltogether.

Raising the ax, I brought it down, cutting the log into two parts. Afterward, I placed the first piece back and made another cut. I split the second part of the log as well, then moved on to the next piece.

“Is it too heavy for you?”

“It’s fine. I can finish this in a couple of hours.” I looked at the rest of the pile. “Should I put it under the canopy?”

“Yes.” Sergei scratched the top of his head. “If you get tired, let me know.”

***

“Isn’t that a bit too difficult for a child?” Olga asked her husband disapprovingly, once he returned to the house. Edgar remained in the yard, chopping wood.

“He’ll manage.” Sergei tensed, not understanding why his wife was unhappy.

“I thought you’d find him something simpler to do.”

“He volunteered. What was I supposed to say?”

“He’s exceptionally good at chopping wood.”

“Yeah. Always does it with one swing.”

“Then again, it’s just logs. You can break them with your bare hands.”

“I am a grown man. And this is a boy who looks like a skeleton. Do you think he might be... possessed?”

“The strength and precision of his movements do not correspond to his proportions,” Olga answered after thinking. “If he chops up the whole stack...”

“Then there’s more to him than meets the eye,” Sergei finished. “Do you think the rumors about the Korshunovs are true?”

“Anything is possible. But these are just rumors. Officially, the Korshunovs conducted their affairs near the capital and fought for the throne. I didn’t hear anything about them being in the wilderness... I don’t know. When we ran away, I thought we would find a quiet place. And it seems like the echoes of the war have reached us here too,” she said with evident sadness in her voice.

“Take a closer look at the boy; you understand those things better than I do.”

“Yes, I already see it.”

“What do you see?”

“That they definitely did something to him. But I can’t tell what exactly. I know one thing for sure: he needs to be fed. And trained.”

“Do we really need all this?” Sergei grumbled.

“You’re right. It’s better to stay away from war. But if there is any potential…”

“We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it. Let’s take a closer look at him first.”

“Okay,” Olga sighed, watching the boy easily chop one log after another.

***

So, does that mean they ran away? That would explain a lot. Why else would two adults, obviously military trained, hide in such a remote place?

But that wasn’t the most interesting part. If they ran away to start a new life, then I understood them better than anyone else. I was in the same boat. I could hear their conversation because I wasn’t too lazy to install sound-transmitting seals in all rooms.

However, something else interested me.

What did they mean when they said that I could be possessed? Perhaps they knew what could have been done to me in the laboratory. Apparently, they were conducting some kind of experiments, trying to alter my body. If it weren’t for the seals, I would have probably died or turned into something. In my world, there was no such thing. I never heard of experiments being done on people. We didn’t need that.

Where did I end up? I hope this world is not on the brink of destruction as well.

***

“Do you know anything about traps?” A couple of days later, Sergei took me with him to the forest.

“A little. It depends on what kind,” I answered honestly.

“For catching beasts.”

“Oh. Then no.”

“And what do you know?”

“I know about traps for people.”

“Um...” He was confused. “Well, the difference is not very big.”

He didn’t quite understand me because I was talking about alchemy. I should have lied. If he started asking questions, things would get awkward. We walked on in silence. We went deeper into the forest, walked along the slope, and continued walking until Sergei stopped.

“What do you know about beasts?” he broke the silence.

“What is there to know about them? They’re just animals.”

In my world, all living creatures had died out. Almost all... The one that remained wanted and had every chance to devour you, even if you were prepared.

“There are predators, and there are beasts,” he emphasized the last word. “You need to know the difference. Especially when you travel through the forest. Do you even know on whose territory you met me and Olga?” He grinned but noticed the expression on my face and raised his eyebrows. “You don’t? One surprise after another.”

“How do beasts differ from predators?” I couldn’t resist asking. A resident of this world should have known this, but I had no idea.

“Hmm... You’re really clueless.” Sergei frowned, “Predators are just regular animals Some of them are dangerous. Especially in the forest. And beasts are… unusual animals.”

“Oh... You’re talking about those animals...” I drawled, understanding absolutely nothing.

“Yes, yes. What else?” Sergei bent down and began to clear away the snowdrift. “The one you’ve killed is called the snow wolf. Not exactly a common creature. They usually inhabit wild forests. How one got here is anyone’s guess. But where there’s one wolf, there are usually more. Tell me, have you seen a pack?”

“No. It was by itself.”

I still didn’t know how to properly talk with people. Only now did I realize that Sergei was testing me. He talked to me as if I confessed that I had personally killed a snow wolf. And I, a fool, just confirmed it, revealing that I was far from an ordinary teenager.

“Did you see any tracks?”

“No.”

“Alright. How far was it from the place where we met?”

“Pretty far.”

Eleven days’ journey through the woods, to be exact.

“Heh.” He straightened up, brushing the snow off his hands. He had previously crouched and carefully cleared the ground. “Maybe we’ll be lucky, but we still need to set up traps. Remember this place, kid, and stay away from here. Otherwise, you’ll run into trouble.”

“What kind of traps are these?”

“Take a look.”

It was nothing complicated. Mostly loops and pits.

“It won’t kill a strong animal,” he explained. “But it will slow it down, and most importantly, it will warn us.”

“Will we hear it?”

“We’ll hear it,” he said confidently and threw one of the firecrackers.

I didn’t know it was a firecracker. It looked like a small capsule. But Sergei did something, and it let out a clearly audible pop. The house was about a hundred feet away, and in the silence of the forest, there was a good chance of hearing an uninvited guest.

Once I set my own traps around here, the house would turn into a fortress. I was planning on doing that unless I left this place sooner.

***

A couple of days later I came down with a cold. My body played a trick on me, showing me that I could get sick. I survived captivity, two weeks in the forest, and ended up falling ill with a common cold! Olga made a fuss around me, gave me hot sweet tea, and found a couple of books to help me pass the time.

I recovered in three days, after which the couple invited me for a conversation that ended with one unexpected sentence.

“Well, kid, we’ve thought about it... If you want, you can stay.”

“I won’t be a burden to you?”

“No, you might even be helpful.” Sergei smiled, “You’re not lazy.”

“Thank you,” was all I could say.

What they did was touching. Complete strangers, picking up a suspicious kid on the road, knowing that it could lead to trouble, invited me to live with them. I had almost forgotten that good people existed in the world.

I was determined to repay their kindness.


Chapter 4
WOLVERINE




After a month, the snow began to melt, albeit slowly. As Sergei informed me, it took a long time for it to melt in this area, so the remains of the snowdrifts in the forest would still be there for another month or two, but I already felt stirrings of a new phase in the cycles of nature.

In my life, a rather unpleasant cycle was unfolding as well. Over the past month, I explored the changes in my body and what remained of my previous abilities. If everything had gone well, I would have been feeling joy and inspiration. But there was just sadness and frustration.

My body had been seriously abused in that laboratory. A sedentary lifestyle in a straitjacket coupled with my growing body was the least of my problems. My body hadn’t developed properly. My growth had slowed down, the muscular structure hadn’t properly formed, and my coordination had deteriorated. I was fifteen, but my physique was still at the level of a thirteen-year-old. Which was a significant delay for my age.

I could wield an axe and chop up a pile of logs, like a grown man, but the problem was that after I finished, I’d collapse for half a day and feel like a corpse. And I’d get sick because of it. My body had learned to push beyond its limits, giving me the opportunity to do more than nature intended, but there was a price to be paid. I didn’t immediately discover this pattern. I carefully observed myself all month, noticing subtleties.

It took my brain a while to realize what was happening. What I considered normal physical activity was perceived by my body as a crisis. So, I persisted in trying to do something, and I kept offering my help to Sergei, but I would soon feel weak and retreat to the fireplace to rest. Sergei was probably disappointed in me because I didn’t perform well. I helped as much as I could, but I couldn’t handle strenuous physical work.

It was only after several weeks that I grasped the true nature of my condition. Resting properly would replenish my strength, which always quickly depleted. It seemed like there was some progress toward recovery, but it was far from fast.

Matters regarding alchemy weren’t simple either. The principle was the same. I thoughtlessly used it to escape from the lab and in the forest, without thinking about whether my body could withstand it. I had no other choice, my life was at stake, but... What had once come naturally now required immense effort. My fingers started trembling, and I struggled to execute the seals.

But there was also a good side to this story. I now knew what needed to be fixed.

If my body couldn’t cope with physical labor and alchemy, I had to start over and gradually rebuild these abilities.

I had such a long way to go. But I wouldn’t be me if I even thought about giving up.

***

A rare sunny day arrived, illuminating the snow and making it glitter. Sergei had the day off today. Normally, he would go to the city with his wife, leaving me alone. I knew he worked at a factory, presumably as a mechanic, but I didn’t know the specifics of his job. Olga worked at the hospital, but she was reluctant to share any details with me as well. She examined me a few times but refrained from making a diagnosis. While they were away, I did what I could around the house, and if I felt a weakness coming on, I rested. This way, I managed to conceal my health issues. Or maybe I didn’t. Anyway, I didn’t want to burden the kind people who had taken me in with my poor health. I persisted in soldiering through, hoping for better days ahead.

“Uncle Sergei.” For some reason, he liked me to address him like that. “Have you served in the army?”

“Let’s say I did.” He cast a suspicious glance at me.

“So you know a thing or two about training... um... soldiers?”

“Let’s say I do,” he repeated, frowned, and put down the wrench he was using to tighten something under the hood of the car. “Why are you asking?”

“I have a problem.”

Sergei straightened up, took out a rag from his pocket, wiped his hands, and stared at me. Unkindly.

“A problem?”

“Yes. A small one.”

“What’s the problem?”

“My body... I feel like it’s capable of much more, but I always run out of energy so fast.”

Sergei had an unreadable expression on his face. As blank and sturdy as stone.

“So, I thought that maybe… If my body can’t handle so much stress, it needs to be trained.”

“I see. Well, let’s go see Olga. She’s better at this.”

***

“Why didn’t you tell us?!” Olga sounded indignant after listening to her husband’s recount of my words.

“What was I supposed to say? I didn’t even realize this was a problem. I just felt tired.”

Sergei was a big guy, three times bigger than I was now. Olga was so petite, even more so next to him. Her hair was blond and she always wore hand-knitted sweater. She looked charming when she smiled, and I secretly envied Sergei for having such a beautiful wife. Why, I was jealous that he even had a wife.

But when she got angry, charm and beauty were replaced by a dangerous look that sent goosebumps down your spine.

“Listen, boy.” Her coal eyes stared at me. “I’ve been patient long enough. I never meddled in your business, but this can’t go on. Since you’re living under our roof, we are now responsible for you!” Her finger almost touched my chest. “Undress and lie down on the sofa, I’ll examine you.”

“But why?” I was surprised.

“Lie down, now!” she shouted.

Her authoritative tone left no room for argument, and I found myself obediently removing my outerwear and settling onto the sofa.

“Where do the scars come from?” she asked. Olga had seen some traces of wounds on me a long time ago, but now the time came for me to provide some answers.

“Which ones exactly?”

“I can guess about the ones on your hands. What about those on your chest?”

“I cut myself.”

“As if,” she said, sounding a bit displeased but didn’t press on for further details.

I had scars all over my body. They were small, barely noticeable, and there was a lot of them. Most of them were souvenirs from the laboratory’s experiments. The rest were acquired during my escape. And a few were a courtesy of the wolf I met in the forest.

“Looks like you’ve been through a lot, buddy.” Sergei leaned over me.

“Don’t butt in,” Olga snapped at him and examined me further.

Her warm fingers probed every muscle, lingered in some places, and pressed so hard in others that I almost screamed. This medical examination with elements of torture lasted for an hour, no less. Olga would not stop until she had checked most of my body.

“Well, what’s the verdict?” asked Sergei, who had gone into the kitchen, but returned by the end of our examination, holding a tray with cups and a kettle in his hands.

“I’ve never seen anything like this,” Olga answered, grabbing a cup of tea. “With honey... thank you. I need sustenance.”

“Are you tired?”

“Exhausted. He’s very... complex.”

“Care to explain what you found out?”

It was unpleasant to sit and listen to conversations about yourself that didn’t promise anything good.

“Get dressed and sit up. Have some tea. I worked on your body a little, you should feel better. It will be good if you eat something sweet. Take a couple of spoons of honey.”

“Without bread?”

“You can have it with bread if you want.”

“Phew.”

“Don’t you like honey?”

“It’s too sweet for my taste.”

Sweet treats were something I tasted for the first time in my new life. And I wasn’t thrilled.

“It’s okay, you’ll get used to it.” Olga waved me off, looking somewhere into the distance.

“So what’s wrong with me?”

“Huh? Oh yes.” She snapped out of her thoughts. “Let’s play a game. I’ll ask questions, and you nod or shake your head. And then we’ll pretend that this conversation never happened, okay?”

“If you’ll tell me what’s wrong with me, I’m in.”

“Deal.” She frowned. “Have you ever been to a laboratory?”

Nod.

“Have you been there against your will?”

Nod.

“For a long time? More than a year?”

Nod. I hope I won’t regret this.

“Did your parents have a gift?”

A slow, hesitant nod. This wasn’t something we talked about in my family. I had seen vague hints that they could do something, but I had never actually seen any gifts in action.

“Okay. The game is almost over. Just a little more.”

“What happened to me?”

“I don’t have an answer yet. Let me tell you a fairy tale instead.”

“Olga...” Sergei tried to intervene, but she gave him such a look that he immediately shut up.

“On one distant planet,” it seemed that Olga was weaving a fairy tale on the spot, “lived wonderful creatures. These creatures loved to form groups and... well, they were not the most peaceful beings, let’s put it like that.”

“Indeed,” Sergei chuckled, earning himself another stern look.

“They fought often, always coming up with new ways to outsmart their enemies. But it’s not easy to keep coming up with new tactics. You need to... um... conduct a lot of experiments, let’s say... And sometimes it works out, but not very successfully.”

“Am I an unsuccessful result of the experiments that were conducted on me in the laboratory?!”

“Yes.” Olga nodded with a delay, now looking sternly at me. “Sometimes one clan takes captives from another clan. Mostly children. This is prohibited by law, but these are lawless times. After the last Emperor fell, there was no one to maintain the order.”

“And all is fair in love and war. If you have no conscience,” Sergei added.

“What should I do now?”

“I haven’t detected any pathological deviations or dangerous tendencies in your case. It’s as if your body can’t decide what to do. Like it’s stuck between developing further, as those who conducted the experiments intended, or just stagnating.”

“What does that mean?”

“Stagnation is such a fancy word for painful death,” Sergei casually added, while sipping on his tea.

Wonderful. I swear I will find all the Korshunovs and kill them in the most brutal way possible.

“Is there a way to help my body make the right choice?”

“In your case, I think it’s possible. Please understand that there are no guarantees here. I don’t know what they did to you. These experiments...” Olga said, her voice filled with sympathy.

“I understand. So, what should I do?”

“You need to expose your body to a manageable amount of stress so that it triggers development and integrates all the changes that have been made in it.”

“In other words...”

“In other words, Sergei can create a training program for you, taking into account your general weaknesses. And I’ll be keeping an eye on you and make sure that the process doesn’t go wrong. You should get some more rest today and start tomorrow.”

And so began a new cycle in my life, in which I started exploring the capabilities of my body, having received exactly what I asked for.

***

The first week of my training consisted of running short-distances and light warm-ups. This was enough to test my body’s limits. As soon as I felt tired, I immediately went back into the house, where Olga would examine me. Based on indirect signs, I concluded that she had some kind of power. A gift. I couldn’t notice anything specific, but she saw and understood too much just by examining me.

“Are you a healer?”

“Sort of,” she answered reluctantly. It was clear from her furrowed eyebrows that she didn’t want to talk about it with me. But she noticed the burning curiosity in my eyes, so she still shared some details: “I’m not a full-fledged healer, more of a field healer. I can close a wound or conduct a diagnosis, but nothing more serious.”

“Why not?”

“That is a tactless question, young man.”

“Sorry. I don’t know much about how it works.”

“How have you lived if you don’t know basic things about this world?”

“In a straitjacket.”

She flinched at these words.

“Sorry,” I apologized.

“I should be the one apologizing… A healer’s level depends on innate abilities and training. I have a weak gift and I didn’t have the funds to continue my education.”

“Where do they teach you this stuff?”

“Why, do you have a gift?”

“I don’t know.”

“Hmm... If something shows up, come to me, I’ll tell you what to do. Such skills are taught in specialized schools. But at the moment, it’s complicated. The war has only recently subsided. And not in the entire country. By the way, we should do something about your education.”

“How… How about we don’t?” I tensed, feeling the catch in her words.

“No one asked you, young man!”

After a week of observations, she made a verdict: the load on my body could be increased, and a little fatigue wasn’t a big deal.

***

One slight movement of the hand and two mosquitoes were smeared across my skin. Annoying. I had no idea that a living forest could be so treacherous. Having walked around the puddle after the heavy rain, I carefully pushed aside a branch and moved on.

Winter fought for a long time but lost in the end. And then summer arrived. There was a terribly large number of animals in the area, and Olga declared that with the increased workload I needed better nutrition. Getting groceries in stores only wasn’t an option because of their modest income, so Sergei began teaching me how to hunt.

Not that I was completely clueless when it came to hunting... But doing it in the forest, which I saw for the first time in my life, was a bit challenging. There were many nuances: how to move silently, how not to leave traces, how to find animal tracks. And the most interesting part was where to look for berries and mushrooms. I didn’t really like the latter, but I appreciated the former.

For the first two months of summer, we regularly visited the woods for a day or two a couple of times a week. We checked traps, collected berries, and hunted several local animals. In the last month of summer, they let me venture out alone. At first, I didn’t wander far, but after dragging in three wolf skins, their trust and respect for me grew. The wolves I came across were the most ordinary ones, not the ones referred to as “beasts.” If I encountered those, instead of respect and trust, I would probably get a scolding for taking an unjustified risk. Or maybe not. I’d find out soon enough.

Today was my second day in the forest. I found the trail I had been looking for for a long time. I had to backtrack several tens of miles from my home to find it. The beast I so desired to meet avoided villages and was considered quite rare.

Sergei had told me a lot about all kinds of creatures that lived in the woods. The animal world was pretty straightforward. Olga got me biology textbooks, from which I learned about this world’s diverse fauna. The beasts, on the other hand, were a different story. These creatures were significantly different from ordinary animals. Information about them couldn’t be found in school textbooks, or in an ordinary library. But anyone who ventured beyond inhabited lands — like Sergei — understood the matter.

Looking back on my encounter with the snow wolf, I didn’t understand that it was something special. Just a large animal with blue fur and snowflakes swirling around it. I noticed the animal while it stood at the edge of the forest and looked around the thicket. I had more than two minutes to prepare. The wolf approached slowly, not rushing to attack. For which it paid the price. I easily pierced it with an icicle. Skinning it was more difficult than killing it. But I didn’t start with that. The creature had warm blood and insides, which saved me from the cold. If it were otherwise, things could have taken a different turn.

Back then, I didn’t think about the physiological characteristics of these unusual animals. With frozen fingers, I tried to draw simple seals to shape the ice and separate the skin. In order to somehow warm up, I used the Alchemy of Exchange, taking all the warmth of someone else’s body for myself. This gave me time to deal with the skin, collect pieces of meat, and then find shelter and rest.

My survival was a miracle. A miracle that had concrete reasons in the form of changes in my body. I didn’t notice them at that time. I simply did the best I could, without thinking about where my strength came from. Looking back on that period, I could say that I was slightly out of touch. The time I had spent in the laboratory seemed hazy. I was constantly pumped with something, and my brain struggled to function properly.

I didn’t even realize that a year and a half had passed!

I was still learning about the consequences. Thankfully, the days of fainting from exhaustion were behind me.

As for the snow wolf, its peculiarity was hidden in the name. This creature could freeze its victim. According to Sergei, it could turn a large man or even several into an ice statue in a couple of seconds. Moreover, the beast was larger, stronger, and more ferocious than its relatives. I saw this vividly when I encountered ordinary wolves. It was only then that I fully realized how lucky I was.

Sergei made me memorize the names of all the animals and beasts that could be found in the local forests. Their habits, appearance, what their tracks looked like, their features, peculiarities, why they were dangerous, and how to kill them.

The creature I wanted to track down was called the forest wolverine. It was very fast, had good regeneration, and razor-sharp claws that could cut through metal… It knew how to hunt, follow a trail for many days, and hide expertly, but it could be found by the markings on trees. The beast needed to sharpen its killing tools, and the closer to the lair, the more frequently stripped trunks were encountered.

If Sergei found out that I went after this monster alone, that would be the end of me. In case the wolverine didn’t end me first. I decided to take the risk for several reasons. The local creatures were distinguished not only by how dangerous they were but also by how valuable their skin, bones, internal organs, and even blood were considered.

The wolverine was hard to find and even harder to kill. The problem was its regeneration. A point-blank shot could only slow the creature down. Sergei showed me his weapon and how to use it. I had managed to encounter armed people several times up to this moment. The guns were nothing like alchemy, but their destructive power was quite decent. A single shot would be enough to put down an ordinary animal.

All the more interesting was the mere phenomenon of the wolverine. Sergei claimed that even if you shoot it in the eye, it would regrow it in about half a minute. I had a million questions about this. Did wolverines differ in strength? If you knocked out its eyes fifty times in a row, would it also heal them effectively? I asked Sergei for details. And yes, they differed in strength. Also, the level of regeneration gradually decreased, but a meeting with a wolverine almost never got to that point. The hunter didn’t want to ruin the skin and lose precious organs. Therefore, wolverines were caught in a completely different way: first a volley to weaken them, and then nets to catch it. But Sergei hinted that not everything was as simple as it sounded. I had no idea what kind of nets were needed to hold them down.

First, I wanted to get something valuable from the wolverine and help the family, which was barely making ends meet and living from hand to mouth. Second, I decided to take upon this endeavor to earn a little more respect and trust in Sergei’s and Olga’s eyes. Third, I was interested in studying this rare beast with my own alchemical methods and testing a few theories along the way.

Some alchemists in my world tried to change living organisms. I hadn’t heard about experiments on people, but we did carry them out on animals. And that was one of the reasons for the fall of our civilization.

I feared that this world too could move towards destruction. I had seen experiments conducted on people firsthand. I also heard about civil wars and difficult times that seemed to last indefinitely. For me, it meant that I had ended up in a world that wasn’t so safe. If the beasts Sergei described were creations of alchemy, I wanted to know it for sure... It wouldn’t change much, but at least I would know what I was dealing with.

But, my main reason for going on this quest was curiosity. It was a trait that I could not afford in my previous life, and which suddenly erupted in me. The more Sergei talked about the rare beasts, the more I wanted to see them up close.

Initially, I didn’t care which creature I would encounter. I would be glad to see any of them and discover more about their features. But then I saw the wolverine’s distinctive claw marks on the trees and followed the trail, estimating my further actions on the go.

Some of my abilities had returned. My hands stopped shaking and I didn’t risk fainting from making the easiest seal. Over the course of two summer months, I managed to cover the house and the surrounding perimeter, making sure that Olga and Sergei didn’t notice the seals, even if they were hanging in front of their eyes. If someone decided to attack us, I would know about it in advance and I would be able to respond much more effectively than the previous time, in the Sokolov residency.

There would be no more deaths. Olga and Sergei had been so kind to me, that I wouldn’t let anyone harm them.

Seeing several stripped trees at once, I sat down and looked around. The lair was definitely somewhere nearby. There were a lot of tracks. According to Sergei, the wolverine preferred to sleep during the day and hunt at night. So I was only slightly concerned for my safety. It was risky to go any further, so I decided to start my preparations here.

Taking out a knife, I chose a relatively flat area and began to print a seal on it. First, a small circle that would absorb my power. Then the medium one, which would strengthen the seal, and then the large one that would catch the prey. I was lucky as the beast kindly allowed me to finish all this without interruptions.

After looking around once again and making sure that no one was watching me, I started reinforcing the seal and preparing additional trump cards. I wanted to make sure I covered the basics, considering that I was hunting for a creature I had never even seen before. It took me about twenty minutes to prepare. I did everything I could. I wouldn’t have had the strength to do more right now even if I wanted to.

Having rested for a while, I stood next to the circle and knocked on the tree. I waited, and then knocked again. Sergei said that this beast was smart and patient. It could observe its prey for hours and sneak up on it without it even noticing. I didn’t like that one bit, so I activated the second seal, specially prepared for this. A wave spread through the air, audible only to sensitive beast ears... The bushes fifteen feet away from me, which I had inspected about twenty times, exploded in leaves, throwing out a fierce creature that filled the forest with a terrifying roar.

Having landed on all fours and unmistakably identified the culprit, the wolverine leaped in my direction. It covered the distance in one fell swoop. Luckily, the trap was right in between us. When it flew over it... The earth pulled it towards itself, and the grass entwined and bound it stronger than steel.

The beast struggled in its bonds, trying to escape, but quickly ran out of steam. Approaching it, I struck the knife directly under the chin, piercing its jaw and brain. It wouldn’t kill it, but it would weaken it greatly. Their brain seemed to be the weakest part. A couple more such blows, its regeneration would stop, and the beast would go into hibernation until it accumulated the strength to recover.

Well then... Let’s get started.

***

“Hate is blinding. Never succumb to hatred. Always respect your enemies.”

Roman stood at his father’s grave, remembering the words once spoken by him. It was difficult for the young man to understand his feelings. Mostly he felt... nothing. The heavy burden that had befallen him suppressed all emotions.

The funeral turned out to be symbolic. It was difficult to have a regular ceremony when there was nothing left of the bodies, and the clan had become a pariah. Only his mother and sister came. The rest of the women of the family left the country as soon as they received permission to do so. Roman doubted that he, his mother, and his sister would be given such permission. Or maybe not. Perhaps, this would be a solution to the problem of the new Emperor.

Roman didn’t care about the servants who stood around him, he never took them into account. Distant relatives didn’t dare to show up. They always enjoyed the support of his clan, but when it fell, they scattered like cockroaches.

And who would blame them…

The three of them now stood alone at the grave, but it was just an empty formality. There was nothing left of the body. Roman didn’t know if this was good or bad. He saw what was left of others. Scraps, which were eventually cremated.

Mother wore all black. She pulled her veil back to light a cigarette. With trembling hands, she shook the ashes directly onto the ground. In her gaze, one could read anything but love and longing for her husband. Instead, there was fear. Her hands were shaking, not at all from sorrow.

It’s different with my sister… She’s so young, so fragile.

Roman was a couple of years older than her, but there was a huge difference between them. She was a delicate flower. She kept wiping away her tears with a snow-white handkerchief. Her mascara got smudged, which didn’t look good on her.

Watching the empty coffin being lowered and buried, watching his mother lay flowers, Roman tried to find respect for the enemy within himself. And, to be honest, it was easier than feeling hatred. It was difficult to get emotionally involved when all the events took place far from you. For the past four years, he had been engaged in completely different activities, unrelated to family affairs. Only a sense of duty forced him to abandon his studies, friends, and emerging prospects. Now he was here, the last man in the family, who didn’t know what to do with the responsibility that had fallen on his shoulders.

Roman spent the past few days trying to understand the situation and find out what exactly happened and what inheritance he got. And most importantly, what awaited him now?

There was the anarchy that began with the assassination of the previous Emperor. While the country lived without a ruler, several groups were fighting for power. It was a miracle that there was anything left of the country at all. Much was lost, but let the head of the new ruling family worry about that now. Roman Korshunov was interested in something completely different.

His father had made a crucial mistake, joining the political group with the Rysev family in the lead. The latter were the main contenders for the throne, who got very close to the very top and... got completely annihilated. Their enemies showed no kindness towards them. The strongest family with a centuries-long history was destroyed. Their old, women, children — everyone was dead.

Several factors saved the Korshunovs, and Roman in particular. First, they only supported the Rysevs, even though that didn’t stop Korshunov Sr. From destroying other clans, and seizing their property and enterprises. Second, Roman spent the last four years abroad, which made him seemingly uninvolved in all this chaos. Third, the new ruling family already took away all their wealth. Everything precious that his father acquired didn’t belong to their clan anymore. Worse yet, their family had to abandon all the progress made regarding the creation of the immortal ones. It was impossible to assess the records of this priceless data. Fourth, the Emperor’s kindness wasn’t worth a damn.

Roman was left with small enterprises which his father took away from other families, and which weren’t of any particular significance. This would have worked had the Rysevs come to power, but now, after they failed, it would only lead to trouble. Representatives of other great families would recall old grievances. His father had killed many, but by doing so, he didn’t solve the problem, but only created new ones.

The clan had no way to defend itself and couldn’t even keep what it had already obtained. They had no money, no fighters, and all that was left were pitiful guards who wouldn’t last a minute in a serious fight.

The fifth and final reason was that Roman didn’t have a gift. At least not officially.

Looking at his father’s grave, the young man remembered what he had taught him.

“A true aristocrat should always stay in the shadows and lead a double life.”

They didn’t officially keep in touch. No one would be able to find evidence of it, and even his mother wasn’t aware of all this.

But unofficially...


Chapter 5
LOOT AND VALUABLES




Sergei and Olga Gvozdev bought the house where we had been living just a few days before they met me. They had been on the road for a long time, crossing almost most of the country. They decided to settle in this small town, so they bought this house. It was a modest house notable only for its location on the outskirts. One and a half floors tall; technically, it had a second floor, but there was only a master bedroom there. Downstairs, there was a kitchen, which also served as a dining room, and a spacious living room with an old sofa and equally ancient armchairs.

It seemed like the house used to belong to a hunter before. The housing was old, even rotten in places, and it would take a lot of effort to renovate it. There was also a risk of running into wild animals. Not the best place for a family, but apparently the Gvozdevs had reasons to move to such a remote area. Or maybe they couldn’t afford decent housing in the city.

If this place had been ten times worse and older, I would have still been glad to come back to it from the hunt. It was never about luxury. It was much more important that good people who treated me well lived here.

Only when I got here and joined the Sokolov family, I felt what it was like when you could simply relax and live. When you didn’t have to think about where you’d get food, or worry about survival. When you knew you’d wake up in your cozy bed in the morning. What it was like to have the trust of your loved ones, where the only unpleasantries were pranks from your hyperactive sister and lessons imposed by your mother.

I relaxed too soon. I should have remained vigilant and better prepared. Perhaps then, the story would have unfolded differently.

It was worth destroying the Korshunovs just for taking away my family and comfort from me. Probably few people in this world could understand me now. It was necessary to experience complete despair, to see how a world could turn against the human race, and to live alone for several years, knowing that no better days were coming.

I got out of that hell, found something good, exhaled for a moment, and... lost it all. More precisely, it was taken away from me because of sheer ambition for power.

I didn’t let the anger and hatred flare up inside me, knowing that it would lead me astray. One of the laws of alchemy was the Law of Precision. The more precise the seals, supply of powers, and the time and place of their application, the more effective the alchemy was. It also had a different name, the Law of Perfection. The more perfect your alchemy, the better the result. But perfection must be both external and internal. So I took my feelings very seriously and didn’t let the weeds grow.

I got lost in my thoughts and didn’t even notice when I reached the house.

The first thing I saw was smoke rising into the sky. It was summer, and there was no need to heat the house, which meant that Sergei decided to take a steam bath. He started building the sauna house before the beginning of summer and I helped him with it, having no idea what it would be used for, but then I duly appreciated it. People here were so inventive. It was an indescribable feeling to first be scalded by heat, and then lightly hit with a birch broom. It seemed like a barbaric ritual, but it felt so good afterward.

I ran as fast as I could while carrying the heavy wolverine carcass, wanting to quickly get in the bathhouse too, and wash off all the dirt. True, first I’d have to explain to the Gvozdevs why I’d been away for so long and why the hell I went alone against a dangerous beast, but I was sure we’d somehow reach an understanding.

Joyfully emerging from under the trees, I froze. Something was wrong. After dropping the carcass, I created a seal and picked up signals from the circuit that I had previously created around the house. Someone was there. Someone else’s laughter and loud voices came to my ears. One of them belonged to Sergei. My heart was relieved. If he was laughing, everything was fine.

But what should I do? If they had guests, me showing up out of nowhere would mean exposing both myself and them. How would they explain my presence in their house? We discussed this issue several times and agreed that it was better for me to lay low. On those rare occasions when someone stopped by, I hid in the house and stayed out of sight.

What a bummer. I was really looking forward to relaxing in the sauna. Looking at the wolverine, I sighed heavily, picked it up, and dragged it back. I’d have to sit tightly and wait for the guests to leave.

***

These probably good people, whom I quietly hated, hiding behind trees and feeding mosquitoes, left after three hours. When I finally came out, Olga was clearing the table on the porch, and Sergei was helping her.

They noticed me about thirty paces away. They were too relaxed for my liking.

“Edgar?” Olga exclaimed, and then froze with her mouth open.

“Hey! May I use the sauna?”

“Where have you been?” Sergei frowned, trying to appear stern. But it was hard to be strict when you looked so confused and puzzled.

“Hunting. So, about the sauna..”

“What is that?” Olga also frowned.

“A gift.” I threw the wolverine at their feet. “Well, I’m off to the bathhouse for now, I really want to wash myself.”

While the two of them dumbfoundedly looked at the beast, I rushed into the steam room, taking off my clothes on the go. As soon as I got inside, I heard a wild cry, full of anger.

“Why the hell is it still alive?!”

Phew, I timed my exit well.

***

“Young man… Kindly explain what the hell is this?!”

I had never seen Olga so furious. They gave me seven whole minutes to wash up. I expected this dirty trick, so I scrubbed off five days of sweat at a fast pace.

“Do you even understand how reckless this was?!”

While I was washing myself, Sergei ran for a gun and was now holding the unconscious beast at gunpoint. I put a weakening seal directly on it so that it was guaranteed not to wake up and attack us.

“So?! What can you say in your defence?!”

Why so much drama?

I stepped forward, walked around the beast, and approached Olga. Having glanced at Sergei first, to make sure he wouldn’t shoot at me by mistake, I looked into Olga’s eyes. She looked like she could easily bite my head off.

But she didn’t expect what I did next. I carefully reached out my hand and touched her stomach. I knew that this gesture was on the verge of decency, but I had no choice.

“Your wound. The beast will heal it. Sergei said that its liver and blood had healing properties. You can sell the rest. I just wanted to express my gratitude for everything you’ve done for me.”

I quickly turned around and walked away before she looked at me with astonished eyes. When I entered the house, glancing back at them, I saw Olga sobbing and her husband hugging her.

I hoped everything would work out for them.

***

Olga came up to me in the evening when I was sitting on the sofa and mindlessly staring into the fire. There was no need to heat the room now, but the flames fascinated me so much that I lit the fireplace just for fun, having gotten wood in the forest.

“Thank you,” she said quietly.

“Will it help?”

“Yes.”

“Good.”

Although I was kind of wild, I wasn’t completely undomesticated. And I was observant, I daresay. Two adults living in seclusion, married, both under thirty-five. Inevitably, I started to wonder where were the children? As soon as I asked myself this question, the answers came by themselves. First, I saw a scar on Olga’s stomach, just below the navel. Then I heard their conversations about saving up money for doctors. I didn’t want to hear Olga’s quiet tears when she thought she was alone. In those moments, I immediately stopped eavesdropping, but... it was enough for me to understand. So when Sergei told me more about the beasts, I decided to address a few issues at once.

I came to a few new realizations while I experimented with the wolverine. Beasts absorbed the energy flows of the world. That was what we called the universal energy in my homeland, and what we used in alchemy. The difference was that alchemy was based on mathematics and perfect accuracy, while the beasts were like creatures of chaos. There was a lot to think about, and there was something to be afraid of.

The thing was, it was the alchemists who led my world to collapse. In various ways, they kept destroying the planet over several centuries until all life disappeared. Alchemy had many schools. The most powerful were those whose masters used internal energy, also known as life energy. Some called it willpower energy, but, in my opinion, that was the wrong term, considering that the will was just a tool for directing life force into seals or any alchemical process.

Looking back, our brotherhood had always wanted to achieve greatness. Perhaps, ambition and exorbitant pride had become the main cause of destruction. If an alchemist wanted to develop, they had to expand their supply of vitality. There were dozens or even thousands of different ways of doing this. Each family tried to develop some of its own practices. The simplest was the constant development of body and mind.

The main disadvantage of developing an internal reserve was that it was a lifelong task. Every day, an alchemist had to devote time to training, meditation, and similar practices.

And here lies the understanding of one of the reasons why my world collapsed.

Internal energy wasn’t the only thing an alchemist could use. They could also connect to the external one.

It wasn’t unacceptable, but I’d heard of blood rituals with thousands of victims, and even this wasn’t the worst thing.

Far worse was when the alchemist began to destroy everything in their path in order to squeeze out energy from the outer world for their needs. They could walk up to a tree and drink all its power, after which it would die and crumble into dust. Nothing would grow in its place for the next few years. If an alchemist did this to an entire forest, there was every chance that nothing would ever grow there again at all. Unless, of course, someone showed up and patched up a hole in the planet’s body.

But if no one did that... There would just be more and more holes and dry spots, and gradually the whole world would end up devastated.

I personally killed a dozen of these bastards who thought they could avoid accountability. I had become their karma. I had been able to even patch up a giant hole, spending six months and a lot of my energy on it, but that didn’t help. There were already hundreds of such holes in the world, and not many people were able to unite to fix them. I realized that the end was near and began to prepare another escape plan. And here I was. With Olga, Sergei and the beasts in a magnificent forest.

The wolverine, according to my first assumptions, used the energy of the world. How true this was, how useful for the world itself, and what would happen if I killed the beast were very interesting questions that I thought about a lot while I was dragging the wolverine to the house.

Olga and Sergei didn’t yet know that I planned to continue hunting beasts. First, money wouldn’t hurt, no matter how trite it might sound. Sergei could always say that the creatures came to the house on their own, and he killed them. It could become suspicious, but we wouldn’t be selling beasts every day. I had been roaming the forests for a while to find just one wolverine.

Secondly, and most importantly, this was an unexplored territory where I could discover many things. Both good and bad. I just had to learn more about this world. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be able to sleep peacefully. Everything around me was so interesting.

Thirdly, although Olga said that this would help her, would one beast be enough? I knew well that there was a chance that I would have to look for another wolverine.

***

Measured movements were what characterized Olga the most, she wielded the knife with perfect precision. Having previously sharpened it, she carefully ripped open the beast’s skin and began cutting it up. The beast was hung from the ceiling by a hook so that the blood could drain. Now the most crucial part had begun — extracting the liver and other organs.

I observed her perform this sacred ritual, memorizing exactly how the organs were taken out and how they were then embalmed for sale. The first organ on the list was the liver. Olga cut it into several parts, two big ones and three smaller ones.

“Eat.” She handed me and Sergei a small piece each.

Her husband grimaced, and I ate without complaint. It tasted okay. A little bitter, but tolerable. Meanwhile, Olga threw one of the large pieces into the pan.

“Sergei, you finish processing it. I’ll get the rest out. The second piece is for sale.”

“Are you sure? Maybe you should eat everything?”

“I’m sure. The quantity doesn’t matter. I will make broth from it and drink it to maintain the healing effect. Can you please fill the pan with water and put it on low heat?”

When they just started preparing for the cutting, Sergei offered to take it upon himself, but Olga flatly refused, saying that no one could do it better than her. Seeing the precision and dexterity with which she operated, I completely agreed.

“Take the liver and blood, and go to the city,” she told her husband. “We won’t sell anything else. And be careful not to sell it short!”

“Where do you sell things like that?” I asked.

“There are not many people in this city who can give us a good price. Sergei will go to the factory manager. The company feeds half the city. If he doesn’t buy it, then I don’t know... It can’t last long if it’s not processed. He can get the blood too if he’s interested.”

“What do you use the blood for?”

“Preserve it and take a couple of spoons on an empty stomach. It’s great for the immune system and can make almost any person forget about their illness. And one liter is enough to shed a couple of years and rejuvenate. The manager has a wife. They aren’t very young, so they might just seize the opportunity.”

“Maybe I could go with Sergei?”

“Why?”

“Well, you never know...”

“Young man,” Olga switched to an official tone, tearing the heart out of the wolverine. She looked especially impressive with bloody hands. “And what do you plan to do in case of you never know?”

“Make sure no one takes advantage of him?”

“I would say this is too arrogant a statement for a young man, but the body of the beast forces me to remain silent. If someone finds out that you captured a wolverine, and even more brought it home alive, a lot of questions will arise. You better pray that Sergei’s boss keeps quiet about this deal.”

“Will he keep quiet?”

“He is an ordinary man, he doesn’t belong to a clan or a powerful family. But he also works for someone. If he wants to keep it for himself, he will remain silent.”

“Sounds good.”

Something about this story didn’t inspire optimism, but I couldn’t do anything other than believe in the best possible outcome and prepare for the worst.

***

After Sergei returned home, our life changed a bit. A couple of days later, a new sofa arrived, so soft and comfy. A few more little things also appeared. Sergei and Olga started renovations and wanted to build an extension to expand the house. It all started as a timid discussion, but then the conversations turned into actions. As a result, Sergei took the work on himself, and I helped him.

Three weeks flew by until we received some news. The first piece of news was good. Olga diagnosed herself with pregnancy, while I only noted how quickly the beast’s medicine worked.

The second news wasn’t as exciting.

“Edgar, we were thinking...” Olga looked away and hesitated. She fidgeted with the hem of her dress. For her, it was unusual behavior, I’d never seen her insecure or shy.

“Let’s not drag this out, buddy. You need to go to school,” Sergei cut in.

“School?”

“Yes. No offense, but we see that you are an introvert. You like to be on your own and walk through the forest. You keep everything to yourself. This is not good. We don’t want to intrude, but at your age, communication with kids your age is important.”

“And soon the new school year is about to start,” Olga added. “In fact, Sergei and I have already discussed it. You will go under our last name. You can use your first name, I think it’s safe. Or you can also change it if you wish. We’ll say that you are Sergei’s nephew. He has relatives living in another part of the country.”

“Don’t worry, no one will ask any questions. After the war, and especially after the civil war, there are a lot of children who appear out of nowhere. Many people move from one place to another, hoping that life is better there.”

While they were talking, trying to convince me of something, I was thinking about a completely different thing.

What the hell is a school?!

***

The school turned out to be a place where kids went to study. Something like the lessons that the Sokolovs organized for me, just not with private tutors, but in a specially designated place.

Before going there on September 1st, we visited a stationery store. For the first time, I got to take a closer look at the city I lived near. It was difficult for me to assess how good or bad it was by the standards of this world. The houses were old and shabby, no one had renovated them for a long time, many windows were boarded up, and people on the streets were gloomy. But I’d say it was a decent place. There were houses, people, and living trees. What else could one want?

The bookstore was a small place that didn’t promise much at first sight, but once we entered, I froze because memories of my past life came flooding back.

Gods of chaos, I missed these things so much…

Alchemy was an exact science that required perfectly executed movements and seals. They could be either three-dimensional, in the case of constructing complex circuits, or two-dimensional, in the case of simple ones. While the simple seal was intended for a single action, in multidimensional ones, theoretically, anything was possible. If, of course, one had enough talent and strength to first create an extremely complex structure, and then bring it into reality.

When I ended up in the Sokolovs’ house, I didn’t really pay much attention to my skills. I developed them a little, but just a little...

All my past, empty life, I dreamed of only one thing. An ordinary life! To be surrounded by people, to have loved ones nearby! No acid rain falling on my head and no fear that I might be one of the last intelligent people in the world, after the decline of a once great civilization.

I was raised in a small family. Although the word family wasn’t entirely accurate. More like a community, a group of people dedicated to survival. There were seventeen of them at the time of my birth. When I turned ten, only half remained.

Back then, settlements and even whole cities still existed. They were ruled by tyrants or aristocratic councils. As for me, they didn’t differ much from each other. All of them wanted to survive and would use any means to gain power and take away other people’s resources.

When I turned thirteen, the last war began and went on for seven years. That was when the last city and stronghold of people fell, and the planet descended into chaos. I was left alone and wandered the world, trying to fix what I could, but it wasn’t enough. As a result, I returned to the ruins of my house only to leave again soon.

I absorbed everything that the alchemist family could give. For a long time I considered myself a genius, the last hope of humanity... How much pride there was in that!

In that life, I devoted myself entirely to my studies. There wasn’t much else to do anyway, and also, my survival depended on it. Both mine and my family’s, but once my relatives died, it had lost its meaning. Even if I wanted to continue the human race, I couldn’t do it. Diseases, wars, violence, and the destruction of the planet made sure that there were no women left within a radius of hundreds of miles from me.

It was indeed a dark time, and I was tired of living like that. My rebellious spirit screamed in anger and despair, refusing to spend my life slowly fading away. I had enough skills to survive but not enough to give life a fresh start. The idea of escaping to another world was crazy. It seized me, and it led me to my success.

When I got here, my wish came true. For a few months, there was no suffering. Just living my teenage life, unbothered, and enjoying the love of my new family.

In my foolishness, I couldn’t even dream that someone could just show up and take it away, kill all my relatives, and lock me up in a lab. Otherwise, I would have devoted myself entirely to my studies again. But I had already made this mistake and if I hadn’t, it would’ve been a different story altogether.

Slowly turning my gaze from one shelf of books to another, I saw sets of pencils and paper... I always loved drawing, and I was pretty good at it. Not to mention that it was a perfect tool to train my forgotten skills.

“Aunt Olga.” I pulled her by the sleeve. “Can I get a sketchbook, please?”

“Do you draw?”

“Yes. I’d like a sketchbook and pencils, or at least one.”

“Fine. How about we get you a few at once?”

“Can we?”

“Of course,” she smiled.

I didn’t want to financially strain a family that was expecting a child. But these things that I wanted so much, turned out to be cheap enough.

My happiness knew no bounds. Right up until the moment I saw the eraser and realized what it could do. I was over the Moon, happier than I had ever been.

That same evening, as a thank-you, I drew a portrait of Olga.

“Young man, you are very talented!” She was either surprised or confused.

Just some basic skills of a good alchemist…

“Thank you.” I lowered my gaze. As I had noticed more than once, if you played the role of a teenager, adults treated you better. Maybe because I was a teenager?

“Why didn’t you say? We should have bought you even better equipment.”

“These will do.” I suppressed the desire to run back to the store right now to buy that better stuff.

Patience, just be patient.


Chapter 6
SCHOOL




If someone asked me what kind of building this was, I would say it was some kind of bunker or warehouse. Certainly not a residential place. A massive gray box with failed attempts at decor with bright paint.

They dressed me in a formal suit, which was uncomfortably tight. I could sit in it, but not run or fight. However, this was a school, a house of knowledge, there shouldn’t be any threats here, right? Although, if life had taught me anything over and over again, it was that dangers lurked everywhere.

They also gave me flowers and told me to give them to the homeroom teacher.

“Just stay calm,” Sergei said before leaving. “For everyone, your name is Eduard Gvozdev.” We still decided to change my name so as not to tempt fate. “You are my nephew. We have already discussed all this. Just stay out of trouble. Don’t get into fights, don’t be rude to teachers, and don’t...”

“Do anything that an ordinary schoolboy can’t do,” I finished.

Sergei was more nervous than anyone. This huge man turned into a walking bundle of anxiety, while his petite wife sat like a statue, with a stony face. I saw going to school as a new adventure. My curiosity persisted until I saw a crowd of teenagers as we drove up, got out of the car, and walked to the schoolyard. There were about a hundred of them... And then, suddenly, I was also nervous.

“Don’t be shy.” Sergei patted me on the shoulder. “If you have any problems, tell us, and we’ll figure out what to do.”

“What problems could I possibly have?”

“You never went to school, did you?”

“I was home schooled.”

“Then you’re in for a lot of fascinating discoveries,” Olga added somewhat too gloomily.

“Well, this is a school. People come here to study. What could go wrong?” Even I didn’t believe in my words, looking at this buzzing crowd. Not everyone wore suits, which made me feel even more strange and uncomfortable.

“Fair point...” Sergei answered thoughtfully, scratching the top of his head.

For guidance in this madness, resourceful people drew class numbers on the asphalt. Mine was called 9A, whatever that meant. About a dozen students had already gathered in the required square. Everyone was my age, boys and girls in equal proportions. Well, that was until I came along. Sergei and Olga pushed me in their direction, and they themselves treacherously retreated to a safe distance. I didn’t blame them. I wanted to run away myself.

“Eduard Gvozdev?” called a plump woman of unidentifiable age and plain appearance. She wore glasses, had dark circles under her eyes, and had a wild hairstyle that smelled of something chemical.

“Yes.”

“Get over here, we will start in ten minutes,” she commanded, looking at me intently.

I joined the teenagers and caught several sidelong glances, both stern and indifferently bored. Soon the principal came out of the school door. Also a plump, round-faced man with a bald head and clearly unsuccessful attempts to hide it. He said that he was glad to see everyone here today, introduced a couple of new teachers, and ended his speech with the hope that, with the appearance of a new Emperor, things would improve both in the country and in their city. I somehow missed this news. Sergei mentioned something about it, but I didn’t look into it. The principal ended his speech with an expression of gratitude to the main patrons of the school. That is, to a certain family of Barsukovs, who, as far as I knew, didn’t even live in this city, but closer to the regional center. The principal also, and much more warmly, expressed gratitude to the plant manager. The same one to whom Sergei sold the ingredients from the wolverine.

When the official part was over, we went inside. Even to my untrained eye, it was clear that the school had seen better times, about ten or twenty years ago. The worn-out walls, which had recently been coated with fresh paint, hinted that it was high time for a renovation. However, I had no choice. This was the only school in the whole town.

There were thirteen people in my class, including me. Watching how the students behaved, I guessed that I needed to choose a desk, and my gaze fell on the third one next to the window.

I hoped that I would be thaught something serious, but reality quickly crushed my expectations. The first lesson was just for the show. We were given a schedule, and lists of textbooks that needed to be borrowed from the library, the boys from the back desks were moved closer to the teacher, and that was the end of the lesson. The rest of the kids in the group clearly knew each other, and as soon as the teacher left, they scattered and started chatting. Making sure that I didn’t need to wait for anything else, I went out.

***

“How was it?” Olga asked when I got into the car.

“I expected more,” I answered honestly. “They just gave me a schedule and told me which textbooks to pick up from the library.”

“Were there any problems?” Sergei looked at me in the rearview mirror.

“What problems could there be?”

“Have you talked to any of the students?” Olga looked at me with concern.

“No. I think there is still time for that.”

“Try to socialize a bit more, okay? It’ll be good for you.”

“Fine.”

Not that I wanted it, but I understood the importance of socializing. I didn’t know this world well. Plus, I was closed off and uncommunicative, looking at everything through the lens of my own, rather cruel, experience. If I wanted to integrate into society, I needed to become part of it.

“They said that we won’t be taught all the subjects but didn’t explain why,” I said.

“Unfortunately, there are not enough teachers to cover everything. It’s good that the school is open at all.”

“It could’ve stayed closed?”

“The situation isn’t the best in the country. And a school is first and foremost a government institution. It is partially supported by Pyotr Vasilyevich, the plant manager, but even he... Let’s just say his capabilities are limited.”

“The principal mentioned the Barsukovs. Don’t they support it too?”

“There are many rumors. Almost none of them are good,” Sergei answered, glancing at me in the mirror again.

“The head of the family is old. He lost his sons. He has no heirs, and...” Olga said quietly. “Let’s just say that the city doesn’t expect the Barsukovs to help them. Although, they used to be the ones maintaining order.”

“I see. What about the Emperor? We have a new one?”

“Yes. We talked about it.”

“I guess I didn’t pay any attention. Sorry.”

“Yes, you’re always lost in your thoughts,” Sergei chuckled, steering onto the main road.

“Only rumors reach our town. They say that Anastas seized the throne. If he is not overthrown by anyone soon, he will remain the Emperor.”

How familiar this sounded. Endless war, struggle for power, overthrowing rulers… I’d seen it all before. The death of a king never made the world a better place.

***

I was immersed in my sketchbook, focused on my pencil drawing one line after another, when an unfamiliar voice brought me back to reality.

“Hey, new guy?” someone called out to me.

Sergei’s work started an hour earlier than my classes. That was how I ended up in school earlier, and thinking that I didn’t want to roam around the city, I found a place for myself on the hallway floor. The classrooms were locked. I placed the backpack on my legs and used it as a support for my sketchbook. A girl from my class, who also arrived earlier than the others, interrupted my drawing.

“Hello.”

“Why are you here so early?” she asked and yawned, hastily covering her mouth with her hand.

“It just so happened.” I smiled in response.

“What do you have there?” She came up to me and bent down, her hair tickling my face. “You draw? Cool.”

“Just some sketches.” I moved away a little, noting that her hair smelled delicious.

“Well, I think they’re pretty cool. Can you draw me?” She moved aside and looked at me.

“I can.”

“Will you?”

“Why not.” I smiled, remembering that I needed to make friends.

“I’m Lena.” She extended her hand.

“Ed.” I returned the handshake.

From a sitting position, Lena seemed tall and majestic. She wore dark pants and a knitted sweater.

“Strange name. I’ve never seen you in the city before. Where are you from?”

Lena threw her backpack next to me and sat down on it.

“From the South.”

Sergei taught me to give vague answers to these kinds of questions. To these people, the words “from the South” meant that I escaped from an active war zone. The bloodiest battles took place in the Southern and then Central parts of the country, around the capital and nearby cities. Many people fled from there and didn’t want to talk about it.

“Where do you live now?”

“In the suburbs. With my uncle and his wife.”

“The Gvozdevs? Is it true that your uncle is a former military man?”

“Where did you hear that?” I tensed up a little.

There were no former military men. Only deserters. As Sergei said, this title was shameful, but in modern times it was understandable.

“People talk. They say different things about your family. Don’t pay attention tho, the old women are just bored, so they gossip.”

Did she have some kind of score to settle with the old ladies?

“Tell me, Ed, what was it like to live in a different city? Was it better than here?”

“It’s hard to tell...”

How should I know? I saw the city once and then spent a year and a half in the laboratory. I haven’t even properly explored this city.

“This city makes me sick,” she admitted. “Everything here is so dull and monotonous, nothing ever happens. Only the plaster falling off the houses.”

I heard heels clicking and another girl appeared.

“Oh, Lena! Why are you here? Trying to charm the new kid?”

“Hey!” Lena flushed. “You’re just jealous.”

Olga was right when she said that I needed socialization. They just started talking, and I already couldn’t follow.

I didn’t even notice how their conversation began, one topic quickly replaced another, with lightning speed. They immediately forgot about me, so I buried my face in the sketchbook and continued drawing. A couple of minutes later the rest of the girls and two boys appeared.

Then Lena remembered about me and drew everyone’s attention. So I found myself surrounded by a crowd of teenagers who wanted to see what I had painted there. Lena also boasted that I promised to draw her.

“Look at that! This dude stole our Lena!”

The crowd parted and I saw a trio of guys. The same ones who preferred the back desks.

“Since when am I yours, idiot?” Lena frowned.

“Why are you hanging around with the newcomer? Is he smeared with honey or something?” The leader of the trio laughed at his own joke.

It was unclear how it would have ended, but then the teacher appeared, unlocked the classroom door, and let us in.

Thus began the first day of my highschool life.

***

Disappointment. A complete disappointment, that’s what it was, not an educational system. Where was the skill development? Where could the acquired knowledge be applied in practice? And the teachers… The only thing that made at least some sense was mathematics.

Along with my body and some of the memories, I inherited the knowledge of the language. I could read perfectly, so I looked through all the textbooks for the ninth grade. They were very primitive. And the mathematics teacher, to my great regret, in principle wasn’t able to deviate from dogmas and take a step beyond the school curriculum. I understood this in the first week, and then I just accepted it.

If there was any proper education in this world, it definitely wasn’t here. So I developed my own program. I could come up with alchemical skills without school, I just needed to figure out how to develop them. After all, I had to follow the path that had already been traversed.

As for other subjects... The Russian language and literature teacher, an elderly, gray-haired woman with a ball-shaped hairdo and large glasses, began the first lesson by yelling at us. It seemed she was a supporter of a tyrannical approach, the one where you had to deny the students any freedom of will.

Basically, they didn’t care. It all came down to memorizing and repeating rules from textbooks. What was the point of having teachers then? I didn’t understand. I could learn everything at home by myself. Unless the teachers were here as supervisors.

Physics classes were slightly better. There, we studied the laws of the surrounding world, which, overall, was interesting to me. Then there was physical education... I took one look at the teacher: old, pot-bellied, with dark circles under his eyes, smelling of cheap alcohol. Then I thought of Sergei: athletic, strong, bulky. I was ready to train under Sergei, but this teacher... The only good thing about him was his habit of going to his closet during class and not stopping us from doing whatever we wanted.

Looking at all this, for the life of me, I couldn’t understand why I needed to go to such a school.

“Yes, this school is not the best one.” Olga sighed when I told her why I was so gloomy. “But if you want to get a job somewhere in the future, you definitely need a diploma. Or at least a certificate stating that you graduated from school. And this is the only way to legalize your new name. By the way, Sergei made arrangements to get you a passport.”

Getting a passport was lucky in this country without a normal government. Sergei said that it used to be more difficult and stricter.

“Is there no normal education in this country at all?” I asked directly. My disappointment was so great that I didn’t think about how strange this question would seem.

“Of course there is. There are Institutes for specialists. Military academies for future soldiers. Lyceums for the children of aristocrats and those with talent. True, those aren’t without problems either... No one wants to send their children to study in someone else’s institution during the war. But now, if we’re lucky, and the war is really over, better times will come.”

“How better are those schools?”

“Much better than this one. Are you planning to go to college?”

“I don’t know yet. But this school is a complete disappointment.”

“Well, you still have to go.” Olga sighed, trying not to look at me suspiciously.

After a few days, I got the hang of it. I was honing my skills, and on weekends I went hunting in the forest. Sergei worked a lot, but I trained without him too. I ran through the forest, did pull-ups and push-ups, and lifted makeshift weights. It all became part of my necessary routine. Training with Sergei was more fun, but unfortunately, it didn’t happen often. He taught me military craft, how to fight and quickly neutralize the enemy. I discovered a lot of new things thanks to this, making analogies with the philosophy of alchemists. For a true alchemist, accuracy was of utmost importance. As it turned out, it also mattered in hand-to-hand combat.

Gradually, my drawings filled the house. I drew everything. The forest, nature, the Gvozdevs, all my classmates, other students, random people on the street. But the main thing was that I drew. I drew patterns that had to be masked. An experienced alchemist would immediately understand what those were, but to an outsider, my art looked like unique, intricate designs.

Along the way, I did research. The strength of seals depended on many factors. Starting with the alchemist himself, it depended on the time of year, the position of the stars, and many other things.

So I did my best to understand exactly what factors in this world affected seals and alchemy. I kept notes, came up with new seals, recorded the results, created hypotheses based on them, wrote them down, tested them, and when I found something interesting... I burned the notes. I didn’t want anyone to get my results, and I wouldn’t forget them anyway.

***

The sweetest thing about monotonous lessons was the bell. But, as every teacher at school never failed to remind us, the bell was for them, not for the students. However, most of the latter didn’t really care and usually began to gather their stuff about ten minutes before the end.

I stuffed the textbook into my backpack, watching the others head toward the exit.

“Hey, artist? Why are you so gloomy all the time?” Gregory nudged my shoulder. He was that leader of that trio of boys.

Gregory was perhaps the worst student in the class. He definitely held a record for the amount of unfinished homework. At first, I thought that he might have something more important to do, but then I realized that he was just a goofball, like his buddies. It was from the three of them that the most noise, stupid jokes, and attempts to assert themselves by any means, regardless of common sense, came.

With dark, often greasy hair, and with pimples, he didn’t excel in pretty much anything but being annoying.

“It doesn’t concern you.” I looked at him.

“Why are you so cocky right away, huh? But I must admit, like it.” He looked at me patronizingly. “Hey, guys, maybe we should take him with us? What do you say, skinny boy, are you in?”

“Where are you guys going?”

“For a walk. What else is there to do after school? Come on, it’ll be fun!”

I checked the time. Today we had only three classes. I knew well that Sergei wouldn’t pick me up. He and Olga would be home in the evening. She still worked while her pregnancy was in its early stages. On such days, I walked home, straight through the forest, using these walks for training. I usually got there in an hour. If I came home a bit later this time, nothing terrible would happen. At least I thought so. Olga would be pleased if I made some friends. I didn’t like Gregory, but maybe I was quick to judge.

“Okay.” I nodded.

“Great! Come on, guys!”

Gregory, Pete, and Alex were regular slackers. They were often late for classes, almost never did their homework, and started each morning by asking to copy someone’s work. Including mine.

“Well, Skinny, how do you like our school?” Gregory asked.

“It seems fine for now.”

“You’re from somewhere from the South, aren’t you?” Gregory said as if it was important. “You probably had different schools there, right?”

“I was homeschooled.”

“Wow, why so?” Gregory was surprised. The other two walked in silence, casting interested glances at us.

“I… I was sick a lot in childhood.”

“Oh, I see... Why, your family must have been rich since they could afford private tutors?”

“Not particularly,” I answered gloomily, remembering how they were killed before my eyes.

“Well, yes, we’re all ordinary here.” He laughed at some of his thoughts.

We walked through several courtyards and reached an area that I couldn’t dare call nice.

“I'll be back in a second,” Alex said to us and ran into a store located on the ground floor.

“Where is he going?” I asked.

“Don’t worry.” Gregory again switched to a patronizing tone, as if he had grasped all the mysteries of life, and I was just a greenhorn. “Artist, do you have money?”

“No.”

“Doesn’t your uncle give you any? He seems to be making decent money... And your aunt too.”

“I don’t need money.”

“What? Everyone needs money!” Gregory sounded disappointed.

“And who is your aunt?” Pete spoke.

“A human.”

What a weird question…

“That’s not what I’m talking about.” He waved his hands. “She’s gifted, right?”

“Nonsense!” Gregory immediately intervened. “What would a gifted woman do in this backwater?”

“But she is gifted, right?” Pete looked at me, ignoring Gregory.

“Who told you this?” I tried to make the most skeptical facial expression.

“You can’t hide something like that!”

Olga was indeed gifted, but her abilities were very specific. The talent for healing was cool and unique, but it was very suspicious postwar, so she didn’t share this information.

The conversation was interrupted by Alex, who returned from the store carrying a black bag. It looked like it contained bottles, and something else small and square.

“Let’s go, guys,” he said, stuffing the bag into his spacious backpack. “Hey, Artist, you chipping in?”

“Chipping in? For what?”

“How come you’re so dumb?” Gregory rolled his eyes.

“Maybe he’s never tried it before.” Alex laughed.

“Yeah. Skinny is a clean-cut guy. And his uncle is a military man.”

At some point, we found ourselves among abandoned houses, but we didn’t stop there. We went further, deeper into the dead part of the city.

“Have you seen this place before?” Gregory asked.

“The city is rotting,” Pete added in a tone as if he were a hundred years old and had seen death in all its manifestations. “That’s what my mother says.”

“Don’t be a bore.”

“What are we doing here?” I began to suspect that the guys had more in mind than a walk.

When they invited me along, the most I could imagine was conversations about girls, lessons, and teachers. Maybe some gossip. No, seriously, what else could children do after school?

I got my answer when we finally stopped in a small yard surrounded by old houses looking at us with empty eye sockets. They settled on a bench surrounded by cigarette butts, plastic cups and several bottles.

“Well, come on already.” Gregory urged Alex, who took out the bag from his backpack, and two bottles of beer from it. “My brother told me that if you take a smoke first, and then drink, the effect will be stronger. Shall we check?”

“Of course,” the guys agreed.

Alex took out four plastic cups, and two packs of cigarettes, quickly opened one, and handed it to Gregory. He lit one and tried smoking. He coughed but didn’t stop. The others repeated after him. I was too shocked to react somehow. One of the glasses was pushed into my hands, and a minute later it was already filled with beer. Alex poured it hastily, causing the liquid to foam and some of it spilled over my hand.

“You want a cigarette?” Gregory asked, looking at me with a look of superiority.

“No,” I answered firmly, trying to calm my trembling.

“And we were getting along just fine... Why are you acting like a mama’s boy? Be a man.” Gregory tried to put pressure on me. After a fiery speech, he took a deep smoke but coughed again. He soon burst into tears and hurried to drown his cough with beer. When he came to his senses, his eyes were red.

“Come on, Skinny. The beer is excellent. We’re kinda lucky that the old man sold it to us.”

Gregory looked at me carefully and grinned. The other boys made cautious puffs, alternating with sips of beer.

“It’s good,” Pete said and burped, trying to seem cool.

Gregory grinned especially disgustingly and threw his cigarette butt. It fell at my feet, right on the ground.

Hang in there, these are just kids. I had to remind myself.

I turned my hand with the cup upside down and poured the beer into the bushes.

“What are you doing?!” The boys yelled in chorus. “Do you know how much it cost?!”

“Cycle of destruction.”

“What the fuck?!” Gregory jumped up from the bench. “What are you talking about, idiot?!”

“I won’t drink this crap.”

“You’re crazy!” Gregory shook with anger. “Hold my beer! I’m gonna beat his ass!”

When Gregory stepped toward me, I learned two things. First, I was faster than him. Second, I was stronger than him. I caught his fist right in front of my face. Squeezing and twisting it, I made him cry out in pain and fall to his knees.

“Let go, asshole! Let me go!” he shouted.

Well, if that’s what you want... I pushed him back and let him go. He plopped down on his back, right on his still-smoldering cigarette butt.

“What are you doing, Skinny?” Pete and Alex gave me a dumbfounded look.

“You guys are idiots if you think cigars and booze make you look cool.”

Not wanting to stay here any longer, I turned around and walked away.

I was furious…

More than anything else, I wanted to yell at them, force them to pour out the beer, clean up after themselves, and then sweep the entire yard. But I wasn’t sure it would make it any better. They would only become angrier in response to violence. This was how the end always began. One attacked, the other returned in kind, and then there was no stop to it.

If only these fools knew how angry they made me.

***

I got home, thinking that I had calmed down, but I was wrong. Olga instantly read my emotions and then asked Sergei to talk to me. Their glances and attempts to silently figure out what to do with the gloomy teenager were kind of cute. I got up from behind my sketchbook and went out to help them bring groceries into the house and then cook dinner. Before bedtime, Sergei asked me to park the car under the canopy. Recently, he had started teaching me how to drive.

“Why are you so gloomy today?” he asked as if by chance when I turned off the engine. “What happened?”

“Nothing important. I had an argument with my classmates.”

“Was it serious? Don’t you need help to hide a body?” He laughed, but when he met my gaze, he got serious.

“No, there are no corpses.”

“So what happened?”

Sergei was funny to observe. On one hand, he suspected that I had a specific past. I’d proved my strength to him multiple times. But at the same time, he saw me as an introverted teenager who had typical teenage problems. And how could I explain to him that I was scared to death that this world would have the same fate as my old one?

“They suggested that we take a walk together. And then drink and smoke.”

“That’s not the worst thing that could’ve happened...” Sergei drawled thoughtfully. “And how did it all end?”

“I told them they were idiots for drinking and smoking.”

“Hm...”

“Was I wrong?”

“How do I put this...” Sergei was frankly embarrassed. “As an adult, I condemn anything that involves alcohol, cigarettes, and teenagers... Although I did try it all myself when I was young... That’s it...”

“So is this normal? Among young adults.”

“Well... No... Probably... Damn, buddy, you put me in a stupor. This is what teenagers do when they want to be cool, but adults scold them and try to stop them.”

“So it kinda is normal…” I thought out loud. “Do you know what I think about this?”

“What?”

“This world, well, this country has no future if children have to drink to feel cool.”

***

“What happened? What did you find out?” Olga asked quietly when Sergei returned to the bedroom.

He slowly unbuckled his belt and put it on a chair. Then he unbuttoned his shirt, took it off, and hung it in the wardrobe. Undressed, he climbed under the blanket and gently pulled his wife closer, placing his hand on her stomach. It wasn’t showing yet, but he knew that somewhere in there, new life was blossoming.

“He says that our country has no future.”

“What?” Olga was confused. “Is he concerned about the new Emperor?”

“It’s not about the Emperor. His classmates offered him a drink and a smoke today. And he… had a fight with them.”

“What?!” sitting up, Olga almost screamed. Her imagination ran wild, thinking about what a drunken teenager, capable of catching a beast by himself, could do. “If I find out that he drank, I’ll whip him! And for the cigarettes, I’ll…”

“As I understand it, he refused,” Sergei sighed.

“Ah... Okay. So who offered him booze? I should...”

“Oh, God, no! Have you forgotten what you were like as a child?”

“I spent my childhood in a monastery, where we were beaten up for every disobedience. We were afraid to even think about cigarettes and alcohol. And what are you trying to say? That we should let these kids keep drinking?”

“I don’t know.” Sergei was confused. “It’s a complex issue. What would you do? Talk to the teachers? Other parents? Everyone will tease the hell out of him. They are teenagers, they have different criteria for... being cool.”

“Screw being cool! It’s wrong! What if our child...”

“Wait, wait... Quiet down. I don’t know what will happen to our child. I hope this will bypass him. Or her. But Edgar... In general, I’m sure it’s better not to interfere. He’s not so naive after all. He’ll figure it out. Let’s go to sleep, we’ll discuss it further tomorrow.”

“There is nothing to discuss here.”

“Calm down for God’s sake. Just calm down.”

“Then you better figure out how to solve this problem,” Olga added, leaning back onto her husband’s shoulder.

“I already told you how. Edgar is not an ordinary boy. He’ll come up with something himself.”

“What is wrong with you? You’re a grown man, and you’re shifting responsibility onto a kid!”

“Who single-handedly caught a wolverine! What a kid he is... Darling, please, go to sleep.”

Olga fell silent. All that could be heard was her heavy breathing.

“Then hug me tighter.” She sighed after a minute, softening up.


INTERLUDE




How do you do it? How are you following me?

Roman was sitting on the floor, pressed against the wall in his father’s office, opposite the window. He held a diary in his hands. One thing he couldn’t deny was that his father was thorough. He had been describing his every move, his motives, who he crossed, why he did it, what problems to expect, and what needed to be done to solve those problems. The diaries were the most valuable thing Roman had found so far. If only it weren’t for this feeling of being watched that had constantly remained with him since he returned…

I think I’m getting paranoid.

The diary was written in code, but Roman knew how to decipher it. He just hoped that the surveillance wasn’t so thorough that they could see and make out what exactly he was reading. Purely theoretically, the Emperor had specialists who could pull this off by opening a passage somewhere in this room, but Roman didn’t feel anything of the sort. This wasn’t a guarantee, and it provided little consolation, but there was no choice left. He had to delve into his father’s affairs. His mother’s grumbling and her escalating alcoholism, in which she tried to drown her fear and shattered hopes for a prosperous life, didn’t help in any way.

The door swung open.

No one in the house respects my privacy.

“Brother!”

Roman stood up, closing the diary. His sister looked devastated. Great. More problems. She was in a school uniform, with disheveled hair, and frozen tears in her eyes, ready to burst into a waterfall. According to the time, her classes would have ended in half an hour, but she came home much earlier.

“What happened at school?” Roman asked, putting the diary in a drawer.

“They turned their backs on me!” She fell into a chair and gave in to her emotions, crying.

“Is that all?” Roman chuckled.

“What?!” Hysteria gave way to anger. “You don’t understand!”

“Indeed,” he said sarcastically. “Did anyone hit you? Or did anyone try to kidnap you? They just stopped talking to you?”

“They...” She couldn’t find the words.

“So... What exactly is the problem?” he asked, his voice loud and heavy. There was a single thought in his head. How can you not understand that school matters are the least of our worries?

In a few moments, Roman regretted his rudeness. His sister withdrew, and he had to persuade her to tell him what had happened. It wasn’t anything unexpected. When your family fought for power, lost, fell into the abyss, and managed to cling to the edge with only one finger, with a line of people willing to step on it... To be on friendly terms with the Korshunovs now was like spitting in the Emperor’s face.

“The principal also called me to his office,” she whined.

“What did he want?”

“We need to pay for my studies. The tuition has increased this year.”

“How unexpected.” Roman snorted.

I wouldn’t be surprised if it increased just for us.

“We will go to school together tomorrow. I’ll meet with the principal.”

“But what should I do? All my friends...”

“For starters, stop whining like a baby,” Roman replied coldly. “It’s a stroke of luck that we’re even alive. What were you hoping for? Why does their rejection surprise you?”

“But...”

But you always lived under father’s protection, and you never lacked anything and never faced any difficulties. I understand that, sis.

“Let me outline our situation to you, little sister,” Roman said earnestly. “We’re in deep trouble. There is no one to protect us. Our main allies are defeated, just like us. There is nothing left of the Rysevs. There are rumors that only several of their children survived. But even if they did, what awaits them? They’ll be married off or forced into insignificant unions to preserve the good genes and put them in service. Who else is there? The Pavlovs have been defeated, and the Antonovs too. The Big Three have fallen. Those smaller, like our family, suffered the same fate. The Emperor showed mercy, but I wouldn’t bet a penny on us surviving until the end of the year. No, we will be pressured on all fronts. They will try to take away what the Emperor left us. They will crush us even faster if we show the slightest weakness. What should you do, you ask me? What can you do, being a useless little girl who cries because her friends won’t talk to her? Nothing. First, try to pull yourself together, go to school, and act as if this doesn’t bother you. Show them that you are not broken. Become stronger. And don’t even think about bursting into tears now.”

It’s cruel, but, God knows, I don’t have the strength to deal with the upbringing of my sister, who is absolutely unfit for life in the conditions we find ourselves in.

Camilla Korshunova opened and closed her mouth, not knowing what to say. The intensity of her emotions reached its climax, and she jumped up and ran out of the office.

With relatives like these, who needs enemies? I wish I could marry her off, but who would take her now?

***

The next morning, as promised, Roman arrived at Camilla’s private school, the First Lyceum. The best one in the whole country. Roman himself had attended this school before he was sent away to the islands. A massive building with majestic columns, expansive windows, and endless corridors. An establishment with its own history. Roman knew all about the school’s best days. He also knew about the times when it was closed. Civil wars, when everyone fought against everyone, never encouraged children to be released from their parent’s homes to foreign territories. This was especially difficult for families in distant cities. There was only one lyceum, and it was located in the capital.

At the entrance, opposite the columns, were two statues depicting mythical dragons.

How pompous.

In many cultures, these animals were considered the personification of wisdom and knowledge. True, no one had seen them for the last five hundred years and their mentions in the chronicles sounded more like fiction. Declaring that your family carried the power of these mythical beasts was, at the very least, arrogant.

Very arrogant.

And the family that owned the lyceum, dozens of regular schools, and the country’s main institutes did just that.

The Izmailovs always emphasized neutrality. They didn’t take sides in any of the wars. If a Emperor appeared, they swore allegiance to them, but this always seemed like temporary cooperation, not service. Their family set science, not strength and power, as their main goal.

Maybe that’s not a bad thing. At least they’ve lived and thrived for many centuries, avoiding major upheavals.

The Izmailovs supported science, sponsored scientists, maintained dozens of laboratories, and were sort of a landmark of the country. Who knew, maybe without them everything would have been much worse.

And now these mad scientists have decided to be a pain in my ass.

This family loved money as much as they loved science. And they maintained neutrality rather conditionally, as far as it was beneficial to them. Considering the appearance of a new Emperor and notes in his father’s diary, which said that relations with them were strained, it wasn’t surprising that the Izmailovs decided to get rid of the problematic student. Or make money on it if they decided to keep her on principle.

If my sister refuses to go to school, that will be the end. We will sign off on the fact that there is nothing left of us.

Today she went to school. Not without throwing a tantrum and causing a scene first, but she went. She walked next to Roman, pale, with circles under her eyes, not looking proud at all.

Walking past the dragon statues and grimacing at the cheap pathos, Roman opened the door and let his sister in. When he followed, a guard stopped him. Of course he did. The children of aristocrats studied here. Security was at the highest level. The Izmailovs were obliged to guarantee their safety. To be fair, no one had ever tried to attack this place throughout history. Either it was an accident, or the security service was really earning its keep.

“Who are you here to see, young man?” the guard politely asked, glancing at Roman.

Camilla didn’t linger, pretending that she didn’t know Roman, she silently walked past them. The man in uniform let her pass.

I wouldn’t be surprised if he knows everyone by sight.

“I’m here to see the principal, to settle a financial issue,” Roman answered.

“What is your last name?”

Like it’s hard to guess.

“Korshunov. Roman Korshunov.”

If the guard had any thoughts about him, he didn’t show it.

“Wait here. I’ll announce you.”

Roman nodded silently. He didn’t like having to wait at the entrance. Students arrived every minute, getting out of expensive cars and heading into the center of knowledge and opportunities. Primarily, opportunities to establish social connections. They glanced at the young man, some whispered, but most looked at him with indifference.

None of them know me. And if they do, I’m just someone it’s better to stay away from.

These teenagers were also nobodies. But in twenty years they would probably occupy important positions throughout the country, taking over from their fathers. How would they remember Roman Korshunov? As a boy waiting by the door? And would anyone even remember him?

The guard returned a couple of minutes later and let the young man inside.

“The principal is absent. The secretary will see you.”

“Thank you.” Roman nodded.

After half an hour, Roman came out, wondering where to get the money. The price had doubled. The secretary was polite and friendly with a completely fake smile.

Sitting back in the car, Roman took out his notes and closed his eyes for a few seconds, making calculations.

The family was left with several apartments in the city, a mansion, cars, paintings, and jewelry, which were of little use. Although they could be sold if it really came down to it. Most likely, that was what Roman would have to do. Houses and housing staff needed to be maintained, and these were additional holes in an already empty budget.

A month ago they also had a house by the sea, in a southern city. It was burned down. By whom, remained unknown. Roman didn’t dare to go there and deal with it. The culprits wouldn’t be found, and even if they were caught, what then? And if corpses appeared, the Emperor would have questions.

Before the fall, the Korshunovs owned a metallurgical plant, engaged in mining at the mines, had hunting grounds where teams worked to hunt beasts, and most importantly, they had their own training center for training mercenaries. Officially, they were ordinary militants. Unofficially, there were several hidden laboratories where new approaches to creating demons were being developed. But Roman didn’t know how successful those were. His father never mentioned it. The laboratories and the training center were destroyed at the time of the fall. His father managed to give orders to tie up loose ends. The laboratories and the training center weren’t externally connected, so there was hope that the Emperor didn’t get anything from them.

The family was also a shareholder in many construction and military enterprises. But with just one signature, Roman put everything important into the hands of the Emperor.

They also had the sewing workshop that was taken from the Sokolov family. It was a weak, not particularly significant family, which his father completely destroyed.

The workshop itself wasn’t of great value. His father attacked the Sokolovs because of the lands that they had owned for a couple of centuries. The Sokolovs lost their former influence, greatly diminished in strength, but retained their lands. Until father took them for himself. Roman knew how he could use that land. But what was the point if the Emperor took them away?

If he were to believe the documents and notes his father left behind, the Sokolovs stayed afloat only because of their connections with Europe. The head of this modest family married a Frenchwoman, whose relatives were important in the textile industry. They earned money by producing fabric and clothing, including for government needs. Well, until the civil war and the struggle for power began.

When his father seized their property, he redirected the enterprises for his own purposes, cooperating only with his allies. There was no trade with outsiders. His father wasn’t interested in clothing to the extent of dealing with it personally. He just allowed the workshop to keep running to avoid shutting it down. At least, that was the conclusion Roman came to.

Another thing he had left were logistics. About two hundred trucks traveled around the country, delivering certain cargoes. The company responsible for this was partly the brainchild of his father and partly what he took over from the other companies.

Now both the workshop and the logistics company had come to a standstill, and Roman had no idea what to do with them.

The first thing he did was go to the workshop, in the first month after his arrival. On his way there he was thinking how he wouldn’t be surprised if the workers stole everything valuable and ran away.

And so it happened.

Sitting in the car and leafing through notes, he recalled his first visit to the workshop.

***

The workshop was located on the edge of the city, in a working-class quarter, where other industrial buildings, factories, and workshops were crowded together. The building was built ten years ago, but it still looked fresh and new.

If only the exterior matched the interior.

Arriving at the scene, Roman got out of the car, took a deep breath, and surveyed the area. People got here by bus, which came from the nearest metro station.

His gaze settled on the main gate, on which hung a padlock. Standing next to the inconspicuous door, now open, was a middle-aged man, fat and nervous.

“Mister.” He bowed when Roman got out of the car and approached him.

“Is the workshop closed?”

“Yes, sir. After... everything that happened... Yes, it is closed.”

“Lead the way. Show me around.”

The man took out a flashlight, turned it on, and stepped inside into the darkness.

“The lights were turned off due to unpaid bills,” a voice came from the darkness. A spot of light flashed next to him, illuminating the floor.

“Why weren’t the bills paid?”

“There’s no money. All accounts are frozen, the company is bankrupt.”

“But there should have been some finances left.”

“There should have been,” agreed the man from the darkness. “But there wasn’t as much as needed.”

“And where did the money go?”

“They went to the last payments. Salaries, purchases...”

Either he pocketed the money, or he really distributed the salaries… Which I highly doubt.

“What about orders?”

“Everything was canceled. I called everyone, but...”

“I see. Give me a list of all the people we worked with.” His father’s notes indicated that they dealt only with allies, who were mostly gone now, but what if there was someone left? “How many people do we have? Tell me everything.”

“The documents are waiting for you in the office, sir.”

The workshop manager walked slowly. All the windows were closed, and the place remained in absolute darkness. Roman clearly saw how insecure the man was, how he grimaced, how he wanted to hide his emotions.

Oh, what a legacy. Every day brings new reasons for joy.

Roman didn’t expect anything good from visiting this place. And he was right. The workshop, when it came into the hands of Korshunovs, worked at a slow pace. Some of the people who used to work for Sokolovs left. Some were fired. About half of the total workforce remained.

They had no new orders. At least there were no debts, and that was something Roman took solace in. There was a stockpile of materials in the warehouses. Roman demanded to see everything. He and the manager walked around for several hours, inspecting every corner, every machine, every room.

“Where are the sewing machines?” Roman asked when he discovered clear signs of their disappearance.

He had a vague idea of what should be here and how things were supposed to look.

“I... d-don’t know,” the man stammered.

Roman clenched his fists and slowly exhaled. He wanted to grab this scoundrel, press him against the wall, and shake the truth out of him.

“Something tells me that they will be found soon,” he said quietly, restraining his rage.

“Yes, exactly.” The manager shook his head. “They probably put them away somewhere, I’ll check!”

They took everything they could. But not much time has passed since my father’s death.

The following days, Roman tried to sort out family affairs. He studied the accounts that were kept as assets, sorted through his father’s diaries, and tried to find a way out.

There was some reserve of cash. The Emperor generously didn’t take away every last penny. And Roman himself had some funds abroad. According to his calculations, taking into account the increased price, it would be enough to last them till the end of the school year.

Roman wrote down this deadline in his notebook. He wrote it down so that it would remind him every day of how much time he had left to fix things.


Chapter 7
UNUSUAL REQUEST




Sergei turned the key, but today the car refused to start on the first try. Considering that it was raining and a cold, nasty wind was blowing, I sympathized with it. I didn’t want to move today either.

“Come on, girl,” he muttered when he managed to start the car. He pulled out from under the canopy onto the road, and we sped past puddles and trees. Today we were on the road alone. Olga switched to a two-two shifts schedule and stayed home.

“Ed, if the weather doesn’t clear up, wait for me to pick you up after school.”

“Okay,” I answered, watching the drops run down the glass.

“About yesterday...” Sergei raised the topic when we drove out onto the asphalt road. “I want to tell you something. I had a very fun childhood. Well, as fun as it could be… I lived in a small town, even more godforsaken than this one. As I remember now, the boys brought out moonshine, and I tried it for the first time. Oh, how life sucked the next morning, let me tell you.”

“Why did you drink then?” I became interested.

“Well, why do you think people drink? Certainly not because their life is great.”

“So, life is to blame?”

“Well... That’s not what I wanted to say.” Sergei frowned. “In general, my dad found out we were drinking. He gave me a good thrashing, of course... He was quick to resort to punishment. But that’s not what the story is about. He took me to see his friend, who used to be an athlete. We talked. He loved and knew how to fight. Now I understand that it was a long time ago, and he was out of shape, but... Back then, I had nothing to compare it with.”

“What happened next?” I asked when Sergei fell silent and got lost in thought. He did this sometimes. If you didn’t bother him, he might end the conversation altogether, forgetting that he started it.

“Dad persuaded him to start training me. And he did. He trained me with all his heart. And I liked it. I was weak then, the other boys beat me up several times, so the chance to fight back won me over.”

“Did you?”

“Yes. In about six months. When they came at me again, I beat them up. After that, my friends also asked to join me.”

“How does this relate to moonshine?”

“That’s what we’re talking about. I told you, they don’t drink because of a good life. Teenagers have a lot of energy, but nothing to use it for. My dad knew that, and found an opportunity for us to do better. And our coach also got a taste for it. He quit drinking, got back in shape, renovated his house, improved the relationship with his wife... And we saw the results and wanted to improve even more. He told us that if he ever saw anyone drunk, he would kick them out.”

“You didn’t drink anymore?”

“We did. Several more times, but we quickly stopped. So, what is the moral of the story? Your classmates are fools, of course. But maybe the reason for that is that they simply have no alternative. As I see it, the boys in this city have nothing to do.”

“Do you think that if they are offered other options, they will quit smoking and drinking?” I asked with skepticism.

“That’s not what I’m talking about. Just don’t get mad at them.”

Oh, that’s what this was about. Sergei was afraid that I would escalate the conflict. But, oddly enough, his story gave rise to an interesting idea. If they had an alternative... Who knew, maybe they would have taken a different path…

I liked this idea because it fit into the philosophy that was being developed to save my world. When there was still someone to develop it... In short, the philosophy stated that one needed to extinguish destructive cycles and develop constructive ones. I needed to think about how this applied to my situation. Maybe some good would come of it.

***

My enthusiasm for spreading light and goodness ended as soon as I entered the school. Due to the rain, Sergei drove slower, and the car stalled. As a result, I was late for class, but no one seemed to care. The teacher herself could barely hold back yawns.

Strange things happened when I sat down at my desk. It was as if an exclusion zone had appeared around me. My classmates stared at me, whispered, and some even pointed their fingers. Gregory and the company were also here, glaring at me. I realized that something was wrong during the break. It turned out that these idiots had said some crazy things about me, and now my classmates glanced sideways in my direction, chuckled, and... kept their distance. It wasn’t that I managed to become close to them in two weeks, but... I felt the alienation especially keenly today.

Which first made me sad and then I became angry. I didn’t come out of a dying world to put up with this kind of crap! If they wanted to play their games, fine. But I wasn’t going to waste time on this.

What was I going to do?

Thought after thought, gradually calming down, I began to think about what I wanted to achieve. I burned myself once by living without a goal. I fixed that, and devoted a lot of time to development, but... What’s my ultimate goal?

I was finally able to realize and formulate what had been bothering me all this time, from the first minutes I found myself in this world.

Emptiness.

I felt empty inside because I no longer had a great purpose. At first, I lived the dream of saving the world. Then to escape from my world and live a normal life. And now? What was I living for?

There seemed to be no need to save this world. Or run away from it either. There were a few things I wanted to do, like study to find out what kind of experiments were performed on me and what the consequences were, become stronger, socialize, take revenge for the murder of the Sokolov family, and... What else? Find those kind doctors who conducted the experiments. They definitely survived.

This already sounded like a plan. But it would take only a couple of years to be put into motion. I needed something bigger to fill the empty space.

Becoming so powerful that I could live a normal, joyful life without having to bury my loved ones? Yes, that resonated within me.

I’d have to think about this idea carefully. But it was a good start. I wouldn’t be me if I didn’t become the strongest.

***

Having set a new significant goal, it was easier to breathe. And the day went better than expected. I ignored my classmates’ strange behavior and got down to business. Everything needed to be properly thought out.

What did I know? In this world, entire clans could easily be wiped out overnight. Here, they conducted experiments on children. Mages walked the streets freely, and did God knows what. And magical animals roamed the forests.

For training and some answers, I had Sergei. Along the way, I was conducting alchemical research, so this part was covered. But I needed results here and now. Something that would help me emerge victorious from any battle. Or from most of them.

I needed a weapon. Something stealthy so a teenager could justify it, but powerful enough to eliminate my opponent. And I knew exactly what it would be. But for this, I needed a workshop. This meant that Sergei would soon be very surprised.

***

And he was. Eyes wide and with a gaping mouth, he stared at me in shock.

“You need WHAT?!”

“A forge.”

“A forge?”

“Yes. And an anvil.”

“An anvil?”

“Yeah. Also, one large hammer and several small ones. And chisels and drills.”

“Drills,” Sergei repeated.

“Some coal wouldn’t hurt either.”

In fact, I’d provide most of the necessary processes using alchemy, but that would remain my secret. I’d also have to work with conventional methods, which was why I needed a normal workplace.

“Sergei, I know it’s not cheap, but just tell me how much, and I’ll get the beasts...”

“Stop!” His eyebrows sharply dived down. “Let’s try to do without any beasts for now! I’ve had enough shock for one afternoon. You better explain this to me. Why do you need a forge and everything else?”

“For work.”

“For work.” This time, he closed his eyes and sighed slowly. “Are you going to tell me you are a blacksmith now?"

“I am. What’s the big deal?”

I used to help my grandfather in the forge from the age of seven.

“Well, usually teenagers... They are simpler. They don’t work so much. They don’t forge tools.”

“Right... But that doesn’t change anything. I still need what I need. Can you help me get it?”

“At least give me a minute to think about it. I can’t imagine how it’s going to look. Where are you planning to set up a forge? Not at home, I hope. Olga will bury us both. Alive.”

“I think somewhere far from home. I don’t want to attract any unnecessary attention by making noise.”

“What, in the forest?” he chuckled incredulously.

“Not really. I’ll build a workshop.”

“Minute after minute, it’s not getting any easier. Are you planning to build it yourself?”

“Yes, it’s a simple matter. The forest is at hand, there are trees...”

“Ed, that’s enough. It all sounds too crazy. Give me a couple of days to think about it. Right now, my head is spinning.”

“Fine. Sergei, I don’t want to pressure you, but we should be cautious; people are starting to pay attention to us.”

“Please.” He slapped the steering wheel and stepped on the gas.

I really wanted to discuss this matter, and I couldn’t wait, so I came to see him at work. Now we were leaving the factory where Sergei worked.

***

I didn’t really wait for Sergei’s answer to take action. That same evening, I took an axe and went into the forest to choose a suitable place and mark the trees that would be good for construction. I didn’t need a real building. A shelter would suffice, protecting me from cold, rain, and wind. Although in the dense forest, there wasn’t much wind. I found what I was looking for about half an hour away at a leisurely pace. About five minutes if I ran. It was perfect, just the right amount of secluded.

I returned home a couple of hours later. I didn’t want to stay out too late so that the Gvozdevs wouldn’t worry. But it was immediately apparent that I couldn’t escape without a reprimand when I glanced at Olga. She looked stern like never before.

“Young man,” Olga drawled, “why have you been out in the forest for so long in the rain? You can get hurt.”

“Is there any hot tea?”

“It will be ready in a moment.”

She was stern, but never refused to provide care. As soon as I asked for tea and pretended to be freezing, she went to the kitchen to put the kettle on. She was a real gem. Sergei was one lucky guy.

“Take off your outwear at the entrance! No need to flood the house!” came her voice from the kitchen.

I chuckled and started undressing. Soon there was a large steaming cup of tea in front of me. I wrapped myself in a blanket. As I have learned, it was harder for Olga to scold me when I looked defenseless.

“Why do you need a forge? And do you really know how to forge tools?” She got straight to the point as soon as I took my first sip.

“I do. I can do it. And it’s just for personal needs.”

“What kind of personal needs?”

“I don’t want to lose my skills. My grandfather taught me,” I answered truthfully.

“And what do you want to forge?”

“All sorts of little things. Mainly for hunting.”

“Do you intend to hunt beasts again?” She frowned.

“Not necessarily. I can catch some regular animals too.”

Olga was never interested in hunting and didn’t understand it. For her, hunting was when her husband went into the forest and returned with the carcass of a killed animal.

“I’m not sure this is a worthwhile idea.” She pursed her lips.

I couldn’t reveal my real motives. It was unpleasant to hide the truth and lie to Olga, but should I let a pregnant woman know that I was preparing for trouble?

“We’ll talk more tomorrow,” she said after thinking for a minute and then went to her husband.

I knew them well by now. They would discuss this further and try to decide what to do with me. I was even slightly ashamed that I was creating so many problems for them.

***

My issue was resolved within a few days. Five, to be exact. It took that much time for the Gvozdevs to accept it, consult, and… for Sergei to obtain the necessary tools.

“Will this do?” he asked me, flipping open the tarp on the trailer. “A friend’s father worked as a blacksmith in his lifetime, but he died a couple of years ago. Since then, his tools have been lying idle.”

“Was it expensive?”

“Tolerable. But I do hope this is not just a whim,” he said somewhat gloomily.

So it was expensive. Sergei always became gloomy when it came to money. After Olga got pregnant, he counted every penny. I needed to somehow compensate them for complying with my request. I didn’t want to be a burden.

“I don’t know how you’ll pull this off without electricity.”

“I’ll have to tinker.”

And create a couple of seals. A couple of dozen, to be precise.

“Then let’s go. I’ll help you carry the equipment. Have you already chosen a spot?”

“Yes.”

I thought Sergei would be surprised when he saw how much I had already done.

***

By now, the spot I had chosen was unrecognizable. For the last couple of days, I ran straight here after school, armed with an axe and a shovel. I dug holes and dragged logs... Which clearly showed that something was wrong with my body. A puny teenager shouldn’t be able to lift such loads, although I was still getting tired and feeling weak from the great overexertion. Therefore, I resolved this issue by using the Alchemy of Exchange. I cut a small piece out of the log, swapped their weight, and then pulled the log without straining. The Law of Similarity said that it was much easier to manipulate an object using its counterpart of the same nature. Especially if they were halves of the same thing.

With the help of the Alchemy of Fixation, I made the logs stick to each other, soldering them. True, I also used some nails, in case Sergei looked closely. But I hoped he wouldn’t be overly curious.

Yesterday evening, I finished the main structure, covered it with a tarpaulin, and threw branches and moss on top. The result was good protection against leakage. A little later I’d take care of the gutters and install a barrel so that the water would flow into it on its own.

“You’ve done a lot.” Sergei scratched the top of his head, “When did you have time?”

“Finding time is not a problem. I work fast.”

“I see you’re really invested in this.”

And yet, you haven’t seen that I took some nails and a piece of tarpaulin from you.

However, their disappearance didn’t remain a secret for long. As soon as Sergei climbed inside, he quickly guessed what came from where. But he didn’t scold me. He grumbled a little and calmed down. Fine with me, as long as he didn’t think about the logs.

“Do you need any help?” he asked uncertainly.

“Help me put the stump in place. It’s heavy as hell.”

“Not that you lack strength...” he chuckled.

This was one of the moments that we carefully avoided. During training, he couldn’t help but notice that my capabilities were higher than those of an ordinary teenager. But we never discussed it.

“When will you start?” he asked, dusting off his hands.

“First, I need to set up a place to kindle the coals. And I need metal...”

“We’ll have to buy it. Or will any scrap of metal do the trick?”

“For the first experiments, anything will do. And then we will see from there.”

“Good, it will be simpler to get.” He sighed with relief.

I definitely had to spend some money on this project. This was the first time I realized that I could use some. And not just a one-time influx of cash, but some kind of steady income. But where could I get that?

I guess it’s time to find out how to make money in this world.

***

My classmates avoided me for another week, and then it all somehow stopped. They began to approach me, asking me about school work or new portraits… I didn’t pay much attention to any of it. Their intrigues were boring and primitive.

I attended lessons regularly, wanting to at least somehow please the Gvozdevs. They were a little reassured by the fact that I was fitting into the ideas of ordinary life. And it became a little more interesting to study at school. I studied textbooks during class. Primarily history and exact sciences. I also studied geography, marveling at the vastness of this world.

On the first day of October, when we got a couple of days of unexpected sunshine, I stayed late to return the previously borrowed books to the library and get new ones. When I went down to the first floor, I noticed Lena sitting on a chair in the common corridor. She was looking somewhere into the distance.

“Everything okay?” I sat down next to her.

“Ed?” She twitched.

Didn’t she notice when I approached?

“It’s me.”

“What are you doing here? Everyone seems to have left.”

“I went to the library. And why are you here? Who are you waiting for?”

“No one. Just sitting.”

She said it in a way that even someone as ignorant about sixteen-year-old girls as I was could understand: she’s wasn’t just sitting.

“Sorry if I interrupted you.” I stood up. “But if something happened, you can tell me. I will do my best to help.”

“I don’t think anyone can help me...” A heavy sigh came from behind me as I turned around.

“So, does that mean something happened?”

“Problems at home.” She lowered her gaze.

“What’s the problem?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“You don’t have to. How can I help? It breaks my heart to see you so gloomy. Especially on such a sunny day.”

Olga once said that women loved with their ears. A couple of minutes before, she hit Sergei with a kitchen towel, saying that he was a blockhead. I think it was called “flirting in marriage.”

“I don’t think there’s anything you can do. But thanks for offering,” she replied with a hint of bitterness in her smile.

“Well, then let’s go for a walk. Why sit here?”

“Don’t you need to go home?”

“I’m not in a hurry. Are you coming?” I extended my hand.

“I am,” she answered, first looking at my palm and then at me.

The touch was pleasant, even though her hand was cold. But it was tender and smooth, and not like mine — hard and rough. I helped her up, but I was so caught up in the sensation that I forgot to let go of her hand. We stood there like that for a few seconds.

“Shall we go?” her voice changed, but I couldn’t understand exactly how.

We walked around the city and chatted, and I tried to use all my charm to cheer her up. She talked about herself: mainly about how she dreamt of leaving this city. I also talked about myself, mostly about drawing. It was the only topic I considered appropriate. It wouldn’t be right to discuss hunting with a girl.

“So, are you going to tell me what’s bothering you?” Two hours passed unnoticed. I was already hungry, and Lena probably was too. We needed to do something other than wander around aimlessly.

“Why do you have to ruin everything?” She sighed. “Or is it time for you to go home, and you want to get rid of me?”

“On the contrary. I’m worried. Or are we going to walk until the morning, until classes start?”

“No, I need to be home in the evening.”

“Only in the evening?”

“Yes. It’s better not to show up there now.”

“Why?”

“Because my father is there.”

“Is having a father at home a bad thing?”

Lena had brown eyes. They always looked thoughtful when she was contemplating an answer. I realized that my question lacked tact. I didn’t have a father, and she knew that. She did have one, but having a father apparently didn’t necessarily make a girl’s life better.

“Does he… mistreat you?” I asked straightforwardly.

“Sometimes.” She nodded. A shadow crept over her face, and Lena turned away.

“Hmm...” I didn’t know what to do. Beat up the father and tell him not to hurt his daughter?

“Only when he drinks,” she clarified. “He got drunk again yesterday. So I should stay out of his way for some time.”

“What’s different in the evening then?”

“Mother will be home in the evening. Together we can handle him.”

“How can I help you?”

“You can’t.” Her shoulders sank. “Don’t worry. It’s not the first time.”

“Why are you comforting me when I should be the one comforting you?”

“It’s alright.” She smiled timidly.

“Listen, do you want to come over to my place? It’s a long walk — about an hour, or even an hour and a half,” I estimated that she walked much slower than me. “When my uncle returns home from work, I’ll ask him to give you a ride home.”

Or I’d ask them if she could stay for the night. But I didn’t mention this now. Lena was already embarrassed.

“Fine, let’s go.” She breathed. “Will I be the first to see where you live?”

“I assure you, there is nothing special there. I live in a modest house in the middle of the forest.”

“I love the forest,” she said quietly, taking me by the elbow.

What a strange feeling, but I liked it.

***

Roman went down to the basement. It served as a storage, a wine cellar, and there were several empty rooms without light. He entered one of them. If he was being watched, he doubted anyone could see him there.

Taking a small black stone from his pocket, he clenched it in his hand and released a surge of power. Focusing, he approached one of the walls. The darkness didn’t hinder him at all. One of his ancestral gifts allowed him to see in the dark even better than in daylight. When the stone responded, Roman extended his other hand, forming black claws on his fingers. He lightly touched the wall with his index finger and slowly drew an oval. It rapidly absorbed the power, but it was familiar and expected.

When he finished, the oval turned into a passage, and Roman stepped through it.

“It’s time to find out what else you left me, father.”

On the other side, the same darkness greeted him; there were no sources of light. The passage behind him quickly closed, and Roman looked around. This place turned out to be a small room a couple of feet wide and twice as long.

There was nothing in the room except for one single door.

Roman was in no hurry to open it. His father was not a fool. He was so cunning and cynical, that he probably considered the possibility that someone would torture his son and find a way to this place. If Roman brought someone here, according to his father’s logic, he had to be given a chance to die with dignity, taking his enemies with him. There couldn’t be other options.

Noticing one of the bricks on the wall, on which a barely noticeable dark spot shimmered only for his eyes, Roman slowly pressed on it. The brick gave way, and he heard a click.

This will probably be enough. In the worst-case scenario, it won’t, and then I will be blown away by a powerful explosion. Or will it be a wave of poison? Father was always so creative. Sometimes too much.

Holding his breath, he opened the door. On the other side, there was a familiar darkness.

I wouldn’t be surprised if father always worked here without light.

This place looked like an underground bunker. Musty air, poor ventilation, no windows and doors. A secret shelter where no one could enter without the key, which only the head of the clan possessed.

Roman glanced at the ceiling, wondering how many feet of earth were above him. It was so typical of his father... To secretly build a bunker somewhere far away and then eliminate all the workers. There were plenty of downsides to such a place. No electricity, water, and other amenities of civilization could be brought here. But no one could find it either. A sealed place was accessible only to Walkers.

Walkers were no surprise. The new Emperor was considered one of the highest. The highest Walker and the highest demon. Two directions developed to the limit. But if you knew the history of Tzars, Kings, and Emperors, then this wasn’t the most outstanding and powerful combination.

There were many Walkers, but not all of them were alike. There were more rare manifestations of this gift, as well as classical and widespread ones. Some showcased their gift more prominently, while others kept their talents in strict secrecy. Roman hoped that his abilities also remained a secret. Otherwise, heads would roll.

So... Did my father dearest leave something good behind?

There was a lot of stuff in the spacious room. Roman’s gaze slid from one place to another. He slowly moved forward, looking into every corner, every shelf, every drawer. Father was well prepared. There was money in the bunker, packed in bundles, in waterproof bags. Offhand, there was enough here for a couple of years of comfortable life. He also found weapons, artifacts, old diaries, books...

Not bad, not bad...

But Roman found the most important thing on his father’s desk. It stood right in the center of the room, wooden and expensive.

Excessive pompousness. I wonder how he brought it here...

The image of his always strict and prim and proper father, carrying all these things himself while sneaking in the dark... made Roman chuckle. But the smile quickly faded when he saw the piece of paper lying on top of the folders.

“Son, if you are reading this, then my main plan has failed. Now the fate of our clan is in your hands. Bear this burden with dignity. On the table, you will find a folder describing the next steps. Good luck. Your father.”

That’s so sweet of you, Dad.


Chapter 8
LOVE AND PASSION




We were lucky. The sun shone the whole way there, approving of our walk. And when we almost got home, the clouds gathered as if they had been waiting just for that. We ran the final stretch through the rain, both laughing. Lena squealed a few times, not in fear, but rather in joy. I reached for her hand, and I was happy that she didn’t pull it away.

“We made it,” she exhaled, wiping drops of sweat and rain from her forehead.

“Just in time.” I smiled, feeling alive.

I was alive! In a normal world where the rain only threatened to get you wet! In a world where you could laugh at bad weather!

“So this is where you live?” Lena looked around the porch.

“Yeah. Welcome to the modest home of the Gvozdevs. Renovations are in full swing here, so don’t pay attention to the mess.”

The porch was only recently added. The finishing touch was two armchairs standing directly under the windows. Olga liked to sit there with a cup of tea when the weather was nice. She also sat here when it rained, tucked in a warm blanket and armed with a larger mug.

“Come in.” I opened the door. “Are you hungry? Sergei says I’m a decent cook.”

Cooking was another discovery I made in my new life. When there was a variety of products available, preparing meals turned into real magic.

“You cook?” Lena was surprised.

“I try.” I shrugged.

“Then I can’t say no to that.”

She looked at the interior decoration with interest. She took off her shoes and I helped her take off her jacket, which I hung on a hook. Her hair smelled of freshness and rain.

“Make yourself comfortable.” I pointed to the sofa. “Grab a blanket. I’ll light the fireplace.”

“It’s cozy here.”

“This is Olga’s merit. She’s the lady of the house,” I answered, bending down and throwing in logs. I added the paper, struck matches, and lit the fire.

“Will they be here soon?”

“They usually come home in the evening. So you have to wait two or three hours.”

The flame slowly grew, and I opened the vent to let the airflow carry the smoke outside. Lena fell silent. I felt her gaze on my back and when I turned, there was contemplation in her eyes.

“Isn’t it scary to live here? In the forest...”

“No, not really. I’m used to it.” I tried to smile sincerely, thinking about how to ease her tension.

Lena sat down on the sofa as if she was holding a defensive position. This could be seen in her tightly clenched legs, in the way she sat on the very edge and didn’t know where to put her hands.

What could we do in two hours? Much. I made lunch. We ate, chatted and laughed, forgetting about the reasons that brought us here. Then we moved into the living room, onto my sofa, and looked at the fire. I offered Lena tea and cookies. She looked at my drawings and asked me to draw her. I couldn’t refuse. Lena posed a little, I drew a little, and we both enjoyed it.

And then... When I invited her over, I didn’t plan on anything like that to happen. But somehow we ended up next to each other, under the same blanket. And there, word by word, our hands touched each other as if by chance. She asked if I liked her. I found the courage to answer honestly. Lena was the kind of girl who had a big goal and was determined enough to move toward it step by step. Not that I knew much about girls, but I liked these qualities.

After her question and my answer... In general, Sergei and Olga returned when she and I were lying on the couch and kissing. Hearing the noise of the engine, Lena got off me and moved to the other end of the sofa. I also tried to look nonchalant.

When the door slammed shut, we definitely looked like teenagers trying to hide something.

“Oh…” Olga said, going inside. “Sergei!”

“What happened?” He flew into the house, looking around warily, and then saw us. “Wow...”

“Um... Hello...” I answered uncertainly, poorly understanding what their reactions meant.

“Darling, are you seeing what I’m seeing?”

“Are you talking about the fact that our boy brought a girl home?”

“Mhm.”

“I think I see it, although I can’t believe my eyes.”

“Hey!” I was indignant. “This is Lena! My classmate.”

“Nice to meet you, Lena.” Olga narrowed her eyes and softly smiled. “And what are you guys doing here?”

“We’re destroying the cookie supply,” I answered irritably.

I expected a different reaction. Not the entire show they put on!

“Good evening,” Lena squeaked.

“Good, good.” Sergei nodded.

Grunting, Olga dragged her husband into the kitchen. There they talked about something, came back and... Here we go.

“How are things at school? What did you do? How did you get here? Aren’t you tired? Are you wet? Have you finished your homework? Who are your parents, Lena? Oh, and it’s getting late, isn’t it time to go home? Sergei will take you home, of course, no problem. Isn’t that right, dear?”

It sounded like an interrogation. As a result, Lena became so embarrassed that she asked to go home. I volunteered to go with them, not wanting to let her go alone.

***

Sergei drove in silence, looking at the road. The rain had stopped, but it was dark outside, and some animal could jump out onto the road at any moment. Or even a beast.

We, without saying a word, looked out the windows, taking on the appearance of the most sensible teenagers on the planet. But this couldn’t last long. The closer we got to the city, the more I thought about what awaited Lena at home.

“Are you sure you want to go home?” I asked her quietly.

“Do I have a choice?” she answered just as quietly.

I touched her hand and gently squeezed her fingers. A grateful smile flashed in the reflection of the glass.

“Kids, did something happen here that I should know about?” Sergei ruined the moment.

“No!” Lena answered. Too hasty.

“Well, okay then.” Sergei chuckled.

***

The car rocked and the door slammed. Sergei was back inside.

“Don’t worry,” he told me. “Everything is fine in there.”

“What are you talking about?” I leaned forward.

“Her dad had time to sober up. It seems his wife gave him a scolding. My appearance calmed them down.”

I didn’t doubt it one bit. If you compared Sergei with other men, then... It was like putting a wolf and a yard dog next to each other. The latter were capable of wagging their tail and barking loudly. There was no need for a wolf to bark. He would silently rip your throat out.

“So, you have a girlfriend?” he asked after a couple of minutes.

“It’s hard to tell.”

“How is that?” He seemed to be having a lot of fun. For some reason, this conversation amused him.

“Well... How can you tell whether a girl is your girlfriend or not?”

Especially if you were both teenagers.

“Eh... Yes, you’re right.” He sighed. “At your age everything is different. But you surprised me. We thought you… kept to yourself, but as it turned out… Not so much.”

“It just happened.”

“Hah, by accident, I suppose. Just don’t let your accidents result in children.”

I just stared at him, blinking in surprise.

***

From that day on, everything changed. Something new had appeared in my life, something that I couldn’t afford before.

I knew what a woman was. Knew what it was like to be with a woman. But to understand my experience, you had to live in two different worlds. It was different when you met accidentally, when the world around was dying, when there was no hope for a brighter future, when sex was an attempt to escape the horror of reality, to warm up and not feel the cold... When you didn’t think about being together, about having children because you knew they were doomed to die of hunger...

It wasn’t the same when you could just… be. Just admire her beauty, hold hands, kiss, and not worry about tomorrow.

After school, Lena and I stayed late and walked together. When the weather was bad, we stayed at school and did homework together. During the pauses from making out. Since she was the head girl, she had the classroom keys, so we had no issues with privacy.

Because of this, my personal affairs somewhat shifted, but I didn’t regret it at all.

This didn’t mean that I gave up on my goals and forgot how cruel this world was. It just meant that I allowed myself to mix in something good and bright with days filled with nothing but study.

In a couple of weeks, I completed the forge and was almost ready to start my work. The longest part was applying the seals. First, I built a furnace from bricks and cement, then strengthened it with alchemy. Now warmth would be better retained inside, and the temperature would rise more quickly. A small detail, but it would greatly simplify my task. Just a little more, and I would finally start what I had long planned.

The issue with my classmates was also resolved. It was impossible to hide the fact that Lena and I were a couple. It was also impossible to avoid jokes on this topic. The only bad thing about this was a dissatisfied Gregory, who glared at Lena and me with malice.

He seemed to like her. But Gregory didn’t worry me at all, so I just ignored his displeasure.

However, maybe I shouldn’t have.

Today Lena had something to do after school. She had to help her mother. So I immediately headed home, planning to take up forging. I walked the standard route, which I had long since gotten tired of. To pass the time, I immersed myself in thoughts and calculations. I didn’t notice how someone caught up with me in one of the alleys and pushed me.

It was so unexpected that I went flying forward, waving my arms. My body reacted before I fully grasped what was happening and executed what Sergei had taught me. I rolled over, not very gracefully, right through a puddle. Jumping up and turning around, I saw Gregory with his gang. They wanted to jump me but didn’t expect me to turn around so quickly. Their aggression quickly turned into laughter as they saw me, splattered with mud, and water streaming off my clothes.

Gregory grinned but remembered why he was there.

“This is for Lena, asshole!”

He swung his hand and hit me. I didn’t dodge, but leaned forward and took the blow. A fist crashed into my cheek, and a slight flash of pain stabbed me, but that was all. Sergei hit me many times harder in training.

Probably, in Gregory’s fantasies, it should have looked different. He wanted to hit me, throw me to the ground, humiliate me, and trample me. He didn’t expect that his fist would meet something so hard and looked at me all confused.

“Now it’s my turn,” I said.

I punched him in the chest, with an exhale, as Sergei taught me. Gregory was thrown backward from the impact; he stumbled and fell. Without hesitation, I stepped toward Alex, broke his nose, grabbed his jacket, and pressed him against the wall.

“Not bad, but I’ll get you!” Pete yelled and rushed at me.

He first threatened, then swung, and only after that he rushed forward, not knowing what he was doing. His face was distorted by both fear and anger.

I let him pass, pushed him, and he slammed into Alex, who was sliding down the wall. The alley was narrow, there wasn’t much room for maneuver.

“Three against one, huh?” I hissed angrily.

Gregory had gotten up by this point, and I punched him in the nose. He was thrown back again into the same puddle in which I had already took a dip. The army of fierce fighters was defeated. I angrily spat on the asphalt and walked home. It was unnecessary to say anything to these idiots.

***

The next day showed that history could be ironic, and alchemy, as always, was right in asserting that there was no escape from cycles. Somehow my classmates found out what happened yesterday. Maybe the reason was that Gregory was sporting a bandage on his nose, and the other two were always by his side. Judging by the looks they cast in my direction, anyone could put two and two together and come to clear conclusions.

“Did you get into a fight with them?” Lena pulled me aside during recess.

“Where did you get that idea?” I answered the question with a question.

“Don’t change the subject. What happened?”

“Nothing you should worry about.”

“So, you did get into a fight?” She continued to press.

I finally gave in and nodded. Two minutes later, it seemed the whole school knew about the fight. And by the end of the school day, the cycle took a turn. If before I was an outcast, then this time the three boys found themselves in this role.

The lack of details only made the kids more curious and fueled gossip. And Lena... At first, she sat there all thoughtful, then talked to her friends, and somehow her thoughts turned to... well... Probably, you could call it the self-satisfaction of a young girl who tasted the feeling of significance for the first time, knowing that boys fought over her. Add to that the fact that she had a real, official relationship with me... And that nothing else ever happened around here, and... Well, you get what we got. The boys were bullied. It wasn’t just whispers; they were openly ridiculed, without any shame. It got to the point where they skipped the last classes and ran away from school.

I had mixed feelings about this situation. On one hand, I liked that the sympathy of the kids. On the other hand, I would prefer a more peaceful solution, rather than the development of the conflict.

***

After school, as soon as I came home, I immediately went to my shelter. I wanted to take my mind off school and focus on what really mattered.

Alchemy was multifaceted. It had different directions. I was the one who even invented one of them, traveling between worlds and moving into another body. I called it the Alchemy of Peace and Soul, and it was something already very advanced. The basis was completely different, the Alchemy of Exchange, and its Laws of Price, Precision, and Similarity. The simplicity of the basics didn’t make them useless. On the contrary, it was the salt of alchemy, which was used in any direction.

In my forge, I wanted to create a simple, discreet weapon that a student could carry. It should be effective enough to stop an armed soldier. With the help of alchemy, there were many ways to kill a person. Oh, my people were great at this! Some geniuses created seals that destroyed entire cities, and ultimately a civilization. They brought the planet to a point where it rebelled against the human race.

But not everything was as simple as it might have seemed. Alchemy had two main fields: one that required long preparation and one that was based on improvisation. An experienced master always had many trump cards up their sleeve. I, for example, had none right now. My improvisation in alchemy was at a good level, but I wanted more. This depended on my experience, strength, age, skills, but also on my current state.

The simplest thing alchemists could do without preparation was Transformation. Turn blood into a blade, a stone into a pike, earth into stakes. We could even cause an explosion.

We could transform our enemies. Change their eyes and blind them or change their internal organs enough to kill them.

The catch was that reality didn’t really like being changed. The Law of Resistance said that the more life force an object had, the higher its natural resistance. The Law of Knowledge added that the more deeply an alchemist knew an object, the higher their power over it.

To put it shortly, the alchemists needed to be really experienced and use a lot of their inner strength to kill a person without preparation. I wasn’t sure that I could implement that under current circumstances.

Doing such a thing with living beings. Humans had the strongest life force. I wasn’t sure yet, but I suspected that gifted individuals had an even stronger one. At least Olga excelled in this regard. Her life force was about ten times greater than that of school teachers and twice greater than Sergei’s.

Beasts had less life force than humans. But there wasn’t enough data to say for sure.

Plants had even less of it than animals, although it depended on what kind of plants we were talking about. This was where the Law of Cognition came into play. An alchemist had to understand well what they were working with, and comprehend its essence in order to transform it.

In short, I wanted to create a weapon to deal with these difficulties and be prepared for anything.

Without a normal laboratory, ingredients, and reagents, I could barely be able to get started, but I came up with something. Quite simple, but at the same time effective and deadly.

Well, it should be if I didn’t make any mistakes in my calculations.

It took me several hours to ignite the coals. Afterward, I inserted a huge strip of metal that weighed a couple of pounds. I needed much less, but...

The third rule of my previous life was that I should do with my hands as much as possible, and use alchemy only as a last resort.

Now was such a case when mere hands wouldn’t suffice. Ideally, I needed pure metal, but it was harder to obtain and more expensive. In my hands, I had an ordinary piece of scrap metal that had been lying around for years. There was no way around it without using transmutation alchemy. Heating the strip, I pulled it out with tongs and began to forge it into a tight ball. This stage took a lot of strength and time. I struggled for about two hours, repeatedly heating the metal. My muscles weren’t used to this kind of work. This body didn’t know what to do and my strikes were clumsy.

Finally, I got a ball glowing with red heat. I transferred it to a small transforming circle on the table. Setting aside the tongs, I formed a cleansing seal.

The first rule of alchemy stated that everything had its price.

It depended on the task that the alchemist set for themselves. In simple procedures, this was life force, but everything had a limit, including the alchemist’s body. So alchemists also used rare and magical stones, liquids, blood, and elements for an extra boost.

Now, in order to cleanse the metal, I poured my life force into the seal, feeling a chill run through me. Despite all the training, I was still weak. Many times weaker than in my previous life.

But a master differed from a beginner in being... More cunning. I invested skill and experience, forming additional contours of the seal, which were responsible for correctly distributing energy, directing it to cleansing and strengthening the base.

The ball sizzled, emitting black smoke, and a sour smell filled the air. I stepped aside, closely observing the process. Close contact wasn’t necessary now; the seals would do everything themselves, so there was no point in breathing this filth. After a couple of minutes, the process was complete. On the table lay a perfectly round and smooth piece of metal. It lost half of its previous weight, which was exactly what I had hoped for. It was still a lot, but just right for my needs.

I grabbed the ball with tongs and pulled it out of the black flakes that had separated during the cleaning process. Then I lowered the ball into the water. For this purpose, I placed a barrel nearby to collect rainwater. The ball hissed, and the surface foamed, but quickly settled down. Now I needed to let the metal rest and let it get used to the fact that it was now whole and that its essence changed. I also needed some rest.

Perhaps that’s enough for today.

***

If cycles had a tendency to end quickly, the world would be completely different. But, it was never that simple. A cycle was like a river. It originated somewhere in the mountains, flowed downhill, ran along the channel, and into the sea or an ocean. The scorching sun evaporated the water, which, in the form of precipitation, returned to the mountains. A cycle. A closed loop that could only be disrupted by removing all the water or changing the laws of physics. To perceive such regularities, to know how to interact with them, was the highest alchemical philosophy and mathematics. The foundation of foundations.

Every person was like a stream. People intertwined, collided, formed new streams, and ran in closed cycles.

Gregory was stuck in the same view of the world, looking at life from the same angle. He was a stream that participated in the formation of the general flow. Like Lena, like other students. Like me too.

On Friday afternoon I walked along the road. Walking through the forest today turned out to be impossible. Where was way too much mud. Stomping and ignoring the light rain, I trained my fingers. I flexed them in different directions, pulled them, and then formed different symbols. Standard methods for those who required perfect precision. The sound of an engine approached me from behind. Sometimes luck was on my side, and random drivers gave me a lift. This road wasn’t popular, so that wouldn’t happen often; most of the time, I had to rely on my own two legs.

I turned around, trying to understand whether this was a stroke of luck or not. An old, beat-up car carrying four guys was moving toward me. They were young men in their twenties. The car was already cramped, so having realized it was still just me and my legs, I was about to turn away and continue walking, but then the car accelerated and abruptly stopped next to me.

The doors slammed open and the guys jumped out. The driver came forward. He was short, plump, and very, very angry.

“Hey, are you Ed?” he shouted, stopping six feet away from me.

“Who’s asking?”

“Gregory’s brother. So, is it you?”

“Who else could he be!” another guy said angrily. “No one else would be wandering around here on their own.”

“You’re in trouble, you scumbag!” The brother moved toward me.

While he was walking, his friends were taking out chains from under their jackets. He swung his fist and was about to hit me, but I just moved to the side, avoided the blow, and... rushed into the forest. The guys followed me, but they were nowhere near as fast as I was. I stopped after a minute, listening to their promises to find me and settle the score.

An interesting plot twist...

Grinning, I tried to calm down and suppress the desire to go back and punish those bastards. Four of them, armed with chains, on one guy, five years younger than them? I could bury them right in this forest. Unfortunately, then I’d have to explain how I did it. So, I escaped, not wanting to be beaten or cause more trouble for the Gvozdevs.

Be that as it may, I don’t forgive things like that!

***

If you took a splinter of wood, broke it into two parts, and drew a seal on both fragments, you’d get a good tracking device. That was how, the next day, I found out where Gregory lived. Having followed him, I soon found his brother’s car and added another seal to it. After that, I went home.

On Sunday, I went to the city and found where Gregory’s brother hung out. What was good about this city was that it had a bunch of alleys where it was easy to conduct any shady business without anyone noticing. When he, slightly drunk but standing firmly on his feet, stepped into the darkness of the passage, I came out to meet him and blocked his path.

“What do you want?” he tried sounding tough.

“You were the one who wanted to talk.”

It took him a long minute to realize who was in front of him.

“Are you the asshole who beat up my brother? You came yourself, huh?!” He grinned. “It’s not nice to bully a kid, you’ll have to answer for what you did.”

“Of course I will,” I said, stepping forward.

Sergei taught me right. He showed me how and where to hit to incapacitate a person. I didn’t hesitate, delivering punches to his jaw, torso, head again, and a series of hits to his chubby stomach. I struck so quickly that he couldn’t even fall. Stepping aside, I stopped and waited for him to collapse.

“I’ll kill you, bastard,” he hissed, trying to get up from his knees. His T-shirt and pants were stained with blood running from his nose.

“So you still have some strength left? Good...”

I kicked him in the torso. I was afraid to hit his head, so as not to risk killing him. That would be too much. Holding him by the hair, I moved him around in his own vomit. Then I lifted him and threw him against the wall, where he slid down. It seemed to have been my signature move.

“Now listen to me. Remember this evening well. You and your friends, the four of you made a mistake and went after me. That’s not how things are done. I spared you then and didn’t hurt you. But if you catch my eye again, you won’t get off so easily. Got it?” For better understanding, I hit him in the chest, which made him almost vomit again. He folded in half, but I straightened him up by force. “Now you sit here and think about your behavior. Then go home and forget about trying to get even with me. You’ll tell Gregory to calm down, stop skipping classes, and not be as much of a loser as you are. When you’re already giving him advice, you can add that alcohol and cigarettes don’t make him cool. Are we clear?”

I grabbed him by the chest and lifted him off the ground. He was shorter than me, but twice as large and much heavier. Letting go, I let him fall again, and retreated into the darkness. When he got up, I was already gone.

If he wasn’t a complete idiot, he should understand that he had messed with the wrong person. Yes, I exposed some of my abilities, but I hoped that ordinary human pride would play to my advantage. How could he tell the boys that a schoolboy beat him up? No one would believe him. Instead, they would laugh at him and call him a loser. In extreme cases, the cycle could turn around, and the conflict could reach new heights.

But it seemed to have passed. Arriving at school on Monday, I saw that Gregory made it to school on time. He looked very calm and cast furtive glances in my direction, not showing any aggression.

Could it be that it worked, and they’ll leave me alone?


INTERLUDE




Roman woke up to a strange noise coming from the yard, accompanied by flickers of flames. Jumping up, he rushed to the window, pulled back the curtains, and saw the mansion’s gates engulfed in fire. Turning around, he rushed to get his belongings and quickly got dressed. Thirty seconds later he ran out into the corridor and flew down the stairs. The servants were already there, scared and bewildered.

One glance was enough to confirm that there was no one to deal with the problem. They had only one guard and some maids left. What could any of them do? The guard was old and the maids just stood there in their nightgowns, pale from fear and regretting staying to work for this disgraced family.

Realizing that he had to handle the situation himself, Roman entered the security room, where ideally there should have been at least two people on duty. He opened the cabinet, took out a carbine, checked if it was loaded, and headed outside.

Before going out into the yard, Roman stopped, giving himself a couple of seconds to calm down, regain his breath, and collect his thoughts. Someone set the gate on fire. It was a stupid thing to do if they actually intended to kill a family. Or smart, if they wanted to lure Roman out and... And what could come next, he had little idea of. Cunning plans only made sense if the attackers knew about his abilities. If they didn’t know, a couple of determined men with machine guns would be enough to kill everyone in the house.

Be that as it may, he still needed to be careful.

Roman pushed the door open and went outside. Nobody attacked him. He crossed the yard and reached the gate. It was burning, but the fire was slowly dying down.

“Someone threw something flammable. And that’s it? But who?”

There were too many possibilities. This wasn’t a serious attack, but an act of intimidation.

They want to make me go crazy first and then kill me, or what?

“What’s happening?” His mother ran out of the house. She was dressed only in slippers and a thin shirt.

Even worse, his sister ran out after her. Eyes wide with horror, she stared at the burning gate.

Perfect. If the enemies had a sniper, the Korshunov family would have ceased to exist today.

“Get back inside! Quickly!” Roman shouted. “Before you get shot!”

His mother came to her senses, grabbed her daughter by the hand, dragged her into the house, and locked the door behind them. Roman looked around the gate. It was made of metal, fire wouldn’t damage it much, but the soot will definitely ruin its appearance. They lived in an elite part of the village, and getting in here wasn’t supposed to be easy. In theory. In practice, if one really wanted to, they could crawl in anywhere, especially if their only obstacle was a gate and an old guard.

No matter how hard he looked, he didn’t see anyone.

We need proper security. That means it’s time to hurry and put father’s instructions into action.

***

Roman didn’t know whether to admire his father or hate him. To despise his intelligence or consider him an outstanding role model. It couldn’t be said that his father was a bad head of the family. Determined, authoritative, with an entrepreneurial spirit, highly talented, strategic... He had many virtues, no one could deny that. The problem was that their enemies were at least just as good. Even a tad better. So, even if his father was smart, it wasn’t enough, given that he was now dead.

As far as Roman could remember, he always loved plans. The more complex and the more tricks they contained, the better. So he himself once became part of a crazy plan.

“Don’t put all your eggs in one basket,” his father said, sending him to the islands before joining the Rysev team and starting a power struggle.

For four years, Korshunov Senior implemented one plan after another. For four years, their group gained strength, ruthlessly got rid of rivals, accumulated resources, and... Lost.

Roman, when he was first sent away, didn’t understand why his father sent him away. He felt abandoned, unnecessary... This was the case during the first months. Then he adapted to his new life, made acquaintances, and appreciated new prospects. The islands were kind of a cradle of modern civilization. It was there that Walkers of great strength lived and spread influence throughout the world, seizing lands and creating colonies. This lasted for several centuries until other nations raised their own Walkers and a war broke out. The islands were the center of the world, home to ancient clans with a centuries-old history, culture, wealth... Even after the was, it was a much better place than the country in ruins which Roman left.

The thrill of new possibilities didn’t last long. The new acquaintances turned out to be not the most eminent, and those who held higher positions were in no hurry to get close to a foreigner. Especially not one without a strong gift. His father forbade him to talk about the gift.

Roman found out why about a year later when his father contacted him. Thus began their new, secret form of communication.

What father couldn’t be denied was that he was always humble. No matter how much he believed in himself, he still took into account the possibility of defeat and prepared for such a scenario. Respectable. I need to learn how to be like that. But it’s better to learn not to lose.

If they had won, Roman would have returned with everything ready. If they lost... in this case, his father considered two options. The first one was that everyone died, and he stayed on the islands. The second was that he returned, but found himself in a difficult situation.

Father left him with different instructions for both options. The essence was the same, but the implementation would be different. Judging by how much energy it took to reach the secret shelter, this place was somewhere very far away. But Roman wouldn’t be surprised if someone handed him the spatial key, even if he remained abroad. His father was good at taking a lot of factors into account.

One part of the instructions explained where exactly to hire reliable people. Other instructions were also included. One of the father’s most important projects was almost completed. Unfortunately, he didn’t have time to enjoy the fruits of his labour, but Roman would. The squad he was suggested to hire consisted of individuals who had gone through various experiments in his father’s laboratory. This, of course, was a secret that no one should know about.

In the bunker, there were also enough resources to pay the mercenaries. They shouldn’t be paid only in money.

If things worked out, Roman would soon have someone to guard the house.

***

What do we have... More precisely, what do I have. Or what has me?

Roman sat in his office, thoughtfully labeling one of the diagrams from his father’s plans.

For some reason, my family lives in a country house. The city is sixty miles away, and each time I have to waste time on the commute. We need to move. There might be less space there, but I’ll save time.

He took out a notepad, opened a blank sheet of paper, and wrote down the first entry: persuade the family to move to the city.

Their servants included a driver and a security guard. His mother couldn’t drive, much less his sister. Roman could, but he still needed to receive a license. That would take time, which he didn’t really have. There were also two maids living in the house who cleaned, cooked, and kept everything in order. If he fired them, chaos would ensue.

Maybe I should fire them after all. Just to see the look on my mother’s face when she has to pick up a mop. Although it’s better not to. She will claw my eyes out at night.

Unfortunately, the housing that was in the city wasn’t large enough to accommodate the servants. Therefore, he wasn’t sure that he would be able to persuade the women to move. After thinking this over and sighing, Roman moved on to the next entry.

An unprofitable enterprise that was left without orders.

The employees fled, and there wasn’t even electricity to start production. The prospects were terrible.

Point two: find people with whom I can do business, or sell the workshop. Bring back the workers, promise them new conditions, and improve the process.

Roman had ideas. The family had many enemies. Even more were those who simply wouldn’t want to cooperate with them to avoid staining themselves with the connection to the “pariahs.” Anyone who was even slightly interested in politics knew that the Korshunovs were disgraced. In other words, it was known to all aristocrats and anyone owning a business. But his country was big, and there would always be exceptions. After all, the Korshunovs weren’t the only ones like that. The new Emperor had enemies too. There were those who were simply dissatisfied that he had ascended to the throne. There were those who didn’t care about his opinion. Aristocrats always had an excess of honor.

I need to make a list of those who wouldn’t mind working with an outcast. And for this, I need to bring in the workshop manager again to explain in detail what exactly we can do. But first, we have to pay the electricity bill and other utilities.

The last thing Roman considered that day was the implementation of his father’s instructions. Recording them on paper was fraught with the risk of losing his life. If the Emperor found out that the head of the family left some documents behind...

There is always a chance that it’s their hidden plan. Maybe they’ve just decided to give me time to go where they need me. Or am I just paranoid?

***

There were seventy-two potential individuals with whom Roman could start cooperation. From those who were in obvious confrontation with the Emperor, to those who didn’t maintain any connections with him and didn’t express sympathies. Three weeks of painstaking work, collecting information, and searching for contacts. Another two weeks of forty-eight potential clients ignoring him, fifteen politely refusing his offer, and the remaining nine inviting him to a meeting.

Not too bad, considering my situation and the fact that the negotiations were conducted by an unknown eighteen-year-old.

It was worth noting that these were petty aristocrats who only seemingly held some power in their hands. Father wouldn’t even think of doing business with them. But Roman didn’t have a choice.

In order to have a productive meeting, he needed to have something to offer. During these five weeks, Roman didn’t sit idle. He made a list of factories and equipment that was currently at his disposal. The logistics company, according to the papers, had six warehouses, two repair bays, two hundred trucks, almost as many drivers, a route coordination department, and a lot of everything that made the enterprise function like clockwork. When seizing power, it was the Korshunovs who took on the logistics. When the plan failed and the allies fell, the company was no longer successful.

The situation was pretty much the same as in the sewing workshop.

Roman understood the people who worked there. Finding himself in a difficult situation, he could easily put himself in the shoes of an ordinary person, when there was no time for frills. Especially when the situation in the country was difficult and finding a job wasn’t so easy.

Perhaps, if one of the older men of the Korshunovs had survived... If someone had arrived sooner, calmed people down, and restored order… Perhaps in this case, Roman, when he arrived at the company, wouldn’t have found the premises completely empty. There wasn’t even a guard, only broken windows and obvious signs of robbery.

“So, what do you want me to do, sir?” the manager of the company responded not particularly respectfully when Roman called him to a meeting. “I don’t know what to do, we’re still bankrupt.”

“And this should somehow explain the desolation? Where are the trucks? Why did you allow the buildings to be burglarized?”

“I have no way of knowing who did it.” He looked away. “When the workers left, we closed everything. But apparently, someone managed to get inside.”

Roman could easily imagine how the workshop was robbed. Anyone could have seized the opportunity to fill their pockets. But they could also be the employees themselves who concluded that nothing good awaited them. They might have taken all the valuables themselves, smashed the windows, and tore off grilles to create the appearance of a raid.

“Anatoly Pavlovich,” Roman said quietly. The director of the company was two and a half times older than him. “Do you have a family?”

“Yes.” He twitched.

“Do you know why the world is divided into aristocrats and ordinary people? Why do aristocrats rule?”

“It… just happened...”

“No. It didn’t just happen. It’s because we’re stronger.”

Roman grabbed the man by the throat and lifted him up. He twitched and tried to break free, but the grip was ironclad.

“Theft has always been punishable in cruel ways. The fact that my father was killed does not mean that I cannot restore order and take revenge on all those who decided to harm my family. Do you hear me?”

The answer was a wheeze and a rapidly darkening face. Anatoly Pavlovich dangled above the ground, his eyes bulging. Unclenching his hand, Roman let him fall to the ground. Disgustingly wiping his palm on his coat, he continued his speech.

“You abandoned the enterprise that had been entrusted to you. Moreover, you contributed to its plunder. Where are the workers? Where are all the trucks? Why don’t I see any of this? You are insolent, to say the least. I give you a day to return everything to its place and gather the workers. Do what you want, but if you don’t handle it...”

There was no point in negotiating. Roman knew perfectly well that he was walking on the edge. That his life was worth nothing. This gave a strange perspective on what was happening. If you had nothing to lose, what was the point of holding yourself back and trying to be kind? Yes, they were probably watching him and they would report to the Emperor that Roman’s strength had increased, but so be it. As if it was a secret that the children of aristocrats were always strong. If they decided to punish him for today, then he’d accept his fate.

A quick ending was better than slow agony.

***

Olga Medvedeva walked past the guards and looked into the office. Her brother Anastaz Medvedev managed to surprise her. Of the twenty-six times she had come here, only today she saw him standing by the window instead of sitting at the table and poring over some documents.

“Got nothing better to do?” Olga asked.

“Are you kidding me?”

“Since you become a Emperor, jokes are a luxury around here.”

“Feel free to dispel the burdens of everyday life and tell me something good.”

“I reached an agreement with the Izmailovs.”

“Great news indeed.” The Emperor moved away from the window and sat down at the table. “On what terms?”

“Nothing beyond what we were prepared to do. The government, that is, you, provides a budget for all educational institutions. Izmailov Sr. receives part of the control over the entire state education system. Of course, there is no arbitrariness, everything is within the framework of state goals. He also wants funding for science, laboratories, and other things. Your children will also enroll in his lyceum. The protection of the Izmailovs and the protection of the Emperor himself is an excellent PR move.”

“Acceptable.” Anastas sighed.

“And expected. He really is a fanatic. That rare type of person who needs nothing more than doing what he loves.”

“Everyone needs something. The Izmailovs already have money. Influence too.”

“All that remains is to wipe the noses of the ancestors who abandoned them.” Olga smiled.

“So, that’s it, the issue with education has been resolved? Or did he ask for something more?”

“The rest is details. You will need to speak to the people and announce the state tournament. The Olympics for students on all core subjects. I’ll prepare a speech.”

“Do we have to put on a show?” Anastas didn’t want to waste even a minute of his time.

“It’s better to. Let them get used to your appearance.”

“Fine.”

“Don’t whine. I will organize everything so that you only need to show up, say a few words, and then you will be free like the wind.”

“Very funny.” Rule and freedom were something diametrically opposed. “What about the other projects?”

“At a halt. I can’t do everything at once.”

“That’s why you have dozens of assistants,” Anastas said.

“Which are still not enough,” Olga answered. “We need a better system, and my focus is primarly on that. About seventy percent of gifted people are not discovered at an early age. The time when their gift can be developed is missed; as a result, even if there is power in their blood, it is not utilized in any way.”

“Olga.” Anastas sighed. “I remember all your calculations very well. I believe in them like no one else. But I need results. It is very sad that gifted people waste their lives in vain. But what’s the use of this information?”

“Is the old man messing with your brains again?” Olga frowned.

“A little. But even without him, in case you forgot, we don’t have much time. Having become the ruling family, we attracted the attention of too many people.”

“I am aware of the risks. But what do you want me to do? Solve all the problems in a couple of days? The only way we can currently detect gifted people is through random manifestations of the gift and through rumors. But even if someone suspects something, nothing can be done about it. You should pass a law on registering all gifted people.”

“And then we’ll have to register half the country. These are your words, in case you forgot.”

“I remember. I also remember that you need a combat-ready army. I remember that other countries are ahead of us in this matter. I remember everything perfectly. I’ll let you know how the results turn out.”

The door opened and Ignat Filinov walked inside. Olga smiled at him radiantly, and the old man responded in kind. They couldn’t stand each other, and mocking each other with a smile was the essence of their game.

“I’m leaving. Like you said, there’s a lot of work to be done.”

“Go.” Anastas nodded.

When the door closed, the old man sat down in her place.

“Your sister came empty-handed again?”

“You shouldn’t say that.” Anastas shook his head. “She negotiated with the Izmailovs.”

“This does not solve all our problems.”

“Do you want one woman to solve all the problems? What are we doing here then?”

“I admit, I expressed myself poorly. But she promised much more. Today, one of the stones failed.”

“Why?” Anastas tensed.

“Could be sabotage.”

“Do you think it’s...”

“I don’t think anything. The secluded stone fell apart. Either someone of our own did it, but I can’t figure out how they could manage it unnoticed, or there is someone in the world with a very unusual gift. In any case, if this continues, we will have the same fate as the previous Emperor.”

“I will have it, you wanted to say.”

“You. Maybe I. Maybe everyone in the palace.”

Once Anastas took over the reins, he had to start acting immediately. The old Emperor had been killed. By whom and how, one could only guess. One thing was certain. In the place of the Emperor’s mansion, they found burning ruins and bodies of the gifted clan defenders. Too many aristocrats died in one evening, and no one knew anything.

The first thing that always came to mind in such situations was that a Walker came to the Emperor. One or more of them, but somehow they were able to bypass the energy shields.

Protection was the first thing any ruler should worry about. To date, the only thing that protected them against the Walkers was meteorite stones, which interfered with any spatial passages. After the war, having taken the property of the defeated clans and all supplies from state storage facilities, Anastas ordered to turn the palace into a fortress. Even more than it was before.

“Very well, enough about the bad news. What about negotiations with other clans? Will we ever achieve anything?”

“They liked the idea you gave them.”

“It’s impossible not to like it.”

“Finally living normally in our country. This is the best election slogan we could have come up with.” Ignat laughed, his laughter sounding like the cawing of an old raven.

“Now we need to make it happen. They want a lot but they give little. We also want a lot. Any ideas on how to move this matter forward?”

“I already voiced all of my ideas. We need to work on them now.”

“Then go and work. I’ll work too.”

“I’ll go. But I’m wondering... You remember what Olga said when she brought us that bit of her unusable calculations?”

Anastas raised his eyebrow displeasedly in response to the question, and the old man just continued.

“One of the main factors that hold back our country’s progress are the aristocrats themselves. I would like to see their faces if you come out with that slogan.”

Ignat laughed venomously and quickly walked out the door before the Emperor could say anything to him. Anastas sighed heavily and returned to the window. He needed to plan his next steps.


Chapter 9
LEARNING BRINGS THE LIGHT




The news came in mid-October, on the fifteenth. It was a typical school day, and we had just sat down when the bell rang, but the teacher was running late. If it were the first lesson, no one would have been surprised. But it was the second lesson, which gave rise to gossip.

“Maybe she got sick?” suggested Liz, one of Lena’s friends.

“We can dream.” Lena chuckled.

“Maybe we can leave?” Gregory blurted out from the last rows, but quickly shut up, receiving a demonstrative nudge in the ribs.

The teacher showed up about ten minutes after the bell.

“Quiet!” she shushed the class out of habit.

It didn’t matter whether the students were noisy or quiet, that was always the first thing she said when she entered the classroom. It was something like: “Hello, kids, I’m so glad to see you”, in her way.

“I have news for you,” she said, adopting an official tone.

We’ll be cleaning up the leaves on the school grounds again?!

“Our new Emperor ordered for the school Olympics to be held,” she announced, leaving the entire class in bewilderment.

“What is that?” Lena immediately perked up. She was the best student in our class, perhaps even in the entire school. The ninth grade was the last one of the high school, and after it, the options were either to attend the local vocational school attached to the factory and start working there or, if you were smart, try to get into college.

“It’s a competition among students. There are six disciplines in total: mathematics, geometry, physics, chemistry, biology, and physical education.”

“How does it work?” Lena asked.

“If you show some patience and let me speak, you will find out!” The teacher was never known for her patience nor her love of students, honestly speaking. “Every school must conduct qualifying examinations. The best students will proceed to go to the regional level and pass the second qualifying stage. The best in the region will go to the capital, where they will meet students from all over the country. The winners will be automatically enrolled in the Lyceum.”

“The Lyceum?” Lena sounded a bit skeptical.

“Yes! That’s what the Emperor said. And if the Emperor says something, then it will be so.”

“Have such events been held before?” I asked.

“There was a time. The last one was about twenty years ago. And then...” The teacher suddenly became gloomy.

I already knew what happened then. War, was, and more war.

“Qualifiers at our school will be held on November 7th. Regional ones — on December 15th.”

“And in the capital?” Lena asked.

“First of March.” She pursed her lips. “As if you’ll make it there.”

Good to know she believes in us.

“Maybe I will.” Lena frowned.

“What do we need to do to win?” I asked. The teacher’s nostrils angrily flared, she took a deep breath, ready to retort to Lena, but after my question, she deflated and answered in an almost normal tone.

“Today we received the list of topics. If anyone thinks of winning, I have bad news for you.” She looked away. “Our school, that is, you, has slim chances. The other schools have a much better curriculum.”

“Can we see the topics?” I asked, because her decadent attitude didn’t make any impression on me.

“You can,” she said irritably. “Any further questions?”

“How do we sign up?” asked Lena, fidgeting in her chair.

“Everyone will participate. The schedule and time will be posted soon. Just wait.”

***

When the lesson ended and the teacher left the classroom, Lena rushed towards me, almost knocking over the desk and chair, grabbed my shoulder, and started shaking me.

“This is my chance! To see the region! See the capital! Enter the Lyceum!”

Judging by her glowing eyes, Lena was already imagining herself exploring the capital.

“Don’t get ahead of yourself,” Liz interjected. “The teacher said that we don’t have much chance for success .”

“Like she knows!” Lena was indignant. “Don’t you get it? This is my chance!”

“Girls, I have an idea.” I got up from my desk. “Why don’t we all join forces and try to make the most of this opportunity?”

“How do you suggest we do that?” Lena became interested.

“First, we find out what awaits us. Then we make a plan. We won’t have time to do much before the qualifying rounds at our school, but we have time before the regional rounds. If we work hard, then... We might even reach the top.”

By the time I finished speaking, the whole class had gathered around me.

“Who made you a leader, genius?” Alex muttered. Gregory stood over his shoulder and looked gloomy, but most importantly, he remained silent.

“He’s smarter than you, idiot!” Lena jumped in.

“I understand you perfectly.” I looked at Alex. “You are not used to studying, it is difficult for you. Winning seems unrealistic. But what do you have to lose if you try? Even if nothing works out, the feeling that you didn’t chicken out will stay with you forever. And PE is one of the disciplines, you’re not a completely lost cause.”

“Um...” Alex paused.

From his perspective, failing at something was considered embarrassing. It was easier to pretend that you weren’t interested, that all of this was pure nonsense, and that studying was for nerds than to admit that you simply lacked brains. But because of my wording, refusal would look like cowardice. Trying was already a reason for pride.

“So what do you suggest?” Liz asked in the end.

“I already told you. We should ask the principal what awaits us. To be honest, I don’t think our teacher knows much about it.”

The principal was almost the only one who was worried about the quality of our education.

***

The fact that our whole class came to see him, made a positive impression on the principal.

“I admit, I’m pleasantly surprised,” he said, looking at us over his glasses. “But didn’t your teacher already give you the details?”

“She wasn’t really very enthusiastic and supportive of us.” I stepped forward.

“I see...” He clasped his fingers in front of him. “What exactly do you want from me?”

“Your support. We know what we need to learn for the competition, but we don’t have all of those subjects here at school. We don’t have biology. And the other subjects... We don’t know a lot about them.”

The principal looked us over and pondered. He couldn’t directly say that things were going poorly in the school. Moreover, he couldn’t explain why. The school was considered a state institution, but due to the civil war, funding came sporadically. Sometimes it was even completely shut down. So, it wasn’t surprising that students were struggling in all disciplines. This year, the situation had slightly improved. Funding came from the state. Modest, but better than nothing. The factory manager also contributed, but he had his own reasons, and his generosity didn’t extend far. Future graduates had every chance of ending up at his enterprise, but highly educated people weren’t particularly needed there. Ordinary workers would do. No one said it directly, but various details surfaced, and based on them, I pieced together the overall picture.

“Your enthusiasm pleases me, but I still don’t see how I can help. Perhaps I can instruct teachers to conduct additional classes…”

Which will be just as useless as regular lessons.

“For starters, it wouldn’t hurt for us to have permission to stay at school and study on our own after classes,” I suggested.

“Study after classes?!” Gregory was indignant.

“If you have a problem with it, you don’t have to do it!” Our classmates snapped at him.

“No yelling, please,” the principal scolded us. “I can let you stay here. But if I find out that you are doing something else instead of studying...”

“We will be studying, we promise. We also need teachers for the subjects that are missing. Textbooks would be helpful, preferably with an expanded program. Ideally, we would like to see the types of tasks that we will be given so that we can practice.”

The principal coughed. “You think I wouldn’t have employed more teachers if I could? Regarding textbooks, everything in the library is at your disposal. I can’t help with the tasks. It’s prohibited to disclose them. I can only outline the topics that you need to know.”

“But you do have them?”

“It doesn’t matter.” He looked away.

“We have a very small library,” Lena intervened. “I don’t think we can find everything we need in there.”

“So what do you want from me?”

The conversation had not yet ended, and I already knew that we wouldn’t be able to get much. Although the principal cared about education, he did it passively, without taking any actions and trying to improve it.

But at least we got the space for our study sessions, which was good.

***

I loved it when Olga had days off. Every time I came home, there was always a hot meal waiting for me at the table.

We decided to start the preparation for the Olympics tomorrow, so today I was just in time for lunch.

“Are you hungry?”

“Of course!”

“Then wash your hands and come to the table, everything will be ready in a moment.”

I loved this woman. I always felt like I couldn’t thank her enough for her kindness.

“What’s new at school? How are things going?” she asked when I sat down and began to eat. The food smelled divine, as always.

“School Olympics will be held soon. There are two qualifying exams, and those who pass will get to compete in the capital.”

“What kind of exams?”

“On the core subjects. The Emperor’s orders.”

“The Emperor’s?”

“Yeah. Well, at least that’s what the teachers told us.”

“Interesting... And what do you think about it?”

“I think it wouldn’t hurt to participate.”

If I proved myself, it would be a chance to get into a good school, and not waste my time on this nonsense here.

“Why do you want to do it?”

“Well... Wouldn’t it be cool to win the Olympics?”

“So, you’re planning to win?” Olga narrowed her eyes. She took out the cookies and a small bowl of honey. She dipped the cookies into it, popped the delicacy into her mouth, and washed it down with hot tea, looking at me appraisingly.

Apparently, she developed a sweet tooth during her pregnancy.

“It could happen.” I shrugged, not wanting to reveal my confidence.

I didn’t find anything in the school curriculum that would pose a challenge. The only difficulty was the quality and limited availability of educational materials.

“The only problem is that we don’t have all the necessary subjects in school,” I added. I couldn’t rely on those primary school textbooks that I found at school. They were written thirty years ago, and were probably outdated.

“So, what then? Let’s say you win. What does the winner get?”

“As we were told, the Emperor promised an automatic admission to the state Lyceum.”

“Do you want to go there?” With each question, Olga became more and more tense, as if she knew something important that undermined the whole idea.

“Am I missing something?”

“The Lyceum... Well, if I’m not mistaken, only the children of aristocrats have studied there so far.”

“Oh, I see...”

Somehow, I didn’t think about this. Children of aristocrats... What were the chances that someone would recognize me and that this would cause me problems? Unfortunately, I knew absolutely nothing about what happened to my family after that night. I also didn’t know how things were going with the Korshunovs. In fact, I knew nothing at all about the world of aristocrats.

“I can’t imagine what it will be like for ordinary children to study there,” Olga continued to carefully monitor my reactions. “I’m not sure it can even happen. Maybe, at best, they will create some kind of a separate class. But that’s not really the problem. If you win, it will attract a lot of attention. Are you sure you’re ready for this?”

In theory, I should be considered dead by my enemies. And before I came to this world, the owner of the body was in a coma for more than a year. When I left the hospital, I was home-schooled and didn’t often interact with any guests. Then I spent a year and a half in the laboratory, with the doctors. But I wouldn’t be meeting them again, right? Also, after I escaped, I grew, put on some weight, gained muscles, and my facial features became rougher. And my name was officially different now.

The chances of being recognized were still low even if I ended up in the capital.

“I don’t see a problem with that,” I answered, having thought over the situation. “Besides, I’d have to win first. The only thing I’m confident about is mathematics and geometry. The rest is more difficult.”

“Do you have time to prepare?”

“I do. But what I don’t have are good teachers and textbooks. The only thing we got from the principal was a classroom.”

“You did? You mean, you asked him for help?”

“Well, yes,” I said, embarrassed. “I wanted to engage the whole class. But that’s just my idea... Most likely, some will drop out, but a few of them are enthusiastic about it.”

“This is the first time I’ve seen students strive for knowledge on their own.” Olga laughed. “Usually, it’s quite the opposite.”

“If the goal is good, then why not?” I didn’t understand her skepticism.

“It’s just that young people don’t have much to do here. Their future doesn’t seem very bright, and that’s why they aren’t motivated,” she said.

“At least some of us will get to go to the region. It would be like a field trip. Have you ever thought about moving?” I asked something that had never been discussed.

“Oh, my boy, if only you knew how much effort we had to put in to get to this quiet place. It suits us just fine. If you decide to go to study, you’ll fly away from our nest,” she said with an unclear intonation. “But, better tell me, which subjects are problematic for you?”

“Biology. And chemistry too.”

“What do you plan to do about them?”

“Actually, it is enough to win in one discipline.”

“Well, I can help you with biology.”

“You can?” I became interested.

“Biology is a must for future healers. And I kind of am one…”

“But you have a job. And the child...”

“I can set aside an hour a day for you. But you’ll need study materials. Do you know what types of assignments you’ll have?”

“No. I only know the general topics.”

“Too bad. It would make things easier. There’s nothing in the library that could help?”

“Nope.”

“Then we need to go to the region. There should definitely be something there.”

“But it’s a five-hour drive to there.”

“So? I’m sure Sergei won’t refuse to take us.”

“If so, this will solve some of the problems.”

I was becoming more and more convinced that I was incredibly lucky to have these people in my life.

***

It turned out that the fact that nothing was ever happening in this town was a perfect catalyst for enthusiasm. I anticipated that many would drop out and that we would face resistance from adults. One teacher already told us that we stood no chance. However, life pleasantly surprised us. Miraculously, everyone showed up for the first general meeting. Moreover, when I mentioned that I planned to go to the region to get textbooks, it convinced them that the idea was worthwhile.

Soon the information reached the principal, and in the evening, the parents. Surprisingly, several adults decided to support us. The parents came to the school the next day and discussed the competition with the teachers for a long time, which resulted in a small budget for our preparations. Everyone who wanted to support us chipped in, that is, almost all parents. The director also contacted the region and negotiated something, and we went there not at random, but knowing the exact address and, even better, understanding what exactly we needed to pick up.

The region was a large city approximately seven hundred miles away, with a population of half a million. Unfortunately, I didn’t get to go there myself. Sergei, Lena, her mother, and a mathematics teacher went instead. Her name was Lyudmila Vasilievna. She was the only one who volunteered to help. Not only go to another city to find suitable textbooks, but also to teach additional classes. She was devoted, and she taught us thoroughly, like no one else.

I stayed at home because there was a lot to be done. Studying was only a small part of my plans. I went into the forest regularly to check the snares, and hunted during the weekends. That way I provided us with more food, but, more importantly, it was a small contribution to the family budget. Which was more relevant than ever now with Olga’s pregnancy, the expansion of the house, and all my requests. There was so much to do, and there was never enough time for everything.

The first meeting of the students was a failure. What should we do before we get the new textbooks? We didn’t want to waste time, but it wasn’t possible to get down to business right away. We all argued and discussed more about what to do than actually doing anything. We ended the meeting with me promising to figure out how to organize the lessons.

The situation slightly dampened the general enthusiasm, but it didn’t affect Lena. She had become quite wild these days. She forgot about our relationship and about everything else. She read books every minute of the day and the only things she wanted to talk about were the lessons and her fears about the exam.

When Sergei left for the region, on Sunday morning, I came to school very early, so that no passerby would see me. I made my way inside through the bathroom. Yesterday, I left the window open on purpose, but so that it still seemed closed. Having climbed up, I pushed it a little harder, and it gave in. Now I just needed a little dexterity and hope that no one was here at such an early hour. I didn’t want any trouble.

I took off my shoes so as not to leave dirty trails on the floor. Walking through the corridors, I found myself near the principal’s office. Thanks to seals that transmitted sound, I already knew where he kept the exam tasks and questions. All that remained was to open the door and find them.

I could deal with the lock in several ways, including breaking it or the door itself. Thanks to the Alchemy of Transformation, I could change the properties and shape of objects. But the problem was that I couldn’t rebuild what I broke. So I took a different path and chose the Alchemy of Fixation to temporarily change and fix the necessary position. It required high control skills and advanced knowledge, that is, the very things I had in abundance.

Taking out a piece of chalk, I quickly drew a seal. Chalk wasn’t the best option for this, but it was easy to wipe off. Now I just needed to put it in place.

There was a loud click and the door opened. Once inside, I quickly looked around. The principal received the tasks along with instructions and the schedule for the Olympics. But he was strictly forbidden to open the envelope and, even more so, to share this information with the students. To avoid cheating, the tasks were sealed.

The documents were in the top drawer of the desk. It was locked, but by God, the principal should have had a better desk. I weakened the lock using the Transformation and simply lifted the lid, gaining access to its contents. The seal on the envelope posed no problem either — ordinary wax, with the emblem on it. I peeled off the seal, took out the papers, and began to study them. When I finished, I put the seal back in place, exactly as it was. Securing the lid, I walked into the corridor, locked the door, wiped the chalk, made sure there was no one around, and then headed to the bathroom, where I made my way outside.

I’d think about what to do with the newly acquired information on my way home.


INTERLUDE




The building in front of Roman Korshunov couldn’t even be called presentable. It was dilapidated, old and looked like it could fall apart at any moment. One shouldn’t judge a book by its cover, of course, but that wasn’t the case this time. The exterior reflected the interior. Both in terms of what it looked like, and in terms of what kind of business was being conducted here, and who was in charge of it.

Victor Smolny. That was who Roman needed to find.

At the entrance, there was just an old woman reading a newspaper.

“Who are you looking for, young man?” she croaked, adjusting her glasses and squinting.

“Your boss.”

“Ahh... well, he’s upstairs, son.”

No respect whatsoever. And no self-respect either.

Roman walked past the elderly woman and moved through the corridor, barely restraining himself from pinching his nose. It was probably ten times worse inside if it smelled this bad at the entrance.

Climbing the stairs to the fourth floor, Roman found the office of the head of this mess. Pushing the door open, he stepped inside. A fat man, with an indecently large belly, was sitting in a chair behind the desk, smoking, eating, and talking on the phone, all at the same time. Seeing the young man, he said goodbye and hung up.

“Roman Korshunov, I presume?”

He didn’t get up nor offer to shake his hand. No manners.

“Yes, Victor. I came, as we agreed.”

Mr. Smolny belonged to one of those families that had been lucky several times in the past. Just enough to slightly distance themselves from mediocrity and be called aristocrats, for unknown merits. Roman didn’t delve too deep into his family history. He needed Victor for something, and then, if he was lucky, he could forget him like a bad dream.

“Yes, yes, of course.” Victor nodded, causing his second chin to wobble. “Well, come in, sit down. What can you tell me?”

“I’m not here to tell you anything, but to make an offer. I heard a rumor that you need transport.” Social etiquette required starting a conversation with small talk and only getting down to business after about five minutes, but it was so smoky in this room that the thought of having to stay longer than necessary made him frown in disgust.

“And?”

“By luck, I have a transport company. We could be useful to each other.”

“Is that so?” Victor chuckled, shaking off the ashes.

The smell of tobacco, garlic, and sweat. God, I’ll have nightmares about this.

“Since a representative of a high family has stooped so low to come to me for help, then things must be very bad.” He smiled, revealing yellow teeth.

You, fat pig, have forgotten the difference between high families and those like yours. If the situation were different, I would have smeared you over the walls without breaking a sweat.

“The Emperor has tightened the screws, I understand.” Victor kept talking. “I’ll tell you what — you and I will come to an agreement! We definitely will!”

Just by looking at you, I’m not sure it’s worth it anymore.

“In difficult times, disgraced people like us need to stick together. Would you like a drink?”

“No, thank you.”

“As you wish.” Victor took out a bottle from somewhere under the table and poured the liquid into his glass. “Has the Emperor been hard on you?”

He spoke as if they were two revolutionaries standing on the barricades. As if they were allies.

“I’m alive. My mother and sister are alive.” Roman tried to answer as neutrally as possible.

“Yes, at least something. But I’ll tell you this! Difficult times have come! Have you heard the news yet? The Emperor is appointing his people to all important positions! He’s seizing our businesses! He won’t let honest people do their jobs!”

Roman harbored no love for the Emperor at all. But he had enough intelligence and talent to separate the personal from the professional. On a personal level, the Emperor was the one who killed his father and other relatives. The one who pushed the Korshunov family to the brink of extinction. From a professional point of view, he was just a representative of the competing side. Someone who was lucky in the big game of power. A worthy player, strong, and gaining influence.

What kind of honesty was Victor talking about? Was he really referring to himself? Roman knew that his business wasn’t going through the best of times. The Smolny family ran several grocery and clothing stores in three cities. But sometimes the goods would get lost, or the products would get spoiled, so his business wasn’t flourishing.

In other words, Victor was the bottom of the barrel for the likes of the Korshunovs. The bottom, but there were no other willing collaborators. It was easy to be proud. It was much harder to be hungry. Roman concealed his disgust, understanding that he had no choice.

As for the rumor that the Emperor was appointing his people to important positions, Roman hadn’t exactly heard anything about that... When you were an outcast, not many news reached you. Most deals were made far from the eyes of ordinary people. Roman saw nothing surprising in the Emperor’s actions. Any reasonable ruler, taking the throne, would strengthen their power.

But Victor couldn’t be silenced so easily. He kept complaining, gossiped, and only an hour later did he calm down, turning to business.

When Roman finally left his office, he felt as if he had bathed in shit. But they had reached an agreement. It was better than nothing.

***

Roman waited until the train stopped, grabbed his bag, and headed out. Another city and another round of negotiations awaited him.

Since he had taken charge of the family affairs, a lot has happened. They were no longer in danger of getting bankrupt. Following his success with Victor, he managed to find several more small enterprises willing to work with him.

The profits from these endeavors were meager, but at least they were enough to cover basic expenses. More importantly, the business wasn’t at a standstill; it was operational. The workers returned, trucks as well, and the enterprise was slowly turning into a functioning business. Any unforeseen issue could cause everything to collapse in the blink of an eye, but what could be done? The Emperor only needed to say a word, and the Korshunov family would be history. But until that happened, they had to keep working. Roman played the role of an heir, toiling hard to rise from the mud.

Leaving the station, Roman hailed a taxi and went to his rented apartment. Before the next round of negotiations, he needed to freshen up and rest a bit from the journey. An hour later, he stepped out of the car into an old courtyard. After a minute of orienting himself, he headed toward the entrance. The door swung open, and some guy and his buddies emerged from it.

“Whoa, who do we have here?” The stranger rejoiced. He looked like a typical thug — no brains and only brawn.

Roman frowned. These guys blocked his path, and there was no way to avoid them.

“Look, boys, what a dandy. Nice coat too. It would look good on me,” the stranger said.

“Hey, weirdo.” One guy pushed Roman in the chest. “Give my friend your coat. Or is it too dear to your heart, hm?”

“Back off,” Roman muttered, barely containing his rage.

“He has an attitude as well?”

The ringleader didn’t have time to finish when Roman slapped him in the face. The force sent him sprawling, his teeth flying out along with droplets of blood. The other guys lunged at him and tried to hit him. Roman sent them all on the floor with two blows. He was about to step over their bodies and head to the rented apartment, but he was halted.

“Stop!”

Slowly turning around, he saw a policeman holding him at gunpoint. He was already reporting on his radio that he had apprehended a criminal and was calling for backup.

Roman sighed and rolled his eyes. Things turned out rather unfavorably.

What was the policeman doing here?

Ten seconds later, several more people in uniform ran towards him through the house entrance with weapons in their hands, and then it all dawned on him.

This wasn’t an accident.

***

Twenty-four hours. That was how long Roman spent in solitary confinement. He could have dealt with everyone who came to apprehend him. He could have cleared the way and escaped, but what then? Nothing. It seemed the Emperor had decided to put an end to his story.

I should have ran away. How stupid I was...

He could still escape. They threw him into a very ordinary cell, brought him water once, and forgot about him. Perhaps this was the intention — push him to the limit, make him snap, and run away. Then it would all be over, and his abilities would be confirmed

The next day the cell door was opened and Roman was led out. They threw a bag over his head and dragged him to God knows where. He was desperate to break free and attack, but controlling their instincts was the first thing the gifted were taught. Otherwise, the essence of the beast could take over anytime.

He was soon outside. Roman felt the sting of cold air, and then he was pushed into a car. The ride lasted for about ten minutes. After another two minutes, he was dragged out and taken somewhere.

This doesn’t seem right…

When the bag was pulled off Roman’s head, he saw that he was in a spacious room with expensive furniture and tightly curtained windows. The policeman went out of one of the doors, leaving him alone.

Roman didn’t have to wait long, though. Soon, a man came in. Middle-aged, seemingly ordinary in appearance. An expensive watch, cufflinks, a gold chain around his neck told Roman that this man wasn’t as simple as it might have seemed.

“Roman, Roman,” he spoke, shaking his head. “Fell right into the trap, didn’t you?”

“Enough with this nonsense. Who am I talking to?” Roman asked, getting annoyed.

“You’re still arrogant. Twenty-four hours in the cell wasn’t enough?” the man asked in a low, angry voice.

“I repeat, who am I talking to?”

“Nikolai Sobolev.”

Oh.

The surname indicated aristocracy. If the police were collaborating with him, it meant he was in command.

“Yeah, I see you recognize my name. Good,” Nikolai said smugly

Roman, looking into his eyes, considered his options. There was a table between them. A glass table. He could kick it and bring it down on Nikolai. Then, he could unleash his claws and tear through the handcuffs. What would come next, Roman couldn’t imagine. If there were cameras here, then...

Even without them, attacking an aristocrat who held a significant position in the country would be an extremely bad idea. In short, when the Emperor found out, he would, at best, banish Roman somewhere. At worst... The matter wouldn’t even reach the Emperor, and he would be strangled right here and now. Sobolev wouldn’t be so relaxed if he wasn’t in control of the situation.

“But still not enough,” Nikolai continued. “Otherwise, you’d show fear and excitement. You’re not as simple as everyone thinks, right?”

Roman obediently slouched and lowered his gaze.

Too late. Damn it.

“Very well, let’s skip these games,” Nikolai said irritably, which gave the feeling that he didn’t want to spend a lot of time on Roman. “I know that your father was cunning enough to hide some interesting information from the Emperor. I don’t think Anastas squeezed all the juice out of you, huh? Maybe our Emperor wanted to play the good cop, but I sure don’t. You have three days to bring me all the data.”

“I have no clue what we’re talking about.” Roman raised his head.

“Don’t lie, boy. You are not the only one with a gift here. For me, all your reactions are like an open book. Three days. And then... You’ll have nowhere to run.”

“I have nothing. Everything I had, I gave to the Emperor.”

“Another blatant lie.” Nikolai became angrier. “You have two days. Otherwise... You have a family, don’t you? So think about what is more important to you.”

After these words, Nikolai got up, looked at Roman disdainfully, and went to another room. Soon, a guard came, threw a bag over Roman’s head, and led him out of the building.

None of them noticed how a black drop fell from his palms and seeped through the sofa.

***

Two days later, a bit after midnight, Roman got out of bed, put on a bathrobe, and headed downstairs. The fact that the house was being watched was a given. The question was how closely. In the worst-case scenario, there was a mole. The servants could betray him. It made no sense to replace them because that would make it even easier for Sobolev to sneak in his own people. At least his father had checked and approved these ones, but that was a long time ago. They could have also installed a bug in the building. It wasn’t easy to do and it could be easily detected, but it couldn’t be ruled out. Another option was that the house was being watched from the outside. The mansion was in an expensive neighborhood where minor aristocrats lived. All houses were occupied, and anyone lingering outside for too long would be suspicious. Although Sobolev could probably find a way. The fourth option was that Roman could be watched by other Gifted, and predicting their capabilities was impossible. They could have an extraordinary perceptions. Some could smell scents and living creatures from a great distance. But such Gifts were very rare. How interesting was Roman to the Emperor? How much resources was he willing to allocate to keep track of him? Roman couldn’t tell, so he just made sure he was as careful as possible.

All evening he maintained the image of an alcoholic. Several times, he appeared in the windows with a bottle, went out to the balcony, swaying a bit, and in the evening, before pretending to drunkenly go to sleep, he stumbled and knocked over a chair, after which he threw in a few cuss words.

After supposedly drinking so much, it shouldn’t be surprising that he was getting out of bed at night. First to the toilet, and then down to the cellar, to get more wine. Having made sure that the servants had not woken up, Roman walked up to the wall, released a black claw, and drew an oval on the brickwork. When the passage opened, he slipped through and found himself in his father’s den.

It took him two minutes to put on armor, a mask, and open a new passage, but now to a different place. Having passed through, Roman found himself in the very room where Sobolev had held him captive for a while.

And it just so happened that the room was lit, and a half-naked woman was sitting on the couch with a glass of champagne. Young and beautiful... She probably loved money and power so much that she was ready to exchange sex for an opportunity to be close to it.

Roman appeared silently and froze behind her, no more visible than a shadow. She was swinging her leg, barely holding onto her shoe. The door opened, and Sobolev, holding a tray, walked in, dancing a bit. He carried fruits and another bottle.

“Where is my baby? Are you bored without me?”

“I aaaam, hurry up! This is where you do your business, right? This is so exciting!”

Even an idiot could notice how forced her voice is.

Roman acted before Sobolev could notice him.

He rushed forward, waving his hand. Black claws went through the top of the woman’s head. She twitched and fell silent. The tray fell to the floor, fruit flew in all directions, and champagne sprayed from the open bottle.

When Roman reached Sobolev, he had already taken a stance. His legs tensed, and he extended his hands to defend himself or strike back. Accelerating, Roman waved his claws again. Blood splattered, and Sobolev recoiled. Growling, he lunged at his opponent, but Roman managed to dodge to the side, slashing his shoulder and back in response.

Sobolev arched, but the wounds healed immediately.

He isn’t calling for security. Either he’s a fool or they’re not here.

“You are a dead man!”

Where Sobolev hit once, Roman managed to hit three times. They blocked and counterattacked each other’s hits to the best of their capabilities. Both were wounded. Their clothing quickly turned into tatters, soaked with streams of blood, but the wounds continued to heal rapidly.

One of Roman’s kicks broke a table, and Sobolev was sent flying, breaking through one wall. Jumping after him, Roman managed to tear out Sobolev’s Adam’s apple, which finally slowed down his opponent.

Taking advantage, Roman dug his claws into the man’s eyes. Hands curling into fists, he crushed the skull and threw away the dying body.

“Strong, but old,” he exhaled angrily.

Approaching the twitching body, he bent down and pierced the chest, tearing out the heart. In the affairs of immortals, it was better to be thorough. He did the same with the woman. She was probably just an ordinary pretty whore, but he didn’t want to leave any witnesses.

And now the most important thing.

Opening the portal again, Roman went into his father’s den, picked up a bunch of grenades, and returned back. Pulling the pins, Roman threw them and jumped back into the portal. Now there would definitely be nothing left of the crime scene. When the portal closed, he quickly took off the remnants of his armor, put his bathrobe back on, opened another passage, and returned to the house. He had been gone for no more than two minutes, which meant there was a small chance that someone would notice his absence.

Pretending that he had not yet sobered up, Roman picked up one of the wine bottles and hobbled upstairs.


Chapter 10
PHYSICS




As soon as Sergei returned and I got my hands on the new textbooks, I disappeared for several days, immersed in studying them. I read avidly, laying out local scientific achievements, translating them into more familiar concepts, and contemplating about how to apply them in practice. I was especially interested in physics. I didn’t find anything interesting for myself in the elementary textbooks, but then I came across something truly significant. Something that I immediately applied and finally finished creating my weapon.

Before I knew this, I managed to divide the metal ball into seven equal pieces, let it cool and get used to the new shape. Next, I took one of the pieces, pinched off a small fragment from it, put it aside, and created an orb from the larger part. It was small, weighing about two hundred grams, compact enough to be easily carried in my pocket without arousing suspicion.

My goal was to turn this useless piece of metal into a formidable weapon. I began to print one seal after another, trying to apply the knowledge that I had gleaned from physics textbooks. This subject resembled alchemy for beginners in some way. Both described the basic laws of the universe.

Any seal was a geometric figure that contained conditions. Conditions for what needed to be done and where it should be done. Alchemists had their own mathematical-geometric language. All the calculations I conducted served precisely for the translation. I made it clear for the energy flows what I wanted to achieve with the language of seals. Using formulas I found in textbooks, I calculated the geometric patterns from which a seal would later be formed. I also reproduced the conditions and included them in the seals.

The purpose of the weapon I was creating was to throw a metal orb. But I wanted to achieve more. One of the paragraphs that caught my eye in the textbook was the law of universal gravitation. What pleased me especially were the formulas and exact values. Oh, I loved precision.

The orb was metallic. Metal was the blood of the earth, an integral part of the world. I was using the Law of Similarity and the orb had a bond with both its pitched fragment and the whole planet. What I created had a meager semblance with the latter, but I could enhance their bond with seals... And then I could add seals that took into account gravity, that is, prescribed the conditions in which the orb would fly... And dozens of other conditions, such as air resistance...

That small piece that I pinched off was needed just for this. The orb and this piece would repel and attract each other, and my hand would serve as a support for this. I flattened the piece into a small flat disk, punched holes in it, took a couple of rubber bands, tied them, and attached it to my hand so that the disk stood in the center of my palm. The orb and the disk were fragments of the same nature, parts of a whole, with a connection between each other. After I carved seals on both things, this connection was strengthened several times, and I gained control over them.

When I finished, I went out into the forest to try it out. I chose one of the trees as a target and threw the orb, holding my hand in the final position and trying to direct the projectile. It went awry. I didn’t even see where it flew off. Moving my hand toward me, I called the projectile back, and it flew out from somewhere in the bushes, scattering leaves. Startled, I jumped aside, and the orb whizzed past my head with a hiss.

It wasn’t bad. It was quite good for a prototype, actually. I just needed to work on accuracy, control, and catching it. Otherwise, I might break my own arm.

Maybe I should make a protective glove? No, that would look silly, and people would start asking questions.

My experiments didn’t end there. Ensuring that the system worked, I began applying the remaining seals. I was particularly drawn to Newton’s laws, and I wanted to play with changing mass, acceleration, and impulse transmission. If what I envisioned worked, the orb would deliver a particularly destructive charge upon impact.

Now that the foundation was laid, I could build up on it and test more of my ideas. I thought I’d manage to improve it in a month, considering that I still needed to prepare for the exams.

***

How to prepare a group of very different students for something they, at best, understand only the basics of? Especially in a limited amount of time.

I spent several days poring over textbooks, searching for the topics that would be on the exam. The easiest way would be to dump the gathered information on my classmates, but firstly, I had no explanation for the source of this information, and secondly, it wouldn’t change much. Even if they memorized all the answers, what was the point? They would then proceed to go to the regionals and fail, thereby letting down the school and the principal. How could he explain to the commission why they aced it here, in their own school, and failed on someone else’s territory?

Ideally, we should aim for a full understanding of the subject, but this was highly unlikely. Not that my classmates were stupid, they were just slow. We needed to master the program in several classes, that was, study and remember dozens of rules, definitions, and information in the remaining two weeks.

It was impossible.

In the long list of alchemical rules, one stood apart. It was the so-called zero rule, and a philosophical foundation.

Everything is alchemy, alchemy is everything.

For an outsider, this was a meaningless, pretentious phrase. For a practitioner who had undergone special training, this was a way of perception and thinking. A way of interacting with the world. In alchemy, there weren’t only practical-magical directions, where one could change the material world, but also philosophical branches that dealt with questions of contemplating, and more specifically, solving life problems.

The task was to get ready for the exam in two weeks. To complete it, I was given thirteen unprepared and not very motivated students, a half-assed curriculum, and barely useful textbooks. But I accepted the challenge.

First, I needed to transform the situation to find an approach that would lead to an acceptable result. For this, I reconciled with the fact that I wouldn’t be able to prepare all students for all the exams. So I suggested that each choose one subject to focus on. They could choose more than one, but only if they had the time and energy to prepare for additional subjects after fully understanding the main one. I hoped that this would simplify the task and help them focus.

Lena resisted the most. She and I almost had a fight over this. She wanted everything at once, but clearly couldn’t handle it. It was why she was snappy and always in a rush, which only hindered her and everyone around her.

Others faced different dilemmas.

“What if I don’t like anything?” Alex frowned, looking confused. Gregory and Pete were thinking just the same, but they didn’t yet have the courage to admit that they were “dumb.”

The problem was that they didn’t even like sports. They preferred to drink in the abandoned buildings rather than kick a ball or run a few laps from time to time. Well, well... If I had known, I would have made everyone run from the first day of school.

“It wasn’t such a good idea to skip classes after all, ha?” Liz snorted.

“Go figure.” Alex sighed.

“We still have time. Not enough for you to master a subject thoroughly, but if you put in enough effort, you can learn a thing or two. Perhaps you will be lucky and get exactly these questions in the exam.”

“And then what?” Alex frowned even more.

“Then you’ll have a chance to score at least some points, fool!” Liz poked him with her finger, causing him twitch and step back.

Lena told me that this girl liked Alex. If so, hitting him was probably not the best strategy for getting closer to him. But that was just my opinion.

“This concerns everyone.” I looked around at the students. “I have prepared some tasks for discussion. But first, choose your subject. Just one!” I looked sternly at Lena, who pursed her lips and turned away.

“You have? For all subjects?” Liz asked incredulously. The others were surprised too. “Like, really, for all of them?”

“Yes. If you want, I can also draw up a training plan for sports. You won’t achieve much in two weeks. But by December...”

“No, no, no.” Liz waved her hand. She was plump and, I suspected, not a fan of sports. “What about biology? Do you have tasks for that too?”

“Yes. My aunt is good at it. She helped me.”

Taking the scribbled sheets of paper out of my bag, I placed them next to the books from which dozens of bookmarks were sticking out. It was time to begin. We had two weeks to do the impossible.

***

Sergei was nervous. He moved quickly, much faster than he should have. He performed simple actions, such as putting a kettle on the fire, cutting bread, spreading butter, putting cheese on top, and pouring honey into a separate saucer, as if he was beating an enemy to death. Surprisingly, for some reason, instead of Olga, her husband was in charge of making breakfast, which was a first time I’ve seen it happen.

“What happened to Olga?” I asked the only logical question.

“She’s sick. She caught a cold,” he answered sharply, not stopping what he was doing for a moment.

The scrambled eggs sizzled in the frying pan. He was stirring the tea with one hand, poured a hefty spoonful of honey into it and threw in a couple of slices of lemon while picking up the frying pan with the other, and with a precise motion, made the scrambled eggs fly and flip. Skillful. Except for a few drops splattering around the kitchen.

“How bad is it?”

“Not that bad,” he emphasized the words as if he was convincing himself of something. “For now. She would usually overcome a common cold in a day. But with the baby...”

“Can I do anything to help?”

“No. But you can make your own breakfast. And we’ll leave for school a little later. I’ll take her to the hospital first.”

“Can I go see her?”

“Well... I guess you can. But be careful, otherwise, you’ll get infected too. And you have the exam in three days. Oh, grab the tray, please. My hands are full.”

He headed upstairs, the stairs creaking beneath him.

Olga looked bad. Pale, frightened, curled up into a ball. She barely reacted when we walked in. While Sergei placed a tray in front of her and persuaded her to eat, I created a series of seals. I used the invisible embodiment that was created out of clean energy. Without the physical drawing, they were much weaker, but that was enough for now.

The seals were for diagnostics, which showed that nothing good was happening to her. Nothing terrible, but... She was gifted and if she felt unwell, the situation was twice as bad as it would be for an ordinary woman. It wasn’t certain that the doctors at the local hospital could help. Especially considering she was pregnant. I had little knowledge of medicine, but I was well-versed in alchemy. I needed to go to the forest and create several amulets. One to cleanse the room from evil forces, that is, the microbes and other manifestations that were always present where the disease appeared. And another one to pull out everything bad from Olga. The third one would be responsible for attracting good energy. It was a standard set that I myself had used more than once. I hoped it would help her too.

***

I finished just as they returned. The metal blanks were ready, and I applied the necessary seals to them, refining them for the specific situation: adding a condition that this was the treatment of a pregnant woman and making sure not to harm the child. It sounded simple, but it involved dozens of tiny threads that still needed to be inscribed on small metal plates.

“What are you doing here?” Sergei stared at me when I entered the house. He was making tea and he stepped into the corridor when I creaked the door.

“I decided to skip school,” I answered.

In the morning, Sergei dropped me off halfway to school. He took his wife to the hospital, and I went back home, thinking about what I would do on the way.

School worried me too. After all, it was I who, through persuasion, blackmail, and threats, forced the students to act as a coherent organism for almost two weeks. I was sure they would remember this suffering for a long time. Some complained that they had nightmares about equations. Including me.

“Boy, now is not the time for jokes.”

“Sorry. Here. I made it for Olga.” I handed over three amulets that were hanging on laces attached to them. “Hang the square one close to the bed. She should wear the other two.”

“What is this?” Sergei wasn’t at all amused, looking at them. He frowned, looking puzzled.

“Something I’d have to remain silent about even under torture,” I answered in all seriousness. “Don’t be afraid. It’s a reliable remedy.”

True, I had not tested it in this world, but I was sure everything would be fine. Just in case, I built in a safeguard. If something went wrong, I would immediately find out about it and intervene.

“But still, I’d like to know.”

“Sergei, with all due respect, there is no need to ask questions I already told you I cannot answer.”

What should I have said? “Hello, I’m an alchemist who escaped from a dying world. Alchemy is a cool thing that solves a lot of problems, so stop being stupid and take the amulets to Olga quickly.”

“Alright, I’ll give them to Olga…” He took them, although still frowning.

“If she doesn’t suddenly feel better, or you haven’t been prescribed some kind of guaranteed treatment, put them on her, even if you need to persuade her. They won’t give instant results, but they will have a positive effect.”

The body of a gifted woman was different from that of an ordinary human. This was especially true for someone who possessed the gift of healing, albeit a modest one. I had never seen Olga tired. Even during pregnancy, she was always cheerful. And she never sat still! Moreover, she had more strength than she should have had. Once I saw this fragile woman lift a heavy log and throw it several feet away, like she was throwing a stick. This meant that she had a strong body. So, all she needed was a boost, and her own magic would do the rest. That was something I could provide.

Now it was just a matter of waiting for the results.

***

“Look what Ed made you.” Sergei held out the amulets, entering the room.

Olga was lying on the bed, wrapped in a blanket and surrounded by pillows. She felt hot and cold at the same time, but she still chose to stay warm. After that trip to the city, where they weren’t told anything concrete or worthwhile, she looked even worse. Her foggy gaze struggled to focus on the amulets.

“He said it’s supposed to help,” Sergei answered the unspoken question. “One should be hung next to the bed, the other two should be put on you. He refused to explain what these are, but he insisted they would help. Have you ever heard of this? Magic in objects... I haven’t heard of it either. But what do we know? If he is from some old aristocratic family, then he may know various secrets. That would explain his blacksmithing skills. Will you wear them?”

“I’ll do anything now if it’s going to make it easier for me.” She extended her hand. “Looks good,” her voice sounded hoarse. “Our boy has talent. Look how delicate the patterns are.”

“Yeah. I was surprised myself.”

Olga crawled out from under the blanket and put on the two amulets. Sergei hung the third one at the head of the bed.


Chapter 11
THE QUALIFIERS




The first qualification test was in physical education, the day before the main disciplines, on November 6th. It consisted of long-distance running, pull-ups, and muscle-ups, which wasn’t difficult for me at all. Timur and Artyom from our class passed as well. These guys occupied a middle ground somewhere between the notorious truants and the nerds. Among the girls, only Maria passed. The rest lagged far behind her. Lena was, of course, disappointed, but not too much. She leaned more toward science and attended physical education just for the sake of it.

The next day, we had taken three exams. Each one took two hours. There were thirty tasks in total for each subject. Unexpectedly for everyone, an inspector arrived from the region and brought completely new tasks with her. What I saw in the principal’s office had lost almost all of its relevance. The topics were the same, but the tasks themselves had slightly changed.

The math exam was the first one. We gathered at eight in the morning, we were explained the rules, and the examiner told us to begin, timing us. Throughout the exam, she sat in the classroom, attentively watching us. I was a little nervous but quickly composed myself and started solving the equations. I began with the easiest ones, but in the end, they all turned out to be not particularly difficult. Except for the last ones that were tricky and slightly beyond the school curriculum, even if we were taught properly. But whatever the examiners came up with, it was no more challenging than the seals for escaping from a dying world.

“I failed everything.” Lena paced the corridor. As soon as the exam was over, she handed in her work with trembling hands, left the classroom, and succumbed to panic. “Failed, failed, failed...”

“Oh, come on,” Liz tried to console her. “It’s just an exam. I solved half of it, and I’ll be lucky if it’s correct.”

“You don’t understand!” my girlfriend howled and, naturally, I had to go to the rescue. But when I tried to hug her, she reciprocated at first but then broke away and started racing through the corridor, fraying her nerves.

My classmates gathered in a circle and began to discuss who did what. I kept quiet about the fact that I had completed all the tasks.

The next exam was scheduled for twelve o’clock in the afternoon. We were given time to rest, have a snack, and recover. Despite the fact that some students tried to look indifferent, I knew they were all nervous wrecks.

The second exam was on geometry, it was a cakewalk for me, and I finished ten minutes before the end. As for my classmates, history repeated itself. As soon as they left the classroom, they began sharing their impressions, and discussing the tasks. Lena was practically pulling her hair out. She was the most anxious of them all.

The third exam was physics, and it was scheduled for five in the evening. Only four of us stayed. The inspector entered the class looking bored. For her, we were some peasant kids from a run-down school who had no chance of making it to the top.

This one was the most challenging one. I couldn’t solve a few problems, and I wasn’t confident that the ones I did solve were correct. It was a separate challenge not to confuse my knowledge of alchemy with what I had gleaned from physics textbooks. I had to be cautious not to attract unnecessary attention to myself.

“When will we get the results?” Lena asked the examiner at the end.

“In a week.”

“Uh-oh...”

She seemed to be more exhausted by her own high expectations than by the exams themselves.

***

When everything ended the next day, and we returned home, I had mixed feelings. I was sure we achieved much better results than anyone expected us to. But the shared endeavor, the pursuit of something that added flavor to life in a small town, was over.

“You’re back!” Olga came downstairs. She looked much better today. I noticed that her normal complexion had returned. When she walked into the kitchen, put the kettle on, and sat down on a chair, staring at me, I created several seals under the table to check her current state. Olga was really getting better, and my amulets were working as intended.

“Yes. The qualifiers are over. We’re waiting for the results.”

“Do you think you did well?”

“I don’t know. And I’ll stay humble — I don’t want to jinx it.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if you did better than everyone else.”

“We have other great students in our school. We’ll know the results in a week.”

Which was true. As soon as we found a common goal, the students got involved — and off we went. If someone understood the task better than the others, they stepped up and explained it. While explaining, they themselves began to understand it even better. In two weeks of preparation, as it seemed to me, we achieved more than in a full year of studying.

“I have no doubt.” Olga smiled. “Don’t you want to tell me what this is?” Her fingers touched the amulets.

“No,” I replied with a guilty smile.

The kettle boiled and whistled, but Olga didn’t move. I got up and turned off the heat, took out the teapot, and poured boiling water into it, not forgetting to cover it with a towel.

“You’re full of surprises, you know?”

“I think you’ve said something like that before,” I answered without looking at her.

“Yes, think I have. I remember you said that you needed the forge for hunting. But that’s not all there is to it, is it?”

“It’s not the whole truth.” I didn’t deny.

“Did you have to lie?”

“I didn’t lie. I just omitted some information.”

“What else have you hidden from us?”

“Well, you have secrets too. You understand how it is.”

Only, it was I who lived in their house, and not the other way around. Therefore, they had the right to ask me questions. But that didn’t mean I had to answer them honestly. Sometimes, staying ignorant was the best option.

“I won’t insist on knowing the truth, Ed,” she softened her tone. “It’s just that if you have some powers, it increases your value. This is not about us, but about those who will notice you if you go to the capital. And they will surely notice, have no doubts about that. Are you ready for that?”

“My powers are not something I’m going to show off to everyone. If it weren’t for the gravity of the situation, you wouldn’t have known about them either. In other words, there is nothing to fear. I’m being very careful outside the house.”

Unless, of course, I’ll have to reveal myself to survive. Or to protect you two.

***

Sergei lay in front of his wife, placing his palms on her stomach and trying to feel the movements inside.

“Who is this sweetie here?” he cooed. “Who does daddy love the most?”

Olga looked at him with affection. This huge, wild-looking man became a real sweetheart when it came to the child.

“We will have a gifted one,” she said quietly.

Sergei slowly raised his gaze and looked into her eyes.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. The second source has already begun to form, I can feel it.”

“Oh.”

“Yes. You know what that means.”

“I know... But... Hmm... I’ll get what’s necessary.”

“You will.” Olga sighed. “But you should be more careful. If anything happens to you...”

“I’ll take Ed with me. Together, we can deal with any threat.”

“He has to study...”

“I’ll ask him, he can decide. Maybe he could use a break from his books.”

“Maybe he could. But still, don’t be away for long.”

“I hope that won’t be necessary. Who do we have here, our little gifted one?” he spoke to the baby again, kissing the belly.

***

Sergei invited me to go hunting in the morning.

“What do you say? We need to catch a beast.”

“A beast? Didn’t you say that was dangerous?”

The only time a beast was killed was on that outing of mine. I wanted to do it again, but Sergei would always say it was too risky. It was easier to hunt ordinary animals and sell them to townspeople who wanted fresh meat.

“What can I tell you.” He ran his fingers through his growing beard. “This is for Olga.”

“Is she feeling bad again?”

“No, on the contrary. She’s doing great, but... Our baby will be gifted.”

“How is this connected?”

“Oh, I thought you knew. I’ll explain. But first, what do you say? Will you help me?”

“Of course! How long are we going to stay in the woods?”

“Until we find the beast.”

“This may take several days.” I frowned.

“Yeah. But if you have to study, I understand...”

“Come on.” I waved him off. “If it’s for the baby, I can’t refuse. I just need to warn my classmates so they don’t lose it. And school...”

“I’ll excuse you from school. Let’s go get ready.”

I had special clothes for venturing into the woods. The Gvozdevs gave them to me when Sergei and I were just starting to hunt. Boots, a camouflage jacket, and a backpack. We also had a tent, a sleeping bag, a kettle, and everything else necessary for camping in the woods.

Sergei also took two guns with him. One for him, one for me. He taught me how to shoot and didn’t give up until I had mastered it tolerably well. Half an hour later we were ready to go. Having said goodbye to Olga, we set off.

***

“This topic is actually widely-known. Especially among aristocrats.” Sergei began the promised story when we got out of the car.

“Maybe it is, but I don’t know about it.”

“Well, yes... You’re still a child, they probably didn’t have time to tell you,” he mumbled, embarrassed.

Sergei was convinced that I was a child of aristocrats. Hence, I couldn’t just disappear off the face of the earth. He thought mentioning my probably deceased parents wasn’t the best idea.

“So, what’s the deal?”

“You already know the beasts are special. Since ancient times, people have been catching them and eating them to gain power.”

“Power?” I froze at this news, processing the new information.

“Yeah. Where do you think the gifted come from?”

“I never thought about that.”

I did think about it, of course, but there was practically no available information regarding this matter.

“Never mind, it’s rather simple,” Sergei answered indifferently, peering into the forest thicket. “In short, beasts have been caught and fed to pregnant women. When I was young, I got involved with hunters, serving the local aristocrats. When the lord’s wife was expecting, he sent us hunting, and we were in the forest for weeks.”

“What happened? Did it work?”

“It did.” Sergei’s voice sounded gloomy. “She gave birth to an heir. A strong demon. As far as I know, he died along with his entire family before he had any time to come into power. It’s an ugly story.”

Demon. I’d heard this word before. It was pronounced as something obvious — like the grass was green and the sky was blue — but I didn’t know what it meant. I couldn’t ask anyone because it would be suspicious. But I still decided to give it a shot with Sergei.

“A demon?” I asked as if by chance.

“Yes, demon. An immortal.”

“Oooh...”

An immortal? Did he really say that? I somehow doubted that we were talking about real immortality. Otherwise, how could that kid die? But if the meaning was different, then what was it?

“Will your child also be a demon?” I asked, wanting to hear more details.

“Who knows? It’s complicated...” Sergei gave me a strange look at me. “Didn’t they tell you anything about this already?”

“Nope.” I shook my head.

Heirs of aristocratic families should know more about being gifted, and my ignorance made Sergei look at me weirdly.

We walked in silence for several minutes. I didn’t pay much attention to the forest, thinking more about our conversation. This was a familiar area, and there was nothing to fear yet. It was too early to track anything.

“I know as much as everyone else,” Sergei continued. “What the child will be like, of course, depends on the parents.”

“Are you a demon?” I asked directly.

“Yeah,” he admitted as if it was something obvious.

“Olga too?”

“No, she’s gifted.”

“So you are too.”

“No, I’m a demon.”

“I see...”

What the hell?!

Not noticing the expression on my face, Sergei continued to speak as if nothing had happened. And I had no idea what he was talking about.

“So we can have either a gifted child, most likely with the gift of healing, or a demon, like me. But when I worked with the hunters, they told me that a lot depends on the animal consumed. Therefore, aristocrats often hunt the creatures with a certain gift in order to strengthen it in the blood of their heirs.”

Absorbing someone else’s power as a way to strengthen the gift, this made more sense to me.

“What are we looking for?”

“Honestly, anything. The more powerful, the better, but I’m not sure what we can find in these woods.”

“And how powerful are the wolverines?”

“They’re dangerous, but far from the strongest. If we find one, it will be great. But I would prefer some kind of swift deer. It’s easier to deal with.”

A swift deer was a creature that ran at an incredible speed. It also had amazing reflexes, speed, and sharp antlers, with which it liked to impale on the run. However, deer weren’t considered particularly dangerous beasts, in comparison to others. You could catch them by setting a trap in their path.

“What beast is the most dangerous?”

“In these parts... Maybe a bear-walker.”

“What’s that? You never mentioned it.”

“It’s a very dangerous creature. Imagine an ordinary bear. Now add a couple of hundred pounds of tight muscles, sharp claws, and powerful jaws. But its main feature is that it can walk and move silently.”

“What’s crazy about that? All animals walk.”

“Yes, I’m not talking about walking but about WALKING. Have you never heard of Walkers?”

“To be honest, my education was quite scarce. As a child, I was sick a lot, and then... In short, I have no clue what you’re talking about.”

“Oh… I see.” Sergei sighed. “I’ll tell you what — feel free to ask me anything. I can see it on your face when you don’t know something, but you are afraid to ask. What are you afraid of?” He laughed, not understanding my fears. “So, the Walkers. They’re a big pain in everyone’s ass. Both animals and mages. Walkers can move through space as easily as you and I walk on the ground now.”

“Are you talking about teleportation?”

“Yeah. I think that’s what they call it. They come up with tricky words sometimes...” He shook his head.

We walked further in silence. I needed time to process what I heard. Immortals and people who could teleport through space?! Great. Just great. As if I didn’t have enough problems already.

I needed to do some research here. And to begin with, I would like to see in person how the teleportation happened. I did move my soul to another body, but shifting the actual physical body through space… I wouldn’t even know where to begin.

“So why are bear-walkers so dangerous?” I asked when I came to the conclusion that I had too little data for a full analysis.

“Imagine that you are walking through the forest, not bothering anyone, and a killing machine the size of a truck appears behind you. It can tear you in half with one strike. Its skin is so thick that our guns are useless against it. At the same time, the beast moves silently. You won’t even notice it until it’s very close. But if you do notice it and attack, it will easily retreat. Cubs are capable of teleporting for hundreds of feet. Mature ones can move for a whole mile or even more.”

“How do you hunt them then?”

“In large and well-trained hunting squads. First, you find the area where the bear lives. You set traps there and wait. When it gets caught and triggers the beacon, you start the hunt. I don’t know the details, but it’s not hard to guess.”

“Wow.” I shuddered nervously, imagining a meeting with such a beast. “What about demons? And what does immortal mean? You said I can ask whatever I want.” I shrugged and blinked innocently.

“I did, indeed.” Sergei nodded. “That’s also common knowledge. Even for those who are far from aristocrats. Don’t frown like that. Immortals are those who have received the powers of the beast. They are faster, stronger, and more dangerous than the average person.”

“And you too?”

“And me too.”

I remembered all the strange things I saw Sergei do. One day he lifted the car like it was a feather. And there were plenty of such moments. His hearing and reflexes were exceptional. When he was teaching me how to fight, it felt like I was hitting a stone.

“But I can’t do much. My inheritance wasn’t good. You also seem to be a demon,” he said doubtfully. “Or maybe even more than that. You should know more about it.”

What a twist. I never thought that I would become an immortal.

***

We got lucky after two days. A couple of hours earlier, we had reached the river and moved along the bank. Near the water, we came across some footprints that Sergei recognized.

“All we have to do is wait. They have a watering hole here. Let’s go set traps.”

“I’ll take a look around,” I said, sliding between the foliage to set my seals.

A herd of seven swift deer appeared at night when I had already given up hope of seeing them. They were impressive. Their silvery hides flickered from a distance.

My seals worked, and in a couple of seconds, the deer were at the watering hole. It happened so quickly that I couldn’t even react.

I didn’t need to see to know what would happen next. Sergei jerked and pulled the fishing line, blocking their escape. The beasts turned around and started running back. Half of them tripped and flew into the bushes, while the others managed to escape. One of the beasts rushed towards me, and I threw a metal blade in its chest.

The deer flew past me at breakneck speed, crashing into a tree. Sergei also managed to shoot one. The roar echoed throughout the area, and we could only hope that it wouldn’t attract something more dangerous. Sergei got out of the bushes, took out a knife, and approached the beasts that were lying on the ground with broken legs.

Five carcasses out of seven.

All that was left was to drag them back home.

***

It was pleasant to sit in the warmth. No matter how accustomed I was to camping conditions, my heart belonged to the warmth and comfort of a home.

“Sit down and have some food.” Olga poured a thick venison stew into a bowl and placed it in front of me.

“I thought the meat was for the baby.”

“Look how much meat we have, and then look at me. Do you think I can eat all of that?”

“You can pickle it or freeze it.”

“I can. But the longer we keep it like that, the more properties it loses. So, eat, come on. You too.” She glanced at her husband as he entered the house.

“How do you know all this?” I asked, picking up a spoon.

“I learned it as a child. My parents died due to yet another family feud. That’s how I ended up in the monastery. It was located in the wilderness. There were plenty of refugee children there. Those were difficult times. A hunting squad worked nearby, they brought in the beasts, and I... It so happened that I often helped process the carcasses and extract everything useful from them. That’s how I know all this.”

Sergei and I were exhausted after the hunt. These beasts were heavy. I didn’t remember ever being so tired. As soon as we returned, Olga immediately began to gut the prey. She ripped open the carcasses, took out the entrails, and made a stew from the liver. It tasted bad. It was bitter and sour, but the value wasn’t in the taste, right? While I was eating, I listened to my body and noticed something. It was as if suddenly I had more vitality.

After lunch, Olga canned the meat and the internal organs. Noticing my interest, she selflessly shared her knowledge. I learned that the liver was the most valuable part. The heart was second, but you couldn’t eat much of it. But you could marinate, or pickle it, and keep it like that for a week or two. The third in value were the horns, which Sergei cut off.

“We need to crush them and make an ointment out of them. There will be a large supply, which is good. We’ll sell some of it. I’ll tell you this — there is no better ointment for bones. If you hit, hurt, or break something, apply it and it will heal three times faster. If you need a pick-me-up, stir half a teaspoon in boiling water. But it’s better not to abuse it.”

I just nodded, grateful for the new information.

The hooves also turned out to be useful, just like the horns. The last thing that was valuable was the skin. We had five silver skins. Durable, tough, bright and beautiful.

“There are people in the city who can make clothes out of them. We’ll sell them to them.” Olga gave us her verdict. “Well done. You boys did great.”

While we were doing this, I occasionally pondered how exactly the transmission of abilities from the beast to the child occurred. After a while, I decided to ask Olga directly.

“My knowledge of this is scanty,” she answered. “If anyone knows for sure, it’s the old and powerful families. They have been practicing this for centuries, strengthening their children. But I can tell you this, Ed. There are several patterns. If a woman is carrying an ordinary child and starts eating beast meat at least once a week, there is a high chance that a gifted child will be born. But that requires a large and constant supply of fresh meat. You need a squad of hunters and you need to live somewhere near the hunting grounds... A few people are able to organize and afford this. If you conceive a gifted one right away, the beast meat will increase their talent, or maybe it will give them some new traits.”

“What if this is practiced for many generations?”

“You’ll end up with a powerful family that it’s better not to mess with.”

“How dangerous are they?”

“You can’t even imagine.” She shook her head and closed the topic.

But I wasn’t done yet. I wanted to know how it all worked. I didn’t believe in any mysticism. Everything had to have a logical and accurate explanation. What did the mother, and consequently, the fetus, get by eating the flesh of a magical beast?

When I ate it myself, I felt an influx of internal strength. An instant result, from a bowl of soup! What conclusion could be drawn from this? Did the meat of the beast carry a charge of... What? Special nutrients? By eating the beast, did the woman provide the child with the necessary material for developing as a gifted individual? Was the essence precisely in the magical charge? Or maybe there were some substances specifically in the meat? Some advanced protein or something.

I was interested in these question for a reason. The amulet that I gave to Olga served to attract energy to her. I wore one myself, just not in a material form, but as a seal on my chest. What effect would this have on the child? Would it be born a more powerful mage? If so, then I accidentally discovered something very important for this world, and it was better to keep this knowledge to myself. I didn’t want to end up locked in a basement making amulets for the rest of my life.

It was terrifying to imagine what would happen in a hundred years if anyone found out about this. Would a generation of super-gifted people be born?

Yes... There is a lot to ponder.


Chapter 12
THE TRIP




On the day the exam results were due, the principal’s office was almost stormed. Even the most desperate skeptics succumbed to the general atmosphere and were eager to find out how they had done. Arriving at the school in the morning and seeing this spectacle, I stepped aside and sat down on the windowsill. Nothing would change if I saw the results in ten minutes.

The office door opened and the principal came out.

“Calm down!” he shouted. “I’ll post the results on the bulletin board now! They are much better than I’ve expected!”

This sounded encouraging.

“I passed! I did it!” Lena yelled.

“So did I!”

“Me too!”

They jumped and screamed like crazy. As we were told, all those who scored more than seventy points out of a possible hundred would go to the next round. Not everyone was happy. Some looked gloomy and upset. Some pretended that it didn’t really bother them. When the crowd parted, I walked up to the sheet and found my name.

“You’re unbelievable!” Lena jumped on me from behind and kissed my neck. “You got the highest score!”

Mathematics and geometry — a hundred points each. Ninety in physics. Chemistry and biology: eighty and seventy respectively.

Overall, I was pleased with my results. I could have done better if I had more time, but this was just fine.

“All those who passed, come see me in my office!” the principal shouted, and when we entered it, he continued. “Tell your parents to come to school tomorrow! We need to discuss your trip to the regionals!”

***

It was cold outside, and the bus windows had become covered with overnight frost that decorated them with sparkly patterns.

“It’s freezing,” complained Liz, who scored seventy points in biology. We didn’t even have biology in school, but her mother worked in a hospital and she helped her out.

“You don’t say,” Alex muttered, yawning. “Shall we sit together?”

“Sure.” Liz blushed.

Alex surprised everyone even more by scoring seventy points in chemistry. Gregory and Pete also did well, but their maximum was fifty points each. Which left them slightly upset, and their close-knit group almost broke up. Alex was studying with us the whole month, so he had no time left for partying. He also became close to Liz, who openly liked him. He liked her too, but for some reason, they both hesitated to do anything about it, being too embarrassed.

“When will we get there?” asked either Artyom or Timur. The athletes also prepared by training hard and showed pretty good results. I trained with them and hoped that we wouldn’t embarrass ourselves.

“In five hours,” Lena answered, getting on the bus. She pushed past the guys and sat down next to me, resting her head on my shoulder. I hugged her and inhaled the smell of her hair. It smelled like berry shampoo.

Her success wasn’t a surprise. She scored ninety points in mathematics, eighty in geometry, and seventy in chemistry. She failed physics and biology, but fifty and sixty points respectfully, under our circumstances, was a very good result. If she had more time and good teachers, who knew what heights she would have reached?

The rest of the students got onto the bus too. There were nine of us in total. The principal was also here. He was our chaperone, nanny, and driver all in one. They considered the option of a few parents accompanying us, but with everyone’s tight schedules and additional expenses, it didn’t work out.

***

We were checked into the cheapest hotel in the city. I had never seen expensive hotels, but I took others’ word for it. My classmates did know more about this world after all. An old building with a cracked facade and a gloomy, chubby guy behind the counter who took our documents and handed out the keys. Narrow stairs led to our small rooms with bunk beds.

“You can tell how much they value us,” Artyom noted, displeased. “I’m taking the top bed.”

“What don’t you like?” I asked.

“Well, this is the Olympics,” he answered, grabbed the bed and almost collapsed with it. It staggered, threatening to fall apart. “Fuck! I changed my mind, I’d rather take the bottom one!”

“Too late!” Timur jumped on the bed.

“Are you sure? Look, if I fall through it, I don’t know which one of us will be worse off.”

“Just make sure to fall after the competition.”

“If you’re lucky,” Artyom answered, not daring to climb up. “Shall we go outside? We should see the city. By the way, Ed, it’s simple. It was the Emperor who decided to hold the Olympics. He might as well take better care of the winners.”

“You haven’t won anything yet.” Timur laughed. “You and I worked the least of all.”

“It depends on how you look at it! They worked with their brains, and we with our muscles. Well, except Ed. He worked for everyone!”

***

The difference between our town and the regional center was immediately noticeable. The buildings were far from shabby, rather fresh and well-preserved. At least, that was the case around the central square, where we went for a walk. The principal didn’t dare leave us alone, and feeling like he was on a great mission to enlighten his students, he took us to the museum and then to the theater.

At the end of the day, which was allocated for sightseeing, we all went to a bakery, with the most delicious pastries. Not that I had visited that many bakeries so far, tho.

***

The exam schedule was the same as in our school. The only difference was that physical education was moved to the evening of the second day, which meant I’d start my morning with mathematics. The school where the exams were held was also very different from ours. They recently renovated it.

A total of one hundred and twenty-three students took the exam. This included students from all nearby towns and villages. I had never seen so many teenagers in one place.

The examiners, having come all the way from the capital, awaited us in each of the allocated classrooms. The teachers looked at them as if they were messengers of the gods, which was somewhat amusing.

This time, the exam was different. We were given three hours, for a total of fifty tasks, ranging from average to advanced, and going beyond the scope of the school curriculum.

When the examiner gave us the signal, I quickly started solving the first task, considering it a personal challenge. I approached this exam as if it were a battle to the death. By the end, my brain was boiling so much that it seemed like my head would melt any moment. I solved forty-five problems out of fifty. The remaining five were beyond my scope of knowledge and understanding. I didn’t even know where to start to with them. Those advanced tasks at the first qualifiers turned out to be just a warm-up for the really tough stuff in this exam.

Once the exam was over, the madness began. The students gathered in the hallway, discussed the tasks, argued, and shouted at each other, hoarsely proving that they were right. There were also overly dramatic ones who threw a tantrum and cried when they realized they had made a mistake. There was only an hour long break between the exams, and I took Lena to the cafeteria to get a snack and give our brains a rest.

We started at eight in the morning and finished late in the evening. It felt as if I had been through war. This was partly true, only instead of blood, we shed knowledge. I was exhausted.

The next day was even worse. But at least we now knew what awaited us, so we were less anxious. Or maybe we were all just too tired to be anxious.

I went to the physical exam filled with joy. There was no need to strain my brain on the field.

***

I don’t know who this guy is. But he is good. Very good.

When I arrived at the football field, where the test was to take place, it was already full of groups of boys and girls. All looked athletic and collected, warming up. Today we were blessed with good weather — it was freezing but sunny. Running was harder in the cold, of course, but it was much better doing it outside than in the school gym. Besides, I didn’t feel any discomfort. I had gotten quite used to the cold.

One guy stood out from the crowd, chiseled like a statue. In the end, he outpaced everyone at a long distance. He ran steadily, saving energy and exerting himself just enough to stay ahead. As soon as I sped up, he did too. In the first two laps, his pace was average, but then the best students took the lead, and he quietly went further than anyone else.

I could probably overtake him, I thought. But there is a chance I would spend my internal reserves. Is it worth it? The second place suits me quite well.

On the last laps, I couldn’t resist anymore, so I tried to test the guy’s nerves. I slightly accelerated and started to catch up with him. I didn’t know what he was made of, but he still didn’t run out of breath in the end, maintaining his advantage, and giving me a reason to admit to myself that no, I couldn’t beat him. He was some kind of monster, not a schoolboy.

Before that, we had already completed the short-distance run. He took the third place there. I was first. Lena was on the bleachers, cheering for me louder than anyone else, and I couldn’t lose in front of her.

I almost lost on the flips because I had exhausted myself before that. I had to try even harder. I secured the fifth place. Tolerable. I only had to enter the top ten in total rating.

The final test was an obstacle course. They assembled it right on the football field. A pair of ladders — horizontal and vertical. Ropes, a tension wire that we had to crawl under and... That was it. Nothing difficult, but it was at the end of the day, and after having completed all the previous parts, I didn’t feel so confident. And yet, I was able to take the first place.

Looks like all that running and training in the woods wasn’t for nothing.

“You won! Won!” Lena jumped around me, clapping her hands. She didn’t forget to hug me, even though I was all sweaty. At this moment, such trifles did not bother her at all.

***

When we returned to the hotel, a surprise awaited me. It all started when the principal came in and gave us a lecture about how it was time to go to bed, because we had to leave early in the morning, and that a moral compass was the most important thing a person had. It didn’t immediately dawn on us that he was actually calming his conscience because he was leaving for the night. He was supposed to sleep in the next room, but we saw how, after his speech, he left the hotel.

“Let’s have some fun!” Artyom said, rubbing his hands.

He and Timur had also done well and entered the top ten.

“What do you have in mind?” Alex looked at him tiredly.

“Just wait!”

Artyom, with the gesture of a professional magician, dug out a bottle of wine from his backpack.

“We should invite the girls.” Alex perked up.

“Good idea! Just be quiet! We don’t want anyone to catch us!”

Before I had time to blink, my classmates gathered in our room, and Artyom was opening the bottle.

“Don’t be offended, ladies, but we have no glasses. So, you drink first, and we’ll pass it around.”

“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Lena looked at him sternly. Then she looked at me too.

“One bottle for all of us won’t make us sick. It’s a couple of sips each,” Alex said, sounding like an expert, for which he received an elbow in the side from Liz.

At first, he was confused by this, and then he seemed to switch gears. He confidently took Liz’s hand, making her ears turn red, but she didn’t pull back.

The bottles circled from one to another. Nobody refused. Gradually, the room was filled with laughter and jokes. At some point, Lena whispered to me that she was tired and asked me to escort her to her room.

Suddenly, we were all alone. There was no one else inside. The room was slightly better than the one the boys got, and there were only two beds in it. One for Lena, and one for Liz.

“Do you need to take a shower?” she asked when we were alone. “We have a separate bathroom here.”

“Sure, why not,” I answered, feeling that something was brewing.

My intuition did not fail me. We started kissing, getting more and more excited. And then we found ourselves in the shower. Together. Before this, we had never been alone somewhere for a long time. And then it just somehow happened.

After the shower, we moved to the bed. It was too narrow for two people, but if we snuggled up tightly to each other... I tried to be as gentle as possible.

In the morning I woke up before everyone else, at about six o’clock. Lena was sleeping on my shoulder. My hand was numb and I could barely move it. On the second bed, I saw… Liz with Alex!

After giving her a kiss, I woke Lena up and asked her to let me out, whispering that I had to go to my room, otherwise, the principal might catch us. She just muttered something sleepily. I quickly got dressed, and pulled Alex out of Liz’s arms. These lovebirds were so intertwined with each other that one could only wonder how they were able to fall asleep in such positions.

When we returned to the room, I just collapsed on my bed, feeling alive. Today, my life was good.


Chapter 13
A DEMON




Sergei slowed down and turned onto the road leading to the house. He and Olga were greeted by rows of fir trees, their branches were covered with snow. Today was a cloudy day, but if the sun had come out, the view would have been spectacular.

“So, we’re having a boy?” Sergei smiled widely. For the umpteenth time this morning.

“Yes. The ultrasound may be wrong, but I feel like it’s a boy.”

“You feel it?” Without being distracted from the road, he put his right hand on Olga’s stomach.

“Pleasant bonuses of having a healing gift.”

“We need to come up with a name.”

“We have time.” Olga chuckled. “Only, for the sake of all the Gods, don’t get too creative!”

“Do you have any ideas?”

“I thought about it... Wait, what is this?” Olga leaned forward, peering and trying to see what was going on near their house.

“I don’t know...” Sergei answered tensely, stopping the car. They were about two hundred feet from the porch. They stopped because they saw something that shouldn’t be there.

There was a car. Some kind of jeep, black and stained with mud. It looked like a promise of trouble, rather than a friendly visit.

“Get behind the wheel,” Sergei said, grabbing the gun and getting out. He always carried a weapon with him.

Olga didn’t argue and quickly took her husband’s place. While he was heading towards the house, she backed up and began to turn around. When she looked in the rearview mirror, everything had changed. Sergei walked ten steps away from the car, and a man appeared from the side of the house. At first glance, he looked normal. Black hair, bristling beard, hunting jacket. He spread his arms to the sides, showing empty palms, and walked towards Sergei, flashing a friendly smile. Olga relaxed a little. It was probably someone who stopped by by chance, or to buy meat.

But some weird feeling didn’t let her relax. That car looked too strange. She didn’t remember seeing such vehicles in the city. People usually used them when they needed to go somewhere remote, where ordinary cars couldn’t get through. Whoever had come, they had been on the road for a long time. Sergei was now calmly talking to the guest. Olga, on the other hand, continued to look around. If life taught her anything, it was vigilance and the understanding that danger could come from anywhere. Caution was the foundation of survival. Especially now, when she was responsible not only for herself but also for the baby.

Sergei began to lower the gun when she noticed another guest. He walked around the house holding a weapon in his hands, aiming it directly at her husband.

Olga didn’t think twice and honked the horn. At the same moment, Sergei raised his gun and shot the man in front of him. The stranger, who should have been thrown back, only swayed a little.

A demon! He must be a demon!

The situation worsened in the blink of an eye. Sergei fired again, at the one who was aiming at him, and rushed towards the car. Once he jumped in the back, Olga hit the gas. The second man opened fire. Some of the bullets hit Sergei, and some hit the car. She ducked down, trying to save herself and not seeing where she was going.

Fortunately, the road was straight. As she rushed, one bullet after another was sent after them, which meant these uninvited guests had better weapons than regular guns. Olga swerved the steering wheel to somehow throw off the aim, but this turned out to be a mistake. She lost control of the car and it slid into a ditch, narrowly missed hitting a tree. Having difficulty understanding what was happening and terrified at the thought that something could happen to the baby, Olga tried to back up, but the car was stuck.

Suddenly, the door opened. It was Sergei who grabbed his wife and pulled her outside.

“Are you hurt? We need to leave!”

“But...”

“Let’s go! We don’t have time!”

He pulled out a box of cartridges from under the seat and ran towards the forest, hoping for a slight head-start.

***

“They’re so quick, damn it,” cursed one of the shooters, reloading the machine gun.

“Or you’re just a lousy shooter, Dan!” The demon laughed. “Now we need to chase them to catch them and finish them off!”

“They can’t go far!” Dan grimaced. The idea of trudging through the forest didn’t please him.

“You fools messed up again. Idiots!” The gang leader came out of the house. “How many of them were there?”

“Two. A man and a woman.”

“How are you? Have you recovered?”

“Yes.”

“Good. The forests here are wild, and it will take them a long time to reach the city.”

“I shot the man,” said Dan.

“All the more reason. One woman can’t do anything. So go ahead and clean up your mess.”

“Why me?” Dan complained.

“So that next time you won’t miss!” the gang leader barked. “Go already. The sooner you finish, the better. We don’t need witnesses.”

***

We left the regional center on schedule, early in the morning. The principal seemed happy, although with dark bags under his eyes. Apparently, he had his fun last night too. The journey back would take five hours, and another one and a half for me to get home. Olga and Sergei had a doctor’s appointment planned for today, so I’d go straight home on my own.

I walked with a stupid smile on my face, remembering the details of the previous night. How I kissed Lena, and she kissed me. The heat of her body, her sighs and moans.

Yes, moments like these are worth living for. A normal life! I used to only be able to dream of something like this.

My good mood vanished as soon as I heard shots. The first one was fired from a hunting rifle. That didn’t upset me, as had I heard Sergei’s gun fire a dozen times. But when I heard the distant echo of a series of shots, I rushed to the house as fast as I could, praying that nothing happened to Sergei and Olga.

A couple of minutes later I saw their car in a ditch next to the road. There was no one inside, the door was wide open, the rear window was broken, and there were also bullet holes all over it. At this point, I just hoped they were alive. I really hoped they were alive...

Dropping my backpack, I headed towards the house. I forced myself not to rush and move carefully, as Sergei had taught me. I didn’t want to be seen. Simultaneously, I activated a set of seals to find out how many enemies there were and where they were.

Just two men. Both inside the house. But where were Olga and Sergei? Eavesdropping on their conversation, I learned that the couple escaped into the woods. A wave of relief washed over me. They were alive.

Upon hearing this, my fear was quickly replaced by rage. Some idiots dared to harm my loved ones! I clenched my fists, feeling the blood rush to my head.

I would destroy them!

When I was about thirty feet away from the house, a man came out. He was wearing Sergei’s jacket, and that was the last straw. They also decided to rob us?!

He saw me, but didn’t have time to do anything. I threw my orb, accelerating it with the force of gravity. He jerked, avoiding the projectile, and bared his teeth angrily, preparing to attack me. I pulled my hand back, retracting the orb, and it hit this bastard right in the back of the head. He was thrown off, and he collapsed face-first into the snow, silent. When the orb returned to my hand, I saw that it was covered in blood.

The second enemy heard the noise and ran out. He held a gun in his hand, which he pointed at me. We attacked at the same time. He shot, and I activated the seals on the porch. They exploded, and hundreds of chips flew at him, piercing him right through. Unfortunately, one of the bullets hit me in the chest and threw me back.

Wow...

It was getting difficult to breathe, and my vision grew dark. One of the amulets in my pocket became noticeably hot, burning the skin. The alchemist inside me stated that the idea was a success and the bulletproof seals kicked in. Not as fast as I wanted them to, but it was enough to endure one hit.

Turning over with difficulty, I cast a glance at the dead bodies and... I was stunned. The one I pierced with splinters looked like a corpse. He fell to his knees, dozens of razor-sharp chips of wood protruding from him, his eyes bulging, blood flowing from his mouth, and the gun lying nearby. The man showed no signs of life. Unlike his accomplice, whose skull I seemed to have fractured. Slowly, he was getting up, shaking his head.

“What the hell did you do to me?” he muttered, standing up and focusing on me. Then the creature looked at his partner, frowned, and became very, very angry. “A boy who can fight like that?” He chuckled. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

While he was talking, I found my metal blade and threw it. If the orb didn’t work, then it had a higher chance to end him. The blade flew straight into his eye. The man didn’t dodge this time. Instead, he grabbed the tip with his fingers.

“What is this?” He frowned, looking at my handicraft. “Who the fuck are you anyway?”

“I’m your personal nightmare, you son of a bitch.”

“Full of yourself, are you boy...”

I pulled the blade back and it cut his fingers. Catching it with my left hand, I threw the orb with my right. He again intercepted the projectile and squeezed it tightly.

“That trick won’t work twice!” he said angrily, stepping towards me.

I activated the seal. The orb flared up, attracting all the sharp objects from the surroundings that I conveniently scattered so that the Gvozdevs wouldn’t notice. Needles, nails, metallic shavings… Hundreds and hundreds of tiny lethal objects flew at the man from the trees and rooftops, embedding themselves in his flesh at lightning speed. But it wasn’t that simple. He covered his face with his hands, shielding his eyes. The projectiles hit as intended but some of them either got stuck or bounced off. His clothes turned into a pile of rags. I saw blood, but also realized that his skin was tougher than an ordinary person’s. Whatever he was, my trap, which would have torn an ordinary person to shreds, only scratched him.

“Not bad.” He dusted himself off when the shelling ended. “But this is not enough to deal with me. Get ready, boy, a very slow death awaits you,” he muttered.

“As if.” I nodded, moving my hand away.

He tensed, thinking that I would throw something again. But I did something different this time. Behind him was the place where Sergei and I were chopping wood. There was always an ax lying under the canopy. Which, at some point, I processed and added a new property to it. The ax, rotating, flew across the distance separating us and slammed its tip right into the back of the man’s head. He froze with surprise on his face, took a couple of steps forward, and fell to his knees.

Is this the end?

While I was wondering who could survive such wounds, this bastard reached out to the ax and tried to pull it out. With a squelching sound, he was able to do it and, I couldn’t believe my eyes, he began to get up. His gaze became more sinister.

What kind of a monster is he?!

Yanking the ax towards me, I tore it out of his hands. Gripping it by the handle, I swung and threw it back, right into his chest. The man was thrown back, falling on his ass, but still alive. This time, I saw in detail how he pulled out the weapon, and his wounds immediately healed.

Why won’t you die already?!

When I tried to pull the ax out again, it didn’t work. This mutant held onto it tightly. My jerk even helped him stand up. He jumped towards me, breaking into a run. I managed to jump away but I couldn’t avoid the blow. He swung craftily, and the ax blade entered my stomach, throwing me far back.

“This is the end.” He leaned over me.

I felt blood running down my lips, and my strength began to rapidly leave me.

Is it really the end? It can’t be…

The man made sure that I wasn’t able to get up and wandered off somewhere, staggering. I watched him leave and thought that, having just begun to live a normal, great, life, it would be so unfair to die at the hands of this bastard. My palms found the handle by themselves. I pulled, but the blade went in so deep that I couldn’t take it out. Remembering that I was an alchemist, after all, I put out my palm and pushed the axe away from me. My intestines were burning, but for some reason I remained alive, only feeling how my internal supply of vitality had rapidly decreased by a third.

Miraculously, I managed to get up. I touched my stomach, but instead of a deep wound, I only found a fresh scar.

The man saw that I stood up. He frowned and rushed back. There was no time to think twice about what was going on. I made a seal and struck the ground with it. When the enemy was only a few steps away, he fell down. I used alchemy to manipulate the soil and dig a hole. He sank into the ground almost up to his neck, but, of course, it didn’t kill him.

“Clever,” he chuckled. “But still not enough.”

“Oh, I’ve only just begun. I haven’t even warmed up.” One more hand movement and the dirt collapsed onto him.

But the asshole started digging through the frozen mud with his hands. At this pace, it would take him less than a minute to get out.

Assessing my chances, I rushed to the house. When I reached his partner, who was really dead, I picked up his gun. This quickly regenerating bastard was already running towards me, but he didn’t even notice the first two bullets hitting his chest. The shot to the head made him slow down. I hit his right eye, tore his cheek, and smashed his teeth. He collapsed again, swaying, but still moving.

Damn it, is this guy indestructible?!

I quickly ran out of bullets. What else could I even do…

I rushed into the house and took one of Sergei’s riffles off the wall. It wasn’t loaded; the cartridges were in the closet. It took me a few precious seconds to load it. I aimed my weapon at the doorway exactly at the moment when the man appeared there. The shot hit his chest and threw him back. But he got up again!

Seriously?! Is there an end to the reserve of his internal energy?!

I reloaded again, ran up, and shot him in the head, blowing off half of his skull. Another reload, shot. Reload, shot.

I only calmed down when his body stopped twitching. Passing by him, I rushed outside and summoned the ax. Swinging, I lowered the blade to his neck. I pulled it out and took another swing. I exhaled only when the remnants of the head separated from the body. I kicked what was left of the head, and it flew off the porch.

Having lowered my weapon, I looked around tiredly and... I saw the third man who came out of the forest, holding me at gunpoint.

Can’t a guy catch a break around here…

The man looked at me, at the chopped body, at the second dead man, and was about to avenge his buddies.

A second before this happened, another shot rang out and his head was blown off. The body, by inertia, pulled the trigger and a hail of bullets showered the ground. All, but one that hit me in the shoulder, throwing me back. I slipped on a pool of blood and fell on top of the headless man.

***

“Stupid men!” Olga hissed. “Why do I, a pregnant woman, have to drag you around, you idiots?! And on top of all that, my beautiful porch is destroyed!”

Olga was angry. She treated our wounds and stitched us up, getting angrier with every second.

When her husband pulled her out of the car and they rushed into the forest, it didn’t immediately dawn on her that Sergei was wounded. She realized this when he tripped and fell into a snowdrift. She had to pull him out of it, lean him against the tree trunk, and summon all the power of her gift to heal his wound. Getting the bullet out without tools in the middle of the forest was out of question. Her solution was only temporary.

“What happened?” Sergei came to his senses.

“You were shot!”

He twitched and groaned in pain. Somehow he was able to get up, and they continued to go further into the forest. It would take about two hours to get to the city at this pace. It was too long, and Olga didn’t know what to do. Being pregnant, losing her husband was the last thing she wanted. Not to mention the fact that they could be pursued by armed men.

“Don’t you dare die,” she hissed at her husband, pushing through the snowdrifts. “How could you be so reckless? Did you forget you’re going to be a father? If you die, I will find a way to resurrect you, just so that I could kill you again with my own bare hands, you hear me?!”

Sergei was silent, saving his strength. They had not walked even two hundred steps when they had to stop and take a breath. Olga peered into the gaps between the trees, looking for pursuers. She didn’t have to wait long. A dark figure flashed somewhere in the distance. They were coming after them and would soon catch up.

“Give me the gun,” she demanded. “I’ll deal with them.”

“I’ll do it.” Sergei shook his head. “Just let me catch my breath.”

“You can barely stand on your feet! Give me the gun, I said! Otherwise, I’ll put you to sleep!”

“But...”

Olga got tired of waiting, and she pulled the weapon out of Sergei’s hands. After checking to see if there were any cartridges, and not seeing any, she quickly opened the box that they managed to take out of the car, and loaded the gun. But suddenly, she heard shots from the direction of the house. At first, there was one shot, but a little time passed and the gunfire repeated.

“Ed...” Sergei whispered, turning even paler.

“I’ll go after him.”

“Let’s go together.”

“Then don’t lag behind.”

Olga wasn’t afraid to go after their attackers. She saw their pursuer’s retreating figure. He also heard the gunfire and decided to go back. When they followed him back to the house, the woman saw a strangely gruesome scene. Ed stood on the porch with an axe in his hands, covered in blood. Next to him lay a corpse covered in splinters. Nearby, there was another body, whose head the boy kicked, and it rolled off the porch.

The third mercenary aimed his weapon and was about to shoot Ed. Olga immediately raised her gun, exhaled, took aim, and pulled the trigger. The killer’s head was blown off, but he fired a burst, and Ed collapsed. Throwing away the weapon that had become useless, the woman rushed to the boy, praying that he would remain alive.

***

I woke up on the sofa. Which was somewhat strange and surprising. The fact that I woke up at all was already a miracle. But if I were to believe my memory, I was first cut open with an ax, and then I got shot. So how come I was on the couch and not in a hospital or a morgue? Did I get lucky?

First, I checked my stomach — it was intact and unharmed. It was as if there was no injury. But my shoulder was aching. There, I found a fresh scar.

So, someone dragged me here, laid me down and patched me up. Then I remembered that the shooter’s head exploded. Gradually, I was coming to my senses and recalling the details of what happened. I heard someone rummaging in the kitchen. And there was also the smell of blood.

I crawled out from under the blanket like an old man, shaking and staggering. I was famished. And I wanted to drink water until I got sick of it.

“Oh, you’re awake?” Olga was in the kitchen, fiddling around the stove. “The food will be ready in a minute. I knew you would wake up soon.”

“So...” I drawled, suppressing the urge to attack the refrigerator. “Are you okay?”

“Yes. As much as I can be in this situation.”

“The baby?”

“The baby is fine too.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes!” she answered sharply. “Come on, sit down.”

“Where is Sergei?”

“Lying in bed. That idiot…”

Moving towards the table, I noticed that the tablecloth was crumpled and thrown aside. There were bandages with traces of blood in the bucket, and medical instruments on the table.

“What happened to him?”

“He caught a couple of bullets. I had to extract them. But it’s fine, he’ll survive.”

“Yeah... What happened with the mercenaries?”

“With the mercenaries? They’re lying where they died. I barely dragged you two inside, I’m sure as hell not going to deal with the corpses. That whole mess will be waiting for you and Sergei to clean up.”

“I see... How long has it been?”

“Half an hour at most,” she sighed tiredly. “How are you feeling?”

“Alive.”

“I see. What’s wrong with your shoulder?”

“I don’t know, it’s weird.”

“Weird?”

“Well, the wound has healed. All by itself.”

“So, what’s surprising there?”

“That doesn’t happen to people.”

“Yes, you’re right about that. And boys don’t decapitate demons. But here we are.” She snorted irritably.

I had nothing to say to my defense. Olga placed a plate of food in front of me. She took another one upstairs. As I ate, I felt my strength returning.

Having finished my meal, I went outside. I needed to clean up, in case someone dropped by unexpectedly. The headless body looked ominous. And intriguing. At least half of the bullets I fired into it were spat back out. Not only did the wounds heal, but the bullets were also pushed out!

Something told me that this man and I had a lot in common, but I was a much weaker version. I picked up the body off the porch and hauled it towards the forge. It was a quiet place, hidden from prying eyes. On the way, I applied all the available seals to collect data. I couldn’t uncover the secret of this creature, but I found out that its body was at least a couple of times more durable than a regular human body. After dragging one, I went back for the remaining two and also brought them to my lair. I didn’t forget about the head; I’d deal with it separately, but I certainly wouldn’t attach it to the body. Who knew how great the regenerative abilities of this creature were?

There was a reason they were called immortal. I think I was starting to understand why. These people were capable of regenerating instantly, over and over again.

The main questions that bothered me were how common were these demons? How dangerous could they be? How could I prepare for encounters with them? I had to admit that it was a miracle that I survived. All my efforts and traps turned out to be useless against the demon. I was only prepared to fight against ordinary people. I knew that there were gifted ones here, but I underestimated the seriousness of the threat. I needed to fix this. I started thinking that maybe there were even stronger individuals out there, who could obliterate me from the face of the earth in a second.

“Where are you taking them?” Olga asked when I returned.

“I dragged them to my place. Can I borrow your tools?”

“Why?”

“I want to check something.”

Olga rolled her eyes, digesting what was said.

“Fine, whatever.” She waved her hand, giving up on asking for an explanation.

Olga had a agreat set of tools, enough to perform any operation. Fifteen minutes later, laying the bodies side by side, I started the dissection. I wanted to find out how this mutant differed from ordinary humans.

When I finished, I came to a bleak conclusion. Not much, really. The skin was tougher, the bones stronger. I conducted a series of experiments. On the exposed chest, right over the heart, I applied a seal to gather energy. The result didn’t take long. Within ten minutes, the heart twitched and beat a couple of times. That was it. I had damaged the body too much for it to continue functioning.

So, that’s it, huh...

People with extraordinary regenerative abilities were tied to internal forces. The body was stronger than that of an ordinary person’s, but that was just the finishing touch.

Just what kind of world have I found myself in?


Chapter 14
THE STONE




Sergei stared into space, thoughtlessly scraping the porridge off the plate and shoveling it into his mouth. He was wearing a T-shirt, and he was wrapped up in a blanket, with bandages visible underneath. Olga bandaged his entire back. The fragments of extracted bullets lay right there on the table, in a separate saucer, like trophies.

The bullet I caught lay in front of me too. It was a small lump of iron, that, if it had hit another spot, would have put an end to my life in this world. The first time I was shot, the amulets came into play, but they failed to save me the second time. I expected more from my energy defense, and I had to figure out why it didn’t work the way it should.

Olga was sitting next to Sergei. With disheveled hair and in a dressing gown, she chewed mechanically just like him, but instead of porridge, she had some bread with honey. She was so lost in her thoughts that she didn’t even notice the pile of crumbs in front of her and some drops of honey on the table.

I didn’t feel any better either. After dealing with the bodies, I returned and started cleaning up. I couldn’t leave the whole yard covered in blood. The porch took the hardest hit. Not only did I break it into splinters, but the remains were also soaked in blood; it was impossible to clean it up. I should just disassemble it and build a new one. I also had to deal with the car that was left behind. I found the keys in the pockets of the man who died first and pulled the car out of the ditch. After parking it under the shed, I inspected it for damage. The windows were shattered, the rear part had holes, the front bumper was dented, and that was just the damage visible to the naked eye.

Yeah... Not good for the family budget. At least everyone is alive. Nothing short of a miracle.

I returned to the house exhausted and decided to take the rest of the day to recover. I was hungry again, and my hands were shaking. In the kitchen, I found the gloomy couple and sat down across them.

“What was that?” I broke the silence.

“What are you talking about?” Sergei seemed confused.

“About those three corpses that are waiting to be buried.”

“What about them?” Sergei frowned.

“Well, there’s nothing mysterious about two of them, they’re ordinary mercenaries. But the third one surprised me. He kept refusing to die.”

“It was a Lesser demon. A weak one,” Sergei said.

“Weak?” I latched on to what interested me most.

“Yeah. If he were a Higher one, he would have killed us all without much effort.”

“I see...”

What else could I say? They just confirmed my worst fears. How strong were those Higher immortals if this guy was considered ordinary and average?

“And are there many such weak demons walking around the world?”

“I don’t know.” Sergei frowned, looking at me in bewilderment.

“What exactly would you like to know?” Olga asked, finally noticing the crumbs on the table. They made her frown.

“I’m trying to assess the risks. That man didn’t seem weak to me. Where did they even come from?”

“We don’t know. We were returning home from the hospital when we saw them.” Sergei threw a prickly, appraising look at me.

“I don’t know either,” I answered. “It doesn’t look like they were here for me.”

“They’re just ordinary bandits,” Olga hissed, looking like she might hit the table with her fist at any moment, but she restrained herself. Her left hand lay on her stomach, making sure that everything was okay with the baby.

“I think so too.” Sergei nodded slowly and thoughtfully. “As I see, they tried to rob us.”

“How common is this?” I tried to find the right words.

“Quite common, actually.” Olga shuddered and looked out the window. “They might not have been alone.”

Sergei followed her gaze, and then he glanced at the gun he was holding at hand. I didn’t move, knowing for sure that no one was sneaking up on us.

“Where is their car?”

“I left it where you flew off the road. Should I return it here?”

“No. But we should take a look at it. Let’s go together.”

“Sit still,” Olga said angrily. “As soon as I gather enough strength, I’ll do another treatment on you.”

“I have a few questions, if you don’t mind,” I continued. “How often do these bandits show up? Are there always demons among them?”

“After the war, it became a frequent occurrence,” Sergei answered. “Mostly mercenaries or deserters. The difference is small, to be honest. Demons are rare...”

“If we talk about ordinary people, then in the army, statistically, one in five hundred is a demon,” Olga intervened. “How many blows did this demon withstand?”

A dangerous question. Very dangerous. The answer will reveal what I did, and the next question will be how I did it...

“Well... This bastard didn’t even notice the gunshots until I hit him in the head. I also hit him with the ax and he healed the wound right away. Instantaneously. And a fractured skull... Maybe a few other things...” I hesitated under two intense stares.

“I take my words back,” Sergei said thoughtfully. “This wasn’t a Lesser demon.”

“So, he was strong?” I tried to contain my sarcasm.

“A Lesser demon usually has one distinct trait. Enhanced speed, reflexes, strength, vision, sense of smell or regeneration,” Olga answered in an official tone as if she were giving a lecture. “Pronounced enough to have an advantage over a well-trained person. A mid-level demon has several traits that are much more pronounced. This is who you encountered. Was there anything else special about him?”

“He moved quickly, and his reflexes were quite good.”

“That’s what I’m talking about.” Olga tapped her fingers on the table.

“I don’t even know whether we were lucky or not,” Sergei grumbled, dissatisfied.

“What are Higher demons capable of?”

“They have even more beast treats, and they are even more pronounced,” Olga answered again.

“Such a demon is capable of surviving a machine gun burst,” added Sergei. “Or even several.” He swallowed hard.

“This applies to the army and mercenaries. They have their own gradation. Lesser, mid-level, and Higher are conditional designations.”

“Do aristocrats have a different gradation?”

“Yes, they are usually even more dangerous. Those people are called Superior, and it’s better not to encounter them. If you have a choice.” Olga looked at me, raising an eyebrow.

Yes. I would gladly avoid them.

So, I was wondering if my abilities could be explained not by what happened in the lab but by genetic inheritance. Odd, because I didn’t notice anything like that in the family. Either the Sokolovs were an ordinary family, or... I missed something. These abilities were not something used at home, in a peaceful environment. I didn’t see how my father died. But it seemed he was engulfed in dense flames. Maybe he had features that could enable that. Definitely not my mom. She died quickly and didn’t regenerate at all.

I had mixed feelings about this. On one hand, it was scary that such mutants were roaming around. On the other hand, I myself was a mutant, which meant my survival abilities were higher than those of an ordinary person. I needed to resume my experiments and find out how a demon’s abilities affected an alchemist’s skills. I also needed to study how to develop them with the methods available to me.

Becoming a Higher demon… Why wouldn’t that be my next goal? Invulnerability plus alchemy, and there I have it, a guarantee of survival in almost any situation.

***

A couple of hours later, Olga gave her husband another treatment, checked me over once again, and then Sergei and I went outside. There was still a lot of work to be done. But we didn’t start with cleaning; we started with examining the trophies.

“We were lucky, you and I.” Sergei thoughtfully twirled the rifle in his hands. “This thing is designed to kill ordinary people.”

“Are there any such weapons that work against demons?”

“Of course there are.” He chuckled sadly. “They have a different impact force, and the bullets are different. Catch a bullet from one of those, and you’re done for.”

I didn’t know how common this weapon was, but my amulets failed. They weakened after the first hit, even though they should have withstood more. I must have overlooked something, and I paid for it.

“Where can I get such a weapon? The one effective against demons.” I became interested.

“In the army. In an aristocratic family. Why do you want one?” Sergei frowned.

“The longer I live, the more paranoid I become.”

“I would say that weapons are not children’s toys, but...”

You somehow killed the demon and also decapitated him was what I read in his eyes.

“How did you do it?”

Here we were. I was hoping to avoid this conversation. I did my best to hide the evidence when I was dragging the corpses. But I couldn’t really hide the porch scene. There were dozens of wood chips and a corpse. The Gvozdevs saw it, and naturally, they had questions.

“With God’s help, no less.” I tried to joke. “But seriously, it was a miracle. I didn’t expect to encounter such an opponent.”

“But you expected opponents?”

“You know, Sergei,” I answered earnestly, looking into his eyes. “After what I went through, I realized one simple thing — it’s better to always be prepared. Today showed that I wasn’t wrong for thinking that way.”

“That’s… True...” he said. “Have you looked at their car? Did you find anything interesting there?”

“No, I just drove it away. What are we going to do with it?”

“It’s a good car but too conspicuous. We’ll have to get rid of it.”

“That’s a shame.”

“It is.” He agreed. “We can try to sell it, but it will sooner or later lead to us.”

“Do you think someone will look for them?”

“I wish I knew for sure, but I have no idea who they are. Let’s go take a look at the car, maybe we’ll find some answers.”

Sergei slowly descended from the remains of the porch, stepped over the debris, and walked towards the jeep. I followed.

“They have a whole arsenal here.” He whistled, looking into the trunk.

We found a couple of machine guns, one shotgun, three rifles, and several boxes of ammunition for all of this. As a bonus, we stumbled upon two grenades.

“Enough to start a small war,” I remarked.

“It depends on who you’re going against,” noted Sergei, as someone who was more experienced in these things.

“And what’s that?” I saw something wrapped up in a black bag.

Sergei took out the bag and revealed a box — square, about the size of a human head. He pulled it towards him, but it was heavy and he struggled.

“Give me a hand,” he asked me. With his injuries, he couldn’t lift heavy objects.

We pulled the box out and stared at it, trying to figure out how to open it. Sergei found the clasps, pulled on them, there was a click, and... Inside was some kind of stone. I was expecting something more significant.

“What is this?”

“O-oh...” He froze.

“Sergei?”

“This, Ed, is big trouble. Very big. Something we could easily get killed for…”

***

Counting the number of events over the past few days, I could safely say that I got exactly what I wanted.

I wanted to live, so… I guess this is it.

Suddenly, I learned too much new stuff.

“Remember what I told you about Walkers?” Sergei asked in a quiet voice, standing by the car.

“Yes...” I answered carefully, afraid to scare him away. My heart sank with anticipation of trouble.

“You’ve already heard that demons have levels of power. Well, Walkers have them too. The weak ones can teleport an object two hundred feet away. Imagine a grenade falling into your room while you’re sleeping. That’s something to be afraid of, isn’t it? Those who are stronger can transfer other people or themselves. The strongest can teleport even an entire army.”

“That sounds creepy.”

“There is an opinion that Walkers are one of the reasons for endless wars in the world. It is very easy to fight when you can get rid of the enemy in this way. Rumor has it that our new Emperor is also one of them. It’s not for nothing that his last name is Medvedev, meaning the Sons of Bears.”

“Does this have something to do with the beast you told me about?”

“Maybe. In the past, last names were given based on abilities. I think you can draw your own conclusions from there.”

I wondered what were the birth abilities of the Sokolovs or Korshunovs? I’d have to look up magical beasts with similar names.

“So, what do Walkers have to do with it?”

“How can people sleep peacefully knowing they can come for them at any moment? This has been an issue for as long as humanity can remember. But our problem right now is that a solution has been found.” He nodded at the cobblestone that was lying in the box.

“I don’t understand.”

“This thing right here is a spatial blocker. You put it in the house, and no one will be able to come close to you. It’s terribly rare. It costs as much as the entire factory where I work. Or maybe even more, given its size.”

“And that’s the problem?”

“What?” Sergei frowned, displeased. “Did you not hear a word I said? Things like that don’t just get lost. These men were probably taking it to someone. And what do you think this someone will do when they don’t get it? They will start looking for it. And they will find us.”

“What do we do then?”

“I don’t know. First, we should drive the car away and hide the corpses. It is better to get rid of the stone too.”

“Let me take it to my den. Can it be tracked somehow?”

“Maybe. I don’t know much about that.”

“Then if you don’t mind, I’ll hide it so that no one will find it. Is that okay?”

“Well, take it if you want, it doesn’t matter. Even if we throw it away, it won’t change anything. I just hope we don’t pay for it with blood.”

Maybe Sergei’s concerns were valid. Surely, we had something to fear. But what happened, happened, we couldn’t change it. And there was no point in throwing away such a valuable item.

Why would I do that, when I could study it?

***

I always liked to think of myself as a smart kid. Me moving to another world only confirmed this, but with each passing day, I was thinking more and more that my knowledge in alchemy was limited. It wasn’t that surprising considering that I was educated with the remnants of knowledge that had survived in our brotherhood. They taught me the basics, primarily how not to die. They shared ideas on how to save the world, but those insights didn’t go beyond concepts and hardly achievable plans.

My escape was the result of several years of contemplating the problem and doing reearch. Mostly, it was built on a multitude of assumptions rather than precise facts.

My approach to alchemy wasn’t systematic, and I began to suspect that my knowledge was limited when I thoroughly delved into the local textbooks. This wasn’t a spontaneous transfer of knowledge from teacher to student. It was designed to build upon what you previously learned.

Now, placing the stone on the table in my hideout, I was once again convinced that there were huge gaps in my knowledge.

I didn’t understand how this thing worked and how it could be used. It made me wonder what else was out there that I was clueless about?

Alchemy was always about precision. Precision required quality data. I had a set of seals that I had cut on my table. They determined the material’s composition and its properties, but they just refused to work properly. They malfunctioned, providing chaotic responses. It was so strange, unfamiliar, and impossible that I was at a loss, not knowing what to do.

Looks like I’ll have to reassess my entire approach and, if the old research tools don’t work, create new ones.


Chapter 15
RECOVERY




Life returned to its usual routine. Cycles weren’t something easy to break. The incident with the mercenaries was like a stone thrown into a lake. It created ripples, but they faded away. The tension gradually left the house. Olga stopped glancing around, no longer casting suspicious looks out the window. I also stopped checking the signals from the seals every five minutes, having set up even more of them.

We eventually got rid of the car. Sergei and Olga took it somewhere far away and ditched it. Sergei was a mechanic, so he repaired the family car on his own. He also decided to keep the weapons those guys had left behind. He taught me how to use each type of weapon.

There was some good news too. The exam results arrived ten days later. Only four people from our school passed. I passed all disciplines. I took first place only in mathematics and geometry. In the rest, I barely made it to the top ten. Lena took seventh place in mathematics and geometry, which secured her a trip to the capital. She also did well in other disciplines, entering the top twenty. The other two were Artyom and Timur, who performed well in physical education, making it to the finalis. The rest weren’t so fortunate. Liz ranked twenty-sixth in biology, and Alex was thirty-third in chemistry, of which he was extremely proud. And rightly so! In a short time, he transformed from a slacker into a worthy participant in a serious competition! Commendable.

Something told me that the next exam would be even more challenging, which meant I needed to fill in the gaps. I went to the principal and he helped me order university-level textbooks for the first-year courses. The topics covered in the last exam were precisely from that level. It was no wonder that no one managed to solve them.

It seemed like there was plenty of time until March 1st, which was the date of the next exam, but that wasn’t quite the truth. The incident showed me that I wasn’t nearly as strong as I thought I was. So, I decided to do better. On two fronts simultaneously, I scheduled my time to engage in both alchemy and preparation for the final exam. The attempt to go through advanced materials on my own failed. I talked to the principal and Sergei about finding a tutor in the region, which they agreed to, so I ended up spending a whole week in another city, attending classes every day. But it paid off.

Another great moment that happened this week was a trip to the region’s library. I asked the Gvozdevs for some money, since the family budget got a donation after we had sold the deer, and decided to spend it on books. When I entered the store, I was bewildered. Compared to what I had seen before, this was paradise.

Dozens of huge shelves and so many books…

I hung out there for half a day. I just walked between the rows and didn’t hesitate to bombard the consultants with questions, who gave me strange looks. Like I was some kind of savage.

I was somewhat disappointed with the science section, because what I already had more than covered what was available here. But the history section was a gold mine. I found the most interesting book, The Abilities of the Ruling Families: Myths, Tales, and Legends. It had about a thousand pages, and when I peeked inside, I saw the small font, and marveled at the volume.

It was very expensive, so I ended up leaving with only one book in my hands. But it was worth it. It would definitely shed some light on what kind of world I had found myself in, the dangers that I could encounter, and the rules I needed to follow.

The book described individuals who could demolish cities with one blow. How about the Flame Master who destroyed, literally incinerated, the city of Pompeii? According to legend, he even awakened the volcano. Or one of the Roman rulers who possessed such outstanding intelligence that he could unite thousands of people and make them act as a well-oiled machine, seizing almost the whole world. And if you delve into the myths of ancient times, god-like beings were described on every page.

There were other examples. Not entirely successful from the point of view of the most gifted. I was particularly impressed by the ancient character nicknamed “Sunshine.” He was famous for releasing a wave of scorching fire around him when teleporting, incinerating everything in his path on the other side. According to the book, he couldn’t control it, or perhaps he didn’t want to; who knew? I imagined what would happen if someone like that appeared at the Gvozdevs’ house. We’d be burned down before we could understand anything.

There were even more examples. Gifted individuals who absorbed blood from everyone nearby, replenishing their strength in this way. The author claimed that such people were closer than others to the title of true immortals. He also noted that the term “immortals” originated from such individuals. There were those who were reborn in fire, like mythical phoenixes. Or those who absorbed others’ vitality, staying forever young. The author pointed out that there was no concrete evidence that such people really existed. There were only indirect mentions, myths, and legends.

Be that as it may, I drew a simple conclusion from this. The history of humanity knew many extremely dangerous examples of how far people went on the path of development. I encountered only those who were at its very beginning. Now it was clear that there was no point in thinking about meeting legends. It was better to learn how to deal with those that were considered ordinary.

“You’re really something, kid.” Sergei laughed when I approached him with my fears. “Most of this book is fairy tales.”

“Are you sure?”

“What do you mean? Everyone knows that,” he stated sincerely.

Blind faith and denial weren’t proof of anything. But I’d better keep quiet about this.

“Then I’ll ask the question differently. Are there dangers in the world?”

“Yes,” Sergei answered, rolling his eyes. He felt that I was about to drive him into a trap, but he didn’t yet understand what I was getting at.

“And it so happens that we encounter these dangers along the journey of life, right?”

“Yes.”

“And the two of us, despite my young age, had a chance to meet some of them?”

“Let’s say. What do you want, Ed?”

“Training.”

“Training? But we’re already doing that.” He was surprised.

“Different kind of training. You’re a military man, right? I mean, you served, you know how to fight, right?”

“That’s right.” He had never looked more gloomy.

“A demon almost killed me and you. We didn’t handle it well. We both got hurt. So, I want proper training.”

“And what do you want to train?” He narrowed his eyes.

“To eliminate any threats.”

“Listen, I understand your concerns,” he carefully chose his words. “But... Why do you need this? You live an ordinary teenage life. Trust me, it’s worth a lot.”

“I know it’s worth a lot. That’s why I want to be prepared if danger knocks on the door.”

“But what do you want from me? To teach you how to be a soldier?”

“Not really.” I shook my head. “I want to learn from your experience. Tactics against demons, other Walkers, ordinary people...”

“That is, you want to learn how to kill,” he said finally..

Then he remembered that I had already killed at least two people, and somehow suddenly lost his nerve.

“Eh, but we were hoping...”

“That there will be no more dangers?” I said quietly. “I hope so too. But, as life has shown, it is better to be prepared for anything.”

“I need to think about this.” He turned away and stared into the distance. “Olga won’t be happy.”

“I bet she won’t,” I chuckled. “But she’ll be safer. What if we disguised our training as preparation for my exam?”

“Are you suggesting that I lie to my wife?” he answered sharply. “To consider her a fool is at the very least disrespectful.”

“That’s not what I meant. There’s just no need for her to worry unnecessarily.”

“If you want to protect her from getting upset, start behaving like an ordinary schoolboy.”

“As soon as mercenaries stop dropping by at our house.” I shrugged with my hands in the air, for which I earned a glare.

We couldn’t come to an agreement that day. But after a couple of days, a new milestone in my training began.

Sergei and I set about building an obstacle course. The entire nearby forest became our field.

The sessions always started with warm-ups, then a run for a couple of miles. Next, a short sparring session. Almost the same as before, but with one difference. Sergei began to teach me... let’s say... a practical approach to neutralizing an opponent.

“When dealing with demons, tactics is the key. It depends on the tasks, what forces you and the enemy have, and available weapons. If you need to capture it alive, that’s much harder. Especially if the demon does not want to be captured. For this, we usually use nets. Metallic and reinforced ones. Often demons also have enhanced strength. If there’s time to prepare, you can use harpoons. Shoot from different sides and then stretch them out.”

“Cruel.”

“Yes. But things get really brutal if you underestimate the demon, and it breaks free from the traps and rushes at you.”

“What if you need to kill the demon?”

“The simplest thing is to blow them up.” He sighed, continuing to wonder whether a schoolboy needed such knowledge. “A couple of grenades, and there will be nothing left of the demon but scraps. In this case, it won’t be able to regenerate.”

“What if I don’t have a couple of grenades?”

“Shoot him in the head. Try to hit the eyes, but know that they will try to protect them. In general, if you don’t have at least five skilled partners, it’s better not to go up against a seasoned demon. Ideally, find a machine gun, or better yet, two.”

So reassuring.

“Just keep in mind that those we met weren’t ready for battle.”

“I wouldn’t say that about them.”

“A demon ready for battle is dressed in armor, wearing a protective helmet, armed, and has its own armed team. Imagine if that kind of demon came out against you. How would the story end then?”

I’d get out of it somehow, I thought stubbornly, but common sense told me that, it would be a hundred times harder. In fact, one burst from a machine gun would be enough to end me. Well, maybe two.

Firearms existed in my world, but they were more of an antiquity. Our factories stopped operating long ago. Therefore, I didn’t have the experience of confronting armed people. Hence why I was underestimating them. And the fact that I liked to think I was invincible wasn’t helping much either.

“If you fight a demon hand-to-hand,” Sergei summed up at the first lesson, “the one who is better trained and who has more strength will win. The latter is much more important. All your techniques will be worth nothing if the demon is twice as strong as you, heals any wounds and fractures in the blink of an eye, or if his skin is as strong as steel. I’m not even going to mention reflexes and speed.”

“What do I do then?” I asked, breathing heavily after our sparring and the visual demonstration of what had been said.

Sergei spent about five minutes breaking me down before this. I couldn’t find a better word for it. He dominated on all fronts, making me feel what it was like when I had no chance.

“If the demon is stronger, and you know it, it’s better not to fight him hand-to-hand.”

“But what if this is impossible and it still comes down to hand-to-hand combat?”

“In this case, you’re dead.” He shrugged.

“Oh...”

“You have to learn to fight in order to survive if you meet your equal. You are a demon too, no doubt. I see that your reactions are better, you are recovering faster...”

That was true. When I first met the Gvozdevs, I could barely handle any physical exertion, and then it all changed. Now I could endure a full workout, participate in competitions, and not collapse. The main thing was not to forget to eat a hearty meal right away.

“Few people talk about this, but demons can develop their abilities through regular training. But, no matter how hard you train, there will always be someone stronger. The average person can only do regular workouts. Aristocrats have their own ways, and it is better not to mess with them. But you seem to have your ways too...” He hesitated, not knowing whether to indicate my peculiarities.

“If I eat the meat of beasts, will I become stronger?”

“Yeah. This works with ordinary demons too. But aristocrats seem to have more potential.”

“I see...”

“Keep in mind that you can’t always know who you’re going to meet. So, the best advice I can give you for now is to lay low and not to look for trouble. And if you encounter a demon in armor, run for your life.”

“Not very good advice,” I said honestly.

Sergei gave me dozens of rules and examples of what could happen, behind which one could sense considerable experience. For instance, he suggested throwing pine cones at him, like an imitation of a grenade. Needless to say, he caught some of them on the fly and sent them back to me. Soon after, the pine cones were replaced with stones, and I learned my lesson. I earned a lot of bruises when I didn’t intercept the shells that were flying back. If these were real grenades, I’d be long dead.

After sparring, we moved on to training with knives.

“Just don’t tell Olga about this,” Sergei warned me during the first lesson, forgetting his own harsh words about “not lying to his wife.” “Since you want to learn how to be effective, I will teach you, taking into account your characteristics.”

“Which are…?” I tensed, feeling a catch.

Instead of answering, Sergei waved his hand, and I screamed, feeling a flash of pain. Blood ran down my chest from a long cut... and quickly closed up.

“If you react the same way in a real battle, you will be killed. Get used to enduring pain, young demon.”

Ugh.

At that moment I regretted starting all of this. And then I regretted it every time I got new cuts. Sergei skillfully wielded the knife. He gave me a fake stick, while he used a real weapon.

And how’s this fair? I thought while my body was learning to withstand the pain and the cold at the same time.

I quickly learned my limits, though. How many cuts I could endure, how long I could fight without slowing down…

“You are gradually adapting,” Sergei noted on one particularly cold day. “That’s good, it means you have potential.”

“Maybe we should go hunting soon?”

“Maybe. We were lucky last time. We won’t always find the beasts. But don’t get distracted, let’s go again. Yeah, that’s it,” he commented on my actions. “It’s better to always have a good knife with you. It might give you a chance in a battle. Of course, it depends on the situation... But a knife saved my life several times. Just don’t take it to school,” Sergei sometimes taught brilliantly, generously sharing his experience, and then he remembered that I was a schoolboy and what some of his advice could lead to.

The sparring and knife fights weren’t the only torments I endured. The project of creating an obstacle course began with setting up logs embedded in the ground. I found suitable logs in the winter, chopped them down, cut them with a saw, then dragged them here, and finally, chiseled the frozen ground.

Oh, this was a story worthy of a book about mythical heroes of antiquity.

The logs rose to different heights and stood at different distances from each other. I had to jump between them, and if I fell... Well, my body knew how to recover.

The next obstacle required me to climb over a net, which I myself had attached and stretched between two trees. The net dangerously swayed under my weight. Once on the other side, I had to jump onto a slippery log and run along it. After that came jumping over logs. The highest one was fifteen feet tall. I had to run, jump, hook onto it, pull myself up, then jump off and continue running. More challenges awaited — crawling through trenches covered with barbed wire, various sprints, jumps, and difficulties that Sergei invented with frightening enthusiasm.

Oh yes, I almost forgot the most important thing. Running. Sergei timed me and very accurately threw snowballs at me, keeping me vigilant. A couple of times he actually shot at me. Well, not directly at me, but somewhere nearby. When it thundered for the first time and the bullet whizzed dangerously close, I almost shit my pants. I didn’t expect such a trick.

“Don’t relax!” Sergei shouted.

Well, I got what I asked for.

***

So, one week followed another.

Olga’s belly became rounded and noticeable. Sergei couldn’t keep his hands away from it. The baby was kicking with all his might, and it was something truly amazing. They also let me touch it, and it was pleasant and exciting to feel the new life.

But having a child was very expensive. Once every ten days we regularly went out into the forest to hunt. Each time we had to go further and further. We crossed most of the way on skis because it was challenging to navigate through snowdrifts otherwise. Mastering them, I learned to run through the forest, which allowed us to reach even greater distances and even more beasts. We found a dozen swift deer, roe deer, and a couple of wolverines. I dragged one of them back to my den and began experimenting. The topic of regeneration worried me, especially after being regularly cut.

I managed to make some discoveries. I found that the recovery speed depended on the supply of nutrients and internal strength. An obvious thought, but there was a big difference between assuming something and knowing it for sure. Each wound weakened the beast. After a dozen cuts, its regeneration slowed down. However, if it remained alive and rested for half an hour, the wounds began to heal again. And if I gave it meat, all the scars were gone and soon it looked like nothing had happened.

The more I immersed myself in these topics, the more tasks appeared in front of me. After studying the beast, I came to the conclusion that I needed a new, stronger seal that would attract and collect energy in one place. I drafted a prototype in mid-December. I assembled it in the form of an amulet made of metal wire. The second binding ingredient was wolverine blood. Metal and blood were the best conductors, but the latter was actually a prohibited material. I understood the seriousness of this path, but I still took the risk, hoping that I wouldn’t get carried away.

First, I installed the created structure in my den. I observed it for a week, recorded some data and then redid everything. After another week of testing and observations, I got a new model that collected more energy overnight than I could absorb. It proved incredibly helpful! As soon as I got tired after an exhausting workout, I would come here and meditate for about twenty minutes, and my strength would be completely replenished.

I had gained mass too. What Lena noticed and appreciated, but that was another story.

When I was convinced that the new seal was working, I installed it behind the house too. I also put together a canopy to protect it from bad weather. When I finished, I brought Olga there.

“Not that I’m against making changes in our landscaping,” she said sarcastically. “But maybe you can explain what you did here?” She looked at the drawings carved on the boards with skepticism. This was a small part of the entire seal, but she certainly didn’t need to know the details.

“Sit down. Relax. Try to feel the power...”

“Power?” She frowned even more, without moving even an inch.

“What do the gifted people use? The gift, internal energy, power of the world?”

“Let’s say it’s the gift. But why should I feel it, it’s always inside me.”

“What does the gift consume when you heal?”

“Reserve of strength... Oooh, I see! So, what is next? I’m sitting down...” She settled down on the boards.

“Get tuned in.”

“Something is tingling. Is it dangerous?”

“Probably not.”

“Ed, you better not joke like that... O-Oh... Oh...” She breathed out. “No way!”

“What do you feel?”

“It’s like sticking two fingers into a socket...” she answered quietly, completely withdrawing into herself. And after a couple of minutes, she emerged and looked at me sternly. “Do you even understand what you did?!”

“Recharged the gifted?” I chuckled.

“Yes! I’ve never heard of this. Can you do it again?”

“I can.”

“Then I don’t know whether to be happy or worried. If you can do these things, then... Boy, this is of great value for the gifted. So much so that they would kill for it.”

Word for word, Olga started talking, and I learned many interesting details. It turned out that having the gift wasn’t that simple. There were initial features manifested at birth. Aristocrats expended a lot of effort to provide their children with the best starting conditions. I already knew what was done for this. Hunting beasts was the only working solution. But development didn’t end there. Special training, secret family practices, rituals...

“I can’t tell you the details. Nobody ever really taught me. This wasn’t a thing in the monastery. I picked up a few things at work when I got a job as a field medic. But I couldn’t get far at this age and with scarce knowledge. What I do know is that there are simple ways to pump up the source. The problem with their practices is that if the reserve of strength is small, then you can’t really stretch yourself. It involves meditating for hours. You also waste energy, which is slowly restored. This is possible if you have the support of you family. But it’s difficult if you are alone and you still have to work, that is, spend your gift on something completely different.”

“So, with support, you can now develop as a mage?”

“Maybe I can,” she said thoughtfully. “But certainly not now. My child is my top priority, but we’ll see after that. There is an opinion that mages can no longer make a big leap when they’re older, but even accelerated recovery in itself will greatly simplify life.”

I sighed heavily. It was a pity that she didn’t want to get more deeply immersed in this topic now. When I brought her here, I was hoping for a series of experiments, but apparently, that would have to wait. There was nothing complicated in creating the seal itself, but maybe after a few tries I could refine the formula and give it a minimal increase in efficiency. Gathering energy was like fishing. You had to fish where it was. I didn’t choose this place behind the house for nothing. It was here that energy streams converged.

If what Olga said was true, it turned out I had invented an important thing for mages. Now I just needed to understand how to use it for personal needs. However, what was there to think about. After starting my training with Sergei, I constantly needed more energy, rest, and replenishment. At the very least, my invention would benefit me.


Chapter 16
PREPARATIONS




The end of December brought several surprises. Both good and bad ones. I had completely forgotten that in local culture the end of the year was a big holiday and that students had a break at this time. I was glad because I had freed up time for my own affairs. But there was also a bad side. Lena’s parents took her to visit their relatives in another city. At first, this saddened me, but then I immersed myself in my work and pushed the unnecessary thoughts out of my head.

I spent my days either training or studying, and winter almost came to an end. It was now February 20th. In a few days, I was supposed to go to the capital for the Olympics finals.

As the day was approaching, I was becoming more and more anxious, for a few reasons. One of the things that worried me was the capital itself, where the Sokolov family lived. It was the place from which I was kidnapped and taken far north, to a hidden laboratory. I studied the map and was amazed at how far I had traveled without knowing it.

The risk that someone would recognize me was minimal. I doubted it that the aristocrats walked around and peered at ordinary teenagers from provincial towns in their free time. Also, I had changed a lot. But despite my rational arguments, I was still worried. Who knew how the story might unfold?

The second reason was I didn’t want to leave the Gvozdevs alone. Especially when Olga wasn’t as active as before because of her huge belly. Sergei had to travel to work and take on some of the household responsibilities. I helped them with everything, and even though I understood that they could handle it all without me, I still wasn’t comfortable with leaving them.

Anxiety and the realization that if I won the competition and it opened doors to a completely different life, I would have to leave the family that took me in and move to the capital to study, pushed me to prepare everything for my leaving. I developed and strengthened the seal to gather energy so that Olga could recover faster. According to her reassurances, it also had a favorable effect on the baby, and there were good chances that it would be born a strong gifted. This posed new problems for the family. A talented gifted had nothing to do in this backwater. They would need a proper education. This meant moving the family to a big city sometime later.

Who knew? If I gained a foothold in the capital, maybe I could help them with this.

***

“Who’s a good boy? Come on, eat.” I threw pieces of meat to the wolverine.

Catching this beastie was a separate saga. After that, I had to create seals to keep this creature here so that it wouldn’t accidentally get out and kill us. So, a couple of months ago, began a fruitful collaboration between me and a wild, absolutely uncontrollable, extremely dangerous, vengeful, and furious creature that I put on a leash. A domesticated pet, damn it! When Sergei saw it, he yelled at me for a long time. It ended with me creating an enchanted cage, and even at full strength, the beast couldn’t break out of it. Sergei just shook his head then, puzzled about how I did it. For him, the metal construction looked unreliable. But his eyes weren’t deceiving him. He watched for an hour as the beast raged, and the cage held, so he calmed down and let me have it.

To be on the safe side, I also installed signal seals. If the creature broke the perimeter, I would immediately know about it, the sound transmission would turn on in the house, and if someone was there, they would hear the beast roaring.

During this month, I finalized the diagnostic seals and collected a lot of statistics. One of the important discoveries was what I called the Gifted Body Quality Index. It reflected how adapted the body was to abnormal abilities. When making calculations, ideally it would be necessary to take into account a separate index for each ability, but my sample size wasn’t large enough to compile a reference guide. The wolverine had a regeneration GBQI three times higher than mine and eight times higher than Sergei’s. I investigated that secretly, of course. While he was watching the unruly beast, he didn’t notice how he stepped on the seal, which conducted the diagnosis. And then I guided him to the necessary places several times.

The regeneration rate wasn’t the same as the GBQI that I derived. In part, the index could be compared to potential — how many times in a row a creature, be it a beast or a human, could regenerate. How many times per day, or over the course of weeks, if it suffered damage every day. In ordinary life, this might not be so important, but energy replenishment changed everything. The beast, if fed, had a limit eight times higher than Sergei’s. From a practical point of view, this meant that if I put my energy collection amulet on the creature, and it got to a place with a lot of this energy, it would become almost indestructible. If Sergei was placed in the same conditions, there would be no talk of indestructibility. Almost no significant changes would occur.

The index was expressed in the body’s ability to transmit energy, undergo changes, and withstand loads. Quite simply, from the point of view of composition, a piece of wolverine meat was very different from a piece of Sergei’s meat. The example was very rough, but it described the essence accurately.

One of the main questions I wanted to find an answer to was what did the index depend on, and how could it be raised? For this, I had to closely study other beasts, ordinary demons, and different aristocrats. I studied myself, but due to the experiments the Korshunovs subjected me to, it was uncertain whose merit it was. Perhaps the Korshunovs conducted experiments trying to create demons. Maybe, on the contrary, they conducted experiments on how to suppress their abilities.

Ideally, the index should depend on genes, the surrounding environment, and practices. By the surrounding environment, I meant the places where the creature resided. What was the energy density there, and how quickly it could recover? Another question was whether beasts and humans could find sources of power. They probably could, but they might do it unconsciously or consciously, in the case of humans.

The hypothesis that followed from this was that the aristocracy’s dominance was due to centuries of selection, designed to enhance potential. In other words, GBQI of aristocrats was higher than that of an ordinary person. They could consume more beasts, master more practices, and, in general, develop to greater heights. Ordinary mortals couldn’t achieve this, even if they were overwhelmed with beast meat.

This was evident in the case of the Gvozdevs. They also consumed the beasts we hunted, but I didn’t notice significant changes in either Olga or Sergei. However, I did notice changes in myself. I needed to find out how strong the Sokolovs were and study other aristocrats, and only then I could draw unambiguous conclusions.

I studied all of this for several reasons. Firstly, to understand myself. I got a strange body. On one hand, of an aristocrat, on the other — apparently, not from the strongest lineage, and on the third — unknown experiments were conducted on me, which could either increase or decrease the index.

The second reason was that by understanding something, we gained power over it. Learning how to increase the index seemed like a very promising idea. I wanted this strictly for personal use, to increase my chances of survival.

The third reason was that if something could be increased, it could also be decreased. Studying this was necessary to at least prevent it from being done to me and to learn how to do it to others. I had enemies. Knowing how to destroy the foundation of their strength was valuable knowledge.

Having finished observing the beast and collecting data, I went into my den and stared at the mercenaries’ cobblestone. The solution to why all my seals began to malfunction in the stone area had come from an unexpected direction. When I got tired of trying to find out anything about the cobblestone, at some point I couldn’t stand it and asked Sergei what the hell this was all about.

“How should I know?” He shrugged. “This is a meteorite rock. That’s where my knowledge ends.”

“Meteorite?”

“Well, yes. It’s common knowledge.”

“Mhmmm.”

Holy shit...

If this crap fell from the sky, it was clear why it was so valuable and why it disrupted seals tied to many specific parameters of this very planet. Alchemy of Similarity in all its glory, and I, a fool that I was, didn’t realize it. As soon as I made the adjustments, the seals immediately started working, and they provided me with diagnostics. I wasted two weeks trying to find the reason and the solution was right under my nose. It was quite a blow to my self-esteem.

Things got easier after that. I discovered that the meteoritic metal created an anomaly around itself. It was the most powerful within a nine-foot radius. At least this particular stone. The effect completely disappeared somewhere within three hundred feet. I tested it with the wolverine — its recovery ability decreased if I brought the stone close. But after a couple of days, the beast somehow adapted, and it no longer reacted. From this, I drew conclusions regarding the lives of mages. Theoretically, if you brought such a thing into someone’s house, their gift should be dulled. This indirectly confirmed Olga’s fatigue in the first days when the stone arrived. But then the household members adapted and gained an advantage. While this was a hypothesis, it was an interesting nuance that gave food for thought.

As in the case of GBQI, I wondered how to create seals that would suppress the abilities of the gifted. Poor wolverine... It became the object of all my research, destined to become a tasty stew a couple of days before I left.

Why these things blocked teleportation magic, I still didn’t understand. I never saw any Walkers, so I didn’t even know where to begin to make assumptions.

But I was able to understand why the wolverine’s ability to recover decreased when I brought the stone to it. It was about the energy of the world. The stone, being an anomaly, seemed to repel energy and close off a new influx. And, as I already knew, energy was the most important component for recovery.

It was a separate mystery why everything got better after a couple of days. Unfortunately, I didn’t see the energy with my own eyes, I could only create seals for tests. The only thing I could think of was that the wolverine’s body as a system gradually adapted to the anomaly.

From this, the solution emerged on how to suppress others’ abilities. Firstly, I chipped off a piece of the stone and turned it into a new weapon. I made several blades that could be sent into someone else’s body. Secondly, I tried to create the same effect but with seals, but this was a failure. It was all still too new for me, so I’d definitely need more time and more experiments to get to the bottom of this.

The solution to the problem depended on the data set. To make things easier for myself, I created a number of new, simplified, and more effective diagnostic seals. In the capital, I’d have more chances to meet aristocrats, and therefore more chances to study them.

There were other directions I contemplated too.

For example, could I learn how to create my own portals? It would be an excellent ability. It would take me more than a day to get to the capital by train, but with this, I could hop right over.

Sergei said more than once that survival depended on how correctly you assessed the enemy’s strength. As a lover of exact values, I tried to derive a formula that would give me a danger index. The task was no easier than opening a portal.

The danger was measured by such ephemeral things as martial art skills. It was almost impossible to evaluate, but I could work with speed, reaction, skin strength, regeneration, and strength. I hadn’t figured out how to derive the ideal formula yet, so I settled on an imperfect one. Some information was better than no information.

I took myself as a starting point. Upon activating the seal, which required getting close to a person, it provided a general assessment relative to me. The first experiments failed. According to the Danger Index, Sergei was several times weaker than me. In reality, though... Well, I wouldn’t risk fighting him.

Apparently, I still had a long way to go with my DI.

***

“Ready?

“Always.” I smiled.

“Are you sure?” Olga looked at me sternly.

“I’m going to the capital, not to war.” I chuckled.

“Are you really sure?” She didn’t fall for my optimistic disposition at all. “Behave quietly and modestly, don’t provoke anyone, don’t show off your abilities, even if you really want to.”

“Yeah, buddy, be careful,” Sergei added to the lecture.

“Fine. You talk as if I am already planning to get in trouble on every corner.”

“We’re just worried.” Olga came up and ruffled my hair. “Good luck!”

Sergei and I got into the car and drove towards the bus station, where we were to meet the rest of the students and the math teacher who was our chaperone.

***

I thought I had nagging “parents”, but it turned out that the Gvozdevs were a summer breeze in comparison to others. The rest weren’t so lucky. Lena was the only girl among the participants. Her mother came with her, took her daughter aside, and started explaining something to her, while not forgetting to cast withering glances in my direction. I greeted her politely, but for some reason, the woman was very nervous. The situation was no better for Artyom and Timur. With them came their fathers, who didn’t hesitate to read out a long list of rules. Their mothers were here too, one of them even cried, every now and then trying to hug her son. He rolled his eyes at this and glanced sideways at the others, either wanting to fall through the ground or beg for help.

I thought that was strange. I would be glad if I had parents like that.

The math teacher saw us as troublemakers who were ready to do something stupid five minutes after departure. I was sure if it didn’t look too wild, she would have come in military uniform and would have also taken a baton, just in case. Instead, she wrapped herself in a warm down jacket and cast glances at us all, full of discontent and suspicion.

After we said our goodbyes, we were escorted to the public bus, already half-full. The parents waved after us until the bus finally disappeared from their sight.

“We’ve escaped! Finally!” Artyom exhaled.

“It seems like your parents love you very much.” I turned to him, sitting next to Lena. We were on the left side of the bus, the two guys were on the right, and the math teacher was seated behind us.

“Well... yes.” He was embarrassed. “Sometimes too much.”

“What we are going to do?” Timur asked. “The ride lasts for five hours.”

“And then it’s another five hours by train to St. Petersburg,” Artyom added. “Then to the capital. Has anyone been there?”

“No,” Lena muttered.

She seemed to be anxious about her dream-come-true. As far as I knew her, she always dreamed of escaping from the “backwater with no prospects.” She never traveled beyond the regional center. And now, she was about to visit two of the country’s largest cities.

“What about you, Ed? Have you been there?”

“No.” I half lied.

Technically speaking, I had been to the capital, but I had seen very little of it.

“So, what are we going to do?” Artyom drawled.

“Study!” The teacher’s stern voice came from behind. “Your whole future depends on these exams! So sit back and study!”

“But Lyudmila Vasilievna!” Artyom was indignant. “We are athletes. Should we train right on the bus?”

I turned around and saw the perplexed look of the man who took a place next to our math teacher. I felt like the ride would be a lot of fun.


Chapter 17
TRIP TO THE CAPITAL




I never saw a train before, and neither did the previous owner of the body. If he knew about their existence, then this piece of memory wasn’t transferred to me. And after seeing one, all I could say that trains were truly fascinating things. The bus could only get us so far, so at some point we had to hop on a train to take us to the capital.

“We’ll eat at the station; we have two hours until our departure!” Lyudmila Vasilievna was clearly nervous. She wasn’t thrilled with the burden of transporting underage kids hundreds of miles and then bringing them back safe and sound.

Having reached the station, we bought tickets and then went to the café.

“Robbery!” said Lyudmila Vasilievna, having seen the prices.

My classmates agreed with her. I took them for their word, having little knowledge of the prices. The Gvozdevs gave me several thousand. According to their assurances, this should have been enough to travel back and forth without starving to death.

As we were informed, the Emperor promised accommodation for everyone in one of the schools’ dormitory. The ruler’s generosity also included three meals a day for the seven days we would spend in the capital. Personally, I was grateful to the Emperor for this. I knew that the parents of other students weren’t well off, and the trip alone was expensive. It applied to the Gvozdevs too. They would have a new addition to the family very soon, and here I was wasting their money.

While sitting in the café, I had no idea what awaited us when we stepped onto the platforms. There were other teachers who brought their students both from the regional center and similar towns like ours. In the end, there were twenty-three students in total. A real impromptu disaster for teachers and their nerves.

Looking closely at the trains, I had to admit, whoever came up with these metal monsters was a genius and a great scientist. It was a great idea to build spacious houses, attach wheels to them, and use fuel to move these hulks of metal over long distances. Going inside, I saw the bunks, the toilet, and that there was a separate carriage where they served food, and I completely lost myself, pondering the potential of such large machines.

“Ed, why are you blinking so much?” Lena pushed me to the side with her elbow. “It’s like you’re seeing a train for the first time.”

“Oh, no, I’m just thinking about the exams.” I tried to sound nonchalant.

There was no way to explain why I had never seen a train before. My legend said that I had somehow gotten to the city where my aunt and uncle lived from the south. That kind of journey required a long train ride.

Timur and Artyom joined us and started arguing about who would take which bed. As a result, they took the top beds, Lena and I were at the bottom ones, and Lyudmila Vasilievna got the lower-side bunk. I offered her a place in the main part, but she waved me off, assuring me that with her height and age, it didn’t matter where she slept.

Gradually, the students filled the carriage.

When the train started moving, the atmosphere became livelier. Soon Timur and Artyom already had fun with other athletes. Lena didn’t lag behind them and quickly made friends with some girls who were the best in biology at the Regional Olympics. Reading a book, I didn’t even notice when I fell asleep.

***

The first thing that caught my eye when we got off the train was people. Many, many people, in an endless stream. There were those waiting, looking for the arrivals. Then there were crowds leaving the train. I got lost in the flow. We didn’t linger at the station for long. We got off the train, reached the ticket counter, bought tickets, and half an hour later, we were on another train, separated from the group of students with whom we traveled here. They had to stay and wait for the next train.

***

“Stay close together! Anyone who moves away from me will regret it!” Lyudmila Vasilievna showered us with threats as soon as we set foot out of the train.

She had reason to be nervous. Our eyes were burning. Something inside us short-circuited from anticipation, from the feeling of being special, from the understanding that you were worthy of being here, the anticipation of an adventure, new experiences, from everything. Lena grabbed my hand. I squeezed her fingers tightly and pulled her towards me. I didn’t feel peace, but for her sake, I found it.

Lyudmila Vasilievna walked forward along the platform. In her hand, she held a small suitcase on wheels, which clattered as it moved along the laid stone. We followed her, looking sideways, wanting to see what would happen next.

But no miracle happened. It was just a city. We walked through the station building, got out into the street, and saw the road and the river of cars.

“Everyone, follow me towards the metro!” Lyudmila Vasilievna ordered.

We went down into the underground passage, where she bought tickets for all of us, and then we went through the turnstiles, which caused some confusion. Next, we ended up on an escalator that was moving somewhere underground.

“Holy crap!” Artyom exclaimed, for which he immediately received a slap on the head from the teacher standing behind him.

Once we went down, we found another platform there. When something rumbled and the wind blew, to be honest, I got pretty scared. It seemed that the entire mass of stone above us was about to collapse.

But no. Instead, a train arrived. Seriously? Another one? Why was it hidden underground? What a strange city.

***

“I wish I could always live like this!” Artyom said when we entered the room that was allocated to us.

“Not bad, not bad,” Timur agreed with him and hurried to take the bed he liked.

I couldn’t figure it out. I saw the difference between sleeping in a cold forest in the snow and sleeping in a warm house. But for the life of me, I didn’t understand the difference between identical beds.

Lena was sent to the girls’ room. She would have three roommates. We were also told that a fourth guy would join us. Lyudmila Vasilievna had a separate bedroom for teachers.

There were two bunk beds in the room, with a nightstand next to each, two more cabinets, and two tables. I didn’t know how comfortable it was for four people, but it looked fresh and clean. It even smelled new.

“Should we shower and go for a walk?” Artyom suggested.

“A shower would be nice,” I agreed.

“I’m going first!” Timur ran out of the room.

A minute later, he returned because he forgot his towel and toiletries, and we didn’t miss the chance to make fun of him.

***

We washed up and rested for a while, had lunch in the cafeteria, and then we went to the center. We didn’t have much fun, because Lyudmila Vasilievna followed us tirelessly, not letting us out of sight even for a second.

The next day at nine o’clock, we arrived at the exam venue. Only me, Lena, and, of course, Lyudmila Vasilievna. The exams would last six days in total. One day for each subject. Each exam lasted four hours.

Mathematics was scheduled for the first day. The students were assigned to draw lots. I put my hand into the bag handed to me by one of the female organizers and pulled out a slip of paper with the classroom and seat numbers. The woman immediately noted it, entering the data next to my surname and name in the paper. As I guessed, they eliminated the possibility of schoolmates who knew each other ending up next to each other. They also added an element of chance, which, in my opinion, made the event more lively.

After we were herded into the classrooms, the rules were read out and we got the signal to begin. I turned over the sheets of paper and glanced over the entire test.

I was surprised. There were fifty tasks in total. The first twenty were a repeat of the second qualifiers. Maybe a little more complicated, but not much. And what came next was...

Well, let’s say much more creative than one might expect when it comes to math.

“How would you conduct a census?”

What? For particularly stupid future “mathematicians” there was a postscript explaining what a census was. Compiling a list of all citizens: their surnames, first names and patronymics, ages, addresses, and professions.

But further more.

“Having conducted a census, what data can be extracted from it? Give as many options as possible and the ways in which you will conduct research.”

This question completely stumped me as it required obvious answers like people going door to door and interviewing residents. It would be easier to start with state institutions, such as schools, for example. There, access to students was already available, and therefore, to their parents. I filled the sheet on both sides with small handwriting only for this question, listing what I would personally do. In the end, I added that, first and foremost, attention should be paid to systematizing the obtained information to facilitate further research.

But what information could be extracted from the data set? Whoever compiled this test clearly had a secret agenda of their own.

I listed the obvious answers, such as calculating life expectancy, identifying causes of death, accounting for human resources, and other things. Then I looked at the test from a different perspective.

The majority of these tasks were of a creative nature, testing the students’ freedom of thought and their ability to solve non-standard problems. Well, then the question arose, why did they choose these exact tasks? What was the point?

I decided to write answers to engage those who organized this. For some tasks, it was much easier to identify their specific interests. For example, one of the questions, which stood out on the white sheet like a sore thumb, said the following.

“In what way and by what parameters can you evaluate the strength of a gifted person? Describe the criteria and how to organize their analysis.”

Too bad I couldn’t write about my own research.

I had lived long enough in this world to feel how important the role of the gifted and the aristocrats was. History textbooks spoke mostly about them. Fiction literature also mentioned it. The aristocracy was in power. And the encounter with the demon vividly showed me how dangerous one person could be.

So, the state, or rather the Emperor, was personally interested in finding the gifted? I didn’t know how accurate my conclusions were, but I answered as they were. I returned to the question about population analysis and added that conclusions could be drawn about the gifted, who they were related to, in whose lineage spontaneous surges of strength occurred, thereby identifying those with access to beasts.

I also wanted to add the ways of identifying the gifted. One of them was competitions. Demons were often stronger in this regard than ordinary people. As soon as this thought took shape, I almost jumped out of my chair.

It was such a good move, holding the Olympics. What kid would refuse a chance for a new life?

I spent about ten minutes deciding whether to write these conclusions or not. I hoped my answers wouldn’t cause problems for anyone. My hands were itching, I wanted to make a statement, to let myself be noticed. But a sense of danger made me resist it. On the other hand, I didn’t do anything wrong. Moreover, I was the injured party, victim of those who conflicted with the current authorities. If I were noticed, I would, at the very least, gain access to something interesting. At most, well, I would either get into trouble or restore the family name.

In general, I wrote down all my conclusions.

Let’s see what happens.

I caught myself thinking that I would like to read other people’s work. Someone was clearly trying to collect smart kids from all over the empire. It’d be interesting to see what the local geniuses thought, to collect statistics and conduct an analysis.

The students left the classrooms, gathered in the corridors, found their friends, and went either to the exit or to the cafeteria. As for me, I found Lena’s classroom. I had turned in the work ten minutes before the end, but my girlfriend wasn’t going to give up any minute that was given to her.

“Well, how was it?” I asked her.

“Unusual,” she replied.

“You’re right about that. Shall we go eat or get some fresh air?”

“Air, I need air.”

It seemed that Lena had fallen into a severe form of stupor. We took our jackets and went out into the yard, but she continued to stare into nothingness.

“Did you do everything?”

“Everything?” she said as if she had come out of a coma. “How could anyone have completed everything? I didn’t even understand half of it!”

Hm...

“I’m sure you’ve done a lot.”

“Thank you.” She smiled, still looking through me. “But I know for sure that I won’t make it to the top of the list.”

There were four hundred and twelve candidates in mathematics in total. And the top thirty students would get the opportunity to study at the best university in the country.

“Don’t get ahead of yourself. Who knows what fate awaits us? Maybe others did even worse. How about we take a walk around the city?”

“Lyudmila Vasilievna won’t let us go.”

“Where is she, by the way? Let’s find her and ask. After all, we could use a little reward for our efforts. Or do you not want to see the capital?”

“I do...” Lena smiled, slowly coming to her senses.

“Then let’s go! Relax. We did everything we could! So there’s no point in wasting any more nerves on this.”

I grabbed her by the hand and pulled her along.


Chapter 18
THE OLYMPICS




If someone asked me what I thought about the Emperor. He earned my sympathy.

There were at least three reasons for this.

The first was the school Olympics. It gave me the motivation to pull myself together, seriously engage in studies, and immerse myself in the achievements of the local civilization. Thanks to this, I showcased my abilities, our class organized itself, some students changed for the better, I gained access to better books, and met teachers of a higher caliber than the ones we had in school. However you looked at it, the benefits were evident.

The second reason was hospitality. Not only were we all accommodated and fed, but we were also provided with free passes to museums. After we found Lyudmila Vasilievna, she gave us tickets and directions on where exactly to go.

“You go. I’ll go back to the dorm and grab the others,” she said after ten minutes of tough negotiations with her, as we wanted to go into the city and explore it.

“Thank you, Lyudmila Vasilievna!”

When I got into the painting hall and saw the masterpieces of real masters, I almost burst into tears, impressed by the level and quality of the work.

“Beautiful,” Lena whispered in front of almost every picture.

Her blues immediately disappeared once we had entered the museum building.

We walked around the museum until the evening. Then we met with our two friends and the teacher and headed back to the dorm.

During the ride back, I thought about the third reason for my sympathy for the Emperor.

From the bits of information that had reached me, I was able to piece together some facts. The Korshunov clan attacked the Sokolov family. The former collaborated with the Rysev clan, who had been the main opponents of the current Emperor. The interesting part started here. My family was killed when the country was in chaos and anarchy. I spent about a year and a half in the laboratory and escaped right at the moment when the Emperor almost defeated his opponents. So, I partially owed him for my salvation. If the Korshunovs hadn’t lost, they wouldn’t have decided to destroy the laboratory, and who knew how the story would have unfolded then? Even if I had escaped, they would have immediately declared a hunt for me.

These were the kind of funny cycles that fate sometimes wrote on the canvas of life.

***

Physical education was the last exam. We arrived in the capital on Monday, the last exam day was Saturday, and we would go back on Sunday.

This morning started with an unpleasant surprise. All students were given a form where they had to fill out their details. Last name, place of origin, address of residence, who our parents were, what they did, whether we had any gift, and whether there was a gift among our relatives.

It was then that my conclusion that the Olympics were organized for a bigger purpose than just seeing how smart the kids were was confirmed. When I saw the questions, I became very tense. I was kind of in hiding. My real name was Sokolov and not Gvozdev. We came up with names for the fictitious parents, but it was much harder with the rest of the information about them. We didn’t come up with where they were from, what they did, and especially whether there were any gifted ones among my relatives.

At that moment I was confused, so I left a dash next to many points. Who knew, maybe I could regain my real surname if I won. There was no particular threat if the opposition had fallen and the Korshunovs were dead.

Luckily, there was chaos and commotion, and the woman receiving the forms didn’t pay attention to what exactly I submitted. I deliberately picked the moment when there were the most students around her.

As for the exam itself, my conclusion was that an ordinary person, whose ancestors didn’t eat beasts for generations, had no chance of winning. There was very much something non-human among the leaders.

Okay, there is a small chance that all of them had been trained from early childhood, but I don’t believe in that.

I managed to assess some of the participants with seals and confirmed my guesses. All those who held the top of the list had the makings of demons.

They were some kind of mutants, not students. I had to step aside during breaks, create a seal attracting energy, and stand there, recovering until it was my turn again. I had no idea how the others could cope with these tasks.

“Here, have some water!” Lena gave me a bottle once it was all over. She came with me and sat on the stands all this time, cheering and supporting me.

“Thank you.”

I drank half of it and poured the other half on my head to cool down a little and come to my senses.

Yeah, it was tough.

***

The competition lasted throughout the first part of the day. When it was over, we went back to the dorm. The Emperor was scheduled to give a speech that evening, in some building that could accommodate more than a thousand participants and their teachers.

I sat on my bed, while staring at the wall with a blank look and thinking about the previous week.

These six days of exams had completely exhausted me.

The second exam was geometry. That time, I expected non-standard tasks, but no. They were perfectly ordinary, adjusted for high complexity. The rest of the exams were also standard. It was becoming all the more interesting to try to unravel the motives of the organizers.

Before the Emperor, his sister came on stage. Olga Medvedeva spoke about how great we all were, how happy she was to see us all, and that we had something to be proud of.

I perked up when the Emperor himself appeared on stage. According to rumors, he was definitely a Higher demon, and also a Walker. It felt like he could crush my skull by simply squeezing it with his hand.

He talked about the past, present, and future. The fact that there were difficult times in the country, but now we all had a chance to fix it. The Emperor expressed the hope that the best minds of the country would help in this. He talked a lot. With a clear, deep voice that echoed through the spacious hall and seemed to reach not only everyone’s ears but also their hearts.

When the Emperor left and we got out into the street, I caught myself feeling quite patriotic, which was a bit strange. I was from another world! Apparently, the Emperor was able to touch something inside me, some strings of my soul.

Maybe, if we removed all the beauty of his eloquence and boiled it down to its essence, his speech said the following.

“The country is in a mess. We need help, and either everyone would do their share of work, or we’re doomed.”

These were very familiar attempts to unite the people to save everyone. I knew well how difficult and thankless this task was when you encountered resistance at every step. The problem with doomed worlds was that all the people in them wanted salvation, but for some reason, their actions only brought the end closer, not farther away.

What if the Emperor can do something real?

I hadn’t decided how to feel about it yet. I needed to reflect on what I saw and heard.

***

The first thing Anastas Medvedev did when he found himself alone was to unfasten his tie and take off his jacket and shoes. Few people knew, but the gifted, who had a very strong connection with a particular beast, had not only outstanding abilities but also some peculiarities or shortcomings.

Anastas would love to be in the forest now, in regular loose clothes, alone with nature, and go hunting. He could even do it without a weapon. He was the weapon.

But he couldn’t do that. Having dealt with his enemies and taken the position of the Emperor, he switched from the war of strength to completely different battles. Instead of direct strikes, there were intrigues. Instead of a hail of bullets and rivers of blood — there was a pile of paperwork, signing decrees and an endless attempt to make the clumsy, rusty state machine not work well, but work at all.

Lounging in a chair, Anastas began a very important activity — doing nothing. Exactly twenty-three minutes later the door opened and his sister came in.

“I see you don’t deny yourself anything.” She threw a sharp glance at her brother and also took off her shoes, sprawling in a chair next to his. “Maybe we can order some food?”

“I’m the Emperor. Now we only eat at home.”

“Come on. It’s not easy to poison a gifted of our level.”

“Which does not exclude the possibility.”

“Party pooper.”

“Let’s get down to business.” Anastas straightened up in his chair. He wasn’t the kind of person who liked to rest for a long time.

“To be honest, I think it went very well.”

“Great, I’m happy for you. Is this all, or do you have other comments?”

“I do.” Olga also straightened up, took out a cigarette, and lit it, causing her brother to wince. “There are many talented children in our state.”

“Have you checked their results yet?”

“Of course not. There are thousands of exams. My department has been taking care of this task, but it will take a while. As soon as the analysis is ready, I will send you the results.”

“I’ll be waiting. What about Izmailov? Is he satisfied?”

“Of course, he’s pleased. You allocated a budget for him to create a new institute. Not just an ordinary one, but one that breaks centuries-old traditions.” Olga changed her tone, mimicking the author of the words.

“It never ends,” the Emperor chuckled.

“Agreed. Okay, I’ll go now. We can say that our first idea has worked out. I will send you proposals for future educational reforms.”

“If you like it, you can do it yourself.”

“What, you won’t check on your little sister?”

“If you make a mistake, I will be the first to know,” Anastas answered seriously. “But you won’t...” He twirled his wrist.

“I hope not. Goodbye, brother. I have to run. Congratulations on your speech. It made my heart tremble.”

“Come on, go.”

***

“We have to wait a whole month!” Lena sighed, looking out the train window. From the other side, the tall buildings of Moscow flashed by, bidding us farewell.

“Considering how many applicants there are, this is not surprising,” I replied.

“Uh-huh,” she moaned. “Do you think we have a chance?"

“Definitely.”

It was strange to leave the capital. I clearly saw that there were much more opportunities here than in our provincial and desolate town.

But there were plenty of problems here too. One day, while walking, Lena and I went into a café to grab a bite. You could feed a family of six for that kind of money back home. Then we walked around the shops and saw how much clothes and other goods cost, and it was discouraging.

By the standards of our city, the Gvozdevs earned good money. Sergei worked as a mechanic and earned his pretty penny. Olga was the only gifted person in a small hospital and also received a little more than the average resident. Plus, hunting brought in a good influx of cash to our household. There was enough to live on, and the Gvozdevs even managed to save up, despite the expenses. They always had money for me, or for construction, or for something else.

But in the capital, the rules were completely different. I estimated that if I didn’t deny myself anything, I would need significantly more money than I brought with me. Sitting on the train and watching the city flash by, I thought that if I moved here, I would be broke.

For living in the middle of nowhere, in the forest, and spending the night on a cheap sofa in a common room, I didn’t need a lot of money. I would have to deal with this issue closely. It was enough to remember the Sokolovs, who maintained a large mansion, had servants, and owned personal transportation that cost much more than Sergei’s old car.

What about trips abroad? I wanted to see the world and study it. What about my own laboratory? I needed many things for my development, including materials that would cost a small fortune. Maybe even a large one, I didn’t even know the prices in this field yet.

The problem was that I had no idea how to make money. I knew people worked for it, but, firstly, I didn’t have a profession yet. At least not a legal one. I wasn’t sure if starting to earn with alchemy would provoke an adequate reaction from the authorities.

Plans to create a powerful foundation for my rise were distant. But money was necessary for the simple things in life, like taking Lena out to a café. Or buying her a dress she admired in a store. But even if we joined our funds, it wouldn’t be enough.

Protecting youself and your loved ones was one of the main goals. But just living, living fully and richly, was also an important task. So, I needed to think carefully about how to achieve this. And how could a young man earn money in this world?

It sounded like a cliché, but the trip to the capital definitely expanded my horizons. I realized how big and complex this world was. And just how much more I had to learn.

Well, now it’ll be more interesting to figure it all out!


INTERLUDE




The snow crunched under the feet of the three men. Roman was in the bedroom, waiting for guests. Seeing a car in the distance, he hurried down. Haste never graced an aristocrat, but this time he could not resist. He was too anxious.

“You weren’t in a hurry,” he said, standing on the porch.

The three men didn’t react at all to his words. They stopped ten feet away, and the one who looked younger than the others stepped forward. Wearing a black jacket and thick pants, he held a bag in his left hand. The other two were dressed the same way.

“What is your name?” Roman became nervous.

“It would be better if we talked inside. Can my people come in?” asked the young one.

He was about twenty-five. The other two were closer to forty. The one on the right had a long scar on his face. It started from the chin, crossed the lips and cheek, and ended under his eye. Scars always meant two things. Either the person who received them wasn’t a demon, or he was wounded by something special.

“Certainly. Please.” Roman slowly nodded and gestured with his hand toward the entrance.

He was worried. His father’s instructions stated that if he needed reliable people, he should turn to a foreign company providing mercenaries. The desire to have foreign security should look normal and justified to all observers. It wasn’t that strange, especially considering that his position in the empire was rather precarious.

But what Roman lacked were guarantees from this unknown company. The only thing that somehow justified it was their registration in Europe. The second cause for concern was the unknown squad. Roman was only consoled by the fact that they weren’t expensive. Compared to the best, of course. But this regarded official payment. His father’s notes said that Roman should pay his security with what was produced in the secret laboratories. Between the lines, it implied that this would be a guarantee of loyalty.

At the end of the note about the squad, his father wrote that the rest of the details would come from the mercenaries themselves. And now, a week after Roman submitted the application, they had finally arrived.

Instead of an office, Roman led the squad leader down to the basement. The servants had already placed two chairs there.

“Sorry for the lack of luxury, but I might be being watched,” Roman explained, smiling coldly.

“You are.”

“What?” Roman frowned.

“Not might, you are being watched.”

“How do you know?”

“We noticed something on our way here.”

“I see. What is your name?”

There was no information in the squad description. No names, no composition, no experience, no skills. Only the name “Met”.

“You can call me Yaroslav.”

“Are you from Russia?”

“Yes, my father is from here.” The man grinned for some reason.

“What do you need to start working? Are there only three of you?”

“First, I need payment. Real payment.”

“Right away?”

“Why wait?”

Yaroslav sat on the chair relaxed, absolutely harmless. But for some reason, Roman wasn’t sure he could handle him in case anything went wrong.

“Here you go.”

He prepared the payment in advance. Exactly one ampoule with a red, ruby-colored liquid. Yaroslav took it, examined it, unscrewed the lid, sniffed it, and drank up till the last drop.

And then something strange happened. Ripples seemed to run across his body. Yaroslav stood up, cracked his bones, bent sharply so that his face disappeared from view, and when he straightened up, Roman saw that he was looking at himself.

“Well, hello, brother. Let’s get to know each other for real,” the double said.

Roman was so taken aback by what he saw that he jerked, fell from his chair, and released his black claws, preparing for a fight.

“I’m not your enemy.” Yaroslav grinned. “You can relax.”

Damn it, father. What have you gotten me into?!

***

When Roman welcomed the mercenaries into his home, he didn’t expect that it would lead... This.

What can I say, father, you’re still full of surprises.

As it turned out, his father managed to have an affair that resulted in a child, hide it from everyone, take his son into his care, raise him to be loyal to him, and also subject him to a number of treatments. Those that happened in laboratories.

His brother was the same age as Roman himself — twenty years old. It turned out that his father cheated on his mother while she was pregnant! Roman wasn't a fool, he knew that people were different, especially people in power and with opportunities, but... Damn it! This was an unpleasant finding!

The pattern of interaction between his father and the bastard son was painfully familiar. Roman himself, while on the islands, sometimes received certain parcels through portals. His father rarely visited him, no more than a couple of times a year. But he always left the necessary things for development. It was the same with Yaroslav.

When you fly from Russia to the Anglo-Saxon Islands, which over the past three hundred years had lost a lot, but not everything, and had managed to preserve arrogance and snobbery especially well, you were faced with a special attitude. By the standards of the local aristocrats, Roman was a nobody there. Therefore, no one paid attention to him. From the Russian side, no one was watching either. Civil war, conflicts, general chaos — all that left no time for surveillance in a foreign state, especially over some kid who had long disappeared from the radar.

So, Roman received his father’s support, developing his own strengths without unnecessary attention. What helped him was his ability to open portals. That skill that their family carefully hid from their allies.

Yaroslav, the bastard of the Korshunov family, followed the same pattern, secretly meeting with his father. If the family didn’t know about it, then no one knew about it.

May you have hiccups after death, you damn schemer.

Roman didn’t immediately comprehend that he had a brother. It was shocking, but not as much as a change of face. Not just a change in appearance, but taking on the appearance of another person. He asked many questions and received even more answers.

Roman took a few days to think about it all.

In the modern world, there were two main problems: immortals and Walkers. The first ones were very difficult to kill, and the second ones could open portals almost anywhere. However, his father managed to develop a third global problem — mimics. For example, if one assumed the image of a Emperor and... A whole range of possibilities emerged, starting with recording compromising videos, issuing ambiguous orders, and ending with the complete seizure of power. All it took was hiding the original Emperor for a while — and voila.

But Roman didn’t have time to think about such a global scale. First, he had to focus on his own affairs, which his brother promised to help with. Provided that Roman would continue to supply the ampoules that their father left. They enabled the shapeshifting and strengthened the user.

But there were no barrels of honey without a spoon of tar. The scientist who had worked on this development disappeared. When the Korshunovs were crushed, according to the protocol, he should have taken all the data, samples, and the basis of his work, and leave the laboratory, not forgetting to destroy it thoroughly.

One of the instructions Roman received from his father required him to find this man, The diary also contained notes on where exactly to look for him. The participation of two gifted individuals, one of whom secretly knew how to open portals, and the other who could assume any form, greatly simplified these tasks. It was just a matter of figuring out how to use it. The slightest mistake, and... The trump cards would be gone. Roman felt that the stakes had suddenly risen.

But his thoughts kept returning to another dilemma.

Do I really need all this?

When he returned to his homeland, he was driven by a sense of duty and the desire to protect his family. Abandoning them and living the rest of his life feeling like a traitor and a coward was much worse than death.

It wasn’t the thirst for power that drove Roman, but duty, and nothing more. He would gladly leave the country, but... He didn’t really have anywhere to go. At least he had something here. To leave meant to become a commoner, to start all over again on foreign territory. Roman knew what that would be like. No matter how strange it might sound, here, even in disgrace, he had better chances.

He just needed to sit tight, lay low and not attract attention to himself.

It was a good plan. But what his father got him into was much more dangerous. He had left a dangerous legacy. He suggested finding the scientist, taking all the data, and maybe even continuing the research. Not now, but after a few years, they could start a big game. His brother would help him with that. He could take care of things, or assume Roman’s guise while he traveled illegally on business.

It would greatly simplify any tasks. Still, finding that resolve within himself was the most difficult part. Roman knew how to act ruthlessly. If necessary, he would bloody his hands, but that didn’t mean he enjoyed it. He was ready to kill only if he was cornered and threatened. Diving into this mess with the research, abductions, and illegal experiments just for the sake of it... Maybe his father felt fine doing this, but Roman wasn’t sure he could sleep peacefully.

And Roman couldn’t trust his half-brother either. What would Yaroslav do if he wasn’t given the ampoules? Would he kill Roman and shapeshift into him? Not the best option. He could choose a better face. No one really needed to be in his shoes right now.

Roman didn’t believe in the power of brotherly love for a second.


EPILOGUE




A white envelope lay on the table. Sergei stood frozen in the doorway, frowning as he looked at it. Olga stood near the window, holding her belly with one hand and propping the other on her side. She, too, was looking at the envelope with a significant expression on her face, either scowling or anticipating.

“Well?” she prompted, losing all patience. “What’s in there?”

“The results,” I answered, also glancing sideways at the envelope.

“We know that. But what do they say?”

“I don’t know.”

“You didn’t open it?” Sergei was surprised.

“No. The principal gave it to me after classes today.”

“He didn’t say anything?” Olga frowned.

“Nope.”

The principal just smiled and gave the envelopes to me, Lena and the guys. Lena grabbed hers and ran away. The guys opened it right there and let out a synchronized sigh of disappointment. It was to be expected. They were ordinary people, and not like those mutants who were in the lead in all positions. But even reaching the finals was a great achievement for them.

I waited to get home to open it. Strangely, I wasn’t worried at all. Either I won or I didn’t.

“Will someone open this damn envelope, or did I come down the stairs for nothing?” Olga started to get agitated.

Taking the envelope and a knife, I carefully opened it. On the first page were the congratulations, and on the second were my results.

Both Gvozdevs stood behind me and could see everything.

“Awesome,” said Sergei.

“I had no doubt,” Olga added.

Mathematics — fifteenth place. Geometry — sixth. Physics — twenty-ninth. Physical education — twenty-second. Biology — seventy-sixth. Chemistry — fifty-third.

The third sheet contained information about where and when I needed to show up to enroll in the first year of the Lyceum.

Well, I got in.

“You’ll go to Moscow,” Olga said somehow strangely.

“Do you want this, buddy?” Sergei asked.

“Why not?”

“Well, you’re right. There are no special prospects for you here.” He sighed.

“I’ll still be able to visit you, won’t I?”

“How can you even ask us something like that?” Olga turned away and sniffled.

“Of course you will.” Sergei smiled. He hugged his wife and pulled her closer, and she finally burst into tears.

“I hope I can still help you out.”

“No, no,” Sergei replied. “We’ll be the ones helping you.”

“You’re about to have a child,” I objected. “You need to focus on that now.”

“He’s even arguing!” Olga snorted through her tears.

“I think we should celebrate,” said Sergei. “How about some barbecue?”

“I’m in!”

“Great! What about your girlfriend? Did she pass too?”

“I don’t know. She ran off with her envelope.”

Judging by the surprise in Sergei’s eyes, he expected a different answer.

***

“Hello.”

Lena came out of the entrance, not exactly cheerful. And she didn’t even look me in the eyes, turning her head away all the time.

“How are you?” I asked her. “What about the results? Did you get in?”

“No,” she admitted. I felt the pain in her words.

“What places did you take?”

“Much below thirtieth,” she continued to look somewhere to the side. “And you?”

“I passed.” For some reason, admitting it here and now felt unpleasant. As if I were guilty of something.

“I see. I thought so. I knew that you would pass. I’m happy for you.”

“Why won’t you look at me then?” Something sank inside me. I felt that this conversation wouldn’t lead to anything good.

“I talked to the teachers. Not ours... From the region...”

“And?” I didn’t understand how this had anything to do with the fact that she didn’t want to see me.

“I was invited to their school. It’s not the capital, but it’s better than here.”

“So, this is a good thing... I guess?”

“Yes, it’s good...”

“Lena, what’s going on?” I couldn’t resist and took her hand, but she recoiled.

“Well, that’s what’s going on! Don’t you understand?” She finally looked at me. There were tears in her eyes. “You will go to the capital, and I will go to the region. This is it.”

“It?”

“Our relationship is over!”

Ah, that’s it...

Every cycle had a beginning and an end, I always knew this. But, apparently, I forgot or simply didn’t have enough life experience to apply it to this situation. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have stood there like a fool, with my mouth open, blinking and not knowing what to do.

I wanted to say something, but my tongue was tied. Lena was right. I could only lie to myself that it wasn’t so. Our paths diverged, and we would be far away from each other, each occupied with our new interests.

“Go away,” she said. “Just go.”

I knew how to create a complicated seal. I knew how to escape from one world to another. But I didn’t know the right words to fix what was happening and at least comfort her.

“I’m glad that fate brought us together, even for a while. It’s a shame it ended.”

“I’m glad too,” she answered quietly, without looking at me.

After standing there for a few seconds, I turned around and left.

***

It happened at night. I was sleeping peacefully on the sofa when Sergei came down the stairs.

Well, come down is an understatement...

He flew down, almost broke through the wall, and slammed the door so hard that I fell off the sofa.

“What’s happened?” I jumped up, preparing to fend off an attack. My seals said that there was no one suspicious around, but they weren’t one hundred percent accurate.

“It’s starting!” he yelled, jumping into his boots and running out into the yard.

“Oh...”

We were ready. We rehearsed. We packed our bags in advance. Therefore, Olga went downstairs without unnecessary panic, I helped her put on her shoes and walked her to the car. While her husband was sitting her down, I went back to grab the bags.

***

Waiting was one of the worst things in the world, especially if your mind was undisciplined. But either I overestimated my discipline, or the situation was out of the ordinary — sitting in the hospital and waiting for the baby turned out to be exciting. Sergei paced along the corridor from corner to corner, frowning and not uttering a word. I sat on the bench, also frowning and silent. It was five o’clock after we brought Olga in. Right now, she was giving birth.

I felt like I was waiting for my brother to show up. If it were up to me, I would rush inside and set the seals to help in any way I could. But they didn’t let me in the delivery room.

An hour later, a nurse looked out and called Sergei to come in. He rushed into the room, and I was left alone, outside. He came out about fifteen minutes later, and I saw the happiest man in both worlds. The blissful smile of an idiot with tearful eyes.

“I have a son!” he said.

“Congratulations!” I stood up. “Is he healthy?”

“Perfectly!” With a huge grin on his face, he hugged me tightly.

An hour later, both of us were allowed into the room where Olga was holding the baby and breastfeeding him. She was tired, satisfied and happy.

“Ed, do you want to hold him?” she asked me, which made me lost.

I had never witnessed a birth or held a child in my arms.

“Don’t be afraid.” Sergei laughed. “You can handle it.”

I extended my hands and they handed me the baby. He was heavy. I was so scared I’d drop him. At first, I was scared because he was dark maroon, and blue. Then I realized that this was normal. The baby was wrapped in a diaper. He somehow managed to wriggle out and reached for my face.

Imagine my surprise when his fingers clearly sparkled with a flash of power. Judging by the long faces of the Gvozdevs, they noticed this too.

***

Standing at the bus station, I had mixed feelings. After Olga gave birth, everything changed. We were constantly around the baby and we played with him as if he were the greatest treasure in the world.

And so it was.

Together with Sergei, we completed building the second room and we implemented all other plans that we had in mind. After I left, it would be much more difficult for him to do it all without an assistant, so we were in a hurry to make life as easy as possible for them.

Olga gave birth shortly before the end of the school year. I kept going to classes, but it was more out of inertia than out of necessity. I only needed a certificate confirming that I had graduated from school.

Lena left. Her mother decided to divorce her drunkard of a husband, and since her daughter entered the regional center, they decided to move there. I hoped everything went well for them. After our breakup, we never managed to talk normally.

The lessons were over, and summer came. Nothing happened during these three months. The main attraction was the baby crying at night. I seemed to be living that normal, uneventful life I had always wanted.

But no, I was lying, I managed to find out something important.

My energy-gathering seals came in very handy. First for Olga, who, after a difficult childbirth, recovered in record time. According to her, her gift had at least doubled, and she had never felt so strong. We often discussed her changes. She kept warning me to keep quiet about my skills, because it would trigger a hunt.

I heeded the advice and wasn’t going to give away my secrets.

The value of my invention was further enhanced by the fact that the energy source had a positive effect on the baby. Once, Olga, who initially had no intention of approaching it, absentmindedly entered its area with the baby. And there was a miracle, he immediately calmed down and stopped crying. From that moment on, daily sessions in the energy bath became a ritual.

And that was it. The construction was finished, and the baby grew healthy and strong, frightening us all with spontaneous manifestations of his gift. For now, he was throwing out pure energy wherever he pleased, but that could change at any moment. And who knew where this would lead?

“Well, shall we say goodbye?” Sergei extended his hand to me.

I wanted to shake it, but the man grinned and hugged me tightly, ruffling my hair.

“Take care of yourself,” Olga said quietly.

To be honest, I knew that I would miss them all greatly.

After saying goodbye, I boarded the bus. Ahead of me were several hours of travel, and then two train rides to the capital.

In three days, my new life would begin.




END OF BOOK 1


Thank you for reading!

I plan to publish book 2 very soon, in about six weeks. It should be already available for the pre-order.

Ahead of Ed lies a new life at the capital, new friends and enemies, and a struggle to maintain his freedom.

Please, consider leaving a review. It’s the best way to support me and help me in translating the next parts of my nine-books series. I’m highly motivated by your ratings and reviews!

If you don’t know what to read in the next month, I highly recommend these two series:

The Heavenly Throne (A LitRPG Wuxia Series) by Yuri Ajin

True Force unleashes one’s inner power. It determines the strength of martial arts practitioners.

Heavenly Throne follows one of the greatest underground fighters of the 2010s, who has found himself in a world much different than his own. He had thought that he had nothing more to lose, but fate is a fickle and cruel mistress. Now, he must fight for his place in this new world as he advances on the path of martial arts and force cultivation.

The Heavenly Throne 1: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0874S6C1S

Yuri recently released book 12. I’m sure you will enjoy this series.

Legend of Raven (A Wuxia Series) by Konstantin Zaitsev

Just yesterday, Ian Raven was a champion in Vale Tudo. His fighting spirit and the desire to win led him to the top of the fighting Olympus.

Having met death in battle, Ian made a deal with a mysterious entity wearing the mask of a demon, and found himself in a new body and a new world.

A world that lives by old traditions.

A world in which the law is the will of ruthless clans.

A world with disturbed balance.

A world hurling toward the abyss.

A world in which he will have to overcome countless obstacles to become a champion again, walking the path of the Rings of Power and changing his destiny.

The Raven will spread his wings again!

Legend of Raven 1: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0BD2QBB3T

Konstantin recently released book 5. I hope you will enjoy this series as much as I do.




For all the latest info, feel free to follow my team on their social networks, or if you have any questions send me an email.

Facebook: Litrpg, GameLit, Wuxia, and Xianxia

Email: danilukedankaem@gmail.com

Also, join this group of our friends:
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